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Abstract
Worker cooperatives in the gig economy can involve large and heterogeneous memberships, which makes them vulnerable to
member opportunism depleting collective resources. External shocks may present another challenge for collective resource
management. This raises the question of how heterogeneous cooperatives design rules to mitigate opportunistic behavior and
whether these rules evolve in the face of external shocks. We study the case of Smart Belgium between 2017 and 2022, thereby
covering the COVID-19 pandemic and new cooperative legislation as external shocks. Building on the institutional grammar
methodology, we analyze 412 rules of Smart. The findings indicate that external shocks with sudden resource scarcity do not
necessarily motivate rule changes (COVID-19) while external shocks without an effect on collective resources can motivate
rule changes (national policy change). The study also shows what kind of rules heterogeneous cooperatives may design to mit-
igate opportunism.
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1. Introduction

The gig economy, defined as short-term service jobs organized through intermediaries (Stanford, 2017), chal-
lenges established labor market institutions in the Global North. As a form of non-standard employment, gig
work lacks the protections that modern welfare states guarantee for regular employees and is often excluded from
collective representation by unions (Woodcock & Graham, 2020). This leaves many gig workers dependent on
corporate intermediaries such as digital labor platforms, while also facing insecurity in matters of income,
employment, working hours, social security, skill development, and occupational health and safety (Koene &
Pichault, 2021; Lorquet et al., 2018). In response, bottom-up organizations in the form of worker-owned (plat-
form) cooperatives have developed and are gaining traction in recent years (Eum, 2019; Martinelli, 2021;
Mondon-Navazo et al., 2022). Cooperatives of gig workers resemble other labor market intermediaries but “with
the key difference being that collective ownership allows for organizing protections against precarity and remov-
ing dependence on outside owners” (Bunders & Akkerman, 2023, p. 2). For instance, members can become
employed by the cooperative and gain access to labor rights while continuing to work on a project basis with
shifting clients that are allocated by the cooperative or have been acquired themselves. These worker cooperatives
can thus be regarded as a form of collective entrepreneurial action which aims to produce a collective good for its
members in the form of more secure working conditions (Navarra, 2015). In this study, we examine the regula-
tions set up by one such cooperative in order to manage, preserve and protect the collective resources it creates.

Collectively managed resources may deplete due to endogenous threats, like opportunistic member behavior,
or exogenous shocks, such as economic crises (Dehkordi et al., 2021). Although opportunism can occur in any
exchange relationship (Williamson, 1985), the atomized and competitive nature of gig work may further evoke it
(Hart & Moore, 1996). Opportunistic behavior could also go undetected more easily when the tasks are variable
and performance is difficult to evaluate (Bhardwaj & Sergeeva, 2022), as is the case with diverse and dispersed
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forms of work in the gig economy. Adverse selection occurs when cooperatives attract more high-risk gig workers
as members and high-performance gig workers choose not to join, whereas moral hazard arises when members
behave more risky than non-members and thus put a larger burden on collective resources (Vriens & De
Moor, 2020). Opportunism might then manifest in various forms. For instance, free-riding happens when mem-
bers transact outside of the cooperative while still making use of their collective provisions (i.e., side-selling),
thereby reaping the benefits but not bearing the costs of this collective good (Olson, 1965). Nevertheless, collec-
tive action is still observed in the gig economy, which raises the question of how it is protected against tendencies
of opportunism.

External shocks may put pressure on collective resources by increasing needs and decreasing income streams,
even if cooperatives are found to be more resilient to shocks than conventional firms (Billiet et al., 2021; Carini &
Carpita, 2014). Worker cooperatives typically respond to economic crises with pay cuts rather than layoffs as to
secure stable employment (Cristini et al., 2023). They may even start as worker buy-outs by saving conventional
firms from bankruptcy (Mirabel, 2021). Still, financial losses of worker cooperatives are typically similar or even
higher than those suffered by conventional firms during economic downturn (Cristini et al., 2023; Prushinskaya
et al., 2021). With fewer resources available, competition between members becomes more likely, thereby widen-
ing the gap between individual and group interests, which could limit cooperation (Kramer, 1989). Some studies
on collective resource management indeed find that members act more opportunistically when resources are
scarce by fending for themselves first (Gatiso et al., 2015), while others find no evidence for an increase in oppor-
tunism following a disaster (Conte, 2022). Moreover, not all external shocks negatively affect collective resources.
External shocks could also positively affect collective resources (e.g., a drop in procurement costs) or, as we will
later show, have no effect.

