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1 Introduction  
Water governance is about the way the management of water resources is guided and 
organized. Alongside encouraging the application of appropriate technical solutions, it is 
comprised of the organizational, legal, financial and political aspects that guide and or-
ganise the interactions among and collective actions taken by all actors involved in the 
management of water resources. The concept of "governance" is widely used both in 
practice and in policy science literature, with a great variety of meanings. Our general 
working definition of “governance” (for a certain sector of social reality) is: 
 
"Governance" is the combination of the relevant multiplicity of responsibilities and re-
sources, instrumental strategies, goals, actor-networks and scales that forms a context 
that, to some degree, restricts and, to some degree, enables actions and interactions. 
 
Water governance deals with the protection and modification of water systems and water 
sanitation chains to support human and ecological needs. Though this may seem like a 
straightforward goal, in reality it’s not. Goals, and their definitions, depend largely on the 
perceptions about the problems at hand. As an example, an engineer would define the 
issues of drought and goals for adaptation potentially very differently to a social scientist 
or psychologist, a water company representative, or a farm manager. Climate adaptation 
at large might been seen in one discourse as an inevitable part of society’s response to 
global change, and in another as “giving up the battle” against greenhouse gas pollution. 
Water is quite unique in that it spans and solicits multiple perspectives to contribute to 
debates about governance and adaptation. It is important to focus on the organisation 
and facilitation of the practical implementation of policy instruments used to impact upon 
these multiple levels and sectors of society (the “means” component of public policy), 
rather than just focusing on the policy instruments themselves.  
 

2 Governance assessment model 
 
The dimensions of governance form a descriptive model and check list to describe all rel-
evant aspects of the governance context. This context influences the motivations, cogni-
tions and resources of the stakeholders involved in water management projects and pro-
cesses and thereby the course and effects. Contextual Interaction Theory, of which the 
governance model is part, starts with the assertion that multi-actor processes can be un-
derstood from the motivations, cognitions and resources (M, C and R in the figure below) 
of the stakeholders involved in the process. In turn, these stakeholder characteristics are 
influenced by specific case circumstances originating from previous decisions (that to 
some degree reflect the governance context) and other case circumstances (like the 
characteristics of the geographical place). Also the structural and general governance 
context can exert direct influence on the motivations, cognitions and resources of the 
stakeholders involved and thus on the process and its likelihood of success.  
 
In figure 1 the above is visualized. The characteristics of the various stakeholders in the 
interaction process are placed in the process since they ultimately drive the (in-
ter)actions. The immediate or “specific case” context is defined by precious decisions 
(relevant history) and other specific case circumstances, like the characteristics of the 
geographical place. 
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Figure 1 Relation between governance context and the interaction process with the mo-
tivation M, cognitions C and resources R of the stakeholders involved  
 
A further context is given by the five dimensions of the governance context and the four 
criteria that influence to what degree they facilitate adequate and adaptive action by the 
stakeholders involved. It is important to note that some degree of “informed judgment” 
is inevitable when assessing the status of the four criteria. Therefore it will be important 
to make these judgments “inter-subjective”, that is in discussion between at least two 
observers to prevent that the assessment overlooks important aspects, has a debatable 
weighting of observations or uses the concepts in a less than consistent way. This is the 
same for all cells of the matrix. For this reason any assessment regarding the 20 cells 
that tries to standardize more than an elaborate verbal statement, should not be overly 
“precise”. That is why in figure 2 only three “values” are visualized: satisfactory / good, 
uncertain / mediocre and unsatisfactory / worrying (green, orange and red).  
 

 
 
 
Figure 2, Rough scoring table for water governance assessment criteria - example 



  
 

Governance 

dimension 

Main descriptive questions 

 

Levels and 

scales  

Which administrative levels are involved and how? Which hydrological 

scales are considered and in what way? To what extent do they de-

pend on each other or are able to act productively on their own? 

Have any of these changed over time or are likely to change in the 

foreseeable future?  

Actors and 

networks 

Which actors are involved in the process? To what extent do they 

have network relationships also outside of the case under study? 

What are their roles? Which actors are only involved as affected by or 

beneficiaries of the measures taken? What are the conflicts between 

these stakeholders? What forms of dialogue between them? Are there 

actors with a mediating role? Have any of these changed over time or 

are likely to change in the foreseeable future? 

