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To mitigate the effects of these tensions, one option is for researchers or coordinators to link communities 
to local NGOs who could provide the immediate support needed.  Alternatively, they can organise local 
dialogues between communities and decision-makers to enable a direct exchange of views. This was the 
approach taken by The Water Dialogues in SouthAfrica.41  Experience shows that such direct links between 
communities and local decision-makers are valuable, not only because understandings on both sides are 
often based on misconceptions, incorrect assumptions and lack of information, but also because they build 
the capacity of communities to engage in advocacy and cooperative activities.  

Choosing the right research team 9.5	
As Munnik points out42, the multistakeholder process “makes high demands on researchers. They are expected 
to put “new” or “ideologically untainted” information on the table, in order for stakeholders to “identify, 
critically analyse and evaluate these approaches” with the objective of achieving a greater understanding  
of the specifics of the issue and developing more effective models to resolve it in the future.   

Finding the right researchers with all the necessary skills is not easy. To ensure that researchers meet the 
high demands of multistakeholder work (including the need for exceptional levels of flexibility), and enjoy the 
confidence of the entire multistakeholder group, it is necessary to take time and care when developing the 
research team’s Terms of Reference. 

Finding the right research team:  What The Water Dialogues did

South Africa used the networks of all the participating stakeholders to advertise the posts.•	

Indonesia used internet mailing lists to ask for expressions of interest and received thirteen responses.•	

Brazil engaged in a public process, advertising in an international newspaper that is on sale in Brazil.•	

Drawing up person specifications and consultancy Terms of Reference9.5.1	

Terms of Reference for research teams should 
include the following information: 

overall purpose of the multistakeholder •	
project
objectives for the research•	
specific information regarding the focus, •	
scope and design requirements for the 
research
person specifications for the research team •	
including the specific skills, experience and 
attitudes needed
what is expected from the researchers•	
a note on the flexibility required to work with •	
a multistakeholder group 
the terms of the contract – including •	
timetables, duration and remuneration, etc…

It is very important that the Terms of Reference are 
sufficiently robust to avoid bias in recruitment. To 
check this, the working group should say a clear 
“yes” or “no” to the Terms of Reference, including 
person specifications, before these are made public.

41	   For more information see “ Facilitating Advocacy for Communities” in Section 10.2.3
42	  Munnik, V., A Review of Participatory Research Methods used by Community Researchers The Water Dialogues-South 

Africa, 8 January 2007, internal document

TIP

Secretariats and working group members •	
should take time to think about the skills 
needed by the research team, for example:

the ability to assess performance ››
indicators, management cultures, 
institutional and regulatory frameworks, 
financial matters, political considerations, 
etc…. 
experience in participatory processes, ››
interviewing community members, etc…. 
competence in presenting research results ››
to small and large groups of stakeholders, 
or public forums, etc….

The specific skills and experience the •	
researchers need should be translated into the 
person specifications for the overall Terms of 
Reference.
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Recruitment and selection: ➜➜
The Water Dialogues Indonesia experience

“After advertising and short listing by the National Working Group, we asked a number of 
research teams to make presentations to the Working Group. Unfortunately, in the end only 
one turned up.  Some of us thought the team was fine but, because it had an engineering 
background, others were worried that the emphasis would be on business and finances, 
performance indicators and so forth, with nothing about consumers, especially poor 
consumers.  We met twice to discuss. At the second meeting, someone suggested that we 
should ask the research team to include a social scientist to correct the balance. Luckily,  
there was a member of the group who knew someone with expertise in community research 
and who had the confidence of the members expressing concerns.  Only after the research 
team agreed to include him, and he agreed to carry out the work, did the Working Group give 
the go ahead and contract the researchers.”  
(Coordinator, The Water Dialogues, Indonesia)
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The selection process9.5.2	

In deciding on the form and content of the selection process, the multistakeholder working group needs to 
address the following questions: 

Who will be involved in short listing – the whole core group or a special sub-group? •	
How will the selection process be structured?  Will there be interviews, presentations, tests/exercises, •	
group work, and/or a workshop with the working group?
What questions will be asked?  For multistakeholder processes alongside probing research experience •	
and knowledge, it is necessary to ask questions that reveal their perspectives and opinions regarding  
the issue the group is addressing.
What tests will be needed?  For example, writing ability, financial skills, analytical capacity….   •	
How will you assess a candidate’s attitudes, flexibility and ability to adjust to the culture of •	
multistakeholder work? 
Will you ask researchers to provide you with recent examples of their work, e.g. reports or articles? •	
Where will the interviews take place and who will be involved?  •	
Who will be on the selection panel? Who has experience of selecting staff?•	
Will you take up references? (Ideally, do this before making a final choice.)•	

Contracting research teams9.5.3	

Researchers should sign detailed, short-term contracts outlining exactly what is expected of them. While the 
anticipated number of working days may be the basis of the contract, as is good practice for all research and 
writing contracts, researchers should be contracted against deliverables not against days worked. At the same 
time, research contracts should include the costs of a series of presentations and re-drafting exercises, in line 
with the iterative nature of the process.

Contracts should include:

clarity regarding the identity and role of the research team leader, and the specific responsibilities of this •	
person in relation to ensuring contractual obligations are met
deadlines for all stages of the work, including the dates when feedback should be given to  the working •	
group, as well as how this feedback should be given penalties for not meeting deadlines
clauses outlining the ownership of information, i.e. that all information generated is the property of the •	
working group and can only be used with their specific permission
confidentiality clauses that ensure all discussions, presentations, written materials recorded or collected •	
by the research team, plus any communications with the working group remain confidential to the project
a note stating that the first line of communication should always be with the coordinator or the entire •	
working group.  This is to prevent patronage or side discussions with particular individuals in the working 
group that could distort or disturb the process.

Depending on the knowledge within the research team, it may be useful to include time for the researcher 
to interview members of the working group so that they can benefit from the members special expertise on 
specific themes or issues included in the research terms of reference. 

It may also be useful to include time for the research team to spend an orientation day with the group.  

Consider a written researcher protocol or code of conduct that outlines the expected behaviour of research 
team members, for example, regarding objectivity, respect for interviewees or sensitivity in working with poor 
communities.

Note that researchers may be needed at a number of ad hoc events, for example analysis workshops, meetings 
of larger numbers of stakeholders or briefings with other researchers. This should be built into budgets and 
their contractual obligations.

…/continues 
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Holding a selection workshop: ➜➜
The Water Dialogues South Africa experience

All candidates on the final shortlist were invited to a workshop with available members of the •	
NWG. Candidates received a per diem and paid transport costs.

The day began with a presentation on The Water Dialogues and about the specific research to •	
be carried out.

Candidates divided into groups for exercises with NWG members in each group. The exercises •	
focused on: 

how they would deal with contradictory data and findings from municipal officials, private ››
sector, and community research

their understanding of the public – private debate regarding water service provision››

ability to work in a team comprised of researchers with different skills, approach, and ››
backgrounds

The full group of candidates was asked to provide feedback on the project and the research.•	

Each candidate was asked to write a page and a half on private sector participation in water •	
and sanitation services to test their writing and thinking skills.

At the end of the day, the Coordinator and participating NWG reviewed the tests and •	
candidates’ performances and assessed candidates using a rating sheet. They discussed their 
assessments.

During the next Working Group meeting, members formed groups that reviewed the cvs of •	
candidates selected by this group and filled in a form ticking strong support, acceptable, or 
objections and reasons.  

The Coordinator reviewed these forms, selected some of these researchers and proposed •	
research teams.