Cooperatives can set up institutional rules of the game aimed at preserving and protecting their collective
resources (Sacchetti & Tortia, 2015), for instance by stimulating higher contributions of members or by putting
up restrictions on usage. Institutions are defined here as formally codified or informally understood “prescrip-
tions that humans use to organize all forms of repetitive and structured interactions” (Ostrom, 2005, p. 3). Previ-
ous research on a cooperative of freelance photographers emphasizes the importance of trust, screening of new
members based on shared values, and limitations on membership size to mitigate opportunism (Bhardwaj &
Sergeeva, 2022). Soetens and Huybrechts (2022) demonstrate that the trade-offs of such an approach include
sacrificing individual aspirations, excluding members who hold different values, and thus reaching a more limited
and homogenous group. In many cases it might not be possible or desirable to maintain a small and homoge-
neous membership, especially in the gig economy where intermediaries benefit from network effects and there is
high socioeconomic diversity among workers (Vallas & Schor, 2020). Recent literature suggests that the design of
formal rules might help to create shared expectations on cooperation in large heterogeneous groups, which would
arise more naturally in small homogenous groups (Geary et al., 2019; Van Klingeren, 2022). Hence, we focus on
institutions as rules.

When collective resources are affected by an external shock, cooperatives may need to change their rules in
order to rebalance what members use and contribute. Dehkordi et al. (2021) theorize that institutional response
to external shocks depends on whether the shock introduces sudden resource scarcity or an increase in fixed
costs, with only the latter invoking a change in rules. Others find institutional change in response to sudden
resource abundance (Tschopp et al., 2018). However, one could also argue that if the rules are set up well initially,
there is no need to change them in the event of an external shock. It may further be questioned if changing the
rules is even helpful at all when collective resources diminish as a direct result of the external shock instead of
any deliberate behavior. Modifying or tinkering with the rules is not always a solution (Cook, 2018), also for rep-
utational reasons. Thus, it remains unclear in what ways regulative institutions address opportunistic behavior in
heterogeneous groups and whether they evolve in the face of external shocks. This knowledge is crucial for a bet-
ter understanding of what makes collective resource management resilient when faced with both internal and
external impediments.

We formulate the following research question: How are regulative institutions used to curb members’ oppor-
tunism in a heterogeneous cooperative while facing external shocks? We investigate this question using an explor-
ative case study of Société Mutuelle pour artistes (Smart), which was founded in Belgium as a non-profit
association in 1998 to provide freelance artists an employment status with associated labor rights. At present,
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Smart is a worker cooperative with all kinds of gig workers as its members (Murgia & de Heusch, 2020). Our
analysis covers the period from 2017—when Smart officially became a cooperative—to 2022, thereby covering
two external shock events: the COVID-19 pandemic and a new cooperative law. Whereas previous institutional
analysis of Smart Belgium focuses on how the organization evolved until 2016 to strengthen their legitimacy as
perceived by external stakeholders (Xhauflair et al., 2018), the current study examines the regulations set up by
Smart itself to manage their collective resources after being converted to a cooperative. Focusing on the design
and adaptation of Smart’s regulative institutions, we build on the institutional grammar approach to systemati-
cally analyze its rules (Frantz & Siddiki, 2021).

2. Background on the institutional analysis of collective resource management

There has been substantial attention in the literature for managing common-pool natural resources, like pastures
and fisheries, but far less research addresses the human-made collective resources of worker cooperatives
(Tortia, 2018). Use of their worker protections and welfare provisions is rivalrous and non-excludable among
members, as they need to be funded from collective budgets. As such, some researchers describe worker coopera-
tives as labor commons (Peuter & Dyer-Witheford, 2010). Others do not go so far and rather point to the simi-
larities of cooperatives and commons as governance regimes, but with the latter not engaged in capital
accumulation (De Moor, 2008, 2015; Guttmann, 2021). For the purpose of this research, it is appropriate to view
worker cooperatives as a distinct governance form.

From the starting point of their legal incorporation, worker cooperatives may design original rules to manage
their collective resources. In contrast to classic theories on resource depletion as a result of uncoordinated actions
of users overexploiting the resource (Hardin, 1968; Olson, 1965), Ostrom’s seminal work posits that self-
governance of collective resources by user groups can in fact be sustainable under certain conditions
(Ostrom, 1990). Key to her research is the ability of user groups to create a set of tailored institutional rules that
help to coordinate collective action and thereby make it robust. To achieve this, user groups engage in institu-
tional work: “the purposive action of individuals and organizations aimed at creating, maintaining and disrupting
institutions” (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006, p. 214). The design of institutions forms a second-order social dilemma
as every user benefits from reduced first-order social dilemmas, by mitigating opportunism, regardless of their
contribution in the institutional work (Kollock, 1998). However, scholarship on collective resource management
has only sparingly paid attention to how these institutions emerge and whether they evolve in response to exter-
nal shocks (De Moor, 2008, 2015; Ensminger, 1996; Landolt & Haller, 2015; Tschopp et al., 2018). One reason
for this may be that specific methodologies for studying the content of institutions lacked in applicability
(De Moor et al., 2016; Frantz & Siddiki, 2021).

