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Abstract: Participatory approaches are an important component of institutional frameworks for the
governance of water resources and services. Studies on public participation in water management
provide evidence for the outcomes of public participation and insights into the types of methods
and the contexts under which participation can be meaningful. However, participatory processes
are complex, and there is no single method by which to interpret, approach and implement them.
This paper explores elements from the theory and practice of participation, applied to the management
of water resources and water and sanitation services. Based on an in-depth literature review, we
analyze the forms of participation in water and sanitation, their outcomes, as well as the contextual
factors and procedural elements of participatory processes that affect their success. Contextual factors
are those that are largely outside of the control of agencies or participants (e.g., demographics, history,
and culture) or those that can only be influenced by management and institutional decisions in the
mid- and long-term (e.g., the legal and institutional framework); while procedural elements are
those over which agencies and participants have considerable control when designing and executing
participatory efforts (e.g., representativeness and inclusivity, access to information, and opportunity
to influence). We propose a framework that interrelates and integrates both contextual factors and
procedural elements of participation. It, includes three additional aspects that are influenced by, and
in turn influence, the context and the process: existing capacities for implementation of meaningful
participatory processes, the resources that are allocated to them, and attitudes towards participatory
processes. The framework helps conceptualize what we call the enabling environment for active, free,
and meaningful participation in the delivery of water and sanitation services. By breaking down the
complexities of participation, the framework supports practitioners and decision-makers to better
design and implement participatory processes in water resources and water and sanitation services.

Keywords: participation; enabling environment; contextual factors; procedural elements; water
and sanitation

1. Introduction

Participation has many definitions and can be referenced through multiple concepts, such as
‘engagement’, ‘empowerment’, ‘involvement’, ‘consultation’, ‘deliberation’, ‘dialogue’, ‘partnership’,

Water 2019, 11, 308; doi:10.3390/w11020308 www.mdpi.com/journal/water

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/water
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7818-7739
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9987-8742
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0157-4447
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6542-6315
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/w11020308
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/water
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/11/2/308?type=check_update&version=2


Water 2019, 11, 308 2 of 21

‘outreach’, ‘mediation’, ‘consensus building’, and ‘civic science’ [1]. Enserink and colleagues [2] define
participation as “the involvement of individuals and groups—i.e., the public or stakeholders—that
are positively or negatively affected by or are interested in a proposed intervention”. Regardless of
definition, the central concept is to give people a meaningful role in decisions—typically from the
government—that affect them [3]. The term “participatory processes” can be used to refer to processes
that actively involve not only managers and government officials, but also other interested parties
such as citizens, the private sector, or civil society organizations [4]. In development, including water
and sanitation, participation has been widely advocated since the 1980’s, largely inspired by Paulo
Freire’s Participatory Action Research [5] and Robert Chambers work on “putting the last first” [6].
In essence, with the stated objective “to give the poor a part in initiatives designed for their benefit” [7],
in hope of enhanced sustainability. However, unless certain conditions are in place, participation will
not produce sustainable outcomes.

This paper (i) reviews the evidence on participation in water and sanitation, and (ii) suggests a
pragmatic conceptual framework that identifies what influences the outputs, outcomes, and impacts
of participatory processes.

The participation of parties affected by or interested in an issue has been recognized as a human
right: “active, free, and meaningful” participation is a right defined in Article 2 (3) of the United
Nations Declaration on the Right to Development [8]. The former Special Rapporteur on the Human
Right to Water and Sanitation who dedicated her 2014 report to the requirements of the right to
participation and the elements needed for the right to be realized [9]. The report acknowledges
the challenges of participatory processes, arguing that when they do not address entrenched power
structures and marginalization, they risk reinforcing and “legitimizing” inequalities; but where they are
free, meaningful and inclusive, the improvements in sustainability and empowerment are significant.

Several international agreements have underlined the importance of participation, from the 1992
Rio Conference to directives and statements on management of water resources and drinking water
and sanitation services. The 1992 Dublin Statement on Water and Sustainable Development, Agenda
21 [10], the 1998 Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-making and
Access to Justice in Environmental Matters (Aarhus Convention) [11], the EU Water Framework
Directive [12], and the 2001 Bonn Recommendations for Action [13], state that policies regarding water
must be developed on the basis of consultations with those affected. Particularly important is the
principle of Free Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) to projects. This entails affected populations
being free from coercion or manipulation, involved in decision making before plans are made, having
the technical and legal knowledge required to make decisions, and ultimately reserving the right to
withhold consent.