The candidates still had to be supplemented by researchers recruited by the NWG.•	

NOTE: expect to lose up to 50% of candidates at the interview stage – it’s better for this to happen 
now than to invest in doubtful candidates and waste money on poor research.
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Challenges facing researchers: ➜➜
Lessons from The Water Dialogues

The topics to be researched may be large and complex but the money is unlikely to be anything •	
more than adequate.  

Multistakeholder terms of reference for case studies reflect the interests of each stakeholder •	
and working group members may find it hard to accept that collecting the data requested is 
not always possible because it simply doesn’t exist. “The stakeholder from the ministry wanted 
some information collected that local government was supposed to produce by law, but in fact 
nobody does. So it didn’t matter how often it was asked for it just didn’t exist.” (South African 
Working Group member)

Working group members often wish to add new questions or change existing ones in line with •	
their specific interests when results are presented, which requires additional fieldwork that 
may not be covered by the contract. 

Although having some prior knowledge of the area/institution is a help, if the issue is •	
controversial, potential sources may be suspicious and reluctant to reveal information. 
Researchers can feel that they have been dropped in at the deep end when potential 
informants complain that, for example, there was no prior consultation on the Terms of 
Reference, researchers have arrived without warning, or the rationale for interviewing one 
person rather than another is unclear. “Working groups shouldn’t under-estimate the difficulty 
of explaining a multistakeholder project to case study informants.  Perhaps having a visual 
presentation that researchers could use would help?” (South African researcher)

Comments from multistakeholder groups on research results are diverse and often •	
contradictory. Research teams therefore have to find ways to accommodate these comments 
without losing the character of the different views. “It would be good for members of the 
working group to spend a bit of time with communities in the case study areas understanding 
the day to day realities of people’s lives.  They wouldn’t be there simply to observe but would be 
asked to collect data.  Having pairs who don’t see eye to eye work together could make people 
more conscious of the specific realities and the need not to generalise too much.”  (South 
African researcher)
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Reviewing and interpreting research findings9.6	
“When results come in the first question is, are they accurate?  But the next is how they should be interpreted.  It is 
amazing that there can be totally different interpretations of agreed data.” (South African Working Group member)

Impacts on group dynamics9.6.1	

The work of reviewing research data, agreeing 
evidence and then debating what it means requires 
careful planning and facilitation. Groups and 
secretariats should expect tensions to arise when 
multistakeholder working groups begin to review 
their research findings. This is a delicate moment 
in the life of a multistakeholder process and must 
be handled sensitively. 

On one hand, it is a moment when personal 
ideologies may be challenged and old sensitivities 
sparked between group members who have come 
to respect and often like each other.  On the other, 
it is an opportunity for stakeholders who are expert 
in the issue and want to understand and improve 
how things work to gain new insights together.  

“Following an earlier intermediate presentation of 
research findings, we had two final presentations. 
Over two days we reviewed more than 100 
slides but there wasn’t always total agreement 
regarding the conclusions.  Some people asked 
for modifications.  Often the old questions about 
public versus private were raised again.  It was a 
very sensitive moment.  But in the end, everyone 
accepted they couldn’t have the exact result they would like and we should stay with what was found in the 
field research.  This was possible because everyone agreed that the research was of good quality and could be 
trusted.” (Brazilian Working Group member)

Research review processes9.6.2	

It is good practice for research teams to be asked to make interim presentations of the data collected. This is so 
the working group can deal in a timely fashion with any preliminary problems with data analysis or amendments 
to the direction of the research or clarifications regarding the key areas to be emphasised. 

Where case studies happen in sequence, working groups should give special attention to crosscutting themes 
and issues emerging from pilot studies and explore these further in case studies that follow.   

In addition to providing written reports, it is helpful for researchers to give presentations of their findings to the 
multistakeholder working group because this allows direct questioning and discussion to take place with those 
closest to the material.

…/continues 

Difficulties with Data

Data is not always available, accessible, •	
coherent or reliable.

It is useful for researchers to conduct a short •	
scoping exercise to identify gaps or difficulties 
and report to the working group so that an 
alternative approach or other solution can 
be developed as necessary.  “The scoping 
exercise in uThukela identified many gaps and 
problems with the methods to be used in the 
research.  This meant that the Working Group 
had a 90% certainty about what could and 
couldn’t be done in relation to the generic ToRs 
for the case studies before going ahead with 
the full research” (Researcher in South Africa) 

In some cases, because of their connections •	
with important actors, Working/Group 
members may be able to facilitate access to 
data not otherwise available.
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Reviewing and Interpreting Research Finding: ➜➜
Lessons from The Water Dialogues

Facilitation
“Negotiating the final product will be key.  We will need rationality rather than ideology, but we 
have said that we will engage with minority views and register these, so I don’t think that we will 
have to part ways.  At least, not if we have a good facilitator!”

Employing an external, neutral facilitator to remind the group of the rules of engagement  •	
when things get tense is strongly recommended.  Using a member of the research team  
is not advisable.  

If possible, the facilitator should have sufficient knowledge of the issue being discussed to •	
assist with strategic direction of the discussion as well as the process – but finding someone 
with enough expertise who is considered neutral is not always possible.

When debate becomes aggressive and personal, the facilitator can help stakeholders take a •	
step back and remind them that they are present because they all want to achieve the same 
overarching goal. 

Codes Of Conduct
Having a code of conduct for the group that can be referred to when the debate gets rough  •	
is very beneficial and is a useful tool during discussions on research findings and if used  
by the  facilitator and members  prevents meetings being dominated by a few forceful voices.

It is good practice for groups to consider in advance how to respond if any member rejects •	
findings that do not fit their understanding or position on what is happening.

Don’t try to force multistakeholder groups into behaving like UN drafting committees  •	
– it’s unlikely to work and isn’t helpful!

Recording And Reporting
Record all discussion and integrate key points into the research reports – if this isn’t done,  •	
it will be very difficult to capture different perspectives and create meta messages for 
advocacy. Note that the documentation of multistakeholder group dialogue on research 
findings requires a skilled person who is well-informed about the subject area to sift key  
points from the discussion.

Analysis And Interpretation
Be prepared to build alternative explanations.  If research findings reveal, for example,   •	
that the type of institution form is not the main driver of what is happening, the focus will  
have to shift to management culture or financing, etc. …  

Make conscious the process of analysis.  Continually check back to see whether analysis is not •	
simply opinion but is substantiated by evidence.

Don’t reify the research or let research findings act as a straightjacket.  Research should •	
provide a solid foundation for dialogue but not restrict it where the experience (not opinions) 
of Group members could add substance. 

Research should not prevent the group from looking forward and discussing future  •	
possible scenarios.
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Finding the right level at which analysis should begin is not simple.  The Water Dialogues South Africa  
graphic below identifies the different levels of analysis that are involved when research data is subjected  
to multistakeholder dialogue.

Some data and its analysis may produce insights and information that could be useful immediately  
to policymakers or think tanks.  Multistakeholder groups need to think about under what circumstance  
they would be happy to release information early 
and whether any criteria should be set for this,  
or whether decisions are best made on a case-by-
case basis. In terms of taking final research 
results to the wider stakeholder audience the 
group has been interacting with, this is probably 
best done after the group has agreed the raw  
data and before the research reports are finalised 
to allow this wider groups comments to be 
incorporated into the final analysis. 

