Tool 5: Assessing the Context of a WSI
A context analysis is a
structured approach to
understanding the root cause(s)
of the water-related challenges
the WSI aims to address. Rather
than be pursued as a standalone exercise, it can be
integrated into existing waterrelated assessments, such as a
water risk assessment or
appraisal, or other mechanisms
that look to understand the
contextual factors that
influence water risks. Where
information gaps exist, the
participants or conveners can
later supplement the
assessments with additional
areas of inquiry. The insights
resulting from a context
assessment are key to designing
appropriate strategies for the
WSI that are based on a logical
theory of change, and that
respond to local realities and
take the interests of different
stakeholders into consideration.

Tool

Related Key
Activity

A guide to design and undertake an analysis of
environmental, technological, socio-economic, cultural,
market, policy (both institutional and regulatory), and
political factors that influence the scope and design of a
WSI. A set of key questions to be analyzed for WSIs is
provided below.
Undertake a participatory context analysis.

Questions
Addressed

How can we best align the objectives of the WSI within
the local water context? What are the major water
challenges that the WSI can address, what are the
opportunities, and how might the WSI be integrated into
the existing institutional environment?

Purpose

A well designed and implemented context analysis
ensures that the WSI can identify and address the local
water challenges in a way that serves the public interest,
and mitigate potential integrity risks associated with
WSIs that serve narrow/private interests:
 Support the design of appropriate and high-integrity
WSIs that consider multiple interests.
 Know which factors and trends are influential and
which assumptions underpin the WSI.
 Contribute to the monitoring and evaluation of the
WSI by setting out baseline conditions.
WSI initiators.

Potential Users
Level of Effort

Thorough analysis and data collection efforts depend on
existing knowledge and availability of relevant
assessments.

WSI Phase

Should start the analysis during 1: Incubation and Initial

For example, site-specific
Analysis and be completed during 2: Formalization.
problems may range from water
allocation issues or unreliable water
The institutional and political landscape should have been
supply to damages resulting from
understood better from the start … The bigger picture wasn’t
flooding or the degradation of the
there at the beginning. [Private Sector]
ecosystem. To address such complex
issues, WSI participants must understand
These projects are not lined up with what’s really needed.
what is going on and why. Typically,
Some are poorly thought through. [Donor]
problems may reflect various gaps in the
water management system, such as
(From Field Testimony)
deficiencies in financing or managing
infrastructure investments, water
program implementation, or catchment governance. These issues are, in turn, influenced by an intricate

set of drivers and trends in the wider environment that may be beyond the control of WSI participants,
but that need to be understood in order to
achieve the WSI’s intended benefits.
Expert Skillset (sample):

The context analysis focuses on the multiple
 Ability to identify multiple data sources, and to
dimensions of external forces: environmental,
analyze and triangulate information
technological, socio-economic and cultural,
 Interview techniques
market, policy (both institutional and regulatory),
 Meeting moderation skills
and political factors. Findings provide the basis
 Writing skills
for designing the scope, structure, management,
 Expectation management
work program, and the monitoring and
evaluation framework of the WSI. Developing a
 Neutrality and independence
WSI with insufficient understanding of its context
 Familiarity with the WSI geography, problem, and
could result in WSI participants working on the
stakeholders
wrong issues, in the wrong places, with the wrong
 Technical skills, such as in hydrology
people, and in the wrong ways. A context analysis can help identify needed action, flag potential
 Experience in community, business development, and
integrity risks, and prompt solutions to mitigate
SWM. Analysis — Key Tips:
Context
them before they arise.
The context analysis should ideally start during the
incubation phase of the WSI to provide a baseline
understanding of the surrounding conditions, and
continue through the end of the first phase and
the formalization phase as the WSI matures and
objectives and goals are set. As contextual factors
change, key findings and assumptions should be
reviewed from time to time so that the WSI can be
adapted accordingly.1



Do not wait too long to do the analysis, as it
provides key insights for planning.



Use credible and well-respected experts
whenever needed.



Ensure that findings are neutral and objective.



Conduct the analysis as a participatory process
from procurement to validation of results.



Use current trends and prospective findings to
strengthen the rationale for the WSI.



Be sure to understand the political economy,
which concerns why things happen and how
they can be influenced.



Revisit the analysis regularly.

into
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Initial baselines and assumptions may be corrected as a result, leading to changes in the design or sequencing of WSI activities
or modifications to its theory of change.

Guidance for implementation

Step 1: Develop
Terms of Reference
(ToR)

Step 2: Select
Expert(s) to Conduct
the Analysis

Step 3: Tap into the
Knowledge of WSI
Stakeholders

• WSI initiators (or a core group of participants) develop an impartial ToR for the context analysis that includes the methodology
(highlighting a participatory approach), outputs, and expert profile via a joint exercise to mitigate against bias (or perceptions
of bias).
• The methodology can build upon existing analyses such as political economy analysis or water risk assessments. Might
combine desk study with field observations and input from WSI stakeholders.
• Sample questions provided in Table 8 can be adapted to the local context and used in conjunction with the ToR.

