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Abstract The challenges of water, waste, and climate change in cities are overwhelming and
underpin the importance of overcoming governance issues impeding adaptation. These
Bgovernance challenges^ typically have fragmented scopes, viewpoints, and responsibilities.
As there are many causes leading to this uncertainty and disagreement, there is no single best
approach to solve these governance challenges. In fact, what is necessary is iterative and
requires governance capacity to find dynamic long-term solutions that are supported by
flexible interim targets, so as to anticipate emerging barriers and changing situations. The
literature contains a plethora of governance gaps, barriers, and capacities, which sometimes
overlap, are contradictory and case-specific, and reflect disciplinary scopes. We argue that a
balanced set of well-developed conditions is needed, to obtain the governance capacity that
enables effective change. Therefore, we aim to obtain deeper understanding of the key
conditions determining the urban water governance capacity, by developing an integrated
empirical-based approach that enables consistent city comparisons and facilitates decision-
making. We propose a governance capacity framework focusing on five governance chal-
lenges: 1) water scarcity, 2) flood risk, 3) wastewater treatment, 4) solid waste treatment and 5)
urban heat islands. Nine governance conditions, each with three indicators, are identified and
empirically assessed using a Likert-type scoring method. The framework is illustrated by a
case study on Amsterdam, the Netherlands. We conclude our approach shows great potential to
improve our understanding of the key conditions determining the governance capacity to find
solutions to the urban challenges of water, waste, and climate change.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Governance Challenges

Cities accross the globe face huge challenges of water, waste and climate change in a rapidly
urbanizing world (World Economic Forum 2016; Koop and Van Leeuwen 2016). By 2030, the
world will be experiencing an estimated 40% freshwater shortage (2030 WRG 2009). Sea-
level rise, soil subsidence, and extreme river discharges pose risks to around 15% of the global
population, mostly in urban areas, including almost all the world’s mega-cities (Ligtvoet et al.
2014). Cities are particularly vulnerable to flooding by storm events, which are increasing in
magnitude and frequency (EEA 2012). Furthermore, streams, rivers, and oceans are heavily
polluted by insufficiently treated wastewater and solid waste (Derraik 2002; Ligtvoet et al.
2014), which is leading to losses of valuable resources such as phosphate (European
Commission 2015). Finally, global warming is exacerbating heatwaves that pose serious health
risks to people living in Urban Heat Islands (UHI): for example, it is estimated that in 2003
heatwaves were responsible for 70,000 deaths in Europe (Baccini et al. 2008). In order to
combat UHI, vegetation and water bodies need to be intertwined in the urban infrastructure.

Altogether, urban areas face five main interrelated water challenges: 1) water scarcity, 2)
flood risk, 3) wastewater treatment, 4) solid waste treatment, and 5) urban heat islands (EEA
2012, 2016; UCCRN 2011). Meeting these challenges requires good governance, because it
entails managing long-term, complex, uncertain, and imperfectly known risks that can have
large impacts. Typically, multiple governance layers (OECD 2011) and a variety of stake-
holders, sectors, and policies are involved, each with different time horizons and agendas
(Segrave et al. 2013). Because there are many causes that can lead to the complexity,
uncertainty, and disagreement, there is no single best approach to address these governance
challenges. In fact, what is necessary is an iterative process that requires governance capacity
to find integrated long-term solutions that are supported by flexible intermittent targets to
anticipate changing situations and adapt to emerging barriers. Hence, it is essential to manage
governance challenges in an integrative long-term approach (Patterson et al. 2013).

1.2 Knowledge Gap

The need for integrated approaches is reflected in two main concepts: 1) Integrated Water
Resources Management (IWRM), and 2) Adaptive Management (AM). IWRM aims to
reshape institutional structures and redefine problems, to broaden scope. AM focuses on
changing the way responsible authorities perceive and act, by emphasizing experimentation
and the value of learning to adapt to changing and uncertain challenges such as climate change
(Medema et al. 2008). Despite their important contributions, both approaches appear to be
difficult to implement, as they are not very concrete and their explanations differ as they refer
to largely undefined, complex and unpredictable processes. Moreover, they tend to be focused
on more technical solutions with lesser attention to governance processes (Medema et al. 2008;
Rahaman and Varis 2005; Gregory et al. 2006). Therefore, these approaches sometimes fail to
provide clear and effective guidelines for their concrete application (Gregory et al. 2006).
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With respect to water management, the City Blueprint Trends and Pressure Framework and
the City Blueprint Performance Framework provide integrated and strategic insights into the
management performance of local authorities (Koop and Van Leeuwen 2015a, b). Furthermore,
the OECD (2015a) principles of good water governance provide for an integrated network
analysis of the fragmented water sector. They include analyses of international, national, and
sub-national indicators and learning practices but do not focus on urban water governance.

