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Abstract: Water represents a natural resource that is essential for humanity and the environment. Therefore, the 

framework of Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) seeks to combine social equity, ecological sustainability 

and economic efficiency for effective management of this critical resource. As the private sector is a major water user it 

represents an important stakeholder in sustainable water resources management. However, a quarter of countries reported 

a low level of private sector engagement in IWRM in the last SDG indicator 6.5.1 survey. Therefore, this thesis identifies 

obstacles to private sector engagement in IWRM and proposes interventions to improve the involvement of the private 

sector in water resources management. For this, it applies models for participatory approaches to the topic of private 

sector engagement. As water stewardship represents another approach for the private sector to get involved in sustainable 

water resources management, this concept is analysed as a possible alternative or complement to private sector 

engagement in IWRM. The first six expert interviews provided insight into general perspectives of the topic and then two 

case studies in Kenya (three interviews) and Viet Nam (five interviews) were used to understand private sector 

engagement in a country context. These case studies are further supported by secondary data from the SDG indicator 

6.5.1 survey which analysed the degree of private sector engagement in IWRM across 171 countries. The research results 

suggest that topics of financing, innovation, the private sector’s convening power, its role as a major water user and its 

influence across the whole value chain represent opportunities of private sector engagement in IWRM, similar to the 

general benefits of participatory approaches. Furthermore, this research identifies several obstacles of which a lack of 

capacity, the complexity of the concept of IWRM, the complexity of government structures, data and information sharing, 

and a missing business case were considered the most important. For these topics, the thesis suggests several enabling 

factors that would improve private sector engagement. In the discussion, the relationship between IWRM and water 

stewardship is further explored as these two concepts can complement each other to provide new opportunities for private 

sector engagement. The research concludes that there is a need to redefine the concept of IWRM or to consider new 

approaches for sustainable water resources management to engage the private sector successfully. 
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1. Introduction 

Water represents a valuable resource for society and the environment. Integrating social, 

environmental and economic aspects is therefore one of the aims of Integrated Water Resources 

Management (IWRM) which tries to implement this by involving ideally all stakeholders, from the 

public sector, private sector and civil society, in water resources management (Global Water 

Partnership, 2000). Since different water uses like water extraction for agriculture or industrial water 

use are interdependent they affect the quality or quantity of the available water for other uses (Jønch-

Clausen & Fugl, 2001). This can result in competition and conflict over the resource water (ibid). 

One aim of IWRM is therefore to distribute resources between competitive users which can lead to 

trade-offs between their interests (ibid). IWRM is also anchored in the Sustainable Development 

Goals by the United Nations in SDG 6.5 and contributes to several other SDGs. The private sector 

represents an important stakeholder in this process because of its role as a major water user. 

Agriculture accounts for 70 percent of freshwater consumption globally (World Bank, 2020). With 

an expected growth of population, agriculture would need to increase its production by around 70 

percent by 2050 (ibid). In addition, there is a need to reallocate water to activities with higher 

productivity and employment because of an enhanced demand from other sectors like urban or 

industrial users (ibid). This shows that the private sector which is represented in both agriculture and 

industry contributes to the large demand and challenges of allocation for the already scarce resource 

water. Therefore, the private sector should be involved in sustainable water resources management.  

This research starts under the assumption that engaging the private sector as a stakeholder is generally 

desirable for IWRM. Including the private sector in IWRM can have several advantages which are 

reflected in the concept of participatory approaches in natural resources management. These 

approaches are applied to tackle the more and more complex challenges of sustainable development 

by including a broad range of societal actors into the process (Voss et al., 2007). Therefore, private 

sector engagement is one of the focus areas of IWRM. However, corporate engagement in water 

resources management can also entail potential risks like conflicted interests or policy capture which 

should be considered (Hepworth, 2012). The SDG indicator 6.5.1 survey about the degree of 

integrated water resources management implementation from 2020 showed a low level of private 

sector engagement in IWRM in a quarter of the 171 answering countries (UNEP, 2021). This raises 

the question of which barriers to private sector engagement in IWRM might exist and how the 

situation could be improved in the future. Another way to look at private sector engagement in water 

resources management is presented in the concept of water stewardship which is a bottom-up process 

for companies to engage voluntarily in water-related actions starting at their individual operations 

and aiming to expand their impact beyond their sites (Newborne & Dalton, 2016). This process is 

mainly motivated as an answer to physical, regulatory, and reputational water -related risks which 

companies try to minimize by engaging in water stewardship (WWF, 2013). As water stewardship 

focuses on the three dimensions of social, economic, and environmental sustainability that are 

addressed in a stakeholder-inclusive process, the concept shows similarities to IWRM which can 

make it difficult to distinguish between both approaches. Therefore, both concepts could be either 

seen as complementary or alternative approaches to private sector engagement. Based on these 

challenges, the purpose of this study is to identify opportunities, obstacles and enabling factors of 

private sector engagement in IWRM and explore the connection between IWRM and water 

stewardship. 

The thesis first outlines the theoretical background of IWRM and the role of the private sector  as an 

important stakeholder in water resources management. After explaining the research aim, the next 

chapter focuses on the methods which are used to answer the research questions.  Chapter 4 presents 

the background of the case studies of Kenya and Viet Nam which are used to investigate private 

sector engagement in IWRM in a country context. The next chapter describes the results of the 

conducted interviews, focusing on opportunities, obstacles, and enabling factors of private sector 

engagement in IWRM and the connection between IWRM and water stewardship. These findings are 

then discussed in light of previous research in Chapter 6. Finally, the last chapter draws conclusions 

to answer the research questions.   
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2. Theoretical background 

This chapter sets the theoretical background of the thesis by explaining the concept of Integrated 

Water Resources Management (IWRM) and the role of the private sector as an important stakeholder 

in it. It further describes the opportunities of private sector engagement based on participatory 

approaches in natural resources management and the current obstacles to private sector engagement 

and introduces models for categorizing its participations. Lastly, it presents the concept of water 

stewardship as a potential alternative or complement for private sector engagement in IWRM. 

2.1. Integrated Water Resources Management 

The concept of IWRM has existed for several decades. One of the major events in its development  

was the United Nations Conference on Water which took place in Mar del Plata, Argentina in 1977 

(Rahaman & Varis, 2005). The resulting Action Plan was internationally endorsed by all the United 

Nations (UN) member states at that time (Biswas, 2004). Another important milestone was the Dublin 

conference in 1992 which set four leading principles for sustainable water management (ICWE, 

1992): 

1. The first principle acknowledges that water is a finite and vulnerable resource and should be 

managed in a holistic approach. 

2. The second principle recognizes the importance of a participatory approach by including 

policymakers and the public in the decision-making process. 

3. The third principle stresses the central role of women in water resources management and 

requests their participation at all levels. 

4. The fourth principle recognizes the economic value of water.  

The most commonly used definition of IWRM by the Global Water Partnership (GWP)1 describes it 

as “a process which promotes the co-ordinated development and management of water, land and 

related resources, in order to maximize the resultant economic and social welfare in an equitable 

manner without compromising the sustainability of vital ecosystems” (Global Water Partnership, 

2000). This definition contains the three dimensions of economic efficiency, social equity and 

environmental sustainability that should all be considered while implementing IWRM (ibid). One of 

the central principles of IWRM is a participatory approach that aims to include different stakeholders 

in the decision-making process. This aspect of participation is one of the main outcomes of the Dublin 

conference as it is established in the second principle. For this, the concept of IWRM is aimed to 

combine top-down and bottom-up approaches to enable participation at the lowest appropriate level 

(ibid). The adoption of IWRM is in practice, however, often steered by governments (Molle, 2008). 

The framework for IWRM further includes the three pillars enabling environment, institutional roles, 

management instruments that should complement each other for effective water resources 

management (Global Water Partnership, 2000) and are extended by the fourth of financing: 

• Enabling environment: GWP considers policies and legislature as the basis for an enabling 

environment because they define the roles and processes for stakeholders in IWRM (ibid). 

The enabling environment, therefore, provides fora and structures to create these policies and 

legislation, for example through information and capacity building (ibid). Saravanan et al. 

 

1 The Global Water Partnership is a global network for organisations in water resources management , 

connecting governments, civil society, and the private sector . It advocates the approach of integrated water 

resources management and has over 3000 partner organization in 179 countries (Global Water Partnership, 

2021). 
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(2009) stress that policies can encourage IWRM actively as they enable the integration of 

different actors on a higher level and can set up the institutional structures between different 

government bodies. This integration aims to improve coordination and to manage resources 

comprehensively (ibid). However, many countries still struggle to implement a legislative 

framework effectively (ibid). 

• Institutional roles: Determining the institutional roles is also critical for IWRM because 

responsibilities and coordination mechanisms have to be clear when stakeholders interact on 

different levels (Global Water Partnership, 2000). As a large number of actors from different 

parts of the society have stake in water resources management, conflicts and overlapping 

responsibilities between these stakeholders can be challenges for this pillar of IWRM 

(Saravanan et al., 2009).  

• Management instruments: This dimension describes the methods that are used to implement 

IWRM (Global Water Partnership, 2000). They can include different forms of assessment, 

communication and information systems, and allocation techniques among others (ibid).  

• Financing: An additional fourth dimension to the original three pillars which is usually 

measured in connection to IWRM focuses on the financial perspective that is necessary for 

the implementation of IWRM (Bertule et al., 2018).  

Figure 1 gives an overview of the three dimensions and four pillars of IWRM: 

 

Fig. 1. Overview of the IWRM framework, based on Global Water Partnership (2000), modified by the 

author 

The incorporation of IWRM into the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) was another significant 

milestone. The 2030 Agenda with its 17 SDGs and 169 targets was adopted in 2015 by the Member 

States of the UN (United Nations, 2015). SDG 6 focuses on the availability and sustainable 

management of water for all. Thereby, it is divided into eight targets that address various aspects of 

water-related development. The SDGs formally establish the adoption of IWRM under the SDG 6.5 

target which states the following aim: “By 2030, implement integrated water resources management 
at all levels, including through transboundary cooperation as appropriate” (ibid). However, IWRM 

does not only contribute to SDG 6 but also has positive effects on other SDGs, like SDG 1 (no 

poverty), SDG 2 (zero hunger), SDG 5 (gender equality), SDG 15 (life on land), SDG 16 (peace, 

justice and strong institutions), and SDG 17 (partnerships for the goals) (Benson et al., 2020). To 

monitor the goals that were set in the 2030 Agenda, the UN further developed a set of indicators for 

the SDGs (United Nations, 2017). The corresponding indicators for SDG 6.5 are indicator 6.5.1 

measuring the degree of IWRM and indicator 6.5.2 about the proportion of transboundary basins that 
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have an operational arrangement for water cooperation (ibid). The indicator 6.5.1 for the degree of 

IWRM is measured in a survey with 33 questions which is self-assessed by the individual countries 

(Bertule et al., 2018). These questions are divided into four categories which correspond to the four 

pillars of IWRM and are measured on a scale from zero to 100 with increments of 10 (ibid). The first 

baseline reporting on the indicator took place in 2017 and a second round of reporting was conducted 

in 2020 when 171 countries answered the survey (UNEP, 2021). Even though the average global 

degree of IWRM increased from 49 to 54 between 2017 and 2020, these measurements showed that 

it is still far away from the goal for 2030 and that the situation differs largely between different 

countries (ibid). To achieve the set goal for IWRM in 2030 the rate of progress would have to double 

(ibid).  

2.2. Private sector engagement in IWRM 

As a participatory approach is a central principle of IWRM, the involvement of different stakeholder 

groups is fundamental for its successful implementation. One of the main stakeholder groups to be 

involved in IWRM is the private sector which can have different roles in water resources 

management.  

2.2.1. The private sector as a stakeholder in IWRM 

To understand the importance of the private sector as a stakeholder it is first important to clarify what 

is meant by the private sector in this context. The diversity of this group of stakeholders is 

characterized by Newborne and Dalton (2016) who divide the private sector into the following 

groups: sole traders, small businesses, medium-sized businesses registered in-country, large 

businesses registered in-country, and foreign-based or multinational companies. This shows that 

private sector entities can vary in size, geographical outreach and sector. The private sector is also 

acknowledged as an important actor in the SDGs (United Nations, 2015). In a discourse analysis, 

Cummings et al. (2020) noted that the inclusion of the private sector in a pro-private sector discourse 

is even more prevalent in the SDGs than it was in their predecessors, the Millennium Development 

Goals. Similarly, the private sector is also mentioned as one of the main stakeholder groups in IWRM 

by GWP (Global Water Partnership, 2000). Thereby, they mention that the term private sector does 

not only include the corporate sector, but also community-based organisations. Private sector 

engagement or private sector participation is one of the focus areas for successful IWRM. Even 

though the term engagement can mean any kind of communication,  participation and engagement are 

often used interchangeably in connection with IWRM (Conallin et al., 2017). In the original 

definition of IWRM by GWP, the role of the private sector included not only the provision of 

investments but also an increased capacity of technology and management for water infrastructure 

(Global Water Partnership, 2000). More recently, the participation of the private sector in IWRM has 

been described in different ways, for example by ensuring a representation of businesses in basin 

councils, establishing collective action mechanisms and investments to improve ecosystem functions, 

promoting collaboration between the private sector and the government through formal mechanisms, 

or introducing clear rules for collaboration and investments by the private sector (UNEP, 2021). 

