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2.1 Introduction

With the increase of communication means, it has become easier than ever
for policymakers, water managers, researchers and other actors involved in
water management to collaborate. As explained in Chapter 1, this collaborative
environment creates opportunities for developing best practices and
transferring water management solutions from one context to another. This
chapter elaborates on some of the ‘universal remedies’ and on the concept of
policy transfer in a water management context. First, we discuss three
concepts that are often promoted as ‘the solution’ to water management
problems: integrated water resources management, good water governance
and participatory water management. In addition to reviewing the common
definitions and understandings of these concepts, we also reflect on the issue
of putting them in practice. This elaboration of the key concepts in modern
water management is followed by a discussion about the phenomenon of
‘policy transfer’. After discussing the phenomenon itself and explaining
what, why and who transfers, we pay specific attention to the outcomes of a
transfer process and the role of contextual factors. The chapter closes with
some concluding remarks that reflect on how this chapter relates to Chapter
3, which forms together with this chapter the theoretical basis of the empirical
chapters of the book. The discussions presented in this chapter are based on
a literature review of scholarly articles as well as international reports and
policy documents. Where relevant, the review extends beyond water
management to the broader literature on policy studies and environmental
decision-making. The ideas introduced in this chapter are critically reflected
upon in Chapter 15, which is the concluding chapter of this book.

2.2 Key concepts in water management

‘Integration’ — integrated water resources management

The need to integrate multiple elements into water management has
been acknowledged since 1950s (Biswas, 2008; White, 1998). The Dublin
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Conference in 1992, however, gave the impetus to integrate the ecological,
social and economic pillars of sustainable developmentin water management
(Rahaman and Varis, 2005). At this conference, the so-called ‘Dublin
Principles’, which aim to integrate the ecological, social and economic
pillars of sustainable development into water management, were accepted
(ICWE, 1992).

The concept of integrated water resources management (IWRM) has
been increasingly promoted, mainly by the Global Water Partnership
(GWP), which was established in 1996 to support all the interested actors in
sustainable water management. According to the common and often-cited
definition of the GWP, IWRM is ‘a process which promotes the coordinated
development and management of water, land and related resources, in order to
maximize the resultant economic and social welfare in an equitable manner without
compromising the sustainability of vital ecosystems’ (GWP-TAGC, 2000, p. 22).

In the last two decades, attempts to put IWRM into practice have increased
with an impetus from international and supranational organizations
(Anderson et al., 2008). IWRM gained wide acceptance from international
organizations such as the World Water Council, the World Bank, the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the
United Nations Programmes for Environment and Development (UNEP
and UNDP), mainly due to the fact that it builds on the Dublin Principles.
At the European Union (EU) level, the Water Framework Directive (WFD)
was enacted to unite both the disaggregated water-related legislation and to
respond to the concerns about degrading water quality in the EU region
(Kallis and Nijkamp, 2000). Social and economic integration are also
among the major objectives of the WFD as reflected with the inclusion of
provisions about public participation, the polluter-pays principle and full-
cost water pricing (European Parliament and Council, 2000).

River basins in IWRM are both literally and conceptually seen as the
‘natural’ unit of management. This situation makes river basin management
a crucial element of IWRM. The EU and the GWP have been the major
promoters of river basin management. The WFD has specific provisions to
realize the river basins as the management units, whereas the GWP deems
river basins as the ‘logical planning units for IWNRM from a natural system
perspective’ (GWP-TAC, 2000, p. 24). Using the hydrological boundaries as
management units is as a manifestation of the hydrology-based approach of
IWRM. This hydrological orientation is well accepted by some scholars
(Jaspers, 2003; Mostert et al., 2007), whereas there is also criticism and
caution. The major argument is that, as a hydrological concept, the river
basin contradicts the integration ideal by putting hydrology as the main
discipline of water management and by undervaluing the role of other
disciplines (Allan, 2003; Merrey, 2005).

Despite the worldwide attempts to put IWRM into practice, there are
arguments that IWRM cannot be fully implemented since integration is
impossible due to its high ambitions (Biswas, 2008; Grigg, 2008). Including
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other resources in the scope of integration, let alone the inevitable
complexity caused by the multitude of policy sectors, scales, uses, users,
disciplines and professions, remains a challenge. Biswas (2008) argues that
neither the definition nor the operationalization of IWRM incorporates the
view of scientific disciplines related to land resources. However, every land
use decision is also a water use decision (Bossio et al., 2010). This implies
that IWRM cannot be realized without integrating policy decisions about
the use of land resources. Furthermore, the inherent complexity of social-
ecological systems requires the involvement of policymakers, scientists and
practitioners for the integration of knowledge and expertise about water
and land resources (Duda and El-Ashry, 2000).

Another point of caution about IWRM is its ‘political correctness’. Political
issues in water management include the asymmetries in the distribution of
power, the access of different actors to water resources and the distribution
of benefits as well as costs among the multiple stakeholders. However, these
issues are often ignored while integrating the multiple interests and values
(Molle, 2008; Mollinga, 2008; Ingram, 2011). Ignoring the inherent political
nature of water management processes and professional discourses could
make IWRM a ‘sanctioned discourse’ that is imposed by some hegemonic
actors onto other less powerful ones (Allan, 2003).

