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Schiedek, L., 2020: The role of water governance in the SDG era - An analysis of multi-stakeholder commitments

to water, sanitation and hygiene sector improvements, current trends and developments. Master thesis in

Sustainable Development at Uppsala University, No. 2020/17, 71 pp, 30 ECTS/hp

Abstract: The 21st century is marked by the forecast of a frightful set of crises caused by anthropogenic activities.

Among them, an emerging water crisis threatens the existence of life on the planet. It is mainly triggered by a lack

of good water governance. The concept of water governance refers to a range of different societal systems that

are involved in the management of water resources, and the delivery of water services. However, these systems

are threatened by several problems causing a mismanagement of water resources, involving corruption, deficits

of democratization, or inequalities. This study examines commitments to improved water, sanitation, and hygiene

provided by the Sanitation and Water for All partnership through a qualitative content analysis in order to allow

an insight in current goal-setting for improved water governance.

In this study, we show that even though stakeholders across geographical regions and constituencies aim at

efficient governance measures, they neglect the importance of the procedural factors of good governance, for

instance participation or adaptiveness. Instead they mostly focus on the outcome. Further, the study reveals that

the commitments lack timely and measurable components and often do not include allocation of budgets.

Although stakeholders show their intention to commit to action and work collaboratively, they often lack long-

term thinking.

Against the background of emerging global challenges in the water sector, most stakeholders are not yet prepared

to work efficiently with new forms of governance in order to establish sustainable and resilient systems.

Nevertheless, multi-stakeholder partnerships provide a basis to start a learning journey and can help to facilitate

capacity development and future literacy. This thesis reveals starting points for improvement, gives practical

recommendations for action and further research directions, that are necessary to explore the differences between

regions and constituencies further and improve the goal-setting process in the following years.
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Summary: The 21st century is marked by the forecast of a frightful set of crises caused by anthropogenic causes.

Among them, an emerging water crisis threatens the existence of life on the planet. Today, still approximately 2.2

billion people still lack safely managed water, while around 4.2 billion lack safely managed sanitation and 3 billion

do not have access to basic handwashing facilities, recent reports show. While neither technical knowledge nor

physical ability is lacking, the governance of water resources bears the blame for the concerns regarding water

supply and sustainable sanitation services. Together, water, sanitation, and hygiene services are threatened by

several problems causing a mismanagement of water resources, for example corruption, deficits of

democratization, or inequalities.

A global agenda for sustainable development and 17 global goals called Sustainable Development Goals were

adopted in 2015. Goal number 6 “clean water and sanitation” addressed these problems and set globally applicable

sub-targets to solve the problems of the sector. In this process new forms of institutional arrangements, such as

the Sanitation and Water for All Partnership, were formed to foster the successful formalization and goal-setting

of commitments. It provides a platform to discuss how to ensure the availability and sustainable management of

water, sanitation, and hygiene services for all. It regularly obtains national commitments for improved water

governance from its members that outline the goal-setting of the different constituency globally. In order to

provide evidence for the effectiveness of their actions, the partnership aims at monitoring and evaluating the

commitments to be able to adjust and improve interventions. This study is the first to comparatively evaluate the

efficiency of these commitments.

We show that members focus on the outcome, instead of focusing on the process, that is important to overcome

problems of bad governance. Further, commitments are drafted without making particular statements about

measurable, time-bound, and financial dimensions of their actions. This potentially causes ongoing problems of

ineffective allocation of resources and dysfunctional infrastructure. In addition to that, long-term thinking is

lacking, which prevents systems from building resilience to shocks that will possibly occur with climate change

in the near future. In sum, only radical shifts of strategies for improved governance towards more process-oriented

approaches can enhance resilient and sustainable systems, and therewith prevent a humanitarian disaster. This

paper reveals starting points for improvement, gives practical recommendations for action and further research

directions.
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1 Introduction 

 

Yet of all the social and natural resource crises we humans face, the water crisis is the one that lies at 

the heart of our survival and that of our planet Earth. – UNESCO, 2013, p.4 

For the 21st century, experts forecast the threat of a serious water crisis, which will affect people around 

the globe (UNESCO, 2003; World Water Council, n.d.). In line with this, there is a high probability that 

water will be one of the most critical natural resources in the future in different regions of the world 

(Water Europe, 2019). Water insecurity will influence people’s life significantly imposing a risk to 

water, sanitation and hygiene services (so called “WASH”-services; Howard, Calow, Macdonald, & 

Bartram, 2016; Zolnikov, 2018). Health problems and diseases caused by poor hygiene and unsafe water 

services are only some of the possible effects (UN, 2016). Today, around 29% of the world’s population 

does not yet have access to safely managed drinking water services, while still 673 million people 

practice open defecation (UNICEF/WHO, 2019). Water borne diseases can spread due to the 

consumption of unsafe water causing major health problems, for instance diarrhoea, Hepatitis A and C, 

or typhus (Antony et al., 2018). In 2012, diarrhoeal diseases caused by the ingestion of contaminated 

water was responsible for around 1.5 million deaths, of which around 58% are in low- and middle-

income countries and especially affecting child mortality (WHO, 2015). And yet climate change will 

exacerbate the situation through climate-change related water disasters including extreme weather 

events causing floods, heatwaves, or droughts that will have direct and indirect impacts of livelihoods 

and human health (Boylan et al., 2018; Veenema et al., 2017; Arnell, 2004). Nevertheless, in 2010 the 

UN General Assembly recognized the right to water and sanitation as a Human Right and is therefore 

high on the international development agenda (UN, 2010). 

However, neither physical availability of water and sanitation services nor the technical knowledge 

necessarily fuel the crisis. In fact, the main causes for the water crisis can be found in water governance 

(Rogers & Hall, 2013; UNDP/UNICEF, 2015; see chapter 2). It is defined as “political, social, economic 

and administrative systems that are in place to develop and manage water resources, and the delivery 

of water services” (GWP, 2000; Rogers and Hall, 2003, p.7; see details chapter 2). UN-reports show 

that the crisis is driven by a mismanagement of water resources, corruption, insufficient capacities and 

a lack of properly working institutions, as well as shortages of investments. The main causes for this 

situation are deeply rooted poverty, and inequalities, as well as unbalanced trade patterns and power 

relations, and deficits of democratization (WWAP, 2006; UNDP/UNICEF, 2015). So called good 

governance is often lacking and thus limiting development (ibid.). It refers to maximizing public interest 

within a public administration process including certain features, for instance legitimacy, transparency, 

accountability, rule of law, responsiveness, and effectiveness (Keping, 2018). Good governance of 

water resources is important for the well-being and social inclusion of people, as well as for a sustainable 

environment and the implementation of Human Rights (ibid.; Meier & Kim, 2015). Jiménez et al. (2020) 

from Stockholm International Water Institute (SIWI) explored these dimensions for water contexts in 

detail (see chapter 2). 

To address the aforementioned concerns and solve the global water and sanitation crisis, it is key to 

move forward the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the Agenda 2030 to 

secure sustainable development for current as well as future generations. SDG 6.1 and 6.2 specifically 

addressed the concerns of the WASH sector. With the SDGs, environmental, economic, and social 

issues were acknowledged to develop beyond borders so that governments alone cannot address risks 

and uncertainties. Hence, a new type of goal-setting features as a key governance strategy emerged 

(Brouwer et al., 2015). Consequently, for instance, top-down regulations and market-based approaches 

have been replaced by the use of non-legally binding targets (Biermann, Kanie, & Kim, 2017). These 

rather weak institutional arrangements provided the opportunity for a successful implementation of the 

goals through a bottom-up, country-driven, non-confrontational, and stakeholder-oriented nature of the 

governance. Though the governments are the legitimated authorities that are responsible for the 

implementation of policies, other stakeholders were also called to take action (UNDP/UNICEF, 2015). 
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These so-called multi-stakeholder-partnerships were formed to work jointly towards the achievement 

of the SDGs and bring all affected stakeholder groups together to take part in the decision making and 

implementation of actions (Brouwer et al., 2015; Bäckstrand, 2006). 

The efficiency of the partnerships is the decisive factor for the effective implementation of services and 

the effectiveness of the partnership’s governance towards a concrete progress by 2030 (Biermann, 

Kanie, & Kim, 2017). Hence, the formalization and goal-setting of voluntary commitments by setting 

clear benchmarks and appropriate indicators is important for the success of the partnerships (ibid.; 

Dodds, 2015). Nevertheless, achieving effective results requires feedback mechanisms in order to be 

able to review and adjust actions, if necessary (UNDP, 2011). Subsequently, monitoring and evaluating 

these multi-stakeholder partnerships’ commitments is crucial to inform about partnership progress and 

engagement (Stibbe, Reid & Gilbert, 2019). Nevertheless, although in the WASH-sector commitments 

have been obtained, no strategic analysis of commitments has been conducted so far. 

The Sanitation and Water for All Partnership (SWA) works towards ensuring the “availability and 

sustainable management of water and sanitation for all” and frequently obtains action commitments 

from its members (SWA, 2020). SWA together with other actors, for instance SIWI, engage in sector 

monitoring, evaluation, and learning (UNICEF, 2016). In this study, SWA provides a data base with 

commitments to improved water governance submitted by stakeholders from the partnership, that serves 

as material for examination (see chapter 2.2). 

1.1 Aim of the study 

The overall aim of this study is the analysis of national commitments to water, sanitation and hygiene 

using commitments drafted by SWA stakeholders. This will reveal the potential of commitments to 

produce efficient and effective results for water governance. More precisely, initially, the study 

elucidates how water governance is designed in the SWA commitments and how WASH practitioners 

aim at achieving improved governance. Further aims are to examine activities and priorities indicated 

within the commitments to gain a better understanding of the content of the commitments. Lastly, the 

efficiency of the commitments in terms of goal-setting is analysed, since the efficiency of the goals is 

crucial for an effective development of the water sector (see chapter 2.3). As a result, the analysis reveals 

the commitments’ potential to produce effective results.   

In a nutshell, this research allows a glimpse at current work and goal-setting of water governance 

practitioners. Since the commitments potentially lead to improved water governance, the results of this 

study are particularly interesting to SWA and SIWI, but also other scholars, practitioners and 

researchers working in the sector. The results can pave the way for further planning of the partnership 

and allow the identification of bottlenecks in goal-setting for improved water governance.  

1.2 Research questions 

The efficiency of commitments to improved water governance is crucial for an effective water sector. 

Therefore, the overarching question focuses on if SWA commitments will produce effective results 

during the SDG era. With that in mind, this research answers the following main research question and 

sub-questions: 

How likely is it that the objectives defined in the SWA commitments will produce effective results 

for improved water governance during the SDG era? 

• What do SWA stakeholders define in their commitments with regard to how they want to 

achieve improved water governance up until 2030? 

• What kinds of activities and priorities can be identified that are of concern to the SWA 

stakeholders within their commitments? 
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• To which extent do commitments follow the SMART-model derived from the goal-setting 

theory?  

The sub-questions aim at answering the main research question. The first sub-question refers to the 

practical approaches to water governance that are addressed in the commitments. The internationally 

recognised frameworks developed jointly by SWA and SIWI are applied as general assessment criteria, 

since both partners work with these theoretical frameworks. Therefore, the building blocks and 

governance functions from the water governance framework by UNICEF (2016; see chapter 2.2.1) are 

used for the analysis. They cover the question of what SWA partners jointly want to put in place for 

creating an effective sector. Also, Governance attributes and outcomes derived from the operational 

framework by Jiménez et al. (2020; see chapter 2.2.2) are added to answer how and what for governance 

functions are performed.  

The second sub-question assesses the content of the commitments and identifies the challenges and 

priorities that are expressed through the commitments concerning the SWA stakeholders.  

The third sub-question focusses on the formulation of commitments. Since SWA officially 

recommended using the SMART-model to set up the commitments, a theoretical model from goal-

setting theory is applied to evaluate the SMART-level of commitments (see chapter 2.2.3) 

1.3 Delimitations to the study 

This project is conducted in conjunction with SIWI and SWA and therefore focuses on their interests. 

Therefore, the choice of methods and material is influenced. Thus, SWA provides the database that 

serves as basis for analysis, while both partners (SIWI and SWA) provided technical and deliberative 

support during the research process. Since there are more multi-stakeholder partnerships in the water 

governance sector, e.g. the global water partnership (GWP), data originating from varying sources 

might show differing results. The same applies to the frameworks that were selected for analysis, which 

were proposed by SIWI. There are several frameworks that assess water governance, e.g. the OECD 

Water Governance Indicator framework (OECD, 2018) or a framework by Pahl-Wostl et al. (2020), 

among others. Yet, the frameworks developed by SIWI and SWA were chosen for this study as both 

partners actively work on and continuously refine them. 

A triangulation of quantitative and qualitative research methods can enhance the validity of the results 

and therewith enhance the credibility of the findings (Bryman, 2016). Here, the study prepared the 

ground for further quantitative analyses of the data. However, due to time restraints only qualitative 

analyses were conducted.  

Furthermore, in-depth studies of single country commitments in longitudinal studies with historic data 

were considered to measure the progress of commitments and the effectiveness of the partnership. Yet, 

this idea was discarded due to the time scope of the study at hand. Nevertheless, tracking the progress 

of commitments and goal-setting over time would add valuable insight and could substantiate the results 

of this study. Especially the following questions are of further interest: 

• What kind of logic or progress can be identified analysing national commitments over time? 

• Which factors influenced the process of formulating commitments?  

These questions might be answered in a follow-up study, which could be based on this study’s results. 
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2 Background: Water Governance 

In this chapter, issues around water governance and the current status of WASH-systems are elaborated 

and discussed in relation to SWA and its Mutual Accountability Mechanism. 

Current societies are facing a number of complex problems around climate change, that require cross-

border collaborative political approaches of international cooperation and enable an institutionalization 

of emerging relationship networks and different stakeholders’ interests (Messner & Nuscheler, 2003). 

The approaching global water crisis requires defining concepts of governance in the water sector that 

align with a broader international development agenda and the SDGs (Franks & Cleaver, 2007; 

Tortajada, 2010; Tobin, 2019). Therefore, this chapter draws links between water governance and the 

current status of WASH systems, which are embedded in the context of the SDGs. Besides, the specific 

background to this project is introduced. 

2.1 The current state of WASH-systems 

Water and sanitation have officially been recognized as top priority on the international development 

agenda since the UN Water Conference in Argentina in 1977. Later, WASH issues were incorporated 

in different United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) (Jiménez & Pérez-Foguet, 2010; 

BMZ, n. d.). Despite this global prioritization, the data reflects ongoing inequalities and only “moderate 

progress” for access to water and sanitation in different areas and regions (Jiménez & Pérez-Foguet, 

2010, p. 236). For instance, insufficient and declining financial budgets and human resources for WASH 

shows lacking prioritization in national planning (Mwebaza, 2010).  

A recent report of the Joint Monitoring Programme for Water Supply, Sanitation and Hygiene (JMP) 

on inequalities in the WASH sector points out that significant progress in the sector has been achieved. 

Nevertheless, until 2017, still approximately 2.2 billion people still lacked safely managed water1, while 

around 4.2 billion lacked safely managed sanitation2. 3 billion lacked access to basic handwashing 

facilities3. Most affected areas are Sub-Saharan Africa, Northern Africa, Central and Southern Asia, 

and Oceania. Particularly, least developed countries, landlocked developing countries and small island 

developing countries were the most affected (ibid.) 

The status of WASH systems can have both synergistic and detrimental effects on other development 

factors (Neely, 2015). Hence, SDG 6 shows interconnections with other parts of Agenda 2030, like 

health, education, or gender equality (Tobin, 2019; UN-Water, 2019). For instance, health is 

significantly impacted by the quality of drinking water (Dare et al., 2019). Waterborne diseases like 

diarrhoea, cholera or pneumonia are of particular concern and still widespread in developing countries 

and especially among disadvantaged and vulnerable population groups (WWAP, 2019; Pritchard, 

Mkandawire, & O’neill, 2008). The WHO estimates around 829000 annual deaths caused by diarrhoea, 

most of them caused by unsafe access to WASH-services (WHO, 2016). Particularly children under the 

age of five are most vulnerable and at risk of mortality from infectious diseases, but also malnutrition, 

that lead to long-lasting cognitive and physical deficits (Hasanain et al., 2012; Cuesta, 2007). WASH 

facilities further often determine children’s abilities to attend school, especially for girls during 

menstruation, who drop out at puberty due to lacking sanitation services (UNICEF, 2006). If properly 

managed, improved WASH-service could reduce around 10% of the global disease burden (ibid.). Ever 

since the 17 SDGs have replaced the MDGs as international development agenda, SDG 6 aims at 

exclusively achieving WASH goals (United Nations General Assembly, 2015). This is due to the fact 

that water can be a source of prosperity and vitality to human existence, if properly managed. 