A fewworthy attempts have beenmade to compare organizations and institutions (Gupta et al.
2010; Ballard 2008; Engle and Lemos 2010). However, the rich literature on governance and
transformation processes has a theoretical nature and only a few approach have been reported as
providing tangible results to facilitate decision-making (Kersberger and Waarden 2004). At the
same time, there is a seemingly endless list of social factors and conditions that impede or
enhance our ability to respond proactively to future changes (Biesbroek et al. 2013). They often
reflect a disciplinary scope and focus on specific case studies, which limits their usefulness and
learning value (Measham et al. 2011; Plummer et al. 2012). Hence how socioeconomic factors
actually influence urban governance processes largely remains an open question (Biesbroek et al.
2013) that can only be explored by applying a coherent framework that assesses different contexts
consistently, provides empirical-based understanding of underlying governance processes, and
searches for transferable lessons that enhance overall governance effectiveness.

1.3 Research Aim

In many cases, organizations or institutions are taken as the point of departure for governance
assessment, whereas in practice, organizations often tend to focus on sub-tasks, lacking a full
notion of their interdependencies, and underestimating the need for cooperation in addressing
shared goals (Emerson et al. 2012). We argue that this is a missed opportunity, because
interaction and collaboration between all relevant actors is critical. On the contrary, overly
comprehensive, multi-layer governance structures that address multiple issues across different
jurisdictions, proof to be difficult to analyse (Medema et al. 2008). Interestingly, the urban
scale is increasingly recognized as having a crucial role in finding the most suitable solutions
to address context-specific climate vulnerabilities (Measham et al. 2011; OECD 2015b). So
far, little effort has been made to consistently assess the urban water governance capacity.
However, such an assessment creates great potential to understand specific (local) issues and
underlying processes, can provide recommendations for stakeholders, and shape learning
alliances in and between cities. Here we aim to provide a deeper, integrated, and
empirically-based understanding of the most important enabling conditions that determine
the governance capacity needed to continuously solve governance challenges of water, waste,
and climate change in urban networks. To do so, we develop a cohesive, comprehensive, and
applicable Governance Capacity Framework (GCF) for cities, which can:

1. compare cities in order to develop a deeper empirical-based understanding of the key
enabling governance conditions and identify transferable lessons.

2. reveal the limiting conditions and thereby formulate pathways for effective and efficient
increase in the local governance capacity.

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 provides a literature-based overview that
frames and defines governance capacity. This definition is operationalized into a comprehen-
sive framework in section 3. In section 4 a Likert-type method to score governance capacity is
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described. Section 5 provides an illustration of the first GCF pilot study in the city of
Amsterdam, the Netherlands. Finally, section 6 presents the major discussion points and
conclusions about the framework.

2 Framing Governance Capacity

Governance capacity has a rich literature in the fields of environmental governance, climate
adaptation, capacity building, public administration, and water governance. An important
component of governance capacity is institutional capacity: this generally focuses on how
institutional setting, rules, and regulations enable actors to collaborate and address shared
problems (UNDP 2008; Dang et al. 2016). Governance capacity is broader, also including
resources and the role of discourses (Engle and Lemos 2010; Pahl-Wostl 2009). As it is widely
recognized that governance capacity is context-dependent, definitions diverge considerably.
Some emphasize integration (Emerson et al. 2012), others cooperation (Dang et al. 2016), yet
others focus on flexibility (Termeer et al. 2015). We take the position that governance capacity
is about enabling effective change.

The kind of change that is effective is context-dependent. For example, integration is
needed whenever scopes are fragmented, whereas adaptive approaches are needed to address
inflexibility, and anticipatory governance is required when responses are reactive (Segrave
et al. 2016). Nevertheless, a few communalities regarding governance capacity can be
identified. First, this capacity is about the ability of actors to continuously identify and jointly
act on collective problems (Dang et al. 2016). Second, the capacity is determined by actors’
interactions formed by social-institutional settings and allocation of resources (Pahl-Wostl
2009). Third, actors’ frame of reference, including their interests, values, and culture, shape
interactions and influence collective problem-solving (Adger et al. 2009). Therefore, no single
governance condition is decisive. On the contrary, governance capacity is determined by a
balanced set of conditions that need to be well developed. Importantly, the nature of actors’
interactions is complex, unpredictable, and susceptible to external social-ecological develop-
ments. Hence, governance capacity per see does not lead to efficacious change, but rather is a
precondition or enabler for effective change. Accordingly, we define water governance
capacity as Bthe key set of governance conditions that should be developed to enable change
that will be effective in finding dynamic solutions for governance challenges of water, waste,
and climate change in cities^.