Regarding the political dimension of river basin management, Moss and
Newig (2010) warn that rescaling the management level from administrative
units to river basins creates winners and losers by reshaping the power
relations. The winners and losers of the rescaling process are not only the
actors of water management, but also the other policy sectors, since the
misfit between the jurisdictional boundaries and hydrological boundaries
can lead to problems in other sectors such as environmental protection
(Cohen and Davidson, 2011; Ingram, 2011). Integration of multiple policy
sectors is not unique to river basin management, rather an overarching
problem for IWRM. In many countries, sectoral approaches dominate the
whole policymaking realm. Therefore, supporting the necessary institutional
arrangements and ensuring the allocation of resources and authority at
multiple levels are identified as relevant issues to tackle (Falkenmark et al.,
2007; Imperial, 2009).

The pessimistic views about IWRM relate to the difficulty in overcoming
the obstacles required to go from IWRM theory to practice (Jeffrey and
Gearey, 2006; Biswas, 2008). Nevertheless, all the criticisms concerning
IWRM point out the need to learn from the practical realities of IWRM
implementation to create flexible and enabling management approaches
(Coenen and Bressers, 2012).

‘Good governance’ — good water governance

The concept of good governance is derived from ‘governance’, which
closely resembles ‘government’, but should be understood as a separate
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concept. In public management debates, governance has been increasingly
articulated to replace ‘government’, yet still with diverse definitions and
uses. With a caution that governance is no more a synonym to government,
Rhodes (1996) identifies six uses of the concept: the minimal state;
corporate governance; good governance; the new public management;
socio-cybernetic systems; and self-organizing networks. In most of these
uses, governance implies the increased involvement of non-governmental
actors in decision-making processes and the extension of the stakeholder
range along the institutional and jurisdictional levels. The concept of good
governance is particularly relevant, since it has been applied in all policy
sectors, including water resources.

Good governance is promoted largely by the World Bank, which uses the
concept and its associated principles as the criteria to improve the
effectiveness of development aid in government reforms. According to the
World Bank good governance is

a predictable, open, and enlightened policymaking (that is, transparent
processes); a bureaucracy imbued with a professional ethos; an
executive arm of government accountable for its actions, and a strong
civil society participating in public affairs; and all behaving under the
rule of law.

(World Bank, 1994)

The World Bank identifies four interrelated components of assessing
governance, namely public sector management; accountability; legal
framework for development; and transparency and information (World
Bank, 1994). These components form the basis of good governance and
have been used by different organizations. Other international organizations
such as the OECD, the International Monetary Fund and UNDP also
embrace the concept. Furthermore, various new topics such as corruption,
public participation and human rights, have been incorporated into
development cooperation (Hoebink, 2006). The definition and the
components of good governance reflect the normative stance behind the
concept through defining how governance should look like. The concept
of ‘governance’ alone does not have such a connotation.

Similar to IWRM, the GWP also promotes the concept of water
governance. In their formative report, Rogers and Hall (2003, p. 7) cite the
GWP’s water governance definition as ‘the range of political, social, economic
and administrative systems that are in place to develop and manage water resources,
and the delivery of water services, at different levels of society’. This definition is
crucial as it clearly addresses how water governance relates to water
management. On the one hand, water management is concerned with
developing and utilizing the water resources as well as delivering the water
services. On the other hand, water governance sets the rules of operation
for water management (Rogers and Hall, 2003; WWAP, 2006).
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Good water governance combines the notions of good governance and
water governance. However, the concept of good water governance also has
many definitions with no consensus about its meaning and use (Lautze et
al., 2011). One of the fundamental assumptions is that good water
governance brings about good outcomes, which reflects the normative
element of good governance. What constitutes good water governance and
good outcomes, however, remains unclear.

Expectations concerning the application of good governance principles
to the water domain vary. These expectations include the establishment
of a common understanding about the ‘good outcomes’ of governance
processes and the collaboration of different sectors towards achieving
those good outcomes (Rogers and Hall, 2003; Molden et al., 2010). As
governance is about the exercise of authority and allocation of rights and
resources, the issue of social power becomes difficult to avoid. However,
water governance is also subject to criticism when it is considered only as
an instrument for achieving IWRM and the application of good water
governance remains apolitical by neglecting how the decisions are made
by respecting — or disrespecting — the principles (Mollinga, 2008; Lautze
et al., 2011).

‘Public participation’: participatory water management

The participation of lay public members and organized stakeholders is
crucial for sustainable development. This perspective is reflected in several
international policy documents. In the Rio Declaration, the benefit
expected from public participation is expressed in terms of its contribution
to dealing with sustainability issues (UNCED, 1992). Agenda 21, which was
prepared as the main outcome of the Rio Declaration, addresses the
necessity of public participation at all levels for successful implementation.
The need for participation in policy formulation, decision-making and
implementation is stated in the Johannesburg Declaration as well (UN,
2002). Accepted in 1998, the Aarhus Convention reflects the international
consensus for improving participatory mechanisms in the general realm of
environmental decision-making (UNECE, 1998). The Aarhus Convention
grants citizens and organizations the right to be informed about
environmental matters and to participate in environmental decision-
making. Thus, an increasing emphasis has been put on designing and
implementing participatory mechanisms in the decision-making processes
towards sustainable development.

