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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

INTRODUCTION 

 
This report is the main output of a process and organisational evaluation of The Water Dialogues 
(TWD): an international project spanning nine years from initial concept to closure  (2001-2010). The 
main impetus for the project arose from:  

¶ the polarisation which characterised the water supply and sanitation (WSS) sector in the first 
half of the past decade ς a split between exponents of pro- and anti-privatisation positions; 
and  

¶ the desire to contribute to the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals in 
relation to water and sanitation provision.  

 
The temporal focus of the report is on the period 2004-2009 when National Working Groups (NWGs) 
in Brazil, Indonesia, the Philippines, South Africa and Uganda explored the local realities of water 
provision and engaged in multi-stakeholder dialogue in the interest of effecting changes and 
improvements in policy and practice in their national sectors. By doing so, they also sought to 
contribute to increased understanding and greater effectiveness at international level. 
Internationally, the project was coordinated by an International Working Group (IWG) with the 
support of an International Secretariat (IS).  
 
The form/structure of the project ς a series of bottom-up national dialogues linked by an 
International Working Group ς was quite unique and experimental. Therefore, special attention has 
been paid to the relationships between national and international subsystems within the project. In 
addition, the core process and secondary processes of the whole system have been explored and 
analysed, and particular attention paid to the functioning of the international elements of the 
project. A systems perspective informs this analysis.  
 
The remainder of this Executive Summary draws on the findings and recommendations sections of 
the main report (Sections 5 and 6).  
 

FINDINGS  

SOME KEY TENSIONS AND THEIR IMPLICATIONS or  

THE CHALLENGE OF ALIGNMENT AND COHERENCE 

 
Several key tensions are explored. Of particular importance are the tensions between:  

¶ engaging in an open, emergent process and managing a goal-directed, outcomes/outputs-
oriented project; 

¶ bottom-up direction and diversity and central coordination and unity (i.e. international 
coordination and management); 

¶ sub-ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ όƛΦŜΦ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ interests) and finding a shared purpose and focus for the 
whole system 

 
While these tensions were held ς such that both aspects of each were allowed space for expression 
ς in general, the former aspect of each polarised pair tended to characterise TWD more strongly 
than the latter. In other words, TWD was characterised by open, emergent process, bottom-up 
direction and diversity, and an emphasis on national-level interests. The NWGs functioned fairly 
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independently of the whole, and the space for effective, central (i.e. international-level) 
management was quite limited.  
 
This made for a high degree of variability across the national levels of the project, as each NWG 
pursued strategies, modes of engagement and research agendas that seemed most appropriate to 
their specific contexts. It also resulted in a range of national-level effects and outcomes that defy 
easy synthesis. These effects do, however, point to the value of multi-stakeholder dialogue as a way 
of catalysing change in complex and often fragmented sectors such as the water and sanitation 
services (WSS) sector.  
 

PRIMARY/CORE PROCESS: MULTISTAKEHOLDER DIALOGUE  

 
Most projects, though they develop common practices and standard processes, are bounded 
primarily by their aims, objectives and predefined outputs; in TWD, however, process itself was 
primary.  The core process of TWD, was multistakeholder (MSH) dialogue. It could be argued that 
research was a secondary process which resourced the dialogue. Advocacy too was a secondary 
process ς it made use of the materials, agreements and insights arising from the dialogue. 
 
Dialogue processes are often somewhat opaque to non-participants. This accounts, in part, for the 
tendency of outside observers (such as donors) to focus mainly on the visible outputs and outcomes 
of the process. While there are many of these in the form of publications and concrete changes to 
policy and practice at country level, these alone do not necessarily justify the input costs in terms of 
energy, time and other resources. To do this one must consider the value of the process itself: 
changes to relationships, ways of thinking, and attitudinal changes are largely invisible, though their 
impact on sector functioning may be profound in the longer term. Making the core process, and its 
value, visible to non-participants is a major challenge facing MSH dialogues in general.  
 

PRIMARY OUTPUTS: CHANGED PERCEPTIONS, ATTITUDES AND PRACTICES OF PARTICIPANTS 

 
In the same vein, the primary outputs of this core process, were participants with changed attitudes 
and new ways of thinking about and acting in the sector. From this perspective, research reports and 
other documents/publications could be seen as secondary outputs, achieved on the way to this 
ƳƻǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ΨǇǊƻŘǳŎǘΩ.  
 
The main effects of the project are summarised in the discussion of the project plan (logframe) 
towards the end of section 5 of the main report.  
 

STEERING THE PROJECT: LIMITATIONS TO LEADERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT  

 
One of the critical functions of leadership and management in organisational systems is to ensure a 
minimum of connection and coherence across the system ς this is especially important for widely 
dispersed systems such as TWD. However, there were several systemic limitations to what could be 
managed and how much. This has already been addressed to some extent under the heading άYŜȅ 
ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴǎέ above.  
 
In summary, the capacity of any one part of TWD to provide leadership was quite limited; as one 
respondent put it, άNo one person owned The Water Dialogues; and no one person ledΦέ hƴŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŜȄǘŜƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ 
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statement to note that, no one part of TWD owned or led the overall process, since the IWG did not 
direct or focus national-level dialogue and research towards specific types of outcomes ς indeed, 
most members agreed that tƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ L²DΩǎ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜΦ   
 
¢ƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ŀ a{I ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎκǎȅǎǘŜƳ όŀƴŘ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜύ 
creates ōƻǳƴŘŀǊȅ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ 
leadership. This is probably especially true of an international MSH process ς where it is much more 
ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ΨǊǳƭŜǎΩ (whether consciously agreed or not) once it has 
begun to function.  
 
In support of this assertion, an IWG respondent commented that the work of the IWG was 
characterised by the following pattern:  ò[We would identify] problem areas, [have] debates on how to address 

them, [but] often return to the default equilibrium...ó  This seems to affirm that the initial design of the project, 
and the differentiated manner in which it unfolded at country-level, rendered effective management 
and steering from international-level challenging, and considerably limited its scope.  
 
Although various parts of TWD seemed to resist attempts (for example, those made by the second 
International Secretariat [2005/6-2008]) at centralised management, it does seem clear that the 
system wanted a facilitative leader. The evaluator concludes that a more active, though still 
facilitative, leadership role at international level may have created the conditions for greater 
alignment across national dialogues and a more iterative and productive relationship between 
NWGs and the IWG. Again, the space for this kind of leadership to emerge was limited by the design, 
as discussed in the next sub-section.  
 

PROJECT AND PROCESS DESIGN  

 
It is tempting to state (somewhat reductively) that in MSH processes organised as large, diffuse and 
multi-layered systems ς like TWD ς beginnings largely determine endings. There is some truth in this 
observation, and it points to the critical importance of a coherent project/process design that is 
owned by all participants and to which all participants commit themselves.  
 
¢²5 ǿŀǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ Ψƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƻŦΩ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ƳŀƴƴŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻǊiginal mandate for 
the project arose from the Scoping Study and Berlin stakeholder workshop (2004) ς this initiated the 
country-level work and set the International Working Group on a new trajectory (i.e. managing and 
overseeing the international process and supporting the work in countries). Ideally, a redesign step 
was needed in which all the actual participants at country level could feed into framing the 
questions, issues and outputs together.  
 
However, NWGs took time to form, fundraise and begin working ς and this happened at quite 
different paces in different country contexts. Therefore, it did not prove possible to reach solid, 
shared agreements on the purpose and desired outcomes (or even time frames) of the whole 
ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ .ȅ the time this was feasible, the trajectory and interests of the NWGs 
was already quite fixed. This is a significant challenge and one related to the difficulties around 
ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛƴƎ ¢²5 όǎŜŜ άwŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎέ ōŜƭƻǿύΦ  
 
Some of the implications of this are most easily seen ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ¢²5Ωǎ research outputs: 
research that was produced in different country contexts is not directly comparable, because there 
were no agreed, bottom-line outputs. While much high quality research has been produced, the 
quality and utility of the material also varies significantly.  
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An important caveat is that the structure of TWD was quite resilient and effective ς especially at 
national-level. It enabled sustained dialogue over several years and facilitated many country-level 
effects, within and beyond NWGs. The international/national framework was also valuable because 
it provided motivation, some direct guidance and support and a means of exchange and learning to 
National Working Groups (NWGs) and did enable a degree of coherence across the system. What is 
questioned above, is the capacity of this structure to maintain a high level of whole-system 
alignment and effectiveness. It is significant that these limitations were not primarily structural, but 
more strongly related to process design.  
 
In the view of several respondents, an additional gap in the project design was the absence of 
sustained dialogue at international level. Most TWD participants ς and all IWG and NWG members ς 
worked  on a volunteer basis, so time and other constraints would have made this difficult to 
accomplish. Nevertheless, a small majority of those interviewed agreed that international-level 
dialogue could have enhanced the effectiveness and alignment of the whole system ς and in 
particular, contributed to greater influence at international level, where the WSS sector remains 
especially fragmented.  
 

RESOURCES 

 
Accessing finance for TWD was a major challenge. In the early phases of the work, this was partly 
related to ¢²5Ωǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ƻƴƭȅ access substantiŀƭ ŦǳƴŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ΨƴŜǳǘǊŀƭΩ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΥ ƛΦŜΦ ŘƻƴƻǊǎ 
which were seen as partisan in the private/public debate (e.g. the World Bank, which was viewed as 
pro-privatisation) were avoided. Early sources of finance came from participating organisations such 
as Thames Water and WaterAid, and from BMZ. Later, in 2006, DfID provided the main grant which 
sustained the process into 2009. Finally, PPIAF supported the last stages of the work by financing 
several international meetings in 2009.  
 
These difficulties with financing were not only a consequence of the need to find neutral donors: 
MSH dialogue was simply not easy to finance ς it does not fit neatly into the dominant international 
development discourse, which often sees the attainment of predetermined results as the grail of 
ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ.  
 
One important implication of this fact was that National Working Groups had to find ways of 
financing their own work. They did this with widely varying success; and this in turn contributed to 
variations in national outputs and processes and to the challenges of alignment between the parts of 
the whole TWD system.   
 

 RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
The recommendations contained in this report (Section 6) are intended to provide ideas and 
suggestions for future MSH work, by drawing on the experience of TWD. In summary, the key 
recommendations are as follows:  

¶ Involve all stakeholder groups in the project design.  

¶ Design with the whole system and its parts in mind.  

¶ Lay the foundations for effective group functioning.  

¶ Allow enough time ς but place limits on the expansion of secondary/support processes (e.g. 
research).  

¶ Consider the extent to which the MSH groups you form will be closed or remain open. 

¶ Reflect on your process as well as engaging in it. 
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¶ Trust the process.  

¶ Things change ς the process, the environment and the participants are not totally 
predictable (and may be thoroughly unpredictable!); work with what is. 

¶ Recognise and honour natural rhythms and natural developmental processes.  

¶ Keep the whole system reasonably well-aligned and coherent.  

¶ Agree on the basis for leadership and decision making and clarify basic authority and 
accountability relationships. 

¶ Acquire skilled, independent process support (facilitation) for key decision making steps ς 
especially at the formative stages.  

¶ Be clear on the main purpose of the research: is it an end in itself, a support to the dialogue, 
or both?  

¶ Consider conducting a series of well-bounded, focused research activities woven through 
the process of dialogue, rather than seeing them as a kind of project within a project.  

¶ Multistakeholder framing of, and input into, the research process can greatly enhance its 
rigour and the utility of research outputs.  

¶ If you do not finance the research centrally, find alternative means to ensure that the core, 
basic questions are answered.  

¶ As proposed in relation to research, advocacy and the process of sharing findings and 
engaging with stakeholders outside of the project might ideally be spread across the lifespan 
of the project.  

¶ Meetings are essential.  

¶ Make very conscious decisions about who needs to meet more often.  

¶ Logframe is not the most appropriate planning framework for MSH work because of its 
reliance on straight-line causality and predictability. It needs to be supplemented by 
alternative planning and M&E methodologies which better contain complexity, relational 
change, and emergent process.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 
The material above is considerably expanded in the body of the report ς this short summary 
contains some of the core meanings made in the evaluation process, but cannot adequately reflect 
its richness, texture and nuance. Please refer to the main report for a deeper and more nuanced 
analysis.  
 
The main report stands as a companion piece to the many other documents and publications 
produced during the course of TWD. Please visit www.waterdialogues.org to access these.  
 
 
 
 

http://www.waterdialogues.org/
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The Water Dialogues:  

Process and Organisational Evaluation Report 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 
This document is the main output of a process and organisational evaluation focused on The Water 
Dialogues (TWD). The research was carried out in late 2009 and this report was produced in January 
2010.    
 
It seems important to make clear at the outset that the primary focus of this study has not been on 
assessing the  extent to which TWD achieved all the elements of its ambitious project plan (see TWD 
logframe, Appendix 7). Rather, the emphasis here is on process and organisation ς outcomes are not 
ignored, but I have attempted to situate them in the context of the process. The main reason for this 
choice is very simple: in TWD, the process itself was one of the most interesting and unique 
elements of the project.  
 
This uniqueness was visible in several aspects of TWD:  

¶ its emphasis on the critical importance of inclusive process when attempting to understand 
and influence complex systems;  

¶ its attempt to apply a dialogical approach to problems that are both highly practical/ 
technical and highly politicized;  

¶ the degree of voluntarism built into the project at national and international levels;  

¶ the willingness of government officials, business people, members of organised civil society 
and organised labour to engage with their traditional antagonists, over a period of several 
years, and work in emergent process together ς in other words, to work together in an 
uncertain and uneasy space where there were no real guarantees, and to build a degree of 
goodwill and effectiveness along the way. 

 
TWD has been mapping some unexplored terrain ς or, to use another metaphor, this was a fresh and 
indeed, brave, experiment. Almost all of those directly involved in the project, as well as many 
outside observers and external stakeholders, believe that it was worthwhile and broadly successful 
(though not without many, perhaps inevitable, flaws ς which also provided much of its character).  
 
¢ƘŜ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƻǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƻ reflect a kind of gestalt of The Water Dialogues process and 
organisation ς ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƻ ŎǊȅǎǘŀƭƭƛǎŜ ƻǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ƻǳǘǇuts and its often 
complex and complicated stories, some essential meaning that will resonate with the experience of 
those involved in TWD, and make a critical understanding of the process accessible to others who 
have an interest in learning from the experience.  
 

THE STRUCTURE OF THIS REPORT  

 
Section 2 provides some background to the evaluation (objectives, assumptions, etc.)  
 
Section 3 outlines the methodology used to gather data/information and synthesise it into this 
evaluation report; this section also highlights some limitations to the evaluation process.  
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Section 4 briefly explores some key moments in the history of TWD, touching on the context in 
which the project unfolded, and briefly unpacking some of the conceptual underpinnings of TWD.  
 
Section 5 summarises the key findings of the evaluation. The findings are organised into categories 
or themes as follows:  

¶ Project design: form, purpose and process 

¶ Primary/core process: multistakeholder (MSH) dialogue 

¶ Secondary processes 

¶ The life of the system 

¶ Meanings and outcomes: views from participants and other stakeholders 

¶ Reflection on the project plan 

¶ Summary 
The first four of the above subsections contain the body of the critical analysis and the most 
important findings in relation to organisation and process.   
 
Section 6 contains generalised learnings and recommendations which may be of value for future 
multistakeholder initiatives; this section is organised along the same lines as Section 5.  Sections 5 
and 6 are based mostly on primary data from interviews and questionnaires, supported to some 
extent by published material. Other sections (e.g. Section 4) draw more extensively on secondary 
sources.  
 
Section 7 concludes the report.  
 
Additional source material and some raw data is contained in the appendices.  
 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THIS REPORT AND OTHER TWD PUBLICATIONS 

 
There is a substantial quantity of archival and published material available on the TWD website 
(www.waterdialogues.org). This report does not seek to duplicate the extensive recording and 
analytical work that has already been done. Rather, it stands as a companion piece to several other 
publications released by TWD over the past year. Of particular relevance to the interested reader 
are:  

¶ The Story of an International Multistakeholder Process (Jennifer Chapman & Antonella 
Mancini, 2009) 

¶ A Guide to Multistakeholder Work: Lessons from The Water Dialogues (Hillary Coulby, 2009) 

¶ A series of thematic papers (Karen Bakker & Sophie Tremolet, 2009) 

¶ The Water Dialogues: An International Summary Report (Karen Bakker & Kate Martin, 2009) 

¶ The Water Dialogues: Final Conference Proceedings Report (Anne Weber Carlsen & Kate 
Martin, 2009) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.waterdialogues.org/
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2. BACKGROUND TO THE EVALUATION 

 

OBJECTIVES  

 
Box 1 contains the objectives of this evaluation; these objectives formed the main Terms of 
Reference for this work and were formulated in consultation with the International Secretariat (IS) 
and the International Working Group (IWG) in October 2009.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The evaluator has found it necessary to go beyond these basic objectives ς indeed, attempting to 
provide cogent answers to the questions contained in the objectives requires an understanding of 
the whole system and of the process that animated it.  
 
Without a deeper exploration of the whole system it would not be possible to go beyond a 
ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƭƛƪŜΥ ά¢ƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭκƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ 
motivation, some direct guidance and support and a means of exchange and learning to National 
²ƻǊƪƛƴƎ DǊƻǳǇǎ όb²DǎύΦέ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƴŎƛǎŜ ǎǳƳƳŀǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ¢²5 ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ 
not especially helpful for the purposes of understanding or future decision making. Quite complex 
dynamics emerged between international and national levels of the project ς some of which had 
nothing to do with structure.  
 
Therefore, rather than attempting to respond directly to the objectives and the questions embedded 
in them, the evaluator has worked towards an understanding of TWD as a living system and tried to 
reflect the nature of this system. Responses to the objectives are embedded in the findings and 
recommendations of this report.   
 

¢I9 9±![¦!¢hwΩ{ !{{¦MPTIONS 

 
Some of the main assumptions which inform ǘƘŜ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƻǊΩǎ orientation and the analyses contained 
in this report include:  
 

BOX 1: Evaluation Objectives 
 

1. To examine the 'organising' of the International Working Group:  

- to explore why and how the IWG took on the structure that it did and whether this has 
been helpful;  

- what lessons need to be passed on for potential future initiatives regarding:  
o the usefulness of the international/national framework, and  
o the efficiency/strength of structuring the international process in the way that 

The Water Dialogues did.  
 

