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not make this assumption, then no one would ever have an incentive to contribute to the 
public good. Now ask yourself whether you would ever contribute to the public good under 
these circumstances. Would you participate in a pro-democracy protest? As Table 8.1 illus-
trates, your decision will depend on your conjecture or expectation about what other mem-
bers of the group will do.

As you can see, if these payoffs capture your assessment of the situation, it makes no sense 
for you to participate in the pro-democracy protest if you expect that fewer than K – 1 others 
will participate (Scenario 1). This is because your individual participation will not make the 
protest successful, and you will only end up incurring the cost of participation; you’d be bet-
ter off staying at home. It also makes no sense for you to participate if you conjecture that at 
least K others will participate (Scenario 3). This is because your participation is not neces-
sary for a successful protest; you might as well stay at home and free ride on the successful 
participation of others without paying any costs. It makes sense for you to participate only if 
you expect that exactly K – 1 others will participate (Scenario 2). In this scenario, your par-
ticipation is decisive because it turns an otherwise unsuccessful protest into a successful one; 
you get a payoff of B – C. By not participating, you condemn the protest to failure, and your 
payoff is 0. Given that B – C > 0, it is rational for you to participate. The rational choices in 
each of the three possible scenarios are underlined in Table 8.1.

The fact that the logic behind these choices applies to every individual in the group sug-
gests that there are only two possible types of equilibria here—either no one participates in 
the pro-democracy rally, or exactly K individuals do. Think about it this way. If no one is 
participating in the rally, then no one will want to individually deviate by participating 
because he or she will pay the cost of participating, but the one-person rally will be a failure. 
As a result, “no participation” is an equilibrium. If K individuals are participating, none of 
the K participants will want to individually deviate by staying home because the rally will fail 
without their participation, and none of the other group members will want to protest 
because their participation is costly and not crucial to the rally’s success. As a result, “exactly 
K participants” is also an equilibrium. Thus, for the pro-democracy rally (or any form of 

	 Scenario 1	 Scenario 2	 Scenario 3
	 (Fewer than K – 1 	 (Exactly K – 1 	 (K or more 
	 participate)	 participate)	 participate)

Participate	 – C	 B – C	 B – C

Don’t participate	 0	 0	 B

Note: K = the number of individuals that must participate for the pro-democracy protest to be successful; C = cost 
associated with participating; B = benefit associated with a successful pro-democracy protest; underlined letters 
indicate the payoffs associated with the actor’s best response—participate or don’t participate—in each scenario. 
It is assumed that B − C > 0.
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