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Water and sanitation service delivery is complex 

and cannot be sustained by any one single actor. 

Recognising this prompts the need for approaches 

that integrate the diverse perspectives of the 

many actors involved in delivering services, align 

incentives, and strengthen collaboration. Countless 

methods and models for collaborative, action-

based approaches exist — many tout success but 

ultimately reveal failure. As governments, donors, 

and implementers plan for the next generation of 

water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) programming, 

this study reviews frameworks for “collective 

action approaches” across sectors in the US and 

elsewhere. The study identifies a set of common 

conditions that have led to success of collective 

action efforts not related to water and sanitation 

service delivery and proposes future work to ground 

these conditions in WASH sector experiences. The 

desk review intends to inform conversations and 

advise decision-makers on standard approaches 

for enabling groups of actors working on complex 

WASH problems to take collective action. 

Introduction 
The water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) sector recognises 

that water supply and sanitation service delivery systems 

are managed and governed by an array of actors that each 

play key roles in providing that service to the public. These 

actors are diverse: they operate at different administrative 

levels within a variety of sectors outside of water and 

sanitation, while satisfying diverse governmental and 

organisational mandates (Schouten & Smits, 2015). In some 

contexts, these actors find ways to overcome differences, 

align incentives, and coordinate activities to effectively 

deliver and safely manage services. In other contexts, water 

supply and sanitation service levels are astoundingly low, 

meaning new forms of management and governance are 

needed to provide and sustain these services. The United 

States Agency for International Development (USAID), the 

World Bank, the UN and others recognise that strengthening 

local systems by bolstering coordination among actors is an 

important approach to learn about as it has the potential to 

facilitate actors to piece together these complex problems 

and collectively develop sustainable solutions (USAID, 2014; 

Mumssen et al., 2018; UNGC, 2013). For example, the USAID 

2018 Acquisition and Assistance Strategy recognises that 

“Advancing self-reliance in our partner countries requires a 

holistic approach and the expansion of partnerships and 

partnering modalities” (2018b, p.4), while the USAID Local 

Systems Framework notes that a local system needs a set 

of interconnected actors “whose collective actions produce 

a particular development outcome” (2014, p. 4). Similarly, 

some organisations consider coordination alongside 

maintenance, finance, and policy as one of the key ‘building 

blocks’ necessary for sustainable water and sanitation 

services globally (Huston & Moriarty, 2018).

Fostering a group of local actors to take collective actions 

that achieve development outcomes is increasingly called 

a ‘collective action approach’, yet many terms are used to 

describe the same concept and there is little agreement 
in the WASH sector as to what this approach entails. 
Collaborative management, collaborative governance, 

platforms for partnership, learning alliances, collective 

impact, and collective action all describe approaches 

that seek to gather a diversity of all relevant actors; 

reach consensus on a common agenda; and implement 

coordinated actions to address a complex problem that could 

not be solved by the individual members alone (Ansell and 

Gash, 2007; Emerson et al., 2012; Gray, 1989; Margerum, 2011). 

For this review, we will refer to all of these as ‘collective action 

approaches’, for which we pose a working definition of: A 

structured approach to strengthening the coordination and 

partnership of local actors to engage in mutually reinforcing 

collective actions toward achieving a development outcome. 

The increasing use of collective action concepts for WASH 

systems strengthening has led to various guidance and 

ideas on how a collective action approach can be convened, 

facilitated, sustained, and monitored. However, these have 

not been collated, compared, or evaluated systematically. 

Collective action approaches are a priority area of learning for 

the USAID Sustainable WASH Systems Learning Partnership 

(SWS), which seeks to learn about new approaches and 

tools that can overcome barriers for improving WASH service 

sustainability and strengthen the local system (USAID, 2018a). 

Elements of collective action are present to some extent 

in all SWS activities across Kenya, Uganda, Ethiopia, and 

Cambodia. These approaches all aim to better understand 

and strengthen how groups of local actors coordinate, learn, 

and act collectively to sustain water or sanitation services, 

and by doing so strengthen the local service delivery system 

as a whole. However, SWS is not alone: WaterAid, Agenda for 

Change, Millennium Water Alliance and others use similar 

approaches to strengthen local-level systems.