2.2.2. Benefits of stakeholder participation in IWRM 

To understand the involvement of the private sector as a stakeholder in IWRM, the concept of 

participatory approaches to natural resources management can provide a supporting framework. 

Participatory approaches to environmental management have become more and more common in 

decision-making in policy (Reed, 2008). The increasing complexity of problems and the ambiguity 

of knowledge related to sustainable development are some of the drivers of this development (Voss 

et al., 2007). Addressing these issues by using participatory approaches has been claimed to be 

beneficial for national and international policy in different ways (Reed, 2008). Reed (2008) 

characterizes these claims as normative and pragmatic. The normative arguments are concentrated 

on the democratic aspects of a participatory process (ibid). The following normative characteristics 
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are often mentioned in the literature to describe participatory approaches and can therefore be applied 

to private sector engagement as well. 

One of the advantages related to this normative side is  capturing and understanding the variety of 

perspectives from different participants which can help to characterize the problem and find solutions 

(Richards et al., 2004). The engagement of various stakeholders can also build their civic 

responsibility (Priscoli, 2004). From a democratic perspective, stakeholders should be included in 

making decisions that influence their daily life (ibid). As decisions in water resources management 

affect various stakeholders, from irrigation of agriculture to the provision of drinking water and the 

management of wastewater, they should be included in the decision-making process. Newborne and 

Mason (2012) suggest therefore that one of the instruments for water resources management is to 

convene different stakeholders, including the private sector.  

Another important aspect is the legitimacy that participatory approaches can add to governance 

processes. Since today’s challenges related to sustainability become more and more complex , 

democratic governments are not a sufficient source of legitimacy and the dialogue between decision-

makers and stakeholders should be extended beyond elections (De Marchi & Ravetz, 2001). When 

stakeholders are included in democratic processes in the form of public participation this can balance 

different interests, increase transparency and improve the monitoring of decisions (Newig & Kvarda, 

2012). This legitimacy, however, relies on fair procedures and that power is shared with the 

participants to affect decisions (ibid). Participation can also create public trust in the outcome of the 

decision. Decisive for this is that the decision-making is transparent and contemplates and 

acknowledges conflicting perspectives (Richards et al., 2004). Mason (2013) stresses that companies 

can close an institutional gap in water resources management. Therefore, it is important to understand 

the companies’ motivations and increase the legitimacy and transparency in multi -stakeholder 

processes by including the civil society (ibid). An example for increased legitimacy through 

collaborative processes was identified in a study by de Loë et al. (2016). This study found that 

participation of natural resources companies in collaborative processes for water governance 

enhanced the validity of the process. 

The participatory process can also lead to co-generation of knowledge and social learning when these 

different perspectives can be exchanged and shared within wider social groups (Blackstock et al., 

2007). By co-creating the knowledge, local stakeholders can gain the capacity to apply this 

knowledge in practice (Greenwood et al., 1993).  

In addition to these normative claims, the pragmatic arguments in favour of participation focus on 

the quality and endurance of the decision (Reed, 2008). Some relevant pragmatic benefits of 

participatory from the literature are the following. 

Including local stakeholders in participatory processes can lead to more informed decisions. As 

stakeholders have different technical expertise, local knowledge and specialist knowledge, including 

them in participatory processes can help to close knowledge gaps (Richards et al., 2004). Reed et al. 

(2008) found that local knowledge can be more holistic than expert knowledge. By combining 

knowledge from participatory research with empirical research they found that this process can le ad 

to a higher quality of information than using either approach alone (ibid). This combination of 

existing paradigms is therefore suggested to provide a more holistically informed process as both 

local knowledge and expert knowledge contribute to a more informed input to decisions (Reed et al., 

2006). Information and data sharing can also be one of the instruments with which the private sector 

can contribute to water resources management as data availability and quality about water resources 

are often insufficient (Newborne & Mason, 2012). To contribute to closing this information gap 

companies can provide new information about water risks as they conduct their own  evaluations 

water-related risks, on a catchment level and across their supply chain (Mason, 2013). Related to 

their own operations they can contribute by being more transparent about their water usage (ibid).  

Furthermore, de Loë et al. (2016) found that including companies in water governance can improve 

the quality of decisions by making them more creative and longer-lasting. 
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Another benefit that Reed (2008) describes as a pragmatic benefit is the sense of ownership that is 

achieved by engaging different stakeholders. Local ownership of decisions can make them more 

sustainable as they have a higher effectiveness in the long term (Richards et al., 2004). This sense of 

ownership can also improve the outcome of the project because different stakeholders support and 

actively implement the decision (ibid). Stakeholder support and implementation can also decrease 

the implementation costs of a decision (Reed, 2008). In addition, to an increased sense of ownership, 

the decisions are also better adapted to local needs and priorities. As the local context for decisions 

can vary, participation can provide a forum for different stakeholders to propose their own ideas to 

meet local priorities through the project (Dougill et al., 2006). 

In addition to these general benefits of participatory approaches, the private sector has the potential 

to fill an investment gap which slows down advancements in water security (Mason, 2013). To 

address this investment gap there is a need to map the private sector’s financial involvement, develop 
a business case for multi-stakeholder involvement and support this with a regulatory framework 

(ibid). The aspects of finance and multi-stakeholder partnerships are also central aspects of SDG 17 

which shows again the connection of IWRM to other SDGs (United Nations, 2015). 

2.2.3. Obstacles to private sector engagement in IWRM 

As the described benefits of participation illustrate, engaging the private sector can be advantageous 

for IWRM. However, current levels of engagement show a need for improvement. In the SDG 

indicator 6.5.1 survey, private sector engagement is measured under the second dimension of IWRM, 

Institutions and Participation (UNEP, 2021). Even though the overall situation improved between 

2017 and 2020, 25 per cent of the answering countries still reported a very low or low level of private 

sector engagement in IWRM which describes limited or no information exchange about water 

resources development, management and planning between the private sector and the government 

(ibid). Figure 2 shows the levels of private sector engagement in different countries in 2017 and 2020. 

This illustrates that there are still significant differences between countries according to this 

classification. There are also some regions in the world where the discrepancies between 

neighbouring countries are very large (ibid). The low values in a quarter of countries and the diverse 

levels show a need to improve the situation of private sector engagement.  

Several obstacles can hinder effective private sector participation in IWRM. In the literature, these 

have, however, not been analysed extensively so far. One study by Romer (2014) which focused on 

the value of IWRM for businesses identified a few limiting factors from the perspectives of 

companies. Thereby, a lack of capacity was considered the most important challenge for IWRM. 

From the government side this lack of capacity is related to managing and implementing IWRM. 

From a private sector perspective, the study found a lack of understanding of the concept and a lack 

of ownership for its implementation. Another perceived limiting factor relates to local regulations as 

they could inhibit collaboration between sectors. Furthermore, the study identified relationships 

between different stakeholders and the image of recycling water as bottlenecks. As this study only 

looked at a limited number of companies and does not provide a public sector perspective, these 

results provide only a first impression of bottlenecks for private sector engagement in IWRM. 

Therefore, the bottlenecks for private sector engagement will be explored further in this thesis.  
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Fig. 2. Levels of private sector engagement in IWRM in the 2020 SDG indicator 6.5.1 survey, based on 

UNEP (2021) 

2.2.4. Categorization of private sector engagement in IWRM 

To analyse different forms of participation, the ladder of citizen participation by Arnstein (1969) 

which is one of the most commonly used models for participatory approaches can be applied. This 

model describes eight different types of participation that are arranged as a ladder. The two lowest 

levels of manipulation and therapy represent forms of nonparticipation. The next levels of informing, 

consultation and placation enable the participants to communicate with the powerholders but 

represents degrees of tokenism without providing the participants a right to decision-making. The 

highest levels of the ladder, however, ensure the participants have increasing power in decision-

making, consisting of partnership, delegated power and citizen control (ibid).  

Arnstein’s ladder of participation depicts a hierarchical classification of participation that implies 
that higher levels of the ladder should be preferred over lower levels (Reed, 2008). Arnstein’s model 

has, however, been criticized as outdated because different situations might require different forms 

of engagement depending on the context (ibid). The ladder model has further been criticized for the 

normative value that it assigns to different forms of participation because it declares the higher steps 

as the preferred forms of participation and dismisses other forms (Dean, 2017). Moreover, these types 

of ladder models have been criticised for merging the typology of different forms of participation 

with theoretical principles for different outcomes of engagement (Reed et al., 2018). Therefore, it 

might be beneficial to consider a different participatory model to analyse stakeholder participation 

and in particular private sector participation in water resources management.  

A newer form to assess stakeholder participation in natural resources management is a wheel of 

participation instead of a ladder (Reed et al., 2018). This model describes four different types of 

public engagement or participation which are based on either a top-down or a bottom-up approach in 

combination with communication, consultation, deliberation, or co-production (ibid). Figure 3 
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depicts the different elements in the wheel of participation. This model can be used to find the most 

appropriate version of participation depending on the context (ibid).  

The division between top-down and bottom-up approaches characterizes if a project is led by and 

involves the community actively (bottom-up) or if it is led by decision-makers with formal power 

like policy makers or environmental managers (top-down) (Fraser et al., 2006). Another distinction 

between different approaches depends on the motivation for the stakeholder engagement which can 

include the earlier mentioned pragmatic or normative advantages that can shape the form of 

stakeholder participation (Reed et al., 2018). The third way to characterize them is the form of 

information and knowledge exchange (ibid). It can be differentiated between communication that 

only flows in one direction to keep the public informed (communication), involving the public for 

feedback (consultation) and two-way communication which involves the public actively in the 

decision-making process (deliberation, co-production) (Rowe & Frewer, 2004; Reed et al., 2018). 

 

Fig. 3. Wheel of participation, based on Reed et al. (2018) 

The combination of these three characterizations makes up the four different forms of stakeholder 

participation that the wheel of participation describes. The first one combines top-down decision-

making with one-way communication or consultation of stakeholders which can be applicable in 

cases where an already existing decision has to be communicated to the stakeholders (Reed et al., 

2018). The second combination between the top-down approach and deliberation or coproduction, 

enables the stakeholders to be actively involved in the development of the decision but it is conducted 

by the formal decision-making organization (ibid). An example of this is the establishment of Water 

Watch Groups in Zambia which were introduced by the local authority (National Water Supply and 

Sanitation Council Zambia, 2013). These volunteer groups which consist of consumers in the water 

and sanitation sector aim to address consumer complaints, improve communication between 

consumers and providers and conduct capacity building activities (ibid). The third type of stakeholder 

engagement combines a bottom-up approach with communication or consultation (Reed et al., 2018). 

This can happen, for example, when the public tries to convince formal decision -makers to include 

them in the decision-making process or when the stakeholders gain enough power to change a 

previous top-down decision. The last possible combination, a bottom-up approach with deliberation 

or co-production, describes a process that is launched by stakeholders or the public and involves an 

active exchange between them and other stakeholders or the public (ibid). This leads to either a 

coproduced decision which is realized by all the participants or a decision that is informed by 

deliberation and executed by a certain group of stakeholders (ibid) . An example of this is initiatives 

by the Watershed Task Group, a local NGO in Cameroon (Folifac et al., 2013). They organized 

workshops and awareness raising campaigns in local communities and included local authorities in 
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the process to protect the Lake Odessa Complex in a participatory way (ibid). In addition to these 

types of processes in the wheel of participation, processes can also be jointly introduced by 

stakeholders and formal decision-makers (Reed et al., 2018). The different combinations of this 

model for participtation show that different forms of participation could also be possible for private 

sector engagement and could be adapted to the context. 

2.3. IWRM and water stewardship as different forms of private 

sector engagement 

This chapter considers a different concept that often occurs in the literature about private sector 

engagement in water resources management. The concept of water stewardship or corporate water 

stewardship can show overlaps with private sector participation in IWRM. Water stewardship is 

defined by the Alliance for Water Stewardship (2014) as “the use of water that is socially equitable, 

environmentally sustainable and economically beneficial, achieved through a stakeholder -inclusive 

process that involves site- and catchment-based actions”. This definition shows that water 
stewardship, like IWRM, focuses on the social, environmental, and economic perspectives to create 

a sustainable usage of water. Another common element is the involvement of stakeholders in the 

process which is central to both concepts. Newborne and Dalton (2016) mention that another 

commonality between the concepts is a change of mindset as IWRM requires different institutions to 

collaborate instead of working in silos and water stewardship requires a new kind of business culture. 

However, there are some differences between both concepts. While IWRM is usually a process which 

is led by governments, water stewardship represents a bottom-up approach to water resources 

management which is characterized by voluntary activities of companies which begin at their 

individual business but aim to expand beyond their site (Newborne & Dalton, 2016). Bridging the 

gap between the often government-led process of IWRM and the bottom-up approach of water 

stewardship is currently one of the struggles to connect both concepts with each other (ibid).  