2. To explore whether it would have been useful/possible to have a dialogue process at 
international level, and if so, to explore how this might work and be structured in future 
multistakeholder initiatives. 
 

3. To surface comments and perceptions on The Water Dialoguesõ success and usefulness from 
both external and internal stakeholders.  
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¶ Organisational form should follow function/purpose; however, form (and the boundaries 
around forms/structures) also shapes functioning ς bounding, facilitating or undermining it.  
 

¶ The complex interpersonal and intergroup dynamics that arise within any organisation affect 
the functioning of its systems. To understand a human system, it is never adequate to focus 
only on tasks and outcomes ς processes and relationships matter too.  
 

¶ Organisations/projects are human, living, open systems:   
o Open systems are inputςthroughputςoutput mechanisms. They take inputs (e.g. people, 

resources, information), change them in some way, and then return the processed input to 
the environment as an output.  

o Open systems have permeable boundaries,
 
which separate the organisation

 
from the 

environment.  
o Open systems have goals and exist for a purpose. These purposes must be compatible with 

environmental needs otherwise the system will cease to exist.  
o Open systems are homeostaticτthey

 
seek to achieve a state

 
of equilibrium and minimise the 

impact
 
of disruptive forces,

 
whether internal or external.

 
 

o Open systems are predisposed to becoming increasingly differentiated, getting more 
elaborate, complex and specialised over time. Thus increased coordination and integration 
are needed to manage

 
systems as

 
they develop. 

(Drawn from French, W. and Bell, C. 1999. Organisation Development: Behavioural Science 
Interventions for Organisation Improvement. Prentice Hall, New Jersey.) 

 
The Water Dialogues is an open system. On a larger and more complex scale, the water 
sector is also an open system; TWD is a sub-system of the sector.   
 

¶ Causality in human systems does not flow in straight lines: it is seldom easy to make simple 
links between interventions and outcomes. Generally it is more feasible to speak of 
contributions than achievements.   
 

¢I9 9±![¦!¢hwΩ{ w9[!TIONSHIP WITH TWD 

 
The evaluator engaged with TWD at national level (providing facilitation and related services to the 
South African NWG) between the third quarter of 2008 and the third quarter of 2009. In addition he 
facilitated two international TWD meetings: the International Assembly in June 2009 (Pretoria) and 
the Final Conference  in December 2009 (Bonn). He therefore has some pre-existing knowledge of 
the system. It was thought by the International Secretariat (IS) and the International Working Group 
(IWG) that this would enable a more efficient and effective evaluation process.  
 
Ideally evaluations should be carried out by entirely disinterested parties. However, the evaluator 
agreed to undertake this task for two main reasons:  

1. Direct conflict of interest does not arise. TWD would be in the process of closing at the time 
of writing ς i.e. no further financial benefit could accrue to the evaluator by presenting 
anything more or less than the truth as he sees it.  

2. ¢ƘŜ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƻǊΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ whole system prior to undertaking this evaluation was 
limited ς a total of six days. He deemed this limited contact insufficient to introduce any 
substantial prejudgement or bias; it did, however, provide useful observational data.  

 
 
 
 



The Water Dialogues: Process and Organisational Evaluation Report | 14  

 

3. METHODOLOGY & LIMITATIONS 

DATA GATHERING 

 
Data was gathered by means of observation, reading documentation, semi-structured interviews 
and a questionnaire.  
 
The interviews, as the main source of primary information, have most strongly informed this report. 
They were conducted on a confidential basis ς no views or quotations are attributed; by and large 
the data has been generalised. 
 
Nineteen interviews were conducted: eighteen were telephonic; one face-to-face. At the time of 
interview (November-December 2009) respondents were based in 12 countries in Europe, South 
America, North America, Asia and Africa. The majority of respondents were, or had been, members 
of the IWG and/or members of various NWGs. Some non-TWD members were also interviewed (i.e. 
academic panellists; donors).  
 
On average, interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes. A few were less that 30 minutes or 
exceeded 90 minutes. See Appendix 1 for a list of respondents. Appendix 2 contains interview 
guidelines which were developed in consultation with the IS. 
  
See Appendix 3 for further information about documents consulted.  
 
Appendix 8 contains a summary of relevant information from a questionnaire administered at the 
Final Conference to TWD members and other stakeholders (December 2009). (This questionnaire 
was multi-purpose ς sections relating exclusively to the Final Conference itself have been removed.) 
 

SYNTHESIS AND INTERPRETATION 

 
The data was processed to draw out key themes and issues; these were then collated and organised 
before beginning to write. Much of the more in-depth analysis has been done in the process of 
rewriting, reframing and reshaping this report ς this report is the fifth and final iteration in this 
process, and takes into account feedback from TWD members.  
 
¢ƘŜ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƻǊΩǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǘƛŎŀƭ ƭŜƴǎ ƛǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ōȅ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ 
ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΦ  ²ƘŜǊŜǾŜǊ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΣ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǇǊŜǎŜƴted in their original form.  
 

LIMITATIONS 

 

Limited direct experience of the system 
 
TWD has been a long project ς while its formal existence could be said to date back to April 2004, its 
genesis as an idea occurred in 2001. From that time it gathered life and energy and, at the same 
time, grew increasingly complex and multi-ƭŀȅŜǊŜŘΦ Lƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ǘŜǊƳǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƻǊΩǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ 
time with TWD groups or in interviews with individuals has not exceeded three weeks ς mostly in 
the latter months of 2009. MucƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƳŀƪŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƻ ŀ ΨƴŀǘƛǾŜΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ 
difficult to comprehend from the perspective of an outsider.   
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Data quality 
 
On the technical front, the core data for this evaluation is drawn from interviews conducted on long-
distance lines of widely differing quality and occasionally using skype or mobile phones over poor 
networks. While manageable, these conditions did cut some interviews short and made the 
development of basic rapport more challenging.  
 
In addition, TWD members have been interviewed several times for other products (e.g. ¢ƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΧ, 
etc.) ς ǎƻƳŜ ΨǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘ ŦŀǘƛƎǳŜΩ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ Řŀǘŀ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΦ  
 
Finally, considerable time and energy went into organising the interviews: the evaluator and his 
assistant gained some insight into the challenges faced by the various secretariats of TWD in 
accessing very busy people with many other commitments. It reflects well on the commitment of 
the members and other stakeholders that the majority of interviews sought did take place. Fewer 
donor interviews were conducted than was hoped for: two of the four main donor representatives 
were interviewed (others completed the questionnaire).   
 
Sampling bias 
 
The evaluation design emphasised learning from the experience of those most involved in the 
process: therefore, the balance between TWD members and non-TWD members was naturally 
biased towards TWD-ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΦ  !n exhaustive survey of external stakeholder views 
would have required more in-depth contact with invitees who chose not to attend the Final 
Conference, as well as country-level surveys of sector players who chose not to participate directly in 
the project (or were not invited to do so). This was beyond the scope of this evaluation.  
 
It is worth noting, however, that most non-TWD members who participated in this evaluation (by 
being interviewed or completing the questionnaire) were present at the Final Conference. 
¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ΨŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭΩ ǾƛŜǿǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƘŜǊŜ ŎƻƳŜ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŎƛǾƛƭ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ or donor 
agencies who were sufficiently interested or invested in the TWD process to make the journey to 
Bonn and engage with its outcomes. It seems likely that such a bias would mitigate in favour of a less 
critical response than one might have encountered from those who chose to maintain their distance 
from the project and the process. As a consequence, it is likely that outlying views (in particular 
extreme negatives) have been excluded from the sample.  
 
In counterpoint, it was clear that many TWD-members had reflected deeply on their experience and 
most respondents were able to share both affirming and critical perspectives on the process, 
allowing the evaluator access to a considerable diversity of views, perspectives and interpretations.  
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4. INTRODUCING THE WATER DIALOGUES  

 
This section sets out some of the biography of TWD, touches on the changing context in which the 
ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ŎƭŀǊƛŦȅ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ōŀǎŜǎ ƻŦ ¢²5Ωǎ ǿƻǊƪ όƛΦŜΦ ǘƘŜ 
ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜΩ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ¢²5Ωǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎύΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŘǊŀǿƴ 
from publications and reports, and supplemented by interview data and observation.   
 

A VERY BRIEF HISTORY OF TWD  

 

The purpose of this subsection is to sketch out some of the history of TWD; in particular, it focuses 
on those aspects of the history most relevant to this evaluation.  
 
It does not seek to duplicate The Story of an International Multistakeholder Process (Chapman & 
Mancini, 2009 ς see this publication for a more detailed history from 2001 up to early 2009). Rather, 
ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ōǊƛŜŦƭȅ ǎƪŜǘŎƘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǇŀƛŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ 
ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘΩ ¢²5 ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ .ŜǊƭƛƴ ƛƴ нллпΦ  
 
Overview 
 
According to The Water Dialogues Final Conference Proceedings Report (Weber Carlsen & Martin, 
2009, p.3):  

 
The Water Dialogues were a series of national multistakeholder dialogues and research processes focusing on 
examining whether and how the private sector can contribute to the delivery of affordable and sustainable water 
supply and sanitation services, especially to poor communities. The Water Dialogues project traced its origins to the 
2001 Bonn Freshwater Conference where the German Minister for Economic Cooperation and Development 
Heidemarie Wieczorek-Zeul expressed support for a òstakeholder dialogueó to review issues surrounding private 
sector participation.  
 
In 2004, following an in-depth scoping review involving over 300 interviewees, participants of a Conference in 
Berlin mandated the Working Group ð the Brazilian Association of Municipal Water and Sanitation Public 
Operators, Consumers International, the Environmental Monitoring Group, Public Service International, RWE 
Thames Water, the Ugandan Association of Private Water Operators, and WaterAid ð to advance a project 
linking national dialogues under an international umbrella. National Dialogues were established in five countries 
ð Brazil, Indonesia, the Philippines, South Africa and Uganda ð with an International Working Group 
providing an overseeing and linking function.  
 
By December 2009, Brazil, the Philippines, South Africa and Uganda National Dialogues had all closed their 
operations and completed their research. At many of their final meetings, however, the Working Groups were 
encouraged by external stakeholders present to continue their Dialogue, so some of the National Groups are 
exploring options for continuing. The exception is the Indonesia National Dialogue, which will definitely be 
continuing their activities beyond the cessation of the International Project and has begun planning for a second 
phase of research.  
 

This provides us with a very broad map of the process. There are however, some aspects of this 
history worth expanding on here. In particular, the Berlin meeting, which followed the publication of 
the Global Scoping Study in April 2004, was a critical moment.  
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The Berlin meeting (2004) 
 
According to www.waterdialogues.org, the Berlin meeting,  

was attended by sixty participants representing a wide range of constituencies and viewpoints. The Workshop 
reviewed and debated the findings of the Scoping report and agreed that further action on PSP was needed that 
would promote the achievement of international goals for water supply and sanitationé Faced with a range of 
options as to how to take the process further, the Workshop opted for a process of 'iterative dialogue' through which 
national multistakeholder reviews, operating to an agreed methodology, would feed into a global discussion and 
review. 

 
It is worth looking in a little more detail at the agreements arising from this meeting, as it was here 
ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ ¢ƘŜ ²ŀǘŜǊ 5ƛŀƭƻƎǳŜǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ όǘƘŜƴ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ŀ άƳǳƭǘƛǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊ ǊŜǾƛew 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊέ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴύ ǿŀǎ ŦǊŀƳŜŘΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
Berlin meeting:  
 

The sixty participants agreed on the following: 
 
Preamble 
 
The overarching goal of a multistakeholder review is to contribute to making progress towards meeting the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) for water supply and sanitation, prioritising the need to achieve for the 
poor the human right of affordable and sustainable access to water and sanitation, and to attain the long-term goals 
of universal access and poverty eradication. 
 
Scope of the Review 
 
The scope of the review is the broad landscape of water supply and sanitation (WSS) for the poor, which includes 
public, private and community providers. The landscape includes government having responsibility for ensuring 
provision of WSS. 
 
The primary focus of the review is on whether and how the private sector, from small-scale independent providers 
(SSIPs) through to large private companies, can contribute to the achievement of the goals set out in the preamble. 
This includes looking at the roles, responsibilities, risks, rewards and results of all players involved in the PSP 
[private sector participation]  process. 
 
The review will be action-oriented and will generate information and assessment to enhance decision making on 
water supply and sanitation options, with a specific focus on the poor. Lessons for public sector improvements may 
also flow from the review. 
 

Some other important decisions taken at ǘƘƛǎ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ όŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƻǊΩǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎŜǎ ŀdded) included:  
 

A. The appropriate institutional approach for the review would be to link international and national dialogues 
with a broad PSP focus.  

 
B. Participants were convinced of the value of conducting assessments of PSP in specific countries through a 

multistakeholder mechanism at national and local levels, linked to existing processes where 
appropriate. [It was believed that a multistakeholder process] é would provide credibility and depth to 
the process, and increase the value and acceptance of its findings. Participants raised the point that in many 
countries, poor communities and other citizens have not to date had much input into policy and decision making on 
the nature of WSS provision. The review would allow for an increased citizen voice in decision making on WSS, 
leading both to more appropriate services as well as increased empowerment and improved governance. 

 
C. These multistakeholder country assessment processes would be linked to an overarching international 

process capable of drawing lessons and conclusions. Outcomes would be related to specific 
circumstances, so that the Review would be capable of guiding decision making in a wide range of circumstances. 

http://www.waterdialogues.org/
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This institutional approach is designed to promote uptake of review findings, as it directly involves people on the 
ground and decision-makers. It allows for ongoing implementation of review findings, as the review proceeds. 

 
D. The Review would examine the full range of PSP on a country basis, as well as experiences in the public sector and 

other service delivery options where relevant for purposes of comparison. These case studies ð led by 
multistakeholder teams ð would form the basis for national dialogues, which would then feed into an international 
panel that would synthesize lessons learned, and provide recommendations and guidance for specific decisions at 
national and local levels.  

 
E. Country level examinations would be based on a common methodology, and designed to answer common 

questions and common themes, based on the Major Themes and Reframing Questions presented in the Scoping 
Report. [See Appendix 6 of this report for the Reframing Questions.]  
 

F. éthe continuation of the Working Group to guide the review to its next phase was endorsed. Members of the 
existing Working Group were asked to continue in their roles. Additional stakeholder participation from other 
sectors was suggested, including SSIPs and local governments.  

 

In relation to institutional form/approach, Decision A was chosen from a range the following options 
(Scoping Study, 2004):  
¶ Use/strengthen existing processes 
¶ Expert/stakeholder panel 
¶ Judicial panel 
¶ International commission 
¶ Linking international to national dialogues 

 
The choice to go with the fifth ƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ōȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ 
of increasing participation in and democratization of the water and sanitation sector (WSS). It was 
also based on financial and institutional considerations. Many interviewees contrasted this option to 
ǘƘŜ άƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴέ ƻǇǘƛƻƴ ς exemplified by the World Commission on Dams (WCD). 
While interviewees for this evaluation differed in their opinions of the effectiveness of the WCD, 
most agreed that it had been a high-cost, high-level and highly formal process ς not what they felt 
the sector needed at the time.  
 
Finally, the chosen option was new and untried: the group, perhaps frustrated by the polarization 
ŀƴŘ άǇŀǊŀƭȅǎŜŘέ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ around WSS, wanted to try a novel, experimental approach in the 
hope that it would move the conversation on (see also thŜ άContextέ ǎǳōǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ below for some 
further information about the WSS environment). It was also hoped that by engaging most 
intensively at country-level, the review would build on concrete national realities and have concrete 
results at country-level. Water is a local issue, to the extent that it is provided at the local level (or 
not). To a substantial extent, this did occur, although with variable effectiveness and not without 
many challenges.  
 
Decision C ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άƳǳƭǘƛǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ŀǎǎŜǎsment processes would be linked to an 
overarching international process capable of drawing lessons and conclusions.έ This required 
Decision E: ǘƘŀǘ ŀ άŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅέ ōŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ŀǘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ƭŜǾŜƭΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ 
were formed at country level, the research questions engaged with and the methodologies applied 
were, in fact, not directly comparable. This made it difficult to draw out concrete common lessons 
and conclusions at the end of the project. The reasons and implications of these differences in 
methodology and focus at country-level work is explored more in Section 5 (Findings).  
 
Decision F came as a surprise to several International Working Group (IWG) members who had 
expected (and hoped) that the process would be carried forward by a new group. Nevertheless, the 
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IWG members recommitted themselves to the process and a core of membership remained engaged 
up to closure in 2010.  
 
After Berlin 
 
The process that unfolded after the Berlin meeting is the main subject of this report in which various 
process and organisational aspects of TWD are explored in some detail. Therefore, a broad 
description will suffice for now.  
 
!ǘ ǘƘŜ .ŜǊƭƛƴ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎΣ ŦƛǾŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ΨǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǳǇΩ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ²ƻǊƪƛƴƎ DǊƻǳǇǎ 
(Brazil, Indonesia, The Philippines, South Africa and Uganda) began..  
 
Finding finance was a challenge at international level for an extended period, though support was 
forthcoming from donors and member organisations who had been involved since inception (e.g. 
BMZ, WaterAid, Thames Water).  
 
NWGs were required to source most of their own finance ς with differing degrees of success.  
 
Hiring a more permanent International Secretariat (IS) took time and it was only after success on this 
front that more substantial finance for the process was sourced from DfID; the final meetings and 
international processes in 2009 were funded by PPIAF.  
 
The employment of National Secretariats, in the three countries where this was done, took place 
later still ς during and after 2005. Throughout the projŜŎǘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ a great deal of work was done on a 
volunteer basis. TWD unfolded at very different paces in different countries.  
 