 
1 Safely managed services are defined as “drinking water from an improved water source which is located on 

premises, available when needed and free from faecal and priority chemical contamination” (JMP, 2017a). 
2 Safely managed sanitation is defined as the “use of improved facilities which are not shared with other 

households and where excreta are safely disposed in situ or transported and treated off-site” (JMP, 2017c).  
3 Basic handwashing facilities are defined as the “availability of a handwashing facility on premises with soap and 

water” (JMP, 2017b) 
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Current research shows, that especially the lack of sustainable WASH services is a limiting obstacle to 

achieve international development targets by 2030 (Jiménez et al., 2018). In many contexts, even though 

the technical infrastructure is theoretically in place, it is not functional or only partially functional 

(RWSN, 2010). In fact, around “30-50% of WASH projects fail after two to five years”, due to 

governance-related problems following data provided by Water Governance Facility (n.d.). This causes 

slow progress despite considerable high investments from international organizations (RWSN, 2010). 

A variety of reasons can be delineated for this situation. For instance, the access to WASH-services is 

mostly determined by dynamics of power and inequality, unequal distribution of control over decision-

making, and discrimination. Poor performances of policy implementation and institutions often cause 

the insufficient and unequal access to services (Tobin, 2019; UNDP/UNICEF, 2015). Subsequently, 

effective WASH-services are conditioned by the implementation of improved water governance, rather 

than due to technical constraints (UNDP Water Governance Facility/UNICEF (2015; Cronin, Badloe, 

Torlesse & Nandy, 2015; Jiménez et al., 2015; Water Governance Facility, n.d.). Rogers and Hall (2003, 

p.7) define water governance as follows: “Water governance refers to the range of political, social, 

economic and administrative systems that are in place to develop and manage water resources, and the 

delivery of water services, at different levels of society”. In order to confront emerging problems of the 

water sector, so called good governance principles can help to improve the governance performance of 

the sector. As one of the key pillars of the SDGs, good governance encompasses many elements, for 

instance effectiveness, accountability, transparency, participation, rule of law, decentralization, or 

deliberation, among others moving away from hierarchical, government-centric problem-solving 

approaches (Jiménez et al., 2020; Keping, 2018; UN, 2018). Therewith, integrity in the water sector 

should be enhanced. Water integrity can be described as “honest, transparent, accountable, and inclusive 

decision-making by water stakeholders, aiming for equity and sustainability in water management” 

(Water integrity network, n. d.). Hence, a precondition for an effective and sustainable WASH sector is 

the establishment of good governance (Mwebaza, 2010).  

Since global concerns emerging in the water sector exceed the capacities and problem-solving ability 

of governments alone, alternative approaches to implement the SDGs were discussed (Biermann, Kanie, 

& Kim, 2017). Special attention was paid to the optimal organisation of the growing number of 

international agreements and organizations involved in global governance (Ivanova, 2003). For 

instance, in order to approach wicked problems4, a more flexible and adaptive type of governance able 

to adjust to the nonlinear nature of problems was created (Biermann, Kanie & Kim, 2017). Apart from 

national governments, international cooperation was extended by involving a variety of stakeholders 

(Dentoni, Bitzer, Schouten, 2018). So called multi-stakeholder partnerships emerged from the World 

Summit of Sustainable Development (WSSD) in 2002 as part of a post-sovereign governance building 

up collaborative action for sustainable development (Bäckstrand, 2006). In this process, not only 

national and local governments are called for action, but also the private sector, the scientific community 

and the public among other stakeholders are asked to collaborate to approach these challenges together 

(Water Europe, 2019). The partnerships that share knowledge and experience across borders are often 

seen as key in solving global water challenges. Also, through their flexible and adjustable nature, 

partnerships are able to align problem-solving. They can have substantial impact and influence on the 

quality of governance on several levels (Biermann, Chan, Mert & Pattberg, 2012).  

Nevertheless, critics about partnerships make a valid point to not take it as a universal remedy 

(Bäckstrand, 2006). Particularly, aspects of legitimacy and accountability are widely questioned (ibid.; 

Benner & Witte, 2004). For instance, legitimacy through the equilibration of different stakeholder 

groups also requires accountability, transparency, and monitoring mechanisms to be perceived 

effectively (Bäckstrand, 2006). However, a collective accountability might foster the avoidance of 

taking responsibility for failure (Benner & Witte, 2004). The problem-solving process is complex 

because of constantly changing constraints, which also differ by changing stakeholders engaged 

(Roberts, 2000). Other critics include a lack of rules-based frameworks, or singularity of knowledge 

sources in decision-making (Dentoni, Bitzer & Schouten, 2018). 

 
4 Wicked problems entail the following characteristics: 1). There is no general agreement on what ‘the problem’ 

is. 2). Since there is no definitive statement of the problem, seeking solutions does not have a final closure. 3).  
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Here, mechanisms of good governance can improve the effectiveness and performance of the 

partnership. Research about system building and strengthening among different stakeholders is key in 

order to enhance sustainability, accountability and the enabling environment at national and subnational 

levels (Water Governance Facility, n.d.). 

In order to effectively address governance problems in the sector and create long-term plans and 

sustainable water resources management, reliable data needs to be collected and made accessible to 

affected stakeholders and actors working with WASH (Dentoni, Bitzer, Schouten, 2018; Biswas & 

Seetharam, 2008). In the sector, monitoring and evaluation has been conducted by the Joint Monitoring 

Programme for Water Supply and Sanitation (JMP) of United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and 

World Health Organization (WHO), but also by UN-Water together with WHO (UNICEF/WHO, 2019; 

UN-Water/WHO, 2019; Jiménez & Pérez-Foguet, 2010). The latest reports about the status of WASH 

are the UN-Water Global Analysis and Assessment of Sanitation and Drinking-Water report 2019 

(GLAAS; UN-Water/WHO, 2019) and the JMP report about “process on household drinking water, 

sanitation and hygiene 2000-2017 (UNICEF/WHO, 2019).  

The JMP report has a clear focus on inequalities and aims at reporting the progress of WASH in 

households since the beginning of the new century. Building on the data of former JMP reports, GLAAS 

concentrates on capturing of the issues related to financing access to WASH-systems under SDGs (UN-

Water/WHO, 2019). The report presents results from the analysis of 75 countries and 25 external 

support agencies. In general, the findings show a variety of gaps and vulnerabilities caused by missing 

operationalization and implementation of measures to create effective and sustainable WASH-systems. 

For instance, in rural areas, eight out of ten people do not have access to basic drinking-water services 

and seven out of ten lack access to basic sanitation services (p.7-8). Both reports contribute significant 

information to monitoring performances and progress towards access to WASH-services (see chapter 

3.1 and 3.2). Nevertheless, neither JMP nor GLAAS involves the assessment of voluntary commitments 

within multi-stakeholder partnerships for water.  

Currently, the UN lists around 400 multi-stakeholder-partnerships for sustainable development that aim 

at achieving the SDGs. Among them, in 2012 around 48 have been established for achieving WASH 

goals (Biermann et al., 2012; Biermann, Man-san, Chan & Pattberg, 2007)5. Since the UN General 

Assembly adopted the resolution 56/226 in 2001, partnerships were encouraged to draw up voluntary 

commitments at all levels to implement their agendas (General Assembly, 2001).  The monitoring of 

multi-stakeholder partnerships’ commitments is crucial to achieve significant value from the cross-

sectoral cooperation and can help inform about partnership practice. Therewith, the engagement of 

stakeholders with their future targets, policies, laws, or strategies for an improved WASH-sector can be 

revealed (Stibbe, Reid & Gilbert, 2019). Depending on the different constituency, stakeholders can 

explicitly allocate budgets, offer expertise and support, adopt practices, or review current planning 

(WHO, 2004). Nevertheless, there is a call for stronger commitments (Satterthwaite, Mitlin & Bartlett, 

2015). Since monitoring is key for achieving an effective implementation of the SDGs, some critics 

even recommend to move beyond voluntary commitments (UN ESCAP, 2018). Therefore, the idea is 

to convert national targets into clear commitments and respective actions in order to be able to hold the 

drafter of commitments accountable using the SMART model adapted from goal-setting theory (Fanzo, 

Hawkes & Rosettie, 2016; see chapter 2.2.3).   

The Sanitation and Water for All partnership (SWA) regularly calls all participating entities to submit 

voluntary commitments to an online data base. Since in the last round of commitments constituencies 

were advised to draft SMART-commitments, it serves as research base for this examination.  

 
5 To our knowledge, no more recent numbers were published.  
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2.2 The Sanitation and Water for All Partnership  

The SWA defines itself as a “global partnership to achieve universal access to clean water and adequate 

sanitation” (SWA, n.d.b.). It was called into action in 2010 in order to “mobilize its partners to better 

work together to achieve the SDGs including to ensuring that no one is left behind” (SWA, 2018). It 

also aims at addressing inefficiencies and reducing inequalities in the WASH sector (Setty, Jiménez, 

Willetts, Leifels & Bartram, 2020). The diverse range of members are grouped under five 

constituencies: countries, civil society6, research and learning, external support agencies, and the private 

sector. Countries represent governmental partners from low- and middle-income countries that support 

the local implementation of WASH goals. Other partners support SWA objectives through 

strengthening evidence, pushing political agendas, engaging in mobilizing and assigning resources, and 

the implementation of projects (Setty, Jiménez, Willetts, Leifels & Bartram, 2020). The SWA 

partnership works on different levels reaching from international to national levels stimulating the 

elimination of inequalities through webinars, dialogues and working sessions at conferences. More 

precisely, SWA supports partners with guidance not only during high-level meetings, but also with 

drawing up commitments within a so-called mutual accountability mechanism.  

Since the adaptation of accountability and legitimacy to new forms of governance were on the agenda 

of international policy, there has been a vision of mutual accountability in Global Governance between 

all participating stakeholders (SWA, 2019a; Benner & Witte, 2014). With this in mind, SWA created a 

tool called Mutual Accountability Mechanism (MAM) (SWA, n.d.a.). MAM is a multi-stakeholder 

platform for practitioners from the water sector including governments, civil society, the private sector, 

external support agencies, and research and learning institutions, so called constituencies. The 

elimination of inequalities is at the core of the partnership. MAM serves as a tool to develop mutual 

accountability means between partners at national and global levels (see chapter 2.4.1). In order to put 

promises into practice, an effective implementation is fostered by common principles, obligations, 

challenges, visions and requirements.  

 

Since the SDGs aim at participatory multi-stakeholder collaboration, MAM is one approach to jointly 

move the international agenda forward. Thus, partners are able to mutually hold each other accountable 

for implementing the SDGs, strengthen peer-to-peer learning or exchange good practices at high-level 

meetings (SWA, n.d.a; SWA, 2019b). During this process, they are able to identify priorities, 

responsibilities, actions, and interests. 

In preparation for the high-level meetings, SWA partners translate their reflections into commitments, 

and subsequently present and discuss them. The overall goal of the commitments is the support and 

strengthening of country planning and the review of processes. Hence, commitments need to match 

plans, strategies, targets, or milestones developed by the respective partners within certain time-frames. 

Mostly short- and long-term strategies are defined that aim at covering bottlenecks, challenges, and the 

ways to achieve WASH-related SDGs. In order to achieve tangible results and measure progress, SWA 

members are asked to submit commitments to an online database periodically. The meeting cycles of 

MAM high-level meetings are pre-defined as planning and review cycles, covering time frames from 

one-year to five-years (see figure 1).  

In April 2019, the latest Sector Minister’s Meeting (SMM) in Costa Rica provided the first opportunity 

to draw up commitments within the new cycle (SWA, 2019a). Ever since, stakeholders were able to 

submit their voluntary commitments to an online database. All commitments were planned to be 

accessible to the public and were therefore published on SWA’s website. However, their content has 

not yet been assessed so far, which is why this research aims at examining the performance of the 

commitments. 

 

 

 
6 Civil society is defined as so called ‘third/non-profit-sector’ and includes all forms of organizations in which 

citizens are organized to achieve certain purposes that concern them (Teegen, Doh & Vachani, 2004).  
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Figure 1: SWA meeting cycles (SWA, n.d.a) 

2.3 Assessing performance for improved water governance 

In this chapter, several frameworks are presented that are used in this study to assess the performance 

of the measures defined within the commitments. First of all, two frameworks to assess water 

governance are displayed and discussed, followed by a framework to examine the SMART-ness of 

commitments. Further, they are related to important factors determining good water governance. 

2.3.1 Building blocks and governance functions 

For the assessment of multi-stakeholder partnerships’ performance, so called building blocks and 

governance functions are used to enable an evidence-based assessment of performance and 

effectiveness (Pattberg & Widerberg, 2014). Building blocks outline key aspects of successful 

governance through a multi-stakeholder partnership. Functions help to identify more detailed how 

partnerships need to be designed and later implemented. For WASH, besides structural and institutional 

factors Jiménez et al. (2016) and SWA (2019) identified several building blocks and governance 

functions that were compiled by UNICEF (2016; see figure 2).  

In international politics, multi-stakeholder partnerships have become a substantial part of 

implementations of policies (Pattberg & Widerberg, 2014). Here, sector policy / strategy is the first 

building block. Essentially, sector policy needs to facilitate integrity of the sector through the 

development, ratification, or implementation of legal frameworks, legislation, policies, rules, laws 

allocation mechanisms, strategies and set of procedures within the principles of good governance 

(UNICEF, 2016; SWA, 2019; Jiménez et al., 2020). In the end, it is the policy that is implemented to 

enable an effective contribution to meet national objectives (OECD, 2015).  

In many countries, institutional arrangements for WASH service delivery do exist. However, their 

performance continues to be weak (UNDP Water Governance Facility/UNICEF, 2015). Therefore, 

strong, transparent institutions and an independent regulation of services is key in order to be able to 

hold duty bearers accountable for an efficient and sustainable delivery of services and assign sanctions 

for violations (SWA, 2019).  In addition to that, management arrangements define responsibilities, 

ownership and management of infrastructure and its development and maintenance (Jiménez et al., 

2020). 

 

More precisely, Sector coordination fosters dialogue, information sharing, or collaborative decision-

making to create a shared vision and improved stakeholder collaboration to make institutional 

arrangements work (UNICEF, 2016; UNDP Water Governance Facility/UNICEF, 2015). It involves 

measurements that promote stakeholder cooperation, planning, implementation, information sharing, 

and monitoring including all relevant actors (Jiménez et al., 2020). 
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Figure 2: WASH Enabling Environment Framework (UNICEF, 2016, adapted from Jiménez, 

LeDeunff, Avello, & Scharp, 2016). 

Subsequently, the effective management of service delivery of reliable and affordable WASH services 

should include the ability to critically review existing models and systems and prove to which degree 

they produce sustainable outputs (UNICEF, 2016). In order to improve poor performances of policies 

or institutions, accountability7 might be an effective starting point. It can enhance the quality of 

relationships among the stakeholders involved in service delivery and initiate effective institutional 

arrangements (UNDP Water Governance Facility/UNICEF, 2015). Regulation and accountability 

measures to maintain obligations and performances need to be put in place a and work effectively, 

including definition of roles and responsibilities, monitoring or legal mechanisms, or enforcement 

processes (Jiménez et al., 2020). Therewith, corrupt practices can be prevented (SWA, 2019). Hence, 

especially duty-bearers, e.g. policy-makers, politicians, and service providers, need to take 

responsibility for the services they provide and their decisions (UNDP Water Governance 

Facility/UNICEF, 2015). This kind of public accountability provides an external legitimation and 

defines limits within which decisions can take place (ibid.). However, GLAAS revealed that often non-

compliance is not sanctioned (UN-Water/WHO, 2019).  

The success of multi-stakeholder partnerships depends of adequate financial resources (Pattberg & 

Widerberg, 2014). In the water sector, the latest GLAAS report identified the insufficiency of financial 

and human resources impeding the implementation of measures and the ability of institutions to 

adequately monitor drinking-water and sanitation (UN-Water/WHO, 2019). Especially corruption 

limits the progress, since millions of dollars are misappropriated in the WASH sector every year 

(WWAP, 2006). Eliminating corruption and enhancing transparency and integrity would save up to 20 

to 70 per cent of resources in the water sector (UNDP Water Governance Facility/UNICEF, 2015). 

Therefore, the sector financing building block sets clear criteria for transparent and accountable 

financing procedures that are strictly monitored and regulated (SWA, 2019). Financing describes the 

 
7 Accountability can be defined as follows: “A is accountable to B when she is obliged to inform B about her (past 

or future) actions and decisions, to justify them, and to suffer punishment in the case of eventual misconduct” 

(Schedler, 1997, p.5). 
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ability to raise funding from different sources and its adequate allocation covering all arising expenses 

for WASH services and management. Also, this entails the ability to forecast costs under different 

scenarios. For example, it can encompass the consideration of maintenance or institutional support 

costs. (Jiménez et al., 2020). Here, governments are not the only funding source, since funding from 

private initiatives, foundations, and other donors can complement the budget of the partnership 

members (Pattberg & Widerberg, 2014). 