WWF (2013) suggests that companies should engage in water stewardship not only from a corporate 

social responsibility (CSR) perspective but that there exists a business case to address business risks 

and seize opportunities that arise from water stewardship. By looking at different companies in the 

food and beverages industry, Jones et al. (2015) found that most of them connect their water 

stewardship approach to business continuity and water efficiency. This shows that the economic 

imperative can be an impetus for water stewardship. The Global Water Partnership (2018) also 

describes water stewardship as a process that starts with businesses focusing on their water -related 

risks. WWF defines three categories of water-related risks: a physical risk, a regulatory risk and a 

reputation risk (WWF, 2013). The physical risk is related to the availability of water, the reliability 

of supply and the water quality which can affect a business directly or indirectly through its supply 

chain (WWF & M&S, 2017). The regulatory risk describes the effect of regulations that can influence 

pricing, water supply and other important aspects of business (WWF, 2013). Lastly, the reputation 

risk refers to the public perception of the organization which can be affected by its act ions related to 

water (ibid).  

As companies can engage in water stewardship in different forms, WWF (2013) developed a 

description for water stewardship that shows different levels of corporate engagement in water 

stewardship. These steps which are depicted in Figure 4 are water awareness, knowledge of impact, 

internal action, collective action, and influence governance.  

Water awareness describes the step of recognizing the challenges that are connected to water quantity 

and quality and their consequences for business (WWF-UK, 2015).   

The second step, knowledge of impact, requires an understanding of the water sources and of the 

destination of wastewater (ibid). This includes an analysis of the operations and supply chain and an 

understanding of the impact on people and ecosystems (WWF, 2013). To assess their water-related 

risks, many companies apply tools like the Aqueduct tools by the World Resources Institute (WRI, 
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n.d.) or the WWF Water Risk Filter (WWF, 2021). An example of this is EDEKA which used the 

WWF Water Risk Filter to identify suppliers in locations with high water risks before engaging in 

further steps of water stewardship (Alliance for Water Stewardship, n.d.).  

The step of internal action describes the company’s internal reactions to address the analysed issues 

(WWF, 2013). WWF also added supply chain action to this step as businesses also need to address 

the water-related risks that lie in their supply chain (WWF-UK, 2015). Since the main concern for 

businesses which promote water stewardship is often a reduced water consumption and increased 

water use efficiencies (Jones et al., 2015), most connected actions relate to this step. This is , for 

example, also part of Coca-Cola’s water security strategy as the company improved its water use 
efficiency by 18 percent between 2010 and 2019 and focuses on regenerative operations (The Coca-

Cola Company, 2021).  

One step higher, collective action, describes that companies work together with other stakeholders 

beyond their own affairs (WWF-UK, 2015). Collaboration with multiple stakeholders can help to 

mitigate water risks which often have complex origins (ibid). As water is a shared resources among 

different stakeholders, collective action initiatives are considered necessary to approach urgent 

environmental and social challenges around water (Fraser & Kunz, 2018). After analysing two case 

studies of water stewardship in the mining industry, Fraser and Kunz (2018) argue that collective 

action initiatives can even provide a return on investment for the participating companies and a 

benefit for society at the same time. 

In the fifth step, influencing governance, companies engage in water governance processes and 

support responsible governments in different manners (ibid). Thereby, WWF-UK (2015) stresses how 

important it is to stay transparent to guarantee the legitimacy of the process (ibid). An example of 

this is the part of Nestle’s water stewardship strategy which aims to support effective water policies 
(Jones et al., 2015). 

 

 

Fig. 4. Steps of water stewardship, based on WWF-UK (2015) 

WWF (2013) stresses that the first three steps represent only forms of management while the last two 

steps, collective action and influencing governance, are forms of water stewardship.  These higher 

steps involve interaction with different groups of stakeholders and could therefore also be considered 

participatory actions in which companies can engage. Thereby, these participatory steps exhibit 

parallels to private sector engagement in IWRM. These overlaps can make it difficult to clearly 

distinguish both concepts from each other and to determine how they are connected. As both concepts 
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can describe the same type of private sector actions it is unclear if the same projects are sometimes 

considered both involvement in IWRM and water stewardship.  Therefore, this research will 

investigate the connection between both concepts. 

2.4. Summary of the theoretical background 

The analysis of the theoretical background showed that the private sector represents an important 

stakeholder in IWRM but consists of a diverse range of actors. Therefore, it can have different roles 

in water resources management. Private sector participation in IWRM can be described with models 

of participatory approaches in natural resources management.  These participatory aspects provide a 

range of opportunities that stakeholder engagement in IWRM can entail. These opportunities will be 

further explored in the thesis, relating them specifically to the private sector as a stakeholder . As a 

quarter of countries reported low levels of private sector engagement  in the most recent SDG 

indicator 6.5.1 survey, the aim of the research project is to look at obstacles to IWRM from a practical 

perspective and identify potential interventions for the improvement of private sector engagement in 

IWRM. Thereby, this thesis will expand the limited literature about bottlenecks in this area. Water 

stewardship which is initiated by businesses and exhibits thematic overlaps with the concept of 

IWRM was identified as another approach for private sector engagement in water resources 

management. Thereby, it can be either an alternative or complementary concept to IWRM. The  thesis 

will therefore also evaluate the relation of IWRM and water stewardship. The research questions that 

will contribute to these aims are the following: 

• What are the opportunities of private sector engagement in IWRM? 

• What are the current obstacles to private sector engagement in IWRM? 

• How can private sector engagement in IWRM be improved? 

• In which ways does water stewardship provide an alternative or complement to private 

sector engagement in IWRM?  



12 

3. Methods 

This thesis combines two rounds of qualitative interviews to explore experts’ opinions on the topic  

private sector engagement in IWRM. These are supported by an overall analysis of the survey answers 

that the countries provided in the SDG indicator 6.5.1 survey. The results of this analysis and the 

answers from the first rounds of interviews were used to guide the selection of case study countries. 

This process is depicted in Figure 5. 

 

Fig. 5. Visualisation of the process 

3.1. Analysis of the SDG indicator 6.5.1 survey 

The secondary data from the SDG indicator 6.5.1 survey served as a first step of analysis. In question 

2.1.d of the SDG indicator 6.5.1 survey about private sector participation in water resources 

development, management and use, the answering countries had to assign themselves a score of their 

current level and provide a status description and a description of a way forward as just ification for 

their self-reported score (UNEP & UNEP-DHI, 2021). These detailed responses of the 171 answering 

countries were used to select countries for case studies and as secondary data to support the interview 

results. 

3.2. Qualitative semi-structured interviews 

The central method for the thesis was qualitative semi-structured expert interviews2 that were used 

to answer the research questions. The method was chosen because qualitative interviews focus on 

detailed answers that represent what the interviewees see as important (Bryman, 2008). As the topic 

had not been explored in depth this aimed to highlight new issues from the experts’ experiences that 

had not been analysed before. For this, qualitative interviews leave some flexibility to follow new 

directions which the interviewees provide (ibid). In contrast to unstructured interviews, semi-

structured interviews allow to start with some focus and discuss more specific issues in it (ibid). As 

the general focus of private sector engagement in IWRM was already clear, this method allowed to 

address some of the specific issues in more detail. As a first step, interviews with actors in 

multinational corporations and initiatives for water stewardship and water resources management 

provided a general perspective on the topic of private sector engagement in water resources 

management. These general perspective interviews are summarised in Table 1.  In the next step, the 

thesis focused on the case studies of two countries, Kenya and Viet Nam which are depicted in Table 

2. In these countries, stakeholders from various perspectives were interviewed on the topic. The 

interviewees came from the public sector, the private sector, civil society organizations, or were 

experts in IWRM. These different perspectives allowed to see a more comprehensive picture of the 

 

2 Most of the interviews were facilitated through GWP which supported the contact with potential 

interviewees in their network. 



13 

situation as different stakeholder groups might have different perceptions of the situation. Focusing 

on two countries allowed to get a more in-depth analysis which considered country context when the 

research questions were answered. Because of the global spread of the interview partners and the 

ongoing COVID19-pandemic, the interviews took place remotely with video conferencing tools 

(either Zoom or Microsoft Teams). They were conducted between February 2022 and April 2022, 

lasted between 30 and 60 minutes and followed an interview guide in a semi-structured way which 

can be found in Appendix A for the general perspective and Appendix B for the country perspective. 

The main themes of the interviews were a general assessment of private sector engagement in IWRM, 

obstacles, opportunities, enabling factors and positive examples of private sector engagement, with 

some differences between the general and country perspective. The narrative of the results reflects 

these two steps of general perspective and country perspective interviews as the subthemes are first 

described from the general perspective and then complemented with the country results. The 

interview responses were reported anonymously so the interviewees could express their opinions as 

freely as possible. Of the 14 answers, most interviews were conducted with one participant but in 

one interview there were two interviewees present and in another interview an additional translator.  

Table 1. Summary of the general perspective interviews 

Focus Interview ID Perspective Form 

General G1 Initiative for water stewardship Interview 

General G2 Initiative for water stewardship Interview 

General G3 Initiative for water stewardship Interview 

General G4 Private sector Interview 

General G5 Private sector Interview 

General G6 Initiative for water resources management Written response 

 

Table 2. Summary of the case study interviews 

Focus Interview ID Perspective Form 

Kenya K1 Civil society organization Interview 

Kenya K2 Public sector Interview 

Kenya K3 Public sector Interview 

Viet Nam V1 Civil society organization Interview 

Viet Nam V2 Public sector Written response 

Viet Nam V3 Expert in IWRM in Viet Nam Interview 

Viet Nam V4 Private sector Interview 

Viet Nam V5 Expert in IWRM in Viet Nam Interview 

The research focuses on the countries Kenya and Viet Nam in more detail to understand private sector 

engagement in IWRM in a country context. The countries were chosen for several reasons: Choosing 

countries from two different continents allowed a spread across different regions that could make the 

results more applicable in a global context. In the first round of interviews from a general perspective, 

different countries in the regions of Eastern Africa, Southeast Asia, South Asia, and Central America 

were indicated by the interviewees as relevant for a closer investigation. From a practical perspective, 

the selection for the case studies was influenced by existing country water partnerships and a strong 
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regional presence of GWP which could facilitate the contact with potential interview partners. Central 

America was further considered difficult for interviews because of language considerations. These 

reasons led to a focus on Eastern Africa and Southeast Asia. Looking at the SDG indicator 6.5.1 

survey, Kenya and Viet Nam were selected. Kenya reported a medium-high overall score for the 

implementation of IWRM in 2020 (UNEP & UNEP-DHI, 2021). With regards to private sector 

involvement in question 2.1.d of the survey, it reported a score of 60 in 2020 and of 70 in 2017. Viet 

Nam also reported a medium-high overall score for IWRM (ibid). In the area of private sector 

involvement, it reported a score of 30 in 2017 and 50 in 2020 (ibid). This makes the countries 

interesting to investigate as Kenya’s score decreased from the baseline assessment while Viet Nam’s 
score improved.  

3.3. Data analysis 

The interviews were recorded with the agreement of the participants and were transcribed afterwards 

in order to analyse all the details of what was said. In two cases the interviews were submitted in 

written form because the participants did not have time for a full interview. These written responses  

could be analysed directly. In contrast to quantitative research which focuses on analysing the 

relationship between variables in a numerically measurable way, qualitative research interprets and 

investigates texts or in this case interviews to describe a topic (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003). The 

transcriptions of the interviews were analysed by using a thematic analysis. A thematic analysis has 

the advantage of being a flexible method which can stress commonalities and differences across the 

data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). It can produce findings that were not previously expected and can 

therefore provide new insights on the topic of private sector engagement (ibid). The text was therefore 

analysed for reoccurring core themes and further categorized into subthemes (Bryman, 2008). In the 

results chapter, the results from the interviews are structured according to the core themes 

(opportunities, obstacles, motivation of the private sector, enabling factors and connection to water 

stewardship). Figure 6 illustrates the core themes and subthemes of the analysis.  
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Fig. 6. Schematic illustration of the central themes of the analysis 
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3.4. Limitations 

The selected methods have some potential limitations which should be considered. In the SDG 

indicator 6.5.1 survey, the countries report on their own level of implementation of IWRM which is 

typically assessed in a multi-stakeholder process (UNEP, 2021). However, there is a risk of biased 

results because of the composition of the stakeholder consultations and the self-reporting process 

which should be considered when the survey results are analysed. Another potential limitation is the 

number and composition of the conducted interviews. Qualitative research is often criticized for 

problems of generalization if only a small amount of participants is interviewed (Bryman, 2008). 

