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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

 

Cooperation Under Decentralization in a Fragile and Conflict Affected State: A 

Democratic Republic of Congo Case  Study 

 

Decades after adopting decentralization reforms, fragile and conflict affected states 

(FCAS) struggle to realize anticipated gains in public sector responsiveness and 

accountability.  Poor communities, reliant on essential public services, suffer 

disproportionately.  Decentralization reforms, requiring cooperation across different 

levels of government, can improve public sector responsiveness in FCAS.  This is 

because decentralization reforms connect decision-making, resources, and expertise, 

typically concentrated at the central level, with lower levels of government where  public 

officials  directly address citizens’ demands.  To examine cooperation between levels of 

government in a FCAS context,  I undertook a case study in Democratic Republic of 

Congo (DRC).  I explored vertical cooperation within DRC public institutions 

responsible for rural water and sanitation services to determine to what extent, under 

what circumstances and for what reasons public officials within these agencies worked 

together across administrative levels to achieve health and sanitation outcomes.  I used a 

qualitative case study and collected data from semi-structured interviews, a document 

review, and on-site observations to respond to these questions.  From the study’s findings 

I devised a conceptual framework to better understand vertical cooperation within 

decentralizing institutions in FCAS contexts.  My findings point to ways to improve 

public service outcomes in DRC through better vertical cooperation within service 

agencies.  In certain circumstances, the study’s insights may be transferable to other 

decentralizing FCAS striving to deliver public services under challenging conditions.     
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

 When undertaking decentralization reform, Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) 

and other countries characterized as fragile and conflict affected states (FCAS) confront 

challenges not encountered by more stable, better developed countries.  A fragile state is 

one in which its government lacks the capacity to meet the needs and expectations of its 

citizens (OECD, 2011), and is unable to ensure political stability.  In its severe form, 

fragility results in conflict (Bertoli & Ticci, 2012), which can lead to further deterioration 

of public institutions’ ability to perform basic functions, and to citizens’ further alienation 

from their state.  FCAS lack the elements commonly considered necessary to support 

effective decentralized governance.  Under a fully decentralized system, the national 

government cedes fiscal, administrative and political authority to lower levels.  In doing 

so, central authorities reduce their involvement in delivering public services and serving 

other essential functions for local communities (Schneider, 2003).  Public institutions 

with inadequate capacity, citizens unable to impose accountability, and a formal 

government with tenuous legitimacy are all impediments to the improved government 

performance decentralization is intended to achieve.   

 Despite these weaknesses, governments of FCAS are often obliged to introduce 

decentralized governance, driven by the imperative of restoring stability and maintaining 

national unity through promises of power sharing (Dickovick, 2014).  FCAS  proceed 

without the functioning public institutions, democratic processes, and established 

accountability systems considered necessary (Mody, 2004; Eng, 2016).  As result, in 

many cases decentralization reform proceeds haltingly and irregularly.  It results in flaws 

and misalignments, such as those that occur when central authorities shift downward 
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responsibilities for providing services and other functions, without also transferring the 

authority and resources lower level authorities need to meet those new obligations 

(Cabral, 2011).   

 In any context, cooperation between levels of government within a decentralized 

system is essential to the system’s ability to function effectively (Andersson, 2004).  In 

FCAS,  decision-making, resources and expertise are typically concentrated at the central 

level, while it is at lower levels that public officials most directly confront citizens’ 

demands, thus, in these contexts, effective vertical cooperation can be even more 

consequential.  Once decentralization reform is launched, even if reforms fail to proceed 

as planned, public agencies must still find ways to maintain delivery of critical services.  

Strengthening the cooperation between the officials responsible at different levels might 

make it more likely for services to reach local communities, even within a decentralizing 

system that is misaligned or off-track. 

 In this chapter I present the purpose and justification of my dissertation research.  I 

explain the contribution I expect to make to public management and international 

development by offering insights on vertical cooperation within a decentralized system in 

a FCAS context.  As background, I present the essentials of decentralization policy, and 

describe FCAS countries as they are characterized in the literature.  I explain how, when 

undertaken in these contexts, decentralization differs from its implementation in more 

stable, better developed countries. I present the conceptual framework that focuses the 

study’s inquiry and delimits its scope (Roberts 2010).  I outline the research questions,  

design and data collection methods, as well as practical considerations that influenced 

both the study’s design and its implementation.   
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Justification  

In adopting decentralization reform, developing countries often lack the elements 

considered essential to successful implementation (De Mello, 2000).  FCAS, which, 

while still developing, have been further weakened by instability and conflict, are even 

less equipped. Strategies for pursuing decentralization shown to be effective in other 

contexts are unlikely to apply.  The decentralization literature does not provide the 

insights we need to formulate alternative approaches to  successful reform in these 

environments (Smoke, 2015b).   Decentralization scholars lay out  decentralization’s 

underlying theory and objectives (Tiebout, 2004; Prud’homme, 1995).  They define the 

policy’s requisite conditions and characteristics, its core dimensions, phases and 

processes, and the range of governance improvements it is designed to bring about 