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development [14] was a milestone in establishing participatory
approaches as a necessary feature of decision-making in development. It is an ambitious “plan of action
for people, planet, and prosperity” comprised of 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The SDGs
represent a considerable increase in scope and ambition over the Millennium Development Goals.
They contain both ‘Outcome’ targets (i.e., circumstances to be attained) and ‘Means of Implementation’
(MoI) targets, which address the enabling environment and resources needed to achieve the ‘outcome’
targets. The 2030 Agenda includes a standalone goal on water and sanitation (Goal 6), which aims
to “ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all”. Participation
is singled out as one of the two MoI important to reaching this ambitious target. Target 6.b is to
“Support and strengthen the participation of local communities in improving water and sanitation
management”. Supporting and strengthening stakeholder participation are framed as both ends and
means. Participation is essential to the sustainability of water and sanitation management options [15],
and is also as a means for development, in line with the human rights perspective. Target 6.b is the
only SDG target to mention public participation as a Means of Implementation in the management of
resources or services [16].
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Despite the significant efforts dedicated to setting targets, milestones and goals, there is
little consensus on what participation means in practical terms. Indeed, different rationales are
put forth to motivate the adoption of public participation initiatives [17]. From an ethical point
of view, participation is advocated as “the right thing to do”. There is also a legal rationale
for participation [18], since participatory approaches are acknowledged in policies, international
declarations, and conventions. Since participation is recognized as a human right, normative motives
underpin the claim that individuals must be able to influence decisions that affect their own lives,
and that States have to guarantee that decision-making processes are inclusive and do not entrench
inequalities [19]. Others advocate for participation as a means leading to better ends [20]. Instrumental
rationales contend that public engagement is the most appropriate way to increase public trust or
to reduce conflicts in decision-making processes. Participation can also be presented as an end in
itself [21–24].

The Aarhus Convention lists four practical benefits of public participation. The first is that
processes of public engagement enhance the quality and implementation of decisions, acknowledging
that communities often have special knowledge of local conditions, in addition to the practical
implications and limitations of proposed activities. Second, the implementation of decisions benefits
from the inclusion in the process of all those interested in and affected by the issue. Third, participation
increases public awareness. Fourth, opportunities for the public to express their concerns and having
them addressed are empowering and increase confidence in society generally.

Active, free, and meaningful participation is an ambitious goal, and the conditions necessary to
realize its benefits are not always in place. One critique is that evidence on the benefits of participation
is inconclusive, e.g., [1,4,24]. Methodologies are also an issue. When participatory processes are not
properly designed or implemented, they can have adverse consequences. Failing engagement can result
in stakeholder fatigue, unmet objectives, and legitimization of marginalization and inequalities [25–30].
Other authors argue that participation be disempowering. When manipulated by powerful interests,
participatory processes can exclude or function as a smokescreen behind which decision-making
institutions conduct business as usual, e.g., [30]. Too often “participation” is an obligatory component
of water projects put in place to secure their legitimacy. Such projects often disregard the fact that
communities are not homogenous, and the benefits of participation risk being captured by a local
elite [31]. Furthermore, in some cases, the reasons for failing services have to be addressed at higher
levels of governance. It is in response to these tensions that we propose to clarify the concept and the
approaches of participatory practices.

This review paper synthesizes evidence on participation in water and sanitation. The two aims
of the study are: (1) to identify how participation outcomes are realized in water and sanitation, and
(2) to provide a framework to support the design and implementation of participatory processes.
To explore the first aspect—the impacts of participation in the provision of water and sanitation—
we gathered learnings from theory and documented experience. We were particularly interested
in how participation was defined in those studies, and what elements contributed to beneficial
effects and successful participatory processes. To develop a practical tool for understanding at what
level(s) participation could be the most effective, we build on the main findings from the review
to develop a conceptual and practical framework. This integrates the key attributes that enable
meaningful participation. The framework offers a contextual model for understanding the complexities
of participation. In doing so, it serves as a guide for practitioners and decision-makers to promote the
sound implementation of participatory approaches in water resources and services.

2. Methods

The paper is based on a literature review. The review first defined the guiding questions for the
review; the next step was to identify and select relevant articles and reports; subsequently, selected
manuscripts were reviewed and the results collated, summarized, and reported; a consultation enabled
the co-authors to contribute to the analysis. The review sought to identify good participatory practices
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and challenges faced by practitioners when delivering participatory approaches and did not assess the
quality of studies.

Two questions guided the review: (1) How are participatory processes designed and implemented?
And (2) what are the results achieved through these processes? To address these questions, the
review focused on four aspects of participation: the context, the process, the outcomes, and the
impacts. The review considered scholarship from the fields of water governance, water management,
and community-based services. Although some scholars distinguish between participation and
community management, e.g., [32,33], the use of the term “participation” in this review comprised
both community-driven efforts for the management of water resources and supply of water and
sanitation services, as well as the decentralization of decision-making to the local level.

Literature search strategy included peer-reviewed publications published during the period
1990–2016. Four online academic literature databases were reviewed: Scopus, University of New
South Wales Library, Environment Complete—EBSCO, Business Source Premier—EBSCO Engineering
Village 2 and ProQuest. These index the most popular journals. Subsequently, references from relevant
articles were scanned to identify further papers. This snowball technique was adopted to ensure a
comprehensive and thorough search. In addition to peer-reviewed articles, international agreements
and declarations related to “participation”, reports produced by UN bodies, and other grey literature
were assessed.