However, the aim of qualitative research is not to generalize the findings to the population but to 

support theory (ibid). By interviewing several experts from different backgrounds related to private 

sector engagement the interviews were aimed to catch different perspectives for a more 

comprehensive assessment. However, in Kenya there was no interviewee from the private sector 

because of difficulties in recruiting interviewees. The online environment could be another limitation 

as facial expressions and other cues cannot be assessed that well. The written form of two interviews 

did not allow any clarifications or follow-up questions which prevented clarifications for a better 

understanding. Related to the global approach of the research, there are also potential cultural 

differences or language barriers (because the interviews were conducted in English which was neither 

the native language of most interviewees nor the author) that could have an impact on the results. As 

most of the interview partners were selected through GWP’s network there is also a potential bias 
here. These interview partners were already involved in some way through the GWP network and 

therefore had potentially a more positive attitude towards the topic of IWRM. The advantage of this 

approach was, however, that it ensured that most of the interviewees had a certain expertise and 

previous experiences related to the topic. The biggest limitation from a practical side was the limited 

timeframe and scope that came with writing a master thesis which left less time for analyses and 

conducting a bigger number of interviews. Recruiting interviewees in the focus countries was 

challenging in this short time. However, the research followed a time schedule to manage the limited 

time most effectively. 
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4. Background of the case studies 

This chapter gives an overview of the background in Kenya and Viet Nam. These countries serve as 

case studies to exemplify the situation of private sector engagement in IWRM from a country 

perspective. 

4.1. Kenya 

The first case study country, Kenya, has over 80 percent of land in arid or semi-arid areas which 

constitutes a challenge for a stable supply of water (World Bank, 2011). Water availability and use 

are unevenly distributed geographically in the country (ibid). Kenya’s water resources are mainly 

defined by its five primary catchments which are located in mountain areas (UNEP, 2012). These 

forest-covered areas of the Mau Forest Complex, Mount Kenya, the Aberdare Range, Mount Elgon 

and the Cherangani Hills are called “Water Towers” (ibid). The average yearly rainfall of 2300 mm 

contributes to the Water Towers’ potential water yield of 15,800 million m³/year (ibid). Of Kenya’s 
yearly water withdrawal in 2010 (3218 million m3), 50 percent (1602 million m3) was used for 

irrigation, 37 percent (1186 million m3) for municipalities, 8 percent (255 million m3) for livestock, 

4 percent (125 million m3) for industries, 1 percent (42 million m3) for fisheries, and 0.2 percent (8 

million m3) for wildlife (FAO, 2015). This resulted in a water use of 78.7 m3 per inhabitant per year 

in 2010 (ibid).  

The Kenyan water sector is regulated by the Water Act 2002 and headed by the Ministry of Water 

and Irrigation (MWI) (Chepyegon & Kamiya, 2018). The MWI is responsible for policies, planning 

and resource mobilisation while there are different institutions on a national, regional and local level 

that have different responsibilities in water management (ibid). At a national level, the responsible 

authorities are the Water Resources Management Authority (WRMA) and the Water Services 

Regulatory Board. At a regional level, six regional WRMAs and eight Water Services Boards are 

operating while the local level is managed by Water Resources User Associations (WRUA) and Water 

Services Providers (ibid). In 2016, the Kenya 2016 Water Act was introduced as a revision of the 

version of 2002 (2030 Water Resources Group, n.d.). This policy stresses that the authority for water 

is shared between the national and county level (ibid). At a regional level, it replaced the Catchment 

Areas Advisory Committees with Basin Water Resource Committees (BWRC) and the Water Services 

Boards with Water Works Development Agencies (ibid). 

This institutional framework provides several entry points for private sector participation. The 

BWRCs at a regional level and the WRUAs at a local level present platforms from which the private 

sector can engage as a stakeholder on water issues (ibid). The BWRCs are responsible for catchment 

management and are therefore composed of different stakeholders at the basin level. In addition to 

water resources management at the basin level, BWRCs are also involved in the creation of WRUAs. 

WRUAs aim to collectively manage water resources at a community level and can therefore also 

include the private sector as stakeholders (ibid). The Kenya 2016 Water Act also provided a basis to 

engage the private sector in Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) as the Water Service Providers can 

partner with the private sector to provide water services (ibid).  

Even though the institutional setting offers these possibilities for private sector participation, Kenya 

reported only a score of 60 for 2020 in the SDG indicator 6.5.1 survey on the question about private 

sector engagement in IWRM. As a status description they mention a strong mechanism for PPPs but 

also that it is not fully implemented for water resources development in contrast to water supply. As 

a way forward they therefore suggest strengthening the PPP mechanisms. Additionally, they propose 

to focus on data and information to find areas for investment which would bring the biggest impact 

(UNEP & UNEP-DHI, 2021). 
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4.2. Viet Nam 

Viet Nam is a country with vast water resources, spread across its 16 major river basins with around 

3500 rivers with over 10 kilometres in length and has yearly rainfalls of almost 2000 mm (World 

Bank, 2019). Two thirds of the country’s water resources, however, come from transboundary rivers 

which elude direct management if they originate in other countries (ibid). The existing water 

resources are unevenly distributed across regions but also differ according to season due to seasonal 

rainfalls (ibid). 80 percent of the country’s GDP is created around four river basins (SERC, Red-Thai 

Binh, Dong Nai and Mekong) which are estimated to become water -stressed regions by 2030 (2030 

Water Resources Group, 2017). The biggest water user is the agricultural sector which used 76 bn 

m³/year water in 2016. This corresponds to around 80 percent of the used water resources even though 

it is responsible for less than a fifth of the country’s GDP (ibid). The next biggest water users are 

aquaculture with estimates for water usage of 10 bn m³/year in 2016, the industrial sector with 6 bn 

m³/year in 2016, and the municipal area with 3.1 bn m³/year in 2016 (ibid).  

Viet Nam directed its political framework towards Integrated Water Resources Management with its 

Law on Water Resources which was introduced in 1998 and brought into force in 1999 (2030 Water 

Resources Group, 2017). This law provides the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development 

(MARD) and after its establishment in 2002 the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment 

(MONRE) with the authority for water resources management (World Bank, 2019).The Law on Water 

Resources was revised in 2012 to improve and clarify the integrated approach to water resources 

management (ibid). Another important decision towards IWRM was the Approval of the National 

Strategy on Water Resources to 2020 (Decision No. 81/2006/QD-TTg) which aims to “protect, 
efficiently exploit and sustainably develop national water resources on the basis of the integrated and 

uniform management thereof” (Government of Vietnam, 2006). This strategy also contains 

mechanisms for private sector engagement as it promotes private sector investments (Waibel et al., 

2012). More than 300 regulations were introduced to guide and implement the Law on Water 

Resources, among others a large number of regulations about wastewater treatment and disposal 

(Nguyen, 2010). The counterpart to the Law on Water Resources is the Law on Environmental 

Protection which was first published in 1993 and revised in 2005 and 2014 (World Bank, 2019). It 

focuses on water as a central part of environmental protection and contains several policy instrum ents 

to deal with water pollution (ibid). Other laws were more oriented towards a market liberation, for 

example the Law on Private Enterprises which permitted that private hydraulic engineering 

companies could become involved in public infrastructure projects (Waibel et al., 2012). This was 

complemented by the Law of Tendering which enabled market-based biddings for infrastructure 

projects in 2005 (ibid). MARD controls the funds for large infrastructure projects and is responsible 

to allocate contracts. However, the way how contracts are issued can be criticized in this system 

(ibid).  

The four main responsible ministries for water resources management are the earlier mentioned 

MARD and MONRE, the Ministry of Industry and Trade which has the authority for hydropower and 

water for industrial purposes and the Ministry of Construction which is responsible for water supply, 

wastewater and solid waste management in urban and concentrated rural areas. In addition to these 

four central ministries there are several specialised ministries for other water-related topics. 

Furthermore, a lot of responsibilities for water resources are delegated to local authorities within the 

provinces (World Bank, 2019).  The World Bank (2019) describes a range of challenges for effective 

water resources management which can be created by this institutional setting in Viet Nam: Since 

the institutional framework is very complex it can be challenging to coordinate water management 

decisions across different ministries, councils, municipalities and other stakeholders. Additionally, 

the capacity at a local level can be inadequate for the delegated responsibilities. Another issue is the 

lacking resources in the MONRE that impede their task of water resources management. The last-

mentioned challenges are overlapping responsibilities, conflicting interests and a lack of integrated 

coordination between the different responsible ministries which can make water resources 

management less efficient. 
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Even though these policies show a focus on IWRM in Viet Nam’s political framework it reported a 

score of 50 for 2020 in the SDG indicator 6.5.1 survey in the question about private sector 

engagement in IWRM. For their current situation, they describe that the government promotes 

engagement of the private sector in water resources development, management and use. The private 

sector is mainly involved in investment and management in the areas of hydropower, drinking water 

supply and small-scale irrigation. A new law about Public-Private Partnership investment (No. 

64/2020/QH14) is mentioned to encourage private sector investment in water resources management 

in Viet Nam. However, the text also mentions some obstacles to private sector engagement which are 

unclear mechanisms, limited awareness of social responsibilities and limited financing. For the 

future, the answers suggest the development of further policies to encourage private sector 

participation in water resources management (UNEP & UNEP-DHI, 2021).  
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5. Results 

The thematic analysis of the interviews showed several topics which were used to divide the results 

into core themes. The sections include the following: Opportunities for private sector engagement, 

obstacles to private sector engagement, motivation and enabling factors for private sector engagement 

and connecting IWRM and water stewardship.  

5.1. Opportunities of private sector engagement 

The identified opportunities can be divided into the topics of financing, innovations and efficiency, 

the private sector’s convening power, its role as a major water user and its influence across the whole 

value chain.  

When the general perspective interviewees talked about the opportunities that the engagement of the 

private sector could provide for water resources management, one reoccurring theme was financing. 

However, the opinions on this topic were divided. Two of the interviewees criticized that the private 

sector is often only seen as a financial supporter for projects in water resources management. They 

instead emphasized other advantages that the private sector can bring into the process. Other general 

perspective interviewees could see some financial role of companies which are involved in water 

resources management. Those were either to support the limited resources of the public sector, to 

improve the financial situation by investing in utilities and thereby increasing efficiencies, or to fund 

some pilot activities before they are scaled up by the public sector. In Kenya and Viet Nam, the 

private sector was seen by most interviewees as a sector that can support the financing of projects by 

investing in water resources management. One general perspective interviewee described the 

financial role of the private sector in the following way: 

“And so, the role specifically of the private sector is certainly to do the seed funding, so t o 

support studies, for example, development of studies, understanding the context better, 

bringing the data, and then piloting some activities to prove that they have an impact on the 

ground. But the responsibility of the private sector or let's say our capacity to scale will be 

limited without the public sector as well fulfilling their role.” (G5 , private sector) 

Another opportunity that was mentioned several times is the private sector’s contribution in the form 
of innovations and efficiency. Innovations would facilitate the progress to overcome challenges in 

water resources management. One general perspective interviewee stressed that innovations, for 

example a focus on circular economy and green growth approaches, could reduce costs and increase 

efficiencies. In Viet Nam, one interviewee called the private sector a “driver for change” as they are 

interested in improving water usage and related efficiencies in order to still stay profitable as a 

business. Efficiency was also mentioned in Kenya where one interviewee suggested that the private 

sector can contribute to conducting projects on time and within budget, especially if they have 

provided funds for a project. This could make projects in water resources management more efficient 

and effective. From a general perspective, one interviewee also mentioned that companies could help 

to create a new business model for water resources management. This could engage stakeholders with 

a long-term perspective and create a win-win situation for the involved parties.  

Apart from these resources related perspectives, another theme was the convening power that the 

private sector could bring into IWRM projects. One general perspective interviewee mentioned that 

even though some companies are not interested in investing money in water resources management 

projects they still can have the capacity to connect the public sector with financing opportunities and 

to get different actors involved in the process. This convening power can also be an opportunity when 

several companies connect about a water issue and set an example for a sustainable practice. This 

network can also create momentum in the public sector as it can provide a strong argument for the 

public sector to focus on the current problems in water resources management.  
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Two general perspective interviewees also mentioned the importance of involving the private sector 

because of its role as a major water user. They argued that as these businesses are using a large 

amount of the resource water, they should be involved in the discussions about water management. 

The opportunity here is to promote long-term water security as the private sector can have a critical 

role for future water usage. By finding shared solutions with the private sector, they are more willing 

to adjust their own operations to avoid pollution and overextraction as one interviewee argued. One 

general perspective interviewee also explained that a lot of companies are in favour of stricter 

regulations as they could benefit their operations that are dependent on water. Therefore, they  would 

be interested to engage in the conversation with the public sector to guide this policy development. 

However, the interviewee also mentioned the importance of the legitimacy of the process to ensure 

that the companies can get involved without fearing negative reputational consequences , describing 

their risk like this:  

“What they're interested in is maturing the legitimacy of that policy influencing, because 

otherwise [companies] run the risk of being kind of like externally scrutinised and looking 

really, really bad.” (G1, initiative for water stewardship) 

In Kenya, one interviewee also stressed that it is important to involve industries that discharge 

wastewater in the water sources. By engaging these actors, it would be easier to avoid water pollution. 

Similarly, in Viet Nam one interviewee saw peer pressure as an opportunity. After involving some 

companies in projects for water resources management, other companies could follow their example.  

Lastly, the involvement of the private sector across its value chain was mentioned as an opportunity. 