Introduced by Crawford and Ostrom (1995), the institutional grammar is a form of content analysis that
allows for systematic inquiry of how institutions intend, succeed, or fail to structure behavior. The development
of an institutional grammar was driven by their assessment that approaches hitherto used to study institutions
were not mutually exclusive, and that in fact all institutions signal information on behavioral directives. Since the
institutional grammar initially lacked applicability, it only started to be used after two pioneering studies (Basurto
et al., 2010; Siddiki et al., 2011) and the more recent revision into an institutional grammar 2.0 (Frantz &
Siddiki, 2021). The institutional grammar allows analysts to dissect any set of institutions into statements, which
can either be constitutive (i.e., x counts as y) or regulative (i.e., if x do y), and then deconstruct these statements
into components according to a standardized syntax. As the current study focuses on the regulation of collective
resources, we use the regulative syntax that describes the structure of regulative statements. There are six compo-
nents in this syntax, which are often abbreviated as ADIBCO (see Table 1).

Institutional statements can take the form of strategies, norms or rules. Crawford and Ostrom (1995) origi-
nally distinguished these by the presence or absence of syntactic components: AIC for strategies, ADIC for
norms, and ADICO for rules (the oBject was only later introduced as an optional component, in: Siddiki
et al., 2011). However, Schlüter and Theesfeld (2010) argued that all three forms can have an Or else, but of a dif-
ferent nature. In a situation where actors are interdependent, shared strategies emerge as equilibria to coordinate
collective action by conveying information on efficient behavior. Since deviating from a shared strategy is ineffi-
cient, its sanction is automatic in nature. For example, when one avoids jay-walking due to the risk of getting hit
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by cars. Norms are shared perceptions of what actions are right or wrong in a certain situation, thus motivating
actors by internally or externally imposed emotional sanctions like feelings of morality or a damaged reputation.
Most studies using the institutional grammar define rules as behavioral prescriptions that get enforced through
tangible sanctions for (non)compliance, such as a fine (Basurto et al., 2010; Geary et al., 2019). Nevertheless, rules
do not always specify a sanction and even if they do, the sanction can be specified separate from the initial rule
(De Moor, 2015). What then distinguishes rules is that these are formal institutions, not because they are com-
monly written down in legal documents, but since they are designed and (actively or passively) monitored by an
actor that is officially appointed in a legitimized process (Frantz & Siddiki, 2021). In the current study, we focus
on regulative institutions as rules set up by the cooperative because norms and shared strategies regarding coop-
eration are less likely to arise naturally in large heterogeneous groups (Geary et al., 2019; Van Klingeren, 2022).

Most of the existing institutional grammar research focuses on institutional structure instead of meaning,
which makes sense for a grammatical approach but it also limits explanatory power (Dunlop et al., 2019). For
example, how much can we infer from the modal Attribute? There is also a strong computational orientation in
recent developments of the institutional grammar, making it machine-readable (Frantz & Siddiki, 2021), automat-
ically encodable via machine learning (Rice et al., 2021), and using it for agent-based modeling or network analy-
sis (Abebe et al., 2019; Mesdaghi et al., 2022). Although these are important advancements, it reinforces the
existing focus on institutional structure. For instance, by analyzing concepts like polycentricity in terms of net-
work relations between Attributes and oBjects (Weible et al., 2020). To better capture institutional meaning, some
authors have suggested to only make use of statement-level classifications (Dunlop et al., 2019). Attempts at clas-
sifying institutional meaning on the component-level have so far been fragmented and focused on a limited num-
ber of components (De Moor et al., 2016; Frantz & Siddiki, 2021).

3. Methodology

To better understand collective resource management in a heterogenous group facing external shocks, we con-
ducted an explorative case study on 412 rules of Smart Belgium for the period 2017–2022. We selected this case
for three reasons. First of all, Smart is based on self-governance of collective resources (Ostrom, 1990), with the
members and their representatives being responsible for the design of regulative institutions. All ordinary mem-
bers can exert influence by voting for board candidates, standing for election themselves, voting on major deci-
sions during the general assembly, but also by participating more deliberative in rulemaking as part of the “Smart
in progress”-committees. Additionally, there is an ethics committee for monitoring the alignment between
Smart’s values and practices, which consists for a majority of ordinary members that are selected randomly.
Smart’s board is elected by and largely from its own membership, which in turn delegates one or more chief exec-
utive officers that are supported by the executive staff (referred to together as “executive team”). The coopera-
tive’s bylaws are its constitution, which can only be changed by a supermajority vote at the general assembly.
Other regulations can be more flexibly changed. These are specified in the “house rules” for any economic activi-
ties that members undertake as gigs and in the “production and work regulations” for anything related to

TABLE 1 Example of an institutional statement: Members shall not spread confidential information during and after the
execution of a contract or the cooperative may claim a compensation

Syntactic
component

Definition of component Coding of example statement

Attribute The actor to whom the statement applies Members
Deontic Defines if an action or outcome is permitted, obliged or forbidden Shall not
aIm The action or outcome specified in the statement Spread
oBject The animate or inanimate receiver of the action or outcome Confidential information
Context The circumstances that are prerequisites or restrictions for the

action or outcome
During and after the execution of a
contract

Or else The incentive linked to the action or outcome The cooperative may claim a
compensation

© 2024 The Author(s). Regulation & Governance published by John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd.4

D. J. Bunders and T. D. Moor INSTITUTIONAL GRAMMAR OF A GIG WORKER CO-OP

 17485991, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/rego.12607 by C

ochrane N
etherlands, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [25/06/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



members’ status as employees of the cooperative. While our main interest here is in the rules that are designed
by Smart itself, the cooperative is also tied to broader legal frameworks for all of the roles that members have (see
Fig. 1). As shown later in the findings, a new cooperative law that was introduced during the period of observa-
tion turned out to be consequential as an external shock.