Levels of Analysis

Advocacy

V
A

L
U

E
S

institution type analysis (e.g. private sector 
concession, small scale provider)

case study analysis

sub-section/theme analysis 
(e.g. efficiency, finance)

issue analysis 
(e.g. tariffs, 

free basic water)

data 
interrogation

TIP Don’t suppress differences in interpretation

When interpretation of agreed data/findings leads 
to conflicting conclusions among NWG members 

Don’t go for the lowest common denominator •	
to achieve consensus

Expose differences as being the real situation•	

Emphasise that even with strong data arriving •	
at conclusions is complex

Minority views shouldn’t block the recording •	
of agreement by the majority but must be 
recorded
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Working with academic panels9.7	
“Research reports need to find a balance between very rich and complex descriptions and creating documents 
that are interesting and readable to those not already expert in the case being studied.” (International Academic 
Panel member)

The purpose of forming an academic panel to accompany a multistakeholder process is to provide intellectual 
stimulus to members of multistakeholder groups and enhance the quality of research.  Academic panels provide 
a valuable support to working group members and coordinators and secretariats. At the same time,  
the presence of an academic panel can give external readers increased confidence in the research findings.   

Academic panels are made up of a small number of well-known and widely respected academics working  
on the issue. Taken together, it is important that the panel covers a wide range of expertise and perspectives.  

All members of the multistakeholder working group ought to be involved in nominating potential panel 
members.  It is helpful for coordinators or secretariats to produce a full list of nominated candidates that 
includes a short note on the background and work of each one. The working group can then discuss and decide 
whom they wish to invite.

Potential academic panel members should be given a clear account of what is expected from them when they 
are invited to join.  They should also be informed of any honorariums or fees they will receive in recognition of 
their contribution to the initiative.   

Because of the nature of multistakeholder dialogues, it is very difficult for academic panels to have any formal 
authority over how multistakeholder groups carry out their research. Nevertheless, in an advisory capacity they 
command high levels of respect, which means their guidance is usually taken seriously. 

The activities of academic panel members include:

commenting on research questions and providing guidance on ToRs and research methodologies•	
providing information regarding existing and forthcoming research on the issue as well as institutions  •	
to be consulted
advising on how to deal with any problems encountered in obtaining data or analysing and using •	
statistical data
supporting researchers in the use of participatory methodologies•	
reviewing draft research findings commenting on draft research reports •	
acting as a specialist resource person to working groups •	
participating in multistakeholder group meetings and workshops.•	

NOTE: In multi-locational processes, panels attached to each participating multistakeholder group may 
complement the work of a central/international academic panel.
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Section Ten10	
External Communications 
In the interests of openness, to build support for the process and as part of 
forming the relationships necessary for successfully influencing a wider group 
of stakeholders, multistakeholder processes need to communicate43 with the 
outside world.   
As anyone who has worked in a large alliance will know, developing materials and positions that accurately and 
fairly reflect the views of all members due to slight differences in interpretation and emphasis is not an easy 
task. These difficulties are exaggerated in multistakeholder contexts by the fact that some group members have 
opposing perspectives.  

Thus, early communications, when relationships within the group are easily broken, need to be approached 
with sensitivity.  But even in the later stages of multistakeholder work, arriving at agreed messages and texts 
requires patience and flexibility.  

Developing a basic communications strategy10.1	
In any setting, communications work benefits from having a simple communications strategy that identifies 
realistic priorities and objectives for this work within an appropriate timeframe, budget and resource base.   
This is especially true for multistakeholder groups because of their limited time and resources. 

Developing a simple strategy involves answering, in sequence, a series of questions:

What do you want to achieve through communicating.  Separate objectives should be set for each •	
communication activity as well as for the overall communications strategy.
Who are your audiences?  Whose thinking do you want to influence?  •	

Who can assist the cause?   ››
Who might become an obstacle later, if they are not kept informed?  ››

What key messages do you want to get across?•	
Which information should be publicised?•	
When will communicating be most effective over the next 6/12/24/36 months?•	

Are there any specific events or opportunities for communications?››
How best can the information be conveyed? Which channels of communication are appropriate  •	
to the various audiences?

What budget do you have for communication work, now and in the future?

Establishing approval protocols10.2	
Approval protocols are vital in multistakeholder work. Unless it is clear who should be involved, and at what 
stage, and when materials for external use should be reviewed and signed off, trouble is almost inevitable.   
The approval protocols should also cover how the group will handle materials produced by its members that  
cite the group or are about its work.   

It is necessary for all multistakeholder group members to have an opportunity to see and comment on all written 
communications and other materials.  In multi-locational processes, this means consulting the members, or 
their delegated representatives, of all participating groups. The time allowed to provide comments should be 
commensurate with the time pressures facing group members from their normal work responsibilities, usually 
no less than seven days.  

As is the case for research, developing multistakeholder communications is an iterative process with different 
drafts of documents going back and forth for approval as amendments are made. Publishing schedules should 
be designed to allow plenty of time for this.

Where group members fail to respond to invitations to comment, it is necessary for coordinators and 
secretariats to chase comments by email or telephone.  And, if the material includes anything that might be 
sensitive or contentious, do a follow up check with any members who still do not respond to confirm they do not 
wish to comment.    

43	  Throughout this section unless specified in the text, the term communication refers to communication beyond the 
immediate multistakeholder group to the external world. 



A Guide to Multistakeholder Work: Lessons from The Water Dialogues, page 89

Identifying audiences10.3	
“The more thoroughly you understand your target audience(s), the higher the probability of communications 
success.  The more refined the target audience description, the more precise and effective your communication 
will be.”44

An important part of developing a communications strategy is to be clear about who the group wants to reach.  
What do they need to know and why they need to know it?  What do you want them to do as a result? Answering 
these questions helps to prioritise among the different possible audiences.  

For the purposes of effective communication, there is no such thing as the general public.  Young people, old 
people, women, men, academics, farmers, politicians and sports fans will all respond to different approaches, 
different styles and different uses of language.  For example, a long technical briefing paper is unlikely to be the 
best way to get a message across to teenagers, while a viral email may not impress senior civil servants. 

Developing Basic Messages10.4	
It is helpful for a multistakeholder group to create a basic message that describes in five (long) sentences  
(not long paragraphs):  

Who it is•	
What it wants to achieve•	
Why it wants to achieve it – positive or negative consequences of no action•	
How it proposes to achieve it –  methods to be used and what needs to change•	
What action it wants the audience to take•	

Note that the message should be written in simple, unambiguous language that an ordinary person can 
understand.   Although this may seem to be an easy task, it takes time and practice to get the basic message 
right.  The investment of time is worthwhile.  Once it is developed and agreed, it enables members of 
multistakeholder processes to convey the key elements of their work quickly and effectively.  The language  
of the basic message should be adapted to suit different types of audience. 

The basic message also can provide the foundation for additional messages developed to address specific 
topics.   When the message has been drafted, ask:

Are the specific characteristics and achievements of the group evident•	
Does it clearly describe the issue and what needs to happen/change•	
Is it positive and forward looking rather than negative and resentful•	
Will it arouse passion, strong feelings or enthusiasm•	
Will it motivate the audience to change and/or do something•	

A good message does not have to include all the elements above but must include two or more. 

For multistakeholder groups, developing specific issue-related messages is very challenging given the diverse 
perspectives of their members.  Some ideas about how to overcome these difficulties are discussed in Section 11.4.

Deciding on the media mix10.5	
Decisions regarding the best mix of media to employ are closely linked to the type of audience to be reached.  
They also depend on the budget and skills available to the working group as well as which technologies are 
easily accessible to the group and its audience. 