For the practical implementation of national targets budgeting needs to be organized by allocating 

available budgets within a certain timescale (Jiménez et al., 2020). For example, budget plans should 

incorporate expenses for staff salaries, trainings, transportation, infrastructure, among others (UNICEF, 

2016). Yet again, although budgets have been increasing since 2016, GLAAS still reveals a sufficiently 

big funding gap limiting the achievement of the targets (UN-Water/WHO, 2019). Some countries even 

reported a 61% loophole between the needed and available funding (UN-Water/WHO, 2019, p.xiii). 

This becomes particularly important in connection to the leave no one behind (LNOB) promise8. 

Although, the majority of countries recognize the importance of a Human Rights based approach that 

aims at reaching the poorest parts of the population as well, plans for implementation often do not 

include adequate corresponding funding (ibid.). 

An adequate and efficient planning, monitoring, and review is critical for enhancing accountability and 

the future success of partnerships (UN ESCAP, 2018; Pattberg & Widerberg, 2014; Bäckstrand, 2006). 

Potential or already existing corruption as well as inequalities in the sector need to be revealed and 

addressed though preventive strategies (SWA, 2019). Specifically, planning needs to involve the matter 

of access to WASH services and related inequalities. It describes the processes of data collection and 

analysis in order to formulate plans, cost estimations, or time-bound roadmaps to plan human and 

financial resources. This includes the expansion and the improvement as well as the sustaining of 

services. Related to that, the development of capacities and knowledge by governments in order the 

prepare for the anticipation and mitigation of, and the response to shocks (e.g. caused by climate change) 

indicates a certain level of preparedness and resilient services (Jiménez et al., 2020). Monitoring, 

evaluation and learning is key for measuring the effectiveness of a partnership and its network 

(Bäckstrand, 2006). It is conducted as a systematic process or collection, analysis, evaluation, and use 

of data with the aim of a permanent monitoring of performance. Monitoring involves considering the 

coherence of policy objectives, plans and budgets among other factors in order to prevent corrupt 

practices (SWA, 2019). Reliable data together with evaluation systems are key for the design of 

evidence-based interventions (UNDP, 2011). Evaluation describes the systematic and objective 

assessment of the progress and achievement of the goal, while learning describes processes in which 

good practices and information are exchanged (ibid.). The evidence should be reliable, valid, and time-

bound in order to adapt and improve programmes and policies (UNICEF, 2016). However, there are 

some critics that mention, that multi-stakeholder partnerships do not perform sufficiently compared to 

traditional monitoring and accountability structures (Bäckstrand, 2006).  

In order to improve the coherence between actions and outcomes, capacity development is one entry 

point to equilibrate unequal levels of resources and capacities (Pattberg & Widerberg, 2014). It 

addresses the human capacity and institution-building, which is essential for a general understanding of 

conditions where corruption jeopardizes good governance (SWA, 2019). More precisely, it refers to a 

process of a systematic stimulation and development of capacities improving knowledge, skills, 

processes and thereby systems over time (Jiménez et al., 2020). For example, capacity development 

strategies can be put into place through the identification of capacity gaps and the development of 

capacity building plans (UNICEF, 2016). 

 
8 LNOB is the central, transformative pledge of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs, that aims at reaching those parts 

of the society first, that are “furthest behind” (UNSDG, 2019). It reflects the core values of a Human Rights based 

approach to sustainable development. 
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2.3.2 Governance attributes and outcomes 

Good governance has been identified to be an effective starting point to improve water governance, 

since it enhances integrity (UNDP Water Governance Facility/UNICEF, 2015). Good governance aims 

at inclusive, transparent and accountable manners of engagement and participation within the rule of 

law. Those must be are free of corruption or abuse (UNDP Water Governance Facility/UNICEF, 2015). 

In the WASH-sector, the goal is to achieve constructive cooperation involving responsive and efficient 

use of power, and sustainable service provision. Jiménez et al. (2020) identified several governance 

attributes that reflect how governance should be performed in order to attain the intended outcomes 

(see table 1). These were compiled from several good governance frameworks related to water 

governance. The attributes are linked to each other and are complementary depending on the goal of 

reaching a certain outcome. 

Table 1: Governance attributes reflecting how governance should be performed 

Governance attribute Definition (following Jiménez et al., 2020) 

Multi-levelled There are governing authorities or decision-making institutions at different 

levels, horizontally and vertically.  

Participatory Stakeholders of all kinds are involved in decision-making processes. The 

involvement must be meaningful and active, should include a broad 

spectrum of relevant actors, especially marginalized groups, and can be 

adapted to different contexts. 

Deliberative Mechanisms for open communication and discussions are facilitated, 

mostly triggered by third-party external entities. 

Inclusiveness Recognition of differential needs, expectations, vulnerabilities, among 

others and therefore respecting rights of people on all levels. Along with 

these rights, they are considered within diverse social, economic, or cultural 

contexts. It is closely related to the principle of equity. 

Accountability Duty-bearers and those in charge with responsibilities in the water and 

resource management sector need to be able to hold accountable for their 

actions and provide answers to their clients (Jiménez et al., 2018). It refers 

to three essential principles that embrace the responsibility, answerability, 

and enforceability of elected officials and those that hold a responsibility. 

Transparent Open and public access to information in order to be able to comprehend 

decision-making processes and the extent to which one will be affected by 

the respective decisions. This should especially involve and facilitate the 

access to people concerned giving them an idea of the degree of standards 

that can be expected. 

Evidence-based Decision-making aims to be well-founded by following evidence for 

influenced by reliable, empirical, technical, and scientific information. 

Efficiency Efficient process management and institutions create results that respect a 

sustainable use of resources and meet the needs of society. 

Impartial / under the 

rule of law 

There are impartially designed and enforced legal mechanisms or 

frameworks that reflect a human-rights approach and require accountability 

to laws and international human rights for all entities. More precisely, they 
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need to be non-discriminatory and fair. As a core principle of good 

governance, the rule of law requires the accountability to laws and 

international human rights for all entities, for example, equality before the 

law, or separation of powers, among others. 

Adaptiveness The governance system should be able to “self-organise, learn to respond, 

cope and use adaptive management strategies in situations under 

uncertainties, risk, and nonlinearities” (Jiménez et al, 2020, p.15). 

Jiménez et al. furthermore compiled four governance outcomes that describe the (not strictly sequential) 

accumulative outcomes of a governance process and potentially lead to an ultimate long-term goal for 

sustainable development (see table 2). Envisioning specific outcomes of an intervention can be a good 

starting point in order to define certain attributes and functions, which are needed to achieve the 

outcome (Jiménez et al., 2020). The definition of outcomes is an important measurement value for an 

assessment of efficiency (UNESCAP, 2018; UNDP, 2011)  

Table 2: Governance Outcomes reflecting what for governance should be designed  

Outcomes Definition 

Enabling conditions It describes the contextual setting that facilitates the performance of 

governance functions and covers an agreement of goals and objectives 

coupled with a commitment to action. An enabling environment can be 

described as “a set of interrelated conditions that impact the capacity of 

CSOs [Civil Society Organizations] and other development actors to 

engage in development policies, strategies and projects at the national and 

local level in a sustained and effective manner” (Thindwa, Monico, & 

Reuben, 2003, p.4).  

Behavioural change This outcome refers to a change in user group or institutional behaviour 

during the execution of the governance functions realized (Jiménez et al., 

2020).  

Change in social and 

environmental 

conditions 

This outcome depends on goals defined for an enabling environment and 

are therefore context-based. Generally, it is orientated towards 

internationally agreed goals. Possible factors that limit change for 

sustainable service delivery can be identified by conducting a WASH 

Bottleneck Analysis Tool (WASH BAT; Jiménez et al., 2020). 

Desired outcomes 

sustained 

This outcome is achieved when the intended conditions remain over time 

while ecological and social resilience and sustainability is realized 

(Jiménez et al., 2020). 

 

Building on this latest approach to further define water governance, Jiménez et al. (2020) developed an 

operational framework that expands governance functions with governance attributes and governance 

outcomes (see figure 3). The framework assesses water governance and shows possibilities of how to 

work practically by giving advice for improved, action-oriented water governance processes. The 

performance of a governance function can be described with regard to how they are conducted 

(attributes) and which outcomes they lead to (outcomes). Since entry points for action can vary, both 

attributes and outcomes provide potential for an intervention. For instance, approaching governance 
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from initially defining functions and attributes can lead to tangible and outcome oriented policy-making 

(OECD, 2015).  

Figure 3: Governance Framework combining functions and attributes to describe outcomes (Jiménez 

et al., 2020) 

In this paper, commitments collected by one of the several global thematic partnerships that are working 

towards improved water governance, SWA, are assessed in order to strengthen evidence of current 

practitioners’ work in the WASH sector. 

2.3.3 The SMART Model 

Since it is widely recognized that goal setting is effective to change human behaviour governance relies 

on substantial commitment by its stakeholders (MacLeod 2013; Bovend'Eerdt, Botell, & Wade, 2009). 

Following Goal-Setting-Theory meaningful professional goals can be created by utilizing specific 

measures to clearly define the goal and therewith desired outcomes (Lawlor & Honyak, 2012; Robins, 

2014). One particular approach to define effective goals is the SMART-model. Since the use of the 

SMART-model was recommended to those, who drafted the SWA commitments, this concept is applied 

in research at hand. The model originates from a business and management context and it was developed 

by different authors over time (Lawlor & Honyak, 2012). Among them, Doram has defined the 

components as specific, measurable, assignable, realistic, and time-related goals in 1981 (Doran, 1981; 

Day & Tosey, 2011; Robins, 2014). Later, Locke and Latham came up with a slightly different 

definition of the terms, as they defined the components as specific, measurable, attractive, realistic, and 

terminated goals (Storch, 2009; Day & Tosey, 2011; Lawlor & Honyak, 2012). Other scholars, for 

instance, replaced the definition of a with “achievable” and r with “relevant and t with “time-bound” 

and added the letters e (for engaging) and r (for rewarding) (MacLeod, 2013, p.70-71), or a with 

“attainable” (Bowman, Mogensen, Marsland & Lannin, 2015). In this case, SWA stated that the 

following definition was used: specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, time-bound. The definition 

of the single components and more detailed explanations are summed up in table three. 

The theory does not come without critics. Robins (2014) claims that SMART goals might not be the 

most beneficial way to write up goals, since ideas are therewith limited and the process barely allows 

out-of-the-box-thinking. Especially in uncertain and changing environments focusing on fixed 

objectives can be prone to problems (MacLeod, 2013). Also, writing and evaluating SMART goals is 

often difficult and time-consuming (Bovend'Eerdt, Botell, & Wade, 2009). Within the definition of 

goals, there is a danger of applying them in an instrumental manner or setting up conflicting objectives 

that cause potential problems (MacLeod, 2013; Day & Tosey, 2011; Storch, 2009). 
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Table 3: SMART model categories and definitions (own illustration) 

Category Definition9  Explanation 

Specific It is defined clearly what 

the author aims at. 

This component encompasses the five “W-questions” to 

find out what is pursued. More specifically, it requires to 

define who is involved, what is the task that should be 

accomplished where, why it is important and which limits 

and perquisites have to be taken into account (Lawlor & 

Honyak, 2012; Robins, 2014; Bowman et al., 2015). 

Measurable The author states provable 

boundaries indicating 

when the goal is reached. 

This component requires the establishment of criteria in 

order to measure the progress towards the achievement of 

the defined aim. More specifically, it requires to define 

how it will be achieved and how a successful outcome is 

measured (Robins, 2014). Therefore, a specific number 

should be specified to track the completion of the goal 

(Lawlor & Honyak, 2012). This is also important to track 

the accountability of the goal, as measurement criteria are 

not subject to interpretation, but clearly defined 

(MacLeod, 2013). 

Achievable The potential of the author 

to achieve his plans within 

reasonable time is clear. 

This component requires the assessment of the claims to 

reality. More specifically, this builds up on the questions 

ask under “measurable” (Robins, 2014). Using 

comparable benchmarks from similar processes of 

institutions can be helpful to define what is achievable 

(MacLeod, 2013). 

 

Relevant The goal possesses 

meaningful relevance to 

the author’s overall goal 

(Robins, 2014). 

This component requires the reflections of an intrinsic 

meaningfulness of the goal to the author. More 

specifically, fitting questions would be about the 

desirability for the respective persons (Robins, 2014). 

Also, the relationship of the expected outcome and the 

defined goal can be analysed to ensure the relevance 

(MacLeod, 2013). 

 

Time-

bound 

The author indicates 

specific deadlines. 

This component requires a specification of the duration 

that is needed to achieve the defined goal. More 

specifically, it should be defined how long it will take to 

achieve the goal and how much time needs to be allocated 

to accomplish the goal (Lawlor & Honyak, 2012; 

MacLeod, 2013; Robins, 2014; Bowman et al., 2015). 

 

In a multi-stakeholder partnership, commitments can cause conflict of interests (on strategic or 

operational levels) that in turn may trigger feelings of pressure due to uncomfortable obligations and 

vulnerable loyalties (UN ESCAP, 2018). Here, Gupta and Nilsson (2017) mention that significant 

capacities, realities, policies, and priorities at the national level need to be taken into account aiming at 

translating the SDGs to a multi-levelled environment. Adding to that, the political system and the socio-

cultural context might influence the margin for goal setting and striving (Oettingen, Sevincer & 

Gollwitzer, 2008). Ultimately, the environment, within which the goals are set, determines information, 

 
9 Adapted in particular from Jones & Duckett, 2014. 
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conditions, and available resources that affect the attainment of goals and therewith the goal setting 

(Luo, 2005). 

 

Nevertheless, research supports the significant positive relationship between setting specific and 

challenging goals and the achievement of better outcomes (Bowman et al., 2015; MacLeod, 2013; 

Locke, Shaw, Saari & Latham, 1981). Hence, SMART goals can be used as a measurement of success 

to evaluate efforts (Bowman et al., 2015). Responsible stakeholders need to draft targets themselves, 

since self-generated are more likely to generate commitment10, in comparison to goals that are set by 

others (Day & Tosey, 2011). In the process of formulating, the authors should be guided in order to set 

up realistic and aligning objectives. Also, feedback should be provided to demonstrate the progress 

towards the goal (Locke et al., 1981). Finally, setting up goals enables a comparison between past and 

present performance and evaluating success. It also allows the evaluation of the success of specific tasks 

(Heimerdinger & Hinsz, 2008).  

 

On an individual level, the need for achievement together with self-esteem may be best predictors for 

performance (Locke et al., 1981). However, this may cause the individual’s motivation to be influenced 

by failure avoidance when formulating objectives for commitments (Heimerdinger & Hinsz, 2008).  

On a collective level, group performance shows significantly better performance when goals are specific 

and challenging (Seijts & Latham, 2000). Yet, a social dilemma can be an obstacle for the group’s 

performance, which is when an individual’s interest conflicts with the group’s common goal. Here, it 

must be distinguished between incompetence and political corruption (Heidenheimer & Johnston, 

2011). While both contribute to the undermining of political actions’ efficacy in group conflicts, 

corruption entails intentional misconduct. Hence, capacities to resolve these kinds of conflicts need to 

be established in order to strengthen group performance (ibid.; Seijts & Latham, 2000). Nevertheless, 

the process of setting up commitments in with a mutual accountability promise is an attempt to address 

the widely criticised regulation, implementation, and participation deficit (Biermann, Man-san & 

Pattberg, 2007; Bäckstrand, 2006).  

 

Since the objective evaluation of SMART-goals comes with difficulties and no standardized method is 

yet developed, Bowman et al. (2015) propose an instrument that is aims at objectively evaluating the 

content of SMART goals in research settings. The SMART Goal Evaluation Method (SMART-GEM) 

demonstrates a good construct validity as well as very good inter-rater reliability and can therefore be 

used as standardised method for writing and evaluation commitments. Therefore, using SMART-GEM 

might be an effective guideline for drafting and evaluating future SWA commitments. In this research, 

it was not applied due to the substantial differences of components’ definitions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
10 According to Locke et al. (1981) goal commitment is defined as the determination to try for a goal. 
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3 Methods 

In this chapter the material and methods that are used in this study are presented and explained. Further, 

the quality of the research and ethical issues are discussed.  

3.1 Data sampling  

Generally speaking, data for a content analysis can be sampled by means of different components 

(Bryman, 2016). In this case, the database “Mutual Accountability Mechanism” provided by the SWA 

serves as the main source of material. SWA regularly obtains commitments from its member 

organisations for improved water governance that are collected in an online database. The data base 

includes a sample of around 300 commitments that were submitted by subjects of the target group 

(practitioners from the water sector) from March 2019 until February 2020. It is the first time that 

commitments allowed partners to independently set priorities and includes more country commitments 

than ever before. Also, only three to five commitments per constituency were permitted. For drafting 

the commitments, SWA recommended the use of the SMART goal-setting-theory. Since many partners 

submitted commitments, SWA considers it as their most successful collection of commitments for far. 