Second, Smart forms an ideal case since it is a worker cooperative that provides employment status with asso-
ciated labor rights to a heterogeneous group of gig workers. Smart operates as federated but independent entities
in eight European countries (Murgia & de Heusch, 2020). We limit our scope to Smart Belgium, as it has existed
for long enough to track institutional change and is by far the largest and most diverse. While Smart Belgium
was originally founded in 1998 as a non-profit association with only artists and creative workers, between 2008
and 2016 the organization expanded its role of employer to all kinds of gig workers (Xhauflair et al., 2018). At
the end of 2016, Smart began its legal conversion to a cooperative. In contrast to traditional worker cooperatives,
Smart does not direct its members to produce a certain product or service but instead functions as an intermedi-
ary for its members who “each produce their own product or service that they sell independently” (Murgia & de
Heusch, 2020, p. 216). The collective resources of Smart consist of its protections and welfare provisions for
members (e.g., training, legal advice, access to social security). These are primarily created by means of a 6.5%
commission on all transactions that members conduct via the cooperative.

Third, Smart’s development from 2017 to 2022 is selected to include the period preceding, during, and follow-
ing two external shock events: the COVID-19 pandemic and Belgium’s new cooperative law. It covers the time
since Smart first operated as a worker cooperative in 2017, the new cooperative law that was issued in 2019, and
the recovery of the Belgian economy after a massive vaccination campaign in the second half of 2021 until 2022.
While the new cooperative law posed no direct threat to collective resources, the COVID-19 pandemic did. The
first wave of COVID-19 and restrictions to contain its spread in Belgium started from March 2020, “with increas-
ingly more severe policies implemented as case numbers began to spike” (Desson et al., 2020, p. 438). It is impor-
tant to note that, during the height of this pandemic, the Belgian federal and regional governments mitigated a
significant share of the negative economic effects through a wide range of support measures. Nevertheless, 55% of
all Belgian enterprises suffered a loss of turnover during the height of the pandemic between April 2020 and
March 2021 compared to 45% one year earlier (Dhyne & Duprez, 2021). To put this into context, 50% of all Bel-
gian enterprises saw a decrease in turnover during the 2008 financial crisis (Dhyne & Duprez, 2021). Most of
Smart’s members are still active in the creative sector (e.g., in 2019, around 70% of the total work budget came
from creative sector jobs), which was precisely one of the most severely restricted sectors during the pandemic.

Data on Smart’s rules were collected from relevant documents and webpages of the cooperative (see Table 2).
Since not all versions were archived well, we used the Wayback Machine of The Internet Archive to retrieve ear-
lier versions. The data thus reflect Smart’s institutions-in-form instead of their institutions-in-use, which limits
our insight into actual compliance with rules but is appropriate considering our interest in the cooperative’s
design of regulative institutions. Coding of the data followed the institutional grammar’s regulative syntax
(Crawford & Ostrom, 1995; Frantz & Siddiki, 2021), by parsing the documents into institutional statements and
dissecting their syntactic components (i.e., ADIBCO). A dataset was generated with 412 institutional rule

Member

Member with an 
economic ac�vity

Employee

• Bylaws
• Coopera�ve law

• House rules
• Commercial law

• Produc�on and 
work regula�ons

• Labour law

FIGURE 1 Rules designed by Smart and the respective national laws as they relate to the various roles that members have
(adapted from: Smart, 2019).
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statements as the unit of analysis across rows, and syntactic components as variables with semantic classifications
as values across columns (also see Appendix I). For each statement, we also registered its source document and
the year it was introduced and, if applicable, discarded.

For our operationalization, we developed the institutional grammar’s ability to measure institutional meaning
at the component-level by integrating various semantic classifications (De Moor et al., 2016; Frantz &
Siddiki, 2021; Ostrom, 2005). The syntactic components (i.e., ADIBCO) then function as categorical variables,
while semantic classifications are used to specify the possible values. For the Attribute, we adapted five rule
parties from De Moor et al. (2016): ordinary members, general assembly, officials, non-members, cooperative as a
whole, and other. In the current study, we are particularly interested in regulations directed at ordinary members
of Smart.

To classify oBjects, we used the same rule parties except for the addition of an inanimate category that is of
special interest: collective resources. This is a specification of the animacy taxonomy by Frantz and Siddiki
(2021), which allows for comparing rules that do relate to collective resources with those that do not. In the cod-
ing process, we classified oBjects as collective resources if they referred to either protections and welfare provi-
sions for members or to the finances required to create these collective resources.