Search queries consisted of combinations of keywords around three key areas: (1) participation in
water resources management, (2) participation in water supply management, and (3) participation in
sanitation management (see Table 1). One additional research area—the evaluation and measurement
of participation in general—was covered by a number of review articles and theoretical literature,
selected non-systematically.

Table 1. Keywords and syntax used for literature search.

#1 Participation in water resources management

Participat* AND “Water resources” AND (measure OR evidence OR benefits OR management OR
governance OR policies OR engagement OR community)

#2 Participation in water supply management
Participat* AND (“Water supply” OR “Water services) AND (measure OR evaluat* OR engagement OR

community OR citizen OR inclusive OR self-help OR collab* OR cooperat* OR impact OR benefit OR lesson
OR evidence OR improve* OR assessment OR outcome)

#3 Participation in sanitation management
Participat* AND Sanitation AND (measure OR evaluat* OR engagement OR community OR citizen OR

inclusive OR self-help OR collab* OR cooperat* OR impact OR benefit OR lesson OR evidence OR improve*
OR assessment OR outcome)

#4 #1 OR #2 OR #3

Note: The symbol * refers to the set of all words from the same root that can be created by different endings.

Articles eligible for inclusion in the study were review articles, theoretical and empirical papers
with no geographical limits, if they addressed one of the four research areas: (1) the measure of
participation in general, (2) the measure of participation in water resource management, (3) the
measure of participation in water supply services, and (4) the measure of participation in sanitation.
The first search area provided a background on theoretical approaches and trends in evaluating
participation. Articles in the second category provided information about initiatives conducted in
a related field but were not systematically exploited. Papers in the third and fourth search areas
were classified as (1) “urban” and (2) “rural”. In all four areas, and regardless of the design and
structure of the process, the evaluation of participation could relate to any type of change defined as
an outcomes or outputs of participation, whether “material, social, behavioral, or institutional learning
and change” [1].



Water 2019, 11, 308 5 of 21

A broad range of search terms were needed to identify articles relevant to a wide range of
participatory practices. As a result, the initial database search returned a large number of potential
papers for analysis. Exclusion criteria were: irrelevant subject areas, language, and document
types. Records were exported to EndNote version X7. Duplicates were removed manually after
assembling citations.

Abstracts and titles were screened against the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Selected documents
were downloaded. The eligibility of selected documents was determined through full text assessment.
Only papers that explicitly addressed outcomes or outputs of participatory processes were kept in the
corpus, which resulted in 67 scientific documents for in depth study. The study framework guided the
organization of extracted data.

3. Participation in Water and Sanitation: The Outcomes and Impacts

Reed suggests that stakeholder participation for environmental management was introduced
in the 1960s [34]. Since then, considerable resources have been invested in participatory approaches
and research studies have been conducted to evaluate these practices. Some researchers have focused
on the quality of the participation process [35], while others have gathered evidence on the effects
of participation, such as the influence on policy making, e.g., [35,36], or on policy effectiveness for
resources management or on service delivery outcomes, e.g., [37,38]. Similarly, scholars have developed
different conceptual and evaluation frameworks for participatory processes. This stream of work
has given special attention to the process [20,39–42], the outcomes, or the impacts [43–46] or to a
combination of processes, outcomes and impacts [47–51].

One illustrative framework for understanding outcomes and impacts of participatory approaches
was developed by Hassenforder et al. [52], who define (i) outputs as the immediate products of the
participatory process, (ii) outcomes as the “effects of the process on the behavior of key actors in the
system”, and (iii) impacts as the extent to which participatory processes address the concerns that led
to their implementation. Typical outputs include reports, assessments, and policy recommendations.
Outcomes refer to improvements in social capital, individual/institutional learning, reflexivity,
and behavior change [53]. Impacts include benefits in terms of efficiency and effectiveness of the
process, individual and household benefits [54], and policy or developmental outcomes [22], such as
improvement of the overall environmental situation. Drawing on these definitions, we identify five
types of potential outcomes and impacts of participation in water and sanitation services delivery:

(a) Legitimacy of the process: Participation in collective decision-making processes is a source of
legitimacy for policy and program process. In turn, legitimacy improves the acceptance of process
outcomes. With strengthened legitimacy, the responsiveness of decision makers to affected parties
is improved. Thereby, participatory approaches help to take stakeholder values into account and
contribute to building trust [29,55].

(b) Increased awareness from the population on water related issues: The Aarhus Convention
specifically mentions the enhanced awareness on environmental issues as one of the benefits of
participatory processes. This is also suggested by several case studies, e.g., [56].

(c) Participant empowerment: The participation of stakeholders in the decisions that affect them
increases their capacity to influence such decisions, and thus increases their ownership of,
commitment to and confidence in the outcomes [57–60].