The emphasis put on public participation can be explained by a multitude
of expected benefits for participants and governments. Two main
arguments, namely normative and instrumental, expound upon these
expected benefits (Coenen, 2009). The normative argument asserts that
participation is necessary for better functioning democracies, since it serves
normative ideals such as equity, representativeness, transparency and
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empowerment (Fiorino, 1990; Webler, 1995; Leach, 2006). The instrumental
argument, on the other hand, stresses the role of participation as a tool to
increase the legitimacy of policy decisions and to improve the effectiveness
of policy implementation (Beierle and Cayford, 2002; Coenen, 2009). In
line with the instrumental view, a third argument is referred to as the
substantive argument (Fiorino, 1990). This argument suggests that the
judgements of lay public members are as sound as expert knowledge and
therefore should be incorporated to improve the quality of decisions
(Beierle and Cayford, 2002).

Participatory mechanisms that incorporate the values, beliefs and
knowledge of the public are also regarded as an indispensable element of
decision-making processes in water management. This perspective is shared
by water scholars (Jaspers, 2003; Delli Priscoli, 2004; Creighton, 2005; Von
Korft et al., 2012) as well as the international organizations that promote
IWRM (GWP-TAC, 2000) and good water governance (WWAP, 2012).

On the international stage, public participation found wider acclaim in
water management starting in the 1990s. At the Dublin Conference,
participation was identified as one of the four guiding principles for water
management (ICWE, 1992). In line with the Dublin Principles, the GWP, a
key promoter of IWRM, denotes public participation as a key principle of
IWRM (GWP-TAC, 2000). Being the major legislation of the EU water
policy, the WFD also requires the implementation of various participatory
mechanisms in all phases of water management (EC, 2002).

Along with the ambitious expected benefits of public participation,
several concerns lead to questions about achieving these benefits in water
management (Mostert, 2003; Ozerol and Newig, 2008; Neef, 2009). For
instance, when participants lack competency or knowledge, their
involvement can prove futile in making the necessary decisions, cause
confusion for the decision makers, or lengthen the decision-making
process. Another concern is the utilization of the resources allocated to a
participation process. From an instrumental perspective, the use of time,
money and human resources would be inefficient if a successful outcome is
not reached despite the implementation of participatory mechanisms
(Ozerol and Newig, 2008; Krywkow, 2009). While public participation can
be an appropriate means of empowerment and improved democracy, it can
also turn into a bureaucratic exercise to fulfil procedural requirements or a
marketing tool to ‘sell’ government policy (Mostert, 2003). Participation
can also become a managerial exercise with which the procedures or
techniques from elsewhere are applied without reflecting on the role of
different types of actors (Cleaver, 1999).

The obstacles against the achievement of the expected benefits of public
participation can be attributed to numerous factors. These include poor
planning of participation processes, complexity and vagueness of higher
level participation mandates for the local actors, inexperience about
participatory mechanisms, differing perceptions about the expected
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outcomes and reluctance in putting participation into practice (Steelman
and Ascher, 1997; Cooke and Kothari, 2001).

Thus, participation has — like integration and good governance — many
potential benefits but these benefits are difficult to achieve in practice. As
various empirical chapters of this book show, the implementation of
participatory mechanisms does not necessarily lead to the improved
management and governance of water resources.

2.3 Towards an interpretation of policy transfer processes

Policy transfer and related concepts

In recent years, an extensive body of literature has been formed around the
analysis of processes that involve the ‘borrowing of ideas’. As explained in
Chapter 1, we use the term ‘policy transfer’ in this book to point towards
the interactive process by which actors use knowledge that was developed in
another context. The term policy transfer encompasses a range of related
concepts. In some of the literature, the phenomenon is studied from the
perspective of policymakers searching for new ideas across borders. These
voluntary transfers are also referred to as ‘lesson-drawing’ (Rose, 1993) or
‘systemically pinching ideas’ (Schneider and Ingram, 1988). Later
publications on policy transfer (Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996, 2000; Stone,
1999) or ‘institutional transplantation’ (De Jong et al., 2002a) also include
less voluntary forms of policy transfer. In this book, the term policy transfer
also encompasses the ‘translation’ of ideas or concepts from the
supranational or international level to the national, regional or local level.
In its original form, the concept of ‘translation’ refers to how the spread of
anything (e.g. claims, goods or artefacts) —in space and time —is influenced
bypeople (Latour, 1986). In this book, the conceptrefers to the international
spreading of ideas and is associated with ‘global discourses’ (Fadeeva, 2004;
Mukhtarov, 2012). The concept of ‘policy transfer’ is also closely related to
‘policy diffusion’ (Walker, 1969). Research on policy diffusion, however,
has another focus. It concentrates on the structural factors that explain the
adoption of an innovation and is often based on large-n quantitative studies.
Policy transfer research, on the other hand, concentrates on process-
oriented questions including the how, when and why of diffusion and tends
to be based on in-depth case studies (Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996; Mossberger
and Wolman, 2003). Two other concepts that are closely related to policy
transfer are ‘policy convergence’ (Bennett, 1991) and ‘institutional
isomorphism’ (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Convergence and isomorphism
both refer to the idea that institutions or policies have the tendency to
become alike. Policy transfer is a potential cause of this phenomenon.
However, convergence may also occur unintentionally, for example, due to
harmonizing macroeconomic forces. Policy transfer, on the other hand,
always involves an agent (Evans, 2009).
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Transfers are also studied extensively in the domain of organizational
sciences. In this domain, the phenomenon is usually referred to as
‘knowledge transfer’ or ‘technology transfer’. Transfer studies in this
domain focus on the transfer of knowledge (about technologies or the like)
across branches of international firms (Bresman et al., 1999; Reddy and
Zhao, 1990), from developed to developing countries, for instance, in a
developmental aid setting (Pigram, 2001; Siggel, 1986; Svensson, 2007) or
across organizations in relation to innovation (Carlile, 2004; Trott et al.,
1995). These studies have proven to provide useful insights for the analysis
of transfers in the public domain. For example, the concept of institutional
isomorphism was developed by organizational theorists (DiMaggio and
Powell, 1983) and later also used to understand policy transfer in the
European Union (Radaelli, 2000). Another example is the four stages of a
technology transfer (i.e. awareness, association, assimilation and
application), which were developed to understand technology transfers
between firms (Trott et al., 1995) and recently also applied to the diffusion
of innovations in the public sector (Bressers, 2011). Moreover, literature on
knowledge management and knowledge sharing has proven to provide a
better understanding of how various types of knowledge and interaction
mechanisms influence the transfer of knowledge in a water management
context (Vinke-de Kruijf et al., 2011). What knowledge is being transferred
in a water management context, why and by whom is elaborated further in
the next subsections.