(Rodden, 2004; De Mello, 2000; Rondinelli, 1981; Dickovick, 2013, 2014; Smoke, 2003, 

2015).  Scholars offer empirical evidence from a diverse array of case studies from 

developed, developing and FCAS countries that have introduced a decentralized system 

(Blunt & Turner, 2007; Agrawal & Ribot 1999; Faguet, 2014; Wunsch, 1991).  Missing 

is adequate attention to the internal processes and relationships that guide the behavior of 

the public servants working within agencies charged with implementing decentralization 

reform.  Scholars do not provide a sufficiently refined examination of decentralization 

reform as it unfolds within the bureaucratic institutions tasked with carrying it out.    

Decentralization scholarship has been criticized for asking “the wrong questions” 

(Faguet 2012, p. 192), and for probing too superficially, failing to accurately grasp the 

full nuances of the policy’s dynamics and outcomes (Smoke, 2015b).  Scholars recognize 
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the need for greater “rigor” and depth of analysis of how and why decentralization leads, 

or fails to lead, to desired outcomes in any given context (Smoke, 2015b, p. 250).  Those 

who seek to understand decentralization by examining the policy’s formal processes and 

outcomes may be missing the “less obvious dynamics” that can occur, especially where 

formal institutions are weak.  In these settings, in which informal relationships often 

“dominate formal systems” (Smoke, 2015b, p. 254), interaction between individuals and 

within groups can be an influential factor in policy implementation.  These subtler forces 

might hold insights important for improving service delivery and other government 

functions in FCAS contexts, where requisite capabilities are missing, but decentralization 

reform is nonetheless underway.   

The vertical cooperation that may occur within decentralizing institutions, as it is 

shaped by formal and informal relationships (Smoke, 2015b), is among the less visible 

fundamentals of decentralized governance that have been too little explored.  

Decentralization theory recognizes that cooperation between levels of government is 

essential (Rodden, 2004; Prud’homme, 1995), but does not adequately examine or 

explain how and why cooperation may or may not occur, and to what effect.  Of 

consequence, scholars, policy designers and bureaucratic leaders may overlook internal 

cooperation and neglect the factors that can facilitate it. Or they may hold unwarranted 

assumptions, or draw unfounded conclusions about cooperation and the institutional 

processes that depend on it (Smoke, 2015b).  A better understanding of cooperative 

behavior within the context of decentralizing institutions, and of what facilitates, 

impedes, incentivizes and discourages it, might guide scholars’ more accurate analysis, 
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and practitioners’ better adapted design and management of decentralization reform in 

FCAS and similar contexts.   

Definitions 

Cooperation 

In this study, I define cooperation between individuals and offices of public 

institutions as “an interaction between participants with capabilities to accomplish 

organizational goals but chose to work together, within existing structures and policies, to 

serve individual interests” (McNamara, 2012, p. 391).  In this definition, actors work 

together out of choice, but are not necessarily driven by shared objectives, rather as a 

means of pursuing their own aims.  Cooperation can occur through formal or informal 

channels, and is negotiated between individuals who are functionally independent but 

find advantages in working together to complete their respective tasks (McNamara, 

2012).  For the purposes of this study, indications of cooperative behavior include 

exchange of information or ideas, submission of reports or updates, sharing data, 

synchronizing tasks, responding to questions or requests, offering feedback or advice, 

contributing to joint problem-solving, facilitating implementation of group projects or 

work plans.   

Fragile and Conflict Affected States 

There is no single definition of a fragile and conflict affected state, but scholars 

commonly point to several features.  FCAS are recognized as states incapable of 

providing adequate security, public services, and livelihood opportunities (Brinkerhoff, 

2007), whose government is unable to gain popular trust and legitimacy (OECD, 2011).  

Unable to meet citizens’ expectations, the state maintains power in an atmosphere of 
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“manifest or latent conflict” (Bertoli & Ticci, 2012, p. 219).  Societies in FCAS are 

typically fragmented along religious, ethnic or cultural lines.   In these contexts, “the 

capacity to cooperate, compromise and trust” can be limited (Brinkerhoff, 2010, p. 66).   

Decentralization, Institutional and Cooperation Theories 

I have not found among scholars a standard definition of any of the three theories that 

inform this study.  I have thus applied my own understanding, based on my review of the 

literature, of what each theory entails.  I use the term decentralization theory to refer to 

the body of research that seeks to explain how power, authority and resources are shifted 

and shared between administrative levels of government (Cheema & Rondinelli, 2007).   

By institutional theory, I to refer to the work of scholars who examine the actors and 

forces that “shape organizational life” (Scott, 1987, p. 499) and influence the behavior of 

individuals working within organizational settings (Scott, 1987).  By cooperation theory I 

mean scholars’ exploration of the ways, reasons, and circumstances under which 

individuals come together to achieve mutual benefits despite conflicting self-interests 

(Ostrom, 2000).    