Given their intended audience and the messages to be conveyed, multistakeholder groups should decide which 
would be the most appropriate medium, or mix of media.  Some types of media include:

face-to-face contacts •	
phone calls•	
reports, briefing papers or books•	
websites•	
meetings, workshops or roundtables•	
dance, drama, street theatre, etc..•	
songs•	
radio or television news or programmes•	
newspapers•	
magazines•	

44	  World Wildlife Fund, undated, Programme/Project Communications Strategy Template 
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Developing the process’s identity  10.6	
Multstakeholder groups often face the task of 
making a large impact using limited resources.  
Employing a consistent, attractive, design format 
that can be used on letterheads, business cards, 
publications and websites, etc., that is, having  
a “visual identity”, is one way to achieve more 
recognition for less money. It is best to create  
this identity early on in the process, before 
communications work begins. 

The first step is to give the multistakeholder 
process a name.  Clearly this must be acceptable to 
all members of the group.  Ideally, it also should be 
short and easy to remember.  One way to get round 
the often present desire of group members to use 
the name to describe everything that the group 
does, is to combine a short name with a longer 
strapline that is used alongside it.  

The next step is for the working group to agree the 
type of image the project should promote to the 
outside world. This might be: 

professional, intellectual, serious•	
steeped in history•	
modern and innovative•	
open and transparent•	
multicultural and collaborative•	
dynamic, stimulating, different•	

This image could also be associated with a specific 
subject or location, such as:

water, forests or ethical standards•	
urban areas, Indonesia, Africa or global   •	

Unless the multistakeholder group includes people with creative design and graphics skills, once the image 
is agreed, it is usually best to commission specialist designers.  Designers should be asked to come up with 
some options for colours, fonts, symbols or logos and layouts that could be used in all materials produced by 
the group. 

It is very important for there to be consultation among members during the development of the image and 
on the ideas produced by design teams.  Because members of multistakeholder groups come from different 
organisational cultures, with different attitudes to the use of marketing and communication techniques, expect 
debate on all aspects of the identity. 

For multi-locational, multistakeholder processes, getting acceptance for a shared name or single visual identity 
may be difficult. This is because participating groups like to develop separate identities that reflect their own 
characteristics and contexts. If this is the case, it is helpful if, for external publications, the symbol for the 
overall project is used alongside that of the participating groups. 

Building and maintaining support for the multistakeholder process10.7	
There is always some overlap between communications and advocacy activities. Here, promoting the 
multistakholder initiative itself is included under communications while promoting its findings and 
recommendations is covered under advocacy in Section Eleven. 

There are many activities for promoting multistakeholder initiatives including: 

Producing and disseminating brochures, leaflets or reports about the process and the issue it focuses on•	
Sending regular updates on progress to all contacts•	
Meeting with key decision-makers and potential donors to discuss the intended work•	
Making presentations at events where stakeholders in the issue will be present•	
Maintaining an active website and/or blog•	
Hosting workshops and seminars for issue stakeholders•	

Definition:  Visual Identity 

The overall impression of an organisation which 
is projected internally and externally through 
its letterhead, brochures, newsletters, etc. … 
through the use of colours, type styles, symbols, 
design formats, etc.. used repeatedly and 
consistently in all communications.

Definition:  Strapline

A strapline is a British term used to describe •	
a secondary sentence attached to a brand 
name or name of an organisation.  Its purpose 
is to emphasise a phrase that explains the 
organisation’s core purpose by which it wishes 
to be remembered.  

Straplines may also be used to strengthen •	
the image of a brand;  or as explanatory sub-
headings in newspapers. 

Some examples include:  Nokia: Connecting •	
people; or HSBC:  the world’s local bank.

Oxfam has recently changed its strapline from •	
“working for a fairer world” which contained 
the ambiguous term “fairer,” which in some 
cultures has the primary meaning of “whiter” 
to “Be humankind”.
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Naming the multistakeholder initiative: ➜➜
What The Water Dialogues Did

When the International Secretariat was formed in November 2005, the official name of the process 
was the “Global Multistakeholder Review of Private Sector Participation in Water Supply and 
Sanitation,” commonly shortened by founding members to the “Global Review of PSP”.    

The International Secretariat gained permission to come up with a new, shorter name that would 
be easier to publicise through brainstorming ideas for final selection by the IWG. The result was 
the name and  strapline by which the project is now known: 

The Water Dialogues: multistakeholder dialogues on water and the private sector

Creating a visual identity: ➜➜
What The Water Dialogues Did

Prompted by forthcoming activities at the World Water Forum 2006 in Mexico, work began at •	
international level to develop an attractive identity for the project.  

In developing a “visual identity,” the designers were asked to develop a smart, modern •	
design that that would help the project stand out, inspire confidence and make a favourable 
impression on governments, international donors and other influencing targets, and reflected 
the involvement of government, business and trade unions in the process. This image was in 
contrast with the traditional NGO style used for the scoping study. 

Having seen three proposals from the designers, the International Working Group (IWG) •	
delegated the final decision regarding design to the International Secretariat.

With a choice made, the International Secretariat sent out files with the design, fonts, colours, •	
and so on to members of all participating Working Groups with a suggestion that it would be 
helpful for everyone to use the same name, designs, fonts, colours and logo in order to raise 
the overall profile of the Dialogues.  

The responses were immediate. One national level group said that it was already calling itself •	
the Global PSP Review and could see no reason to change. Another noted that it would be 
calling itself the “water and sanitation dialogues.” And a member from another group objected 
to the use of a logo and complained vigorously that the International Secretariat was trying to 
impose a corporate image on the process.  

This was a useful lesson for the new International Secretariat. Clearly, it had not consulted •	
fully enough before commissioning the designs.  Nor had it taken sufficient care to explain the 
reasons why it thought a visual identity was important.  And it had not thought carefully about 
the terminology it used in describing the visual identity package.   For some stakeholders the 
use of any marketing techniques and terminology would be unacceptable.

The International Secretariat responded by sending an apology for creating misunderstandings •	
and re-stated that adopting the name and the visual identity was optional.   

In the end, two countries called themselves “The [country name] Water Dialogues,” and •	
sometimes made use of the designs. A third used the name but had a different symbol/
logo. A fourth used the designs, including the symbol, but retained the “water and sanitation 
dialogues” name to emphasise the importance of sanitation. The fifth retained the name the 
Global PSP Review. 
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Communicating to build and maintain support:  ➜➜
What The Water Dialogues Did

A few of the different ways in which The Water Dialogues built support at international level are 
outlined below:  

Very early on, founding members of the Dialogues began to promote the proposed project with •	
key donors. This resulted in a grant from GTZ that enabled the Scoping report to be researched 
and written. 

Using the Scoping report, and the positive reaction to starting The Water Dialogues at the •	
Berlin meeting in 2004, International Working Group (IWG) members and the Coordinator 
sought out and met with a large number of stakeholders, including bilateral donors at the  
UN Convention on Sustainable Development meeting in New York in 2005. They argued for  
the need to find new ways of working to break the policy paralysis affecting the water sector 
and the feasibility of multistakeholder dialogues as vehicles for achieving this. 

During the winter and spring of 2005, IWG members and the new Coordinator arranged a •	
series of meetings with DFID, some of which involved representatives from GTZ, to promote  
The Water Dialogues and encourage DFID to provide financial support to the process.   

As noted in 10.6 in advance of the World Water Forum in Mexico, 2006, the International •	
Secretariat coordinated the development of a visual identity for The Water Dialogues as well 
as an introductory brochure providing brief information about the project. This was widely 
distributed at the World Water Forum including at a meeting hosted by The Water Dialogues. 

In 2005, 2006 and 2007, the project took advantage of Stockholm International Water Week •	
to present its work and provide updates on progress through side meetings to which a wide 
variety of interested stakeholders were invited.   