Knowledge being transferred

Central in policy transfers are the transfer of policy-relevant knowledge. The
reason for using the term ‘knowledge’ is to emphasize that it is not the
concepts, methods or technologies themselves that are transferred but
rather the knowledge that is associated with or embedded in these objects.
Consider, for example, the transfer of a technology from one country to
another. On such occasions, it is not the equipment itself but the knowledge
that is associated with that equipment that is transferred from one context
to another (Bresman et al., 1999; Trott et al., 1995). Objects of policy transfer
include: (1) policy aspects (e.g. goals, content or instruments); (2) concrete
programmes; (3) institutions; and (4) ideologies, ideas and attitudes
(Dolowitz and Marsh, 2000; Rose, 1993; Stone, 1999). Policy aspects include
both ‘broader statements of intention’ regarding the direction policymakers
want to take and instruments or administrative techniques used to achieve
a certain policy. Programmes are mentioned separately as they are concrete
courses of action used to implement a policy (Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996,
2000). The transfer of policies or programmes is notlimited to administrative
aspects; it also includes the transfer of technical knowledge, for example, in
the form of design aspects (Marsden and Stead, 2011). Transfers may
further concern institutions, which are the patterns that structure social
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interaction. These patterns consist of formal rules specifying what is allowed,
obliged and forbidden under what conditions and informal social practices
and rituals that are rooted in cultural norms and values. A policymaker may
also transfer an ideological rhetoric to justify the adoption or spread of
certain policies (Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996). Think tanks can enhance such
transfers by legitimizing or underpinning policies with intellectual matter,
rhetoric or a scholarly discourse (Stone, 2000). In addition, negative lessons
are often mentioned as a separate category (Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996,
2000) to emphasize that lessons can be positive and negative. Policies can
be a stimulus for some countries to adopt similar policies and at the same
time become a negative example for other countries (Rose, 1993).

The transferability of knowledge is likely to depend on the type of
knowledge being transferred. For example, methods and techniques are
more transferable than less visible knowledge (e.g. ideas) or more context-
specific knowledge (e.g. programmes) (Stead, 2012). Thus, informal
practices are more difficult to transfer than formal procedures. The
transferability of knowledge also relates to different levels of action at which
they occur. These levels of action include the constitutional level (ground
rules), the level of policy areas (relations between governmental bodies)
and the operational level (daily activities). Transfers are likely to be more
demanding for higher levels of action than for lower levels. Accordingly,
legal systems are more difficult to transfer than practical procedures (De
Jong and Mamadouh, 2002). Transfers occur not only between actors at
similar levels but also across levels. Actors at higher levels can take lessons
from actors at lower levels, while actors at lower levels can learn from actors
at higher levels too (Dolowitz and Marsh, 2000). In theory, policy transfer
may take place at and between any of the following levels: transnational,
international, national, regional and local. Accordingly, policy transfers
may occur along twenty-five different pathways. Of these pathways, the
transfers that involve an international dimension are the most interesting
ones as they cannot be explained with other frameworks. Hence, this book
and much of the relevant literature focus on transfers that involve an
international or transnational dimension (Evans and Davies, 1999).