The Deontic is measured similarly as in the institutional grammar 2.0 (Frantz & Siddiki, 2021) and in De
Moor et al. (2016), using the following categories: permission, obligation, and prohibition. These categories
express the relative stringency or discretion by which a certain rule is applied, which says something about how
consistently a rule should be followed.

We used Ostrom’s (2005) rule typology to classify the actions or outcomes in the aIm (see Fig. 2). Position
rules concern the positions of actors (e.g., the position of member), while an actor’s eligibility to enter or exit a
position is regulated by boundary rules (e.g., membership criteria). If an aIm sets the actions for a position, it is a

TABLE 2 Overview of archival data

Type Versions Total number of pages

Bylaws January 2017, June 2020 53
House rules June 2017, December 2017, June 2020, May 2022 28
Production and work regulations September 2015a, November 2020, March 2022 121
aSince a version of the production and work regulations from Smart’s early years as a cooperative (2017–2019) could not be
retrieved, we used a version from 2015 to identify which rules from the November 2020 version are in fact older. However, we
did not code rules only appearing in the September 2015 version, since it is unclear when these have been discarded exactly.
Hence, we minimize the overestimation of institutional rule changes in 2020.

FIGURE 2 Decision tree to classify the aIm (adapted from: Watkins & Westphal, 2016), used for coding.
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choice rule. Aggregation rules relate to joint control over an action and determine how decisions are made when
more than one actor is involved. The exchange of information between actors is defined by information rules.
Scope rules specify the outcomes to be affected by actions. Hence, choice and scope statements capture any action
or outcome respectively that does not fit under one of the other types. Finally, payoff statements assign costs and
benefits to an action or outcome.

The institutional grammar 2.0 (Frantz & Siddiki, 2021) provides a detailed Context taxonomy to specify
whether activation conditions and execution constraints relate to: (1) temporality like a point in time, time
frames, or frequencies; (2) spatiality such as locations, directions, or paths; (3) domain of activity, topic or exis-
tence; (4) order of procedure; (5) method like manners or instruments; (6) purpose; (7) state of affairs; and
(8) event occurrences. Because institutional statements often provide multiple Context specifications, we classify
separately for activation conditions and execution constraints if the taxonomy’s categories apply or not. The Con-
text specificity of each rule is then measured by counting the number of activation conditions and execution
constraints, each ranging between 0 and 8.

For the Or else component, we used a simplified version of the sanction typology in De Moor et al. (2016)
while also adding non-punitive incentives: (1) exclusion from membership; (2) exclusion from assembly; (3) lose
official appointment; (4) gain official appointment; (5) lose right to use collective resources; (6) gain right to use
collective resources; (7) monetary fine; (8) monetary bonus; (9) exposure of compliance; (10) exposure of viola-
tion; (11) legal action; and (12) other.

Our analytic approach consists of three steps. First, we provided a performance overview of Smart Belgium
based on its annual reports between 2017 and 2022 to identify if and when pressure on collective resources has
increased. After all, these collective resources are primarily funded by the commission on all transactions that
members conduct via the cooperative. The overview is based on data provided by Smart about their total number
of members and the cooperative’s turnover. Second, we compared the extent of institutional change during the
external shocks to the preceding and following periods. To assess whether the rules changed in response to any
of the external shocks, the number of rules added or removed in each year provided some initial insight. We then
inspected Smart’s accompanying rationale for rule changes, but their stated reason could not be taken at face
value as it allows for multiple interpretations. The nature of rule changes was examined by comparing the com-
ponents of rules that changed in 2020 versus the rules that did not change, which evidenced that institutional
change occurred in response to only one of the two external shocks. Third, we further examined what kind of
rules are used to mitigate members’ opportunism. We did so by analyzing the characteristics of rules that apply
to ordinary members (Attribute) and have to do with collective resources (oBject), since these rules regulate how
members use and contribute to collective resources. In particular, we compare these rules to all other rules on
stringency (Deontic), type (aIm), activation conditions and execution constraints (Context), and incentives
(Or else).

4. Findings

Since becoming a cooperative in 2017, Smart has grown steadily and more than doubled the number of members
to almost 35,000 in 2022 (see Fig. 3). The height of the COVID-19 pandemic, 2020–2021, shows little to no devi-
ation from this pattern. Hence, while membership increased during this external shock event, it did not do so
more strongly than in the period before or after. The total number of members does not show how many mem-
bers left the cooperative in a given year, but it is clear that the influx of new members was continuously greater
than the outflux of members.

A clearer impact of COVID-19 as an external shock can be observed in Smart’s financial performance, which
is shown in Figure 4. Smart experienced a negative net result of over five million euros in 2020, which also
resulted in a 20.5 percentage point loss in equity compared to 2018. In their annual report of 2020, Smart
Belgium explains this poor performance as a direct result of members being unable to work due to lockdowns
during the pandemic. Nevertheless, it becomes clear that Smart was already making a recovery in 2021, reporting
a positive net result of more than 300,000 euros and only a 15.3 percentage point loss in equity compared to
2018. Hence, if Smart adapted its regulative institutions in response to sudden resource scarcity caused by the
pandemic, we should be able to find it in 2020.