As water-related risks affect companies across their supply chain from the production to the customer, 

they can also take influence across their related activities which can be illustrated like this:  

“The water sector could benefit from the private sector’s zone of  influence across its value 

chain, supporting the creation of impact across its partner base, and across key basins and 

geographies where it operates.” (G6, initiative for water resources management) 

5.2. Obstacles to private sector engagement 

The interviews revealed a range of obstacles that can hinder private sector engagement in water 

resources management which are summarized for the case study countries in Table 3. The overarching 

topics are the complexity of IWRM, institutional and regulatory frameworks, data and knowledge 

sharing, a missing business case, reputational concerns, trust, lacking skills, local differences, the 

diverse nature of the private sector, and weak stakeholder cooperation. 

The complexity of IWRM is an area that most general perspective interviewees considered an 

obstacle. Companies can perceive the concept as too complex which makes it difficult for them to 

engage. Many companies rather prioritize projects of NGOs or improvements in their own operations 

instead. This quote illustrates this obstacle: 

“So, I think it's unclear in terms of how [companies] would even engage in IWRM processes, 

it's a big question mark.” (G3, initiative for water stewardship) 

The lack of a harmonized approach across different actors is another obstacle connected to the 

complexity of IWRM. There exists a variety of different projects related to water resources 

management that makes it difficult for the private sector to decide in which they should invest  as 

these projects are often long-term investments. There is also a lack of common understanding of the 

water challenges in a basin which can make it difficult to convince stakeholders to get involved. In 

addition, the general perspective interviewees saw a deficiency of a common framework which could 

help to make decisions based on data and to assess the impact of actions.  Another aspect related to 

complexity is the different use of language between the public and private sector. As both areas have 

different expertise, they use different words when they talk about critical issues. Therefore, a lack of 
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common understanding and language use can be a critical obstacle to involving the private sector in 

water resources management. This was also specifically mentioned as an obstacle in Viet Nam. 

Some of the mentioned obstacles referred to the institutional framework around water 

governance. Several interviewees stressed the complexity of governance structures as an obstacle. 

They described a difficulty in water governance as there are often several ministries that share 

responsibilities and additionally multi-layered structures from a national to a local level. This makes 

it difficult to understand who is responsible for a topic and to ensure a comprehensive water 

governance. A related obstacle is the local differences in governance across different countries that 

complicate the private sector’s understanding of the systems.  In Viet Nam, the majority of 

interviewees described the fragmentation of water governance as an obstacle to private sector 

engagement in IWRM. As different aspects of water governance are managed by different political 

institutions, both at a central and at a local level, this fragmentation hinders a coherent approach to 

private sector engagement. A similar problem was observed in Kenya as the national authorities for 

water management and for environment can have conflicting responsibilities that make i t difficult 

for the private sector to engage with the right institution: 

“So sometimes the private sector would be at loss, do they engage with the Environmental 

Management Authority or with the Water Regulatory Authority, and that then becomes like 

a competition or conflict between the regulators themselves.” (K1, civil society organization) 

Slow decision-making processes by the public sector because of bureaucracy was another perceived 

obstacle in Kenya. These bureaucratic issues can also impede contracts between the government and 

the private sector. Contracting issues were also mentioned by one participant in Viet Nam as the 

contracts often do not encourage long-term involvement of the private sector. 

Another gap is related to the regulatory framework as some laws about environmental practices are 

outdated and would need to be adapted to current circumstances. In Kenya, the regulatory framework 

was also recognized as a bottleneck because it sometimes lacks clear definitions and some of the 

regulations are conflicting with each other. Another participant in Kenya stressed that a national 

investment plan for the water sector that encourages private sector participation is missing.  In Viet 

Nam, the participants recognized several issues around the policies for IWRM. Some participants, 

saw a general lack of sufficient laws related to the private sector while others perceived the 

enforcement of existing laws as lacking. One interviewee also mentioned that some stakeholders do 

not understand the regulations which also can hinder the government from executing the law 

effectively. The last obstacle from a regulatory perspective is missing incentives like taxes or tariffs 

related to water. One interviewee stressed that incentives that are similar to already existing carbon 

taxes could guide how companies act in water-related matters. The focus on carbon was mentioned 

several times as an obstacle as carbon is often higher on the political agenda than water. A lot of 

regulations related to carbon are already in place, but the topic of water is still lacking this focus and 

structure.  

The third area of obstacles touches on data and knowledge. Several interviewees referred to a lack 

of data as there are not enough critical data and analyses on water. Sometimes existing data are also 

difficult to compare across regions and hinder decision-making and investments. One interviewee 

stressed that knowledge transfer is also a critical bottleneck in this area. Even if data exist, they are 

often not publicly available, and companies have difficulties assessing which data they have to 

generate through their own studies.  

“I mean there is no enough data or there is not the critical aspect of the data who are available 

and specifically also the data about the water uses.” (G5, private sector) 

Related to this the funding of research which could be the basis for better informed decisions was 

mentioned. A participant in Kenya said that the government budget does not prioritize research 

enough. This interviewee also perceived it as difficult to share data and information with the private 

sector as the government sometimes does not make important information available to them. In Viet 
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Nam, an interviewee mentioned that a lack of information hinders companies from assessing the 

potential monetary benefit of participating in IWRM. Furthermore, a lack of technical tools or 

methodology to monitor water can make it difficult for companies to assess their water usage, 

especially at a local level. An interviewee stressed that this stands in contrast to climate or energy 

efficiency as monitoring tools are more widely available in these areas.  

A missing business case is another factor which most of the interviewees saw as an obstacle to 

private sector involvement in water resource management. As companies are interested in a return 

on investment to justify their engagement in water-related projects, a lacking business case can hinder 

them to understand how the value is captured in the projects. Several interviewees stressed that the 

public sector needs to provide a selling point for the private sector to encourage its involvement. In 

Viet Nam, several interviewees also stressed that the private sector needs some financial benefits in 

order to get engaged in water resources management: 

“[T]he key thing for IWRM and even for the [Participatory Irrigation Management], I think, 

is how the government or the water sector can provide benefit for private sector. That , I think, 

is the key thing because without fund or finance, so the company, the private sector they 

cannot work or function.” (V5, expert in IWRM in Viet Nam) 

Moreover, reputational aspects can be an obstacle to companies’ involvement in water resources 
management. Several general perspective participants mentioned that the potential for policy capture 

is a concern for companies as they do not want to be perceived as having undue influence on the 

system. Therefore, they can be unsure if it is appropriate for them to get involved and rather focus 

on other activities. Another reputational concern that was mentioned in Kenya and Viet Nam was 

fear of increased scrutiny as companies sometimes do not want to engage in it as it puts their 

environmental impact under public scrutiny. As one interviewee from Kenya described: 

“I think there is also the fact that getting into this conversation means it costs them something 

because it means that then they have to be much more accountable.” (K1, civil society 

organisation) 

This interviewee also mentioned that some industry sectors which can play an important role for 

water extraction and pollution never get involved in water stewardship projects in Kenya, for example 

the mining industry as the participant stated:  

“And I think it also means that, especially for the highly extractive industries, that it puts 

them under the microscope.” (K1, civil society organisation) 

Furthermore, a lack of trust can be a bottleneck for private sector engagement. Companies are often 

perceived as engaging in water-related projects only out of self-interest. One general perspective 

interviewee mentioned that this can lead to a lack of trust and hinder a common ground among the 

participating stakeholders. A deficiency of trust can also prevent companies from cooperating with 

other businesses or stakeholders at a local level.  

The next obstacle that was mentioned is lacking skills. These were seen as obstacles in different 

contexts. The first one is that the private sector can have a lack of capacity to engage in water 

resources management as some companies do not have any experts in the subject area. In Viet Nam, 

the participant from the private sector explained that lacking human resources in the private sector 

are a big issue because people with expertise in water resources management mostly work for the 

government. Another general aspect can be lacking skills at a local level. Local stakeholders often 

lack training and do not understand the water cycle sufficiently. From the public sector side, there 

can also be a lack of skill. One general perspective interviewee mentioned that experts from the 

public sector sometimes transfer to the private sector which can offer them more benefits. This then 

pulls out the skills from the public sector. In Kenya, the lack of capacity of both the private and the 

public sector was also perceived as an obstacle even though one interviewee stressed that these 

lacking skills were mainly found on the private sector side because the public sector can often get 
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additional trainings. 

Local differences represented another reoccurring topic. First, organisations that would like to get 

involved in water-related projects are spread out geographically and often not located in the same 

catchment which can hinder collaborations between private sector stakeholders. Secondly, the local 

priorities vary across different businesses in the same location. One interviewee mentioned that some 

companies might prioritize the topics of energy or carbon over water which makes it difficult to 

match these interests. 

The next obstacle originates from the diverse nature of companies which are involved in water 

resources management to different degrees. Several general perspective interviewees stressed that 

talking about the private sector includes a range of different companies, from local small and 

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to multinational enterprises which all have different motivations, 

roles and resources available. Small companies often lack the capacity or resources to engage in 

water management projects. If SMEs are not connected to global supply chains, they also face 

different reactions from their buyers which does not motivate them as much as multinational 

companies. Therefore, the companies that engage in this type of project are usually multinational 

enterprises. Additionally, different types of industries differ in their involvement. The general 

perspective participants mentioned that mostly food and beverage companies are  involved in water 

resources management projects. This diversity of the private sector was also mentioned as an 

important bottleneck in Viet Nam. As the activities of the private sector can range, for example, from 

agriculture, energy and fishing to steel production, they do not represent one sector which makes it 

difficult to apply a coherent approach when the private sector is addressed through IWRM. Diversity 

of company sizes was also specifically mentioned in Viet Nam as SMEs can lack the resources to get 

involved in water resources management and the power to influence IWRM policies.  

Finally, stakeholder cooperation was mentioned by two interviewees in Viet Nam. One of them 

mentioned that there is a potential conflict of interest between the community and industrial water 

users if the industry extracts large amounts of water that would otherwise be used by the community 

or if they release wastewater into surrounding water bodies. Another interviewee stated that the 

cooperation between stakeholders in Viet Nam is weak in general and should be supported by the 

right framework. Related to stakeholder cooperation, one participant in Kenya also mentioned the 

potential for conflicts because of the system of land ownership. 

Table 3. Summary of the obstacles from the interviews about Kenya and Viet Nam 

 

Kenya Viet Nam 

 

• Bureaucratic issues of contracts and slow 

decision making 

• Conflicting responsibilities of institutions 

• Data and information sharing 

• Fear of business practices being scrutinised 

• Issues of land ownership  

• Lack of capacity 

• Regulatory framework 

 

• Diversity of the private sector 

• Fragmentation and lack of coordination of 

the water governance 

• Lack of capacity 

• Lack of resources in smaller companies 

• Lack of understanding and information 

about IWRM 

• Missing benefits for the private sector 

• Regulatory issues 

• Weak cooperation among stakeholders and 

conflicts of interests 
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5.3. Motivation and enabling factors for private sector 

engagement 

This section focuses on the motivation of the private sector to get engaged in IWRM and enabling 

factors for private sector engagement. The main motivators are risks, which are divided into physical, 

reputational and regularity risks, and benefits for companies. The identified themes for enabling 

factors are the role of the government, institutional and policy frameworks, a definition and 

communication of needs, data and knowledge sharing, a business case and multi-stakeholder 

platforms. At the end of the section, the enabling factors for Kenya and Viet Nam are summarized in 

Table 4.  

To evaluate enabling factors for private sector engagement it is important to understand the 

motivation of companies first. For the motivation of businesses to get involved in sustainable water 

resources management, the answers from the interviews can be divided into two big categories: risks 

and opportunities or as one interviewee formulated it: 

“There are risk mitigations and there are opportunities, as well, of preserving and restoring 

water for the users of all, so those are the two components I would say .” (G5, private sector) 

The area that was mentioned most were the risks which motivate the actions of many companies  to 

engage in water resources management. Most of the general perspective interviewees talked about 

the reputational and the physical risk and less about the regulatory risk related to water. When they 

were asked which of these they see as the most driving factor for engagement in water resources 

management their opinions were divided. The impetus which the risks cause was summarized like 

this by one interview partner: 

“[Companies] want to continue to make products and they want to continue to be able to sell 

products. Then the making products is the physical availability of water, the ability to sell 

product is reputational risk.” (G1, initiative for water stewardship) 

Another interviewee stressed the importance of reputation in comparison to the physical and the 

regulatory risk: 

“Reputation is very, very big. Reputation is huge, you know. For physical risk, I mean a 

drought and a flood can only do so much damage. And a regulatory risk, also, you know the 

fines are limited, the court cases might take a long time. You know, someone has got to have 

money to sue you and lawyers and all that sort of stuff. But reputation can kill your business 

in no time. You know, a consumer boycott and reputational risk can just knock you right out 

of the water.” (G2, initiative for water stewardship) 

The physical risk was described by some as the starting point for companies to look at  and should 

be considered for a long-term assessment of the resource. Examples of physical risks that were 

mentioned are water scarcity and contamination. Climate change was also brought up as a cause for 

physical risks and connected to it an increase in floods and droughts and changes in seasonal patterns. 