Objectives of this study
In this conference paper, we review existing publicly 

available frameworks for achieving collective action in 

social sectors, to document elements of collective action 

approaches and determine how these conditions are or 

can be measured.  However, this only provides a starting 
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point as few of the frameworks consider cases in WASH 

and many are based on Eurocentric and US-centric 

experiences. Further work is needed to identify which 

conditions are relevant to the WASH context and how 

they can be evaluated in short-term and long-term (i.e. 

post-programme) timelines. In future work, we plan to 

determine which conditions combine to enable success, 

evaluated as changes in behaviours (relationships, 

activities) within the coalition; the ability for the coalition to 

sustain itself; and the ability of the group to take actions. 

This will enable us to also understand if all conditions 

must be present for success or to even be considered 

a ‘collective action approach’, or if there are subsets of 

conditions that, when combined, are ‘enough’ to reliably 

lead to the desired outcome.   

Method and approach
This desk review synthesises conditions for success from 

seven frameworks using 16 individual documents, which 

together incorporate learning from over 250 case studies. 

We sought out ‘frameworks’ that reflect on and synthesise 

multiple case studies, rather than comparing many 

individual case studies ourselves. We started by only using 

search terms “collective action”, a term increasingly used 

in the WASH sector, paired with “water” or “sanitation” in 

an attempt to find central frameworks that informed this 

use of language in the WASH sector. Due to limited results, 

we expanded our search terms to include “collaborative 

action” and found frameworks referring to “collaborative 

governance” or “collaborative management”, among 

others. Sources were gathered from Google and Google 

Scholar, and we solicited additional articles recommended 

by WASH development practitioners. Thus, we included 

frameworks that did not specifically say “collective action” 

but still aligned with the type of approach that reflects our 

understanding of collective action approaches.

We excluded frameworks that looked solely at global 

or trans-national partnerships or partnerships between 

donors and national governments. At the other end of the 

spectrum, we also did not include frameworks that focused 

only on a single type of actor, such as “individual citizens” 

present in studies of community-based management. 

These were excluded because we were interested in local 

systems, defined by USAID as “those interconnected sets 

of actors —governments, civil society the private sector, 

universities, individual citizens and others —that jointly 

produce a particular development outcome”, where 

“the ‘local’ in a local system refers to actors in a partner 

country…. national, provincial or community-wide in 

scope” (USAID, 2014, p. 4).

Ultimately, only the UN Global Compact framework 

was directly about water and only the IRC Learning 

Alliance framework involved WASH service delivery. 

Most frameworks focused on initiatives in the US and the 

European Union; as these represented almost all case 

studies, these were included in our search. Though these 

are important cases to learn from, the resulting conditions 

may be Eurocentric and US-centric and findings will need 

to be validated with local research.

Once frameworks were gathered, we searched for 

multiple documents about the framework to ensure we 

captured changes made to the framework over time. 

For example, the Collective Impact framework was first 

published in 2011 by Kania and Kramer of FSG and has 

had two articles that relate to applying this framework to 

international contexts from 2014 and 2017, as well as one 

in-depth impact assessment for 20 case studies in the US 

in 2018 (Kajenthira & Sion, 2017; Lyn et al., 2018; Patscheke 

et al., 2014). These all were included in our assessment of 

conditions from the framework (Box 1).

Across these frameworks we seek to answer the questions: 

What conditions do frameworks tout as being important 

contributors for collective action success? How do these 

compare between frameworks? How are these measured? 

Collective action ‘theory’ versus collective action ‘approach’
Though the terminology has evolved far beyond the 

original theory, it is worth explaining the original “collective 

action theory”. The original theory from 1965 poses a 

theoretical problem where individuals who are acting 

rationally produce an undesired outcome collectively, 

while to produce a desired, mutually-beneficial outcome 

collectively, individuals have to act against their better 

judgement. One type of collective action problem is the 

more widely-known “tragedy of the commons” problem 

developed by Hardin in 1968, in which groups of people 

use up a shared resource such as water or land to the 

point of depletion. In the original collective action theory, 

Olson argues that “rational, self-interested individuals 

will not act to achieve their common or group interests” 

because, as the benefits are shared by the entire group, an 

individual can choose to not act and still reap the benefits 

from others acting; the burden accrued by their failure to 

act is shared by the entire group (1965, p. 2). 