Triggers and causes behind transfer processes

Policy transfers are often understood as processes consisting of several
phases. While various scholars identify a different number of phases, they
broadly agree that policy transfers start with an exploratory phase (this
phase may include the mobilization and emergence of an actor network),
which is followed by an assessment phase and potentially results in an
application phase (Bressers, 2011; Evans and Davies, 1999; Jeffrey and
Seaton, 2004; Mossberger and Wolman, 2003; Rose, 1993; Trott et al., 1995).
According to these scholars, a search for knowledge is central in the
exploratory phase. However, transfers are not necessarily rooted in a desire
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to acquire or import knowledge. They can also be rooted in a desire to
spread or export knowledge (Stone, 1999). From an institutional trans-
plantation perspective, the main reason behind any type of transfer is the
expectation of bringing improvements to the receiving country. They are
seen as ways to speed up developments or to achieve them at lower costs
(Mamadoubh et al., 2002). Other scholars argue that transfers start with the
recognition of a problem (Evans and Davies, 1999) or dissatisfaction with
the status quo (Rose, 1993). In recent years, there has been critique on this
interpretation of policy transfer. One of these critiques is that transfers are
seen as rational policy processes in which policy decisions are the realization
of valued goals through structured interventions (James and Lodge, 2003).
Another critique is that policy transfers are hardly ever take the form of free
and rational responses to emerging problems. Actors face bounded
rationality since they do not have the access or the capacity to process all
information (Dolowitz and Marsh, 2000). Besides that actors have
incomplete knowledge, they are also bounded by organizational choices
(James and Lodge, 2003). Policy transfers are also not necessarily based on
deliberate choices. They are sometimes also rooted in political choices.
Actors may, for example, just introduce ‘foreign’ ideas to get things on the
political agenda or as a ‘quick fix’ in response to political pressure or a
crisis. On such occasions, policy transfers are initiated even though actors
have no idea how well the idea will work or what adaptations will be needed
(Mossberger and Wolman, 2003).

One of the critiques on ‘lesson-drawing’ is furthermore that it fails
to acknowledge that transfers often involve coercion, i.e. they involve
situations in which one actor forces or pushes another actor to adopt a
certain policy. Although the direct imposition of policies is rare,
transnational institutions, such as the World Bank or the International
Monetary Fund, are able to force governments to adopt certain policies. In
addition, indirect coercive transfers are quite common. For example,
interdependencies or the perception of lagging behind may force or push
governments to adopt similar policies (Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996).
Consider, for example, the desire of Eastern European countries to catch
up with Western countries after communism (Rose, 1993). In reality, policy
transfers therefore often involve both voluntary and coercive elements.
They are neither based on perfect rationality nor on direct imposition but
include aspects of bounded rationality, a perceived necessity or
conditionality (Dolowitz and Marsh, 2000).

In voluntary transfers, the power balance is generally more on the side of
the receiver. In such cases, transfers can take the form of highly selective
borrowing (often from multiple sources), undiluted borrowing (little
adaptation to local circumstances) or synthetic innovation (policies are
synthesized with other policies to create more advanced innovations). In
coercive or imposed transfer, the power balance is more at the side of the
source. In such cases, policy transfers take the form of imposition. Such
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imposed forms of policy transfers are typical in a colonial or in a repressive
communist context. However, authoritarian imposition without any
consideration of local conditions does not automatically occur in such
contexts. As imposition does not prevent a transfer from being disagreed
upon, it is likely to result in contested or negotiated forms of imposition
(Ward, 1999).

Policy transfers are often closely related to processes of policy convergence
or institutional isomorphism. Policy convergence is based on the recognition
that countries face similar problems and tend to solve them in similar ways
(Bennett, 1991). One possible cause behind policy convergence is
penetration, which is similar to direct coercive transfer and involves the
compulsion to conform or the use of power. A second possible cause is
emulation or policy bandwagoning, which refers to the borrowing and
subsequent adaptation of policies. A third cause is harmonization, which
refers to the recognition of interdependence and is promoted and sustained
by supranational institutions, such as the European Union. Fourth, policy
convergence can be caused by the networking and interaction among ‘elite’
(e.g. experts or practitioners) (Bennett, 1991; Stone, 2000). Another factor
that explains policy transfers is institutional isomorphism, which refers to
the idea that organizations have the tendency to become alike. This
especially plays a role in transnational structures, such as the European
Union. Isomorphism can take the form of coercion and also of mimetism
or normative pressure. Mimetism refers to imitation as a way of coping with
uncertainty. Normative pressure arises from the fact that professionals tend
to have a common cognitive base and a shared legitimization. In a European
context, coercion is not likely to dominate but it plays a role via economic
mechanisms. Given the level of uncertainty, mimetic isomorphism is
necessary in many circumstances. Normative pressure tends to occur in
policy processes that are dominated by expert knowledge (Radaelli, 2000).
Thus, policy transfers occur for many different reasons and are triggered by
different factors. The types of explanations that are provided closely relate
to the adopted theoretical lens for studying the phenomenon.

The actors involved

One of the aspects that distinguishes the literature on — both voluntary and
coercive — policy transfers from the other related literature streams, such as
policy diffusion or policy convergence, is that it sees transfers as intentional
activities. Thus, as processes that occur through the actions of certain
agents. These agents may work at different levels (i.e. the international,
transnational, national, regional or local level) and at different points in
the process (Evans and Davies, 1999). To understand the type of actors
involved in policy transfer, we distinguish four categories of actors: (1)
supranational and international actors; (2) governmental actors; (3) non-
governmental actors; and (4) private actors. These categories are not
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mutually exclusive and are partly overlapping. For example, the last three
categories are likely to include both national and international actors (cf.
Stone, 2004).