© 2024 The Author(s). Regulation & Governance published by John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd. 7

INSTITUTIONAL GRAMMAR OF A GIG WORKER CO-OP D. J. Bunders and T. D. Moor

 17485991, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/rego.12607 by C

ochrane N
etherlands, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [25/06/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



0

5000

10000

15000

20000

25000

30000

35000

40000

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022*

N
um

be
r 

of
 m

em
be

rs

FIGURE 3 Number of members in Smart Belgium since 2017 (*2022 is a provisional number).

-200

-150

-100

-50

0

50

100

150

2018 2019 2020 2021

Net result (2018 = 100) Equity (2018 = 100)

FIGURE 4 Indexed financial performance of Smart since 2018, in net result and equity.

0

50

100

150

200

250

Before 2017 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Rules added Rules removed

FIGURE 5 Number of rules added and removed each year in Smart between 2017 and 2022.

© 2024 The Author(s). Regulation & Governance published by John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd.8

D. J. Bunders and T. D. Moor INSTITUTIONAL GRAMMAR OF A GIG WORKER CO-OP

 17485991, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/rego.12607 by C

ochrane N
etherlands, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [25/06/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



Figure 5 shows the institutional change per year. After being formed as a cooperative in 2017, we observe
108 rules added and 28 rules removed in 2020. Then 2 years later, in 2022, we find only 16 rules added and
11 rules removed. In their accompanying rationale for changing the bylaws during a general assembly meeting on
23 June 2020, Smart does not refer to the COVID-19 pandemic as direct reason for its revised rules
(Smart, 2020). Instead, they point to Belgium’s new cooperative law issued on 23 March 2019, which became
applicable for already existing cooperatives like Smart in 2020 and is binding by 1 January 2024. Thus, while
resource scarcity due to the pandemic is not mentioned as a reason for the institutional change in 2020, an exter-
nal shock of a different nature is: national policy change. The new cooperative law only required minor changes
in terminology and technical specifications, but in its rationale for the rule changes of 2020 Smart describes it as
“a good occasion to repeat or specify certain principles or concepts.” In other words, it is likely that more rules
were changed than strictly required by the new cooperative law. It could still be the case that some rules were
changed in response to the pandemic, but that it is not mentioned by Smart for reputational reasons. Hence, it is
crucial to look at the nature of institutional change to fully refute a pandemic-effect and to ascertain it is indeed
related to the new cooperative law.

If we compare the aIm of rules that changed in 2020 versus rules that did not change in 2020 (see Table 3),
we find significantly more position and boundary rules but fewer choice and scope rules: χ2(6, 412) = 15.40,
p = 0.02. We also find that rules which changed in 2020 had significantly more execution constraints: rpb = 0.14,
p = 0.004. However, there is no evidence for significant differences in the other rule components nor do we find
that rules which changed in 2020 are significantly more often rules against opportunistic member behavior. This
is in line with Smart’s stated reason for the rule changes in 2020, because the new cooperative law standardizes
the positions that can be held (i.e., position rules) and when one becomes eligible for these positions
(i.e., boundary rules). More specifically, in 2020 Smart changed their membership categories to more clearly dis-
tinguish members on the executive staff from members that are external partners and set additional eligibility
requirements for running in a board election. We can also refute the notion of a pandemic-effect, since the rules
that changed in 2020 were not more often about collective resources (oBject) nor directed at mitigating opportun-
ism (Attribute = ordinary members, oBject = collective resources). Institutional change during the period of
observation is therefore related to only one external shock: national policy change.

Next, we analyze what kind of rules are used to mitigate opportunistic member behavior in Smart. A few pat-
terns can be observed. First of all, compared to all other rules, the Deontics of rules against opportunism are sig-
nificantly more stringent (see Table 4): χ2(3, 412) = 12.34, p = 0.01. In particular, by obligating contributions to
collective resources (obligation = 45.45% in opportunism rules compared to 22.16% in other rules) and to a lesser
extent also by prohibiting overuse (prohibition = 9.09% in opportunism rules compared to 6.33% in other rules).
Second, we find significant differences in the aIm of rules against opportunism compared to all other rules (see
Table 5): χ2(6, 412) = 22.97, p = 0.001. Opportunistic member behavior is especially regulated by boundary
(15.15% compared to 10.03%), choice (39.39% compared to 22.16%), scope (15.15% compared to 8.71%), and
payoff rules (24.24% compared to 10.82%). Third, we find that rules against opportunism had significantly more
execution constraints that specify its application: rpb = 0.17, p = 0.001. Finally, there is no evidence for significant
differences in the other rule components. It is particularly striking that most rules did not specify a sanction in

TABLE 3 Relative frequencies of the aIm in rules that changed in 2020 versus rules that did not change in 2020
(change = added or removed)