3 Constructing the Governance Capacity Framework

Policy actions often appear to be ineffective, and a wide range of governance gaps or
barriers have been suggested as reasons for this (e.g. Biesbroek et al. 2013; Eisenack
et al. 2014). The literature has identified normative principles (e.g. OECD 2015a) and
enabling or adaptive capacities to overcome barriers (e.g. UNDP 2008; Ford and King
2015). We make use of this rich knowledge base by selecting and redefining key
conditions and their indicators that enable effective change, exploring their interrelations,
assessing their relevance for urban water governance, and reformulating them into a
well-balanced framework. We have also studied existing frameworks that analyze social
processes that have inhibited or stimulated effective change in the field of urban water
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governance (Brown and Farralley 2009), river basins (Engle and Lemos 2010), water
systems (Van Rijswick et al. 2014), or have a multi-level perspective (OECD 2011,
2015a; Pahl-Wostl et al. 2010). Other frameworks that have been applied in the past have
concerned the adaptive capacity of institutions (Gupta et al. 2010) and organizations
(Ballard 2008), or have been scale-independent (e.g. Moser and Ekstrom 2010; Ford and
King 2013).

We identified key conditions for good urban water governance and classified them into
three dimensions: knowing, wanting, and enabling. The Bknowing^ dimension refers to the
need to be fully aware, understand, and learn the actual or possible risks and impacts of
actions, policy, and strategic choices. We created the Bwanting^ dimension because actors need
to commit to cooperate, express, and act upon ambitions, and apply their skills and capabilities
to find solutions. Finally, the Benabling^ dimension was created because actors need to have
the network, resources, and instruments to enable them to implement their ambitions. The
resulting framework has nine governance conditions; an in-depth literature study for each
condition yielded three indicators. The results are shown in Table 1, below the findings from
the literature research are described.

Table 1 The water Governance Capacity Framework (GCF). The GCF consists of nine conditions, each defined
by three indicators. For each indicator, a Likert-type scoring scale has been developed, which ranges from very
encouraging (++) to very limiting (−−) to the governance capacity

Dimensions Conditions Indicators

Knowing 1 Awareness 1.1 Community knowledge
1.2 Local sense of urgency
1.3 Behavioral internalization

2 Useful knowledge 2.1 Information availability
2.2 Information transparency
2.3 Knowledge cohesion

3 Continuous learning 3.1 Smart monitoring
3.2 Evaluation
3.3 Cross-stakeholder learning

Wanting 4 Stakeholder engagement . process 4.1 Stakeholder inclusiveness
4.2 Protection of core values
4.3 Progress and variety of options

5 Management ambition 5.1 Ambitious and realistic management
5.2 Discourse embedding
5.3 Management cohesion

6 Agents of change 6.1 Entrepreneurial agents
6.2 Collaborative agents
6.3 Visionary agents

Enabling 7 Multi-level network. . potential 7.1 Room to manoeuvre
7.2 Clear division of responsibilities
7.3 Authority

8 Financial viability 8.1 Affordability
8.2 Consumer willingness to pay
8.3 Financial continuation

9 Implementing capacity 9.1 Policy instruments
9.2 Statutory compliance
9.3 Preparedness
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3.1 Condition 1: Awareness

Awareness is a prerequisite to enable effective change. It refers to a more profound under-
standing of the causes, impact, and risks of governance challenges (Raaijmakers et al. 2008).
Awareness is both cognitively and emotionally felt by individuals, organizations, and society
(Ballard 2008) and forms the base for learning and action (Adger et al. 2009). Awareness is
assessed by the indicators 1.1 community knowledge, 1.2 local sense of urgency and 1.3
behavioral internalization. Community knowledge refers to the extent to which different
stakeholders possess relevant knowledge about the challenges. This is the first step in
achieving conscious behavior (Gifford 2011). Local sense of urgency reflects the perception
of importance of the governance challenge, which may or may not result in actions and
policies (O'Connor et al. 1999). Finally, behavioral internalization indicates that a higher level
of knowledge affects actors’ problem- framing, goals, values, and perceptions, changing their
behavior and increasing their commitment to sustainable approaches (Gifford 2011).