Problem 

perspectives 

and goal 

ambitions 

Which various angles does the debate of public and stakeholders take 

towards the problem at hand? What levels of possible disturbance are 

current policies designed to cope with? What levels of disturbance of 

normal water use are deemed acceptable by different stakeholders? 

What goals are stipulated in the relevant policy white papers and po-

litical statements? Have any of these changed over time or are likely 

to change in the foreseeable future? 

Strategies 

and instru-

ments 

Which policy instruments and measures are used to modify the prob-

lem situation? To what extent do they reflect a certain strategy of 

influence (regulative, incentive, communicative, technical etc.)? Have 

any of these changed over time or are likely to change in the fore-

seeable future? 

Responsibili-

ties and re-

sources 

Which organisations have responsibility for what tasks under the rel-

evant policies and customs? What legal authorities and other re-

sources are given to them for this purpose or do they possess inher-

ently? What transparencies are demanded and monitored regarding 

their use?  Is there sufficient knowledge on the water system availa-

ble? Have any of these changed over time or are likely to change in 

the foreseeable future? 

 
Table 1. Main descriptive questions per dimension of governance  
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3 General descriptive questions  
 
While the four quality criteria form the basis for evaluative questions, descriptive ques-
tions regarding the five dimensions of governance are useful as a way to initiate the re-
search designed to assess the governance context regarding a particular resource. These 
questions are specified in figure 3 above.  Specific questions based on these five dimen-
sions provide this first generally descriptive research step. The answers to these ques-
tions taken together form an in-depth picture of the governance setting.  
 
All five dimensions include a descriptive question regarding the time dimension – that is, 
‘Have any of these changed over time or are likely to change in the foreseeable future’. 
In case that the answers reveal significant and relevant past or future developments, 
these should also be taken into account later when posing the evaluative questions (see 
Figure 4 below). The time horizon in the past is not fixed, and asking about the past is 
not with the aim of reconstructing history as such, but under-standing on-going adapta-
tion processes with the stakeholders involved. As for the future prospects similar consid-
erations are central. Yet, as the water authorities in Europe face similar deadlines, like 
the 2015 – 2021 – 2027 WFD assessment years, these time horizons could be taken into 
consideration. 
 
The questions are about governance as a context for action, not the action itself. This is 
best illustrated with an example. In some countries, also outside of Europe, lack of 
transparency and even corruption can play a large role in the success or failure of sus-
tainable water resource management. However, the impact of lack of transparency is on-
ly to a certain degree a result of the structural governance context. To some degree the 
success or failure of a program is also a matter of the wider context of (political) culture 
and even more a matter of the motivation and resources of relatively powerful actors in 
the process itself. The implementation of the same or similar interventions can work out 
very differently in varying contexts. “Governance” is one of such layers of context and an 
important one – influencing the degree to which various aspects of the intervention can 
emerge, grow and be sustained.  
 
Similar interventions can work differently in varying contexts. The ultimate dependent 
variable is the feasibility and success of the measures aiming for water resource man-
agement. Apart from this rather operational and “instrumental” variable also the degree 
to which the stakeholders involved are satisfied with the process and with its results can 
be given attention. Of course as a value in itself, but also while this satisfaction can be 
important for potential follow up steps.  
 

4 General evaluative criteria and questions  

 
In the Water Governance Tool not only descriptive questions are asked, but as figures 1 
and 2 show also four quality criteria of the water regime are to be considered:  

a. Extent: are all relevant aspects for the sector or project that is focused on taken 
into account?  

b. Coherence: are the elements of the dimensions of governance reinforcing rather 
than contradicting each other?  

c. Flexibility: are multiple roads to the goals, depending on opportunities and threats 
as they arise, permitted and/or supported?  

d. Intensity: how strongly do the regime elements urge and support changes in the 
status quo or in current developments?  



 
For each of the five dimensions of governance, these general questions are specified be-
low.  
The questions that aim to assess the degree of “extent” differ from the descriptive ques-
tions in that they are not just making an inventory, but asking for the degree of com-
pleteness of the aspects that are included in each of the five governance dimensions. 
Thus these questions are relating the answers to the descriptive questions to the array of 
aspects that are relevant for the issues at stake.  
 