• Work is carried out typically by a suitably qualified researcher or consultant (or a small team) contracted by the WSI.
• An expert with local knowledge and credibility will increase the likelihood that the analysis is well received by WSI participants
and the chances that it will inform an accepted strategy.

• Use a participatory approach to the context analsyis. Though it might sound time consuming, it leads to a high-impact and
high-integrity effort.
• A participatory approach leads to a rich understanding based on robust quantitate and qualitative data, inputs from
stakeholders, and a balanced synthesis of their perspectives.
• Participation should be built into the ToR (Step 1 above), in data collection, analysis, and validation.
• Findings should be shared with WSI participants and external stakeholders in an accessible manner with time allocated to
gather and integrate their feedback and respond to their concerns (e.g., through feedback workshops with separate
stakeholder groups and or during WSI meetings).
• Stakeholder validation is vital to build a strong foundation of shared understanding and reliable knowledge (see Figure 5).

Figure 1: Stakeholder Validation of the Context Analysis Results

Desk-based research: Review of
documents, studies, and primary and
secondary data

STAKEHOLDER VALIDATION

Field observations: of
environmental and social
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reliable contextual
knowledge

Stakeholder testimony: Interviews and/or surveys of
partners and beneficiaries, focus group discussions,
and group meetings

The context analysis needs to make use of a holistic analytical framework. Besides describing the state
of affairs, current dynamics and trends, it should develop scenarios to strengthen the rationale for the
WSI and further sharpen strategic orientations.
The STEEP (social, technological, economic, environmental, and political) framework, used worldwide by
companies in strategic analysis and market research to gain an overview of the different macroenvironmental factors, provides a useful template. Table 8 adapts this framework to the relevant
dimensions of water stewardship.
Table 8 is a compilation of potentially relevant questions that has been prioritized within each example.
WSI participants will need to adapt and prioritize questions according to the nature and scope of their
initiative, as well as the status of existing context information.
Table 1: Suggested Dimensions and Questions to Help Guide a WSI Context Analysis
Environmental or river basin context
Priority:


Does reliable data and information on water availability and quality exist? What does it cover, and is it accessible?



To what extent have there been water stress or supply shortages in the river basin or watershed? Are the legitimate and basic water
needs of other stakeholders (including the environment) affected negatively because of large-scale water users (e.g., abstraction,
pollution, by companies and their partners in the supply chain)?



Have there been any water-related conflicts? If so, who was involved and what were the conflicts about?



Which ecological factors affect the successful implementation of Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM)?

Further questions:


To what extent does increased climate variability alter underlying water resources and make existing supply arrangements and
infrastructure inadequate to meet existing or anticipated demands? How does climate change influence local, national, or regional (or
trans-boundary) debates on the need to address shared water risks?

Socio-economic and cultural context
Priority:


To what extent do demographic patterns (e.g., population growth, changes in preferences for living arrangements, household
consumption) affect: (1) the demand for water access, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) services, (2) the competition among water users,
(3) the locations where water infrastructure can be built or operated, and (4) the consumer base available to support infrastructure
development and maintenance?



How does economic development activity in the catchment (e.g., industrial, commercial, agricultural) affect demands on existi ng water
resources? What impact does this have on water quality and the ecosystem?



How do other socio-economic factors (e.g., social cohesion, poverty and livelihood considerations, cultural attitudes, gender, and values)
influence the relationships with service providers, the role of the community in the management of WASH services, stakeholder
engagement, security, etc.? Are there local social structures that the WSI can build on to enhance its effectiveness and reach?

Further questions:


To what degree are social norms and expectations at country and catchment levels evolving with regard to water quality and accessibility,
and to the maintenance of ecosystems and species?

Market context
Priority:


Who makes what decisions with regard to economic priorities and public investments that may be relevant to the WSI? Who are the
dominant actors within the market, and who gets sidelined? (See Tool 3, Stakeholder Mapping).



Are policies and regulations that govern the goals of the local economy consistent with those around protecting and allocating water
resources?



How is the local economy evolving? What are the likely influences on water use by producers of goods, or shifts in resulting use of those
goods by consumers?



How do new entrants gain access to licenses (e.g., for water abstraction, effluent discharge, solid waste collection)?

Further questions:


What is the scope for small-scale financing or credit to WASH providers?



Have there been payments made for environmental services (e.g. taxes or fees)? What does the future look like?

Policy, institutional, and regulatory contexts
Policy and legislation
Priority:


How comprehensive, clear, and harmonized are sector-specific policies, and are they available in writing?



To what extent does the government prioritize IWRM and other water-related policies? How do policies and regulations from other
sectors influence activities in the water sector (e.g., land rights, land use)?



How comprehensively are sector policy and legislation applied?



How aligned with public policy goals are (current or envisioned) WSI objectives and activities?