The original intention was that relatively short research processes at national level would be 
undertaken. These would be supported by, and iteratively link to, the international process ς 
meaning would be made up and down the system. In practice, the process of forming functional 
NWGs, raising finance, framing and commissioning research, engaging with the research and 
working through the issues arising from it, could not take place rapidly. It took until 2009 for 
substantive findings to filter up to the international level of the system.  
 
Once finance was sourced, the IWG continued to meet on average twice per year. Its basic function 
was oversight, project management and support to the IS. No sustained dialogue was planned at the 
level of the IWG ς though international TWD meetings did involve some dialogue between 
representatives from all the participating countries and the IWG.  
 
Email contact and teleconferences were the most regular means of communication and of trying to 
keep the various parts of the system more or less in phase with each other. The whole system came 
together at an international meeting on average once per year.  
 
In summaryΧ 
 
The core focus of The Water Dialogues was to be on exploring the role of private sector 
participation (PSP) in water provision through multistakeholder dialogue informed by valid, 
evidence-based research (which would be acceptable to the full range of sector stakeholders). The 
outcomes of this process should translate into action ς advocacy, policy development, and the like.  
 
The decision to adopt this focus flowed from the Scoping Study, which itself merely reflected the 
burning contextual realities in 2004. According to respondents interviewed for this evaluation, the 
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implementation of the project was initially imagined as spanning eighteen months to two years. For 
a variety of reasons, which will be explored in more depth in Section 6 of this report, the project 
spanned almost five years. During this time, the context changed, but the overarching focus of TWD 
did not. See the next subsection for a brief description of some of the main contextual factors 
informing and impacting on The Water Dialogues process.   
 
This focus on PSP was translated into each country context in a variety of ways; the reframing 
questions were applied differently and there was no commonly accepted research design. This was a 
consequence of a variety of factors, including:  
¶ the difficulty of financing TWD, and therefore, of staffing the process; 
¶ the diversity of country contexts; 
¶ the effective independence of NWGs;  
¶ the limited authority allotted to the IWG and IS to intervene and steer the overall process 

and country-level processes;  
¶ the absence of an effective process design step during which clear research questions, 

bottom-line research outcomes and quality standards were defined and agreed to by all 
TWD members.  

 
According to The Water Dialogues: An International Summary Report (pp.29-34), the major 
achievements of the process were as follows:  

1. Getting the stakeholders together 
2. Agreeing next steps 
3. Generating and discussing findings 
4. Impacting the wider sector and influencing policy (see p.32-33 for a summary by country) 
5. Benefits to the individual lead to benefits to the sector 

 
In addition, the Summary Report ƎƻŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ άŎƻƴǾƛƴŎƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ 
ƳǳƭǘƛǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪέ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ άǘƻ ǎƻƳŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘέ όǇǇΦоо-34). Advocacy efforts and 
contact with the dialogue process and its effects have indeed begun this process in relation to some 
of the donor agencies involved (e.g. DfID) and have also gained some recognition from influential 
institutions such as the World Bank and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (p.33).  
 
Conclusion 
 
It is worth noting, in the light of the above, that TWD did not operate strictly to its original mandate 
ς and probably could not have. This was a consequence of a variety of internal (project design; 
organisational structure; etc.) and external (changing context; availability of finance; etc.) factors. In 
practice, TWD functioned in a more contingent and emergent fashion. It created a new space for 
country-level stakeholders ς many of whom had never met or had only conflictual relationships ς to 
engage with each other and explore, make meaning of, and influence a wide range of WSS-related 
issues together.  
 
The process also gave rise to several valuable outputs in the form of research reports, discussion 
papers, a practical Guide to Multistakeholder Work: Lessons from The Water Dialogues (Coulby, 
2009) and so on.  Its long-term impact ς in particular on the use of MSH dialogue processes in the 
WSS and beyond ς remains to be seen. A more detailed analysis of the functioning of The Water 
Dialogues process and structure is undertaken in Section 5 of this report and some lessons for future 
practice and initiatives are proposed in Section 6.  
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CONTEXT: THE WATER AND SANITATION SERVICES SECTOR 

 
Karen Bakker wrote in her άhǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ tŀǇŜǊΥ wŜŎŜƴǘ ǘǊŜƴŘǎ ƛƴ t{tΣ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
ǿŀǘŜǊ ǎŜŎǘƻǊέ ό¢²5Σ нллфύΥ  

The debate over private sector participation (PSP) has undergone significant changes since the initiation of The 
Water Dialogues processé  At that time, as described in the original Scoping Report, the international debate 
over PSP in water supply had become òpolarized across the spectrum between those that pushed PSP as a panacea 
to the problems in the water sector and those that wanted to ban PSP from any role in waterói. Conflicts focused on 
large-scale, emblematic water privatization projects. Entrenched positions meant that fruitful debate over improving 
access to water supply and sanitation services was hampered.  
 
Seven years later, the situation has changed significantly. General trends suggest that the role of the private sector in 
providing water supply services in developing countries has evolved significantly. Some participants in the 
international debate now offer a more nuanced understanding of the broad range of private actors ð both formal 
and informal, profit and not-for-profit ð participating in the water supply sector. The issue of the relative merits of 
the public and private sector as water service providers has been joined (and to some extent supplanted) by other 
issues, including financing and regulation. 

 
The original focus of TWD was no longer nearly as topical, at least at international level, at the time 
of project closure as it had been at inception. The context had moved beyond PSP as the central 
question. Interestingly, this did not render TWD irrelevant. Because of the absence of uniformity 
across country contexts, most country-level dialogues and their outputs retained at least local 
relevance: each NWG chose to focus on the issues that seemed workable and important, within the 
broad area of PSP (or at least linked to PSP). So, certain key issues ς e.g. financing, regulation, 
capacity, and so on tended to become foci for the work of NWGs. And, the systemic nature of the 
water sector guaranteed that these local issues also have international relevance. By opening itself 
to the current realities at local level rather than shaping country-level work to meet centrally 
decided objectives, TWD maintained contact with the issues of the day.  
 
Respondents made several comments about the state of the sector, and noted that these factors 
(unlike the PSP debate) had not changed significantly in the past decade:  
¶ The water sector is very fragmented institutionally. Further, high-level decision making 

about investment is very centralised, even though implementation happens at municipal 
level.  

¶ There is a paucity of technical skills in the sector; this, in addition to the political and 
economic disagreements and ΨcampsΩ ƛǎ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊ ŎƘŀƭƭenge.  

¶ Sometimes technical problems of water supply and services could be addressed relatively 
simply; however, political issues, interests, tensions and dynamics often act as barriers to 
achieving a solution. One respondent commented:  

òItõs not enough to have a solution. Getting it applied involves getting energy to move ð and thatõs a 
human issueé Therefore, you canõt just intervene on a technical level. Thatõs why multistakeholder 
dialogue is important ð you have to create the political space for solutions to be implemented.ó  

¶ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ άkind of insularityέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΥ άpeople often donõt see the water services sector in the context of 

the larger systems which influence it and vice versaέ όŜΦƎΦ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΣ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ ŜǘŎΦύΦ  
 
For a much morŜ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛǾŜ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΣ ǎŜŜ .ŀƪƪŜǊ ŀƴŘ ¢ǊŜƳƻƭŜǘΩǎ ¢ƘŜƳŀǘƛŎ tŀǇŜǊǎ 
at www.waterdialogues.org. For an extremely thorough review of some of the dynamics and issues 
in the sector in 2004, see the original Scoping Study report.   
 
 
 

http://www.waterdialogues.org/
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¢²5Ω{ Lat[L/L¢ ¢I9hwY OF CHANGE 

 
What is the theory of change implicit in the work of TWD?  
 
From observable practice (as opposed to the original conception of the process as mapped out in 
Berlin) the basic theory seems to have been this: 
 
¶ by engaging in an extended, multistakeholder group process, resourced with the findings of 

valid, evidence based research, 
 

o the individual participants will build new, functional relationships, and  
o expand their perspective on key issues in the sector, allowing them to 

 
Á develop a more nuanced and systemic understanding of sector functioning, 

tensions and challenges and  
Á generate some workable solutions to these challenges, and so,  

 
Á go on to influence their own institutional bases, and 
Á engage in joint advocacy in the broader sector  

 
Á towards the implementation of solutions. 

 
This theory appears to have worked in many instances. Concrete outcomes (e.g. policy change) and 
results have been variable across country contexts, though there have been significant successes in 
the realm of WSS policy and praxis and many stories of personal change in the lives, beliefs and 
attitudes of participants.  (For further information, see country reports and other key documents 
available on the website.)  
 
However, long term impact seems to depend on individual members (individuals/organisations) 
changing how they work (processes), who they engage with (relationships), and what they do 
(content), and on sustaining these changes. The, currently unanswerable, question is: Can the 
change and learning that has occurred be sustained in the absence of a formal support system?  
 
Beyond the learning and change that occurred within NWGs, it is often challenging to establish 
causal links between TWD processes and real-world change. The evaluator suspects that 
participation in MSH dialogue may have a transformative effect on participants, and therefore on 
ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƭŜŀŘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘǎ ΨƪƴƻŎƪ-ƻƴΩ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴŎǊŜƳŜƴǘŀƭΦ  
 
The potential seems to exist to have a profound impact on the culture of the broader WSS system. 
/ǳƭǘǳǊŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘΣ ŀǎ άƘƻǿ ǿŜ Řƻ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƘŜǊŜέΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ 
ǾƛŜǿǇƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴΣ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ŀǎ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜȄƛǎǘǎ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ōŀǎƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 
divides, could only contribute positively to the MDGs. However, it may be that this kind of change 
requires concrete, personal experience. Proving that MSH dialogue can have these kinds of 
attitudinal and behavioural outcomes, and at the same time contribute to more concrete and short-
term practical results, may be the most important long-term contribution of The Water Dialogues. 
To do so would require follow-up research in 3-р ȅŜŀǊǎΩ ǘƛƳŜΦ  
 
The primary challenge going forward may be to find ways to make this experience both available and 
more efficient in terms of time and cost; and to overcome some of the ingrained resistance to 
dialogue present in many of the institutions which play important roles in the WSS sector.  
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BARRIERS TO DIALOGUE 

 
Dialogue is not easy; and multistakeholder dialogue is often very challenging. It is therefore worth 
briefly addressing some of the common barriers to dialogue. These barriers also put a new gloss on 
the achievements of TWD: dialogue processes, though of variable depth and impact, were 
successfully sustained in five different country and cultural contexts over a period of five years.  
 
External barriers to engaging in an effective MSH dialogue (especially an international one) include:  
¶ cost in time and money; and competing priorities for these sometimes scarce resources; 
¶ long distances and communication challenges; 
¶ multiple languages ς including professional and in-group languages (e.g. professional jargon 

which functions both as convenient short-hand and a mechanism of power and exclusion);  
¶ national cultural factors (e.g. establishing the degree of open and honest exchange in a high 

power distance culture where respect for social superiors is highly valued may be more 
challenging than would be the case in a more egalitarian culture); 

¶ the relative scarcity of competent process workers to support such processes ς a skilled and 
neutral facilitator is often necessary; 

¶ the strong task- and result-oriented paradigm operating in the development financing sector 
ς process-work is often seen as unproductive or minimally productive and expensive (time-
wasting or self-indulgent). 
 

Some of the inner barriers to dialogue include:  
¶ fear of losing face, authority, security ς dialogue requires that one risk being open and 
ƘƻƴŜǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΤ ƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ΨŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΩ ς all views are 
seen and valuable and allowed to speak into the process; 

¶ fear of how others from oneΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŎŀƳǇ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜŜ ƻƴŜ ς colleagues may be hostile on the 
ƎǊƻǳƴŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƛǎ ŀ ΨǘǊŀƛǘƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǳǎŜΩ ƻǊ has slipped the boundaries of the in-group to 
ŎƻƴǎƻǊǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨŜƴŜƳȅΩΤ  

¶ fear of change and loss ς in MSH dialogue, the beliefs that give one security in the world, the 
ΨƪƴƻǿƴΩ ǘǊǳǘƘǎΣ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭ ƻǊ ƘƻƭƭƻǿΤ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ Ŏŀƴ 
ōŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ŀǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŜǉǳƛƭƛōǊƛǳƳΤ 

¶ strong, fixed worldviews ς for example, the worldviews of a trade union socialist and a free-
market capitalist are two robust ideological positions that work from quite different 
assumptions about the world ς they may meet as human beings, but hearing the value in 
ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƛǎ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŘƛǎŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ their positions themselves;  

¶ generally low levels of process-awareness ς currently dominant cultural and educational 
traditions tend towards a strong results-ƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΤ ΨǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ-blindnessΩ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘion 
in constructive dialogue difficult.  

 
In fact, part of the value of dialogue is that it can help dissolve some of these Ψinner ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎΩ ǘƻ 
successful meeting and productive collaboration. And, whether consciously employed or not, it is 
often an essential ingredient of successful developmental processes, because development usually 
ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŀ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ƭŜǘǘƛƴƎ Ǝƻ ƻŦ ƻƭŘ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ 
alternatives.  
 
For dialogue to succeed, participants need to be able to live with the discomfort (and excitement) of 
the process for a reasonable period of time, have sufficient self-awareness to explore and challenge 
their own assumptions, and be willing to enter into and work directly with and through some of the 
(often frightening) tensions and differences present in their group and in themselves. Dialogue is a 
therapeutic process in the sense that it supports greater awareness and connection, as well as 
challenging patterns of thought and reaction that would otherwise keep the system in stasis.  
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5. KEY FINDINGS 

 
 

PROJECT DESIGN: FORM, PURPOSE AND PROCESS 

 
Form  
 
In relation to the design of the project structure, a founder member commented:  

òThe argument that decided us on the national-international structure was: ôWater is a very local issue, and to 
influence water services, you need to influence local policy.õ And you have to have the international side too ð that 
gives you a hook to hang country level work on and some centre of gravity for the project. Also, it provides the 
possibility of influencing international policy, using local experience.   

 
Another noted:  

òThis was the right decision. The different levels had very different roles and were best placed to talk to different 
audiences. The international level was clearly geared towards the international level ð Europe, the US, big 
institutions and donors, etc. The NWGs were better placed to influence local policy and local stakeholders and to 
create spaces for voices that are seldom heard to be heard. The IWG also gave the group its credibility and public 
face at international level. It handles communication and accountability to donors. BMZ and DfID needed this 
kind of arrangement ð the IWG accounted to these donors. It also fulfilled the role of a board type structure.ó  
 

No respondents disputed this view, and it is clear that the national-international structure was 
sufficiently robust to weather many challenges and continue functioning well beyond the originally 
envisioned two-year process. According to interviewees, in particular those working mainly at 
national level, the national-international structure also added value by:  
¶ òmotivating the NWGs to keep on trackó;   

¶ òproviding opportunities for learning from others with similar problems and different approaches.ó 

 
Some of the key challenges that arose from this structure and the relative independence of National 
Working Groups (NWGs) included the following:   
¶ meeting as a whole system was expensive ς therefore, meetings were kept to a minimum 

(usually once per year for representatives of the whole system to come together at an 
international  meeting; and twice per year for the IWG);  

¶ while a broad project purpose had been defined in Berlin, each country operated fairly 
independently within this purpose ς the whole system was not strongly aligned around one 
shared task and purpose.  

 
¢ƘŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ŀǊƛǎƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ƛƴ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜǇǘƘ ƛƴ ά¢ƘŜ 
ƭƛŦŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳέ ōŜƭƻǿΦ [Ŝǘ ǳǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ¢²5Φ  
 
Purpose 
 
According to the TWD logframe (see Appendix 7), developed in 2005-6, the project purposes were 
manifold:  
 

¶ To assess whether and how the private sector can contribute to achieving the human right to sustainable and 
affordable water and sanitation services for all. 

¶ To decrease conflict amongst sector stakeholders with very different perspectives and interests in relation to private 
sector participation in WSS. 

¶ To democratise the process of policy development and reform in the countries where the project is active and 
strengthen local ownership/improve local governance of the sector. 

¶ To provide information and guidance for others wishing to pursue multistakeholder initiatives.  
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¶ To provide high quality, multistakeholder-endorsed research for use by governments and their development partners 
in developing effective WSS policies relating to both private and public sector engagement. 

¶ To facilitate a more balanced understanding of the roles of the private and public bodies amongst a wide range of 
sector actors. 

 
All of these purposes were intended to contribute to the overall goal, which was framed as:  

To lay firmer foundations for meeting the Millennium Development Goals for water and sanitation with an 
emphasis on urban and peri-urban environments.  

 
Among TWD members, this goal was often stated more informally as:  

òcontributing to universal access to potable water and access to appropriate sanitation.ó  

 
Admittedly, in the view of the majority of TWD members, the logframe was constructed more as a 
fundraising tool than as a guide to implementation ς it was reported against, but seldom referred to 
when making choices at country level. The logframe is addressed again later in this section. In 
ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴΣ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀ ƎƭƛƳǇǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǊŜŀŘǘƘ ŀƴŘ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ 
aims.  
 
A diffuse project such as TWD, spread across many diverse country contexts and conditions, would 
ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ǎƻƳŜ ŎƭŜŀǊΣ ŦƛǊƳ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƻ ǎǘŀȅ Ψƛƴ ǇƘŀǎŜ ǿƛǘƘΩΣ ŀƴŘ 
aligned to each other; this would certainly have been necessary if the whole system was to produce 
a coherent synthesis based on research outputs and national advocacy agendas. Neither the 
logframe, nor the broad purpose framed at the 2004 Berlin conference seemed to provide this kind 
of clarity. In practice, it was decided for pragmatic and values-based reasons that countries would 
have a high degree of autonomy to set their own dialogue and research agendas, within the 
following broad frame conditions:  

¶ NWGs should include representatives of all the main stakeholder groups (state, civil society, 
private sector, labour) ς ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜƭȅ ΨƳǳƭǘƛ-ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊΩ ƛƴ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΤ  

¶ NWGs should use evidence as the material for their dialogue, as well as the experiences and 
views of members;  

¶ NWGs should work with the reframing questions from the Scoping Study (Urquhart & 
Moore, 2004); and 

¶ the dialogues and the evidence gathered (ideally through case study research) should be of 
relevance to the broad PSP question that gave life to TWD in the first place.  