3.2 Condition 2: Useful Knowledge

The field of information science distinguishes between data, information and knowledge (Zins
2007). Data in itself is not necessarily informative, as useful knowledge can only be obtained by
data interpretation and analysis (Zins 2007; Rowley 2007; Van Leeuwen 2007). Useful
knowledge consists of 2.1 information availability, 2.2 information transparency, and 2.3
knowledge cohesion. Information availability refers to the extent that reliable knowledge is
available. A lack of knowledge inhibits informed decision-making (Rowley 2007; Van
Rijswick et al. 2014). Many cities authorities recognize the lack of knowledge of how future
trends, such as urbanization and climate change, will affect them (Amundsen et al. 2010).
Information transparency refers to the effective communication and sharing or co-creation of
knowledge with all interested stakeholders. The information needs to be good quality, credible,
understandable, and accessible for non-experts, in order to prevent miscommunication, knowl-
edge gaps, and fragmented policy (Lemos et al. 2012; Füssel 2007). Finally, knowledge
cohesion refers to the conformity of knowledge across actors, sectors, and administrative layers.

3.3 Condition 3: Continuous Learning

Continuous learning is required, in order to adapt to changing situations with many uncer-
tainties, complexities, and unknowns (Folke et al. 2005). Continuous learning is assessed by
3.1 smart monitoring, 3.2 evaluation and 3.3 cross-stakeholder learning. Smart monitoring is
a precondition for learning and may serve as tool for identifying alarming situations, clarifying
underlying processes, and predicting future developments (Van Leeuwen 2007). Regular
monitoring and evaluation are imperative for continuous learning and enhance preparedness
for uncertain futures. In order to conceptualize evaluation, the theory of triple-loop learning is
used, which has three levels: 1) single-loop learning which is incremental learning to refine
current management and policy; 2) double-loop learning refers to the critical investigation of
assumptions and key relationships, which reframes problems; 3) triple-loop learning questions
underlying norms and values and can transform the wider social and institutional structure
(Pahl-Wostl 2009). Finally, the third indicator, cross-stakeholder learning is crucial for
learning in a public policy context, as the interaction among actors and their understanding
of different perspectives lead to a more comprehensive, if not consensual, evaluation (Emerson
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et al. 2012). Furthermore, this can prevent overly limited scopes or path-dependencies
(Termeer et al. 2015; Brown and Farrelly 2009).

3.4 Condition 4: Stakeholder Engagement Process

The importance of stakeholder engagement is widely recognized from a normative, substantive,
and instrumental rationale (Glucker et al. 2013; OECD 2015a; UNDP 2008). Stakeholder
engagement may lead to a more complete problem-framing and widely accepted optimized
solutions for all parties involved (Pahl-Wostl 2009; Carlsson and Berkes 2005). Active
stakeholder engagement is generally more time-consuming than unilateral decision-making.
However, this can be more than compensated for by time gains in the implementation phase
(Ridder et al. 2005). The stakeholder engagement process consists of 4.1 stakeholder inclu-
siveness, 4.2 protection of core values and 4.3 progress and variety of options. Stakeholder
inclusiveness refers to the extent to which the representatives are able to speak and decide on
behalf of all relevant stakeholders in clear and transparent engagement processes (Ford and
King 2015; Ridder et al. 2005). Protection of core values refers to the importance of ensuring
that all stakeholders feel confident that their core values are not harmed, in order to create a safe
environment for trust relationships (Ridder et al. 2005; Pahl-Wostl et al. 2011). Therefore, it is
essential that stakeholders become actively involved and commit to the process, rather than the
outcome is predetermined or intermediate decisions are made early on (Folke et al. 2005).
Moreover, stakeholders’ contribution should influence the end-result. Progress and variety of
options encompasses the prospect of gain for each stakeholder, which is ensured by clear and
realistic procedures. Stakeholders should co-produce and, at the end of the process, select from
a variety of options, to ensure learning and authoritative decisions (Ridder et al. 2005).

3.5 Condition 5: Management Ambition

Management ambition is a measure of the extent to which sustainable management and policy
is interwoven with historical, cultural, normative, and political context. This is measured by
assessing the sustainability ambitions within policies.Management ambition is assessed by 5.1
ambitious and realistic management, 5.2 discourse embedding, and 5.3management cohesion.
Ambitious and realistic goals need to be long-term, with intermittent measurable targets, all
provided with sufficient resources and flexible mechanisms to deal with changing situations
(Brown and Farrelly 2009). Discourse embedding is important, as management ambitions
need to match the dominant values, discourses, and principles, in order to be successful (Van
Rijswick et al. 2014). Hence, the degree to which the challenges of water, waste, and climate
change are embedded in the dominant discourse, strongly determines the effectiveness of
ambitious management and policy. Management cohesion assesses the level of integration
between different sectoral policies and strategies, across governance levels, and between
organizations. Often, the over-fragmentation of roles and responsibilities means that no single
agency is in charge of water policy, and opportunities to create co-benefits are not seized
(OECD 2011, 1015a; Head and Alford 2015).