Several interviewees described that physical water risks have a direct influence on the operations of 

businesses as they are interested in producing products at a reasonable price and on time. Connected 

to this, one general perspective interviewee also stressed that the operations are directly connected 

to a provision of jobs which links the physical risk to a social component.  

The aspect of reputation was discussed most extensively when the conversation focused on the 

motivation for businesses to get engaged in water resources management. It was mentioned in two 

contexts: As a reputational risk or as a social license to operate. The general perspective interviewees 

related the social license to operate to reactions from the community or civil society about the water 

availability or quality and called it reputational risk in relation to the perception of the brand. The 

reputation was considered important as water problems that are specific to one location can have a 

global impact on the perception of the company. Reputation can also affect a company’s value at the 
stock market. One general perspective interviewee stressed that this reputational damage can already 
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be caused when a single supplier causes problems because companies’ reputations depend on their 

whole supply chains. To avoid these reputational risks, companies get engaged in water projects as 

they can create trust between the community and the company and a positive image for the business. 

One general perspective interviewee indicated that the reputational aspect of water stewardship is 

more important for some companies than others depending on their previous public perception.  

The regulatory risk was only mentioned a few times as a motivation for businesses. One general 

perspective interviewee explained that some companies focus on the regulatory aspect as they have 

to consider a continued license to operate and the water allocations by the government. Another 

general perspective interviewee stressed that the regulatory risk is usually quite small as companies  

often do not have to pay high fines and legal consequences can take a lot of time and money for the 

accusing side. 

In addition to mitigating the risks, companies get also engaged in water stewardship or other water 

resources management project to take advantage of the benefits. One of these opportunities is the 

possibility to create long-term water security. One general perspective interviewee indicated that this 

is especially an advantage of engaging with the public sector as companies’ international activities 
have to be complemented by the right water governance and public water management systems for a 

long-term effect. This long-term perspective was also mentioned by another general perspective 

interviewee as a multi-stakeholder approach is an opportunity to prepare solutions for future 

challenges in advance. Climate change resiliency was also seen as an opportunity as it can ensure the 

growth of the business in a long-term perspective. One topic that occurred in different contexts was 

the formulation of a business case related to water resources management. This new business 

potential could create a return on investment generated by new customers or investors. Another 

opportunity that was mentioned several times is the social return on investment that these projects 

can bring. This was described as creating shared value at a local level and bringing a positive impact 

to people and nature.  

When the conversation focused on concrete factors for improvement most general perspective 

interviewees mentioned the role of the government as an enabling factor for private sector 

engagement in water resources management. One important aspect here is the political will that the 

government needs to exhibit to move the topic water forward. One general perspective interviewee 

suggested that the government needs to show a transparent way of managing water to encourage 

companies to support the subject. Several participants also mentioned the importance of the 

government to have a leading role on the topic. A central point here was that the government should 

create an environment for the dialogue between the different stakeholders. Here, it was suggested 

that the government can have an important role in knowledge equity as they can mediate between 

stakeholders of different expertise. The private sector perspective from the interviews suggested that 

companies could provide valuable inputs in these types of fora but that the government should have 

a facilitating role and drive forward the topic. One interviewee described the role of the government 

like this: 

“I think, you know, as I mentioned, that the best that the regulators can do is create the 

conducive conditions for that, you know, create the atmosphere for the negotiation.” (G2, 

initiative for water stewardship) 

In Viet Nam, improvements of the institutional and policy framework were seen as enabling factors 

by all interviewees. One important aspect of this is to create better coordination mechanisms for the 

engagement of different sectors but also at a basin level to encourage cooperation between upstream 

and downstream users. Other useful policies could encourage private sector engagement by creating 

a favourable environment for business engagement or enforcing regulations on water usage. Tax 

reductions for involved companies were mentioned in Kenya and Viet Nam as an example  of this 

kind of policy. Additionally, an interviewee in Kenya suggested an investment plan for the water 

sector. 

Another enabling factor which most of the general perspective interviewees referred to is a clear 

definition and communication of needs related to private sector engagement. One side of this 
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clarification involves that the organizers of an IWRM process need to map and understand the private 

sector actors in a certain catchment. This includes an understanding who the major water users are 

and what the nature of their business is, for example their supply chains and products. This is 

supposed to clarify how the system in the catchment works and how its actors can impact the water 

resources. By mapping businesses in the area like this one interviewee also suggested clarifying why 

and if the private sector even needs to be involved: 

“So maybe you don't need to speak to the private sector. Maybe you're perfectly fine. Kind 

of like getting on with whatever it is that you're doing, and you don't actually need them.” 
(G1, initiative for water stewardship) 

If there is a clear need for private sector engagement it is also important to communicate this need 

accordingly. Several general perspective participants mentioned that the public sector needs to 

translate the value of the engagement in an IWRM for companies. They need to learn how to explain 

the importance of the IWRM process and how to connect it to companies’ operations and strategies 

to encourage their engagement. Thereby, the public sector should clarify what type of contribution 

they want from the private sector and how companies would benefit from their involvement.  

Communication was also named by the majority of participants in Viet Nam as an important enabling 

factor. They recommended increasing the awareness of IWRM among the private sector and 

communicating plans for stakeholder involvement publicly. In Kenya, one participant described it 

like this: 

“So, if government makes its presence clear and its priorities known to private sector and 

calls for private sector engagement, then that would be definitely a motivator, even when it 

involves the private sector digging deeper into their pockets to be part of that initiative.” (K1, 
civil society organisation) 

Other participants in Kenya stressed that is it important to include the private sector in discussions 

in order to engage them in projects. Including representatives of the private sector in decision -making 

processes was another suggestion to encourage their involvement in Kenya. 

The next enabling factor that several general perspective interviewees referred to is transparency. 

It was mentioned in different contexts. Firstly, transparency can also be relevant to let the private 

sector know in which projects they can get involved. Companies often want to get involved in existing 

project instead of starting their own which could be facilitated by providing more public information 

about ongoing IWRM projects. Secondly, voluntary disclosure by companies is important as the 

examples of a few companies that reveal details about their water usage can also encourage other 

companies to follow better practices. Related to this, one general perspective interviewee suggested 

the development of standards or certificates for companies to prove their sustainable use of water. 

This could provide guidelines for them on how to improve certain areas in their production and also 

be a reputational benefit for companies to claim that they are engaged in projects with a positive 

impact on the water-related situation. If some companies are involved in water resources management 

this can also cause a peer pressure effect as this positive influence from peers can encourage others 

to join the initiative.  

Another area of enabling factors is data and knowledge sharing. The interviewees mentioned that 

data sharing could provide a better understanding of the local watershed conditions like groundwater 

levels or water usage. As these data are often not shared freely their distribution would support private 

sector actions but also collective actions. To improve this data sharing the interviewees suggested a 

data sharing platform in this area. Another aspect is knowledge sharing between differen t 

stakeholders. Instead of working in silos stakeholders from the public sector,  the private sector and 

civil society should have the opportunity to exchange their experiences and improve capacity 

building. A type of network between different actors and data platforms was suggested to advance 

this knowledge exchange. In Viet Nam, information sharing was also stressed as an important 

enabling factor, for example data about water distributions or water availability. Sharing information 
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with the private sector would also help them to better understand the benefits of engaging in IWRM. 

Information sharing was also perceived as an important enabler  for private sector involvement in 

Kenya: 

“You just keep on informing them and keeping them alerted whenever they have any 

information in place, especially from the government side.” (K3, public sector) 

As already indicated in the part about obstacles, a business case would be a relevant enabling factor 

for private sector engagement. A business case is recommended to be built from more robust data. 

One general perspective participant suggested several possibilities on which the business case could 

be built: reduced costs, increased revenues, lower risks, or improved reputation. This would 

encourage the private sector to invest in the water sector. However, one interviewee also stressed the 

relevance of a business case for the public sector: 

“There needs to be a business case coming from the public sector, but also there needs to be 

a business case for the public sector.” (G1, initiative for water stewardship) 

The presentation of a clear value proposition was also mentioned in Kenya. Additionally, presenting 

opportunity costs to the private sector was considered important. This would illustrate what it could 

cost the private sector to not invest or engage in initiatives.  

Another suggested enabling factor is the facilitation through multi-stakeholder platforms. One 

participant described it like this: 

“Connecting the dots from IWRM to water stewardship requires the facilitation of dialogue 

and action among all water users, particularly the government and private sector.” (G6, 

initiative for water resources management) 

The private sector perspective on this was those trustworthy organisations or initiatives for water 

resources management should facilitate this collaboration. The created multi-stakeholder platforms 

should therefore be based on transparency, accountability, inclusivity, and integrity to ensure 

effective and fair cooperation between the stakeholders. It was also suggested that the different 

organisations which focus on water resources management or water stewardship should also 

cooperate and designate one organisation with main responsibility per region to facilitate a 

harmonized approach on the topic. 

Table 4. Summary of the enabling factors from the interviews about Kenya and Viet Nam 

Kenya Viet Nam 

  

• Communication of benefits/business case 

• Creation of an investment plan for the 

water sector 

• Creation of economic incentives for 

engagement 

• Discussion and communication with the 

private sector 

• Increased transparency and accountability 

of processes  

• Information sharing 

• Leading role of the government 

 

• Communication in business language 

• Creation of economic incentives for 

engagement 

• Encouraging policies for private sector 

participation 

• Improved institutional coordination 

• Improvement of the understanding of 

IWRM and its benefits for the private 

sector 

• Information sharing 

• Leading role of the government 
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5.4. Connecting IWRM and water stewardship 

Water stewardship can be seen as an alternative concept to IWRM which is often used by companies 

to engage in water resources management and can provide additional perspectives on the obstacles 

and enabling factors for private sector engagement in water resources management. As some general 

perspective interviewees were involved in water stewardship as a form of private sector engagement, 

they were also asked about the connection between water stewardship and IWRM. When the general 

perspective interviewees tried to relate the concept of private sector involvement in IWRM to water 

stewardship, one of the reoccurring themes was that water stewardship was developed to compensate 

for some of the perceived problems of IWRM. They described the development of water stewardship 

as a quite recent occurrence in comparison to the concept of IWRM. One interviewee described this 

contrast in the following way: 

“If IWRM works then there wouldn't have been the need for water stewardship.” (G1 , 

initiative for water stewardship) 

“I think one of the things that IWRM has traditionally failed quite badly on is in the 

participation of the private sector.” (G1, initiative for water stewardship) 

One of these perceived problems is the complexity of IWRM from different levels of hierarchy that 

are often connected to a government led IWRM process. This perceived complexity was mentioned 

in context with slower responses in IWRM and an unclarity of how the private sector should even 

engaged in the IWRM processes. Companies therefore sometimes engage in water stewardship as 

they observe it as a quicker and more flexible way to act in relation to sustainable water management, 

as described like this:  

“And in a lot of cases a lot of companies, you know, just decide to be to move as quickly as 
they can to do their programmes in order to meet , you know, set sustainability goals.” (G3 , 

initiative for water stewardship) 

When the structures of IWRM and water stewardship were compared, three of the general perspective 

interviewees described IWRM as a top-down approach providing an institutional setting for water 

resources management while water stewardship was perceived as a more bottom-up approach. One 

interviewee described the IWRM framework as the rules for a game in which the private sector acts 

as players who can make their own decisions as long as they are within the legal limits that are 

provided by the government. One participant described the different structures of IWRM and water 

stewardship the following way: 

“However, in practice, IWRM is typically more government -driven, emphasizing the 

institutional frameworks, policies, and technical instruments required for improved 

governance and management of water resources, whereas water stewardship has been more 

focused on the users of water and the catchment context, providing a voluntary engagement 

approach.” (G6, initiative for water resources management) 

Even though these differences between IWRM and water stewardship were mentioned, most of the 

interviewees from the general perspective mentioned overarching commonalities between the two 

concepts. This alignment between the concepts was explained like this:  

“IWRM and water stewardship are linked through the focus on the joint goals of social equity, 

economic welfare, and environmental sustainability, as well as multi -stakeholder 

engagement.” (G6, initiative for water resources management) 

In this context, two general perspective interviewees stressed that the companies which already 

engage in water stewardship have realized that they should act beyond their own operations at a 

watershed level. Several interviewees also mentioned that one of the commonalities between water 

stewardship and IWRM is also the long-term impact which both concepts try to achieve. A lot of 

actors in the private sector are now often aware of this long-term impact and try to act with regard to 

it. 

Several general perspective interviewees also stressed that the impetus for private sector engagement 
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did not come from the public sector but from the companies themselves and non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs). Therefore, companies and NGOs often work together on water stewardship 

projects as they do not get involved in IWRM processes by the public sector. 

In general, when the conversation touched on the connection between IWRM and water stewardship, 

the interviewees defined both concepts differently and either described them as two separate 

approaches to involvement in water resources management or described water stewardship as a form 

of IWRM at a company level. These different interpretations show that either the understanding of 

the concept is lacking or the definitions of the concepts of private sector involvement in water 

resources management are too ambiguous.   



31 

6. Discussion 

This chapter relates the findings from the interviews about opportunities, obstacles and enabling 

factors to previous research about private sector engagement in IWRM and participatory approaches 

in natural resources management, which are also applied to the situation in Kenya and Viet Nam. 