(d) Better management and accountability: Participation and citizen engagement have been
primarily defined as sources of empowerment and conditions for accountability [61–63].
Participation improves management decisions, as it allows for the integration of different sources
of knowledge and increases the capacity for selecting suitable solutions [64]. Several qualitative
studies suggest that participation strengthens participants’ agency or social capital [65], trust
and connectivity [66], shared knowledge [67], capacity [59], and social learning [57]. These are
relational capabilities and features of self-development [68] that are assumed to result from
participation and increase participants’ ability to act collectively and ultimately better manage
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water sources. They contribute to the disruption of traditional power relations by including a
variety of viewpoints, including those of the most vulnerable, and by increasing participants’
influence on decisions. The adoption of more interactive types of governance is also justified by
increasing scientific uncertainty [1], disputes [69], and antagonistic situations [70] in the water
sector. In this regard, participation arguably contributes to reducing conflicts and increasing
people’s commitment to the outcomes of processes.

(e) Improved sustainability: As a result of the above, the effective involvement of users translates
into more effective and sustainable management of services and resources [60,71,72]. In some
contexts, the failure of the “command and control” model to govern complex systems such as
natural resources [73] and to provide services, e.g., [71,74,75], has played a crucial part in justifying
the shift toward more public participation in water services management. Better inclusion of
the public in water resources and services decision-making is presented as more effective than,
top-down decision-making [32,44,76], and as a substitute to market-based approaches [23,63].

However, participatory exercises are not separate from society. To achieve their expected outcomes
and impacts, and to realize free and meaningful participation, interdependent aspects of public
engagement must be recognized, namely:

• the complexities and dynamics of participatory elements need to be well understood;
• specific barriers should be addressed. These includes physical, economic, institutional, attitudinal,

and social barriers, as well as other constraints such as gender-stereotypes, self-censorship, power
dynamics, and intimidation [19]; and

• participatory processes must be properly designed and implemented. A critical issue is that
participatory processes can be captured by elites, and there is always the danger that the
established and more powerful voices are disproportionately heard.

Our second aim is to gain insight into what makes a participatory process successful and
sustainable [66]. Two types of questions are of relevance: how and to what extent the outcomes
and impacts of participation are influenced by (1) contextual factors—e.g., institutional framework,
socioeconomic conditions, etc.; and (2) process effectiveness: its inclusivity, access to information,
spaces and opportunities for engagement, etc. We analyze these two dimensions as part of the enabling
environment for participation.

4. An Enabling Environment for Meaningful Participation: The Concept and the Practice

Participation is meant to enable a wider representation in decision-making, and to generate
decisions that are better anchored among different groups in society, in particular those that are directly
affected by the decisions being made. Unless certain conditions are in place, participation will neither
be useful nor meaningful.

Beierle and Konisky [77] identify a number of attributes that may jeopardize the success of
participatory efforts. They can be broadly divided into contextual factors and procedural elements.
Contextual factors are those that are largely outside the control of agencies or participants. Procedural
elements are those over which agencies and participants have considerable control when designing and
executing participatory efforts. Building on this distinction, we propose that the contextual factors and
procedural elements of participation are interrelated and integrated into what we call the “enabling
environment” for free, active, and meaningful participation.

This section elaborates on this enabling environment and responds to the first aim of this
paper. We refer to the concept of the enabling environment as the set of attributes that have
been highlighted in the literature, mainly from a theoretical perspective, to promote participation.
The practice relates to findings and lessons learnt from case studies in which participatory approaches
for the design, management, and/or operation of water and sanitation services were adopted and
evaluated. They illustrate how participatory processes are implemented in practice, their outcomes,
and their impacts.
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4.1. The Concept: What Are the Attributes of an Enabling Environment?

The importance given to contextual factors in the analysis of participation is the product of
simultaneous developments: the recognition that politics rather than technical processes determine
how water is shared between competing claims [78]; the priority given to economic, social or
environmental values in policy decisions [79]; and the understanding of participation as an important
component of water governance, rather than limited to project-based participation [80,81].

Studies critically assessing participatory approaches have produced recommendations and
evidence about contextual factors that enrich the implementation and the evaluation of participation.
Theorists contributing to this corpus of water scholarship recommend that project implementers
shift their attention away from purely methodological, institutional, and technical problems [82]
to consider the “root causes of their dysfunction” [38]. These include wider issues such as the
political context, socio-historical legacies, and power dynamics (following the seminal book by [83])
between users and the state [84,85] and, in particular, power differentials among stakeholders with
competing interests [85–89]. These scholars suggest moving away from the emphasis on proxies such
as meeting attendance sheets to more tangible information about the quality or equity dimensions of
participation [90].