The first category of actors involves representatives of supranational or
international organizations (Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996, 2000). The terms
international and supranational refer here to structures and processes that
involve two or more countries. International actors play an important role
in the diffusion of ideas, both informally and formally (Mossberger and
Wolman, 2003). This category therefore includes actors with formal power,
such as the EU or the UN, and actors with informal power, such as the
GWP, the World Water Council or the Stockholm International Water
Institute. It also includes funding agencies, such as the International
Monetary Fund and regional and international development banks. Other
examples of actors in this category are international non-governmental
organizations such as the World Wildlife Fund and Greenpeace or
international social movements like Occupy. The importance of these non-
state transnational organizations in policymaking is argued to be on the
increase (Evans and Davies, 1999).

The category of governmental actors includes elected officials, political
parties and civil servants (Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996, 2000). Civil servants
(bureaucrats or non-elected officials) can play a significant role in policy
transfers, as they are usually part of informal communities of experts that
share ideas, information and values through publications, conferences or
organizations. The membership of these communities often cuts across
boundaries of organizations, sectors and countries (Rose, 1993).

Further, policy transfers often engage non-governmental or semi-public
organizations. These actors represent non-profit organizations and usually
have no role in formal decision-making or in administration or government
policies (Stone, 2000). Examples of actors in this category are think tanks,
research institutes, universities, pressure groups and voluntary organizations
(Stone, 1999, 2000) as well as lobby or interest groups (Marsden and Stead,
2011). These actors may either be focused more on research or engaged in
advocacy and marketing of ideas. What they have in common is that they
have a significant degree of autonomy and are intellectually independent.
Because of their information, involvement, extensive network and expertise,
they can play an important role in the diffusion of ideas. However, the
actual influence of non-state actors, such as think tanks, on policy transfer
is often limited. They can construct legitimacy, develop knowledge, assess
policy options and draw attention but are dependent on formal political
actors for policy transfers to occur (Stone, 2000). This does not apply to
policy transfer networks (i.e. collaborative structures of state and non-state
actors). These networks are often key instruments in policy learning and
can fulfil an important function in knowledge dissemination (Evans, 2009).

Private actors also often contribute to the transfer of policies. Policymakers
often depend on the advice of consultants who act as experts in the
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development of new policies or programmes (Dolowitz and Marsh, 2000).
What also plays a role is that society is increasingly shaped by the interaction
between various actors, both public and private (Bressers and Kuks, 2003;
Peters and Pierre, 1998). In particular in the management of urban water
resources, the private sector becomes increasingly important due to the
privatization of water services (Swyngedouw, 2005).

Transfer studies are often based on the idea that policy transfers basically
involve two actors: a source that is transferring knowledge to a receiver. In
reality, policy transfers occur in a much more networked setting (De Jong
and Edelenbos, 2007) and are realized through the interaction between
various actors (Evans and Davies, 1999). One of the underlying reasons is
that the solving of public problems usually requires a combination of
various resources owned by different actors. Problems are therefore dealt
with by mutually dependent actors that have their own, often diverging,
interests, problem perceptions and strategies (Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004).
Policy transfers are therefore more likely to be shaped by multiple actors
who either fulfil the role of source (donor or exporting actor), receiver
(host or importing actor) (De Jong and Mamadouh, 2002; Vinke-de Kruijf
et al., 2011), facilitator (bringing various actors together) or producer
(supporting the transfer process by developing knowledge). Every actor can
fulfil multiple roles (Wolman and Page, 2002) at various points in time
(Ward, 1999).