The questions about the coherence include the assessment of the strength of network 
relationships of the actors. In practice it is often hard to assess a network as such, since 
the coherence of the network is highly dependent on how widely it is defined. Often there 
is a quite interrelated core of actors (for instance around the water boards) with circles of 
decreasingly connected actors around this core (like for instance forest owners). For the 
assessment of “coherence” of the network the degree of interrelatedness should be in 
accordance with the importance of the stakeholders to the issue at stake. Less relevant 
actors might be less connected without hampering the coherence of the actor network in 
ways that restrict needed action.  
 
In Figure 4 no questions are included that explicitly ask about the past and expected fu-
ture developments regarding these 20 items. It is proposed that when the general de-
scriptive questions reveal important evolutions taking place on these items, those ques-
tions should be posed considering the time dimension. In other words, that only attention 
will be paid to the likely positive or negative impacts of these developments over time 
when there is reason to think that the assessment score of the item is evolving because 
of them. 
 
The questions above can be applied in case studies to assess the governance quality. 
These evaluative questions are also applicable for our cases of drought resilience policies 
and measures. The specification for this topic is not to be sought in different governance 
quality criteria, but in the specification of the descriptive questions that help to map the 
field of application for these criteria.  
 
Finally, it is important to note that the interviews start by an introduction to clarify the 
goals of the study, i.e. remind the stakeholders that the objective of the visit is not to 
assess and evaluate their actions or to give them solutions to improve, but the project 
aims at identifying the barriers and the hindrances in the present governance context. 
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Govern-
ance di-
mension 

Quality of the governance regime 

Extent Coherence Flexibility Intensity 

Levels and 
scales  

How many levels 
are involved and 
dealing with an 
issue? Are there 
any important 
gaps or missing 
levels? 

Do these levels work 
together and do they 
trust each other be-
tween levels? To what 
degree is the mutual 
dependence among 
levels recognised? 

Is it possible to 
move up and down 
levels (up scaling 
and downscaling) 
given the issue at 
stake? 

Is there a strong 
impact from a cer-
tain level towards 
behavioural 
change or man-
agement reform? 

Actors and 
networks 

Are all relevant 
stakeholders in-
volved? Are there 
any stakeholders 
not involved or 
even excluded? 

What is the strength 
of interactions be-
tween stakeholders? 
In what ways are 
these interactions in-
stitutionalised in sta-
ble structures? Do the 
stakeholders have ex-
perience in working 
together? Do they 
trust and respect each 
other?  

Is it possible that 
new actors are in-
cluded or even that 
the lead shifts from 
one actor to anoth-
er when there are 
pragmatic reasons 
for this? Do the ac-
tors share in ‘social 
capital’ allowing 
them to support 
each other’s tasks? 

Is there a strong 
pressure from an 
actor or actor coa-
lition towards be-
havioural change 
or management 
reform? 

Problem 
perspec-
tives and 
goal ambi-
tions 

To what extent 
are the various 
problem perspec-
tives taken into 
account? 

To what extent do the 
various perspectives 
and goals support 
each other, or are 
they in competition or 
conflict? 

Are there opportu-
nities to re-assess 
goals? Can multiple 
goals be optimized 
in package deals? 

How different are 
the goal ambitions 
from the status 
quo or business as 
usual? 

Strategies 
and in-
struments 

What types of in-
struments are in-
cluded in the poli-
cy strategy? Are 
there any exclud-
ed types? Are 
monitoring and 
enforcement in-
struments includ-
ed?  

To what extent is the 
incentive system 
based on synergy? Are 
trade-offs in cost ben-
efits and distributional 
effects considered? 
Are there any overlaps 
or conflicts of incen-
tives created by the 
included policy in-
struments? 

Are there opportu-
nities to combine or 
make use of differ-
ent types of in-
struments? Is there 
a choice? 

What is the im-
plied behavioural 
deviation from 
current practice 
and how strongly 
do the instru-
ments require and 
enforce this? 

Responsi-
bili-ties 
and re-
sources 

Are all responsibil-
ities clearly as-
signed and facili-
tated with re-
sources? 

To what extent do the 
assigned responsibili-
ties create compe-
tence struggles or co-
operation within or 
across institutions? 
Are they considered 
legitimate by the main 
stakeholders? 

To what extent is it 
possible to pool the 
assigned responsi-
bilities and re-
sources as long as 
accountability and 
transparency are 
not compromised? 

Is the amount of 
allocated re-
sources sufficient 
to implement the 
measures needed 
for the intended 
change? 

 
Table 2. Main evaluative questions of the water governance tool  
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