 
Most country-level groups adhered broadly to these boundaries ς though with varying degrees of 
rigour (e.g. some groups expended a lot of energy linking their work to the reframing questions; 
others paid them much less attention). However, it is clear that these boundaries alone were 
insufficient to bring coherence and comparability to the outputs and outcomes across country 
groups. In effect, this meant that each NWG was conducting its own experiment in MSH within this 
broad framework.   
 
There is no question that contributions to the various project purposes (see TWD logframe, 
Appendix 7) were made at country level, and that common or related findings did arise from 
research and dialogue across different country contexts. However, this was more a consequence of 
the fact that the water services sector is one loosely woven system: its apparently discreet national 
and local subsystems are linked together by global players (including donors and multinational 
companies), by a range of common practices and approaches, and by its links to the natural systems 
impinging on access to water resources. Therefore, common issues and problems were bound to 
arise across a wide range of country contexts since these problems are produced not just by local 
causes and choices but by the functioning of the larger sector-system.  
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Each country-level dialogue worked from some broadly shared common values and intentions ς in 
particular, the intention to meet and engage in an ongoing, inclusive, evidence-based dialogue in the 
interests of exploring and addressing the problems of water and sanitation provision in their context. 
However, the absence of a strong guiding purpose which defined specific and shared outcomes at 
every level of the system, meant that the achievements of the parts (though broadly linked) did not 
necessarily contribute to an easily apparent whole. Without uniformity of purpose, the role of the 
IWG and IS was to provide support and maintain connections between the country processes. At 
international level, it was not possible to synthesise national outcomes into a clear and unequivocal 
ΨƎƭƻōŀƭΩ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΦ wŀǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ 
emphasis emerging from international level was on the value of the process itself.  
 
Process 
 
In relation to the issue of shared purpose, about half of the TWD respondents point to some gaps in 
the design of the overall process. The following paraphrases from interviews sum up their view:  

¶ òThe participating countries should have had more of a role in shaping the purpose of TWD as a whole ð if we 
had sat down and developed clarity on what we would all try to do, the outcomes could have been more 
comparable.ó  

¶ òThere was a missing step: the reframing questions from the Scoping Study were not refined into a common 
research agenda. They needed to be reduced in number and focused, so the answers from different contexts were 
comparable and built into a more coherent picture of the global situation.ó  

¶ òIt was important for the NWGs to be free to set their own agendas, but it would have been good to have an 
agreed ôlowest common denominatorõ ð bottom line questions that we would all answer using the same basic 
methods.ó  

 
It seems clear that a redesign/refocusing step following the Berlin conference aimed at consolidating 
a core purpose would have added value. This would have been an opportunity to attempt to 
contract as a whole system around some clear shared outcomes, key questions and basic methods.  
 
According to some respondents, this was attempted, but thwarted by tensions around the use of the 
reframing questions and the fact that NWGs did not begin work or develop at same time and pace. 
This is linked to another recurring theme: while the IWG and IS were often very conscious of what 
would be necessary to maintain alignment and a degree of integration across countries, their 
capacity to steer the process in line with this awareness was limited by several factors. For one thing, 
in order to develop a genuinely shared purpose, the country-level groups would have needed a 
degree of maturity that may only have been available later in the process, once they had developed 
to the point of being able to engage in constructive dialogue. By this point, their somewhat 
independent agendas had already been set.  
 
What TWD did achieve was to model a range of ways of working in MSH process and the value, 
challenges and complexity of this mode of engagement. As one respondent put it:  

òWe hoped to be able to demonstrate a new way to make policy decisions in the water sector ð a more 
evidence-based and less ideologically-minded approach. Usually, the only stakeholders being consulted were 
donors... The kind of multi-stakeholder dialogue we engaged in, because it was evidence-based, enabled a 
lot more stakeholders to be involved and get to grips with realities in the sector. So utilities and civil 
society members could have a voice and make a contribution too.ó  

 
This aim was achieved in most country contexts, and because of the international level of the 
project, the learning from the country-level experiments in dialogue (some ongoing) have been 
widely disseminated.   
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Timing 
 
The Water Dialogues was originally envisioned as a two-year project. It became clear over time that 
this was an unrealistic time frame. Five to seven years was what was needed, and what was taken 
(2004-2009/10).  
 
Difficulties with accessing finance contributed to the sometimes slow progress at international and 
national levels. Once additional funding was accessed, the time frame continued to be extended: a 
series of no-cost extensions were applied for and granted by DfID.  
 
One of the main challenges facing the IWG and IS was to manage the phases of the overall project 
when national level processes were proceeding at very different rates. In theory, the project would 
need to move through several broad phases:  

¶ MSH group formation (including laying down groundrules and ways of working, establishing 
agendas, etc.) 

¶ Commissioning and managing research 

¶ Engaging with findings 

¶ Advocating for change 

¶ Closure 
 
The first three (and in some countries, the first two) stages of this process expanded to fill most of 
ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ !ǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ ¢²5 ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǎǘŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ 
work began to be undertaken. Emergent, bottom-up processes do have lives of their own and are 
often difficult to predict and schedule in advance. At the same time, the pressures of finance and the 
need to report to donors and other interested stakeholders within a reasonable time frame needed 
to be managed. It is not clear how agreements on time frames and overall project management 
were reached across the whole project ς from an outsider perspective, it appears that each of the 
ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ǇƘŀǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ time they needed, with the consequence 
that later phases (e.g. international advocacy) were somewhat pressed for time.   
 
However, given the fact that the most substantive changes and effects of TWD took place at 
country-level, the impact of this limitation should not be overstated. In practice, the primary 
function of the IWG and IS was to enable the country-level dialogues to unfold, and in the process, 
to effect country-level discourse, policy and practice to the extent that this was possible.  
 
International-level effects were more likely to be concerned with increasing key international 
ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΩ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘΣ a{I ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ 
processes, rather than directly impacting on WSS-policy and practice. It may be that by influencing 
process ς and encouraging greater inclusivity and openness across the sector internationally ς WSS 
policy and practice may be influenced in the longer term.  
 
 

PRIMARY/CORE PROCESS: MULTISTAKEHOLDER (MSH) DIALOGUE 

 
The core process of TWD was MSH dialogue. In other words, all other processes and outcomes were 
enabled through dialogue: the work of NWG or IWG members engaging with each other, challenging 
each other and making choices and meaning together.  
 
Dialogue was also the primary point of coherence across the country-level project components ς all 
NWGs engaged in dialogue as their primary means of forming, processing research inputs, decision 
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making, learning and influencing processes and/or policies. Indeed, aside from the universal focus on 
water provision and on the vision of universal access, the main thread linking the NWGs into a whole 
was the practice of MSH dialogue. This is unusual ς most projects, though they develop common 
practices and standard processes, are bounded more strongly by their aims and objectives; in TWD, 
process was primary.   
 
The IWG did not engage in an international level-dialogue, but focused on overall project 
management (to the extent this was possible) and on supporting the overall process. Although 
congruent with the original bottom-up project design agreed to in Berlin, many respondents felt that 
an opportunity had been missed. One respondent went on to suggest that the IWG may have been 
able to lead the project more effectively had it undergone a similar process to that unfolding in 
countries, rather than adopting a largely facilitative and supportive role. In organisation 
development terms this makes sense: the core process is the main flow of the energy through an 
organisational system, and the means by which inputs are transformed into system outputs. In the 
case of TWD, it could be argued that the primary outputs were participants with changed attitudes 
and new ways of thinking about and acting in the sector. (From this perspective, research reports 
and other documents/publications would be seen as secondary.) 
 
It may well have been of benefit to the overall process had the IWG engaged more directly with this 
primary process. The constraints which contributed to the choice not to do so, and some of the 
implications of this choice, are further ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ά¢ƘŜ ƭƛŦŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳέ ōŜƭƻǿΦ  
 
It is clear that much of the learning and value of TWD for its participants arose from the process of 
MSH dialogue. At the same time, no matter how assiduously records are kept and outcomes are 
recorded, dialogue processes tend to remain opaque to outsiders. This has meant that the core 
process and much of the meaning generated within this process has been largely invisible to non-
participants. This accounts, in part, for the tendency of outside observers to focus mainly on the 
visible outputs and outcomes of the process. While there are many of these in the form of 
publications and concrete changes to policy and practice at country level, they do not necessarily 
justify the input costs in terms of energy, time and other resources. To do this one must consider the 
value of the process itself: changes to relationships, ways of thinking, and attitudinal changes are 
largely invisible, though their impact on sector functioning may be profound in the longer term. 
Making the core process and its value visible to non-participants is a major challenge for MSH 
dialogues ς and a highly topical one, whenever external financing from donor agencies is needed.  
 
Dialogue is, in essence, a mode of communication in which openness, honesty and exploration are 
encouraged and, hopefully, these displace power games, tactics and the standard win-lose 
interactions that often characterise meetings between parties with differing short- and medium-
term interests. It is most effective to engage face-to-face and in real time. However, due to 
ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ǘƛƳŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ōǳŘƎŜǘŀǊȅ ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘŜŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ 
level and especially at international level took place using other media ς in particular e-mail and 
teleconferences. These have their limitations, and when used unskilfully, can result in confusion or 
conflict. TWD was largely successful in making effective use of these media by laying down some 
simple groundrules (e.g. time frames within which comments on documents would be accepted; 
quorums for teleconferences, etc.). Inevitably, meeting by virtual means limits participation to a 
degree and members are more likely to exclude themselves from processes. The IS and National 
Secretariats (where present) played an important role in managing the use of these media so that 
the NWGs and IWG stayed as connected as possible with evolving issues and decisions.  
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SECONDARY PROCESSES 

 
Several secondary processes supported the core process of dialogue. In this subsection, these are 
briefly unpacked and the successes and challenges faced in relation to each touched on.  
 
Leadership and management/coordination 
 
The relationships between the structures which made up TWD, are explored in more detail in a later 
subsection. Here we merely touch on their role in relation to the managerial and leadership 
functions of the system.  
 
The IWG fulfilled an oversight and whole system management function, to the extent that this was 
possible. It also carried primary accountability for the system as a whole ς in particular 
communicating with and accounting to donors and other international stakeholders.  However, in 
ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ L²D ƳŜƳōŜǊ όŀƴŘ ŜŎƘƻŜŘ ōȅ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƻǘƘŜǊǎύΥ άNo one person owned The Water Dialogues; 

and no one person ledΦέ hƴŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŜȄǘŜƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƴƻ ƻƴŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ¢²5 ƻǿƴŜŘ ƻǊ ƭŜŘ 
the overall process, since the IWG did not direct or focus national-level dialogue and research 
towards specific types of outcomes ς indeed, most members agreed that this was not within the 
L²DΩǎ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜΦ   
 
Some respondents felt that the presence of a clearly defined and mandated leader or lead 
organisation at international level would have added value. It may also have made a difference to 
the final stages of the process ς i.e. rather than a simple closure process, a lead organisation might 
have identified and mobilised energy to take a next step and continue the work. However, this begs 
the questions:  

¶ Who would be seen as neutral enough to lead?  

¶ Would the larger system accept one lead agency? 

¶ Could the energy of real dialogue have been sustained if one organisation led, or would the 
process have degraded into something more like a consultation?  

 
According to IWG members, the issue of leadership was much debated, and the above questions 
(amongst others) considered. Indeed, the IWG was often deeply aware of the many shortcomings 
and difficulties within the TWD process, but easy/workable solutions were seldom found ς i.e. this 
awareness often did not lead to changes in system functioning.  
 
In any event, it is doubtful that one lead agency could have maintained the integrity of the MSH 
process. At the same time, it is likely that more clearly defined leadership would have enhanced the 
efficiency (and perhaps the effectiveness) of the overall process. This may be an inevitable trade-off 
for projects such as TWD. Finding the right balance between open and emergent process vs. a 
process aimed at producing coherent whole-system outputs and outcomes, is extremely difficult in 
practice. It would probably only be fully possible in the context of a much more focused (and limited) 
project design.  
 
From one perspective, coherence is largely beside the point: it may be more realistic to see the 
international level of the project as a simple container which allows diverse national dialogues to do 
their work and access support as and when they need it. In effect, this pragmatic perspective seems 
ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ L²DΩǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΦ  
 
Once an IS was appointed, it worked to implement the decisions and perform the tasks generated by 
the IWG and the system as a whole (the latter, mostly arising from international meetings). In 
addition, the IS acted directly to support NWGs on request, maintained communication linkages 
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between the geographically separate parts of the system, and handled the administration of grants 
and finances (with the support of various partner organisations who agreed to act as financial 
administrators ςTWD chose not to formalise its institutional status to the extent of registering as an 
organisation or opening a bank account).  
 
National Secretariats (where present) fulfilled similar functions to the IS, but at country level and in 
relation to NWGs.  
 
To reiterate, the primary challenge of management in a system such as TWD is that everyone and no 
ƻƴŜ ΨƻǿƴǎΩ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ 5ŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ǿŜǊŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ōȅ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ L{κL²D ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ 
direct the work of NWGs in any simple way, without disturbing national-level processes. At the same 
time, the IWG was accountable for project outcomes ς at least to international-level donors. As one 
LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƻǊ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ άbeing a project vs. being an open 

processΦέ  
 
A project is, by definition, focused and goal-oriented. TWD was framed as a project and proposed to 
donors as such; however, it had most of the characteristics of an open process. In open processes, 
chaos has an important role to play ς it often provides the material from which order can emerge. 
Further, open processes get where they are going in their own time ς not unlike natural processes; 
the analogy of pregnancy and birth is apposite. The national dialogues formed and functioned on 
their own time scales, and could not work within the relatively short project cycle that was set out 
for funding purposes. Fortunately, donors understood the nature of the experiment sufficiently to 
allow for these shifts and extensions.  
 
Nevertheless, the experience of the IWG, and even more so, of the IS, was of trying to hold the 
balance between letting go and allowing things to unfold, and applying pressure on groups to realise 
outcomes and achieve results. This tension was experienced as uncomfortable by many respondents 
at national and international level and expressed itself at times as:  

¶ general irritation and frustration on the part of IWG members and International 
Coordinators with NWGs (and vice versa);  

¶ NWGsΩ tendency to Ψprotect their turfΩ and a reluctance to share country-level challenges 
and problems with the larger system;  

¶ reduced energy and focus on the part of IWG members (especially in mid-project ς 2006-
2007) in the face of an apparently unmanageable process (which the IS had largely taken 
over attempting to manage), and in the absence of their own dialogue to pursue.  
 

It is striking that these frustrations did not tip the system over into dysfunction ς mainly because 
most members responded to them in a measured, mature and, above all, patient manner. They are, 
however, notable symptoms of the discomfort that people often experience when somewhat at sea 
ƛƴ ŀ ΨŎŜƴǘǊŜƭŜǎǎΩ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǳǎǳŀƭ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ ƛƴ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ 
recognisable ways.  
 
Because ¢²5 ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ƻƴ ŀ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊ ōŀǎƛǎΣ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ {ŜŎǊŜǘŀǊƛŀǘΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭƛƴƎ 
the leadership, management and support functions was critical. The Secretariat itself, however, was 
not always managed by, or held accountable to, anyone. Once a competent secretariat was in place, 
the IWG took a step back and allowed it to work (though this trend was somewhat reversed in the 
final years of the project as TWD began to move towards completion and closure). Fortunately, the 
employees chosen by the IWG worked with a high level of integrity and did not grasp the power that 
was available to them. The IS sought, with variable success, to play a facilitative role.   
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A key lesson emerging from the above seems to be this: leadership and management are necessary 
functions to ensure a minimum of connection and coherence across the whole system. However, 
there are systemic limits to what can be managed and how much. The original mandate of a MSH 
ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎκǎȅǎǘŜƳ όŀƴŘ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜύ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊȅ 
ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ and leadership. This is 
probably especially true of an international MSH process ς where it is much more difficult to make 
ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ΨǊǳƭŜǎΩ ƻƴŎŜ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜƎǳƴ ǘƻ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǘŜƳǇǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǘŜΣ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛǾŜƭȅΣ ǘƘŀǘ 
in these kinds of processes, beginnings largely determine endings; though of course, changes along 
ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ Ŏŀƴ ŀƴŘ Řƻ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ ¢ƘƛǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǳōǎŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ 
ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊΣ ά¢ƘŜ ƭƛŦŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳέ ōŜƭƻǿΦ  
 
Administration 
 
The administrative function at international level was managed competently by the International 
Secretariats. This function ς which includes the logistical arrangements for meeting, teleconferences 
and the distribution of documents ς is technical, but essential. It is doubtful whether TWD could 
have functioned at all without this competent administration at international level. This underscores 
the critical importance of having some form of effective secretariat devoted to coordination and 
administration, among other functions.  
 
Research 
 
The value of research as an input and support to the MSH dialogue process was generally seen as an 
appropriate and grounding approach by members and non-members of TWD. In the case of non-
members and donors this view seemed ǘƻ ōŜ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘΣ άEven if the dialogue doesnõt 

achieve major outcomes, thereõll be something concrete left behind from the investmentΦέ  
 
It is true that finding a basis for dialogue is critical, and research can offer an excellent entry point 
for exploring reality and working through underlying differences and assumptions. However, even if 
the researchers are carefully selected by all members of the MSH group and are highly competent, 
research findings remain mediated truths. No matter how thorough and clear, the research can 
usually be interpreted in a variety of ways, and if it is truly thorough, social research often yields 
somewhat contradictory findings ς ǘƘŜ Ψ¢ǊǳǘƘΩ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŦƛȄŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ 
ς if only because the questions and the time available are always finite.   
 
It is striking that some NWGs ς in particular the Philippines ς achieved considerable impact on the 
basis of very little research. This NWG hosted a series of roundtables that opened new conversations 
and seem to have opened up some new spaces too; for example, the NWG played a role in enabling 
small scale independent providers (SSIPS) to claim a legitimate and more valued space in the 
Philippines water supply system.  
 
Willingness to engage in the hard work of meeting and engaging is the bottom-line for the success of 
processes such as TWD: The research is not an end in itself; it is meant to support dialogue that in 
turn catalyses change.  
 