However, this data has never been analysed in depth. Hence, it is selected as subject for this research in 

order to allow a glimpse into current goal-setting of WASH practitioners. We assume that the analysis 

can deliver informative results about current approaches to water governance. 

The database is provided online on “Airtable” (an online spreadsheet; see figure 4). Single commitments 

were uploaded by representatives of a particular constituency, but do not exclusively reflect their 

approaches of water policy. For the coding, a coding schedule following Bryman (2016) was located in 

the Airtable spreadsheet following the categories listed in chapter 3.3.  

Figure 4: Extract from the Airtable database (Screenshot) 

One commitment sheet includes the commitment (usually one or two sentences, sometimes more), the 

constituency, date of adoption, target date to meet the commitment, means of verification, notes, and 

the possibility to tag the respective building block, collaborative behaviour, guiding principle, and other 

tags. Also, files could be attached (see figure 5).  
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Figure 5: Extract from the Airtable database: a commitment sheet (Screenshot) 

This study’s sample is taken from the online database on “Airtable” and includes commitments 

collected between 1st of March 2019 and 21st of January 2020. In total, this includes 291 commitments 

from 54 different countries, joint country commitments and commitments from international support 

agencies. Commitments arriving after this date were not considered in the research to avoid corrections 

due to commitments arriving at a later stage. The analysis of the commitments is conducted online in 

the Airtable spreadsheet using several analysis frameworks to sort the content of the commitments. 

3.2 Analysis frameworks 

The frameworks published by UNICEF (2016), and Jiménez et al. (together with UNICEF, the water 

governance facility, and UNDP; 2016; see chapter 2.2.1) have been considered as highly relevant for 

this research, since they were developed with and are currently used by SWA members and other water 

practitioners. These include advice both on what different stakeholders should adopt practically to 

formulate commitments that foster an increasingly effective sector as well as the key elements for 

delivering sustainable services and eliminate inequalities of access. Stakeholders are obliged to interpret 

them according to the necessities of the respective country and its priorities. Thus, definitions of the 

building blocks, governance functions, attributes, and outcomes were assembled by merging definitions 

from SWA (2019), UNICEF (2016), and SIWI (see chapters 2.2.1 and 2.2.2; Jiménez et al., 2020). For 

the SMART-goal analysis, a framework was compiled by conducting an intensive review of several 

goal-setting theories (see chapter 2.2.3). 

3.3 Research design and data analysis 

The interpretation of results is conducted through a critical realism lens using retroductive reasoning, 

since it is used in evaluation of interventions relating the outcome of an intervention to the generative 

mechanisms and their contexts (Bryman, 2016, cited after Pawson & Tilley, 1997). Adding to that, it 

allows to articulate recommendations for improvement.  

The beauty of qualitative research lies in the meaningful and detailed insights that an in-depth 

examination can spawn (Simons, Lathlean, & Squire, 2008). Since the purpose is to evaluate the 

potential effectiveness of commitments this research is concerned with the evaluation of a real-life 

intervention (Bryman, 2016). Here, we conducted a descriptive study to depict an approximate profile 

of the current situation of approaches and commitments to improved water governance (Robson, 2002). 

We followed several measures and applied multiple methods combining quantitative and qualitative 

data collection and analysis methods using a mixed methods approach (Thornhill, Saunders & Lewis, 

2009; see figure 6).   
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Figure 6: Research design (own illustration) 

In total, four main steps were taken. First of all, we conducted a literature review studying the topics 

around water governance, WASH, the SWA and respective frameworks. For this purpose, scientific 

papers as well as reports compiled by different UN organizations and research institutes were taken into 

account, as well as material provided by SIWI and SWA. 



19 

Secondly, content analysis is a conceptional method to analyse and describe text meanings (Schreier, 

2014), which has previously been used by Le Gouais & Wach (2013) and Rheinläner et al. (2010) to 

examine WASH contexts. We applied a deductive content-structuring analysis to focus on 

conceptualizing and describing the material to identify specific aspects related to good water 

governance. The review of the frameworks in chapter 2.2.1 to 2.2.3 allowed the preparation of a tagging 

manual (adapted from the “coding manual” following Bryman, 2016, p. 298) for deductively conducting 

the quantitative content analysis (see table 4).  

The manual entails components from three frameworks (1) building blocks and governance functions 

(2) governance attributes and outcomes (3) SMART model. Each framework was split in the respective 

components, e.g. building block, a short definition, and practical examples to provide instructions for 

coding (following Kuckartz, 2012). The full tagging manual can be found in appendix A. 

Table 4: Extract from the tagging manual (own illustration, following Kuckartz, 2012) 

Building block/ 

Governance 

function 

Definition Examples 

Policy and 

Strategy 

Efforts to promote 

participation, transparency 

and accountability entailing 

a set of processes and norms, 

priorities, or principles. 

Laws, policies, legal frameworks, rules, or 

strategies among other processes related to water 

and sanitation services are developed, ratified, or 

implemented. 

Links and interdependencies between the water 

sector and other sectors that are affected by water 

governance efforts, e.g. agriculture, energy. 

The dimensions are mutually exclusive and exhaustive as they are combined from several frameworks. 

This method is proven to be the right one when piloting the coding scheme for a handful of cases. 

Familiarizing with the material and the database, regional classification was enclosed to the tagging 

schedule to allow a better comparison of the commitments. Together, these components and categories 

were added to the tagging schedule (adapted from the “coding manual” following Bryman, 2016, 

p.299). Hence the tagging schedule included the categories shown below that were applied deductively 

(see table 5). 

Table 5: Coding Schedule 

Category Tags / Derivation 

Regional 

Classifications 

(adapted from 

UNICEF, 

2017) 

Project regions: Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA; including Eastern and Southern Africa 

as well as West and Central Africa); Middle East and North Africa (MENA); Latin 

America and Caribbean (LACRO); East Asia and Pacific; South Asia  

 

Partner regions: Europe (here, this does only include Western European countries); 

North America; Global (this includes globally acting organizations, e.g. UN 

bodies). 

 

These classifications are identified by the geographical origin of the constituency. 

Building 

blocks 

Sector policy/strategy; institutional arrangements; sector financing; planning, 

monitoring and review; capacity development 
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These classifications are identified by definitions from UNICEF (2016). 

Governance 

functions 

Policy and strategy; coordination; service delivery; regulation and accountability; 

budgeting; financing; planning; monitoring, evaluation, and learning 

These classifications are identified by definitions from UNICEF (2016). 

Governance 

attributes 

Inclusively; participatory; deliberative; transparent; efficient; evidence-based; 

adaptive; impartial/ under the rule of law; accountable, multi-levelled 

These classifications are identified by definitions from Jiménez et al. (2020). 

Governance 

outcomes 

Enabling conditions; behavioural change; change in social and environmental 

conditions; sustainability and resilience of changes achieved 

 

These classifications are identified by definitions from Jiménez et al. (2020). 

SMART level S (specific); M (measurable); T (time-bound); as well as combinations of each 

component with another (SM, ST, MT), SMT, and none. 

 

These classifications are identified by definitions from different authors, see 

chapter 3.4 

The data was generated by applying the coding schedule to the database and using the tagging manual 

to allocate the respective tags to the commitments (see appendix A). For each commitment – except for 

the regional classification – more than one tag could be assigned, because the content often touches on 

several different topics. This tagging process enables the quantitative measurement of the frequency of 

practical approaches to water governance sorted by the frameworks and classifications.  

Moreover, by measuring the frequency of the SMART components, an estimation of te efficiency of 

the goals stated in the commitments is intended. It is almost impossible to assess if the individual goals 

are achievable or relevant to the respective stakeholder without doing in-depth case studies (Bowman 

et al., 2015). Consequently, the assessment of A (achievable) and R (relevant) was discussed due to the 

difficulty of objectively assessing these components within the commitments. In our view, on the one 

hand, the questions “is the goal achievable?” and “is the goal relevant to the respective stakeholder?” 

depends on the context and the general planning and goal-setting of a country. Here, no in-depth country 

analyses are conducted. Nevertheless, specific information about who is involved or what is the task, 

as well as measurable and time-bound components defining the achievement of a goal are more obvious. 

Hence, for the analysis, only S, M, and T components were assessed. The tagging manual showing a 

more detailed register of the components can be found in appendix A. 

 

Thirdly, after the deductive content analysis, in order to analyse the content of the commitments in more 

depth, an inductive content-structuring analysis was conducted. In comparison to the above method, the 

commitments were assessed inductively through the creation of categories following Mayring (1983). 

It does not follow a grounded theory approach, as it is a descriptive analysis which does not aim at 

generating a new theory, but describing the content (Kuckartz, 2012). The data was collected by 

identifying activities and priorities for action defined within the commitments. Later, the different tags 

were grouped in categories that reflected the content in common. Therewith, categories for comparison 

were set up to identify current trends of actions and main focuses.  

Fourthly, the examination was conducted in Airtable. The filters only allowed to filter the tags with “is 

exactly” or “has any of”, e.g. “The commitment is exactly [is any of] ‘government’”. As in some 

categories (building blocks, governance functions, attributes and outcomes, as well as challenges, 

contents and priorities) commitments were tagged with more than one tag, the total frequency of tags 
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exceeded the total amount of commitments (291) using the “is any of” filter. However, using the “is 

exactly” filter, not all commitments were counted, as double or triple tagged commitments were not 

filtered. This was considered when assessing the commitments, depending on the type of information 

that should be extracted. 

For the results of both, the deductive and inductive content assessment, a univariate analysis was 

conducted, in which the category-frequencies were measured in order to make comparisons (Kuckartz, 

2012). Despite the fact that this research uses ratio scaled data, an assessment of purely qualitative 

nature was conducted (Bortz & Schuster, 2010). Future research might explore the quantitative 

differences in more detail and describe correlations. Here, particular intervals were defined to enable a 

pre-assessment of differences. 

3.4 Quality assessment  

Apart from the practical utility of an empirical research, the assessment of its quality should be taken 

into account. Quality criteria need to be developed and applied depending on the respective research 

method (Flick, 2009). Thus, a set of quality assurance data derived from Bryman (2016; see table 7) 

focussing on reliability and validity served for examination. Reliability and validity are important 

factors to be assessed, since there are some methodological concerns about research using existing 

frameworks (Matthes & Kohring, 2008). In content analyses the reliability of coding is of special matter 

when assessing the internal reliability (Bryman, 2016). Although analytically distinguishable, validity 

presumes reliability. Looking at inter- and intra-coder reliability, it becomes clear that the consistency 

of the measure affects the validity. More precisely, if different observers do not share the same 

observations and do not code consistently over time, that means that the validity of the results is not 

given (ibid.).  

Consequently, in this research a coding manual with a clear distinction of the differing categories and 

descriptive examples was set up and used for analysis (see Appendix A). Nevertheless, the manual was 

only used for the deductive analysis, since the inductive analysis was more explorative. Also, the 

reliability of the results might be influenced by the researchers’ lack of consistency during the data 

collection and analysis. This may be especially the case because more than one tag was assigned in 

many cases given the multidimensional nature of commitments. This influenced the evaluation of the 

results as the Airtable could either filter the results as “is exactly” or “has any of”. Therefore, for the 

building blocks, governance functions, attributes, and outcomes it was only possible to calculate the 

proportion of the respective tags to the total sum of commitments. Individual combinations of tags were 

only assessed when there was a low amount of possible tags, e.g. in the SMT analysis, were only “S”, 

“M”, “T”, and “none” were possible tags. This way the results maintain high ecological validity by 

reflecting the nature of commitments which is often not singular but manifold. 

The study can be replicated at any time because the used data originate from an online database where 

it remains stored and unchanged. However, since only one researcher was involved in the data 

generation process, results of a replicated analysis might differ, especially for the inductive analysis. 

The external reliability of the data therefore could be tested easily by a replication of the study. 

Considering a replication of the study with the original database, results might change as new 

commitments are added periodically.  

In order to ensure internal and construct validity, this project employs scientifically acknowledged 

concepts that were developed by researchers and practitioners from and working with SWA and SIWI. 

In addition, the frameworks are used by the respective practitioners from the field who submitted the 

commitments. Hence, the results’ credibility is high as they are closely linked to practical and theoretical 

approaches to water governance. However, the selection of regional designation holds certain 

limitations. For example, Sub-Saharan Africa could have been divided into “Eastern and Southern 

Africa” and “Western and Central Africa”, while Europe and Central Asia could have been divided into 

“Eastern Europe and Central Asia” and “Western Europe”. In addition to that, the “least developed 

countries/areas” could have been listed separately (UNICEF, 2017). Also, stakeholders classified 

themselves in constituencies. This process is error-prone due to different interpretations of the 
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“constituency-box”. For instance, the perception of an institution can be different from different angles. 

It can be perceived as CSO from its partners, but defines itself as research and learning.  

While theoretically internal validity is usually high under controlled conditions, external validity is 

typically low (Flick, 2009). This applies likewise to this project. The database reveals a high number of 

cases from different regions globally. Still, it is incomplete regarding constituencies and countries, and 

shows a varying number of commitments per constituency. Also, data is assessed qualitatively, hence, 

differences can only be explained with a limited certainty. As a result, the findings can only be partially 

generalized or transferred. Nevertheless, they are of high interest to the collaborating institutions and 

their work. Since commitments are regularly submitted to the original database, they could be compared 

to future data. 

Table 6: Quality assurance (modified from Bryman, 2016) 

Quality assurance criteria Definition Application in this project 

Internal reliability Different observers should 

agree about findings; 

Indicators for scaling need 

to be consistent and 

consistently applied 

See inter-coder reliability and intra-

coder reliability. 

Inter-coder reliability Coding must be consistent 

between coders 

Coding manual used for coding to 

reduce deviations and uncertainties 

about tagging. However, this only 

applied to the deductive analysis. 

Intra-coder reliability Each coder must be 

consistent over time 

Coding manual defines examples to 

make clear distinctions between 

categories. Same limitations as in inter-

coder reliability. 

External reliability The degree to which the 

study can be replicated 

The database does not change, can be 

replicated easily. However, since only 

one researcher was involved in the data 

generating process, results might 

deviate (especially inductive analysis) 

Internal validity The level of congruence 

between concepts and 

observation 

Commitments are derived from SWA 

and SIWI partners and therefore work 

with SWA’s and SIWI’s frameworks, 

and vice-versa. 

Construct validity The degree to which the 

theory is relevant to the 

concept and reflects the 

content of the concept in 

question 

Scientifically acknowledged 

frameworks, that are used to work with 

the respective stakeholders were chosen 

in consultation with researchers and 

practitioners from the field 

External validity The degree to which 

findings can be generalized 

across social settings 

The database shows a high number of 

cases from different regions in the 

world. Still, it is incomplete regarding 

constituencies, countries, and the 

varying number of commitments per 
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constituency. The findings can therefore 

only partially be generalized. 

3.5 Research ethics 

In this research, several ethical issues are considered that were derived from Diener and Crandall (1978), 

assessing for instance whether participants were harmed or deceived, if there was a lack of informed 

consent or an invasion of privacy. The analysis revealed that due to the exclusive use of previously 

collect data, no participants were harmed. However, no consent was actively taken from the 

representatives that uploaded the commitments to the database. Yet, their consent to work with SWA 

and to upload their data to the database included the agreement to the publication of the commitments 

to the SWA-website. Hence, the commitments are accessible for the public11. The only concern is about 

private information of the representatives (e.g. name, mail address) that were accessible to the 

researcher without prior consent. This can be opposed with the researcher’s special function as analyst 

on behalf of SWA. Therefore, the access to the data was authorized by SWA on a foundation of trust. 

In return, the data from the research is accessible to SWA as well as SIWI and can be used for their 

purposes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
11 Commitments are published on SWA’s website: https://sanitationandwaterforall.org/about/our-work/mutual-

accountability-mechanism.  
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4 Results and Discussion 

This section below presents and reviews the results of the analysis of the SWA commitments. Main 

findings are discussed using addition references from the literature in order to answer the research 

questions. 

4.1. Descriptive data 

In total, 291 commitments were examined. More precisely, among the SSA, MENA, LACRO, East 

Asia and Pacific, and South Asia regions (project regions from the Global South) 55 different countries 

submitted their commitments. Another 47 commitments were submitted by constituencies based in 

Europe, North America, and by global institutions (partner regions from the Global North). Analysing 

the commitments, several issues were identified. First of all, more than half of the commitments 

originate from countries from SSA (see figure 7b). While this only covers around 63% of all Sub-

Saharan countries, South Asia only accounts for around 14% of commitments submitted, but therewith 

represents all countries from the region (see table 7). Here, however, the low proportion of government 

commitments presents an obstacle. In turn, SSA is the region with most government commitments. 