3.6 Condition 6: Agents of Change

The concept of agents of change is often described in the fields of organizational change, AM,
and innovation studies, although different terminology is used (e.g. leaders, policy

Assessing Water Governance Capacity of Cities



entrepreneurs, institutional entrepreneurs; Pahl-Wostl et al. 2011; Ballard 2008; Brouwer and
Biermann 2011). BAgents of change^ refers to the intrinsic motivation of people, their
willingness to take risks, and the support given to these efforts to change current approaches.
The concept is therefore not limited to people in leading positions (Brouwer and Biermann
2011; Head and Alford 2015; Schultz and Fazey 2009). For this condition, three types of
agents of change are distinguished: 6.1 entrepreneurial agents, who have the means and skills
to gain access to resources, seek opportunities, and manage risks; 6.2 collaborative agents,
who have the skills to build bridges and coalitions between actors; and 6.3 visionary agents,
who envision long-term adaptive approaches and are able to steer current policy and actions
(Brouwer and Huitema 2017; Termeer et al. 2012; Gupta et al. 2010; Ford and King 2015).

3.7 Condition 7: Multi-Level Network Potential

Flexible and dynamic networks are important, in order to deal with governance challenges with
different interests and perspectives, and with stakeholders acting at different levels (Pahl-Wostl
2009; Gupta et al. 2010; Moser and Ekstrom 2010). Multi-level network potential consists of
7.1 room to manoeuvre, 7.2 clear division of responsibilities, and 7.3 authority. Room to
manoeuvre assesses the opportunity that actors have to explore different alternative pathways,
develop knowledge, and put ideas into practice. This also involves the possibility and autonomy
of actors to form new fit-for-purpose partnerships that can address unconventional and emerg-
ing challenges (Gupta et al. 2010; Folke et al. 2005). Clear division of responsibilities refers to
the accurate and clear division of tasks and roles for which stakeholders can be held accountable
(Mees et al. 2014). Authority refers to the presence of legitimate forms of authority (e.g.
embedded in policy or law), regulations, and policy networks that promote the necessity to
address water-related challenges (Van Rijswick et al. 2014).

3.8 Condition 8: Financial Viability

Addressing urban water-related challenges requires the assurance of long-term financial
support (OECD 2015b; UNECE 2009), as short budgetary cycles prevent long-term thinking
(Ford and King 2015) and will most likely substantially increase overall cost (UNEP 2013;
Koop and Van Leeuwen 2016). Two important aspects of financial viability are the costs and
benefits of measures: e.g., who is affected, who benefits, and, therefore, who should pay
(UNECE 2009). Financial viability is characterized by 8.1 affordability, 8.2 consumer will-
ingness to pay, and 8.3 financial continuation. Affordability of water and climate adaptation
services is assessed with a focus on the poor and marginalized groups (OECD 2011; UNDP
2008). Consumer willingness to pay assesses how expenditure and risks are perceived. Often,
trust in local authorities and their accountability, as well as the sense of urgency or worry, are
key (Raaijmakers et al. 2008). Finally, financial continuation is needed for solving long-term
challenges and avoiding resources being squandered as a result of uncoordinated investments
(Adger et al. 2005).

3.9 Condition 9: Implementing Capacity

Most studies mention policy implementation as crucial (Adger et al. 2005; Ekstrom et al. 2011;
Van Rijswick et al. 2014). Implementing capacity is substantiated through 9.1 policy instru-
ments, 9.2 statutory compliance and 9.3 preparedness. Policy instruments can be used to
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stimulate desired behavior and discourage undesired activities (Mees et al. 2014).
Examples are the inclusion of the user-pays and polluter-pays principles in pricing.
Continuous monitoring, evaluation, and adjustments are needed, to check and improve
the effectiveness of instruments. Statutory compliance ensures that stakeholders respect
and understand agreements, objectives, and legislation, which contributes to the account-
ability of authorities. Preparedness increases the implementation capacity, as the exis-
tence of action plans, procedures, and scripts supports policy and prepares the city for
both gradual and sudden changes, events, and calamities (Gupta et al. 2010; Raaijmakers
et al. 2008; Runhaar et al. 2016).

