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Summary  

Embedding or anchoring of WASHTech concepts and tools at both the national and 
decentralised level is a strong component of this project. The project has attempted to 
embed the WASHTech tools and their research in the respective WASH sectors in several 
ways. The main approach has been through forming learning alliances in the three sectors. 
The strategy for the formation and function of learning alliances has differed between the 
countries involved.  
 
This report documents progress and lessons regarding learning alliance processes in 
Burkina Faso, Ghana and Uganda. Progress and lessons are presented using a framework 
covering five elements of any learning alliance process: essence, arborescence (or rooting), 
presence, resilience and evidence.  
 
The learning alliances in Burkina Faso, Ghana and Uganda built on existing platforms, 
groups and learning events at national and decentralised levels. In 2011, alliance activities 
such as scoping studies and meetings were initiated. In 2012 alliance members were 
involved in developing the Technology Applicability Framework and testing it on selected 
technologies in each country. Three rounds of testing took place and stakeholders’ 
involvement played an important role in simplifying the framework and tailoring it to country 
needs. 
 
In all three countries, the project will come to an end before the tools have been officially 
approved by government and interviewees have expressed their concerns that the tools may 
be forgotten about if they are not integrated into formal sector procedures. As identified 
above, there is a need for learning alliance members and core working groups to continue to 
advocate the use of the tools in the sector. 
 
At international level, there was no formal alliance, but specific inputs and feedback from 
sector experts were sought through an informal international reference group. The project 
team actively sought opportunities for dissemination at regional and global events, and 
created several web-based learning events and products. By providing regular updates and 
sharing project products, WASHTech was able to reach out to other networks (Susana, 
Engineering for Change) and learning initiatives such as the EU-funded project CLARA, 
Triple S and with researchers outside WASHTech. Consortium members went through a 
learning process too.  
 
In order to ensure consistent engagement one interviewee from Uganda recommended that 
projects should sign MoUs with government officials at the start of the project so they are 
able dedicate time and resources to the project and this would also increase buy-in and 
ownership of the project.     
 

Why this document and who is it for?  
 
WASHTech planned to apply a learning alliance approach to increase its practical relevance 
and impact. A generic learning alliance (LA) approach entails a multi-stakeholder approach 
to carry out action-research and implementation work. Stakeholder platforms involve 
representatives from multiple levels and each platform is linked, so that information and 
knowledge can flow and feed into sector policy and practice. The central premise of learning 
alliances is the embedding of research and implementation work in the local and national 
policy processes and in the practices of key sector stakeholders. 
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This document describes the concept of learning alliances and some of the practical choices 
and implications for learning alliance processes in the three project countries and at the 
international level. 
 
Progress and lessons are presented using a framework covering five elements of any 
learning alliance process: essence, arborescence (or rooting), presence, resilience and 
evidence. This framework was developed at the start of the project as a means to help the 
consortium  
 
This document replaces the official deliverable D6.1 / D4 (Guidelines for training LA 
facilitators) and is an updated version of the report compiled in 2011. After consultation with 
all country team coordinators, it was concluded that guidelines were not necessary, but 
instead documentation of the theory and practice of applying a learning alliance approach in 
the project would be useful. 
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I. Introduction 

Learning alliances: conceptual model 
 
Learning alliances are a multi-level and multi-stakeholder approach to action-research and 
implementation. The approach has been applied and documented in the agricultural sector 
(for example Lundy 2005) and in the water sanitation and hygiene sector (for example Smits 
et al 2007, Verhagen, J., Butterworth, J. Morris, 2008, Butterworth, McIntyre and Da Silva 
Wells 2011) The central premise of learning alliances is the embedding of research and 
implementation work in the local and national policy processes and in the practices of key 
sector stakeholders. 
 
The following elements are key to the learning alliance concept: 
 

 Multiple institutional levels – developing innovations for the WASH sector requires knowledge 
from different institutional levels (community, intermediate, national) to be brought together - only 
this combination can bring about lasting change. 