This did in fact happen at country-level. However, the process of completing acceptable research 
was a protracted one in most cases; it involved a good deal of healthy contestation, negotiation and 
dialogue which made the process interesting and rich in learning for most participants. In some 
cases, however, the research findings remained contested or were not widely understood (e.g. 
because of highly complex research methodologies, as in the very impressive, but somewhat 
overwhelming Brazilian report). Overall, a good deal of high quality, original research was produced 
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in the process. The absence of pre-set quality standards did, however, mean that some products 
were of lesser quality ς though generally adequate to support useful dialogue in-country.  
 
An additional point on research quality: one IWG member pointed out that, òthe reason the International 
Academic Panel (IAP) was established é was to ensure some kind of ôquality controlõ; which was also built in through 

various research methodology workshops at international level.ó  While such workshops did take place and 
academic panellists did provide some direct support to countries, this seems not to have worked 
across the board: ultimately, the quality of country-level research outputs depended on what 
happened at country-level and in particular on the competencies to be found within NWGs and 
National Secretariats. ό¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƛǎ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ά{ǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎέ ǳƴŘŜǊ ά¢ƘŜ 
ƭƛŦŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳέ ōŜƭƻǿύΦ  
 
The process of waiting for the research results to arrive allowed some NWG members and the 
system as a whole to avoid really engaging with and confronting their reality (and each other) for 
considerable stretches of time. This may have been positive in one sense: perhaps it contributed to 
building a higher degree of comfort and security within the NWGs by giving members time to get to 
know each other. However, it also limited the space for real dialogue. It is unfortunate that it only 
became possible ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ ¢²5Ωǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ   
 
Small-scale, tightly bounded research exercises, staggered over time ς so that engagement with 
their findings is ongoing ς may be a more effective and efficient way of integrating the research 
process and the research material into the dialogue. This would also allow for learning from 
experience and for the research questions to change and evolve as new issues and focus areas 
become figural.  
 
One researcher made the following comment on the link between dialogue and research in TWD:  

òThe role of research in these processes is critical. My honest assessment is that The Water Dialogues was unable 
to deliver on a key goal, which was a neutral assessment of public versus private. Only one country seems to have 
been able to do this (South Africa), and they only did it to a limited extent. This suggests that research cannot be a 
primary outcome of MSH dialogues, particularly where funding is uncertain. The tactic of ôlinking research with 
processõ is, in other words, problematic in my opinion if we want that research to provide ôdefinitiveõ answers.  

 
With respect to the public versus private comparison, you'll note from the Synthesis Report that only Indonesia and 
SA did research on both public and private in an approach that could broadly be characterized as ôcomparativeõ. 
Why did the other NWGs not do so? Lack of funding is one important reason. Another reason was the fact that 
PSP was not relevant to some countries (or not perceived to be as relevant). A third reason is that most of the 
participants were not researchers ð they were practitioners. Asking them to commission (or even conduct) research ð 
particularly given that most of them were acting as volunteers ð was, in my opinion, overly ambitious. This is at the 
root of my argument that ôlinking research with processõ in the WD style was problematic if the overall goal was to 
provide definitive ôanswersõ to key questions regarding public versus private comparisons. 

 
The evaluator is broadly in agreement with this view ς but perhaps definitive answers were not the 
main point! Some members of the International Academic Panel felt that, ultimately, the research 
outputs were a means rather than an end in themselves. This aligns with the argument that the 
research process was secondary; it resourced the primary process of dialogue. An academic panellist 
commented:  

òThe research wasnõt necessarily aiming to be valid. Rather, it was a vehicle for ongoing dialogue. The 
answers arenõt all that important in themselves; the research findings ground and enrich the national 
dialogue. In some ways, the research enriches the educative and learning aspects of the dialogue. If the 
research took a long time to complete, thatõs fine: it was necessary to explore the issues thoroughly. Real 
development processes do take time.ó   
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Advocacy 
 
Most of the advocacy work of the system relied on meanings generated from processing the 
research findings and other outcomes of work at country-level. In effect, this meant that advocacy 
work at international level only became possible in the final months of TWD. An exception was the 
process of fundraising ς in particular bringing DfID on board as a donor (2005-6). This involved 
lobbying and advocacy aimed at influencing DfID practice in order to convince the agency to finance 
TWD (and so, to some degree, affirm the value of MSH processes in the WSS sector).  
 
In general though, there was a degree of imbalance in terms of investment of time and energy: the 
research process spanned several years, while international advocacy work was abridged to a few 
months.  
 
Within this constraint (and the fact that the synthesised findings focused mostly on process rather 
than policy), successful advocacy was undertaken at international level. In particular, meetings with 
DfID, other international players, and the Final Conference itself, resulted in some important 
developments. Several agencies have begun to consider ways of integrating MSH dialogue into their 
programme work.  
 
Perhaps most encouraging was a strong interest from several new countries in beginning their own 
MSH initiatives focused on water and sanitation provision. This interest was expressed by Final 
Conference participants from Ghana, Chad, Kenya and India. Some donors also expressed tentative 
interest in supporting ongoing MSH work. (See the Final Conference Proceedings Report on the 
website for more information.) 
 
Advocacy at national level was a less distinctly separate phase in many cases ς outcomes occurred 
throughout the process, not least of which was the establishment of working relationships between 
formerly adversarial groupings in-country. These outcomes are reported on in the country-level 
summary documents; these are also available on the website. 
 
 

THE LIFE OF THE SYSTEM 

STRUCTURES 

 
Overarching factors  
 
Before exploring the functions, roles and relationships which constituted the various structures of 
the project, it is worth addressing two overarching factors:  

¶ interpersonal dynamics; and  

¶ voluntarism.  
 
Both had a significant impact on the life of the system.  
 
Interpersonal dynamics  
 
As in all organisations and projects, interpersonal relationships can both enable and undermine 
system effectiveness. In the face of considerable challenges (geographical distance, limited direct 
contact, budgetary constraints, and the limits imposed by electronic communications) TWD 
managed to form what appeared to be largely congenial and functional relationships within a group 
of people from very different contexts, personal and professional backgrounds and sector 
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allegiances. This largely amicable tone owes something to the nature of dialogue and to the 
leadership by example of the IWG and IS.  
 
Where respondents referred to interpersonal difficulties, they tended to be linked to matters of 
control and management as well as personal differences of preferred communication style and tone. 
CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊƛǎŜŘ ƻǊ άmade to feel inadequateέ ōȅ 
demands from the international secretariat during the middle phase of the project (2006-2007). This 
was the period during which the secretariat was most active and had expanded to include four part-
time members, including an administrator.  
 
During this phase, the Secretariat actively attempted to manage the project and guide the process at 
national level. This attempt was in line with the will of the International Working Group and related 
ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ {ŜŎǊŜǘŀǊƛŀǘΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ǊŀƛǎŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ 5ŦL5Φ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ 
unwelcome: several of the National Working Groups resisted these efforts and in time, the IWG also 
became resistant to them.  
 
This was perhaps the most inactive period for the IWG, who handed over many of the day-to-day 
management tasks to the Secretariat. There were, no doubt, some personal differences as well. 
However, it is striking that these expressed themselves most strongly in the context of issues around 
control and autonomy. Ultimately, and perhaps inevitably, the Secretariat changed rather than the 
rest of the system. The process as a whole seems to have been inimical to attempts at imposing 
order and control ς ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ ƭƛƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ƎƻŀƭǎΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ 
centralised control/management in any form was usually resisted and perceived as negative and 
demotivating. This too, may well be so; however, it is important to recognise that they were also 
attempts to provide direction and bring clarity and conformity to the system. At times this was 
successful, though many such attempts were rejected or resulted in only temporary change. A more 
subtle and indirect approach may have been more effective.  
 
What is certain, however, is that the system seemed to want a facilitative leader (to the extent that 
there was any desire for leadership) ς not a manager. This was somewhat at odds with the 
agreement signed with DfID. This agreement specified a range of ambitious outcomes and 
deliverables which may have been more appropriate for a more traditional, less experimental (and 
ƳƻǊŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ΨƳŀƴŀƎŜŀōƭŜΩύ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΦ CƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅΣ BMZ, DfID, and later PPIAF, were content to allow 
the process to unfold at its own pace and did not resist no-cost extensions when requested.  
 
Voluntarism  
 
Most members of the project were unpaid and offered their time, skills and energy on a voluntary 
basis. The only regularly paid members were Coordinators and Administrators at international level 
and in some countries. Brazil never employed a Coordinator. Indonesia employed one for a time, as 
did Uganda ς though the latter turned out to be an unsuccessful appointment and did not last long. 
In the Philippines an organisation (Streams of Knowledge) provided many of the services of a 
Secretariat; this worked, though it did somewhat blur the boundaries between TWD and Streams. 
South Africa was the only country to maintain the presence of a full-time Coordinator and additional 
ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ  
 
In addition, most subsystems of TWD employed a variety of consultants ς mainly researchers, but 
also facilitators and other professionals, as required.  
 
As mentioned previously, one of the lowest ebbs in IWG energy came shortly after the appointment 
of the second International Coordinator: while her presence enabled the IWG to let go of many of its 
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day-to-day ŘǳǘƛŜǎΣ ƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΦ aƻǎǘ ƳŜƳōŜǊs of 
the IWG and NWGs have demanding, full-time jobs ς often at the managerial levels of large 
institutions, municipalities and businesses. The presence of the International Secretariat provided 
them with the opportunity to return their attention to their primary work. Conversely, it may be that 
ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ {ŜŎǊŜǘŀǊƛŀǘΣ ǎƻƳŜ b²D ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǿŀǎ 
increased.  
 
In summary, it seems that the emphasis on voluntarism increased ownership and willingness to give 
energy to the project ς especially in the absence of a Coordinator/Secretariat. It is remarkable that 
countries without Secretariats managed to function as successfully as they did ς a clear testament to 
ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ !ǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ǊŜǎǇondents found the emphasis on 
ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŜȄƘŀǳǎǘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘŜŘ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ŦƭǳŎǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ǿƛƭƭ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜΦ 
The presence of a secretariat usually did substantially enhance the efficiency of national processes ς 
especially in relation to the management of the research process; the high quality of most of the 
South African research outputs bear witness to this.  
 
LƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ άōǳǊƴǘ-ƻǳǘέ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜƳ ƳǳŎƘ 
related to the presence or absence of a Secretariat. For example, most members of the South 
African NWG expressed readiness for closure and did not initiate any follow-up MSH work; on the 
other hand, the Indonesian NWG plans to continue engaging in dialogue beyond the dissolution of 
the IWG and the closure of the IS.  One practical explanation for this is the fact that that the South 
African funding arrangements specified clear deadlines and committed the NWG to finishing a 
substantial body of research within deadline: this in turn required a more rapid and intense work 
rhythm. The Indonesian NWG, on the other hand, worked at a slower and steadier pace and 
accessed funding later in its life ς it was therefore always clear the Indonesian process would finish 
at a later date. (This reality points again, to the very variable time frames and work processes that 
characterised in-country work; and which resulted in considerable coordination challenges at 
international level.)  
 

Note: The following seven pages briefly describe some of the functions, roles, dynamics and 
challenges that arose in relation to each structure. We then move on to consider the 
relationships between these subsystems.  

 
International Working Group (IWG) 
 
The Terms of Reference (ToR) of the IWG were developed in 2007. Their very existence points to a 
conscious attempt to draw clear boundaries around the responsibilities and functions of the IWG 
and its sub-systems. (See Appendix 4 for the terms of reference which guided the work of the IWG.) 
It is notable that these ToR were developed in early 2007: a time when the strengthened 
International Secretariat sought greater coherence and a shift towards more rational and objectives-
directed ways of managing the whole system.  
 
It was also during this period that the sub-groups of the IWG were formed with differentiated 
responsibilities or areas of focus:  

¶ the management, operations and finance subgroup 

¶ the research and process subgroup 

¶ the communication and advocacy subgroup 
According to respondents, the management subgroup was the most active of these, especially in the 
final years of the process.   
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The IWG was the oldest structure of TWD ς having existed before any others were in place, and 
ƛƴŘŜŜŘΣ ǇǊŜŘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜΣ ά¢ƘŜ ²ŀǘŜǊ 5ƛŀƭƻƎǳŜǎέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ нллп .ŜǊƭƛƴ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΦ Lƴ ǊŜƭŀǘion to 
ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ƻwΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ L²DΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ 
ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ōǊƛŜŦƭȅ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƛǘƘ ¢²5 ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΥ  
 

The primary purpose of the IWG is to:  
1. act as custodian of the project principles  in order to maintain the integrity of The Water Dialogues  
2. ensure that safe spaces are created and sustained at international level enabling all views and voices to be heard 
3. encourage engagement with different stakeholder groups and safeguard the multistakeholder character of processes at 

international and national levels, ensuring these remain a core strength and characteristic of the project as a whole 
and of the national dialogues in particular 

4. demonstrate the global value of individualsõ common desire for better solutions for the poor, independent of ideology 
5. take overall responsibility for the good management of the project, delegating tasks and duties to the International 

Secretariat as appropriate 
6. monitor the work of the International Secretariat and National Working Groups and Coordinators and provide 

support and guidance in order to ensure project objectives are met 
7. be accountable for finances, ensuring donor reporting and accounting requirements are complied with, as well as 

signing off the projectõs annual accounts at international level 
8. resolve problems and concerns regarding the integrity of the project at international or national levels by investigating 

issues raised and,  by means of dialogue with the actors involved and their peers nationally and internationally, 
providing clear and prompt responses 

9. fundraise for The Water Dialogues as necessary 
10. provide an international and wider perspective (beyond National Dialogues) on issues arising from The Water 

Dialogues process 
11. represent the project as required and inform and engage stakeholder peers and individual contacts regarding its 

work 
12. act as a sounding board to, and support, the International Secretariat. 

 
According to respondents, these purpose statements adequately describe the actual work and 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ L²DΦ {ŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜ L²D ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ άƭƛƪŜ ŀ ōƻŀǊŘέ ŀƴŘ 
ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ άƻǾŜǊǎƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘέΦ {ƻƳŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ L²D ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ǿŜǊŜΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ 
quite difficult for the Group to act upon. For example, for long periods, the IS was hardly managed at 
all, but rather made strong attempts to manage the whole system, including the IWG. (At the time, 
the IWG felt that a stronger management function was necessary and appointed an International 
Coordinator to fulfil this function.)  
 
And while the IWG accepted ǘƘŜ άƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘέ, it 
is hard to imagine a more challenging task in the absence of the right to intervene decisively at 
national level. Indeed, one IWG member noted that,  

òWe only have one sanction, and that is the withdrawal of ôbrand recognitionõ. We could say to a National 
Working Group, ôYou may no longer call yourself a part of The Water Dialogues,õ if they no longer fit the criteria 
(e.g. involvement of stakeholders from all the main sectors).ó  

 
Although this sanction was never applied ς though some respondents pointed to times when it could 
have been ς ƛǘǎ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ōƻǘƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ L²DΩǎ ƭŜǾŜǊŀƎŜ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ 
NWGs, and to the ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŜǾŜǊŀƎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǎǇǊŀƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ǊƻƭŜ 
in initiating the project as well as the breadth and depth of experience they brought to TWD. In a 
sense, they were the parents of TWD and as such had a different status from people and 
organisations who joined the system later on. Nevertheless, influence is not the same as legitimate 
authority ς and this influence had to be exercised with considerable subtlety and a light touch to 
avoid alienating NWGs, without which there ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƴƻ ²ŀǘŜǊ 5ƛŀƭƻƎǳŜǎΦ ό{ŜŜ άwŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŀƴŘ 
ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎǳōǎȅǎǘŜƳǎέ ōŜƭƻǿ ŦƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎΦύ  
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In 2005, pairs of Link Members were mandated from each country dialogue to participate  in the 
IWG, and so supplement the capacity of the existing group of Founder Members and make the IWG 
more fully representative of the project. Given the centrality of the national level processes to TWD, 
some Link Members expected that they would effectively lead and shape the process together, with 
support from the Founders. However, this expectation was somewhat frustrated. One Link Member 
commented that, at times, they seemed to be seen as:  

òworker bees  ð not on the same level as the founders and present mainly to account for themselves and their 
country processes, and to influence what happened at country-level for the IWG.ó  

 
This differentiation of ascribed authority seemed to persist throughout the life of the project: 
history, founder status and the knowledge that comes with it, confers considerable power within 
most organisational contexts. The Founder Members were also the primary carriers of the original 
Berlin mandate and appeared to feel more responsible for fulfilling this specific mandate than other 
members did. It is interesting to note that while many respondents (including Founder and Link 
members) pointed to design weaknesses in TWD and a need for more of a focused and shared 
purpose, Link Members were more likely to point to the need for joint design, and for country-level 
needs to determine the focus, emphasis and bottom-ƭƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΦ At the same time, 
several Link members admitted that their primary interest was in their own country-level process: 
they did not all attempt to see and hold the whole system.  
 
The above dynamic raises questions about whether the IWG recognised that by inviting new 
members to join the group it was, in effect, creating a new IWG ς which needed to embark on its 
own process of group development, boundary setting, refining the purpose, and so on. It may have 
been of benefit to spend more energy on this initial formation process, in the interests of forming a 
more integrated group with more space and capacity to lead and manage.  
 
Paradoxically, one might argue that by holding the history and maintaining a focus on the original 
mandate, the Founder Members of the IWG both:  

¶ supported the project to maintain cohesion and coherence; and 

¶ worked against the possibility that a more strongly shared, and perhaps more contextually 
current, focus or set of foci for T²5Ωǎ ǿƻǊƪ could emerge from the national experiences.  

 
It could be also argued that really steering such a diffuse project ς and being able to take meaningful 
decisions about shifts in project focus, emphasis and purpose ς requires more contact time than was 
ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ¢²5Ωǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΣ ŀƴŘΣ ƛƴŘŜŜŘΣ ŀǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƴƻǘŜŘΣ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ An IWG 
respondent commented that the work of the IWG was characterised by the following pattern:  ò[We 
would identify] problem areas, [have] debates on how to address them, [but] often return to the default equilibrium...ó  

This seems to affirm one basic conclusion contained in this report: the initial design of the project, 
and the differentiated manner in which it unfolded at country level rendered effective management 
and steering from international level extremely difficult, if not impossible.  
 
LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ L²DΩǎ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŦŜƭǘ ƛǘ 
should have been. When asked about this aspect, member responses fell into two broad categories:  

1. It was right not to engage in dialogue at this level because:  

¶ it was simply not possible (insufficient time and energy) and/or 

¶ it was not our mandate 
 

2. Having our own dialogue would have been a good thing.  

¶ It would have been more motivating for the group members than just focusing on oversight and 
management. 

¶ We would have remained more congruent with what was happening at country level. 
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¶ It might have enabled us to offer more relevant input and increased the effectiveness of the whole process 
by helping it stay more linked up and connected.  

¶ There is still massive ideological conflict at the international level ð a dialogue at this level could have 
facilitated better understanding. 

 

Some more detailed comments were as follows:  
 

¶ òWe were never a strong MSH group and did not engage in our own dialogue. And it took a very long 
time for findings and information to flow from national level to international level. Later on, I felt 
hamstrung by this...ó 
 

¶ òYou could say that we could have had set-piece debates in the IWG. Thereõs been a tendency to rely on 
non-members to debate matters of substance ð e.g. the academic panel. Whereas actually, we have a lot of 
expertise ourselves, which we have been reticent to use. We have underused our own expertise. Iõm not 
entirely sure why. Perhaps partly not wanting to expose the differences that may exist between us. The 
only way in which you can do that properly is to actually set aside time for people to say, òThese are the 
positions taken by the constituencies that I generally represent. I do regret not having an occasion where 
each of us set out the views of our constituencies.ó  
 

¶ òThe initial Berlin mandate was so clear on the mandate being bottom up: we were reticent about 
seeming to impose a global view. We were a very light touch ð not wishing to direct the Nataional 
Dialogue in any way...ó  

 
It is worth noting, that the global scoping study (2004) and the thematic reviews (2009) did involve 
the IWG in some intensive debate and discussion. And, in the words of another IWG members, there 
were some attempts at dialogue, ò... once at an IWG meeting in London and once in Baliéó  However, the 
point being made here is that a sustained dialogue was not maintained at international level as it 
was in most participating countries.    
 
On balance, more than half of the IWG members interviewed expressed some regret at the absence 
of an international level dialogue from their process. Most were also very clear that without more 
time together, engaging in ongoing dialogue was simply not feasible.  
 
In conclusion, the absence of a sustained dialogue at international level does appear as a gap in the 
overall TWD process. It may also have enabled the IWG to connect to national processes in new and 
more direct (though still facilitative) ways ς rather than awaiting national outputs, the IWG could 
have begun to share its own deliberations and process, and perhaps in this way, stimulated more 
mutual exchange. Having its own direct experience of the dialogue process may have also enabled 
the IWG to more directly engage, involve and influence other international players earlier in the 
TWD process.  
 
International Secretariat (IS)  
 
As for the IWG, ToR for the IS were developed ς though in this case a few months earlier, in 2006 
(see Appendix 5). The primary function of the IS was to support the functioning of the rest of the 
system, including the IWG and NWGs. The IS worked in both responsive and proactive ways to do 
this. Managing and facilitating the communication flows necessary to keep the whole system 
connected and somewhat aligned with itself was one of the most critical IS functions. It also carried 
out tasks delegated to it by the IWG, and provided direct support to NWGs ς especially those which 
lacked a Secretariat of tƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴΦ  !ŎŎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎǘŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ 
was another important IS function. 
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Early in the post-Berlin period, Penny Urquhart worked as the International Coordinator (IC). She 
had been part of the Scoping Study team and supported the IWG and emerging NWGs through these 
early days. She also helped the IWG access sufficient funds to sustain the system during start-up. Her 
primary orientation in the role could be characterised as facilitative.  
 
The second IC, Hillary Coulby, raised the most substantial donation in the form of a grant from DfID. 
She was also instrumental in developing a project logframe, and expanding the IS to four members 
(three of whom provided direct support to country processes as needed). She also further developed 
the practical systems and arrangements (financial systems, management systems, the website, etc.), 
that gave TWD its institutional nature.1 ¢Ƙƛǎ {ŜŎǊŜǘŀǊƛŀǘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ 
and significantly, managerial ς as already noted, a challenging combination to maintain.  
 
The third and final secretariat, headed up by Kate Martin, has overseen the consolidation and 
completion of the main products of the process (publications) and supported the shift towards 
processing and making meaning of the whole experience, advocacy and closure. During this phase it 
was also important to raise finance for the international meetings and processes which were 
necessary to satisfactorily complete the work and bring TWD to closure. The International 
Coordinator and members of the IWG spent about eight months working on this and succeeded in 
accessing support from PPIAF: this funding made the International Assembly and Final Conference 
possible.  
 
The third Secretariat was smaller than the second and made more use of consultants to support its 
work. Interestingly, several respondents compared the efficiency of Secretariats 2 and 3 and noted 
that the final secretariat appeared to function more efficiently with half the staff and more external 
consultants. If this was the case, it seems to point to some difficulties in coordinating the work of the 
four key members of the second IS ς this would not be a surprising finding, given that subsystems 
tend to mirror the dynamics of the larger system that contains them. One respondent referred to 
ǘƘŜ L{Ωǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ άƘŜǊŘƛƴƎ ŎŀǘǎέΥ ŀƴ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊŘŜǊǎ ƻǿƴ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ 
function as an efficient subsystem, especially when each member works in a totally different 
context. At the time, IS members were providing a considerable amount of country level support 
with fundraising, appointment of staff, research design and so on; each of the three IS members 
(excluding the administrator) had a different country to support. One respondent suggested that it 
would have been more effective to base some of IS staff in the countries they were supporting, 
rather than incurring the expense and complexity involved in basing them centrally in the UK.  
 
A further contributing factor to the perceived increase in efficiency and effectiveness from 
{ŜŎǊŜǘŀǊƛŀǘ н ǘƻ {ŜŎǊŜǘŀǊƛŀǘ о Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƘŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΥ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ 
completion, publication and advocacy provides a sense of achievement and rapid progress. Finally, 
the perception probably also relates to differences in the nature of the relationship between the IS 
and the IWG. The final Coordinator accepted her position on the basis that the IWG would provide 
more direct support than had been the case in the past, and that the IWG would take more direct 
responsibility for project management. The work of the final IS was therefore characterised by a 
more supportive and implementation/task-oriented approach ς direction and leadership came more 
strongly from the IWG than in the previous phase, and the whole system appeared to function more 
smoothly as a result.  
 

                                                             
1  However, TWD never became a formal, registered organisation in its own rightΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ΨǾƛǊǘǳŀƭΩ 
entity was taken on the basis that developing a new institutional base for a finite project was unnecessary, and that it did 
not make sense to align a multistakeholder project too closely to any one institution lest it become identified with any one 
stakeholder. 
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There is no question that the role of the IS, and in particular the International Coordinator, is a very 
challenging one with many complexities to manage. Although the character and role of the IS did 
change over time as the project shifted from phase to phase, some essential qualities seem 
ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅΦ .Ŝƭƻǿ ƛǎ ŀ ƭƛǎǘ ƻŦ ǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŎƻƳǇƛƭŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎΥ  

¶ Excellent communicator and negotiator 

¶ Small ego 

¶ Good project manager 

¶ Ability to see politics and process and work consciously with these 

¶ Able to think strategically and engage in advocacy  

¶ Tolerance for uncertainty and frustration (good boundaries) 

¶ Commitment ð to stay in and with difficult and uncomfortable processes 

¶ Skilled at synthesis and making large quantities of data/information manageable and understandable  

¶ Highly flexible 

¶ Knowledge of the sector (useful, but not essential ð content knowledge can be learned more easily than the other 
elements listed above ð indeed, none of the ICõs were water experts) 
 

And, in a slightly different vein:  

¶ Perhaps more time: perhaps this should have been a full-time job rather than a part-time one.  

 
Indeed, the International Coordinators often exceeded their contracted number of days per month 
in order to do the work ς and the final IC was contracted on an almost full-time basis (18 days per 
month).  
 

Finally, one respondent pointed out that:  

òThe Secretariat is the glue that holds the process together. The IS has a particularly difficult role: you have to be 
the ultimate diplomat ð and a bit of an enforcer... Pulling things together in a project like this requires the ability 
to work in a whole range of different modes.ó   

 
One additional enabling factor that contributes greatly to the likelihood of project success ς and to 
ǘƘŜ L{Ωǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ facilitate, support, negotiate and ΨenforceΩ ς is the ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ΨŦƛǘΩ 
between the Secretariat and other sub-systems. MSH dialogue processes, and extended 
international processes of all kinds, are often demanding and intense: feelings run high at times, and 
at other times, the system feels disconnected and sluggish. There is a great deal of potential for 
miscommunication and dysfunction. To hold such a process on course, and maintain a degree of 
alignment and connection between subsystems, it is necessary for the IS and other structures to find 
more than a professional and collegial basis for their relationship. Without mutual liking, trust and 
respect it is very difficult for such a system to function effectively. Furthermore, without this basis 
for honest engagement and mutual understanding, resistances and unresolved interpersonal 
problems are likely to expand and pollute the process. Such difficulties may be minor and easily 
dealt with in a local or national project; however, when people are thousands of miles apart, these 
dynamics can be much more intractable. Establishing and maintaining healthy relationships is a 
critical function of the IS in such a project; this requires considerable skill on the part of the 
Coordinator who must hold the tension between supporting and confronting the different elements 
of the system with considerable care and awareness.   
 
National Working Groups (NWGs) and National Secretariats & Coordinators   
 
NWGs were the main vehicles of project functioning: they carried the core process (MSH dialogue) 
as well as the secondary processes of research and advocacy. The national dialogues worked with a 
high degree of independence from each other, from the IS and from the larger whole. They explored 
their own contexts at their own pace ς though motivated and occasionally called to order or directly 
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assisted by the IS and IWG. The relational issues between NWGs and other structures are explored 
ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘƛƴƎΣ άwŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŀƴŘ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎǳōǎȅǎǘŜƳǎέΣ ōŜƭƻǿΦ 
 
As already noted, the presence of a national secretariat may not be essential, but where present, 
National Coordinators and Secretariats did make a substantial difference to the capacity and 
efficiency of national processes. It is also worth noting that most of the Secretariats within TWD 
(international and national) worked on a part-time basis. However, it is clear that there was often 
enough work ς at least during peak phases of the project, such as the lead up to major meetings and 
during the main research phase ς to require a shift to full-time work. Accessing the resources to 
acquire the services of competent Coordinators was an ongoing challenge for most national 
dialoƎǳŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άwŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎέ ǎǳōǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜƭƻǿΦ  
 
International Academic Panel (IAP) 
 
The IAP was formed to provide TWD with access to inputs from researchers and academics and so 
provide guidance to the research work (and a degree of quality control) and intellectual input as 
desired. IAP members were called in for specific meetings and learned about TWD as they went 
along. One panellist noted that the briefing in preparation for these inputs was often very limited, 
perhaps reducing the value of what IAP members could provide. TWD members commented to the 
effect that:  

¶ òThe IAP could have been used more effectively to resource the overall dialogueó; and 

¶ òSometimes IAP members were asked to provide input when it might have been better to use the resources and 
knowledge within the system ð asking others to share their perspectives meant that members were engaging each 
other on issues.ó  

 
In general, those respondents who commented on the IAP and its role felt that most of its members 
added value to the process by enhancing its educative aspects; i.e. they provided ideas about 
research and ways of seeing the sector that made a difference to the quality of the research and the 
intellectual rigour of the national dialogues.  
 

RELATIONSHIPS AND DYNAMICS BETWEEN SUBSYSTEMS 

 
This is an especially complex aspect of any system ς and this is certainly  so for systems with widely 
separated sub-systems and relatively low levels of direct contact. Rather than attempting to describe 
the full range of dynamics referred to by informants (several of which have already been touched on 
and briefly explored in previous sections), this subsection addresses the characteristics of two main 
relationships between TWD subsystems:  

1. The relationship between NWGs and the international structures. 
2. The dialectical relationship between IS and IWG roles and functions over time. 

 
NWGs and international structures 
 
The power relations between NWGs and the IWG/IS are of particular interest. IWG influence at 
country level was limited by several factors including:  

¶ The emphasis in the original mandate on bottom-up process and the related desire for real 
ownership in-country and for the real country-level issues to be worked with.  

¶ The limited capacity of the international level to directly finance national processes ς 
national TWDs had to find most of their own resources.  

¶ NWGs apparent desire to have their own dialogues, fairly independently of international 
ΨƛƴǘŜǊŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΩΦ  
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As noted earlier, this combination of factors severely limited the space for IWG/IS intervention ς 
even when intervention might have considerably improved the quality of the dialogue process 
and/or the research. In relation to research in particular, quite different kinds of results emerged 
from the different contexts. Research designs did not always address comparable questions and nor 
were the research methodologies necessarily chosen with the whole TWD system and its needs in 
mind.   
 
The tendency of NWGǎ ǘƻ ΨǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘǳǊŦΩ όƛΦŜΦ Ǉǳǘ ǳǇ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƭŜŀǊ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǿŀǊŘ ƻŦŦ ΨƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ 
ƛƴǘŜǊŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΩύ ς and to sparingly share information about outcomes, challenges and other 
developments with the IS and IWG ς is perhaps unsurprising. It may in part be explained by a species 
of nationalism ς ƛΦŜΦ ΨǿŜ Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ȅƻǳǊ ƘŜƭǇΗΩ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎ ƛǎ 
also related to at least four other factors:  

1. the fragility of the process ς it was felt that reporting on outcomes early (i.e. while the NWG 
was still exploring an issue) could endanger the MSH process itself; some respondents 
explained that this reluctance to share information was not specific to the IWG or IS, but 
reflected a need to maintain general confidentiality until the issue/outcome had been 
processed and agreed within the NWG;  

2. the tendency of nascent systems to protect themselves from outside stimulus that may 
threaten their equilibrium ς even once a degree of stability has been achieved this tendency 
may become habitual;  

3. the dynamic already described between Link Members and Founder Members of the IWG ς 
NWGs may have responded to this perceived power imbalance by withholding information 
that would have made it possible for the IWG to challenge them effectively; and, finally,   

4. the pressure to function more like an efficient project and less like an emergent process 
during the time of the second Secretariat may have been resisted by NWGs on the basis 
that, fundamentally, TWD was simply not a project in the usual sense of the word ς in this 
case, the resistance to outside influence may hŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ b²D ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ŀ 
perceived threat, not to themselves, but to the process of Ψdiscovery through dialogueΩ that 
they had come to value.  

 
Lǘ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎΣ ŀǎ ŘƛŘ ǘƘŜ L²DΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ 
honour the bottom-up intention of the Berlin conference and not to attempt to provide this level of 
ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇΣ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ŀƭƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƻ ǳƴŦƻƭŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ 
Ƴŀƴȅ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƻ ΨƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘŜŀŘΩΦ hƴ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ 
evaluator concludes that a more active, though still facilitative, leadership role at international level 
may have created the conditions for greater alignment across national dialogues ς and in turn, 
enabled a stronger set of international outcomes. This would have required:  

¶ a greater degree of openness, interpenetration and interconnection between subsystems;  

¶ a stronger recognition of the interdependence of the national and international levels; and 

¶ similar time-frames for national-level work.  
 
This may have facilitated more mutual and conscious influence and a greater sense of the various 
ǎǳōǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀōƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ¢²5Σ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΦ 
Ultimately, this is a design issue and would have needed very conscious attention at project 
inception: i.e. at the time of the 2004 Berlin meeting and immediately subsequent to it. Of course, it 
ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ΨǊŜǇƭŀȅΩ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΥ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǳƭd have 
made a substantial difference to what transpired between 2004 and 2009.   
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The IS-IWG dynamic 
 
The nature of the relationship between the IS and IWG is easier to grasp than some of the national-
international dynamics. As is often the case in membership-based organisations, the various 
Secretariats sometimes experienced considerable frustration with what they perceived as IWG 
ŘƛǎǊŜƎŀǊŘ ƻǊ άǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǳǎ ŦƻǊ ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ŀǎ ǳƴŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ŀōǳǎŜΦ hƴŜ 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘΥ άThey generate a lot of tasks, knowing the secretariat will ômake it all happenõ. And then 

there are no responses to what is produced!έ This sentiment was echoed by others.  
 
An interesting example, related to this more general experience, was that the more actively the 
second Secretariat tried to manage and make things happen, the less support and engagement 
seemed forthcoming from the IWG. This seems somewhat counterintuitive, but is characteristic of 
living systems: when one subsystem becomes highly active, others tend to sub-optimise. In the case 
of a system like TWD, where leadership and decisions are intended to come from members, the 
Secretariat is challenged to find a balance between over- and under-performing. The boundary 
between what must be done by members and what can be done by staff is often difficult to find and 
often shifts as the project/organisation develops and changes.  
 
This balance shifted quite dramatically after the departure of the second Coordinator and a 
reduction in IS size to two (one full-time and one part-time) staff members. This change to the IS 
ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ L²DΩǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ǘƻ ǊŜ-engage and participate much more intensively in the process. 
They continued this high level of engagement and support to the third secretariat until project 
closure. Many IWG members commented that they could not continue to sustain this level of 
involvement; had the project continued beyond end-January 2010, a new balance would need to 
have been found.  
 

RESOURCES  

 
Energy and capacity 
 
As noted elsewhere in this report, the strong emphasis on voluntarism was a strength of TWD; it also 
presented challenges. Some thoughts on alternative ways of increasing available capacity are 
addressed in Section 6 of this report.  

 
Financing 
 
The challenge of fundraising was considerable and ongoing. While early support from BMZ, 
WaterAid and Thames Water enabled the project to begin work, it was only in mid-2006 that finance 
from DfID made an expansion of activities at international level, and a consequent extension of 
services to NWGs by the International Secretariat, possible. The difficulties with raising finance were 
partly a consequence of limited capacity ς the IWG was heavily involved in the fundraising process 
early on and, as already noted, all of its members had to balance TWD work against their full-time 
commitments. A more substantial factor was the difficulty of attracting donor finance to a project 
which did not conform easily to the dominant discourse within development finance. TWD was 
proposing a relatively open-ended process. While some outputs (e.g. research papers) would be 
produced, the ultimate outcomes of the project were always difficult to guarantee.  
 