From spring 2006 onwards, The Water Dialogues produced six-monthly email updates and  •	
sent them to some 300 hundred stakeholders who had registered an interest in the initiative. 
The project also created a website to provide basic information on its work. 

Members of the Working Groups and the International Secretariat also made a point  •	
of promoting multistakeholder processes generally and The Water Dialogues specifically  
at sector meetings. 
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Section Eleven11	
Advocacy
“We are building a strong platform for future advocacy and I am optimistic that  
we will end up improving service delivery through better regulation and a better 
institutional environment.” (South African Working Group member)
Multistakeholder groups will want to undertake 
advocacy on a range of issues. Many will wish to 
promote multistakeholder processes – as better 
forms of governance that result in improved 
planning and policy. As their research results 
start to yield new insights, they will want to 
ensure that this influences a wider group of sector 
stakeholders and makes them take action.  In 
addition, if specific sub-issues emerge during 
the course of research and dialogue that present 
immediate opportunities for making improvements 
they will want to advocate these to relevant 
stakeholders.  And, once they have completed their 
analysis and agreed   recommendations, multistakeholder groups will wish to lobby relevant decision-makers  
to achieve changes in policy and practice. 

For multistakeholder groups, arriving at shared advocacy objectives takes time and patience.  While advocacy  
to promote the value of multistakeholder processes themselves may be possible while dialogues are new, 
advocacy for policy and practice changes on issues usually has to wait until the process is nearing its end.

Given the time lag between starting 
multistakeholder processes and arriving at 
conclusions, it is essential that multistakeholder 
groups continuously monitor developments in 
attitudes, institutions and policies related to their 
issue so that they can make strategic decisions 
about how they will handle significant changes in 
the external environment. 

The importance of advocacy 11.1	
between multistakeholder  
group members
A key space for advocacy is within the 
multistakeholder working group itself.  The 
different stakeholders with their different ideas, 
perceptions and insights on the issue will naturally 
seek to influence each other.   Indeed, this is 
a fundamental part of what   multistakeholder 
dialogues deliver – mutual advocacy between 
participants that results in all involved having 
a more comprehensive knowledge and 
understanding of the issue. When multistakeholder 
groups include members with decision-making 
powers within their organisations, there will be an 
automatic and continuous influence on policies 
and practices as the dialogue continues.     

Definition: Advocacy

“Advocacy can be defined as action aimed at 
changing the policies, position and programmes 
of governments, institutions or organisations 
involving an organised, systematic influencing 
process on matters of public interest.”*
* From Save the Children Fund, UK, Working for Change 
in Education - A handbook for planning advocacy, 2000, 
http://www.savethechildren.org.uk/en/54_2388.htm 

The advocacy toolbox 
(Hilary Coulby for INTRAC)

Strategy development •	

research and analysis into issues  ››
– their causes and consequences
identification of the solutions and  ››
changes needed
power mapping››
stakeholder analysis››
setting issue and process objectives››
outlining methods, tone and approach ››
laying out a timetable of activities and ››
assigning responsibilities

Networking, alliance building •	

Conferences/seminars/roundtables•	

Reports and briefings•	

Lobbying •	

Exposure visits•	

Campaigning •	

Media work•	

Social marketing •	

Running an active website                                                                                                                          •	
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�Advocacy between members of multistakeholder groups:  ➜➜
The Water Dialogues Indonesia experience

There was broad agreement among Water Dialogues participants in Indonesia that conducting a dialogue 
was going to be useful only if it could be aligned with the national reform process. 

The enactment of a new Law on Water Resources in Indonesia at the end of 2004 had given rise  
to many controversies as some saw this law as an instrument to legalise the privatization of the sector.   
In particular, NGOs considered that the new law violated the national Constitution, which states that the 
water sector should be controlled by the State. 

The First Meeting of The Water Dialogues in Indonesia took place shortly after the law was passed.  
Some months later, the government adopted a number of revisions to the regulatory framework. 

One of the members of the Indonesia Working Group from national government, who was involved in 
the formulation of the new regulation, testified that The Water Dialogues discussions and insights from 
multiple stakeholders had a clear impact on his perceptions and had influenced the way he approached 
the new regulations. 

He noted that he “never had a conversation with NGO people” before The Water Dialogues began but that 
some ideas from NGO members of the Working Group had been taken into consideration when drafting 
revised regulations.

A framework for advocacy:  
Adapted for The Water Dialogues by Chris Stalker 

Below are ten steps to building an effective Advocacy Strategy that may be relevant and helpful for The 
Water Dialogues: 

1. Define the issue. Advocacy begins with an issue or problem that requires a policy and practice change 
and/or capacity and space being created for civil society to participate in policy decisions that affect 
citizens (and consumers). The research surveys conducted by National Working Groups at the national level 
may assist with this analysis and could underpin the development of national advocacy action plans.

2. Set goal and objectives. A goal is a general statement of what advocates hope to achieve in the longer 
term (typically three–five years). The advocacy objectives should be based on research and evidence and 
describe short-term, specific, measurable achievements that contribute to the advocacy goal. Advocacy 
objectives should ideally include the following components: policy actor, policy solution, and timeframe/
degree of change. Given the finite nature of The Water Dialogues, it may be helpful to identify short-term 
objectives for 2009/10 and conceptually consider them as a way of contributing to a longer-term aim, for 
example, assessing the extent to which multistakeholder dialogue at national levels has contributed to 
progress on the Millennium Development Groups by 2015. 

3. Identify target audience. The primary target audience includes the decision-makers who have the 
authority to bring about the desired policy change. The secondary target audience includes persons who 
have access to and are able to influence the primary audience. Advocates must identify individuals in 
the target audience, their positions, and relative power base and then determine whether the various 
individuals support, oppose, or are neutral to the advocacy issue. 

4. Build support. Building a constituency to support the advocacy issue is critical for success. Advocates 
must reach out to create alliances with other NGOs, networks, donors, coalitions, civil groups, professional 
associations, women’s groups, activists, and individuals who support the issue and will work with you to 
achieve your advocacy goals.   Multistakeholder dialogues can be, by definition, a way of building support, 
especially when a National Working Group engages with wider groups of stakeholders. 

5. Develop the message. Advocacy messages are developed and tailored to specific target audiences in 
order to frame the issue and persuade the receiver to support the position. There are three important 
questions to answer when preparing advocacy messages: Who are you trying to reach with the message? 
What do you want to achieve with the message? What do you want the recipient of the message to do as a 
result of the message (the action you want taken)?

6. Select channels of communication. Selection of the most appropriate medium for advocacy messages 
depends on the target audience. The choice of medium varies for reaching the public, influencing decision-
makers, educating the media, generating support for the issue among like-minded organisations/ 
networks, and so forth. Some of the more common channels of communication for advocacy initiatives 
include meetings with parliamentarians and officials, meetings with private and public sector, press kits 
and press releases, press conferences, fact sheets, a public debate, a conference for policy-makers,  
and so forth.
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A framework for advocacy:  
Adapted for The Water Dialogues by Chris Stalker (continued…)

7. Draft implementation plan. Advocates should draft an implementation plan to guide its advocacy work. 
The plan should identify activities and tasks, responsible persons/committees, the desired timeframe, and 
needed resources.

8. Collect data. Data collection supports many of the stages of the advocacy process. Advocates should 
collect and analyse data to identify and select their issue as well as develop advocacy objectives, craft 
messages, expand their base of support, and influence policy-makers. Data collection is an ongoing activity 
for the duration of the advocacy work.