While LACRO and East Asia and Pacific only represent a low share of countries from the respective 

regions, all those countries submitted government commitments. The role of government commitments 

is important since governments can hold the ultimate legitimacy for the implementation of policies 

(Mena & Palazzo, 2012).  

Yet, a multi-stakeholder-partnership consists of different stakeholders that need to be recognized as 

equally important to achieve “equity and accountability” and involve “equitable representation of three 

or more stakeholder groups and their views” (Hemmati, Dodds, Enayati & McHarry, 2002, p.19). The 

results reveal that there is an unequal share of stakeholders since around half of the commitments were 

submitted by governments (see figure 7a). In many developing countries the civil society is typically 

strong, while the state only possesses a weak position. However, this can increase the mismanagement 

of (financial) resources (Rogers & Hall, 2003). Here, at least there is a quite high proportion of 

commitments submitted by CSOs (26%), especially in South Asia (67%, see figure 8). Besides, in this 

partnership, the participation of the media is missing completely, but possibly could take up a beneficial 

role (Bäckstrand, 2006). An unequal representation of stakeholders, though, might weaken the 

legitimacy of a multi-stakeholder partnership, since peer-accountability is weak (ibid.). Otherwise, even 

though different (political) systems might apply, missing compliance by governments might undermine 

the effectiveness of the partnership (Rogers & Hall, 2003), since governments are traditionally 

accountable to their people (Gupta, 2011). 

So far, the private sector has been rather restraint taking an active part in partnership initiatives, for 

instance due to fears of overregulation or compulsion of bureaucratic structures (Benner & Witte, 2004; 

Ivanova, 2003). In this study, the participation of the private sector is particularly low with a share of 

only around 3% of all commitments (see figure 7a). Precisely, there are only commitments from the 

private sector in SSA and South Asia (see figure 8). Traditionally, public water companies in the Global 

South provide services that are characterized by a variety of problems, for instance higher tariffs, and 

therefore avoided a shift towards greater accountability (Benner & Witte, 2004; Idelovitch & Ringskog, 

1995). Nevertheless, the private sector is an important stakeholder in many ways, including the 

expansion of water supply or sewage systems, or the provision of good water quality. For instance, 

studies show, that there is evidence that the private sector is more efficient than the public sector when 

it comes to the delivery of services (Prasad, 2006). With the development of the SDGs the private sector 

was assigned an important role for the implementation of sustainable development, equally to 

governments and civil society (Scheyvens, Banks & Hughes, 2016). Still, the role of the private sector 

in development in the water sector is strongly controversial, because of unpopular strategies that do not 

improve the situation of the poorest parts of society (Davis, 2005; Budds & McGranahan, 2003).  
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Figure 7a: Relative frequency of commitments by constituency (n=291) 

 
Figure 7b: Relative frequency of commitments by region (n=291) 

Moreover, commitments from MENA and East Asia and Pacific only cover around 15% of the region’s 

countries each (see table 7). However, MENA region is already and will possibly be most affected by 

water crises in the near future, currently exceeding its supply by 50% (Vidican & Houdret, 2014; Pérard, 

2011). Asia has “the least per capita availability of water” while accommodating a significantly high 

share of the world’s population (Subramanian, 2019). In the rapidly growing metropolises in the Asia-

Pacific region water problems already have become particularly urgent, for instance due to increased 

consumption and pollution (Nickum, 2019). Similar problems can be observed in urban and rural areas 

in LACRO (Hommes et al., 2019). 

A more detailed illustration of commitments by constituency and region shows, that particularly 

governments from the project regions submitted commitments, while there are no commitments from 

partner regions’ governments (see figure 8).  However, when comparing these results with table 8, it 

becomes visible that government agencies have indeed made declarations. Nevertheless, they classified 

themselves as “external support agencies” instead of government support agencies (“government”). 

Yet, governmental organizations from the project regions define themselves as “government”. 
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Table 7: Project regions and countries that submitted commitments to the data base (n=243) 

Region Countries 

Sub-Saharan 

Africa 

31/49 countries 

covered (63%) 

23 countries with 

government 

commitments 

Angola, Benin, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, Central African Republic, 

Chad, Congo, Côte d'Ivoire, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Kenya, 

Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, Namibia, Nigeria, Rwanda, 

Sierra Leone, Somalia, Sudan, Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, Uganda, Zambia 

Middle East and 

Northern Africa 

3/19 countries 

covered (16%) 

2 with government 

commitments 

Iraq, Morocco, Palestine 

  

Latin America 

and Caribbean 

7/37 countries 

covered (19%) 

All 7 with 

government 

commitments 

Bolivia, Colombia, Costa Rica, Honduras, Panama, Paraguay, Peru 

East Asia and 

Pacific 

5/33 countries 

covered (15%) 

All 5 with 

government 

commitments 

Indonesia, Lao, Mongolia, Myanmar, Viet Nam 

South Asia 

All 8 countries 

covered (100%) 

2 with government 

commitments 

Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka 

In general, there are only a limited number of countries and global organizations in the partner regions 

that have submitted commitments (see table 8). Among them, there is a fair share of governmental 
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support agencies (The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, DFID, SDC, USAID), but a low 

number of UN-bodies (WSSCC, WHO). In Europe, only external support agencies and research and 

learning institutions submitted commitments, while in North America and globally, CSOs were also 

involved. One of the reasons for that might be an inconsistency of tagging commitments with global or 

other regional classifications, since other globally acting organizations are also regionally classified, 

but have their headquarter in one of the partner regions (e.g. IRC, SIMAVI). 

In the project regions, research and learning institutions did not submit commitments (see figure 8). 

This is not at new phenomenon in the international North-South-cooperation, where researchers and 

research institutions from the Global South are often underrepresented (Boshoff, 2009; Dahdouh-

Guebas et al., 2003). This can be explained, for instance, by a lack of funding (Boshoff, 2010). However, 

facing increasing problems caused by globalization research cooperation between industrialized and 

developing countries’ institutions is needed and necessary. 

Table 8: Partner regions and countries that submitted commitments to the data base (n=48) 

Region Organizations/constituency/country 

Europe Department for International Development/ External support agency (DFID)/ 

External support agency/ United Kingdom 

IRC/ Research and Learning/ The Netherlands 

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs/ External support agency/ The Netherlands 

Simavi/ External support agency/The Netherlands 

Stockholm International Water Institute (SIWI)/ Research and Learning/ Sweden 

Swiss Agency for Development Cooperation (SDC)/ External Support Agency/ 

Switzerland 

North 

America 

University of North Carolina Chapel Hill/ Research and Learning/ USA 

USAID/ External support agency/ USA 

Water for People/ Civil society/ USA 

Global Aquafed/ External support agency/ Global 

Global Handwashing Project/ External support agency/ Global 

SWA PS Constituency/ External support agency/ Global 

Water.org/ Civil society/Global 

WaterAid/ Research and Learning/ Global 

Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council (WSSCC)/ External support 

agency/ Global 

World Health Organization (WHO)/ External support agency/ Global 
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In sum, in order to have significant findings, a more detailed discussion is performed for SSA (region 

with a particularly high share of commitments and a high share of government commitments) and South 

Asia (region with all countries covered and with a high share of civil society commitments), as well as 

for government and civil society commitments (highest share of constituencies; see also figure 8 and 

chapter 4.2). 

Figure 8: Relative frequency of commitments by constituencies and region (n=291) 

4.2 Building blocks, governance functions, attributes, and 

outcomes 

In this chapter, the results from the analysis of building blocks and governance functions (“what”), 

governance attributes (“how”), and governance outcomes (“what for”) derived from the water 

governance frameworks in chapters 2.3.1 and 2.3.2 are presented, answering the question how SWA 

stakeholders want to achieve improved water governance in within the SDG era. Also, different 

constituencies and regions are compared to reveal differences in governance approaches. 

In order to allow a comparable observation of the results, an evaluation scheme allows to quantify 

differences in frequencies of tagging and facilitates conclusions. The scheme involves four different 

ranges of tagging: 

• >100 tags: very high frequency 

• 50-100 tags: high frequency 

• 25-49 tags: moderate frequency 

• <25 tags: low frequency 

The ranges were assigned using factions derived from the frequencies of tags in order to be able to 

describe differences qualitatively. However, this does not replace a quantitative measurement of spacing 

between intervals and it cannot be interpreted with absolute certainty. Rather, it supports an initial 

overview of the tags’ distribution. Again, it is important to notice that more than one tag could be 

assigned to one commitment, because commitments occasionally contain more than one issue, e.g. an 

institutional arrangement in order to conduct monitoring and evaluation measures, accumulated 

frequencies do not necessarily match with the total amount of commitments.  
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4.2.1 Building blocks and governance functions 

The analysis of the building blocks and governance functions showed that most commitments were 

tagged with sector policy/strategy or planning, monitoring, and review (see table 9 and 10). The data 

reveals an unbalanced share of components, with a high concentration for sector policy and strategy 

(56,7%). Looking at governance functions, attributes, and outcomes, a similar picture arises. SWA 

stakeholders who submitted commitments to the database focussed particularly on implementing sector 

policies and strategies, preferred efficient actions, and mostly aimed at creating enabling conditions (see 

table 10). In order to achieve more effective water governance, the establishment of an enabling 

environment is necessary (Rogers & Hall, 2003). However, for effective governance, good governance 

indicators need to be considered to prevent political and social risks, institutional failure, among other 

problems. Here, this includes all governance attributes that were used for examination following 

Jiménez et al. (2020). Yet, the results show that only effective, deliberative, transparent, and inclusive 

were tagged with a comparatively high frequency, while other attributes like participatory or multi-

levelled were only tagged with a medium or low frequency. The same applies to sector policy a strategy, 

that can only enhance integrity and make an effective contribution to national targets, if principles of 

good governance are included (UNICEF, 2016; OECD, 2015). Since attributes are interconnected and 

complementary, governance needs take this into account and consider coherent goal setting (Jiménez et 

al., 2020). Comparing these numbers to the total amount of commitments each attribute is only 

mentioned in around 13 - 20 % of the commitments. Although all commitments might include at least 

one of these attributes, good governance requires a diversified set of good governance indicators (ibid.).  

Table 9: Building blocks and absolute frequency of tags (n=291) 

Building blocks Absolute frequency Relative frequency (of all 

291 commitments) 

Sector policy / Strategy 165 56,7% 

Planning, monitoring, and 

review 74 

25,4% 

Sector financing 46 15,8% 

Institutional arrangements 44 15,1% 

Capacity development 35 12,0% 

Total frequency 364 125,1% 

Total number of all 

commitments 291 

100% 

Another issue that plays into the manifold of good governance is monitoring, evaluation, and learning 

(UNICEF, 2016). Reliable data is critical to be able to plot evidence-based responses and purposeful 

interventions (UNDP, 2011). In this study, around 25% of all commitments were tagged with this 

planning monitoring, and review. This building block is particularly important for increasing 

accountability and the achievement of joint partnership goals (UN ESCAP, 2018; Bäckstrand, 2006). 

Yet, the respective functions assume a certain level of planning and preparedness in order to 

systematically design the process of data collection and anticipate potential shocks (Jiménez et al., 

2020). The results reveal, that monitoring, evaluation, and learning was tagged with a high frequency, 

while planning was tagged only with a low medium frequency (see table 11). This might confirm the 

critics of insufficient monitoring and accountability structures compared to traditional forms of 

governance (Bäckstrand, 2006).  
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The development of adequate funding structures in a global context are substantially more difficult than 

in national environments (Messner, & Nuscheler, 2003). The latest GLAAS report revealed that 

countries often do not match their commitments with adequate funding (UN-Water/WHO, 2019). The 

results show that financing was only tagged with a medium frequency of 32 commitments. Compared 

to the total amount of commitments (291) financing is only observed in around 11% of the 

commitments. Adding to that, budgeting was tagged with a low frequency of 16 commitments. This 

accounts for around 5,5% of all commitments. In sum, the commitments show the same difficulty 

revealed in the GLAAS report, even though budgets theoretically increased since 2016 (ibid.).  

Institutional arrangements’ performance is one of the identified bottlenecks of water governance 

(UNDP Water Governance Facility/UNICEF, 2015). Here, a share of around 15% of all commitments 

affirms the latter (see table 10). Especially, regulation and accountability and service delivery are tagged 

with the lowest frequencies of 10 and 5 (see table 10). However, they are crucial for reliable and 

affordable WASH services and the maintenance of obligations and performances (Jiménez et al., 2020; 

UNICEF, 2016). Again, this is coherent with Harvey’s (2019) finding, which underlines the clarity of 

ownership, regulation and responsibility for WASH-services is often lacking, even though crucial for 

the success of WASH-projects. Also, this shows the lack of focus on long-term institutional 

strengthening for the sake of short-term success (ibid.). 

Adding to that, sector coordination was tagged with a medium frequency of 29 commitments. This only 

accounts for around 10% of all commitments. Yet, sector coordination on multiple levels is important 

to be able to solve problems jointly, especially when decentralized governance is pursued (Brickell, 

McFarland, & Mwayafu, 2012).  

In comparison to the building blocks, where capacity building was least tagged, this appears to be a 

medium frequency for the functions (35; 12% of all commitments). Still, capacity building is essential 

for a general understanding of conditions where corruption can flourish and therewith threaten good 

governance (SWA, 2019). Also, it helps to improve the coherence between actions and outcomes, which 

is key for successful implementation of national objectives (Pattberg & Widerberg, 2014). In addition, 

capacities are crucial for the resilience of WASH-services in order to absorb disturbances and to be able 

to continue providing a certain level of services during reorganization (Kohlitz, Carrard & Foster, 2019). 

In order to improve the potential of governance transformations, capacity building is key, since many 

duty-bearers and decision-makers in the water sector are not yet prepared to work with new forms of 

governance (Tropp, 2007). For instance, this applies to coordination mechanisms, inclusive decision 

making, or facilitating outcomes.  

4.2.2 Governance attributes and outcomes 

The analysis of the governance attributes shows an unbalanced distribution of different attributes from 

low to very high frequencies of tagging (see table 10). Again, efficiency was by far the most tagged 

attribute. Even though, efficient governance approaches might be a good starting point to enhance the 

effectiveness of multi-stakeholder partnerships, only the interplay with other good governance 

components leads to sustainable development (Kefela, 2011). For instance, effectiveness can be 

improved by involving more stakeholders taking a participatory approach (UNDP, 2011).  

Participatory political regimes show higher predictable growth rates and more stability (UNDP, 2011). 

However, especially the poor face greater limits for participating in political decisions (Claeys, Coussee, 

Heiden, Merckaert & De Grande, 2001). The results reveal that, even though, the specific needs of the 

poorest parts of the population and Human Rights in general have been recognized by most countries 

(UN-Water/WHO, 2019) and inclusiveness was tagged with a relatively high frequency (59 

commitments), core attributes to enable their participation (participatory) and protect their rights 

(impartial/under the rule of law) were only tagged with a medium to low frequency (38 and 15 

commitments).  
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Yet, participation is a fundamental pillar of good governance, since although representative democracy 

might be in place, the concerns of the most vulnerable explicitly need to be taken into account during 

decision-making (UN ESCAP, 2009). Besides, meaningful and free participation of stakeholders foster 

the adaptive capacity and stability of institutions (UNDP, 2011). On the other hand, the tagging of the 

attribute impartial and under the rule of law might be influenced by a cultural bias. Even though the 

Western interpretation of the rule of law might be part of the respective constitution of the project 

region’s countries, it is possibly not adapted accordingly to the country’s peculiarities (Mutua, 2016). 

Otherwise, the formulation of commitments might be influenced by a generally low practice of the rule 

of law in the respective regions, e.g. LACRO, causing a low frequency of tags assigned (Müller, 2018). 

The transparency about the execution of the rule of law and other rules and regulations is an essential 

part of good governance (UNESCAP, 2009). Transparency together with accountability measures have 

been proven to be able to improve access and the quality of public services (Arkedis et al., 2019). 

Compared to the other attributes, transparency and accountability were tagged with a high frequency 

(57 and 50 commitments), however, this is a relatively low number compared to the total frequency of 

commitments (around 17-20%). Especially access to information is an important step to enable public 

participation and therewith increase socio-economic development (De Stefano et al., 2012). Hence, the 

publication of commitments on SWA’s website already is a big step to increase transparency and enable 

to hold stakeholder’s accountable. However, more approaches to increased transparency and 

accountability would complement the effectiveness of planned interventions (Gabriel, 2017).  

An important characteristic for long-term effectiveness is adaptiveness. Here, Adaptive governance was 

tagged with a low frequency of 24 commitments. Nevertheless, facing a complex and uncertain future 

with rapid changes, adaptive governance is an emerging type of governance for social-ecological 

systems (Chaffin, Gosnell & Cosens, 2014). Adaptive management “aims to increase the resilience of 

ecological systems in the face of an uncertain future characterised by disturbances and non-linear 

change” (Rouillard et al., 2013). Nevertheless, the successful implementation is a matter of adaptive 

capacity that depends on the level of resilience of institutions (Neely, 2015), which is difficult to 

develop and to put into practice (Lempered & Groves, 2010). The results show that institutional 

arrangements (see table 10) are not of high priority and show low levels of planning and preparedness, 

affirming the low levels of adaptiveness. Studies show that, for instance, polycentric governance 

regimes with distributed power, but effective coordination enable a higher ability to respond to 

challenges emerging from climate change (Pahl-Wostl et al., 2012). Hence, a multi-levelled approach 

to water governance and effective sector coordination might support the change to an adaptive 

governance approach. 