 

Decentralization Basics 

Decentralized governance was first introduced in the stable, economically developed 

countries of Western Europe and North America.  Its aim was to improve government 

performance by better aligning public goods and services with citizens’ preferences 

(Tiebout, 1956).  In adopting the policy, governments sought gains in efficiency, 

expected to result from fiscal decentralization, by which more public revenues and 

expenditures are controlled at local level.  These governments sought to improve 
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responsiveness through administrative decentralization, moving responsibility for service 

delivery closer to citizens.  Political leaders aimed to increase accountability and 

participation through political decentralization (De Mello, 2000).  As the policy spread to 

a greater diversity of country contexts, host countries adapted policy objectives to their 

own realities.  Countries began to adopt decentralization policies under different 

circumstances and for different reasons.  Rather than being mainly concerned with 

improving public sector performance, in certain contexts, governments began to 

introduce decentralization primarily as a means of maintaining national unity, restoring 

stability, or expanding political influence (Dickovick, 2014). 

Decentralization scholars generally recognize three degrees of decentralization 

policy.  These are defined by the extent to which the central government has ceded 

authority and control of resources to subnational levels, and to which subnational levels 

exercise autonomy.  Decentralization in its “least extensive” form is known as 

deconcentration, by which the national government assigns subnational offices 

responsibility for certain public functions without transferring the authority to decide how 

to carry them out (Rondinelli, 1981, p. 24).  Despite largely retaining control at central 

level, in contexts where power has traditionally been centralized, as in many developing 

countries, just by allocating greater responsibility to lower levels, national authorities 

begin to realign the roles and relationships between levels of the hierarchy (Rondinelli, 

1981).  The form of decentralization called delegation occurs when the national 

government gives authority for one or more public functions to an entity it only indirectly 

controls, such as a public corporation.  Under decentralization’s most extensive form, 

devolution, subnational government units are given autonomy for delivering significant 
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governance functions, as well as the power to raise and spend the resources required 

(Rondinelli, 1981).   

Scholars also define three dimensions of a fully decentralized system.  

Decentralization theory holds that to fully and effectively decentralize, a government 

must implement reforms within “intertwined” political, fiscal and administrative 

dimensions (Rodden, 2004, p. 481).  Through political decentralization, governing bodies 

are elected at subnational levels to represent citizens’ interests and serve other political 

functions.  Fiscal decentralization gives the lower level governments the power to raise 

and spend public revenues.  Administrative decentralization assigns primary 

responsibility for providing most public goods and services to regional and local 

governments, and gives these administrations a degree of autonomy over staffing and 

decision-making.  Some scholars assert that for a government to perform effectively, 

political, fiscal and administrative decentralization must be concurrent and aligned.  

Unless reform advances sufficiently and synchronically along each dimension, policy 

implementation will falter (Dickovick, 2014).  Others point out that, in practice, this 

alignment often fails to happen, as implementation along one or more of the dimensions 

proceeds more quickly while the others lag (Smoke, 2015a; Ahmad et al., 2005).   The 

processes and outcomes along the three dimensions “can be mutually reinforcing, but 

some may not be simultaneously attainable” in certain circumstances (Smoke, 2015a, p. 

99).  Still others note that more needs to be understood about “the mismatches that really 

matter,” and what effect they have on governance processes and outcomes (Ahmad et al., 

2005, p. 20).   
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A government’s accountability to its citizens is fundamental to decentralized 

governance (Faguet, 2012).  The assumption that government officials will become more 

accountable to citizens if governance decision-making takes place closer to where 

constituents live and work is a core tenet of decentralization theory (De Mello, 2000).  A 

system is considered decentralized to the extent that subnational officials are accountable 

“downward” to local citizens for their decisions (Ribot et al., 2006, p. 1865).   

Transforming a centralized system into a decentralized one requires a reconfiguration of 

accountability relationships (Faguet, 2012).  Their roles and relationships change, but 

national and subnational officials remain interdependent.  Under a deconcentrated 

system, lower officials’ accountability is still “upward” to central authorities (Blunt & 

Turner, 2007, p. 116; Ribot et al., 2006).   Under devolution, both roles and 

accountability relationships shift.  Central level offices no longer hold direct 

responsibility for service provision, instead they support and oversee service delivery by 

lower offices (Devas & Delay, 2006).  Central authorities are called on to guide and 

support, rather than direct and control. Lower authorities are expected to take 

responsibility for service delivery decisions and to be first accountable to citizens 

(Smoke, 2015a).  Even under a devolved system, some degree of upward accountability 

of local officials and service providers to national institutions remains necessary to 

maintaining standards of quality and equity (Chowns, 2015). 