Rules that did not change in 2020 Rules that changed in 2020

aIm = position 4.35% 7.35%
aIm = boundary 6.88% 17.65%
aIm = choice 25.72% 19.12%
aIm = aggregation 19.93% 18.38%
aIm = information 19.93% 20.59%
aIm = scope 10.51% 6.62%
aIm = payoff 12.68% 10.29%
Total 276 (100%) 136 (100%)

© 2024 The Author(s). Regulation & Governance published by John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd. 9

INSTITUTIONAL GRAMMAR OF A GIG WORKER CO-OP D. J. Bunders and T. D. Moor

 17485991, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/rego.12607 by C

ochrane N
etherlands, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [25/06/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



the Or else, regardless of whether these were rules against opportunism (96.97% Or else = none) or other rules
(94.20% Or else = none).

5. Conclusions and discussion

Returning to our research question on how rules are used to curb members’ opportunism in a heterogeneous
cooperative while facing external shocks, the findings show no evidence that institutional change occurred in
response to resource scarcity during the COVID-19 pandemic. Instead, we find that new national legislation
motivated Smart to change their rules. At the same time, it is likely that many rule changes have no relation to
an external shock at all. Moreover, the findings demonstrate what kind of rules are used against opportunistic
behavior in a heterogenous cooperative. In particular, these are rules that obligate contributions to collective
resources or prohibit overuse but without necessarily specifying any sanctions for non-compliance. Rules against
opportunism mainly deal with members’ actions (choice rules) or outcomes to be affected by members’ actions
(scope rules) with respect to collective resources. These rules often also specify entry or exit requirements for
membership (boundary rules) and assign costs or benefits to members (payoff rules). Smart does not apply rules
against opportunistic behavior without any restraint. In fact, rules aimed at mitigating opportunism contain more
execution constraints than other rules do. Taken together, these findings illustrate how cooperatives can design
regulative institutions in order to preserve and protect collective resources when faced with internal and external
impediments.

This explorative study makes three important contributions. First, it further develops the institutional gram-
mar’s ability to measure institutional meaning whereas most of the existing institutional grammar research
focuses on institutional structure (Dunlop et al., 2019). Attempts at classifying institutional meaning on the
component-level have long been fragmented and included only a limited number of components (De Moor
et al., 2016; Frantz & Siddiki, 2021), which are now integrated in the current study. The resulting data structure
contains institutional statements as the unit of analysis across rows, and syntactic components as variables with
semantic classifications as values across columns. Such an adaptation of the institutional grammar methodology
can also be used to study the rules, norms and strategies of other types of cooperatives or different types of orga-
nizations. Future research could, for example, use it to compare rules, norms and strategies across policy

TABLE 4 Relative frequencies of the Deontic in rules against opportunism (Attribute = ordinary members,
oBject = collective resources) compared to all other rules

Other rules Opportunism rules

Deontic = none 45.12% 18.18%
Deontic = permission 26.39% 27.27%
Deontic = obligation 22.16% 45.45%
Deontic = prohibition 6.33% 9.09%
Total 379 (100%) 33 (100%)

TABLE 5 Relative frequencies of the aIm in rules against opportunism (Attribute = ordinary members, oBject = collective
resources) compared to all other rules

Other rules Opportunism rules

aIm = position 5.80% 0.00%
aIm = boundary 10.03% 15.15%
aIm = choice 22.16% 39.39%
aIm = aggregation 21.11% 0.00%
aIm = information 21.37% 6.06%
aIm = scope 8.71% 15.15%
aIm = payoff 10.82% 24.24%
Total 379 (100%) 33 (100%)

© 2024 The Author(s). Regulation & Governance published by John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd.10
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documents, organizations, or contexts. A limitation is that component-level classifications are typically context-
specific. For example, the rule parties taken from De Moor et al. (2016) to operationalize the Attribute compo-
nent work well for community-based organizations such as cooperatives but would be less applicable for the anal-
ysis of public policies created by governments. In addition, some component-level classifications would likely
benefit from greater detail. While the rule typology by Ostrom (2005) is commonly used in institutional grammar
research, future research would likely benefit from unpacking the “container categories” of choice and scope rules
into a more meaningful classification for the aIm.

Second, the findings show that external shocks with sudden resource scarcity (COVID-19) do not necessarily
motivate rule changes while external shocks without an effect on collective resources (new national legislation)
can motivate rule changes. Despite the pandemic’s negative effect on Smart’s financial performance, rule change
was not motivated by efficiency pressures but by institutional pressures of conforming to new standards and
thereby gaining legitimacy (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). A clear implication of this finding for theorizing how col-
lective resource management adapts to external shocks is that a wider variety of external shock types needs to be
taken into account. There are at least two dimensions that can help advance the study of external shocks by creat-
ing a spectrum along their axes. The vertical axis entails the impact on collective resources, which ranges from
external shocks that result in resource scarcity to relatively understudied external shocks that have no impact on
collective resources at all or that generate resource abundance (Tschopp et al., 2018). The horizontal axis
describes whether external shocks are sudden but temporary or more slowly developing and long-lasting
(Dehkordi et al., 2021; van Bavel et al., 2020). While most literature focuses on how collective resource manage-
ment changes its rules in response to an external shock that creates resource scarcity (on the vertical axis), more
attention is needed for institutional change as a result of rapid and slow onset external shocks (on the horizontal
axis). Some pioneering research shows that external shocks with a slow onset present most difficulties for collec-
tive resource management, because members then perceive a lower individual agency (Cerutti & Schlüter, 2019).
Future research should examine if these external shocks are also the most conducive to institutional change.