Furthermore, it suggests alternative approaches for private sector engagement  in water resources 

management by connecting IWRM and water stewardship and evaluating other concepts. These 

findings provide implications for theory and practice and suggestions for future research.  

6.1. Applying the concept of participatory approaches 

Since private sector engagement is a form of participation, the findings are compared with literature 

about participatory approaches. The results showed several opportunities that private sector 

engagement in water resources management can provide. In summary, the interviewees considered 

financial contributions, capacity for innovation, the convening power of the private sector, the private 

sector’s role as a major water user and its influence across the value chain the most important 

opportunities. One of the main advantages of participation, in general, is the engagement of various 

stakeholders. Newborne and Mason (2012) also stress that convening stakeholders is one of the 

important aspects of involving companies in water management. The interview results suggest that 

the private sector itself also has a convening power and therefore can be a valuable partner to include 

other stakeholders in the process. However, convening different stakeholders implies selecting 

specific stakeholders. This can lead to concerns about their own objectives and balances of power 

(ibid).  

In connection to the private sector’s role as a major water user, the interviewees mentioned finding 

shared solutions for water challenges. This can be related to the two-way communication in the forms 

of deliberation or co-production which are mentioned in the wheel of participation (Reed et al., 2018) 

or higher levels in the ladder of participation (Arnstein, 1969). These forms of participation enable 

the active participation of the private sector to find shared solutions. Other mentioned aspects like 

the communication of needs and benefits or the transparency about available projects are more related 

to the aspect of communication in the wheel of participation (Reed et al., 2018). This shows that for 

different purposes, different forms of private sector participation can be appropriate. 

6.2. Obstacles and enabling factors 

The main objective of the research was to identify obstacles and enabling factors. The interviews 

revealed several bottlenecks for private sector engagement in water resources management. A lack 

of capacity was seen as the main limitation in previous research (Romer, 2014). This was also one of 

the bottlenecks that a lot of participants identified in this study. However, interviewees also noted 

other important issues that impede private sector engagement in IWRM at a general level. One of 

them was the complexity of the concept of IWRM. If there is no clear understanding of the concept 

on all stakeholder sides, the private sector cannot engage successfully in IWRM. This difficulty to 

understand the concept of IWRM has been criticized in the literature before. For example, Biswas 

(2004) finds that the broad definition of IWRM can lead to varying understandings and can make it 

difficult to implement IWRM in practice. The concept of IWRM has also been labelled as a “nirvana 
concept” because it describes an idealized goal that seems attractive to most people but is difficult to 

reach (Molle, 2008). For example, the three dimensions of environmental sustainability, economic 

welfare, and social equity are central to IWRM, but its definition does not address the trade-offs that 

are caused by these often-conflicting perspectives (ibid). As an answer to the complexity of the 

concepts, several interviewees from the general and country perspectives suggested a clearer 

communication of the benefits of IWRM for the private sector and transparency of the IWRM 

processes. This would be essential to overcome unclarities about the concept of IWRM and its 

benefits for the private sector.  
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Not only the complexity of the concept but also the complexity of government structures in water 

governance were perceived as major obstacles to private sector engagement. Kenya and Viet Nam 

both provided examples of this complexity of government structures. In Viet Nam, better 

coordination across institutions was seen as an important enabling factor for private sector 

engagement. One of the best practices of participatory approaches is to institutionalize participati on 

by including it in institutional structures (Reed, 2008). In order to do this successfully, decision-

makers have to be more flexible with stakeholder participation though (Richards et al., 2004). Both 

Kenya and Viet Nam show already some form of including IWRM in their institutional framework 

but should improve their institutional setting and its coordination mechanisms for a better 

engagement of the private sector. However, even imperfect or incomplete processes of integrating 

IWRM in water policies can already be seen as a step in the right direction by supportin g multi-

stakeholder water resources management with the legal framework (Hepworth et al., 2011). 

Strengthening water governance through institutional anchoring can be seen as an action with the 

highest level of water risk mitigation and is therefore necessary for sustainable water management 

(Water Futures Partnership, 2012). The interview results support this assessment as the institutional 

framework was seen as an important enabling factor by most interviewees. Related to the government 

structures, the role of the government in engaging the private sector in water resources management  

was also seen as a supportive instrument. One important enabling factor that several interviewees 

described was the conditions or platform that the government should create for the private sector. 

This type of facilitation is also one of the recommendations for successful stakeholder participation 

by Reed (2008). The quality of facilitation can strongly influence the outcome of a participatory 

process. Therefore, organisers of IWRM processes should act as facilitators and create an enabling 

environment to promote successful private sector engagement (Richards et al., 2004). This could 

come from the side of the government, but some interviewees also suggested other multi -stakeholder 

platforms to create this facilitation.  

Another important aspect that was mentioned as an obstacle and suggested area of improvement is 

related to data and knowledge sharing. Several interviewees stressed that this lack of available data 

and information would impede informed decision-making and thereby also hinder companies from 

getting engaged in water resources management. In the literature, information sharing is often seen 

as an outcome or benefit of engaging the private sector as they could provide additional data about 

the catchments (Newborne & Mason, 2012). However, if companies collect information about water 

resources they are reluctant to share them with the public as they represent a competitive advantage 

for them (Newborne, 2011). Therefore, Newborne (2011) suggests providing incentives for 

companies to be willing to share their data or to support the public sector in collecting data and 

information. On the other hand, one interviewee also expressed concern about data sharing from a 

government side as the government sometimes does not make data available for the private sector. 

To improve the situation, the interviewees suggested platforms for data sharing and networks between 

stakeholders to exchange experiences and improve capacity building.  

Furthermore, a lack of incentives for the private sector was seen a major bottleneck for private sector 

engagement in IWRM. This was mentioned several times related to a business case, return on 

investment, or benefits in general. As the private sector comprises a large variety of companies of 

different sizes and sectors, the incentives for them can also differ. This can depend on the importance 

of water as a strategic business imperative (Newborne, 2011). For the beverage industry, for example, 

water is central to their business model and therefore the way that water is managed affects them 

directly (ibid). Therefore, it is not surprising that the beverage industry is usually a part of the private 

sector that is more engaged in water resources management. However, there are other companies that 

do not get involved so easily in the process. For these actors, it is especially important to provide the 

right incentives for engagement. Several of the suggested enabling factors could improve the situation 

in this area: First, it is important to understand the nature of the private sector in the location. As the 

composition of the private sector depends on local conditions, these actors also have different 

motivations to get involved in IWRM. The main motivations of companies that typically get engaged 

in these projects depend on their reputational, physical and regulatory water-related risks and their 

perceived opportunities which were clarified by the interviewees. Therefore, the appropriate 
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incentives should be adapted to the local context. Generally, the interviewees suggested several 

options for incentives. Some can come from a regulatory perspective and provide incentives in the 

form of tax or tariff reductions and could be oriented on existing regulations for carbon reductions. 

An example of a shift towards monetary incentives and the creation of markets can be found for 

different resources in the form of market environmentalism (Bakker, 2014). Market 

environmentalism can include the forms of privatization of resources, commercialization of 

resources, assigning an economic value to resources, creation of markets around them or 

liberalisation of governance (ibid). These different forms could provide monetary incentives to 

engage the private sector in water resources management. However, as these mechanisms have the 

potential for positive and negative impacts on society and the environment , they have to be carefully 

balanced (ibid). Another related aspect is the communication of benefits for the private sector. Apart 

from regulatory incentives, the benefits of participation like knowledge creation, building of 

partnerships and increased water security should be communicated to the private sector using the 

appropriate business language. As participation in water resources management initiatives can have 

a direct economic benefit for companies this should also be communicated clearly. For example, a 

secured water supply, reduced risks for shareholders, or a social license to operate can provide a 

measurable return on investment for companies participating in collective action initiatives (Fraser 

& Kunz, 2018).  

Trust, legitimacy, and cooperation between stakeholders were further mentioned to improve the 

process related to IWRM. Distrust can be one of the obstacles to participatory processes but including 

stakeholders in the process can build trust, credibility and strong relationships between stakeholders 

(Richards et al., 2004). One of the risks here is that if the participatory process does not deliver the 

agreed targets, it can even increase distrust (ibid). Including the private sector in IWRM processes is 

therefore essential to create trust but should be only done while minimizing the risks of the process. 

To guarantee the legitimacy of private sector engagement in water resources management the process 

should involve a high level of transparency. A transparent process is one of the main factors to ensure 

legitimacy in participatory processes in general (Richards et al., 2004) and specifically when 

companies get involved in water governance processes (WWF & M&S, 2017). Cooperation between 

stakeholders was mentioned as a local obstacle in both Kenya and Viet Nam. In Kenya, this problem 

was mainly related with the land tenure system which can cause conflicts. One way to improve 

stakeholder cooperation could be the creation of multi-stakeholder platforms. 

Specific suggestions for private sector engagement for Kenya and Viet Nam can be found in Box 1 

and Box 2, respectively.  

 

Suggestions for Kenya 

In the SDG indicator 6.5.1 survey, Kenya suggested to strengthen the PPP mechanism for water 

resources development and to focus on data and information to determine investment 

opportunities (UNEP & UNEP-DHI, 2021). Information sharing was also one of the enabling 

factors that the interviewees suggested for Kenya. However, a lot of other suggestions focused 

on creating and communicating the benefits to the private sector in the right way and including 

them into transparent processes. As another central aspect was the leading role of the 

government, a recommendation is to strengthen the communication between the government 

and the private sector about the benefits of their engagement in IWRM in the future.  

Box 1. Suggestions for private sector engagement in Kenya 
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6.3. Considering the risks of private sector engagement in 

IWRM 

Even though the focus of this research was on improving the engagement of the private sector in 

IWRM, there can also be risks or disadvantages of stakeholder participation, particularly related to 

the private sector. One of these is conflicting interests (Hepworth, 2012). When companies engage 

in water governance in water-stressed areas it can lead to trade-offs between business interests and 

public interests (ibid). This makes it difficult to reach a consensus among the private sector and other 

engaged stakeholders (Morrison et al., 2009). This was also mentioned in the interviews as conflicts 

of interests between stakeholders can hinder their cooperation. The process related to water 

governance can also be a source of controversy as different actors have different possibilities of 

access to decision-making (Hepworth, 2012). Jager et al. (2016) investigated participation and River 

Basin Management in the EU and mention a risk to public trust and legitimacy resulting from 

participatory processes that do not give stakeholders influence on decision-making. 

Furthermore, Hepworth (2012) stresses the potential for policy capture as companies can have more 

influence than other stakeholders in a multi-stakeholder process and therefore their interests could 

become more weighted than others’. So, even if the claim of increased legitimacy can be satisfied 

through participatory processes there is a danger of illegitimate influence on decision -making 

processes through lobbying (Newig & Kvarda, 2012). This policy and regulatory capture is also 

mentioned as one of the biggest risks of the engagement of companies in water governance (Morrison 

et al., 2009). In the interviews, policy capture was also mentioned as a risk of private sector 

participation. However, from the company perspective it was seen as a reputational concern that can 

keep the private sector from engaging. To avoid this risk, Morrison et al. (2009) suggest to 

proactively address the issue and prioritize ways to avoid it.  

Prioritizing commercial interests and perspectives over other interests  can be another controversy of 

business engagement in water resources management (Hepworth, 2012). The risk here is that 

economic interests related to the companies’ shareholders are favoured in comparison to other 
stakeholders’ interests or environmental concerns (Newborne & Mason, 2012). Since the concept of 

IWRM tries to balance economic, social and environmental concerns the focus on commercial 

interests could hinder this balance. In the interviews, a business case or economic incentives were 

mentioned several times which at least stresses the importance of commercial interests even when 

Suggestions for Viet Nam 

For Viet Nam, the SDG indicator 6.5.1 survey answers suggested that unclear mechanisms, 

limited awareness of social responsibilities and limited financing are bottlenecks for private 

sector engagement but mention that the government encourages its participation already (ibid). 

In the interviews, however, it seemed like some of the main challenges come from the 

government side because of its fragmentation and lack of coordination. Even though the 

principles of IWRM are anchored in the institutional framework and policies, there is still a 

need for improvement in this area by enhancing the institutional coordination and setting up 

policies for better engagement. The government could also take a  stronger leading role in the 

IWRM process. Other important recommendations are to build capacity in the private sector to 

better understand IWRM and its benefits and create economic incentives for private sector 

engagement. These should be communicated in a language that is targeted towards businesses 

and their motivations.  

Box 2. Suggestions for private sector engagement in Viet Nam 
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engaging in sustainability initiatives. The refusal of the private sector to engage in sustainability 

beyond a business case has been criticized by Scheyvens et al. (2016) as this focus on profit can 

impede social and environmental initiatives. However, a positive impact on people and nature was 

also seen as a motivation for companies to participate in IWRM which shows that some companies 

also value social and environmental impacts. Another aspect of an unequitable process is that some 

techniques for corporate engagement can treat certain locations unfavourably because of missing data 

(Newborne & Mason, 2012). For example, different water footprint concepts are tools for assessing 

corporate risks and making economic decisions related to water (Chapagain & Tickner, 2012). 