Some researchers have investigated aspects of the context that influence the different participatory
outcomes [77] and have developed a framework of criteria to evaluate the acceptability of different
methods of public participation [35]. The contextual factors identified as crucial for the success of
participatory water management include geographical complexity [91]; societal considerations (e.g.,
demography, culture, history); social and cultural values of local water and sanitation users (e.g., the
multiple uses of water resources [59]); and the institutional landscape [92]. The latter includes the
type of overarching governance system in place for the country [93], the level at which decisions are
made [89], and the existence of power and information asymmetries between duty bearers/decision
makers and rights holders/the general public/stakeholder groups [88]. In this vein, Ribot [94]
states that establishing a conducive institutional, and legal framework prevents the creation of
barriers to participation, particularly in local governance structures in decentralized institutional
arrangements. Jiménez and Pérez-Foguet [95] point to the need for coherent bottom-up and top-down
planning mechanisms to prevent participatory processes from being ignored when planning major
investments. The role of external development agencies is a contextual factor that can critically
influence participation. It is argued that their intervention can depoliticize participation by reducing it
to a purely technical issue, and support the reproduction of traditional power relationships [88].

With regard to the procedural elements associated with participation, Chilvers [1] identifies seven
effectiveness criteria present in participatory processes in the environmental sector: representativeness
and inclusivity, fair deliberation, access to resources, transparency and accountability, learning,
independence, and efficiency. The “Guide to Public Participation under the Protocol on Water and
Health” highlights as core principles of public participation: equity and inclusivity, accountability and
transparency, flexibility, effectiveness and speed, and responsiveness [96].

The UN special rapporteur for the human rights to water and sanitation has identified six
procedural elements as crucial for achieving free, active, and meaningful participation [19]. First,
involving people in setting out the terms of engagement means that people should have influence
over the design of the participatory procedures, not only the issues at hand. Second, creating space for
participation means that states should actively seek to involve the public in formal and informal ways,
and not wait for the public to take initiative. Third, enabling people to access participatory processes
is about removing barriers to participation, avoiding “a culture of low expectations and cynicism”
(arising from the fact that public officials are not rewarded for facilitating genuine participation, but
rather to tick the box, and may lack the necessary facilitation and inter-personal skills), and letting
people know how to participate. This would also encompass enabling inclusive processes. This can
be achieved by mapping and reaching out to all people concerned, and ensuring that all groups
with a stake in the issues are included in the deliberations. Fourth, guaranteeing free and safe
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participation implies that people’s participation is voluntary and free from conditions or threats, and
that people who engage are protected from reprisals or discrimination. Two measures can support
the participation of users and communities who are less able to articulate their demands for services:
(1) make participation inclusive—enabling even the most vulnerable to be actively engaged [84]—and
(2) provide quality information to show real and existing needs [97]. Effectiveness of participation
might also depend on the existence of compensation or incentives for participation [98], and, more
broadly, may depend on the participants’ perceived benefits from the process. Fifth, ensuring access to
information involves sharing complete, timely, and relevant information equally with all stakeholders,
and at no cost. States should consider that people learn in different ways: information needs to be
presented in different formats, in more than one language if necessary, avoiding technicalities, and
employing adequate dissemination tools to engage with specific target groups. Sixth, the commitment
of a lead agency to provide reasonable opportunities for influencing decision-making means that there
should also be willingness from authorities to engage, listen, and eventually change proposals through
the participatory process. States should be accountable, letting people know how their inputs were
considered, what decisions were made, and on what grounds.

Recent research adds an additional prerequisite to effective participation of the public: the need
to mobilize and raise awareness of both planners and users [96]. For instance, authorities are often
ignorant of the benefits of inclusive participation or are reluctant to acknowledge the interest and
motivation of the public. On the other hand, citizens may not be aware of public participation
opportunities and of their right to partake, or they might not be motivated or willing to participate.

4.2. The Practice: What Are the Lessons Learnt from the Implementation of Participatory Approaches?

This section presents examples to illustrate and discuss how an appropriate environment for
participation might be enabled or disabled. The analysis makes use of a large number of case studies
that exemplify the implementation of participatory approaches in the field of water and sanitation.
Each study relates to specific or a combination of procedural elements and contextual factors which
affect the participatory impacts and outcomes. Since participatory processes are conducted differently
in water and sanitation programs, as well as in rural and urban settings, the examples and discussion
are presented separately.

In rural contexts, community management is the most common arrangement for managing
drinking-water services delivery [32]. In some countries, half to nearly 90% of rural water supplies are
managed by communities [99,100]. The processes aim to strengthen three dimensions: responsibility (in
relation to the system and its obligations), authority (i.e., the rights of the community to make decisions
about the system), and control (i.e., is the ability to carry out and determine system outcomes) [101].
The assumption is that increased opportunities for users to voice their demand for better services and to
participate in decision-making will increase community responsibility and build a public commitment
to ensure ongoing services. For this to happen, findings from the case studies highlight the need for
sound implementation of measures that support effective participants’ involvement, such as shifting
the focus of discussions from technical aspects to more management and finance issues, the importance
of targeting marginalized groups, and the need to address risks of elite capture. To do this, effective
mechanisms should be developed to leverage and respect local forms of knowledge, to ensure adequate
information flow, and to raise awareness before and outside of participatory events. The institutional
frameworks that underpin these participatory processes needs to be mature, strengthening the role
of local governance structures, involving the State, and engaging external support. An inclusive
strategy will be dependent on contextual factors, such as the legal representation of all actors, the
socio-economic context and profile of participants, and the knowledge of social norms and practices
of water.
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Sanitation in rural areas has been encouraged through demonstration infrastructure (latrines), and
hygiene promotion campaigns deployed and encouraged to invest in their own sanitation system with
or without subsidies. Since then, different intervention models have emerged [102]. Community-wide
approaches or ‘total sanitation’ approaches have been widely adopted to elicit behavioral change and
encourage households to invest in the solution they aim for and can afford. However, these approaches
to sanitation have a modest impact on latrine coverage and use [103,104]. With regard to participatory
issues, different approaches are in place to promote free and safe participation. Some show the
importance of integrating and respecting social and cultural norms. Here too, the importance of access
to adequate and timely information is highlighted, as well as the need for awareness raising and
mobilization for behavior change. In this context, the literature suggests that community participation
largely depends on involvement of local leaders, and underlines the crucial role for the state.