In a simplified example from WASH, we can see collective 

action problems in payment for rural water services, where 

if everyone were to consistently pay a proportional share 

of the cost then the operator could properly upkeep a 

handpump and sustain the service (the desired, mutually-

beneficial outcome) but the rational choice for an individual 

is to not pay for water when they can get it for free from a 

surface water body. Without rules or social pressure, it is easy 
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for an individual to ‘defect’ and not pay, instead gathering 

water from another source. If all other individuals continue 

to pay, the handpump can keep running and the ‘defector’ 

could still access the handpump and benefit from the desired 

outcome without having to contribute themselves. 

BOX 1. COLLECTIVE ACTION FRAMEWORKS 
REVIEWED
The frameworks reviewed and the sources used for 

each framework, in chronological order:

• Collective action, the original theory as first 

established by economists to explain why 

individuals in a group will not act toward a 

collective interest, by Olson (1965) and Ostrom 

(1990, 1995, 2000).

• Collaborative governance, a framework for 

groups collectively managing or governing a 

service, first established by Ansell & Gash (2007) 

using 137 case studies and then further tested 

and applied in Emerson (2012, 2015), Ulibarri (2015, 

2017), Ansell & Gash (2018), and Langridge & 

Ansell (2018).

• Collaborative management and planning, a 

framework provided in a book by Margerum 

(2011) that synthesises findings from over 60 case 

studies on collaboration in natural resources, 

social services, and infrastructure planning.

• Collective Impact, a framework for enabling 

groups to work better together for lasting positive 

social impacts, largely applied in developed 

countries in over 30 case studies: Kania and 

Kramer (2011), Lyn et al. (2018), Patscheke et al. 

(2014), and Kajenthira & Sion (2017).

• Collective action, a framework adapted to the 

context of sustainable development of water 

services by the UN Global Compact with The CEO 

Water Mandate (2013).

• Learning Alliances, a structured process for 

innovation and scale-up across different 

institutional levels, disciplines, and actors, is 

largely applied by IRC WASH in the WASH sector. 

Smits et al. (2007) poses some reflections across 

three cases of Learning Alliances.

• Platforms for Partnerships is a framework by 

UKAid– Reid et al. (2014), which studied nine 

cases in-depth that brought together local actors 

to partner for sustainable development and 

outlines the role of the private sector in doing so.

However, decades of research led by Ostrom (1990, 1995, 

2000) has shown that individuals can, in fact, collectively 

take action for cases where they all mutually rely on a 

public good or service. The type of group that could take 

collective actions was considered able to ‘overcome the 

collective action problem’. Ostrom created a framework 

based on studying where groups of common-pool 

resources users came together to sustainably manage 

their resource, outlining key ‘design principles’ to overcome 

these collective action problems. This realm of research 

largely learned from groups of individual citizens that all 

used a single, finite resource – such as land, groundwater, 

or the atmosphere. This original theory applies well 

to problems such as payment for water and open-

defecation-free movements for sanitation. However, this 
theory does not fully reflect the evolved terminology of 
a ‘collective action approach’ as it focuses on a single 
type of actor (individual citizens) and it does not expand 
to encompass the processes of groups of local actors, 
including public and private organisations, that come 
together to jointly sustain a water or sanitation service. 
Thus, we included some of the core “design principles” 

from Ostrom’s work in the desk review but cannot fully 

rely on this theoretical basis and must turn to other forms 

of practical knowledge and experience in collaborative 

management and governance for public services.

Results
The complete results table is found in the annex, while a 

summary of results is presented below. Conditions were 

collated from each framework, then organised into groups 

based on overlapping or similar ideas to produce common 

conditions. Gaps emerged during this synthesis, including 

different considerations of ‘success’ for collective action, 

little consideration of how multiple conditions might work 

in combination to produce results, and little consideration 

of the importance of different conditions at different 

phases of a collective action approach. 

Conditions synthesis
Many conditions have been outlined as ‘necessary’ for 

collective action to be successful. Similar to the concept of 

‘building blocks’ for sustainable WASH services (Huston & 

Moriarty, 2018), the presence or absence of these conditions 

are claimed to influence the strength of the collective action 

initiative. Our review of seven frameworks resulted in a total 

of 78 conditions, many of which overlapped or represented 

similar ideas, but each provided a unique perspective. We 

organised and grouped these into 11 ‘common conditions’ 

based on similar concepts and ideas (Box 2). 
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This preliminary set of common conditions has yet to be 

validated by WASH practitioners to understand the role 

these conditions play in WASH collective action approaches. 