9. Track, monitor and evaluate. As with data collection, tracking, monitoring and evaluation occur 
throughout the advocacy process. Before undertaking the advocacy work, advocates must determine 
how it will monitor its implementation plan against the objectives identifies in (2). In addition, the group 
should decide how it will evaluate or measure progress and results. In specific terms, what will be different 
following the completion of the advocacy? How will the group know that the situation has changed? 

10. Raise funds. Resources help support the development and dissemination of materials, cover travel to 
meet with decision-makers and generate support, underwrite meetings or seminars, absorb communication 
expenses, and so forth. Advocates should ideally develop a fundraising strategy at the outset of the 
advocacy work to identify potential contributors of financial and other resources (but also take the 
necessary steps to ensure that the resources required to deliver the fundraising strategy are not at the 
expense of the overall advocacy strategy!)  

In addition, at some point in your advocacy, you will need to write down these plans into a strategy •	
document. This could be an organisational strategy for advocacy or campaigning, or the strategy for  
a single piece of advocacy.

This document will have many audiences and purposes:•	

To solidify the plans, relating the activities to the aims››
To gain approval and the release of resources››
To communicate plans to other stakeholders and win their participation››
To be a reference point for future evaluation and to demonstrate a degree of accountability››

To be effective in fulfilling all these functions, the strategy document needs to be clear, concise  •	
and easy to read. The following format is ideal:

Aimi.	
Primary Objectivesii.	
Strategies (audiences, media, political, donors, other partners)iii.	
Actions & Timelineiv.	
Resources (human, financial, intellectual)v.	
Risks & Assumptionsvi.	
Monitoring & Evaluation Processvii.	

Developing an advocacy strategy11.2	
The steps required to develop a multistakeholder advocacy strategy are the same as any used by an individual 
or group. However, there are some distinct problems faced by multistakeholder groups, which the following 
section addresses. 

Advocacy to wider audiences during the multistakeholder process11.3	
It is important not to wait until dialogue, research and analysis is complete before reaching out to wider groups 
of stakeholders.  For successful influencing, stakeholders beyond the core working group need to be kept in 
touch with developments.  Giving key stakeholders the opportunity to think about and discuss insights arising 
from the multistakeholder dialogue, prepares the ground for advocacy at a later stage. The precise methods 
used to keep stakeholders up to date will depend on the issue, the character of the working group and the 
context within which the process is taking place.    
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Forums with wider groups of stakeholders11.3.1	

It is good practice for multistakeholder groups to share their work with a broader group of stakeholder 
organisations and individuals throughout the dialogue process.   For contentious issues, it is also important 
to share final research findings with this broader group for their comment and validation.   These meetings 
are a form of advocacy in that they are opportunities to promote the value of multistakeholder process itself, 
as well as the research and fresh thinking on the issue.    

TIPS

For larger meetings of forty or more people, where small group work is envisaged, there will be a need •	
for two or three experienced facilitators, plus enough note takers for each small group. 

Note that, even if the organisations invited to attend a forum remain the same, the individuals who •	
come to meetings will differ.  This means taking time at each Forum for brief presentation on the 
multistakeholder process and the issue it addresses.

When developing the agenda, remember that, unlike working group members, participants will not •	
have had the experience of building relationships, exploring issues and adjusting perspectives across 
ideological divides.  Outlining this journey may be helpful. 

Having one or more independent, neutral facilitators is often a better option than having •	
multistakeholder working group members lead the meeting.

Including work in small groups creates a space for all participants to engage fully in discussions. •	

For longer meetings, it may be useful to hold a separate meeting the evening before the full meeting •	
begins for participants from those stakeholder groups that are nervous about participating. These 
participants may feel they are taking a risk in attending the meeting;  be very wary of being co-opted;  
want to be sure that the agenda provides a fair opportunity for all perspectives;  and may feel more able 
to contribute to the proceedings if they can get to know each other before the main event begins. 

Beware of trying to cram into one meeting everything that working group members would like to •	
communicate. Participants have a limited capacity to absorb new information and will switch off when 
they reach overload. Providing time for discussion and exploration of issues is therefore more likely to 
result in successful learning.

Working group members have an important role to play during meeting breaks.  They should use •	
this time to talk to stakeholders that share their background or perspective, and provide additional 
information about the process and subject matter so that these participants are on board and feel 
comfortable.

It is very important that the working group have clear objectives for each forum meeting it holds.   For example, 
does the group intend to update participants on the dialogue’s progress, or to give feed back on research?  
Does the group want participants to comment on or validate their work or findings?  Or is the objective for 
the forum to provide a space for dialogue on the issue or the process?  Each of these objectives will require 
a different approach, agenda and length of meeting.  Updating wider groups of stakeholders on progress of 
the dialogue is possible in an hour or two, but creating a safe environment to hold a genuine dialogue on a 
contentious issue is likely to take two or more days.   

Roundtables11.3.2	

Roundtables bring together expert speakers with groups of 30–50 key stakeholders to address specific issues 
within the multistakeholder group’s overall remit. The purpose may be to deal with topics that traditionally 
have received insufficient attention, or those that would benefit from stakeholders, including policymakers and 
practitioners, sharing their knowledge and experiences.  Roundtables should create space for the development 
of new approaches to policy and practice, facilitate greater understanding and provide the opportunity for each 
participant to learn something new.  

Members of the multistakeholder working group should identify roundtable speakers based on their 
perspectives and the specialist knowledge they can contribute. Speakers may give their services voluntarily,  
or for a fee, in which case they may be expected to provide written versions of their presentations for inclusion 
in the roundtable report. 

Venues for roundtables should be centrally located for easy access by key stakeholders, ideally in a well-known 
street or building, and have good facilities.  If funds allow for hiring a large space, it is ideal for all participants 
to sit in a horseshoe or “U” formation,  so that everyone has face-to-face contact.  
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Wider stakeholder forums: ➜➜
The Water Dialogues South Africa experience

Reporting from breakout/small group work
In most instances, the reports from the breakaway sessions to the plenary will not •	
adequately reflect the quality of discussion or key strategic issues or interests which 
emerged in the small groups. 

Some reports may be biased in favour of the presenter’s position on the issue, which will •	
cause friction and complaints from their fellow group members.

It may be preferable for a neutral party, for example a facilitator or note taker, to have •	
responsibility for capturing the discussion and presenting each small group’s findings.  Ideally, 
time should be allotted for the neutral presenter to check back with the group on what they 
intend to say before the presentation takes place. 

Without taking care regarding feedback, it will be difficult to build a platform for the •	
larger forum dialogue or generate the quality of discussion desired on emerging issues 
or points of contestation.

Balancing Presentations and Process
Finding the right balance between providing information through presentations and giving time 
for engagement with this information is a critical aspect of all multistakeholder meetings.   

If too little time is allocated to data and information there is a danger that participants will lack 
new material to move the debate forward.

If too much time is allocated to presentations, there will be insufficient time for participants to 
contribute their diverse experiences and understandings and to engage in constructive debate 
regarding interpretations. 

Handling challenge
As outlined in Section Seven, it takes multistakeholder working groups many meetings to build 
mutual trust and respect, and be able to agree to differ respectfully. 

Forum participants have not had this opportunity and when differences emerge, there may be  
a tendency for these to become personalised or evoke defensive responses.

Unless facilitators recognise and address such behaviour, it may further entrench the positions  
of some participants rather than allowing for constructive dialogue.   

Allowing flexibility and time in the agenda for conflicts and differences to be surfaced and dealt 
with in a way that is affirmative for all involved, will produce more positive results than trying to 
shut them down in order to keep to a pre-ordained schedule.