However, collective approaches most often are confronted with so called social dilemmas. They 

describe situations of collective action where the interest of the individual is in conflict with the 

collective interest while cooperation should be achieved (Holzinger, 2003). Problems of coordination, 

inequality, or instability, among others, for the joint outcome can occur. Therefore, a multi-levelled 

governance that divides a large group into a federated system of smaller groups can produce a more 

inclusive system able to manage itself more promptly (Marshall, 2008). 

Nevertheless, the results of this study show, that multi-levelled governance was only tagged with a 

medium frequency (26 commitments). Hence, possibly problems of collective action might arise, which 

is why an outbalanced multi-level governance approach might be of preventive nature. Adding to that, 

for instance, decision-making at the location of resources can have a variety of benefits (Hill, Furlong, 

Bakker & Cohen, 2008), like improved performance of regulation and accountability through the 

assignment of responsibilities. However, sufficient capacities are a prerequisite. In any case, this process 

of establishing a transparent and democratically legitimized system is crucial (Termeer, Dewulf & Van 

Lieshout, 2010).  
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Table 10: Governance functions, attributes and outcomes and absolute frequency of tags (n=291) 

Governance 

functions 

Absolute 

frequency 

Governance 

attributes 

Absolute 

frequency 

Governance 

outcomes 

Absolute 

frequency 

Policy and 

Strategy 

165 Efficient 103 Enabling 

Conditions 

139 

Monitoring, 

Evaluation, and 

learning 

52 Deliberative 76 Behavioural 

Change 

86 

Capacity 

development 

35 Inclusive 59 Change in 

social and 

environmental 

conditions 

84 

Financing 32 Transparent 57 Sustainability 

and resilience 

of changes 

achieved 

70 

Coordination 29 Accountable 50     

Planning 27 Participatory 38     

Budgeting 16 Evidence-

based 

29     

Regulation and 

Accountability 

10 Multi-levelled 26     

Service delivery 5 Adaptive 24     

    Impartial / 

Under the rule 

of law 

15     
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Further, the analysis of commitments reveals that deliberative governance was tagged with the second 

highest frequency (76 commitments), while evidence-based was only tagged with a medium frequency 

(29 commitments). Studies show that it is difficult to get evidence into policies and practice, since there 

is a disagreement about which information is considered as evidence (Flitcroft, Gilespie, Salkeld, Carter 

& Trevana, 2011). However, deliberative processes fostering evidence-based or evidence-informed 

decisions are assumed to be better than un-evidenced ones (Culyer, & Lomas, 2006). In the results of 

this study, however, evidence-based deliberative governance is lacking which might influence the 

qualities of policies and decisions (Jiménez et al., 2019). 

 

In sum, it becomes clear that the attributes are inherently interconnected and have mutual impact. 

Hence, none of the attributes should be undervalued designing commitments for an improved water 

sector. More attention should be paid to the process, since it determines the quality of the outcome and 

it supports adaptive management practices (Mackenzie et al., 2012). Further, stakeholders can have 

considerable control over the design and execution of procedural factors, while contextual factors, like 

culture or demographics, are mostly outside they control.  

 

The analysis of governance outcomes reveals a high preference of committing to create enabling 

conditions (139 commitments; see table 10). This may be due to the comparatively broad definition and 

range of examples. Since, they are all naturally interdependent and can be accumulating (Jiménez et al., 

2020), enabling conditions are an initial step towards sustainable forms of water governance.  

The high number of commitments tagged with behavioural change confirms the understanding of 

importance of participatory multi-stakeholder processes, although only a moderate number of 

commitments actually show participatory measures. This can be interpreted as the understanding of 

designing participatory processes is limited to certain stakeholders, while, for instance, vulnerable 

groups and minorities are not perceived as relevant stakeholders. 

 

Looking at the implementation of concrete actions, change in social environmental conditions is defined 

as “concrete actions that are planned to be implemented” (see coding manual in appendix A). The results 

show a high number of commitments tagged with this outcome (84 commitments). This confirms the 

focus on the “getting-things-done” attitude focussing on the implementation on actions. Since the lack 

of sustainability in the WASH sector is a major problem to establish universal access to services until 

2030 (Jiménez et al., 2018), sustainability and resilience of changes achieved is the most important step 

towards sustainable development. This particular outcome was defined as “actions that support 

sustainable and resilient systems” (see coding manual in appendix A). A notably high amount of 

commitments was tagged with aiming at sustainable and resilient systems (70 commitments). Still, 

compared to the low prioritization of adaptive governance and institutional arrangements, this outcome 

might be a desired one, but is not approached properly. However, because governance outcomes can 

only be understood when both, governance functions and attributes that led to the outcome (Jiménez et 

al., 2020), are linked and assessed, no valid assumptions can be derived when comparing these 

outcomes.  

4.2.3 Comparison: Government vs. Other Constituencies 

Since development goals cannot be attained without cooperation, joint action between stakeholders is 

key (Haywood et al., 2019). Yet, it is important to understand the integration of different stakeholders’ 

objectives to leverage efficiency and reveal complementarities. Here, governmental commitments 

account for around half of all commitments, while no other constituency except from CSOs contribute 

a significant share. Therefore, first, governmental and other constituencies commitments are compared. 

Afterwards, governmental and CSOs’ commitments are compared. 

Comparing governmental and other constituencies’ commitments several differences can be observed. 

The comparatively biggest differences occur for governance attributes and outcomes, while for building 

blocks and governance functions, the widest gaps exist for capacity development, and monitoring, 

evaluation, and learning. In this study, other constituencies score higher than governments. However, 



34 

governments show slightly higher performance for several functions and blocks at a time (see figures 

9a and 9b). Looking at the attributes and outcomes, differences become more apparent. Biggest 

performance gaps can be observed for deliberative, participatory, and evidence-based governance, 

where other constituencies have a higher frequency of tagging, while governments show more 

engagement for efficient, adaptive, and accountable governance (see figures 9c and 9d).  

Overall, there is a strong pursuit of effective governance by governments while not much attention is 

paid to capacity building. Effective outcomes can be perceived as beneficial for output legitimacy, since 

it is associated with problem solving capacity (Bäckstrand, 2006). However, it is often hard to assess in 

long-term processes like the achievement of the Agenda 2030. Also, studies have shown, that public 

perception of procedural justice is more significant for achieving legitimacy than the perceived 

effectiveness (Hough et al., 2010; Tyler, 2003). Hence, the more integrative approach to the efficient 

implementation of the goals might be more beneficial. Again, this shows a potential capacity gap to 

understand processes of good governance (Tropp, 2009). Improvement of sociocratic capacities and 

knowledge might push the attention to the management of people and processes, diversity, and sharing 

of knowledge. 

 

Within the concept of governance, governments most often remain the primary party with a formal 

legitimacy and horizontal accountability (Weiss, 2000). However, for establishing good governance, all 

stakeholders need to be accountable, transparent, and acting within the rule of law, thereby creating 

vertical accountability (Jiménez et al., 2018; UN ESCAP, 2009). The results reveal that governments 

perform at least slightly better on all three dimensions. In order to establish effective accountability 

structures within a multi-stakeholder partnership, however, all stakeholders need to recognize the 

importance of their own accountability and practice mutual transversal accountability (Jiménez et al., 

2018; Bäckstrand, 2006).  

A similar share of responsibility applies to the funding, since governments are not the sole source for 

funding of partnerships (Pattberg & Widerberg, 2014). Here, the gap of funding and budgeting between 

governmental and non-governmental commitments is comparatively small.  

 

The outcomes mainly differ in the fact, that apart from enabling conditions and sustainability and 

resilience of changes achieved, where both show more or less the same performance, governments 

demonstrate a particularly higher performance for change in social and environmental conditions. On 

the one hand, other constituencies perform notably higher for behavioural change. On the other hand, 

again, governmental commitments prefer achieving an output instead of focussing on procedural 

aspects to create a higher output legitimacy.    

 

In sum, governments have differing approaches to the design of governance processes than other 

constituencies that need to be looked at in more detail. The meaning of particular differences can only 

be explored better by conducting a quantitative analysis. 
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Figures 9a-d: Comparing governance of governments and other constituencies 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9a: Relative frequency of tags by building blocks: comparing government and other 

constituencies  

Figure 9b: Relative frequency of tags by governance functions: comparing government and other 

constituencies 
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Figure 9c: Relative frequency of tags by governance attributes: comparing government and other 

constituencies 

Figure 9d: Relative frequency of tags by governance outcomes: comparing government and other 

constituencies 

4.2.4 Comparison: Government vs. Civil Society 

The comparison of governmental and civil society commitments shows a similar picture to the 

comparison in 4.2.3. (see figures 9a-9d). Therefore, only particular differences are discussed in this 

section.  

Since in many cases individuals or societal groups are not incorporated in formal governance processes, 

CSOs represent their needs and aim at making an impact on key decision makers to give voice to the 

marginalized (Teegen, Doh, & Vachani, 2004). Figure 10a-d show that CSO’s perform higher for 

inclusive and participatory governance, while governments concentrate on effective governance 

confirming the latter. Also, CSOs engage comparatively less in sector financing, but in coordination 

and capacity building. 
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Even though, accountability efforts of CSOs have been increasing, studies criticize a lack of internal 

accountability (Ebrahim, 2003). In this study, Governments show a higher performance of accountable 

governance (around 25% of their commitments), while CSOs perform worse (around 15% of their 

commitments). However, CSO’s performance for monitoring, evaluation, and learning is higher than 

governments’ performance. Governance also needs to be flexible to adjust to a changing environment 

(Bierman, Kanie & Kim, 2017). The results reveal that although governments show lower levels than 

CSO’s for aiming at resilience and sustainability of actions achieved, they perform comparatively 

higher for adaptive governance. In sum, the results indicate that governments and civil society have 

different approaches of achieving similar outcomes. Yet, differences need to be explored in more detail. 

 

Figures 10a-d: Comparing governance government and civil society 

Figure 10a: Relative frequency of tags by building blocks: comparing government and civil society 

Figure 10b: Relative frequency of tags by governance functions: comparing government and civil 

society 
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Figure 10c: Relative frequency of tags by governance attributes: comparing government and civil 

society

Figure 10d: Relative frequency of tags by governance outcomes: comparing government and civil 

society 

4.2.5 Comparison: South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa 

 

Comparing South Asian’s and SSA’s commitments, differences in all four graphs can be observed (see 

figures 11a to 11d). Since in South Asia most commitments were drafted by CSO’s they appear to be 

more inclusive, participatory and more transparent than in SSA confirming the findings in chapter 4.2.4. 

However, in the case of SSA, even though more governments have submitted commitments, these aim 

at deliberative governance, which contradicts the findings in the aforementioned figure. Hendriks 

(2009) concluded that both, governments and non-profit organizations, engage in different kinds of 

deliberative governance as a demonstration of more transparency and accountability. Here, figure 11a-

d shows that there seem to be different strategies of achieving accountability within commitments. SSA 

counts on deliberative, impartial, and accountable governance, while South Asia engages in inclusive, 

participatory, transparent, and multi-levelled governance and performs almost as high in accountability 

as SSA. On the downside, in commitments from South Asia, capacity development is tagged higher 
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than in SSA which is in line with the results in chapter 4.2.2. Besides, SSA shows particularly more 

engagement for financing, budgeting, and planning. 

In sum, this comparison points towards the assumption that there are regional differences of how water 

governance is conducted. Nonetheless, in order to make more accurate assumptions, in-depth studies of 

both contexts need to be conducted.  

 

Summarizing the comparisons, varying constituencies and regions seem to have particular differences 

in designing governance processes and outcomes. There is room for improvement by developing 

capacities across constituencies and geographical regions, since the impact of multi-stakeholder 

initiatives is shaped by mutual incentives for dialogue, peer-to-peer-learning and collaboration (Søreide 

& Truex, 2013). Efficiency could potentially be enhanced by focussing more strongly on the structuring 

of processes including more components of good governance to enhance output legitimacy and 

therewith efficiency. Rodrik (2000) argues that participatory political regimes have more predictable 

long-term growth rates while being more stable. This is due to the variety of stakeholders involved in 

decision-making processes, which enhances the stability and adaptivity of institutions in times of crisis. 

The thorough examination of particular differences and quantitative significances are recommended to 

be examined in future research. 

Figures 11a-d: Comparing governance in South Asia and SSA 

Figure 11a: Relative Frequency of Tags by Building Blocks in South Asia and SSA 
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Figure 11b: Relative Frequency of Tags by Governance Functions in South Asia and SSA 

Figure 11c: Relative Frequency of Tags by Governance Attributes in South Asia and SSA 

Figure 11d: Relative Frequency of Tags by Governance Outcomes in South Asia and SSA 
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4.3 Results: Activities and priorities 

In this chapter the inductively identified activities and priorities are presented and discussed. Activities 

are defined as the type of actions that are identified within the commitments, which are to be conducted. 

Priorities are defined as the primary concern identified within the commitments. 

 

Since the planned activities potentially lead to outputs that strengthen the sector’s governance, here, 

eight activity groups were identified (see table 11).  

Table 11: Identified activity groups and activity tags (n=291) 

Group Tags Absolute 

frequency 

(Enabling) 

implementation and 

access 

establish institution, establish platform, develop a 

plan/framework/roadmap/strategy, provide access to 

sanitation, provide access to water, provide access / 

services, endorse policy/framework/strategy/programme, 

implement changes, upscale implementation, regulate 

supply 

144 

Guidance and Support support efforts, analyse/ collect data, provide 

data/information, translate documents/material, provide 

guidance, provide financial support, Listen and respond, 

identify approaches, strengthen capacities/ mentoring, 

provide technical assistance, develop solutions 

109 

Monitoring, revision, 

and reporting 

revise national strategy/policy/system, benchmark 

standards, track implementation, identify and reduce gaps, 

compile report, set priorities, improve practices or 

management 

58 

Leadership  take leadership, promote action, increase participation 39 

Collaboration strive for joint planning, enhance collaboration 33 

Financing modalities diversify financing strategies, increase funding, develop 

financing strategies 

27 

Compliance comply with commitments/plans, comply with 

laws/policies, obtain commitment 

26 
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Knowledge, learning 

and research 

manage knowledge, strengthen learning, support research 

efforts 

14 

 

More precisely the individual groups are defined as follows 

• (Enabling) implementation and access: (Preparing) Implementations of specific actions for 

enhanced enabling environment  

• Guidance and Support: Actions that aim at supporting the implementation of efforts  

• Monitoring, revision, and reporting: Actions that aim at assess current and improve future 

performance  

• Leadership: Efforts that aim at promoting action 

• Collaboration: Efforts aiming at enhanced collaboration and planning 

• Financing modalities: Actions that aim at the implementation of financing modalities 

• Compliance: Statements of compliance with certain commitments 

• Knowledge, learning, and research: Efforts that include knowledge transfer 

The categories can be compared to data compiled by UNICEF (2016). Here, activities to strengthen the 

enabling environment for WASH are defined. They have compiled the following categories:  

• Identify and support political leadership 

• Carry out analysis of enabling environment bottlenecks 

• Develop a government led plan to remove enabling environment bottlenecks 

• Provide guidance and assistance to government 

• Build capacity at all levels 

• Monitor and evaluate results 

• Support evidence-based learning and knowledge sharing 

• Leverage funds  

Table 11 reveals that around half of the commitments include concrete actions for (enabling) 

implementation and access, for instance the implementation of access, the establishment of institutions 

or platforms, or the development and endorsement of plans and policies. The closest category provided 

by UNICEF is developing a government led plan to remove enabling environment bottlenecks. 

However, following our definition, it is not limited to certain constituencies to develop plans or 

strategies. Hence, the category also includes efforts to build capacities, while UNICEF listed build 

capacity at all levels as an individual category.  

Guidance and support to these efforts were identified in at least one third of the commitments, 

including the provision of data or technical assistance. These results show a good interplay between 

implementation and supportive actions around it. UNICEF identified a similar category called provide 

guidance and assistance to government. Again, following our definition, the component was interpreted 

as not exclusively conducted by the government, but also other constituencies. In addition, carry out 

analysis of enabling environment bottlenecks draws close to tags summed up in the guidance and 

support category. 