 

Decentralization in FCAS Contexts 

Governments in FCAS typically introduce decentralization for different reasons and 

in different ways than those in more stable countries (Dickovick, 2014).  FCAS tend to 
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lack the legitimate government, capable institutions and strong civic engagement – 

features considered essential to effective decentralization – of more developed countries 

with mature democracies.  Further, in FCAS, though they may have made a policy 

commitment to a fully decentralized system, once the immediate imperative of restoring 

peace has been achieved, central authorities often lose their drive to fully devolve power 

(Smoke 2015b; Englebert, 2012).  Decentralization implementation lags, stalls or stops.  

Left in a state of partial reform, political, administrative and fiscal systems are unable to 

deliver the more efficient, more responsive, more participatory governance 

decentralization theory promises.  “When a weak state decentralizes, problems arise” 

(Mehotra, 2006, p. 269).  DRC provides an instructive illustration.   

 Challenges to decentralization in FCAS countries 

FCAS governments have different immediate priorities than their stable country 

counterparts.  In introducing decentralized governance, most stable countries are seeking 

to render governance more efficient, by responding more directly to local needs, and 

more accountable, by increasing the  political participation of citizens (Rodden, 2004).  

By contrast, FCAS governments tend to adopt decentralization reform primarily as a 

means of resolving civil conflict, or assuaging threats of succession by regional or 

culturally based groups (Dickovick, 2014; Bakke & Wibbles, 2006).  In country contexts 

as diverse as Indonesia, Cambodia, Uganda, Sierra Leone, Nigeria, and Afghanistan, 

governments have adopted a federal or decentralized system as part of a peace agreement 

to bring an end to conflict.  Security objectives of stabilization and peace are of more 

immediate priority than economic objectives, such as efficiency, political objectives, such 

as accountability, or social objectives, such as reduced poverty.  Pushed by the prospect 
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of continued conflict or the threat to national unity, FCAS and other developing country 

governments often accede to a decentralized system.    

FCAS and other developing countries are often under considerable influence from 

international mediators and donor agencies working in the interest of global stability 

(Dickovick, 2014).  In providing both financing and policy advice, donors can affect both 

decentralization policy design and implementation (Devas & Delay, 2006).  Countries, 

including FCAS, that are dependent on donor resources are more likely to be “enticed or 

pressured” into adopting decentralization reform, even when their contexts and 

conditions are not well suited to confronting the challenges the policy entails (Smoke, 

2015a, p. 101). 

Driven to adopt the policy under these circumstances, FCAS tend to undertake 

decentralization reform without the functional, trusted public institutions able to adjust to 

the considerable challenges and changes involved.  It is in these environments that 

“mismatches” between administrative responsibility, fiscal authority, and political 

accountability most often occurs (Ahmad et al., 2005, p. 19).  A country might, for 

example, decentralize politically through subnational elections, but remain, in effect, 

fiscally and administratively centralized.  These misalignments impede the downward 

accountability that is necessary to effective decentralized service delivery (Mehrotra, 

2006).  If political decentralization is not implemented, local officials take their direction 

from the central government that appoints them.  Where political decentralization creates 

the opportunity for downward accountability, if the administrative system is in effect not 

devolved but deconcentrated, public service providers staffed and financed by a central 

ministry are unlikely to readily respond to the dictates of an elected local council (Ahmad 
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et al., 2005).  Moreover, where democracy is nascent or absent, citizens have few if any 

effective means to exert influence over public processes.   

In FCAS and other developing countries, assumptions about citizens’ ability to voice 

their preferences and demand accountability have not been supported by experience 

(Englebert & Mungongo, 2016).  In these contexts, “a further problem is the assumption 

that accountability and transparency are enhanced by decentralization, when in fact the 

reverse may happen” (Blunt & Turner, 2007, p. 117).  Even when administrative and 

fiscal authority is devolved according to the formal policy, subnational levels very often 

continue to rely heavily on fiscal transfers from the center.  Their technical and 

administrative staff tend to be recruited and deployed from national capitals. These 

dependencies on national authorities for operating resources and salary payments  

understandably undermine subnational governments’ inclination to become more 

downwardly accountable (Ahmad et al., 2005).  Increased opportunity for corruption, 

and/or the domination of governance processes by local elites are cited as risks of 

decentralizing where institutions are weak and democratic processes are unformed 

(Prud’homme 1995; Blunt & Turner, 2007, Smoke, 2015a).  

In FCAS and other contexts where the public sector has weak formal institutions and 

limited official capacity, negotiation and relationship-based decisions supplement, even 

supplant, formal processes.  In these cases, an attempt to apply institutional rules and 

responsibilities through broad policy dictates can prove “unworkable” (Batley & 

Mcloughlin, 2010, p. 137).  Policy implementation can involve informal negotiation 

between government officials and service providers as much or more as it does adhering 

to formal procedures.  At the operational level, it is often about “doing deals,” as 
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colleagues exchange favors or permissions to complete tasks (Batley & Mcloughlin, 2010 

p. 138).  In many transactions, informal discussions can be more effective than formal 

channels in enabling officials to overcome distrust and competition that otherwise 

impedes cooperation (Batley & Mcloughlin, 2010).  This “negotiability of governance 

reform” can lead to implementation processes and outcomes that deviate from plans and 

expectations (Van Leeuwan, 2017, p. 221).  “A key lesson” from FCAS experience with 

decentralization “is that a focus on formal institutions alone is insufficient” (Gaynor, 

2014, p. 216).   