…/continued
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Wider stakeholder forums: ➜➜
The Water Dialogues South Africa experience (continued…)

Group dynamics and Dialogue versus Discussion
Many participants may express clear ideological positions.  While it is helpful to get positions •	
on the table, by itself this changes very little.  

A significant difference will exist between participants and working group members.   •	
The latter    given their history of working together over an extended period, will be more 
open in their approach. 

There will also be a difference between those individuals who have attended previous forums •	
and those attending for the first time. The former will be familiar with the process and the 
research findings, will have argued and grappled with the issues, and will be keen to move 
forward to a new level of analysis or action.  These individuals may become impatient with 
others whose level of understanding and engagement is more limited.  

Presentations, questions and answer sessions and discussion may lead to new awareness,  •	
but seldom leads to action or change.

An important aspect of dialogue processes is to enable individuals and groups to move beyond •	
ideological positions so that new thinking emerges.  But this takes time and brief contact, such 
as during a one day forum, may not have much impact.   

For genuine dialogue, it might be best to hold a two-day meeting and create structured social •	
space in the evening that encourages individuals to get to know participants from different 
perspectives and backgrounds. 

Notwithstanding, the caution regarding the impact of a “presentation plus discussion” format, •	
the “reality check” provided by an objective presentation,  of research findings for example,  
is  likely to  encourage stakeholders to think more broadly about the issue, with the hope that 
future engagement between them will be more open and constructive. 

“•	 The effectiveness and impact of a Forum such as this rests on the quality of the overall process 
and the quality of meeting that is facilitated. I would strongly recommend that the final Water 
Dialogues Forum dialogue be extended to 1½ or two days to allow time for the group to settle 
and begin to engage with each other in more real and dynamic ways.”  (Facilitator, South Africa 
Water Dialogues Forum, October 2008)
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Working group members should work with coordinators or secretariats to draw up a list of invitees.  Because 
of the limits on overall numbers, this often involves prioritising between possible participants based on their 
involvement with the topic and/or their policy or decision-making power. 

Invitations for roundtables, requesting confirmation of attendance, should be sent out at least seven days prior 
to the event, specify the speakers, the focus of their presentations and overall  objectives and agenda for the 
event, as well as information regarding the venue.   In some cases, it may be useful to send a full list of invitees 
so that people know who else is likely to attend.    

The format for roundtables will vary according to the topic and the number of participants.  Usually a roundtable 
will be a long half day meeting in which two or more speakers give presentations followed by question and 
answer sessions and then small group and/or plenary discussion lead by a facilitator or moderator.   Good 
facilitation is essential for the success of these events to ensure that participants do not stray off the topic and 
that everyone has a chance to contribute.  

Working group members should receive draft roundtable reports for comment prior to distribution to all 
participants and donors funding the roundtable, and before publication on relevant websites.

Note that roundtable discussions may result in the need for follow up on the topic in the form of further targeted 
lobbying on recommendations arising, or discussions with policymakers and practitioners to ensure progress 
on issues identified as requiring attention.   

Facilitating advocacy for communities11.3.3	

To build on multistakeholder research processes at community level, once those involved at the grassroots have 
seen the research results it is useful to arrange for community representatives to come into direct contact with 
decision-makers.   

To prepare for such meetings, community members should be brought together to discuss their views and 
develop priority questions which they would like the decision-makers to answer. Decision-makers should 
receive a consolidated list of questions before the joint meeting, so they can provide proper answers. The 
meeting should also select a small number of representatives who will meet with local level decision-makers 
and other key stakeholders.  

The responsibility for contacting the decision-makers and other significant stakeholders lies with the 
multistakeholder group, or its coordinating body. Note that it can be difficult to find a time when everyone 
can be present.  Also, that the decision-making body may be reluctant to participate.  If this is the case, it 
is useful for  members of the working group from the same background to persuade its most senior staff 
personally that it is in their interests to participate.  Once senior management is on board, other staff will 
be more willing to attend.  

On the day, it may be tactically advantageous to allow the top decision-maker present to welcome everyone 
to the meeting and speak briefly about the issue.  Otherwise, the facilitator should do this. It is important that 
participants each introduce themselves individually, so that everyone knows to whom they are speaking. The 
facilitator should remind participants about the purpose of the meeting and the role of the multistakeholder 
project in the process, and/or about the research findings.   The meeting can then move straight to a session 
devoted to answering the questions from the communities, followed by a plenary discussion.  After this there 
could be further discussion sessions, in plenary or in small groups, depending on the issue and the willingness 
of all stakeholders to give time to the process. Before the meeting ends, the facilitator should try to get 
attendees to identify the next steps, and work out how to monitor them. 
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Roundtables: ➜➜
The Water Dialogues’ experience

The first roundtable in Indonesia focused on financing for the water sector and attracted a 
large number of prominent high-level stakeholders from government, donors and civil society.  
Government commentators noted that the roundtable provided a useful opportunity to access 
information from other government departments and learn about the current thinking in 
government and donors.

In the Philippines, The Water Dialogues Working Group opted not to carry out a full independent 
research programme.  Instead, it organised a series of 10 roundtables on very specific topics.  
The prime objective was to share experiences and expertise of a diverse group of sector actors.   
The format was for resource persons, both Working Group members and other stakeholders, 
to present their views and for practitioners and policymakers to react to these.  Sometimes 
information sharing would by itself bring breakthrough’s in policy or practice,  but on other 
occasions policy gaps would be identified and policy recommendations formulated for further 
advocacy.   “The Water Dialogues were good for addressing more specific issues, for example,  
the roundtables on financing, water cooperatives and small scale water providers allowed us to  
get a very good sense of the constituency’s needs and issues and to amplify messages from 
ground level when we took the information into the Roadmap.”(Philippines Water Dialogues 
member)  A fuller account of the outcomes from roundtables in the Philippines is available  
in a special case study produced by The Water Dialogues.*
* Coulby, H., The Philippines Water Dialogues 2004 - 2008: a case study in flexible approaches to multistakeholder 
work,  The Water Dialogues, May 2009, www.waterdialogues.org  
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Advocacy at local level: ➜➜
A Planning Checklist from The Water Dialogues South Africa

Liaise with local researchers to develop a list of principal contacts within key organisations •	
including, e.g. local government, relevant businesses, community organisations

Ideally these should be those higher up in organisations with decision-making power››

Determine a date for the local dialogue in consultation with all the principal contacts•	

Try to ensure equal numbers of participants from each of the stakeholder groups››

Book facilitator(s) and a venue•	

Consider how community members will get to the venue and how their travel expenses will ››
be reimbursed  

Decide on who will present the local findings from the multistakeholder work•	

Decide who else should make presentations, for example local government, community or •	
industry figures

Hold a meeting with the facilitator(s), presenters and others involved in running the meeting •	
to:

Develop a timed agenda››

Confirm which areas of the work will be emphasised in presentations››

Make decisions about translation, note taking, etc…..››

Confirm participant numbers and book drinks, snacks and meals•	

Call community, government and business representatives and so on to confirm date and •	
venue

Make sure there are name cards for each participant•	

Prepare an evaluation sheet for completion by participants•	
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Adapting standard advocacy practices to multistakeholder work11.4	
The diagram below is from The Water Dialogues South Africa and illustrates how, for multistakeholder 
dialogues, the process in moving from research to advocacy tends to result not in single policy options  
but a series of options shaped by stakeholder values and perspectives.  