4 Determining Levels of Governance Capacity

Despite the rich literature on governance capacity which provides many clues, it remains
a puzzle to identify gradual levels of increasing governance capacity and only a few
studies explicitly described them (e.g. Gupta et al. 2010; Ballard 2008). Hence, a better
understanding of these gradual levels of governance capacity is needed to provide
valuable insights into key governance processes. It should also be noted that a scaling
system provides cities with a better and more nuanced indication of where they are, and
what steps to take to improve their capacity. For each of the twenty-seven indicators we
therefore developed a Likert-type scoring system, with scores ranging from very encour-
aging to the overall governance capacity (++) to very limiting to the overall governance
capacity (−-). The indicator levels were determined from a wide-ranging perusal of the
literature, including AM theory (e.g. Folke et al. 2005; Engle and Lemos 2010; Gupta
et al. 2010) in combination with specific theory for each condition. In addition, we
included practical indicators from governance assessments and policy documents
(BAGroep 2016; KING 2016). Table 2 illustrates the scoring methodology. Each of the
twenty-seven indicators are scored by answering a predefined question, which are
illustrated for the indicators belonging to condition 4 stakeholder engagement process.
Next, the Likert-type scoring scale for indicator 4.2 protection of core values is provided.
The Likert-type scoring levels, together with predefined questions, and the five main
literature sources are available for each indicator at the EIP Water website (EIP Water
2017). The Likert-type scoring scale for indicator 4.2 protection of core values is based
on three main aspects which together ensure that stakeholders feel confident that their
core values are not harmed (Ridder et al. 2005):

1. Stakeholders need to be asked to commit to the process rather than to a predetermined
outcome or intermediate decisions early in the process.

2. The existence of clear rules and procedures that have been agreed upon before the start of
the engagement process, in order to ensure a sound environment in which trust relation-
ships can be developed.

3. The actual influence stakeholders have on the end-result is important. It is largely
determined by the type of stakeholder interaction, which can be conceptualized into three
layers. The first layer (information supply) indicates one-way communication. The second
layer (consultation) indicates that stakeholders can give feedback on developed plans. The
third layer (active involvement) actively involves stakeholders throughout the policy-
making and implementation process (CIS Working Group 2.9 2003).
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Table 2 Illustrative overview of the GCF scoring methodology. First, an overview of the predefined questions
for the indicators belonging to condition 4 stakeholder engagement process are given. Second, the indicator 4.2
protection of core values Likert-type scoring is provided as an illustration. The predefined questions, the Likert-
type scoring scale and a literature overview for each of the twenty-seven indicators are summarized at the EIP
Water website (EIP Water 2017)

Predefined questions for condition 4 stakeholder engagement process

Indicator Predefined question

4.1  Stakeholder
.      inclusiveness

To what extent do stakeholders interact in the decision-making

process interaction (i.e., are merely informed, are consulted, or

are actively involved)? Are their engagement processes clear

and transparent? Are stakeholders able to speak and decide on

behalf of a group?

4.2  Protection of core             
. values

To what extent 1) is commitment focused on the process

instead of on early end-results? 2) do stakeholders have the

opportunity to be actively involved? 3) are the exit procedures

clear and transparent? (All 3 ensure that stakeholders feel

confident that their core values will not be harmed.)

4.3  Progress and
.      variety of options

To what extent are procedures clear and realistic, are a variety of

alternatives co-created and thereafter selected from, and are

decisions made at the end of the process in order to secure

continued prospect of gain and thereby cooperative behavior

and progress in the engagement process?

Likert-type indicator levels for indicator 4.2 Protection of core values

Level Description 
Very 
encouraging
(++) 

Maximal 
protection of 
core values 

Stakeholders are actively involved and co-create the end-result.

There are clear exit possibilities and clear process procedures.

All relevant stakeholders are engaged and a variety of options

are assessed. The final options are chosen at the end of the

engagement process

Encouraging
(+)

Demand for 
commitment 
to early 
output 

Stakeholders are actively involved and expected to commit to

early process outcomes. Hence some relevant stakeholders are

discouraged from committing, as not all options are being

assessed and at this stage the stakeholders contribution might

be small. The stakeholders have influence on the end-result

Indifferent
(0)

Suboptimal 
protection of 
core values

Stakeholders are consulted or actively engaged for short

periods. The number of options considered and influence on the

end-result are limited. Exit rules are vague. Decisions mainly

comply with the interests of the initiating party

Limiting

(-)
Low 
influence on 
end-result 

Stakeholders are kept informed or consultation meetings are

taking place for already partly or fully elaborated plans. The

influence on the end-result is small and resistance may be

evoked

Very limiting

(--)
Ignorance of 
core values

Stakeholders are hardly engaged, not informed or only informed

after decisions have already been made. Resistance to

implementation often occurs, as do distrust and lack of

stakeholder participation, and no clear communication
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5 Illustrating the Framework: Governance Capacity in Amsterdam

5.1 Assessing the Governance Capacity

We applied the GCF to the five water governance challenges faced by the city of Amsterdam.
Amsterdam has a complex hydrological setting: large areas are below sea level, many canals
and sluices regulate the different water levels, and there is a sophisticated system for supplying
drinking water, which involves infiltrating surface water into the nearby dunes.