However, in some regions or specific basins limited data on water stress or scarcity can make it 

difficult to assess them for management-related decisions and therefore companies might favour 

certain regions for engaging in sustainability initiatives (ibid). This lack of data and information was 

mentioned several times in the interviews and was also connected to decision-making and investment.  

These risks have to be considered when the private sector is involved in any form of sustainable water 

management and especially in IWRM. In order to benefit from the explained opportunities of private 

sector engagement these controversies have to be actively addressed and there should be mitigation 

strategies in place to minimize these risks. In general, it should be clarified if the benefits outweigh 

the risks depending on the particular situation. One suggestion from the interviews was to consider 

if the private sector is even needed as a stakeholder for a particular project. This shows that it is 

important to not just assume that the private sector should be involved but to adapt the IWRM process 

to the local needs. It also relates to the criticism of Arnstein’s ladder of participation because of its 
hierarchical categorization (Reed, 2008). Even though some parts of the literature assume that the 

more engagement the better, different levels of engagement might be more fitting to certain 

situations.  

6.4. Alternative approaches to private sector engagement in 

IWRM  

One alternative concept to IWRM which this thesis explored is the concept of water stewardship. The 

interview results showed that there is both potential for complementarity and potential for conflict 

between the two concepts. One way to look at both concepts is by categorizing them with the wheel 

of participation. It divides stakeholder engagement between top-down and bottom-up approaches 

(Reed et al., 2018). As some of the interviewees described water stewardship as a bottom-up and 

IWRM as a top-down approach this could mean that the two concepts can act as conflicting 

approaches to managing water resources. In general, IWRM aims to promote both bottom-up and 

top-down approaches though (Global Water Partnership, 2000). This suggests that either there were 

some unclarities about the concept of IWRM or that in practice IWRM has more top -down 

characteristics. Some of the interviewees described that water stewardship developed from the 

failings of IWRM which depicts it as an alternative approach. This opinion was also connected to the 

earlier mentioned complexity of IWRM. On the other hand, there was the impression that both 

concepts have a lot of commonalities, focusing both on environmental sustainability, social equity 

and economic welfare by involving multiple stakeholders. The Global Water Partnership (2018) 

describes water stewardship actions as “critical contributions to IWRM” which suggests that IWRM 

can be seen as an overarching concept that can be supported by water stewardship.  There are already 

some platforms for water stewardship like the CEO Water Mandate, the Alliance for Water 

Stewardship and more which try to include different stakeholders in water stewardship processes. 

The key recommendation here as mentioned by Newborne and Dalton (2016) and Morgan (2018) is 

to connect the bottom-up approach of water stewardship and the concept of IWRM. For this, the 

government side should become more aware of and collaborate with water stewardship initiatives 

that are already involving different stakeholders (Newborne & Dalton, 2016). As one of the steps of 

water stewardship focuses on influencing governance, businesses involved in water stewardship are 

potentially already oriented towards engaging with the government (WWF-UK, 2015). This can be 

an entry point for both sides to collaborate. In addition to the government being open to c onnecting 
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with water stewardship, actors in water stewardship should also be ready to apply existing support 

and expertise for water resources management in the government instead of duplicating efforts by 

creating their own structures (Newborne & Dalton, 2016). For this, Newborne and Dalton (2016) 

suggest that NGOs and donors can act as brokers who support this cooperation. Connecting the 

concepts in these ways would combine the advantages of both approaches with each other . 

Looking even further, another approach is offered by Nexus thinking which focuses on the linkages 

between water, energy and food (WEF) and the impact of climate change on them (Allouche et al., 

2015). As the interviewees saw a lack of a common framework across different actors, the WEF 

approach could be an alternative to IWRM which connects different sectors. In this relatively new 

approach, water security is still at the centre but there is also a focus on its interdependencies with 

food and energy security (ibid). As agriculture and energy are dependent on water and responsible 

for a large part of water usage, it makes sense to consider these connections. The WEF approach can 

be attractive for the private sector because it focuses on the business imperative and investment 

opportunities and stresses the importance of market mechanisms to address resource scarcity  (ibid). 

For the aspect of private sector participation, the Nexus approach also suggests public-private 

partnerships (Benson et al., 2015). Therefore, it could provide new opportunities for private sector 

engagement. However, there are still several drawbacks of the Nexus concept which make it difficult 

to implement (Allouche et al., 2015). Allouche et al. (2015) describe the following weaknesses: An 

illusion of novelty of the suggested solutions, difficulties of integrating the difference sectors in 

practice, framing the problem as a scarcity problem and thereby neglecting inequalities of access, 

and risks trying to economically optimize the allocation of resources. Similar to the WEF thinking, 

Biswas (2008) mentions that the interconnections between water and energy mean that only focusing 

on IWRM would result – contrary to the aim of IWRM – in unintegrated management of energy. 

Therefore, one suggestion is to manage water and energy in an integrated manner. The WEF’s 

thinking about connecting the concepts of water, energy and food, and its focus on Public-Private 

Partnerships could be important aspects to include in the concept of IWRM in the future.  

A last remark about concepts in general is important. All the mentioned concepts about water 

resources management, IWRM, water stewardship and WEF can be seen as “nirvana concepts” 

(Molle, 2008). It is important to be aware that they can be used and reappropriated by different actors 

for their own agendas or to continue with business as usual practices  with a sustainability label (ibid). 

This does not only apply to the private sector, but all actors use the concept of IWRM for their own 

agendas promoting different objectives (ibid). For example, livelihood-oriented NGOs focus more 

on social equity concerns while resource economists promote the privatization of the resource water 

under the concept of IWRM (ibid). This shows that these concepts and particularly IWRM are never 

neutral but reflect different interests and power relations depending on who is implementing them 

(ibid). To avoid misleading applications of these concepts it could be beneficial to rethink and clearly 

define the different approaches to water resources management. A similar recommendation is given 

by Smith and Clausen (2018). As IWRM can contribute to results across 59 out of the 169 SDG 

targets they suggest rethinking IWRM and creating a common agenda between IWRM and other 

sectors. 

6.5. Implications and future research 

This study has practical implications for the public sector but also for the private sector. It provides 

suggestions for future policies that could facilitate private sector engagement and for an improved 

enabling environment around it. For the private sector, it provides reasons to get engaged in IWRM 

and to target water stewardship projects towards collaboration with the government. As the private 

sector is often not aware of the benefits of getting engaged in IWRM, this study can help them to 

understand several of the opportunities related to participatory approaches in general and IWRM in 

particular. The study also has implications for international organisations working with water 

resources management as it provides entry points to improve the engagement of the private sector. 

Multi-stakeholder platforms, for example, could be facilitated by these organisations as they can 

sometimes be seen as neutral third parties. Water resources management organisations could also 
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apply the learnings from the case study countries to other countries and across regions. 

Future research could compare different country case studies across regions and analyse them in more 

detail. Thereby, successful and less successful cases of private sector engagement could provide new 

insights about best practices and potential mistakes to avoid. As this thesis looked at the private 

sector from an overall perspective, future research could also focus on specific sectors within the 

private sector and explore specific obstacles and enabling factors for them. One of the results was 

that small and medium-sized companies often have difficulties getting involved in water resources 

management. This could also be the base for future research to promote specifically the engagement 

of SMEs. The process of conducting IWRM projects could also be analysed in more detail by focusing 

on engaging the private sector in a fair and transparent way without creating power imbalances 

between different stakeholder groups. Measuring and categorizing the degree of private sector 

engagement could provide another angle for future research. The SDG indicator 6.5.1 survey and its 

categorization of private sector engagement could be the starting point to create a new classification . 

Currently it applies a hierarchical model similar to Arnstein’s ladder of participation  (Arnstein, 

1969). As this hierarchical classification has been criticized, different models for classification could 

be considered. For this, the results of the survey could be compared with case studies in specific 

countries. The process by which the survey is completed could thereby be examined and improved. 

Furthermore, future research could investigate private sector engagement from a more critical 

perspective, questioning when its participation is beneficial and when not. 
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7. Conclusion 

This study aimed to advance private sector engagement in water resources management by 

identifying obstacles and potential enabling factors for it. It found several categories of obstacles 

which can hinder its engagement: the institutional and regulatory framework, data and knowledge 

sharing, the lack of a business case, the diverse nature of the private sector, reputational aspects, lack 

of trust, lack of capacity, local differences, and stakeholder collaboration itself. Some of them, like 

the importance of the institutional setting became especially clear in the case studies of Kenya and 

Viet Nam. Both countries include IWRM in their institutional frameworks, but these settings have 

still some coordinative problems that need to be improved. To address these obstacles and improve 

the situation, the study also identified several potential interventions: a leading role of the 

government, an improved institutional and regulatory framework, a clear definition of needs and 

benefits for all involved stakeholders, increased transparency, data and knowledge sharing, a clear 

business case, and multi-stakeholder platforms. These enabling factors could increase private sector 

participation in IWRM in the future, depending on the specific needs of the local context. 

Furthermore, an important aspect of the role of the private sector in water resources management is 

to bridge the gap between IWRM and water stewardship. Both concepts provide room for 

collaboration between the public and private sector and should therefore be connected. In g eneral, 

the complexity of IWRM was seen as one of the main challenges for private sector engagement.  As 

different concepts like water stewardship or the WEF nexus can provide complementary benefits to 

water resources management and IWRM can support other SDGs, the concept of IWRM could be 

redefined to include other sectors in the future. An overarching, clear concept would, therefore, not 

only facilitate the involvement of the private sector but could also be beneficial for other areas of 

IWRM.  

As one of the important novelties of the SDGs was the focus on the role of the private sector for 

sustainable development (Scheyvens et al., 2016) this thesis does not only provide insights into the 

area of water security but can also be applicable to other areas of sustainable development. However, 

Scheyvens et al. (2016) point out that the private sector should not be expected to solve sustainability 

problems without considering that it was also responsible for causing a lot of them. Therefore, even 

though this study supplies enabling factors to engage the private sector it is also essential to clarify 

what kind of involvement makes the most sense.  
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Appendix 

Appendix A: Interview Guide (general perspective) 

Housekeeping 

• Introduce project – see information sheet, noting that they will have been sent a project 

information sheet 

• Ask if it is okay to record the interview, clarify that their comments will be anonymous  

• Start recording 

 

1. Context 

 

• Could you please tell me a bit about your role in the area of water resources 

management/water stewardship? 

 

2. General assessment of private sector engagement in IWRM  

 

• How do you think does IWRM link to Corporate Water Stewardship? 

• Which industry sectors are mainly involved in water resources management? 

• Do you think the involvement differs between multinational corporations, national 

corporations and SMEs? How?  

 

3. Obstacles to private sector engagement 

 

• What do you think are the bottlenecks for private sector engagement, for example from the 

regulatory and the practical side?  

• Why do you think is the private sector not included more often in water resources 

management?  

 

4. Opportunities of private sector engagement 

 

• Which opportunities do you see by involving the private sector in water resources 

management? 

• What motivates the private sector to become involved in water resources management?  

• In connection with corporate water stewardship, three risks - a physical (water quality and 

quantity), regulatory, and reputation risk - can influence companies’ involvement. Which of 
these risks do you see as the highest and why? 

• What kind of enabling factors do companies need to become involved?  

• What kind of factors would improve the private sector engagement in water resources 

management?  

• Which factors would you recommend to investigate in more detail? 

 

5. Positive examples 

 

• Do you know any positive examples of private sector engagement? What characterizes them 

as positive?  

• Which countries would you recommend to investigate as good examples or examples for 

improvement? 

Wrap up 

• Thank you for the participation 

• Do you have any questions for me? 
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• Next steps 

 

Appendix B: Interview Guide (country perspective) 

Housekeeping 

• Introduce project – see information sheet, noting that they will have been sent a project 

information sheet 

• Ask if it is okay to record the interview, clarify that their comments will be anonymous  

• Start recording 

 

1. Context 

 

• Could you please tell me a bit about your role in the area of water resources 

management/water stewardship? 

 

2. General assessment of private sector engagement in IWRM  

 

• How would you describe the current situation of private sector engagement in water resources 

management in Kenya/Viet Nam? 

• What industry sectors are mainly involved in water resources management in your country?  

• Do you think the involvement differs between multinational corporations, national 

corporations, and SMEs? How? 

 

3. Obstacles to private sector engagement 

 

• What do you think are the bottlenecks for private sector engagement in Kenya/Viet Nam, for 

example from the regulatory and the practical side?  

• Why do you think is the private sector not included more often in water resources 

management?  

 

4. Opportunities of private sector engagement 

 

• Which opportunities do you see by involving the private sector in water resources 

management?  

• What motivates the private sector to become involved in water resources management?  

• What kind of enabling factors do companies need to become involved?  

• What kind of factors would improve the private sector engagement in water resources 

management in Kenya/Viet Nam?  

• In your opinion, what are the key criteria for you to determine if private sector engagement 

in IWRM is successful? 

Wrap up 

• Thank you for the participation 

• Do you have any questions for me? 

• Next steps 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