Difficulties with raising finance were lessened later in the process (i.e. in 2009 when PPIAF agreed to 
finance the final international meetings) because TWD had established a track record, was able to 
point to several tangible outcomes, and had already maintained good relationships with several 
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major donors. Late in the process, the IWG also agreed to soften its stance on accepting finance 
from donors linked to the World Bank (as  PPIAF is). Initially, maintaining independence from donors 
which might be seen as partisan in the private/public water services debate was a priority. The 
decision to apply to PPIAF for funding was based on two considerations:  

¶ the fact that the amount of funds sought was relatively small in comparison to the overall 
project value; and  

¶ by this time, TWD had already established a clearly independent stance.   
 
In general, finding ways of clearly explaining the process and its probable outcomes to donors was a 
challenge, especially in light of the fact that TWD was a pioneering and experimental initiative. 
Perhaps one of its main contributions to the larger sector has been to prove that MSH, dialogue-
based processes can add real value ς ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ΨƧǳǎǘ ǘŀƭƪ-ǎƘƻǇǎΩΦ aǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ¢²5Ωǎ 
work will also be available both in written form and in the people who were directly involved and are 
willing to make themselves available to provide support to future initiatives. To this end, a 
ΨǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊΩǎ ƎǊƻǳǇΩ ƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΤ ǘƘƛǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǿƛƭƭ 
enable interested parties to access the learning and expertise that individuals and organisations 
have gained from participating in the process ς and which may make the process of raising finance 
for future initiative less onerous.  
 
The decision not to attempt to raise finance for the national dialogues centrally was both a 
pragmatic and principled one. It was not likely that TWD would be able to raise the kind of finance 
necessary to fund the work of NWGs ς and to do so would force the international level of the project 
to develop a much heavier and more institutionalised form to manage the accountability 
implications of administering, disbursing and monitoring finance across the whole system. In 
addition, it was thought that if NWGs raised their own funds, they would be far more likely to take 
real ownership of the work and manage their finances more efficiently and effectively.  Several 
challenges attended this decision.  
 
Firstly, some NWGs were able to raise minimal finances (even with support from the IS); this meant 
that they had access to much less capacity and functioned on a purely volunteer basis. In the case of 
the Philippines, for example, the total external finance available was less than £10 000 ς and this 
was disbursed from the international level of the project rather than raised independently. This 
partly accounts for the absence of case study research in that country.  
 
Secondly, where finances were raised with the support of the IS and in the name of TWD, they were 
managed at country-level. In the case of Uganda, there were insufficient controls in place to manage 
the funds in a fully accountable manner. This appears to have been an isolated case; however, the 
implication is that, although the IS played a role in the fundraising process and therefore 
experienced itself as partly accountable for moneys raised, it had no direct control over financial 
procedures and decisions at country-level: an uncomfortable position to be in.  
 
Thirdly, the fact that most NWGs raised the bulk of their own finance, strengthened their tendency 
ǘƻ ΨǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǘǳǊŦΩΦ  
 
A challenge from some national groups to international-level stands as a kind of counterpoint to IS 
discomfort around supporting fundraising at national level without having any control over the use 
of the resulting funds. As some national groups noted: òWeõve financed our work in-country, so how can the IS 

report to its donors on our work?ó  This reinforces and adds a slightly new slant to the issues discussed 
under άwŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŀƴŘ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎǳōǎȅǎǘŜƳǎέ ŀōƻǾŜΦ It also highlights some of the 
boundary and contracting issues that point back to issues already raised in relation to project design.  
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Several NWG respondents pointed to the very limited funds available from international- to 
national-level as a serious gap in TWD. In practice, this may have been unavoidable, but it is worth 
exploring alternative financing options when designing future MSH dialogue processes ς especially 
those with an international component. In TWD, differences in availability of finance in different 
country contexts contributed to the unevenness of results across countries. An additional proposal 
from one national member (as an alternative to directly finance national processes from 
international level) would involve the placement of IS staff at national-level to support national 
processes: this may have avoided some of the expense and coordination challenges that attended 
having IS members travel from a UK-base to provide support to distant NWGs.  
 
With few exceptions, financing options selected by NWGs were principled: most chose not to accept 
finance from organisations that could be seen as partisan or aligned to particular interests in the 
local water sector. This also had the effect of reducing the available sources of finance: another 
argument for a higher degree of international-level financing where possible.  
 
For future initiatives, it would clearly be worth devoting time and energy to developing a clearly-
argued financing strategy that foregrounds the many benefits that can arise from MSH dialogue ς 
not least of which is the capacity development and learning opportunities that become available to 
participants.   
 

MEETINGS: ACTIVATION AND DORMANCY 

 
One of the major challenges ς and achievements ς of TWD involved keeping the widely separate 
parts of the system connected and somewhat aligned with each other. It is obvious, but important to 
note, that the system was most well aligned and connected immediately before, during and after 
international meetings. Indeed, there was a sense in which the whole system experienced periods of 
relative dormancy (though its subsystems continued to function) between such meetings, and was 
activated and energised by these points of contact.  
 
It is impressive that TWD remained one project (containing much diversity) over an extended period 
of time. International meetings bringing together representatives of the whole system were usually 
annual. This probably represents a bare minimum of contact time. It may also represent a sensible 
maximum for large international meetings due to their prohibitive financial and environmental costs 
and the limited time that participants can make available to attend them. See Section 6 for some 
suggestions which may assist future initiatives to maintain a higher level of connection while taking 
these considerations into account.  
 

MEANINGS AND OUTCOMES: VIEWS FROM PARTICIPANTS AND OTHER STAKEHOLDERS 

 
This section contains a series of quotations which capture some of the flavour of how TWD 
participants and other key stakeholders made meaning of the process and its outcomes.  
 
The majority of questionnaire respondents from within and outside TWD felt that the project had 
made a valuable contribution and encouraged its continuation in one form or another. No new 
international-level leadership emerged at the Final Conference of the project (December 2009), but 
strong interest in initiating national-level dialogues arose ς in particular from Ghanaian participants. 
Interest was also expressed by Conference participants from Kenya, Chad and India. Some existing 
national dialogues intend to continue:  
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¶ the Philippines has, to a large extent,  integrated the practice of dialogue into the work of a 
local organisation (Streams of Knowledge); and  

¶ the Indonesian NWG will continue its work and plans to develop into an information centre 
focused on the water sector and MSH processes.  

 
Also significant is the fact that the majority of donor respondents felt that, although much could be 
learned from this process and integrated into other projects and programmes, they generally would 
not support the same kind of initiative again, or would not do so, without a much stronger focus on 
concrete and measurable outcomes and a well-developed monitoring and evaluation system to 
support implementation and project steering. There were also some exceptions to this trend (see 
quotations below).  
 
Finally, it was notable that most TWD members believed strongly in the value of dialogue and in the 
importance of this project. The majority agreed that they would choose to participate again, 
knowing what they know now. However, only a minority of members indicated that they would 
want to continue with the process or initiate a new MSH process in the immediate future. The main 
reasons given were exhaustion and a need to consolidate the learning from the past several years.  
 
See Appendix 8 for a summary of questionnaire responses.  
 
Selected views from TWD participants 
 

¶ òAt national level, many things did shift and change because of the process; but members were not always able to 
see these as outcomesé and reporting them to IS level was therefore a problem. Thereõs no record of all the shifts 
that emerged in the course of the project [which does make objective evaluation a challenge].  
The process has changed the way participants think about how the sector works. And they are key actors in the 
sector. To that extent, it means that the sector is subject to change.ó 

 

¶ òThis has been a fantastic pilot. Where the research worked very well, for example in SA really comprehensive 
findings that you just donõt get form other forms of research were produced. This happened in Indonesia too ð new 
information is now available and it is as close as possible being neutral and objective. This is because, when the 
MSH process works, it is incredibly thorough and rigorous. Loads and loads of wonderful insights have become 
available. It has also influenced relationships: for example, in Indonesia, the Planning Ministry and the Public 
Works Ministry now believe itõs really useful to listen what civil society and other players have to say. A new 
process of engaging has begun.ó 
 

¶ òWhen I became involved in TWD, I wanted to understand the sector better ð I got that. Things are more 
complex than at first meets the eye; a solution is not going to emerge from a technical fix. Understanding the 
complexities and power relations is as important as getting the finance mechanisms right. There are multiple view 
points and most have some validity. The blockage to reaching the MDGõs is not just about scarcity, but also about 
institutional structures, commitment and political will.ó  

 

¶ òDifferent countries and cultures operate quite differently ... The plurality of the dialogue processes in different 
contexts is interesting. They require very different approaches ð there is no ôone-size fits allõ process or approach. 
This counters the World Bank positions that says, òThis is what development looks likeó ð the notion that thereõs 
one right way.ó  

 

¶ òCommunication across ideological camps has become more permeable ð it is less frightening and more logistically 
possible now that people have faces and are not just ogres!ó  

 

¶ òI used to have a very clear position on who was wrong and who was right. I have developed a more critical and 
open stance.  And better understanding of the nuanced differences in position of different parts of the sector. 
Finishing the project has made it increasingly difficult to go back to the ôreal worldõ ð where no one operates that 
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way and almost no one seems to listen. I struggle to understand why the divisions persist so strongly. I feel 
challenged by this; I also wonder if I will revert back to being part of one camp, or continue to feel disoriented, or 
find ways to work with these divisions.ó  

 

¶ òParticipating in TWD has made me more patient é and more aware of the subtleties of other people and 
organisations and their motives for engaging in a process like this. I still think that we need more than dialogue: we 
need to get back into the streets and move back into direct action in specific countries. The anger about how parts of 
the sector work needs to show itself ð we canõt make everything about the lowest common denominator which is 
often all it is possible to agree on.ó  

 

¶ òClosing the project feels sort of like abandoning our children... How many other countries could use an 
international umbrella to engage in vibrant dialogues processes about policy? But the energy for that needs to come 
from the people who want that kind of support.ó 

 

¶ òWe wanted a more evidence-based way of engaging and making policy that also enabled a lot more stakeholders to 
be involved in the process. This happened in many places ð certainly in South Africa, the Philippines and 
Indonesia. It created some new spaces and forced governments and decision-makers to become involved in those 
spaces which were created by civil soc rather than government. Who knows whether it will have long term 
consequences? Itõs difficult to make that judgment at this point.ó   

 

¶ òDonõt expect any miracles from the research outcomes. Whatõs coming across much stronger is that the practice 
is the best outcomeé Dialogue is a strong tool in terms of pushing for better governance ð because all views are 
taken into account. That means you have a far better chance to get sustainable service delivery. Itõs not about 
sweeping and extraordinary outcomes: the practice of dialogue itself is the lesson.ó   

 
Selected views from donors 
 

¶ òItõs not about doing more of this kind of project, but integrating whatõs been learned about multi-stakeholder 
work and about the sector into other projects and processes. There is clear evidence that this project worked in some 
countries and not in others; the choice to focus on the national level was a good one: thatõs where impact is more 
achievable. It would have been good if the findings and so on could have been documented more concisely ð there are 
masses of materials, but I would have valued a much shorter briefing sheet, for example, capturing what the work 
is about and what is emerging.ó  

 

¶ ò [One reason we were interested in supporting TWD was...] the fact that it was like an interaction between 
North and South on an equal footing. Usually the problem with NGOs is that Northern ones lead and others 
follow. In this case, the countries could take the lead while benefiting from international experiences and expertise.ó  

 

¶ òThe national dialogues have done tangible thingsé You can see the results of surveys; the private and public 
sector working together in Brazil; small providers getting more exposure in the Philippines and hopefully also 
increasing their own power to act in the national; the South African interaction between different actors who are 
very vehement; the possibility for government officials to interact outside of formal spaces.  
What remains a question mark is what will happen next? In some ways, this was just the entry point. Once 
people are able to talk more  things could begin to happen. Perhaps the process could focus more on the technical 
aspects ð without ignoring social and economic aspects. That is what I would hope for.ó  
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REFLECTION ON THE PROJECT PLAN (LOGFRAME) 

 
The TWD logframe was ambitious in scope and intention, especially given the essentially 
experimental nature of the project. (See Appendix 7 for the full planning matrix.)   
 
Here, we reflect briefly on the effectiveness-level objectives and offer a brief opinion on each of 
these. A more definitive assessment is not possible based on the data collected for this evaluation ς 
this would require a more extensive process focused on effectiveness and impact.  
 
Purpose statements from the TWD logframe 9ǾŀƭǳŀǘƻǊǎΩ /ƻƳƳŜƴǘ 
To assess whether and how the private 
sector can contribute to achieving the 
human right to sustainable and affordable 
water and sanitation services for all. 

This was addressed more fully in some countries and less in others 
ς refer to the thematic papers (Bakker/Tremolet, 2009). As noted 
earlier, the question was not perceived as highly relevant in all 
country contexts. A final and definitive answer to the underlying 
ΨǇǳōƭƛŎκǇǊƛǾŀǘŜΩ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƴƻǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΥ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
private sector depends on a wide range of contextual and systemic 
factors. In many ways, TWD members and participants seemed 
ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΥ άIƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ǿŀǘŜǊ ōŜ 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƭƭΣ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΚέ !ǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎǎ 
(and sometimes much more) of practical responses to this question 
emerged in the course of national processes.  

To decrease conflict amongst sector 
stakeholders  with very different 
perspectives and interests in relation to 
private sector participation in WSS 

This objective appears to have been achieved within the subsystem 
of the sector directly involved in TWD. It is not yet possible to 
confirm a larger impact. However, changes in relationships 
between state and civil society players in Indonesia, and the 
recognition of Small Scale Independent Providers in the Philippines, 
for example, offer hopeful signs that TWD has made concrete 
contribution to this objective.  

To democratise the process of policy 
development and reform in the countries 
where the project is active and strengthen 
local ownership/improve local 
governance of the sector 

Again, the dialogue process itself was highly democratic and in 
most cases, included all major stakeholders. Contributions to this 
outcome were certainly achieved, for example:  

- in South Africa through local dialogues directly involving 
community members;  

- in the Philippines by means of Round Table meetings.  
The extent to which genuinely democratic practice within the 
sector has been strengthened in the different country contexts is 
uncertain. Determining this would require another substantial 
research exercise. It is likely, however, that the impact on policy 
development and reform will be cumulative, assuming that TWD 
participants continue to emphasise the importance of inclusive 
MSH dialogue for such processes.  

To provide information and guidance for 
others wishing to pursue multistakeholder 
initiatives  

This objective has been achieved. All materials are available on 
www.waterdialogues.org and a PractitionersΩ Group is being 
formed to provide direct support and guidance. The only limitation 
here is the fact that the means of distribution is exclusively 
internet-based and therefore not easily accessible in all contexts.  

To provide high quality, multistakeholder 
endorsed research for use by governments 
and their development partners in 
developing effective WSS policies relating 
to both private and public sector 
engagement 
 
 
 
 

As already noted, the quality of the research is somewhat variable 
across country contexts. It is, however, clear that a considerable 
amount of high quality research material is now available. Strictly 
speaking, this objective (and the previous one), describe outputs 
rather than purpose-level objectives. The challenge is to ensure 
that the research is used to improve policy and praxis at local and 
national levels.  

http://www.waterdialogues.org/
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To facilitate a more balanced 
understanding of the roles of the private 
and public bodies amongst a wide range 
of sector actors 

Almost all TWD participants indicated that their attitudes and 
positions around this issue have broadened and become more 
nuanced. The communication of research findings and advocacy 
points should have transmitted some of this understanding to the 
sector at large.  
It is also worth noting that the PSP question seems less central 
today than it did in 2004 ς this objective may have been somewhat 
subsumed by changing trends. What is clear is that the approach to 
engaging with difference adopted by TWD participants might be of 
considerable value to the wider sector, which remains fragmented. 
It is hoped that by engaging in new and more inclusive and open 
ways, TWD participants might catalyse change and contribute to 
greater connection and coherence in the sector.  

 
A note on the planning framework 
 
Logframe is almost universally accepted as the standard and dominant planning framework and is 
used by almost all of the larger international donors in one variation or another. The difficulty with 
this format for a project like TWD is that logframe works from the assumption of straight-line 
causality.  
 
As noted elsewhere, causality in open living systems is not necessarily simple and point-to-point. 
Dialogue opens up the space for perceptions, beliefs, understandings and choices to change; but it 
does not guarantee predictable results. More than is usually the case, the objectives for such a 
project need to be process- as well as outcome-oriented. Even so, the probability that inaccurate 
predictions of outcomes will be made is high.  
 
On the other hand, there is a clear need for more rigorous monitoring of the outcomes that emerge 
from dialogue processes ς without this, it is hard to justify the investment (of time, money and 
energy) needed to sustain them. Pre-set indicators may not be the most appropriate means to do 
this, because they require a reasonable level of certainty about the future and what is actually 
achievable. Variations on the Most Significant Changes approach to monitoring and evaluation may 
offer an alternative. This would require allocating resources to high quality process recording and 
ongoing qualitative monitoring.  
 
In relation to an appropriate planning system, no easy answers spring to mind. Framing the 
questions and boundaries that will shape the dialogue, and involving all stakeholders in this process 
ς including some interested donors ς would probably be an ideal place to start. Based on this early 
ǎǘŜǇΣ ŀ Ǉƭŀƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦƭŜȄƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƴƻǊǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ 
participants, could begin to be framed. It may also be wise to err on the side of humility rather than 
promising outcomes that may not be achieved or achievable.  
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6. LEARNINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE INTERNATIONAL MULTI-STAKEHOLDER 

INITIATIVES 

 
Ideas, suggestions and recommendations are spread throughout this report. Rather than simply 
listing and repeating these here, this section focuses on some of the more critical lessons emerging 
from this evaluation. The recommendations have been organised using the same basic format as for 
Section 5.   
 