 Multiple stakeholders and disciplines – in the WASH sector a wide range of stakeholders 
(communities, local authorities, NGOs, knowledge institutes, private sector) have complementary 
skills, capabilities and mandates in the fields of implementation, regulation, policy, research and 
learning, and documentation and dissemination. Scaling up innovation processes and achieving 
their integration in existing policies and practices requires contributions from these multiple 
disciplines. 

 Facilitated platforms – multiple stakeholders at different levels do not come together to innovate 
and scale up spontaneously. A facilitated space for innovation is required, where they are invited 
and can discuss, negotiate, have conflicts, learn and work out solutions together. 

 

Learning alliances as conceptualised in WASHTech 
 

In WASHTech, learning alliances were seen at the start of the project as having a central 
role in achieving impact. Box 1 below summarises the rationale behind the learning alliance 
approach. 

The overall goal of the Learning Alliance approach is the participatory implementation of the 
project in order to improve upon local WASH governance in the country. The main aims are: 

• to involve key sector actors from government, civil society and private sector in 
project activities, ensuring ownership and involvement in the research, tools and 
their recommendations  

• to achieve acceptable embedding of the project results in the WASH Sector 
• to ensure sustainable dissemination and uptake of the project results: uptake of the 

Technology Applicability Framework  (TAF) and its conclusions,  . 
 
WASHTech Description of Work, p. 15 and 161 

Box 1 Key aims of learning alliances in WASHTech 

                                                 
1 WASHTech, 2010.Description of Work, figure 15, (WASHTech internal documents 266200-28/10/ 2010) 
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Ghana and Uganda had previous experience working with learning alliances, for example 
through WASHCost and Triple S projects and through various district-based learning 
initiatives in Uganda, whereas Burkina Faso had not. Learning alliances were expected to 
facilitate the “actual use of the TAF by governments and other sector stakeholders”. They 
were also seen as a potential platform “in which passive resistance can be identified, 
discussed and addressed”. 
 
It was expected that the project would benefit from existing contacts through the Triple-S and 
WASHCost projects in terms of using the same research sites and because those two 
projects also make use learning alliances to embed innovation in the sector. Also, the three 
projects all focus on elements of sustainable service delivery and potentially benefit from 
sharing lessons and tools across the three projects. 
 

Framework for understanding and analysing progress of the 
learning alliances 
Each country developed its own most optimal modality to achieve the best embedding. IRC 
lead this WP and works intensively with the three Country Facilitators to make the 
embedding process effective. In 2011 IRC developed a framework to clarify the 
implementation of learning alliances and to revisit the theoretical model behind learning 
alliances in the light of recent experiences. 
 
The framework incorporates the following elements2: 

 The essence of the alliance: rationale, aspirations, expectations and the principles guiding the 
learning alliance, as well as the history that precedes the set-up of the learning alliance; 

 The arborescence (or rooting) of the alliance: the formal and informal structure of the learning 
alliance at different levels, the groups and individuals involved in it and their relations with other 
existing platforms, networks, organisations and policies; 

 The presence of the alliance: inputs, activities – particularly interactions within and outside the 
learning alliance – and its outputs; 

 The resilience of the alliance: self-organisation and further development, including the 
progressive empowerment of alliance members to take the learning alliance to another level, the 
alignment with national policies, strategies and priorities (favouring its long term survival); 

 The evidence of the alliance: all proof of change brought about by the learning alliance, various 
outcomes and ultimately the impact achieved through the alliance. 

 
  

                                                 
2 The framework that builds on documentation about learning alliance processes (Le Borgne 2010; 
Smits et al. 2007; Verhagen, Butterworth and Morris 2008; Butterworth, McIntyre and Da Silva Wells 
2011) 
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Figure: The framework comes together in the following scheme  

 
 
It is also explained in this animated slide: http://www.slideshare.net/ewenlb/animated-la-
structure 
 
It is through the lens of this framework that this document proposes to assess the specific 
country processes in the countries where WASHTech is taking place. Each element of the 
framework is described in more detail in Annex 1  
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II. Learning alliances in practice 
 
Each country relied on existing platforms within the sector, rather than establishing a 
separate learning alliance. 
    