Third, the study provides support for the notion that cooperatives with a heterogeneous membership design
rules to prevent members from overusing or under-contributing to collective resources (Geary et al., 2019; Van
Klingeren, 2022). In particular, by obligating them to do their part, restricting access to membership, or assigning
costs and benefits. It is also striking how rules against opportunism are applied with restraint, since they have
more execution constraints and similarly little sanctions as other rules. This is in line with recent research that
questions the importance of sanctioning for preventing opportunism in collective resource management
(De Moor et al., 2021). While the effectiveness of certain rules in mitigating opportunistic member behavior
requires further assessment, for instance by observing compliance behavior, their design shows that cooperation
in heterogeneous groups is not necessarily destined to fail (Bhardwaj & Sergeeva, 2022; Soetens &
Huybrechts, 2022).

As worker cooperatives have emerged as collective good producers in the gig economy (Navarra, 2015), by
providing their members with more secure working conditions, it is timely to examine how such cooperatives
design regulative institutions in order to preserve and protect this collective good. Especially since the vast major-
ity of research on collective resource management still focuses on natural resources and has neglected the
human-made resources of worker cooperatives (Tortia, 2018). Bottom-up organizing in cooperatives provides gig
workers with protections against various kinds of insecurity (Koene & Pichault, 2021; Lorquet et al., 2018), while
at the same time giving them influence in shaping the institutional rules of the game (Eum, 2019;
Martinelli, 2021; Mondon-Navazo et al., 2022). Our analysis emphasizes the importance of regulative institutions
for resilience in these heterogeneous cooperatives.
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Codebook of institutional grammar coded database on Smart’s rules

Variable Measurement Values

ID Unique identification number for each
institutional rule statement

1 to n

Source Source label Source name and version number
Year_added Year that rule was added Year
Year_removed Year that rule was removed Year
A Literal coding of Attribute Text fragment from source document
A_party Classification of Attribute Ordinary members (1), general assembly (2), officials (3),

non-members (4), cooperative as a whole (5), other (6)
D Literal coding of Deontic Text fragment from source document
D_modal Classification of Deontic Permission (1), obligation (2), prohibition (3)
I Literal coding of aIm Text fragment from source document
I_type Classification of aIm Position (1), boundary (2), choice (3), aggregation (4),

information (5), scope (6), payoff (7)
B Literal coding of oBject Text fragment from source document
B_party Classification of oBject Ordinary members (1), general assembly (2), officials (3),

non-members (4), cooperative as a whole (5), collective
resources (6), other (7)

Cac Literal coding of Context activation
condition

Text fragment from source document

AC_temp Activation condition refers to temporality
like a point in time, time frames, or
frequencies

No (0), yes (1)

AC_spat Activation condition refers to spatiality
such as locations, directions, or paths

No (0), yes (1)

AC_dom Activation condition refers to domain of
activity, topic or existence

No (0), yes (1)

AC_ord Activation condition refers to order of
procedure

No (0), yes (1)

AC_meth Activation condition refers to method like
manners or instruments

No (0), yes (1)

AC_purp Activation condition refers to purpose No (0), yes (1)
AC_state Activation condition refers to state of

affairs
No (0), yes (1)

(Continues)
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Variable Measurement Values

AC_event Activation condition refers to event
occurrences

No (0), yes (1)

Cec Literal coding of Context execution
constraint

Text fragment from source document

EC_temp Execution constraint refers to temporality
like a point in time, time frames, or
frequencies

No (0), yes (1)

EC_spat Execution constraint refers to spatiality
such as locations, directions, or paths

No (0), yes (1)

EC_dom Execution constraint refers to domain of
activity, topic or existence

No (0), yes (1)

EC_ord Execution constraint refers to order of
procedure

No (0), yes (1)

EC_meth Execution constraint refers to method like
manners or instruments

No (0), yes (1)

EC_purp Execution constraint refers to purpose No (0), yes (1)
EC_state Execution constraint refers to state of

affairs
No (0), yes (1)

EC_event Execution constraint refers to event
occurrences

No (0), yes (1)

O Literal coding of Or else Text fragment from source document
O_type Classification of Or else Exclusion from membership (1), exclusion from assembly

(2), lose official appointment (3), gain official appointment
(4), lose right to use collective resources (5), gain right to use
collective resources (6), monetary fine (7), monetary bonus
(8), exposure of compliance (9), exposure of violation (10),
legal action (11), other (12)
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