In any context, “decentralisation is not a once-and-for-all act. It is a complex process 

that involves fundamental changes” (Smoke, 2003, p.14) in the roles and relationships 

between levels of government.  The necessary adaptations take time, especially where 

public institutions are weak (Smoke, 2015a).  It can be a protracted process during which 

political, fiscal and administrative reforms may be misaligned and lines of authority 

between different levels may be unclearly delineated.  FCAS experience indicates that 

even decades later, decentralization is “rarely complete” (Kauneckis & Andersson, 2009, 

p. 27).  Whether because lower level institutions lack the capability to assume new 

authorities and execute new functions, or because national leaders lack the will to transfer 

power and control of resources, central governments in FCAS in Africa and elsewhere 

often go only as far as deconcentration, sharing with lower levels the responsibility of 

fulfilling core functions, without ceding to them meaningful autonomy or authority 

(Cabral, 2011).  Some scholars have argued that a deconcentrated system is better suited 

to FCAS contexts.  “Deconcentration is particularly relevant for weak or fragile states as 

it can be seen as a method of increasing the strength of the state to provide its citizens 
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with the services they are entitled to,” while acknowledging the potential trade-offs of 

diminished downward accountability and responsiveness to citizens (Blunt & Turner, 

2007, p. 120).   

However complete or coherent the reform effort, while it is underway, public 

agencies must work within the conditions at hand to deliver social services on which 

citizens rely.  The extent and effectiveness of the cooperation between levels within the 

hierarchy can be an important determinant of how and how well local service delivery 

occurs.  In a system that is still largely deconcentrated, it is at the central level that 

control of resources resides and technical expertise tends to concentrate, while at the 

lowest levels  officials hold front-line responsibility for meeting citizens’ needs for vital 

services.  In these contexts, vertical coordination within service agencies may be 

particularly essential in creating conduits by which resources and expertise can flow 

downward, while information about local needs and priorities is channeled upward.  

 

Conceptual Framework 

Public officials in FCAS like DRC – where decades of internal conflict have eroded 

the capacity and legitimacy of public institutions (Englebert & Tull, 2013) and created an 

“overall context of mistrust and suspicion” (Trefon, 2010, p. 718) – face particular 

challenges to working cooperatively with colleagues at other levels of the government. 

Knowing more about how and why vertical cooperation occurs in these contexts may 

enable public agencies to strengthen service delivery, despite other impediments.  

Decentralization research holds only some of the pieces of the conceptual puzzle of 

whether, why and how cooperation occurs within institutions undergoing decentralization 
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reform (Andersson, 2004).  Much of the literature focuses on policy outcomes and the 

elements considered essential to their realization – “‘decentralization success factors’” 

(Faguet, 2014, p. 11) – which are often cited as: having sufficient political will and 

technical capacity, and allocating adequate resources to reform implementation (Faguet, 

2014; Smoke 2003; Ahmad et al., 2005).  The literature also points to effective 

cooperation between levels of government as a critical ingredient to a functional 

decentralized system (Rodden, 2004).  Scholars do not go far enough, however, to 

explain the circumstances and motivations that may or may not result in effective 

cooperative behavior within the hierarchy (Andersson, 2004).   Applying decentralization 

theory alone, we cannot fully understand decentralization processes within public 

institutions.  Institutional and cooperation theories provide missing elements.   

Institutional theory explores the way individuals behave within an organizational 

setting.  It emphasizes the dynamic between the “formal rules” and “informal constraints” 

(North, 1993, p. 20) that together shape individuals’ actions and interactions, and 

endeavors to explain the “gap between the formal and the informal organization” (Meyer 

& Rowan 1977, p. 342).  The institutional literature offers different analytical lenses 

through which to understand what influences behavior within hierarchical structures such 

as public agencies, as contrasted to relationships and transactions based on marketplace 

incentives.   

Cooperation theory examines whether and how individuals work together when they 

confront collective action dilemmas.  It seeks to explain why and under what 

circumstances, individuals will, instead of pursuing their self-interest to the disadvantage 
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of the group, opt to cooperate (Bendor & Mookherjee, 1987; Ostrom, 2000, 2010; Booth 

& Cammack, 2013) to the benefit of others as well as their own.   

By combining decentralization theory with institutional and cooperation theories, it is 

possible to construct a more complete and better focused analytical lens through which to 

examine the factors that may influence vertical interaction within decentralized public 

agencies.  To decentralization theory’s elucidation of the policy’s broad dimensions and 

systems, institutional theory adds an understanding of the internal functioning of public 

agencies as they respond to policy directives (North, 1993).  Cooperation theory further 

deepens our understanding by explaining whether, why and how individuals, faced with 

common objectives within a structured situation, decide to cooperate (Ostrom, 2000). 