There may also be aspects unique to the WASH area that 

direct the conditions necessary for success.

Table 1 in the Annex provides a list of each condition 
that was combined into each common condition and 
cites the framework each is from.

BOX 2. COMMON CONDITIONS 
The 11 common conditions that the seven frameworks claimed are necessary for successful collective action are:

• Legitimate, capable, diverse leadership1,3,4,5,6,7: Effective leadership with skills and knowledge to manage the group. 

Leadership can be externally or internally driven but should be representative of the stakeholders. It takes the form 

of many roles which are taken on by members over time. Roles include guiding activities into a cohesive process, 

and mediating communication, coordination, and decision-making.

• Interaction and response 2,3,4,5,6:

o Internal: Members interact with and are responsive to each other. Members are transparent and accountable, 

making actions easily known to all. Dialogue is effective and tailored to preferred communication avenues. 

o External: Includes externally-facing communication to a wider audience. The initiative is a trusted source of 

information.

• Internal rules and reporting 1,2,5,6,7: Internal rules and methods for tracking compliance with rules. Agreed-upon 

scope, roles, decision processes, and time and resource commitments of the engagement.

• Common agenda 3,4,5,6,7: Shared understanding of problem definition, theory of change, and strategy for 

accomplishing goals. Agreed-upon scope, roles, decision processes, and time and resource commitments of the 

engagement.

• Credibility, Trust, Social Capital 2,4,5,6: Established foundations of trust and credibility within the network of members, 

shared acceptance of diverse perspectives.

• Incentives or motivation to engage 4,5,6,7:

o Convening: Members have incentives (motivations, pressures) to join (existing power-resource-knowledge 

asymmetries, prehistory of cooperation or conflict, external pressures, no other venues for accomplishing goals). 

Power asymmetries pose a risk of powerful actors not participating so as to not lose power.

o Sustaining: Ongoing commitment to and shared ownership of the process. Incentives to continue to engage 

(external pressures, known value-add of membership, mutually reinforcing activities, relative power symmetry/ 

balance).

• Knowledge, data, learning 3,5,6,7: Access to precise and comprehensive data, which the group can collectively use 

to support learning and decision making. Capturing results from an action taken and determining any corrective 

action. Generation of new, shared knowledge. At initial stages, having knowledge asymmetries can lead to more 

knowledge sharing.

• Membership and government involvement 3,4,5,7: Active involvement of a range of diverse actors and perspectives, 

but with the ability to manage conflicting interests. Early and frequent engagement with the government. 

Participation is stable over time, with little turnover.

• Adaptation 2,5,6: Ability to adapt as the problem or the group or the context changes.

• Resources 5,6,7: Adequate budget support and time commitment to support processes.

• Early Wins 3,5: Intermediate outcomes, small wins, early capacity building.

See Table 1 for the sub-conditions for each.

1
 Collective action, the original theory: Olson (1965) and Ostrom (1990, 1995, 2000)

2
 Collective action: UN Global Compact (2013)

3
 Collective iImpact: Kania and Kramer (2011), Lyn et al. (2018), Patscheke et al. (2014), and Kajenthira & Sion (2017)

4
 Collaborative management and planning: Margerum (2011)

5
 Collaborative governance: Ansell & Gash (2007, 2018), Langridge & Ansell (2018), Emerson (2012, 2015), Ulibarri (2015, 2017)

6
 Platforms for Partnerships – Reid et al. (2014)

7
 IRC Learning Alliance –- Moriarty et al. (2007)
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During this process of identifying and consolidating 

conditions, four gaps emerged that should be considered 

in future work:

• Disagreements: disagreements exist between some 

individual conditions. For example, the Collective 

Impact framework argues that a strong common 

agenda is necessary; however, Ansell and Gash (2007) 

specifically warn that if a group determines a common 

agenda too early, actors will diverge from the group 

and act unilaterally rather than collectively, thus some 

divergence of perspectives are necessary. 

• Combinations of conditions: some frameworks 

claimed that certain conditions were more influential 

than others while other frameworks discussed how 

some conditions may be necessary but only sufficient 

in combination with others to achieve a successful 

outcome. 