In urban, suburban, and peri-urban contexts, the accelerating rate and scale of urban settlement
growth raises the demand for water and sanitation services. The public sector is often neither equipped
nor capable to respond to these needs [105], particularly in informal settlements [106]. In this context,
there is an increasing interest for decentralized options for services delivery. However, populations in
suburban and peri-urban areas are typically poor, transient, and non-homogeneous. The complexity
of urban water and sanitation systems, and the lack of social cohesion complicate the gathering of
public views and involvement in service delivery. Experiences from the field point to the importance
of adapting methods of participation to the urban setting, which, in turn, will be influenced by the size
of the community and people’s attitude towards participation. External support is paramount when
size of infrastructure requires significant investments.

These contextual and procedural aspects of participation are summarized in Table 2. Information
collected from various cases illustrates the complex nature of participation in practice. The table shows
the diversity in approaches adopted to participation in the four fields considered in this study.
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Table 2. Procedural elements and contextual factors that influence participatory outcomes and impacts.

PROCEDURAL ELEMENTS CONTEXTUAL FACTORS

Rural drinking-water

Opportunities to influence decision-making: Various studies suggest that water systems
are often more sustainable when communities participate in management and finance
decisions, and less sustainable when communities engage in technical
decision-making [107,108].
Inclusiveness and representativeness: There are specific groups with structural
disadvantages when participating [109–111]. In these cases, literature shows that inclusive
participatory processes [84] and access to quality information about real needs [97] are two
ways to engage less-prepared or marginalized users and communities in timely
articulation of demand for services. Adequate representativeness and leadership of these
vulnerable groups (e.g., indigenous, women, disabled persons, etc.) are also vital to make
an outstanding contribution [112,113], e.g., by providing specialist knowledge [114].
In contrast, one factor that undermines participation is the capture of participatory
processes and their benefits by bureaucratic and traditional elites [81,84,115].
Use of Local Knowledge: Adaptive governance mechanisms [116] and hybrid governance
institutions [117] are two examples of management processes intended to integrate
indigenous peoples’ knowledge.
Access to information: Disseminating information in a clear and understandable manner
(e.g., by posters and information leaflets in public places) is essential to facilitate people’s
engagement in decision-making processes (e.g., budget monitoring) [118].
Mobilization and awareness raising: Awareness raising contributes effectively to increase
participation of specific groups, particularly since people lacking access to clean water are
those who are less likely to seek support [119].

Supportive institutional framework: In decentralized contexts, local governance structures are
needed to establish, sustain, and scale up participation [94]. Other studies underline the
necessity for the state to remain actively involved in locally managed services through continued
external post-construction monitoring and support [32,71,97,98,100,120–123].
External support: The literature also shows that successful programs managed by communities
typically benefit from direct support from external agencies, such as non-governmental
organizations, donors or government [97,124].
Legal jurisdiction and recognition: Minority and vulnerable groups (e.g., indigenous people
and women) may not be officially recognized in water-related policies and laws [109].
Jurisdiction over water resources and/or water-related services delivery might be contested by
these groups.
Socio-economic conditions of participants: Evidence suggest a correlation between the success
of participatory approaches and the prevailing socio-economic wealth of a society [120,125,126],
and of households [127]; while other scholars show that participants in community-based
activities are generally more educated or well-off [119,125,128].
Social norms and practices around use of water: One-fit-for-all solution does not work [59].
Instead, participatory approaches need to be built on and adapt to the ways people manage
multiple water sources for multiple uses [129].

Rural sanitation

Free and safe participation: Stakeholders’ engagement has been recognized as positive for
the acceptance of solutions [130] and for promoting hygiene [56]. From the individual
rights perspective, however, various inacceptable measures of pressure have also been
reported, e.g., in CLTS approaches [131,132].
Inclusiveness: Social and cultural norms may legitimize systematic exclusion of
vulnerable groups from decision-making (e.g., failures of the authorities to address risks
faced by women when accessing sanitation facilities outside their home [133]).
Access to adequate and timely information: Household demand for sanitation can be
effectively promoted by ensuring that private benefits of sanitation are clearly understood
and perceived by end-users. In this vein, strategic sanitation planning typically combines
participatory approaches with sanitation marketing efforts [134].
Awareness raising: Community-led total sanitation relies on a community’s capacity for
collective action: this approach challenges the dominance of “expert” solutions and
subsidies, focusing instead on reflection and behavior change through mobilization [135].