In order to enforce the adaptability of institutions, systematic reviews and continuous improvement of 

procedures and policies need to be conducted (UNDP, 2011). UNICEF (2016) defined a component 

coherent to the identified category monitor and evaluate results. Within the commitments a similar 

category was identified. Accordingly, monitoring, revision, and reporting is tagged with a 

comparatively high frequency. These actions include the revision of strategy, the identification of gaps, 

or the compilation of reports. Yet, comparing to the total number of commitments, it only accounts for 

around 20% of the commitments. Since there is a strong need to improve WASH-governance towards 

more sustainable and resilient systems (Water Governance Facility, n. d.), this number appears to be 

comparatively low. 
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Similar to UNICEF’s identify & support political leadership, here, leadership was identified as an 

activity, although only with a medium frequency of tags. In contrast to UNICEF’s categories, the main 

activities did not include the support of leadership, but the promotion of action and the increase of 

participation. Nevertheless, political empowerment and support of (especially female) political leaders 

might enhance efforts and engagement (Wambua, 2017). Studies show that political leaders are often 

“badly positioned to initiate, drive, and lead [innovations]” (Torfing & Ansell, 2017, p. 1). Yet, in multi-

stakeholder contexts duty bearers can strengthen their political leadership capacities due to the 

collaborative nature of the environment (ibid.). Here, collaboration was identified as a particular 

category, but not by UNICEF. Though, collaboration between different actions enhances the input 

legitimacy of and deliberation processes within the partnership (Bäckstrand, 2006).  

 

One outstanding general problem for effective water governance is the insufficiency of financial and 

human resources following the most recent GLAAS report (UN-Water/WHO, 2019). Also, UNICEF 

(2016) identified the leverage of funds as an important activity. Here, table 11 reveals that financing 

modalities were tagged with a medium frequency (27 commitments). This result confirms the findings 

of chapter 3.2 showing that activities combined explicitly with financing are comparatively rare. 

 

Compliance of commitment was also identified as a main activity in 26 commitments. Depending on 

the perception of institutions and norms, compliance can be interpreted as a strategy to enhance 

legitimacy (Bäckstrand, 2006). This means that actors express their agreement with their obligations. 

However, even though being necessary for the effectiveness of the implementation, it is not a sufficient 

precondition, since poorly designed commitment can reach a high level of compliance, while not having 

much actual impact on the problem to solve (Simmons, 1998). Nevertheless, a peer-review can be an 

effective tool of measuring compliance with (international) frameworks (Lim, 2014). Hence, showing 

compliance in a multi-stakeholder setting is necessary, yet, the contents need to reflect effective 

measures for implementation as well. 

 

Lastly, knowledge, learning, and research reached low levels of tagging with only 14 commitments. 

UNICEF (2016) also acknowledged a similar category of activities called support evidence-based 

learning and knowledge sharing. In fact, perceptions of knowledge and actual knowledge have crucial 

impact on the problem-identification and -solving capacity (Fazy et al., 2014). Pahl-Wostl (2009) 

highlights the importance of social and societal learning as critical factors for change. Fazy et al. (2014) 

emphasise that more attention needs to be drawn on the design and management of knowledge exchange 

and the integration of research. 

 

In sum, the activities identified through an inductive content analysis reflect the activities compiled by 

UNICEF (2016) to a great extent. In the present study, compliance is the only category not coherent 

with the categories for comparison. The commitments show low levels of engagement for knowledge, 

learning, and research, while (enabling) implementation and access was tagged with large distance. 

Again, the results reveal a high concentration on the outcome, meanwhile procedural activities were 

tagged comparatively low. 

 

Looking at the priorities, the following content groups were identified, in order to simplify the analysis 

(see table 12). 

 

Table 12: Identified priority groups and priority tags (n=291) 

Groups Tags

   

Absolute 

frequency 

Sector 

Coordination and 

Collaboration  

Multi-Stakeholder Collaboration, Sector Coordination, 

Public Private Partnership (PPP), Communication, Evidence-

based decision making, Best Practices  

 

95 

Responsibility/ 

Liability 

Monitoring, Evaluation, Accountability and Transparency, 

Mutual Accountability Mechanism, Regulation and control, 

75 
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policy improvement, Feedback mechanism, Documentation 

and information 

 

Service delivery, 

Access and 

Facilities  

 

Provision of Service, Provision of Access, Infrastructure, 

Toilets, Technology, Drinking water supply networks, Faecal 

Sludge Management, water resources management, 

operation and maintenance, protection and safety, sewerage  

69 

Exogenous 

Influence and 

participation 

Advocacy, attendance and participation, support, Integration 

of Research 

64 

Defecation End Open Defecation 39 

Finance Financing modalities, tariffs, investments 38 

Population groups 

and necessities 

Elderly, children, poor / vulnerable, marginalized groups, 

gender/women, disabled, families, ethnic minorities, 

menstruation hygiene, communities 

36 

Goal achievement Achievement of the SDGs, measures for implementation 35 

Inequalities Social inclusion, Inequalities / Leave-no-one-behind 

(LNOB), Human Rights, Values and Standards, Sensitization 

26 

Thematic Links to 

other SDGs 

Health, Climate, Waste, Clean Air, Agriculture, Energy, 

Schools, cities, Environmental sovereignty 

21 

Strong systems Systems strengthening, sustainable services, 

institutionalization 

17 

Hygiene Handwashing, Hygiene 13 

The analysis of priorities revealed a somewhat different picture for priorities that fit to governance 

components analysed previously (see table 12). While sector coordination and collaboration efforts 

were only tagged with a medium frequency in the governance functions and activities, for priorities, it 

was tagged with the highest frequency. Meanwhile, service delivery, access and facilities were tagged 

highest for activities with 144 commitments, here, it was still tagged with a high frequency, but only 69 

commitments. However, only strong systems can ensure sustainable and resilient services (UN-

Water/WHO, 2019). In this analysis, only in 17 commitments this topic was given a specific priority. 

At the same time, responsibility and liability, for instance monitoring and reporting, was tagged with 

a high frequency likewise for building blocks, governance functions, and activities. Similarly, 

exogenous influence and participation reaches a high frequency of tags that matches with the 

attributes (‘deliberative’) and activities (‘guidance and support’). As assumed from the results of the 

previous section and despite the high relevance, again, finance was only tagged with a medium priority, 

confirming the findings so far.   

The analysis revealed that thematic key topics are clarified as medium to low priorities. For instance, 

the practice of open defecation is in many ways an integral part of daily lives, especially in rural areas 

and peri-urban environments in many developing countries (Geetha & Kumar, 2014). Yet, its 

elimination is seen as an improvement of dignity, and community and children’s health and nutrition 

(JMP, n. d.) and therefore highly prioritized in working towards reducing global inequalities in the 

sector (UNICEF/WHO, 2019). Together with hygiene, ending open defecation is set as SDG 6.2. (UN, 

2015). Here, open defection was tagged with a medium frequency (39 commitments). Although hygiene 
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supports clean and health environments and prevents diseases from spreading, it remains one of the 

least prioritised issues within WASH (Water Aid, n. d.). In our results, a similar picture is drawn since 

hygiene is the least tagged priority with only 13 commitments. However, “without hygiene, the benefits 

of clean water and decent toilets will always be limited.” (ibid.).  

Fostering equality can oppose power inequalities of different kinds, for instance legal, political, or 

economic (UNDP, 2011). The Agenda 2030 and the SDGs promise to leave no one behind and therefore 

aim at reducing all forms of inequalities in the WASH sector (UNICEF/WHO, 2019). The priority 

analysis shows, however, that inequalities were only identified in 26 commitments showing a medium 

frequency of tags. Nevertheless, equality can also be enhanced by different approaches including 

closing service and access gaps especially for marginalized society members (UNICEF/WHO, 2019). 

Here, for instance, several population groups and necessities were identified as priorities (36 

commitments), like women, ethnic minorities, or elderly. There are several reports showing that these 

groups are disproportionally affected by inequalities in the WASH sector (UNDP Water Governance 

Facility/UNICEF, 2015; UN Water, 2015). Apart from inequalities, insufficient access to services can 

cause poverty and conflict (Crow, 2001). In sum, although most countries pay special attention to 

LNOB, there is still more potential for improvement in order to achieve the global development goals. 

This is because the SDGs are interdependent (Nilsson et al., 2016). This requires coherent policies and 

strategies to systematically approach efficient progress. Here, several links were drawn between 

different SDG topics, for instance health, energy, or climate. Still, only 21 commitments made 

interdisciplinary commitments. Since SWA works towards the achievement of SDG 6, with prioritizing 

goal achievement, some commitments directly commit to the accomplish the SDGs and perform 

measures for implementation. Klein et al. (1999) show that goal commitment has a strong effect on 

performance and it is positively connected with its attractiveness and anticipation. 

In a nutshell, the collaborative execution of implementing effort has a strong priority, while inequalities 

and related topics (e.g. hygiene, marginalized groups, open defecation) matter to a certain extent. 

However, authors are aware of their responsibility of being accountable and set their priorities 

accordingly. Yet again, prioritizing the elimination of inequalities of various forms should be taken into 

account and reflected in commitments’ priorities.  

4.4. Results: SMART-analysis  

For the SMART-analysis the results were grouped following the absolute category rating (ACR; 

omitting “bad” as category; Wang et al., 2011): 

• three components (S, M, and T were tagged concurrently, excellent performance)  

• two components (either SM, ST, or MT was tagged, good performance) 

• one component (either S, M, or T was tagged, fair performance) 

• none (no SMT-component was tagged at all, poor performance) 

The results show that only 51 commitments showed an excellent performance, while 26 commitments 

showed a poor performance. Though, most commitments showed either a fair or good performance (see 

figure 12a). When looking at a more detailed allocation of commitments that were tagged with one 

component or two components, it sticks out that especially SM, M, and MT show low frequencies of 

tagging in comparison to S, T, and ST (see figure 12b). 

Thus, it may be concluded that the overall performance could be improved, while especially measurable 

and time-bound components are lacking within the commitments. Since not all SMART components 

were quantified (only specific, measurable, and time-bound; not achievable nor relevant), these results 

only allow limited conclusions on the general SMART performance of the commitments. This agrees 

with critics made by Bowman et al. (2015) that remark the absence of standardised methods for the 

composition and evaluation of SMART-goals and the missing fit between written goals and the 

prescribed SMART acronym. Here, we recommend to closely assess the potential of using Bowman et 

al.’s approach for further work with the SMART model. 
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The SMT-analysis of different constituencies reveals that governments and civil society show very 

distinct performances from none to three commitments (see figures 12a-d). Research and learning 

mostly fulfil one component, while not having any commitment tagged with all three commitments. 

Only the private sector shows lower performance with around half of the commitments tagged with 

none of the SMT-components and none of the commitments tagged with all three components. The 

different performances show that within a partnership that requires mutual accountability, deliberative 

parties like research and learning and external support agencies do not stand out for exemplary 

performance, while especially governments demonstrate their understanding for SMART commitments 

with scoring comparatively high on all graphs (see figures 12c-d). In comparison, research and learning 

did not submit any measurable commitment, while all other constituencies apart from governments 

count with around 20% of their commitments as measurable. Still, external support agencies show a 

comparatively better performance for M and T, while research and learning are highest on S. CSOs 

score comparatively high for all components and highest for T. The private sector has most 

commitments tagged with no component at all or S, while some commitments are M and T, as well. 

Here, it must be taken into account that in Airtable, besides from submitting a commitment, stakeholders 

were able to specify a specific “target date to meet commitment”, “target year”, and “target month”. 

This analysis only took into account the commitment itself excluding these gaps that could be filled. 

Therefore, the amount of commitments with a specified target date might be higher than presumed, 

since the date could be set not particularly in the “commitment gap”, but in the previously mentioned 

sections.  

Figures 12a-d: SMART analysis 

 

 
Figure 12a: Absolute frequency of grouped SMT-components 

Note: One component includes commitments tagged as S, M, or T. 2 components includes commitments 

tagged as SM, ST, or MT. 3 components includes commitments tagged as S, M, and T. Commitments 

tagged as none did not reflect S, M, or T. 
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Figure 12b: Absolute frequency of tags by SMT-components: 1 or 2 components 

Figure 12c: Relative frequency of grouped SMT-components sorted by constituency 

 

 

 

 



48 

 

 

Figure 12d: Relative frequency of tags by SMT-components sorted by constituency 

The comparison of South Asia and SSA shows a similar performance of both regions for commitments 

with three components, but still lower than 20% (see figure 13a). While SSA had more commitments 

with two components or no components tagged, South Asia had a higher number of commitments with 

one component tagged. More specifically, South Asia has more specific commitments, whereas SSA 

shows a better performance of time-bound commitments (see figure 13b). Both regions have about the 

same performance for measurable commitments (around 25%). 

 
Figure 13a: Relative Frequency of Tags of grouped SMART-components in South Asia and SSA 
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Figure 13b: Relative Frequency of Tags of SMART-components in South Asia and SSA 

It can be concluded that all constituencies’ commitments are short of measurable components, as well 

as the examined regions, while most constituencies and both regions show high frequency of specific 

commitments. For the time-bound component, there is a big gap between the constituencies’ 

performance, demonstrating that especially research and learning and the private sector need to be more 

precise when it comes to temporal limitations of their actions. Both regions under examination 

demonstrated at least half of their commitments to be time-bound.  

 

Since very little research is done on the effectiveness of multi-stakeholder partnerships for sustainable 

development and the implementation of development goals, general understandings of phenomena 

around them are scarce (Biermann, Man-san, Pattberg, 2007). Nevertheless, motivation research reveals 

that especially specific and challenging but attainable learning goals compared to vaguely formulated 

and easy goals can be effective to improve performance (Seijts, Latham, Tasa, & Latham, 2004). 

Nevertheless, an individual’s motivation can be influenced by failure avoidance (Heimerdinger & 

Hinsz, 2008). Within a performance-goal orientation, individuals might tend to believe they are not 

going to succeed and therefore are concerned with avoiding a negative evaluation of their performance 

associated with failure (Vandewalle, 2001). Performance goal orientation describes an individual’s 

attention on standards that are perceived as normative. Also, it promotes a demonstration of abilities in 

comparison to others (Harackiewicz & Elliot, 1993). On the downside, studies show, that a learning 

goal orientation has positive impacts on an individual’s overall performance, efforts, self-efficacy, and 

the goal-setting level (Vandewalle, 2001). “Learning goal orientation focuses an individual’s attention 

on the development of skill and competence relative to his or her past performance on a task” (Mangos 

& Steele-Johnson, 2001). In order to avoid unpleasant psychological arousals and strengthen the 

development of a task competence learning goal orientation could therefore help to raise the goal-setting 

performance (Heimerdinger & Hinsz, 2008). Specifically, in a constantly changing and uncertain 

environment with limited budgets, this might apply (MacLeod, 2013).  

Nonetheless, this is only one particular explanation that applies to those prone to failure avoidance. 

Other possible explanations might be incompetence or corruptive practices (Heidenheimer & Johnston, 

2011), lack of time and capacities drafting commitments (Gupta and Nilsson, 2017; Bovend'Eerdt, 

Botell, & Wade, 2009), or conflicting objectives (MacLeod, 2013; Day & Tosey, 2011; Storch, 2009) 

causing pressure to the author (UN ESCAP, 2018). Also, the environment matters and influences the 

formulation of commitments, including the political system, socio-cultural contexts and realities, and 

available resources (Oettingen, Sevincer, & Gollwitzer, 2008; Luo, 2005). 
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5. Summary and Conclusion 

In this chapter, main findings are summarized serving as basis for drawing conclusions. Since this 

research is conducted in conjunction with and on behalf of SWA and SIWI practical implications and 

recommendations for action are given. This thesis concludes with a methodological reflection and 

advice for future research. 

 

This thesis focused on a qualitative assessment of commitments of SWA members to improved water 

governance. The aim of this thesis was to answer the question of how likely the objectives defined in 

the commitments will produce effective results for improved water governance during the SDG era. 

The results indicate that the commitments will only have limited effectiveness. The following evidences 

support this conclusion: 

Firstly, even though constituencies focus on implementing effective governance measures, most often 

they do not pay enough attention to how to design the process, but rather on the outcome. Commitment’s 

authors aim at creating an effective governance to create an enabling environment, but they do not 

balance principles of good governance. However, since all attributes are interconnected and 

complementary, all of them need to be considered for a coherent goal-setting strategy (Jiménez et al., 

2020). Also, the process is important for the perception of effectiveness of the outcome (e.g. Hough et 

al., 2010; Termeer, Dewulf & Van Lieshout, 2010; Bäckstrand, 2006; Tyler, 2003). A low number of 

participatory and multi-levelled commitments confirms the assumption, since both are recognized as 

responses to lacking effectiveness of governance (Newig & Fritsch, 2009). This leads to the implication, 

that the commitments will lead to limited effectiveness during the next years if good governance will 

not be implemented effectively during the process. Especially when it comes to the elimination of 

inequalities, a medium to low thematic prioritization of inequalities endorses this statement. 