2.4 The outcomes and context of policy transfers

Assessment of a policy transfer

Among the central questions that guide the empirical chapters of this book
is a question concerning the success of the transfer under study (see
Chapter 1). This question becomes of particular relevance when ‘policy
transfer’ is seen not only as a lens to study the travel of ideas (as is often
done in diffusion studies) but also as an intentional activity. Depending on
what one defines as the purpose of a policy transfer, one may adopt different
evaluation criteria to assess a transfer. Marsden and Stead (2011) argue that
there are very few studies that demonstrate an actual transfer. In their
opinion, this would involve an evaluation of the extent to which a search for
external knowledge resulted in new policies or changes to proposed
policies. From a policy implementation perspective, the demonstration of
an actual transfer lies in the actual application of knowledge and thus in the
implementation phase. In analysing the actual outcomes of a policy transfer,
a distinction can be made between four gradations of policy transfer:
copying, emulation, combination and inspiration. Copying involves an
actor adopting an object (i.e. a policy, programme or institution) without
modifying anything. Such transfers are rather rare but may occur if, for
example, a politician is looking for a ‘quick fix’. In an international setting,
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copying is nearly impossible as differences in language and legal procedures
can hardly be ignored. Emulation means that an object is seen as the ‘best
standard’. It does not involve the transfer of the object itself but the transfer
of the ideas behind an object. Combination (or hybridization) is one of the
most typical forms of policy transfer. It means that actors combine elements
found in various settings or objects to develop an object that fits the local
context. It thus involves adjustment for contextual differences as well as
combining elements from different places. Inspiration means that foreign
objects inspire fresh thinking and policy change. However, the final
outcome does not draw directly upon the original object (Dolowitz and
Marsh, 2000; Evans, 2009; Rose, 1993). In various phases of a transfer,
obstacles may arise preventing the actual transfer of knowledge. Problems
may already arise in the pre-decision phase. For example, actors may fail to
define or recognize a problem or are not receptive to alternatives. Also
during the transfer process, actors may experience obstacles such as a lack
of support, structural constraints or technical problems (Evans, 2009).
The evaluation of policy transfers in terms of policy implementation can
be problematic. The ultimate outcomes of a transfer process (i.e. concrete
changes in the environmental or societal context) often only become visible
over the long term. Hence, it is of added value to also analyse the degree to
which a process changed the characteristics of actors involved (Vinke-de
Kruijf et al., 2012). Such changes are reflected, for example, in conceptual
replication. Transfers are interactive processes in which knowledge, ideas
and information are transferred from one individual to another. Conceptual
replication is indicated through the increasing number of known concepts
and the adaptation of existing concepts, which can be used eventually in the
policy process (De Jong and Edelenbos, 2007). Similar evaluation criteria
are central in the literature in which policy transfers are seen as learning
processes that resultin an increase in policy-relevant knowledge. In analysing
the effects of learning, a distinction can be made between: (1) governmental
actors learning about processes resulting in organizational change; (2)
policy networks learning about instruments resulting in programme change;
and (3) policy communities learning about ideas resulting in paradigm
shifts (Bennett and Howlett, 1992). Real policy learning involves knowledge
also being taken into account in the policy process. This implies that, for
example, organizational learning can only occur if the transfer process
involves actors who are in the position to shape organizational behaviour
(Wolman and Page, 2002). The realization of an actual transfer is not
necessarily an indication of success. An exploratory phase may also teach
actors what not to do (negative lessons) or bring actors to the conclusion
that there are — at least at that moment — too many obstacles (Rose, 1993).
In general, caution is needed when assuming a causal relation between
policy learning and policy change (e.g. modification of policies or adoption
of new policies). Policy change may result from many factors other than
policy learning and policy learning may not be expressed in and not even be
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intended for policy change. If policy transfer processes are perceived as
learning processes, effects can also become visible in other factors, such as
the acquisition of new factual knowledge, changes in norms, values and
belief systems or in enhanced trust and improved understanding of other
actors’ mindsets (Huitema et al., 2010). To avoid the problems associated
with the evaluation of policy change, one could choose to limit an evaluation
to the process itself, for example, by evaluating ‘collaboration’ (as is done in
Chapter 5). Another alternative approach is to evaluate transfers in actor-
specific terms. Such an evaluation questions, for example, the degree to
which the transfer contributed to the realization of the initial objectives of
the receiving or the transferring actor or the degree to which the transfer is
perceived as a success (Dolowitz and Marsh, 2000).

On the role of contextual factors

As explained in Chapter 1, this book concentrates on policy transfers with
an international dimension. Such transfers often involve actors from
different contexts. This characteristic of international policy transfers has
received little attention in policy studies. It is, however, important to
recognize that the transfer of knowledge tends to already be problematic
between actors of the same country and to increase with geographic and
cultural distance (Bresman et al., 1999). The opportunity for knowledge
transfer is higher in cases where actors have a more common background
in terms of socio-cultural inheritance, organizational belonging and
profession (Stenmark, 2002). Because of their diverging backgrounds,
actors involved in policy transfers often have difficulties in arriving at
mutual understanding through communication. This may not only exert a
negative influence on the process itself but also contribute to the failure of
intended policy transfers (Vinke-de Kruijf et al., 2011, 2012).

Another characteristic of international transfers is that they involve the
transfer of knowledge from one context to another. Compared to transfers
within the same country, such transfers are rather challenging as differences
in political systems and policy environment are likely to be more pronounced
(Mossberger and Wolman, 2003). What also plays a role is that countries
differ greatly in terms of resources and socio-economic development,
political values and also in terms of their awareness of foreign nations and
cultures (Rose, 1993). Thus, given the differences in both natural and social
contexts, it is rather unlikely that concepts such as IWNRM are equally valid
and applicable for different countries (Biswas, 2004). Scholars therefore
widely acknowledge that policy transfer should be done with care and only
after a careful consideration of the contextspecific conditions and
circumstances in which it was developed (e.g. Ingram, 2011; Mossberger
and Wolman, 2003; Swainson and de Loe, 2011).

When focusing on structural constraints, one may argue that transfers
tend to be easier between countries that are more similar in political, legal
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and cultural terms. This assumption seems plausible but has not been
confirmed in comparative studies. In fact, transfers between dissimilar
countries often appear to be much easier than transfers between countries
that belong to the same ‘family of nations’ (De Jong et al, 2002a). The
underlying reason is that transfers between similar countries are subject to
the same pitfalls as transfers between dissimilar countries. In spite of
common legal, cultural and political characteristics they often also face
different practical and institutional issues. Therefore even transfers between
similar contexts should consider and adapt policy-relevant knowledge to
national, regional and local factors and needs (De Jong, 2004). Thus,
transfers require the modification of knowledge and involve learning
processes (Stead, 2012). From a policy translation perspective, modification
is not only necessary but also an inevitable component of policy change. It
emphasizes that any type of policy change involves translation, i.e. the
modification of meaning in the travel of knowledge (Mukhtarov, 2012).