Supportive institutional framework: The role of the state is crucial, either as a facilitator and
coordinator of sanitation governance [136], or as a creator of a conducive environment for
“agents of change” to realize their role.
Socio-cultural issues: Presence of village-level leadership, initiative of natural leaders, and
social cohesion are factors that promote community participation [103]. Sanitation approaches
also need to fit to the standards of comfort users uphold, while respecting cultural beliefs or
religious codes [136].
Participation in emergencies: Responding to emergencies poses particular challenges for
creating spaces for participation. Many decisions on disaster response are taken beforehand,
limiting participation at the planning stage. In relation to menstrual hygiene management
during an emergency, for instance, a solution might be to include a standard response for
distributing sanitary kits to make sure that immediate needs are met. This response should be
monitored subsequently to assess whether cultural preferences and needs of women and girls
are correctly addressed, and then adjust the response accordingly [137].
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Table 2. Cont.

PROCEDURAL ELEMENTS CONTEXTUAL FACTORS

Urban drinking-water and sanitation

Opportunities to influence decision-making: The importance of allowing the public to
participate in decisions on various aspects of service provision has been highlighted in
various studies from both developed and developing contexts (e.g., in deciding on the
tariff system and on the extension of services) [118,138].

Understanding the context: The complexities of urban areas are often not conducive to specific
sanitation approaches, e.g., Community-Led Total Sanitation [139].
External support: The capacity of local organizations in contributing to decisions is directly
jeopardized by the size of infrastructure [76]; the need for institutional support (e.g., technical
input, and financing) is therefore bigger in larger water schemes than in smaller rural
systems [98,140].
Involvement and coordination of stakeholders: The diversity of socio-institutional actors and
interactions across diverse scales encourages approaches based on partnerships over
community-based processes [115]. For example, hybrid partnerships between private water
operators with community organizations [141], or the co-production of sanitation services [142].
Attitudes towards participation: The influence of community size on their capacity to reach
agreements is recognized in the literature [74].
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5. Discussion

Participation is a complex concept and realizing the benefits of participation is challenging.
This literature review emphasizes the fundamental importance of the context and participatory
methods. In addition, procedural qualities of participation might manifest differently, depending on
the context [143]. In place of an exclusive emphasis on one aspect or the other, an enabling environment
for meaningful participation needs to consider the implications of both participatory procedures and
the contextual settings where they are shaped, and their inter-relations. This requires understanding
of the pre-conditions for and expectations of participation, and justifies the need for solid theoretical
and empirical grounds in the design and implementation of participatory processes.

The practice of participation takes diverse forms, and the design of participatory processes
should consider the context. In rural areas, for instance, the active engagement of users in
water services management is the main form of participation. Beyond the conducive institutional
and legal framework—including the need for ongoing technical support to small rural service
providers—inclusivity and representativeness must remain in focus. To this end, easy and timely
access to information is crucial, backed up with community awareness-raising and with recognition
and respect for local knowledge.

The participation of urban residents is typically channeled through interactions with consumers
about the quality of service (e.g., through user surveys, public meetings or hearings), and consumer
protection mechanisms (e.g., complaint mechanisms). In this type of setting, it is crucial to design
context-based solutions that enhance the opportunities of users to influence key aspects of service
delivery (e.g., tariffs). Service providers must give users adequate instruments to exercise their right
to complain. There is also a need for accountable institutions that respond to concrete demands and
the needs of citizens. These forms of participation are also relevant in rural contexts, but insufficient
institutional capacity often prevents their full implementation [144].

Learning from the key findings presented in the previous discussion, we seek to adopt herein a
pragmatic approach. Both the theoretical literature and empirical case studies identify elements and
factors associated with meaningful participation. In responding to the second aim of the study, we
develop an analytical framework for the concept of participation. The single framework developed here
allows us to gain a better understanding and potential operationalization of the enabling environment
for meaningful participation. It captures and categorizes the key participatory factors and elements.
In doing so, it contributes to the meaningful interpretation of participation and, ultimately, the
beneficial implementation of participatory processes.