 Ghana made use of the National Level Learning Alliance Platform (NLLP). Formed in 
2010, the NLLP assists by establishing dedicated stakeholders that have an interest 
and stake in the initiative. The team formed a core taskforce of eight individuals from 
key WASH institutions and worked consistently throughout the project with meetings 
taking place quarterly.   

 Burkina Faso also targeted existing platforms in the form of the NDWSSP and the 
Resource Centre Network. The team specifically targeted the thematic working 
groups of the NDWSSP and concentrated most of their efforts on the working groups 
responsible for monitoring and evaluation, in the sector.  

 Uganda accessed the multitude of existing thematic working groups established by 
the Ministry of Water and Environment and the Uganda Water and Sanitation NGO 
network (UWASNET), an umbrella organisation representing WASH NGOs in 
Uganda. The Uganda team invited representatives of the various working groups to 
take part in a core WASHTech working group.   
  

Throughout the project, members of the core working groups and key stakeholders were 
asked for their input in various activities including; baseline situational analysis studies, 
technology selection for TAF testing, TAF scoring 
 
In this section we will reflect on the progress towards embedding the project thinking and its 
tools through the learning alliances.  
 
The LA framework has been used as a guide for formulation of questions to document and 
informally benchmark progress in each country. Each country team used these questions to 
reflect and to engage learning alliance members in joint reflection. The individual country 
reports give a detailed description (see TREND group, 2013, NETWAS Uganda, 213 and 
WSA, 2013).  
 

International platforms 
 
However a group of professionals interested in the project and its research could play an 
increasingly important role in the future. 
 
At global level, learning and awareness raising activities included 

● Seeking advice and feedback on research framework and research outputs; 
● Dissemination of outputs and lessons learnt to the wider WASH community; 
● Seeking collaboration for up-scaling pathways and supporting up-scaling in practice 

(through funding, technical expertise); 
 

An informal ‘community of interest’ evolved during the project duration, with a potential role 
in future dissemination and application of the tools. RWSN has played an important role in 
contributing to both dissemination and application through the hosting of the online resource 
base: http://washtechnologies.net/ 
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Discussion and conclusions 
The national level platforms have built on existing working groups and sector coordination 
platforms, led by the focal ministry for the sector. Facilitating organisations TREND/RCN, 
NETWAS and WSA have been successful in opening up channels of communication 
between diverse partners and engaging them in the research process.  
 
In 2013 a strong emphasis was placed on engaging high level government staff, tailoring the 
Technology instruction Process (TIP) and steps towards the institutional embedding of the 
tools into country policy and guidelines. Affiliation with learning events at national and 
regional level and with the inter-district coordination mechanism are all opportunities that 
have been used to support the embedding process. 
 
Key challenges identified: 

 The various national meetings do not always make much room for learning time allotted to the 
project not always sufficient. 

 In Uganda and Burkina especially, the few genuine learning events and platforms are 
concentrated only in certain regions of the country, they are not present country-wide. 

 Sometimes meetings with government and sector events did not take place as planned, which 
required project teams to rethink their plans. 

 Staff turnover in the project consortium has impacted on learning alliance facilitation, particularly 
in Burkina Faso and Uganda, where key learning alliance facilitators left the country teams.  

 Getting the right people at the meeting: The availability of key decision-makers, people that can 
influence decisions. 

 In order to ensure this, another challenge is the time spent on consulting with various 
stakeholders and ensuring their participation.  

 The consistent participation of representatives remains a challenge. High level, influential actors 
are very busy and cannot always free their agenda to participate to the meetings. However this 
results in sending another representative who may not be sufficiently aware of the progress and 
process at hand – and who may even slow down that process in order to catch up with other 
meeting participants. 