Note: Many other valuable suggestions and ideas for the facilitation and coordination of MSH 
dialogue are contained in A Guide to Multistakeholder Work: Lessons from The Water Dialogues 
(Coulby, 2009).  
 
 

PROJECT DESIGN: FORM, PURPOSE AND PROCESS 

 

¶ Involve all stakeholder groups in the project design.  

The mandate which emerges from within the MSH group is more likely to be robust and 
ǿƻǊƪŀōƭŜ ǘƘŀƴ ƻƴŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ŀƭƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǾƛŜǿǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΦ Lƴ ǇǊŀctice, 
for an international project, this would involve a staggered design process which allows 
country level design work to feed into and be influenced by the process of synthesising an 
overall project design.  
 
Expend as much energy as necessary to come to agreement on a workable (and reviewable) 
purpose: this agreement will enable the dialogue to be more focused, to produce 
comparable or at least linked outcomes, and sets a boundary on who needs to be invited 
into the process ς the purpose or framing queǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǿƘŀǘ ΨǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊΩ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
particular process you are designing.  
 
This is also a critical first contracting step which allows for agreement on bottom-line 
outcomes, acceptable monitoring, reporting and accountability systems, as well as 
ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-making process and 
practices.  
 
A later step ς if research is to form a core element of the process ς would be necessary to 
reach agreement on methodologies, quality standards, and so on.  
 

¶ Design with the whole system and its parts in mind.  
Although a multi-stakeholder initiative such as TWD is not a traditional project or 
organisation, it is still a system. Many of the same principles that apply to organisational 
design apply here too. It is helpful to allow time to design both the process and the vehicle 
that will carry the process. In other words, time spent thinking (together) through the 
purpose of various structures, how they might function and the relationships between them, 
would be time well spent. After all, these provide the space and the boundaries within which 
dialogue and most of the other work processes of the system will take place ς as such, they 
strongly influence what it will be possible for the system to achieved and produce.   
 

¶ Lay the foundations for effective group functioning.  
Plan to include a conscious group development and trust-building process for each MSH 
subsystem. Investment in working on some of these softer issues at the beginning of the 
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process, and revisiting them at intervals throughout the process can contribute enormously 
to effective group functioning.  
 
tŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǊƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ǊƻƭŜǎΣ ǊŜǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
boundaries and purpose of the group as a whole (and in relation to the larger system, if 
multiple MSH groups are involved as in TWD), and reaching agreement on some broad 
guidelines for how the group members will communicate and work together.   

 

¶ Allow enough time ς but place limits on the expansion of secondary/support processes (e.g. 
research).  
TWD shows that dialogue processes tend to take time: it may even be wise to double your 
first estimate! However, if the process you are planning has dialogue at its centre, ensure 
that the support processes put in place to enable quality dialogue are well-bounded. Be 
clear on whether you are primarily interested in designing a participatory MSH research 
process, or a dialogue aimed at catalysing change within and beyond the participant group.  
 

¶ Consider the extent to which the MSH groups you form will be closed or remain open. 
Substantial advantages may arise from non-group member input into your dialogue process 
at intervals. These might include the opportunity to learn from outside perspectives, disrupt 
any tendency in the ƎǊƻǳǇ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ άƎǊƻǳǇ ǘƘƛƴƪέΣ ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ 
share the practice of others, and so on. This would require careful design and a high degree 
of security and openness on the part of the group. It also requires that group members see 
themselves as more than participants ς they would also need to embrace the identity of 
facilitators of a larger process that extends beyond the limited boundaries of MSH group 
membership. 
  

PRIMARY/CORE PROCESS: MULTISTAKEHOLDER (MSH) DIALOGUE 

 

¶ Reflect on your process as well as engaging in it. 
If you have chosen to focus on dialogue as the core process of your work together then take 
the time on occasion to stop and reflect on the process itself. This is an important aspect of 
maintaining a functional group and conscious process. This does not imply that you should 
ǎǇŜƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ Ψǘŀƭƪǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘŀƭƪǎΩ ǘƘŀƴ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƳŜŀƴǎ 
creating some space ς perhaps an hour in a bimonthly meeting ς to reflect on how 
participants are feeling about the process and the group. This kind of reflection often 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǿŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻŦ ΨǎǘǳŎƪƴŜǎǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘȅΦ  

 

¶ Trust the process.  
This is a cliché and is also one of the most necessary and difficult things to do ς especially in 
ŀ ǾƻƭŀǘƛƭŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ǿƘŜƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƛƴǎǘƛƴŎǘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ōȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ  
Security can be increased by structuring your time together with care; respecting time and 
personal boundaries and becoming very clear on what you are working on and why. What 
happens within those boundaries, however, is not subject to complete control. In fact, one 
of the great values of dialogue is that it can be an enormously creative space in which the 
new and unexpected can emerge.  
 
Being willing to set a boundary and a goal and then allow the process to unfold requires 
group maturity ς and it requires a certain humility, wisdom, and interpersonal relationships 
ǘƘŀǘ Ǝƻ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ΨǇŀƭƭȅΩΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
process.  
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However, there may be some value, if participants are open to the idea, for some degree of 
ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǿƻǊƪΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ŀƴŘ 
ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ΨƻǳǊ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƻ ƳŜΩ Ŏŀƴ 
help lay a solid foundation which enables the group to work more effectively with conflict 
and tension when it arises.  
  

¶ Things change ς the process, the environment and the participants are not totally 
predictable (and may be thoroughly unpredictable!); work with what is. 
The capacity to live and work with and in uncertainty is necessary, as is a degree of 
consciously-shared purpose (which is likely to deepen over time). In the absence of shared 
purpose on some level, little work can be done. Shared purpose ς even something as simple 
as a desire for WSS to work more effectively ς can provide the group with enough focus to 
allow it to move forward. Shared purpose also provides the common ground for working 
through conflicts and differences.  
 
hŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ΨǇŜŀŎŜ ŀǘ ŀƴȅ ǇǊƛŎŜΩ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǊŜŎƛǇŜ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƛƴ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜΥ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ 
with conflict and even to accept the fact that your group may not hold together throughout 
the process. The group is a vehicle to carry your shared purpose and process ς but 
maintaining the group is not, in itself, the purpose of the process.  
 
Holding groups together for the sake of avoiding apparent failure is not always the best 
ƻǇǘƛƻƴΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ΨƭƻǿŜǎǘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŘŜƴƻƳƛƴŀǘƻǊΩ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎΦ Allowing things 
to fall apart or simply end can release energy that was trapped in what may have become a 
dysfunctional group dynamic.  
 
This requires awareness and considerable honesty on the part of the members and the 
facilitator/coordinator. Letting go can be as important as holding on and holding things 
together.  

 

¶ Recognise and honour natural rhythms and natural developmental processes.  
All processes have a beginning, a middle and an end. Recognising this and what is needed at 
different phases is important. Energy is needed to enter the process with care, attention and 
openness; the same is true at closure. If one pays attention only to the more easily defined 
ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ǇƘŀǎŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜŀƭ ǿƻǊƪΩ ƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘƻƴŜΣ ƻƴŜ Ǌƛǎƪǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΦ  
Allowing enough time to begin well and form functional groups is an investment in future 
effectiveness; allowing enough time to close honours a meaningful process and increases 
the chances of sustained impact beyond the direct participant group.  

 

¶ Keep the whole system reasonably well-aligned and coherent.  
(The following idea was suggested by a respondent and has been slightly expanded by the 
evaluator; it applies primarily to widely dispersed MSH dialogue processes such as TWD.)  
If possible, finance the salaries of National Coordinators from international level. Hire them 
against generally agreed criteria (which would include capacity to work in and with 
process/facilitation and to maintain an acceptable degree of neutrality) using a similarly 
broad contracting format. Joint panels made up of representatives from the relevant 
National Working Group and international level of the project would handle candidate 
selection. Selection need not be done on-site ς for example, the final round of interviews 
could take place via a teleconference. (The country representatives would have the right to 
veto any appointments).  
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The primary accountability of these National Coordinators would be to their NWG; they 
would, however, also report to international level (IS/IWG) at regular meetings ς the main 
purpose of these meetings would be to share learning and coordination of the overall 
process. Depending on the scale of the project, quarterly meetings would probably be a 
good maximum. Twice annually seems a reasonable minimum. The ground-rules for these 
meetings and agreements on how they would be recorded would need some careful 
thought ς a high degree of openness and honesty would be important; at the same time, 
destructive gossip and negativity could not be allowed to dominate the process.  
 
This proposal would be more likely to work in the context of clear, system-wide agreement 
on the key issues that the whole system is working on. Adequate funding to pay the National 
Coordinators and the rental of their work spaces would be necessary. In fact, ideally, enough 
seed-money from international level should be available to get NWGs through the first 
several months of start-up and fundraising (e.g. three-six months of basic finance). After 
ǘƘƛǎΣ b²DΩǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ǎŜƭŦ-financed, except for the post of the Coordinator which 
would continue to be centrally funded ς funded on a 50/50 basis by the NWG and IS/IWG.   
 
There would also need to be a well-defined system for linking these individuals to partner 
organisations willing to play a role in financial management once the NWG raise finance for 
their work.  
 
This approach to organising and linking the work of the country level subsystems to 
international level might enable the more honest, open sharing of learning and problems 
and enhance the efficiency of the overall process.  

 
 

SECONDARY PROCESSES 

 
Leadership and management/coordination 
 

¶ Agree on the basis for leadership and decision making and clarify basic authority and 
accountability relationships. 
The appropriate form of leaderǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘκŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ 
purpose. If one, integrated outcome is your goal, some management and clearly assigned 
authority is necessary. It would, however, seem wise to ensure that the guidelines within 
which this authority is exercised are fairly congruent with the principles guiding the overall 
dialogue ς obviously, the IWG (or the equivalent) cannot function in a dictatorial manner 
and hope to maintain a dialogue process that has any integrity. It seems possible, however, 
for coordinating MSH groups to have the right to question outputs and outcomes, and 
recommend additional steps ς for example, there should be no major difficulty with a 
ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎΣ άtƭŜŀǎŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŦƛƴŀƭƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 
rŜǇƻǊǘΣέ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǘƻΦ  
 

¶ Acquire skilled, independent process support for key decision making steps.  
Quality facilitation is vital and can also advance the maturation of the sub-systems (groups, 
secretariats, etc.) more rapidly than would otherwise be the case. Bear in mind that the 
capacity to engage in a productive conversation in a highly diverse group is a skill ς and a 
particularly difficult skill to learn in an adversarial context. It is valuable to develop the 
ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ΨǎŜƭŦ-ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǳƴǿƛǎŜ ŦƻǊ ƻƴŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ member to 
facilitate too many meetings. In general, it may be best to bring in an external facilitator, at 
ƭŜŀǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǘŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ƻŎŎŀǎƛon thereafter.   
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Research 
 

¶ Be clear on the main purpose of the research: is it an end in itself, a support to the dialogue, 
or both?  
Depending on this decision, it becomes much more possible to make choices about the 
nature of desired research products. Should they be high quality, complex and involve 
multiple researchers, with wide distribution of findings as a vital element of the process? Or 
are they an important element to resource dialogue and a part of the interactive process of 
catalysing change?  Or some combination? This relates back to the question of core process: 
it is generally advisable to have one agreed core process.  
 
Whatever choice is made, some agreed standards are necessary and basic components of 
research design and methodology need to agree if part of the aim is to draw comparisons 
across different contexts.  

 

¶ Consider conducting a series of well-bounded shorter research activities woven through the 
process of dialogue, rather than seeing them as a kind of project within a project.  
This would also allow the findings of one piece of research to influence the kind of questions 
picked up in the next.  
 

¶ Multistakeholder framing of, and input into, the research process can greatly enhance its 
rigour and the utility of research outputs. This is clearly shown by those National Working 
Groups who engaged fulsomely with the research process. A requirement here is that 
enough time is allowed for this to occur; and that participating stakeholders are willing and 
able to participate fully in this process.  
 

¶ If you do not finance the research centrally, how can you ensure that the core, basic 
questions are answered?  
This is a real challenge and one without an easy answer.  
 
If, during the design phase, basic agreement of the focus of the research has been reached, 
these agreements should form the basis for fundraising efforts at national level ς this would 
assist with alignment and would help make findings more easily comparable across country 
contexts.  
 
If finance is difficult to raise, some more tactical choices will need to be made. Indeed, 
research may not be an essential ingredient: some countries involved in TWD did not engage 
in any case study research, but succeeded in having considerable effects (e.g. The 
Philippines).   
 
If there is an international level grouping which is seen as respectable and legitimate (as was 
the case in TWD) and it is possible to find a donor who is interested both in supporting MSH 
dialogue as well as in concrete research outputs, it may be more possible to raise money for 
core research at international level. One implication of choosing this route would be the 
need to develop a more ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ΨinstitutionalisedΩ International Secretariat 
with a more hands-on managerial role to assure financial accountability at national-level.  
 
Raising some of the finance for research at international-level would probably facilitate 
national level financing ς once partial funding is available it is often easier to attract 
additional money.  
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Finally, it is hoped that the experience and outcomes of TWD itself may make a contribution 
to shifting donor perceptions of dialogue work: the TWD experiment shows both what is 
possible and, indeed, what more may be achieved by applying this approach and the many 
lessons ŦǊƻƳ ¢²5Ωǎ ǇƛƻƴŜering experience.  

 
Advocacy 
 

¶ As proposed in relation to research, advocacy and the process of sharing findings and 
engaging with stakeholders outside of the project might ideally be spread across the lifespan 
of the project.  
However, if advocacy is seen as a phase ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻ ŀƭƭƻǿ ŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ 
time to do this work. Advocacy includes elements of awareness raising, education, 
relationship building, organising, and so. There are limits to what can be achieved in a few 
months. After all, advocacy is concerned with influencing the larger system/sector within 
which you are working. This requires careful and creative thinking. Indeed, advocacy, in its 
many forms, is what directly enables your project to achieve real-world results. Ideally, it 
should not be left too late in the process.  

 
 

THE LIFE OF THE SYSTEM 

 
Many of the subsections under this heading have been addressed already ς suggestions for 
alternative ways of working are implicit in the analysis section of the report (see  
Ψ{ŜŎǘƛƻƴ рΥ YŜȅ CƛƴŘƛƴƎǎΩύΦ  
 
Perhaps the most important point to make here is that the structure adopted by TWD was, in many 
ways, robust and effective. However, careful consideration and the consent of the whole system on 
the nature of the roles, responsibilities and relationships between the structures is important. 
Beyond this, awareness of the process and relational dynamics as they emerge is key: it is not 
ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ΨŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΩ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎǎ ς and all that implies! This is 
not a problem to solve, but a reality to work with, on an ongoing basis.  
 
In addition, it is worth making a few key points again here:  

MEETINGS: ACTIVATION AND DORMANCY 

 

¶ Meetings are essential. Judgment is required to decide how much contact is needed and 
how much is feasible. Clearly it is easier to sustain local dialogue than international dialogue 
ς the costs of the latter are far greater, though the potential for impact is arguably also 
considerably greater.  

 

¶ Make very conscious decisions about who needs to meet more often. A degree of functional 
hierarchy in relation to day-to-day decisions and coordination should prove helpful.   

 

USING LOGFRAME OR OTHER PLANNING FORMATS  

 
See Section 5 for some recommendations in relation to logframe and other planning and M&E 
systems.  
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7. CONCLUSION 

 
This report has attempted to analyse the functioning and structure of The Water Dialogues from a 
systems and organisation development perspective, and to draw out some lessons for future 
initiatives.  
 
TWD was a brŀǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘΦ Lƴ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛǾŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ ά²Ƙŀǘ 
ŎƻǳƭŘκǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŘƻƴŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƭȅΚέ ƻƴŜ ƛǎ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƳ ƻŦ ŎƻƴƧŜŎǘǳǊŜΦ DƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ 
realities of the context, the timing, the participants, and the nature of the sector as a whole, it is 
difficult to imagine many changes (within the control of project members) that would have made 
TWD a great deal more effective than it was. More alignment and coherence across the project may 
have been achievable, if the leadership and management functions had been conceptualised and 
contracted around differently. A more conscious and participatory design process may also have 
assisted. And there may have been considerable value in engaging in dialogue at IWG-level. Beyond 
this, one can only try to make meaning of what did in fact happen, and extrapolate from this to 
provide some ideas and suggestions to future initiators of MSH dialogue processes.   
 
It is worthwhile restating that: 

¶ at national level, TWD contributed to some substantial shifts in policy and practice in the 
WSS sector; and 

¶ at international level, much value was produced in relation to learning about the process 
and coordination of MSH dialogue.  

 
As for the future, the rich body of research and process-related literature produced by and through 
TWD will remain available at www.waterdialogues.org until 2012. At least some of the material will 
have ongoing practical value and is certain to remain available through the informal network of 
individuals and agencies formed in the course of The Water Dialogues.  
 
The individuals and organisations who participated actively in this long dialogue will take their 
learning and experiences back into their own organisations, where many of them will continue to 
maintain new relationships forged in the process and, hopefully, to engage in open, connecting and 
transformative conversations within and beyond the sector.  
 
The TWD process itself will persist in Indonesia, whose Working Group is committed to continuing its 
work by creating an information centre for the sector in that country.  
 
Finally, several representatives from new countries expressed their interest in beginning to engage 
in MSH dialogue at The Water Dialogues Final Conference. Thus, possible new dialogues may arise in 
Ghana, Kenya, Chad and India. Practical support, advice and facilitation resources for MSH dialogue, 
ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ōȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ tǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊǎΩ DǊƻǳǇΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƴformal 
network of individuals with experiences and skills that they are willing and able to share with others 
ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ƻǊ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ a{I ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ tǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊǎΩ DǊƻǳǇ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘŜŘ Ǿƛŀ 
the website.  
 
It is hoped that this evaluation report too will be of some value to individuals and organisations 
interested in exploring the potential value of MSH dialogue in their own contexts and addressing the 
practical challenges involved in facilitating and organising such processes.  
                                                             

 

http://www.waterdialogues.org/