Conceptually, the Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD) framework developed by
E. Ostrom serves as a reference point [145]. In her framework, Ostrom defines the action situation as
“the social space where individuals interact, exchange goods and services, solve problems, dominate
one another, or fight”; and discusses the variables used to describe the structure of an action situation,
including (i) the set of actors or stakeholders, (ii) the specific positions to be filled by participants (e.g.,
members of a water user association, shopkeepers of water kiosks, etc.), (iii) the set of allowable actions
and their linkage to outcomes (e.g., which types of technologies are used in service delivery?), (iv) the
potential outcomes that are linked to individual sequences of actions, (v) the level of control over
choice (e.g., do participants take the actions on their own initiative?), (vi) the information available
to participants (e.g., how much information do participants have about the structure of the action
situation?), and (vii) the costs and benefits—which serve as incentives and deterrents—of actions and
outcomes [145]. Ostrom also suggests that the rules individuals use to rank their relationships underpin
the analysis of an action situation. These rules are the understandings, shared among participants,
that refer to enforced prescriptions about what actions are required, permitted or forbidden [145].
She identifies seven types of working rules that affect the structure of an action situation, in accordance
with the seven variables cited above. Ostrom recognizes that an action situation is also affected by a
diversity of external variables, such as the biophysical conditions, the attributes of the community, and
a set of collective-choice rules.
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Drawing on the IAD framework, our proposal (Figure 1) distinguishes between the contextual
factors (the “external variables”) and the procedural elements that influence the participatory space
(the “action situation and the working rules”). The contextual factors define inherent characteristics
of the interrelating elements of the context that are relevant for the interpretation of participation.
We identify two types of elements within the context. The first, the structural contextual factors, are the
factors describing the broader, structural context and external elements that are not amenable to control.
These encompass socio-material realities, bringing back issues such as deep-rooted power asymmetries
into the analysis of participation. The second type of elements constitutes the “institutional landscape”.
It comprises elements that can be influenced by management and/or institutional decisions in the
mid- to long-term. These include the legal and institutional framework, the role of external support
in participatory processes, and the social and informal norms around the use of water and sanitation
services, particularly relevant where informal structures such as social capital replace formal structures
of management and regulation.
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In addressing the procedural elements that should be considered when designing and executing
participatory efforts, we follow the typology proposed by the UN special rapporteur [19]. These design
principles, rooted in normative theories of deliberative democracy [146], include the procedural
standards of free and safe participation, inclusiveness, and representatively, access to information,
and opportunity to influence and flexibility (i.e., the possibility to modify and adjust the initial
proposal). Mobilization and raising awareness have been also recognized as prerequisites for
effective participation by the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) [96],
besides accountability and responsiveness. These entail efforts to explain the objectives and the
relationship of participation to decision-making, employing democratic mechanisms, publishing results
in an understandable and traceable way, and providing complaint or recourse mechanisms [1,96].
In addition, identification of, respect for and inclusion of the local knowledge are crucial to guarantee
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that participatory processes are service-oriented and responsive to all social and cultural realities (e.g.,
indigenous people, poor migrants, or refugees).

Finally, participation is also influenced by the existing capacities for adequate implementation of
participatory processes, the amount of available resources that are allocated for this purpose, and the
attitudes towards participatory processes. The latter in turn depend on the motivations, incentives,
collective and social capital and past experiences of both participants and promoters of the process.

For some scholars, for instance, a problem with community management of drinking-water
supplies relates to the issue of “informality and voluntarism”, and to the lack of professionalism [147].
Others suggest that communities do not necessarily have the motivation or the ability to engage [148–150].
In addition, voluntarism is hampered by the high turnover of community members, as well as
the size [33] and heterogeneity of communities. As noted by Sally et al. [140] smaller schemes are
more cohesive and conducive to community participation in service management. As opposed
to volunteerism, effectiveness of participation also depends on the existence of compensation or
incentives for participation [98], as well as on potential sanctions (negative feedback). Finally, empirical
studies [112] suggest that social capital and the sense of ownership simultaneously facilitate community
participation and benefit from it. In other words, to support the sustainability of water systems, it
makes sense to integrate all three components by mobilizing social capital, while motivating a sense of
ownership and establishing community participation norms [112].

Capacities, resources, and attitudes influence and are themselves shaped by the context and the
process of participation. To reflect this, they are depicted in an in-between position in Figure 1. The
challenge is to accurately understand and support the ways in which the “nodes” that link the context
to practices of public engagement can play a positive role in facilitating meaningful participation.

6. Conclusions

Experience shows that the benefits of participation do not automatically derive from the
existence of a participatory process. In water and sanitation, as formats of participation travel
between cultures, times, and places [143], they produce different results. However, when adequately
implemented, participatory processes empower participants, and generate greater social awareness
about water issues, strengthen the legitimacy of interventions, and, ultimately, improve the delivery
and management of water services and their sustainability. Decentering the focus from technicalities of
participation to the enabling environment for participation, this article extends the number of elements
that must be in place to achieve beneficial participatory outcomes. Beyond the quality of the process,
it brings to the fore the importance of crafting initiatives that are politically informed and adapted to
the context. The analysis also highlights the importance of mobilizing sufficient financial resources and
technical capacities, and the key role played by stakeholders’ incentives. The framework presented in
this paper seeks to support decision-makers and practitioners: (i) to better understand and embrace
the complexity of participation; (ii) to promote a sound implementation of participatory approaches,
and ultimately (iii) to ensure that participation delivers on its ambitious promises. Beyond water and
sanitation, this framework could be relevant for other areas of environmental management, public
services and administration.
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