At the intersection of decentralization, institutional and cooperation theories lies a set 

of elements the three hold in common.  This suggests that the factors that lie at this 

common core – frequent communication, iterative interaction, reciprocal relationships 

reinforced by incentives, and conducive formal and informal rules – are among those 

likely to affect vertical cooperation within decentralized or decentralizing institutions.  I 

depict this set of elements at the intersections of the three theories in Figure 1.1.  
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Figure 1.1 Conceptual Framework for Cooperation in Decentralizing Institutions 

 

 

The conceptual framework created by combining decentralization, institutional and 

cooperation theories offers a tool for more appropriate analysis of the ways and reasons 

individuals responsible for decentralized service delivery interact cooperatively, or fail to.   

The framework focuses on the factors that I hypothesize to be salient within all three 

theories as a way of understanding cooperation within decentralized or decentralizing 

public institutions.  The framework suggests when the factors that compose it are found 

to influence interactions between individuals, cooperation may be more likely, more 

effective, or more habitual.  Where these six factors are missing or weak, cooperation 

may not occur to the extent necessary to achieve desired policy outcomes, or may not 

occur at all.  Applying this conceptual framework enables a closer examination of the 

forces and factors at play within public agencies responsible for decentralized service 
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delivery.  This better targeted analysis might lead to the discovery of ways to improve 

service outcomes that would otherwise go undiscovered. 

The framework provides the conceptual foundation for this study.  It guides my study 

design, orients my research questions, informs my data collection methods and 

instruments, and structures my data analysis (Maxwell, 2013).  I applied the framework 

to determine the extent to which the framework elements appear to be present in the DRC 

case study, whether any other key elements emerged from the case study but are not in 

the original framework, and how these elements might affect whether and how DRC 

officials cooperate to deliver public services such as rural water and sanitation.  

 

Problem, Purpose and Contribution  

Problem 

In FCAS like DRC, decentralization often breaks down because public institutions 

lack the will, the ability, the resources, or, often, all of these, to carry out the necessary 

reforms (Faguet, 2014).  It is in these contexts that the “dangers associated with 

decentralization” (Prud’homme, 1995, p. 201) tend to appear.  Where citizens are unable 

to impose accountability, local officials can be more easily influenced by powerful elites 

whose priorities may not include social services for the poor (Bardhan, 2002).  In the 

most severe cases, when decentralization is introduced but only partially implemented, 

the public sector can become more corrupt and dysfunctional (Prud’homme, 1995; 

Rodden, 2004).  Until the necessary procedures, oversight and support systems are in 

place at multiple levels, agencies are unable to ensure public officials carry out their 
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duties as assigned, and serve communities as needed (Prud’homme, 1995; Rodden, 

2004). 

Lacking the conditions necessary for decentralization to readily succeed, many FCAS 

have nonetheless adopted the policy.  Many have done so when emerging from or still 

affected by internal conflict, when peace and territorial integrity become conditional on 

the central government’s commitment to power-sharing with aggrieved groups 

(Dickovick, 2014).  In those cases, of first priority are stability and national unity.  Other 

governance objectives, such as efficiency, accessible public services, and public 

accountability, are of less immediate concern to political leaders (Blunt & Turner, 2005; 

Edwards et al., 2015).  When they have restored peace and reestablished control of the 

national territory, national authorities can lose the motivation to advance to full 

devolution of power and control of resources (Edwards et al., 2015), and the reform 

process may be derailed or left unfinished.   

While decentralization reform is incomplete or in disarray, bureaucratic institutions 

must function well enough to provide the vital services needed to protect public welfare.  

In these situations, when the overall system functions poorly, the performance of the 

institutions responsible for service delivery can be particularly critical to service delivery 

outcomes.  Within these agencies, public officials may need to resort to informal 

processes in addition to or instead of formal procedures, to maintain a level of service 

delivery formal systems alone are unable to attain.  To substitute or complement formal 

processes, officials responsible for service delivery may find it necessary or expedient to 

resort to negotiations and informal exchanges to carry out their duties.  Scholars have not 

examined closely enough these internal, informal and formal interactions through which a 
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service agency functions, nor their effect on service delivery outcomes.  Broad 

assessments and generalized attributions that focus only on the formal directives and 

procedures guiding policy implementation may be missing more complex processes 

within decentralizing institutions (Smoke, 2015b; Faust & Harbers, 2011).  A more 

refined understanding of the way public officials at central and subnational levels respond 

to decentralization reform, and of the extent to which, when and why they work together 

to deliver services, might enable policy makers and administrators to improve service 

delivery effectiveness in contexts that lack all of the elements considered essential for 

complete and effective decentralization reform.   