(each option has advantages
and disadvantages)

(for each option, assess sector
opportunities and decide

what action to take)
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For most advocacy initiatives, reaching consensus with sister organisations addressing the issue on key 
messages is seen as a necessary foundation for success.  Thus, for multistakeholder advocacy, the first 
consideration is the extent to which diverse organisations and individuals can reach common conclusions and 
recommendations.  However, as discussed in Section 7.2.2, groups may not be seeking consensus.  In addition, 
once respectful relationships have been built between those with opposing views, there may be a reluctance to 
push for single conclusions in case these re-open old quarrels.  

As noted in Section 10.4, the development of advocacy messages can be a critical moment in multistakeholder 
work.  Deriving simple advocacy messages from detailed, complex and context specific research is far from easy 
in any circumstances.  In a multistakeholder situation, the values of members and their organisations will be at 
stake.  This means that arriving at joint recommendations on broad issues may be impossible without resorting 
to the type of clichéd generalisations that mean very little. Thus alternative approaches to advocacy are needed 
that are rooted in the ethos of multistakeholder work and do not rely solely on simple messages.
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Moving from research to policy

(The contents of this  box are adapted from and draw heavily on materials produced by the  
ODI – RAPID Programme http://www.odi.org.uk/rapid/)*

Evidence matters 
Evidence can be used to refute or challenge your opponents •	

Evidence can be used to demystify issues – complex evidence can be used to back up a simple and •	
understandable narrative

Policy objectives without any evidence are pointless, but evidence without goals is also meaningless•	

Evidence will not solve all the policy questions, but it can make an important contribution•	

 It can support policy, it can undermine policy, but on its own, it will never determine a policy •	

Obstacles to be faced (i)
Even if there is clear and unambiguous evidence that is known by all actors involved in a policy process, •	
this will not necessarily lead to an evidence-based policy 

Political factors and resource prioritisation are more important factors in determining policy formulation •	
and outcomes 

Evidence is never clear and unambiguous!•	

Obstacles to be faced  (ii)
(from ODI survey- 50 case studies)

Civil groups have limited time to read research papers•	

Civil groups have limited skills in adapting and using research results for policy development•	

Policymakers not used to drawing on research and evidence•	

Policymakers have limited capacity to use and adapt evidence for policy processes•	

So….it is important to keep messages to policymakers simple•	

The importance of politics
Political context is crucial - the adoption and use of evidence in policy-making both in democratic and •	
less democratic political systems

Likelihood of policy uptake can be described using the following formula developed by Julius Court at •	
ODI: 

Policy uptake = Demand** – Contestation***  ››

* ODI, 2006 – 2008, Research  and Policy in Development Programme (RAPID),  http://www.odi.org.uk/rapid/

**demand refers to policymakers’ and societal demands

***contestation refers to the degree of variance with prevailing ideology and  vested interests

…/continued



A Guide to Multistakeholder Work: Lessons from The Water Dialogues, page 104

Moving from research to policy

Factors influencing policy making

Evidence

Experience
and

expertisePragmatics
and

Contingencies
Judgement

Lobbyists
and

Pressure
Groups

Habits
and

Tradition

Values
and Policy

Context

Resources

Source: Phil Davies Impact Insight Meeting. ODI, 2005 

What helps research impact on policy
Relevance •	

Did it provide a solution to a problem?››
Does it say what to do?››
Does it say how to do it? ››

Credibility•	

Is the research approach and methodology sound?››
Are the researchers experienced/qualified/respected?››
Is the evidence clear?››

Advocacy•	

Is there regular contact with decision-makers and key sector stakeholders?››
Is there a strategy for getting the messages across?››
Do you have a strong story/narrative?››
Can you present detailed evidence to support possible measures and outcomes?››

Conclusions
It is possible to improve the impact of research on policy if you:•	

really, really want to do it››
understand the context (especially political context) ››
use a strategic approach››
develop the right skills in the team››
engage, engage, engage››
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Identifying where simple messages are possible11.4.1	

Before abandoning the notion of simple, joint messages completely, multistakeholder groups should explore 
the possibility of developing and agreeing some consensus messages on detailed, technical areas of their 
research findings aimed at specific advocacy targets.  These should be drawn directly from instances where  
the interpretation of research findings has resulted in agreement between all members of the group.    

Tips for formulating policy recommendations

(adapted from a presentation by Helen Collinson  helen@hcollinson90.freeserve.co.uk)

Don’t just present policymakers with a list of recommendations in isolation. You also need to provide •	
some information (however brief) about the problem/issue and your concerns.

As far as possible, base your recommendations on real evidence (either from research undertaken on a •	
given issue or your on-the-ground experience). Policymakers are unlikely to take your recommendations 
seriously without such evidence.

Make sure your recommendations are •	 reasonable and viable. It might help to imagine you are in the 
shoes of the person or institution to which the recommendation is targeted.

Make sure your recommendations are as •	 specific as possible and are asking the person or institution to 
do something. Avoid broad rhetorical statements that policymakers can easily agree with, but on which 
they cannot act.

Try to ensure your recommendations relate to •	 real political processes and opportunities which the 
person or institution has some power to influence (e.g. forthcoming parliamentary bills, budget planning 
processes etc.).

Only put •	 one ‘ask’ in each recommendation. Clear, succinct recommendations (of no more than two or 
three lines) will be more difficult for policymakers to ignore and will be easier for you to monitor if they 
are implemented.

Try to avoid recommending that the targeted person(s) or institution ‘doesn’t do something’ or ‘stops •	
doing something’ as this can appear negative and confrontational.  This may be appropriate for public 
campaigns if all else fails but not at this stage. Turn each “don’t do/stop  doing” into a positive “do”.

Delivering complex information11.4.2	

Where simple, consensus messages are not a possibility, it is necessary to adapt advocacy to encompass 
greater levels of complexity.  Multistakeholder dialogues and research produce a wealth of incredibly rich and 
detailed information.  Instead of losing this in an effort to meet the demand for simplicity and broad agreement, 
multistakeholder groups should find ways to deliver complex information to key audiences that retain the 
quality of their data and deliberations.  

There will be a variety of vehicles for doing this.  The most obvious are presentations, seminars or workshops.  
One advantage of these methods is that they allow those stakeholders that multistakeholder groups wish to 
influence to interrogate findings and question the group to elicit additional information.  

Clearly, this approach will be more appropriate to some targets than other targets. It will work well for policy 
units within the civil service, trade unions, NGOs, private sector managers and communities.  It is less likely 
to be effective with, for example, ministers or senior politicians who generally seek simple answers delivered 
in one or two sentences (see box below) who will be more likely to respond to the type of simple, technical 
messages discussed in 11.4.1.    

Separate seminars/workshops should be held with each advocacy target.  The special interests of the target 
audience should determine which elements of the multistakeholder findings are prioritised in presentations.

If the multistakeholder working group can reach agreement on joint recommendations for any sub-sections 
of their issue, this will be particularly persuasive.  But where different group members have different 
interpretations of the evidence, these should be presented in a straightforward way as a series of proposal 
options.  This will enable the target audience the opportunity to explore them and arrive at its own conclusions.   
Indeed, allowing space and time for a dialogue between the decision-makers and the members of the 
multistakeholder group that facilitates a more detailed interrogation of the issue is an important part of these 
workshops.

It would be sensible to begin by holding workshops in those organisations, which have members represented 
in the working group.  This would allow coordinators and groups to develop their skills in selecting and 
condensing parts of their overall findings that are especially relevant to each target audience.  It would also 
enable the multistakeholder group to practice delivering differing interpretations of the findings in what should 
be comparatively safe environments. 
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