Secondly, even though ambitious targets are set, the commitments are not sufficiently drafted, since 

they lack timely and measurable components. The importance of such is not sufficiently recognized by 

all actors. Contrary to expectations this mostly applies to research and learning, and external support 

agencies. Otherwise, this was also the case for the private sector. In sum, all actors need to take up the 

importance of being held accountable, if effective results shall to be achieved, since mutual incentives 

for peer-to-peer learning and collaboration facilitate the impact across regions and constituencies 

(Søreide & Truex, 2013) 

Thirdly, the almost absence of the private sector raises issues around accountability and investments, 

but also the effectiveness. Exactly because of the controversial role of the private sector for WASH 

concerns, more attention needs to be drawn on its role and responsibility towards eliminating 

inequalities (Davis, 2005). However, the private sector might present unrevealed financial potential and 

it possibly possesses an important role in future negotiations (Prasad, 2006). Therefore, without the 

cooperation of the private sector efficient governance might be limited.  

 

Fourthly, very few budgets were allocated, which has been proven to hinder progress in the past (UN-

Water/WHO, 2019). The allocation of human and financial budgets is therefore key to effective water 

governance and the effective implementation of the commitments (UNICEF, 2016). Their effectiveness 

without adequate budget allocations is therefore only limited. 

 

Fifthly, the results reveal a lack of long-term thinking, which is demonstrated through the lack planning 

and preparedness, and institutional strengthening (e.g. clear assignment of roles and responsibilities), 

low level of capacity building measures, as well as very few adaptive approaches. Also, there is a high 

level of deliberative, but yet very little evidence-based approaches, while knowledge in general was 

prioritized lowest. Against the background of several emerging global crises (Boylan et al., 2018; 

Veenema et al., 2017; Arnell, 2004), the moderate attention that is paid to sustainable and resilient 
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approaches will, in the long run, affect the efficiency of preparatory measures taken at the moment. We 

conclude that short-term thinking will limit future long-term efficiency of the commitments. 

Sixthly, stakeholders generally show their will to commit to action, work together, and implement 

changes. High levels of joint deliberation and collaboration, as well as monitoring and evaluation and 

the decision to submit commitments that are published visibly for everyone on SWA’s website 

underlines the stakeholders’ engagement and commitment to the partnership. Nevertheless, previous 

conclusions and social influences on an individual and group level (Heidenheimer & Johnston, 2011; 

Heimerdinger & Hinsz, 2008; Seijts & Latham, 2000) display that motivation is not sufficient for the 

effectiveness of the aspired actions defined within the commitments.  

Lastly, different constituencies and regions seem to have partly diverging approaches in designing 

governance processes and outcomes. While constituencies differ in their SMART performance, 

compared regions do not show large deviations. In order to draw further conclusions, however, a 

quantitative analysis of the data needs to be conducted to reveal the significance of the results. 

 

In sum, approaches to improved governance will not be as efficient, if not more attention is paid to the 

process itself than to the outcomes. A better understanding of the importance might be achieved through 

an increase in capacity building measures enhanced by means of evidence-based knowledge. Moreover, 

all constituencies should take their responsibility and design exemplary commitments and support 

others to draft their commitments in a more effective way. Therewith, the function of the MAM can be 

enhanced. In order to achieve effective outcomes, budget allocations are key while long-term thinking 

should be promoted taking into account unforeseen issues in the future to make respective budgets 

available, if necessary. The role of the private sector should be observed and assessed more closely 

given the controversies around their participation. Furthermore, in order to track the process and the 

efficiency of commitments, they need to improved their performance of measurable components.  

5.1 Practical implications and recommendations 

In this study an international development intervention of a multi-stakeholder partnership in the WASH 

sector was assessed, which is repeated periodically. This thesis helps to understand how to improve the 

efficiency of the commitments and, therefore, interprets this process as a learning journey, in which 

stakeholders can improve their capacities. The present evaluation should serve as a source of impulses 

to improve performances and detect weaknesses. However, information about the details of the work 

of the partnership is partly incomplete regarding simultaneous interventions, programmes, and future 

plans. Nevertheless, based on the data of this research, the following practical recommendations for 

improvement are endowed:  

 

1. Shift the focus to the process. To build and maintain long-term, stable, sustainable and 

resilient governance processes that produce effective results, more attention needs to be drawn 

to the process. The perception of the design of an intervention contributes significantly to 

whether the outcome is considered as effective. Here again, capacity building can help 

facilitating sociocratic governance, putting an emphasis on the management of people and 

processes to enable more inclusive decision-making.  

2. Stress the importance of time-bound and measurable commitments with adequate 

budgets. To avoid repeating past mistakes, commitments should already provide an effective 

plan for later implementation. Hence, in order to enable accountability, transparency, 

subsequent monitoring, and implementation of objectives, targets should be effectively 

formulated. The definition of a budget is essential to present credible plans. 

3. Strengthen long-term thinking and future literacy. Resilient and sustainable services are 

essential prerequisites to face challenges of approaching global crises. Strong systems and 

institutions, adaptive management and goal orientation towards achieving the SDGs need to be 

promoted, while capacity building for knowledge- and evidence-based decisions is key for 

achieving long-term commitment and change.  
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4. Support equal importance of constituency and their efforts. While research and learning, 

and external support agencies need to recognize their equal responsibility to produce 

accountable commitments, the private sector should simultaneously be more included and 

equally held accountable. 

5. Stay on track and support existing endeavours. Those involved show interest and 

motivation. However, not all decisions and possibilities are under their control. Nevertheless, 

mutual incentives of collaboration, peer-to-peer-learning, and dialogue has the potential to 

improve capacities across regions and constituencies and therewith the impact of the multi-

stakeholder partnership. It should therefore be pursued with determination 

We also recommend further research to be conducted in order to shed more light on individual aspects. 

5.2 Methodological reflection and future research 

In this research, a special light was shed on perspectives from water governance practitioners working 

in conjunction with the SWA partnership. This examination allowed the collection of a wide range of 

empirical material for analysis through various methods, including inductive and deductive content 

analysis. The qualitative analysis of the results revealed several interesting points of discussion, but has 

certain limitations. At the same time, a thorough examination of particular differences and quantitative 

significances are recommended to be examined in future research. Therewith, more exact statements 

about differences and correlations might be possible, especially when it comes to comparisons between 

regions or constituencies. Also, the role of the private sector and its effective incorporation to the SWA 

partnership should be critically reflected and further assessed. 

 

The frameworks about water governance provide valuable insights with regard to how water governance 

is conducted. Both frameworks are used and further developed in constant exchange between 

practitioners and academia. However, other approaches to water governance might reveal some 

additional disclosures. Also, using data from other multi-stakeholder partnerships could present a good 

starting point for future research. Since not all SWA partners have submitted their commitment until 

the record date, the analysis could also be repeated with a greater number of commitments from SWA 

partners. 

Through an inductive content analysis, a set of activities and priorities describing the content of the 

commitments was established. The categories were derived from grouped tags, which aimed in a similar 

direction. Nevertheless, the designation of categories is open for improvement and further development, 

since this study is the first approach to identify and define them. Future research will be able to draw 

comparisons not only between the activities, but also all other findings. With the aim of gaining an 

enhanced understanding of commitments’ progress and effectiveness, in-depth case studies of single 

countries in longitudinal studies with historic data might enable the researcher to identify a certain logic 

and advancement over time. 

The assessment of how commitments were formulated and if they followed a SMART-logic, elucidated 

insights to practical goal-setting. Building on the knowledge gained, a close look on the factors that 

influenced the process of writing commitments through interviews with the authors might be of further 

interest. Therewith, the missing components “achievable” and “relevant” can be evaluated, as well. At 

this point, considering the SMART-GEM model by Bowman et al. (2015) might be helpful. 

In conclusion, water is a source of prosperity if properly managed. However, if governance is not 

improved in the near future, it can become a deadly trap for billions of people around the world. Practical 

research about the leverages needed for and potential barriers hindering sustainable change is key to 

reveal starting points for action. With this study, new insights about water practitioners’ goals for the 

SDG era were gained, which enables evidence-based planning of future cooperation in the water sector. 
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9. Appendix 

Coding manual 

Coding manual for building blocks and governance functions 

Building block/ 

governance 

function 

Definition Examples 

Policy and 

Strategy 

Efforts to promote participation, 

transparency and accountability 

entailing a set of processes and 

norms, priorities, or principles. 

Laws, policies, legal frameworks, 

rules, or strategies among other 

processes related to water and 

sanitation services are developed, 

ratified, or implemented. 

Links and interdependencies between 

the water sector and other sectors that 

are affected by water governance 

efforts, e.g. agriculture, energy. 

Institutional 

arrangements 

Strong and transparent institutions 

and procurement practices with an 

independent regulation is key to hold 

duty bearers accountable. 

Management arrangements that 

define responsibility for 

infrastructure and service provision 

including ownership. 

Planning, implementation and 

monitoring of elements of dialogue, 

communication, and common interests, 

e.g. law enforcement oversight, or 

multi-stakeholder platforms. 

It also combines managerial, 

organisational, or institutional 

arrangements supporting a functioning 

sector.  

Coordination Measurements that promote and 

ensure multi-sectorial, multi-level, or 

multi-stakeholder cooperation 

including all relevant actors. 

Processes, mechanisms, platforms, or 

instruments that foster dialogue, 

information sharing, or collaborative 

decision-making.  

Service delivery  
Includes arrangements that deliver a 

set of mechanisms for reliable and 

affordable WASH services showing 

the ability to incorporate community 

capabilities and needs.  

Analysis of existing WASH service 

delivery models or the identification 

for new model that provide a basis for 

sustainable WASH services. 

Regulation and 

Accountability Variety of measures to ensure the 

fulfilment of duty bearers’ mandates 

including legal mechanisms, rules, or 

enforcement processes. 

Accountability mechanisms including 

the definition of roles and 

responsibilities or monitoring 

mechanisms including possible 
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sanctions in case of non-fulfilment of 

duties. 

Sector financing  
Transparent and accountable 

financing processes setting clear 

criteria for financial procedures 

which are customized with plans and 

policies and are strictly monitored 

and regulated.  

Plans and policies that address 

transparent and accountable financing 

processes. 

Budgeting Ability to organize available budgets 

within a certain timescale. 

For example, budget plans should 

incorporate expenses for staff salaries, 

trainings, transportation, infrastructure, 

among others. 

Financing  Acquisition of funding covering all 

arising expenses for water and 

sanitation services and management 

including all related costs. 

Allocation of different public funding 

sources and the ability to forecast costs 

under different scenarios. For example, 

maintenance costs or institutional 

support costs. 

Planning, 

monitoring, and 

review 

Planning, monitoring, and review in 

order to identify potential or already 

existing corruption and potential 

strategies to prevent and approach 

them 

Planning, monitoring, and review 

considering the coherence of policy 

objectives, plans and budgets. 

Planning (and 

preparedness) 

Planning of expansion, improvement, 

and maintenance of services for 

sustainable service provision. 

Adding to that, it includes the 

development of capacities and 

knowledge by governments in order 

the prepare for the anticipation, 

mitigation, and the response to 

shocks. 

Strategic data collection and analysis in 

order to formulate action plans, cost 

estimations, or time-bound roadmaps to 

plan human and financial resources for 

sustainable services, including the 

development of capacities and 

knowledge for resilient systems. 

Monitoring, 

Evaluation and 

learning 

Systematic process or collection, 

analysis, evaluation, and use of data 

with the aim of a permanent 

monitoring of performance 

Systematic and objective assessment of 

the progress and achievement of the 

goal (monitoring, evaluation) or 

processes in which good practices and 

information are exchanged (learning) 
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Capacity 

development 

Process of a systematic stimulation 

and development of capacities 

improving knowledge, skills, 

processes and thereby systems over 

time.  

Capacity development strategies, 

continuous learning, or adaptive 

management for both individuals and 

organizations can be put into place, for 

example, through the identification of 

capacity gaps and capacity building 

measures.  

Coding manual for governance attributes 

Attributes Definition Examples 

Multi-levelled There are governing authorities or 

decision-making institutions at 

different levels, horizontally and 

vertically. 

Governance systems can take different 

forms, e.g. polycentric governance. 

Participatory Stakeholders of all kinds are 

involved in decision-making 

processes. 

Stakeholders are involved in designing 

participatory procedures or access to 

participation areas for marginalized 

groups is created. 

Deliberative Mechanisms for open 

communication and discussions are 

facilitated, mostly triggered by third-

party external entities. 

Possible mechanisms are debate, 

negotiations, dissent, or mediation, 

among others that create a starting 

point for collective action. 

Inclusivity Recognition of differential needs, 

expectations, vulnerabilities, among 

others and therefore respecting 

rights of people on all levels. 

People’s rights are considered within 

diverse social, economic, or cultural 

contexts. Equity is promoted. 

Accountability Duty-bearers and those in charge 

with responsibilities in the water and 

resource management sector need to 

be able to hold accountable for their 

actions and provide answers to their 

clients 

Three essential principles can be 

described as measures of 

accountability: the responsibility, 

answerability, and enforceability. For 

example, roles and responsibilities can 

be defined, or explanations for actions 

and decisions provided. 

Transparency Open and public access to 

information in order to be able to 

comprehend decision-making 

processes and the extent to which 

one will be affected by the 

respective decisions. 

Essentially, the access to data and an 

indication of a possible standard 

should be indicated. Also, the data 

itself should be provided with a certain 

degree of accuracy, completeness, and 

relevance, among others. 
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Evidence-based Decision-making aims to be well-

founded by following evidence for 

influenced by reliable, empirical, 

technical, and scientific information. 

Knowledge or information from 

science, inputs from specialists or 

experts, the use of information 

systems, local knowledge, or cultural 

values are among possible ways to 

create evidence. 

Efficiency Efficient process management and 

institutions create results that respect 

a sustainable use of resources and 

meet the needs of society. 

Efficiency can include specific 

activities or workflows that aim to 

transform inputs into effective and 

sustainable outputs. 

Rule of Law / 

Impartiality 

There are impartially designed and 

enforced legal mechanisms or 

frameworks that reflect a human-

rights approach and require 

accountability to laws and 

international human rights for all 

entities. 

The rule of law can be expressed 

through equality before the law, or 

through the separation of powers, 

among others. 

Adaptiveness The governance system should be 

able to self-organize and use 

adaptive management strategies, 

especially in uncertain or risky 

situations. 

Resilient systems and adaptive 

governance can be fostered through 

networks or platforms that help to 

facilitate collective innovation or the 

sharing of knowledge. 

Coding manual for governance outcomes 

Governance 

Outcome 

Definition Examples 

Enabling conditions A setting that facilitates 

the performance of 

governance functions 

and covers an agreement 

of goals and objectives 

coupled with a 

commitment to action. 

Enabling conditions achieved along the following 

dimensions: policy, strategy, and direction, 

institutional arrangements, program methodology, 

implementation capacity, availability of products 

and tools, financing, cost-effective 

implementation, and monitoring and evaluation in 

order to create sustaining and replicating large 

scale [sanitation] programs (WSP, 2015). 

Behavioural change A change in user group 

or institutional 

behaviour during the 

execution of the 

governance functions. 

This can include enhanced cooperation in order to 

change the relation between institutions and other 

groups. 
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Change in social 

and environmental 

conditions 

The goals for an 

enabling environment 

are put into place. 

This can include concrete actions that are planned 

to be implemented. 

Desired conditions 

sustained 

Apply when the desired 

conditions remain over 

time and ecological and 

social resilience and 

sustainability is 

achieved. 

This can include actions that support sustainable 

and resilient systems. 

Coding manual for SMART goals 

Category Question Definition/Examples 

Specific Who is involved? What 

is the task? Where 

should it be 

accomplished? Why is 

it pursued? Which 

limits and perquisites 

have to be taken into 

account? 

The goal encompasses specific information about 

the engagement. Potential limits or perquisites are 

identified and indicated. 

Examples: Specific stakeholder/programme 

mentioned; certain limits indicated. 

Measurable How will it be 

achieved? 

How can a successful 

outcome be measured? 

The goal encompasses a measurable component. 

Example: Specific quantity of meetings, projects, 

etc. indicated. 

(Achievable) Is the goal achievable? The goal is realistic and can be measured. 

Examples: The goal is connected to a certain 

funding; action plan is attached. 

(Relevant) Is the goal relevant to 

the respective 

stakeholder and the 

objectives of the SWA 

framework? Is it 

somehow connected to 

the topic and the 

SDGs? 

The goal is somehow connected to the SWA 

framework, the SDGs and the specific conditions 

in the respective country. 

Examples: SDGs mentioned, building block can be 

identified at least indirectly. 
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Time-Bound How long will it take to 

achieve the goal? How 

much time needs to be 

allocated to accomplish 

the goal? 

The goal state a certain time frame in which it 

should be achieved or specifies time resources that 

will be dedicated to the accomplishment of the 

goal. 

Examples: Month and year of accomplishment are 

specified. 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