A triangular method was applied to score indicators according to the Likert-type method.
First, an analyses of policy documents and reports provided preliminary scores. Second,
fifteen interviewees, three for each of the five governance challenges, were selected. To this
end, the most relevant stakeholders were identified and their interdependencies were plotted,
and key persons from different levels of decision-making were selected (Reed et al. 2009).
As explained above, there were twenty-seven predefined questions that the research needed
to answer: one for each indicator and each asked separately with respect to the five
governance challenges. In this way, a consistent assessment approach was applied that
enables basic comparisons to be made between, on the one hand, governance challenges,
and, on the other hand, between cities. The interview questions were aimed to gather all the
information needed to answer the predefined questions. They were open and non-technical,
with follow-up questions to target specific elements, or to achieve further clarification.
Finally, after the interviews, the participants received the predefined questions with the
preliminary indicator scoring and were asked to provide constructive feedback and additional
information to be included in the final scoring. The assessment was fully transparent, as the
Likert-type scales, twenty-seven predefined questions, and the full list of references are
publicly available.

6 Results

Each of the governance challenges was separately assessed and scored: from very encouraging
(++) to very limiting (–) to the governance capacity (Table 3).

This first assessment suggests that Amsterdam excels in flood risk governance, and
most indicators regarding water scarcity and wastewater treatment are encouraging.
However, more governance capacity needs to be developed to address Urban Heat
Islands (UHI), since the number of tropical days (>30 °C) in the Netherlands is predicted
to rise substantially, from 4 days at present to 7–13 days by 2050 and 8–21 by 2100
(KNMI 2014). Interestingly, cities in Northern Europe appear to be most affected by the
predicted rise in high temperatures, because here, temperatures will strongly exceeded
the usual seasonal conditions (EEA 2012). Despite this, in the Netherlands, no separate
policy on UHI has been developed so far. Consequently, Amsterdam lacks specific
targets and policies regarding UHI. The lack of policy may explain the low multi-level
network potential (condition 7) to address UHIs. Averaging the scores of the five
challenges for each indicator yields a more general overview of Amsterdam’s water
governance capacity (Fig. 1). It suggests that the knowledge level of communities
(indicator 1.1) and the access to understandable information for non-experts (indicator
2.2) may slightly limit local sense of urgency regarding water challenges (indicator 1.2)
and consumer willingness to pay (indicator 8.2). These results are in line with the OECD
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(2014) analyses of the Dutch water governance, which conclude that Dutch citizens take
water services for granted and that this Bawareness gap^ tends to decrease public
involvement and the willingness to pay for water services. Therefore, the most feasible
way for Amsterdam to further enable effective policy change is to focus on improving
the indicator scores found to be limiting (−) or very limiting (–) to the city’s governance
capacity.

7 Discussion and Conclusion

First, we will briefly discuss some limitations of the GCF. Next, we will outline the main
contributions of the GCF to theory and practice and, more specifically, its role in connecting
science, policy, and implementation.

7.1 Framework Discrepancies and Reproducibility

As governance processes are often interconnected, some of the conditions and indicators
identified in our framework are inherently interrelated. Although each indicator is designed
to provide an independent score, inevitably, a hypothetical Bideal^ situation will not always
result solely in very encouraging (++) indicator scores. For example, entrepreneurial, collabo-
rative, and visionary agents of change (condition 6) are all relevant but their importance is

Table 3 Overview of the twenty-seven governance indicator scores for each of the five water-related governance
challenges for the city of Amsterdam. Scores range from very encouraging (++) to very limiting (–) to the city’s
governance capacity to find dynamic solutions