DRC offers an example of a FCAS in which decentralization reform, negotiated as a 

condition for a 2002 peace accord, has so far failed (Trefon, 2010).  A massive country 

with an extraordinary endowment of natural resources, DRC has severe and widespread 

poverty and crumbling infrastructure.  It is consistently ranked among the world’s lowest 

countries on international indices for human development and governance.  Dating to the 

early days of post-independence, DRC’s government has been characterized as 

“predatory,”  a state that over a succession of regimes has relied for its survival on 

extracting resources from citizens (Kyamusugulwa & Hilhorst, 2015, p.250).  The 

practice is led from the highest levels of national government, and permeates throughout 

the administration (Englebert & Mungongo, 2016; Gaynor, 2016).  “Exploitation and 

predation are the dominant explanations accounting for the persistence of the Congolese 

state in general, and the administration in particular” (Trefon, 2009, p. 11).   

DRC’s experience may illustrate ways in which public institutions’ ability to provide 

essential services depends on the formal and informal factors and processes those 
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working within public agencies develop to carry out their duties.  Devastated by 

successive civil wars and beset by on-going conflict since the fall of the Mobutu 

dictatorship, instated shortly after its independence in 1960, DRC is “widely considered 

to be a textbook case of a failed state” (Trefon, 2010, p. 703).  The peace agreement 

brought an end “on paper” to the worst of the civic conflict (Deibert, 2013, p. 85). 

Constitutional reform adopted in 2006 introduced a decentralized government system.  

Neither of these achievements has notably improved DRC’s quality of governance 

(Englebert & Mungongo, 2016).  Poorly remunerated, DRC’s public officials often seek 

supplementary resources (Trefon 2009; Englebert & Mungongo, 2016).  Of consequence, 

DRC’s “state institutions have been considered predatory for decades” (Kyamusugulwa 

& Hilhorst, 2015, p. 250).  Deteriorated public service systems are supplemented and 

supported by religious groups and international aid agencies, undermining the 

government’s stature and credibility as the primary protector of public welfare.     

Instead of improvement, DRC’s decentralization reform has arguably “produced a 

distinct worsening of the quality of its governance” (Englebert & Mungongo, 2016, p. 6).  

In addition to being inconsistently implemented and incomplete, decentralization has 

created new opportunities for officials to impose taxes and fees without accountability 

(Englebert & Mungongo, 2016).   DRC’s decentralization policy has created considerable 

confusion about the respective roles and authorities at different levels of government 

(Englebert, 2012; Liégeois, 2008).  For all their flaws and weaknesses, DRC’s public 

agencies nonetheless hold a critical role in implementing, facilitating and overseeing 

delivery of essential social services (Titeca & De Herdt, 2011).  These agencies’ ability to 

recognize and respond to communities’ basic needs remains essential.  



 

 

22 

 

Where formal government institutions have little capacity, and the central 

government demonstrates little will to fulfill commitments to, or provide the resources 

for, full decentralization reform, delivery of critical services can depend on the 

institutional resourcefulness of the public agencies responsible.  This resourcefulness 

may lie in the relationships and coping mechanisms officials rely upon to perform their 

duties, and the ways in which officials operating at different levels are able to support 

each other upwards and downwards within the hierarchy.  The extent to which and how 

these relationships and interactions result in cooperation within service institutions, might 

offer clues to ways to strengthen service delivery within the context of a stalled or 

derailed overall reform effort. 

Purpose and Contribution 

Adopted in a variety of economic and political contexts, with or without the 

conditions and capacities necessary, decentralization policy is one scholars and 

practitioners of public management confront around the world.  Decentralization reform 

has become a common response of governments seeking to enhance bureaucratic 

performance and/or strengthen political legitimacy.  “On account of its many failures, the 

centralized state everywhere has lost a great deal of legitimacy, and decentralization is 

widely believed to promise a range of benefits” (Bardhan, 2002, p. 185).  While in some 

contexts, the main objective is to instate a more “responsive and efficient” public sector, 

in those that are conflict prone, the policy is primarily a means of assuaging grievances 

through increased local autonomy (Bardhan, 2002, p.185).  It is in these latter situations 

that countries, fragile and often still affected by conflict, embark on decentralization 

reform without the institutional, financial and political conditions required to succeed.      
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To be sufficiently equipped to support decentralization reform in under-resourced, 

unstable countries, decentralization advisors and implementers need to know how the 

interactions, relationships and norms at play within public agencies affect decentralized 

service delivery.  Restoring and maintaining stability; and fostering political, social and 

economic development depend on a government’s ability to meet its population’s basic 

needs (Brinkerhoff et al., 2012).  International development scholars and practitioners 

working to assist FCAS struggling with decentralization reform need the appropriate 

tools and insights.  Only with strategies well informed by and tailored to these contexts 

can FCAS governments, and their supporters, equip public agencies to maintain vital 

services while broader reform challenges remain to be addressed.  