Further questions:


How well defined are public policy priorities in the catchment area?



How concretely is water recognized as contributing to these objectives?



How well defined are government roles related to the delivery of water-related public policy goals and objectives?

Institutions
Priority:


Which institutions set out the rules and regulate the activities around which the partnership is organized?



How effective are public institutions in terms of their capacity and resources to deliver on and regulate water-related public policy goals
and objectives (at country level and/or at local level)? What is the impact of decentralization?



To what extent do stakeholders have good access to information? Are they being consulted? Do they have access to complaints or redress
mechanisms for their grievances?

Regulation and regulatory enforcement
Priority:


How clear and comprehensive are the regulations relevant to the planned activities of the WSI?



How clearly are roles and responsibilities allocated amongst different levels (municipal, district, national) of regulatory actors? Are these
actors sufficiently independent?



To what extent is there competition among regulations (environmental protection, water rights allocation, tariffs, quality standards,
service standards, abstraction rates, procurement, etc.)?

Further questions:


How well defined and enforced are procurement regulations and anti-corruption mechanisms?



Are the relevant regulations adequately enforced? To what degree do stakeholders know and adhere to them?

Rule of law
Priority:


To what extent are breaches of agreements and other forms of illicit practice and corruption that may occur in a WSI considered to be a
violation of the law? Are sanctions clearly defined?



In the absence of a functioning judiciary, to what extent may international companies be subject to legal liability in local and/or national
jurisdictions?



How feasible an option is legal action in the event of escalation of conflicts within or related to the initiative?



Which traditional forms of conflict resolution exist? What could their relevance be in the context of the WSI?

Political context
Priority:


How do formal and informal decision-making processes at local government and community levels work? Who are the key players, and
how representative are they?



What are the prevailing attitudes and interests within each major stakeholder group toward the problem addressed by the WSI a nd the
envisioned activities or approaches? (See Tool 3, Stakeholder mapping.)



What are the prevailing attitudes within each major stakeholder group toward multi-stakeholder partnerships?



What are the prevailing attitudes within each major stakeholder group toward transparency and practice in terms of codes of conduct?

Further questions:


How much space already exists for advocacy and networking around the issues tackled by the WSI?



To what extent can the WSI be affected by the political cycle, a change in power structures, or individuals in power? How much could a
shift in government or stakeholder priorities influence the involvement of different WSI participants?

Additional context factors: Context for multi-stakeholder initiatives
Priority:


What is the current relationship between the public, private, and civil society sectors (e.g., adversarial, unconnected, supportive, mainly
based on philanthropy or CSR)?



What are the attitudes of the different stakeholder groups toward each other?



What has been the experience of WSIs or IWRM-related multi-stakeholder partnerships in the country and in the area? What kinds of
roles have these partnerships played to date (e.g., regulatory/policy, investment and finance, implementation, technology inn ovation,
social accountability innovations, other)?



What level of engagement have they achieved (i.e., informative, consultative, collaborative, integrative)? Can higher levels of engagement
be envisioned?



Are they generally successful? Sufficiently “partnership oriented”?

Further questions:


Are there examples of multi-stakeholder partnerships operating outside the IWRM sector (WASH, energy, health, education, etc.)? If so,
how successful have these been (or been perceived to be), and do they provide any lessons for the WSI?



For examples found, how vested are the different stakeholders in the partnership? What is the nature of and commitment to their
contribution (e.g., merely a funding channel for NGO projects, a lobbying mechanism for the private sector)?



For examples found, what is the national, regional, and local interaction within these partnerships? How does (de)centralization shape
these relationships?



What other kinds of relationships of a formal nature (public-private contracts, public-NGO service delivery contracts, etc.) exist among the
different stakeholder groups?



What kinds of relationships beyond standard contracts (e.g., for regulating, advocacy, innovation funds, policy platforms, et c.) exist
among sectors? Are external donors supporting such efforts? If so, how?



What are public sector incentives to and attitudes toward convening, leading on, and engaging in multi-stakeholder partnerships? Do

officials have the required capacities and skills across different levels of jurisdiction (center, provincial, district, etc.)?


What traditional roles have civil society organizations played in multi-stakeholder partnerships? What might further support their
engagement in or strengthen their role in a WSI?

Additional context factors: Technological (mainly relevant in case of major ongoing technological changes)


How adequate is the existing capacity and operation of water infrastructure for water supply and waste disposal? What are the impacts
on companies and local communities?



Are growth rates (demographic, industrial) outstripping supply and treatment capacities? What are the short- and mid-term scenarios?



What is the level of awareness of maintenance requirements to ensure effective operations in the long term? Are efforts being made to
increase awareness among different stakeholder groups?



What is the technical capacity to support the planning, operation, and maintenance of the infrastructure? How are gaps in technical
capacity being addressed?



How appropriate are the financial mechanisms in place to ensure the capital investment and ongoing operational costs of the
infrastructure? What measures, if any, are being put in place to address any gaps?
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