The contextual nature of policy was confirmed in various studies. For
example, comparative research shows that participatory approaches in
water management are much more effective in some countries than in
others. Context-specific institutional factors, such as a lack of experience
with multi-actor approaches, fear of losing control, the distribution of water
rights or controversies between authorities, partly explain this (Mostert et
al., 2007). Research on water governance reforms in the former Soviet
Union sketch a similar picture. While reforms were implemented, legacies
of old structures (such as a hierarchical culture, strong fragmentation and
a lack of horizontal coordination) remained. Actors only implemented
those reforms that were socially appropriate or economically attractive
while neglecting reforms that were incompatible (e.g. more public
participation) (Sehring, 2009). Thus, transfers are influenced by the rather
stable cultural, institutional and historical configurations of a country.
Historical developments determine what is currently possible and existing
political cultures cannot be abandoned easily (Rose, 1993). Similar
arguments are used, for example, to explain why policy transfers from
Western to Eastern Europe often failed. The underlying problem was that
changes in institutional ‘hardware’ (i.e. the formal structure of rules, rights
procedures and principles) were not supported by institutional ‘software’
(i.e. prevailing discourses) (Dryzek, 1996).

On the role of the specific context and actors

There has been little systemic research on the actual effectiveness of policy
transfers. On the basis of their experiences, Dolowitz and Marsh (2000)
observe three broad reasons for policy failure: (1) insufficient information
about the object (uninformed transfer); (2) non-transfer of crucial ele-
ments (incomplete transfer); and (3) insufficient attention to contextual
differences (inappropriate transfer) (Dolowitz and Marsh, 2000). A study in
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which policy transfer is analysed as a form of prospective evaluation
highlights similar aspects. The study is based on the recognition that the
quality of a transfer crucially depends on the possibility to assess the
potential applicability of the object in another setting. Such an assessment
depends first and foremost on the quality of information. Is there accurate
information about the policy to be transferred and about the relative success
of that policy at various locations? It further involves that the actors involved
reflect on the similarities and differences between different settings. To
what extent is the policy addressing similar problems and goals and is it
applied in a similar setting? (Mossberger and Wolman, 2003).

As explained in the previous section, literature highlights that the success
of a transfer depends in particular on whether knowledge is modified to fit
local conditions. One would therefore expect that voluntary transfers are
more effective than coercive transfers. Comparative research does not
confirm this expectation. What is relatively more important is that powerful
actors support a transfer (De Jong et al., 2002b). The relative importance of
individual actors was confirmed in other studies. Transfers between
dissimilar settings do not have to fail and transfers between similar settings
are more effective when they engage powerful receivers who are convinced
that the transfer is useful and have a strong desire to change things.
Transfers tend to fail if local actors are not in favour, are hardly involved,
have no opportunity to adjust the model or if the transfer is imposed (i.e.
the model is only accepted because of the funds associated with engaging in
the process) (Kroesen et al., 2007). Furthermore, flexible approaches that
consider loosely defined or multiple models are more successful than
approaches that involve the copying of a model. The latter approaches tend
to invoke local resistance and/or low levels of compliance (De Jong et al.,
2002b). Along similar lines, De Jong (2004) found that the effectiveness of
a transfer depends on whether actors consider and —if necessary — synthesize
multiple models and are able to create a sense of urgency and strong
coalition that pushes the initiative. Thus, the actors involved and the specific
context of a transfer exert a strong influence on the effectiveness of a policy
transfer.

2.5 Concluding remarks

Policy transfer can take many forms and manifests itself in many ways. In a
water management context, transfers are manifested not only in the transfer
of knowledge from one country to another but also in the spreading of
‘universal remedies’. Earlier in this chapter, we have discussed some of
these remedies in water management. We have also discussed how these
concepts are promoted by international organizations, the meanings that
are attached to them and the difficulty of putting them into practice.
Relying on any policy concept as a panacea can prove to be a hopeless effort
towards solving the water management problems, since panaceas are like
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the ‘optimum solutions’ that are impossible to reach with multiple and
conflicting objectives. Maybe, as Ingram (2011) suggests, we need ‘clumsy
solutions’ that embrace multiple types of knowledge and appeal to different
values. In search for such solutions, sharing of knowledge and experiences
can be particularly promising but should be done with care. The concept of
policy transfer and related concepts have been reflected on in the previous
sections to better understand the benefits and limitations of transfers. We
show that they may concern different types of knowledge, result from
different factors and involve various actors. We also touched upon the
evaluation of policy transfer and the role of structural and specific factors.
What becomes clear is that context matters but that contextual differences
or constraints in itself do not explain the success or failure of a transfer —
assuming that one can demonstrate such ‘success’. Policy transfer is unlikely
to be successful without some form of translation, i.e. modification or
adaptation of knowledge to fit the context in which knowledge is being
applied.

Understanding the differences and similarities of context is thus essential
when studying policy transfers. It is also essential to understand how the
specific policy intervention will and can be absorbed into the receiving
context. For such an understanding, the interaction processes between the
different levels and scales of governance as well as the implementation
processes that will be associated with the final stage of the policy transfer
need to be explored. The next chapter provides a basis for understanding
these interaction processes. The Contextual Interaction Theory is
elaborated as a way of understanding the important characteristics of actors
and how they influence an interactive process, including the planning and
implementation of a transfer. In discussing contextual factors attention is
paid not only to the wider context of such processes but also to the
governance context in which these transfers occur. The importance of the
qualities of the governance regime for the receiving context are also
highlighted, which provides some opportunities to assess the likelihood of
the path of implementation solely based on the receiving end, as no matter
how similar or different the contexts are, some are just more receptive to
incoming ideas and changes than are others.
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