 
In terms of content, WASHTech has built on WASHCost, including a costing tool based on 
WASHCost in the financial dimension of the TAF. A challenge has however been effectively 
prioritising the agenda of WASHTECH in these projects, given the time and human resource 
constraints. In terms of affiliation, the Description of Work (DoW) mentioned that 
engagement with the CLARA project and Water Biotech project led by WSA as avenues to 
share knowledge and develop policy engagement. This was undertaken, but focus of both 
projects took different directions, so in practice synergies were limited 
 
The consortium recognized several elements for successful learning alliance development. 
These included:  

 Good facilitation 

 short cycles of action and reflection  

 good quality and timely information that is accessible to project staff and the Learning alliance 
members. 
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Annex 1: Learning alliance framework in WASHTech 
in a nutshell 
 
1. Essence	

Keywords: IDEALS, rationale, aspirations, expectations, guiding principles, history 
Each learning alliance aspires to certain ideals and has a specific rationale that explains why it was 
adopted as an approach. In addition, the people who have designed the project, as well as the 
implementers of that initiative/project, all have a specific aspirations and expectations of the project 
and expectations of how the learning alliance can contribute to these goals. 
 
2)	Arborescence	 
Key words: ROOTING, structure, formality, integration, membership, participation, 
incentives, affiliation 
A learning alliance can take many forms. Each alliance comprises a range of members that may meet 
in sub-groups as well as in the wider alliance. The platforms may be recognised formally – even 
registered, or not. The arborescence of a learning alliance relates to the structure and formality of the 
alliance and also to the linkages and affiliations with other organisations, networks and programmes. 
It is also useful to document the dynamics within the alliance: perhaps the group is very active and 
members are very motivated or perhaps that is a challenge and specific incentives are required to 
make the learning alliance work. 
In WASHTech, the alliances have not been created for the project but build on existing working 
groups and platforms. Each country has identified institutions/ organisations a ‘ host’ with the capacity 
and mandate to ensure the TAF is applied beyond the project. 
 
3)	Presence		
Key words: ACTIVITIES, Inputs, resources, interactions, outputs, visibility 
A range of resources and activities are needed for the establishment and development of the alliance 
and for the delivery of specific products and services. The alliance comes to life through many 
interactions: recurring meetings, special events, bilateral contacts between learning alliance 
members, communication with stakeholders outside of the alliance, awareness raising among the 
general public, and dissemination of the outputs etc. 
The presence of an alliance relates to its activities and visibility in the sector: going beyond being a 
‘talkshop’. 
 
4)	Resilience		
Key words: EMBEDDING, ownership, scaling up, commitment, continuity, 
sustainability alignment 
A learning alliance may follow a life of its own, beyond the intentions that guided its establishment. 
Members of the alliance may want to continue beyond the project and commit to further 
institutionalising or formalising the alliance. 
This aspect of the framework deals with the growth of the learning alliance beyond its original 
mandate – perhaps to a much wider agenda or perhaps scaling up to other areas and levels. The 
question of resources and dedicated facilitation beyond project funding is crucial here. 
 
5)	Evidence	
Key words: IMPACT, accountability, proof, indicators, success, challenges, 
(policy/behaviour) change 
The learning alliance is accountable to its own members, to the donors that funded it and to others in 
the sector (including citizens). It is thus very important to assess (and, as and when relevant, to 
measure) the evidence of change that the learning alliance seems to have brought. 
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Who is involved in WASHTech? 
 
 
WASHTech is a consortium research project comprising national and international NGOs, 
academic institutes and training centres in Africa and Europe.   
 
WASHTech in Africa is spearheaded by the following institutions: 
In Burkina Faso: 

 Water and Sanitation for Africa (WSA), Burkina Faso 
 WaterAid Burkina Faso  

In Ghana: 
 Training, Research and Networking for Development (TREND), Ghana  
 Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology (KNUST), Ghana  
 WaterAid Ghana 

In Uganda: 
 Network for Water and Sanitation (NETWAS), Uganda  
 WaterAid Uganda  

International partners 
 IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre (The Netherlands) 
 Cranfield University (United Kingdom) 
 Skat Foundation (Switzerland) 
 WaterAid (United Kingdom) 

 
WASHTech is coordinated by IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre in The Hague. 
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