Water 
scarcity

Flood risk Wastewater 
treatment

Solid waste 
treatment

Urban heat 
islands

1.1  Community knowledge - 0 - 0 -
1.2  Local sense of urgency - ++ - 0 -
1.3  Behavioral internalization + ++ ++ + -
2.1  Information availability ++ ++ 0 0 0
2.2  Information transparency 0 0 0 - -
2.3  Knowledge cohesion + 0 0 0 +
3.1  Smart monitoring ++ ++ ++ ++ -
3.2  Evaluation ++ ++ ++ ++ -
3.3  Cross-stakeholder learning + ++ ++ 0 -
4.1  Stakeholder inclusiveness ++ ++ ++ 0 ++
4.2  Protection of core values ++ ++ 0 + -
4.3  Progress and variety of options ++ ++ 0 0 0
5.1  Ambitious and realistic management + + + 0 --
5.2  Discourse embedding ++ + 0 ++ -
5.3  Management cohesion ++ + ++ + -
6.1  Entrepreneurial agents ++ + ++ + -
6.2  Collaborative agents + + + 0 -
6.3  Visionary agents + ++ + 0 +
7.1  Room to manoeuvre + + 0 + 0
7.2  Clear division of responsibilities + ++ + 0 --
7.3  Authority + ++ + ++ --
8.1  Affordability + + + + +
8.2  Consumer willingness to pay - + 0 0 0
8.3  Financial continuation + + + + 0
9.1  Policy instruments + + + + 0
9.2  Statutory compliance ++ ++ ++ + 0
9.3  Preparedness + ++ + + --
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context-dependent (Patterson et al. 2013): visionary agents, for example, may be more neces-
sary in times of crisis, whereas collaborative agents are more valuable in initiating new joint
activities in established collaborative networks, and entrepreneurial agents operate best in open
governance networks that are ambitious and flexible (Brouwer and Huitema 2017). Hence,
situations may exist in which entrepreneurial and collaborative agents of change are very
encouraging (++) while, as a consequence, visionary agents are less prominently active.
Another important interrelation is between indicators 5.1 ambitious and realistic goals and
9.2 statutory compliance, as it is easier to comply with non-ambitious goals. Furthermore,
indicators 6.1 entrepreneurial agents of change and 7.3 room to manoeuvre are reinforcing, and
their scoring is interrelated. Their main difference is that entrepreneurial agents of change
focuses on actors’ ability and skills to create and seize opportunities, whereas the score for room
to manoeuvre represents the degree of freedom and existing opportunities that actors can utilize.

7.2 Bridging Theory and Practice

Different time frames, reward structures, process cycles, epistemologies, and goals impede the
effective use of scientific knowledge in practice (Hegger et al. 2012). Scientific knowledge is
often fragmented, as it is intertwined with values, discourses, disciplinary scopes, and tradi-
tions that are often context-specific. Therefore, existing knowledge often fails to provide
applicable insights that can help decision-makers achieve their intended goals and objectives.
The gap between science, policy, and implementation has been widely acknowledged in water
governance (OECD 2011; Medema et al. 2008; Patterson et al. 2013). Our work provides three
important contributions to improve the connection between scientific knowledge, policy, and
implementation in the field of water governance, climate adaptation, and beyond:

1. Integration: The GCF is one of the first attempts to integrate the plethora of contradicting,
overlapping, and fragmented governance gaps, barriers, and capacities with respect to
prevailing urban water challenges. It may reveal more effective and efficient pathways for
cities to increase their governance capacity. At present, our understanding of underlying

Fig. 1 Overview of the governance capacity of the city of Amsterdam. The twenty-seven indicators scores are
ranked clockwise from low to high. Scores range from very encouraging (++) to very limiting (–) to the
governance capacity that is a prerequisite for finding dynamic solutions to address the identified governance
challenges
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interconnections and relations is often insufficient to provide overarching pragmatic
insights that facilitate decision-makers.

2. Communication: The GCF is designed to be easy to understand and transparent, and has
been developed with the end-users (who include decision-makers, stakeholders, and
citizens) in mind. Information needs to be understandable for them. This is essential, to
facilitate constructive discussions, knowledge co-production, and cooperation.

3. City comparison: The GCF provides a framework for comparison cities and the accu-
mulation of empirical data that can improve our understanding of underlying governance
processes that limit or encourage governance capacity. At the same time, it provides a
practical framework for cities to exchange learning experience, knowledge, and good
practices.

Because the framework is embedded in the literature of governance and transformation
processes, it is possible to assess a broader range of issues that involve processes of change in
multi-organizational networks. An empirical database is currently being developed, as the GCF
is being used to assess the cities of Melbourne (Australia), Quito (Ecuador; Schreurs et al. 2017),
New York (USA) and Ahmedabad (India; EIP 2017). Moreover, the results of the city of Quito
(Ecuador) are about to be published (Schreurs et al. 2017). The GCF has the potential to act as a
portal of communication for constructive cross-city, cross-sector, and cross-stakeholder discus-
sions, learning and theory building. Finally, the framework provides the basis for common
understanding and action, by revealing the most effective and efficient pathways for increasing
the governance capacity needed to address the challenges of water, waste, and climate change.
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