• Defining success: ‘success’ was defined and measured 

in different ways, and sometimes not at all. This is 

discussed in more detail below. 

• Phasing: some conditions apply to different phases of 

setup, maturing, and sustaining of a collective action 

group. Only two frameworks distinguish between 

“start-up” conditions and “sustaining” conditions, 

while all others assume all conditions to be necessary 

throughout. This is discussed in more detail below.

“Success”
Frameworks considered success or failure in many 

different forms, and sometimes not at all because the 

cases they compared did not measure success or failure. 

A “result” ranged from the actions taken by the coalition, 

to the immediate outputs of those actions, to the wider 

impact or outcomes of those outputs, the latter being the 

hardest to measure and attribute to the original actions 

in the first place (Ansell and Gash 2007). Few sources 

included any measurement of success, although some 

cited the need for the local actors to determine what 

success looks like and to set and measure their own 

results (Kajenthira and Sion, 2017; Kania and Kramer, 2011; 

Patscheke et al., 2014). A few sources somewhat circularly 

consider ‘success’ to be the successful functioning of 

the group, for example, “The ultimate success of almost 

any collective action will include full ownership and a 

strong capacity to execute responsibilities on the part of 

all engaged parties” (UN GC, 2013, p. 35). Future work 

will include identifying the most feasible and relevant 

measures for success for both short-term and long-term 

(i.e. post-programme) timelines, including options such as 

changes in behaviours (relationships, activities) within the 

coalition, the ability for the coalition to sustain itself, and 

the ability of the group to take actions.

Phases of collective action
Collective action groups have different starting points 

and evolve to take different forms. Thus, as a collective 

action group convenes, matures, and sustains itself the 

presence of some conditions may be more important than 

others. For example, as a group of local actors moves 

beyond only sharing information to coordinate actions 

toward a common agenda, they may need more resources 

and consensus (UN GC, 2013). Building on an existing 

platform and morphing it into a collective action coalition 

may look entirely different than creating a platform 

where one did not exist before. As these processes and 

outputs may look different, they also may require different 

measurement and timelines. Currently, all frameworks 

posed conditions claimed to contribute to success when 

convening a collective action coalition. Margerum’s book 

on collaborative management and planning provided 

guidance on conditions claimed to contribute to successful 

sustaining of a coalition (2011). The concept of separating 

out the different phases of collective action can inform both 

the implementation approach and assessment of impact.
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Conclusion and learning
As the WASH sector shifts toward supporting partnerships 

and interconnected actors “whose collective actions 

produce a particular development outcome” (USAID, 2014, 

p. 4), many organisations and programmes will continue 

to seek to bring diverse actors together to form action 

agendas and strengthen the coordination needed to put 

the agendas into action – a collective action approach. We 

synthesised 78 conditions into 11 overarching conditions 

that have been found to enable the success of collective 

action approaches using seven frameworks comprised 

of over 250 case studies from fields of sustainable 

development and collaborative governance and 

management.  Further work will seek to understand how 

these conditions influence collective action for sustaining 

WASH services, including the role of engaging local and 

national governments and best practices for how to 

transition a collective action initiative to sustained action. 

There is also a need to understand how these conditions 

work together to produce a desired outcome, including 

finding particular ‘leverage points’ in key conditions that 

are necessary for success.

Key learning points to take away from this desk review:

• Many terms exist to describe the process by which 

diverse groups of actors come together to take collective 

actions, and the terminology has evolved since the 

original ‘theory’ behind collective action.

•  The 11 common conditions that overlapped in multiple 

frameworks include: Legitimate, capable, diverse 

leadership; Interaction and response; Internal rules and 

reporting; Common agenda; Social capital; Incentives 

or motivation to engage; Adaptation; Resources; 

Knowledge, data, learning; Membership and 

government involvement; and Early Wins.

•  The setup, maturing, and sustaining phases of a 

collective action group may require different conditions 

for success.

•  Outcomes in the reviewed resources were focused 

on whether the collective accomplished actions, the 

immediate results or outputs of those actions, and 

the wider impacts or outcomes that resulted from the 

outputs. None looked at the ability for the collective to 

sustain itself, or when the approach is ‘complete’.

•  Further development is needed to determine a 

comprehensive set of assessment measures for 

conditions of collective action that are adapted for the 

WASH context. 
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