The purpose of this study is to examine to what extent and for what reasons officials 

at national, provincial and territory levels of government in DRC work cooperatively to 

deliver water and sanitation services to communities in select territories.  The study 

intends to address a gap in the decentralization literature that leaves inadequately 

explored the internal relationships, interactions and processes through which vertical 

cooperation may occur within a decentralized governance system.  Having recognized 

vertical cooperation as being essential to effective decentralized service delivery (Saltiel, 

et al., 2017), the decentralization literature does not go far enough to explain the 

conditions and circumstances in which cooperation does and does not occur.  As a 

consequence, scholars have not offered well adapted strategies  public agencies might 

apply to strengthen national and subnational cooperation for service delivery.  Such  

insight might be particularly valuable to service agency officials in FCAS that tend to 

lack the capacity, resources, and leadership needed to fully realize reform objectives. 
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By introducing a framework that draws out the elements common to decentralization, 

institutional and cooperation theories, the study provides a conceptual tool that might 

help to reveal some of the keys to vertical cooperation within a decentralizing system.  

By examining the internal processes decentralizing agencies use to function, it is my hope 

that the study will contribute to a deeper understanding of ways to enhance local service 

delivery under the most adverse conditions. 

DRC’s fragility and chronic conflict are in many ways extreme, but in other ways the 

country is illustrative of FCAS contexts.  Its experience with decentralization reform 

reflects that of other FCAS, many of which have confronted many of the same 

challenges, and have similarly fallen short of fulfilling  expressed commitments (Smoke, 

2003).  By applying the proposed conceptual framework in DRC, I have examined the 

ways officials in two public institutions coped with the challenges of service delivery 

within a governance system lacking the political leadership, institutional capacity and 

resources necessary to implement an effective reform effort.  My aim is that findings 

from the study, while particular to the DRC context and the specific case examined, 

provide insights officials in other FCAS can apply to improve decentralized service 

delivery even when decentralization reform remains incomplete or in disarray. 

 

Selected Case and Research Questions 

Case Study: DRC Rural Water and Sanitation Services 

I applied the conceptual framework to examine DRC public agencies responsible for 

water and sanitation services to demonstrate the framework’s use and test its 

effectiveness as a tool for understanding cooperation within decentralizing institutions in 
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a FCAS context.  Rural water and sanitation are among the basic services that can only be 

effectively provided through the joint cooperative effort of central and subnational 

governments.  Central ministries do not have the reach or resources to themselves 

manage and maintain rural water and sanitation systems.  Nor do lower level offices have 

the expertise and revenues to do so alone (Rondinelli, 1991).   

In DRC, water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) service delivery has deteriorated over 

years of neglect. The sector is characterized as being “divided, under-resourced, and low-

capacity” (World Bank, 2017, p. xiv). At present, “the overall picture is thus one of 

particularly dramatic WASH service shortfalls among the poorest and rural dwellers” 

(World Bank, 2017, p. 11).  Management of the sector is confounded by “an extremely 

weak institutional framework” in which numerous public agencies function without clear 

guidance on their respective roles and authorities (Mosello et al., 2016, p. 17).  

Legislation introduced in 2015 was designed to streamline the institutional structure, and 

to clarify the respective responsibilities of central agencies and lower level offices.  

Expertise and resources reside at the national level, while oversight authority is at the 

provincial level.  The community holds responsibility for implementation (Mosello et al., 

2016).   

Within the DRC WASH sector, the largest program for rural water and sanitation 

delivery is the “Villages et Ecoles Assainis” (VEA) [Healthy Villages and Schools] 

program.  Responsibility for the program is shared by the “Ministere de la Sante 

Publique” (MSP) [Ministry of Public Health],  and the “Ministere de l’Enseignement 

Primaire, Secondaire et Professionel” (MEPSP) [Ministry of Primary, Secondary and 

Professional Education].   In the context of DRC’s halting progress in implementing 
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decentralization reform, the VEA program has been considered one of its more effective 

undertakings. The program receives technical support from the United Nations Children’s 

fund (UNICEF) and its implementing partners, and funding from international donors. 

Once VEA program communities meet a set of standards for safe water use and sanitation 

and hygiene practice, they are certified. They no longer receive the direct intervention by 

UNICEF or other international implementers.  The communities are expected to maintain 

the standards while being monitored and provided oversight and support by the 

responsible ministries.   

DRC’s rural water and sanitation sector, specifically its VEA program, presents a 

case well suited to examination of the internal functioning of service delivery institutions 

going through decentralization reform.  The program has been relatively successful in 

providing water and sanitation systems and introducing good hygiene within rural 

communities.  The two ministries responsible for the program, due to the financial 

support of international donors, and the technical assistance provided by UNICEF and 

implementing partners, are reputed to have relatively strong capacity to provide and 

oversee rural service delivery.  At the subnational level, this study focused on two 

territories in the province of Equateur that participate in the VEA program.  Though 

extremely poor and underdeveloped, Equateur has been relatively peaceful in recent 

years.  It thus offered the study greater accessibility and security relative to many other 

DRC provinces affected by on-going conflict.   

Research Questions 

Guided by the study’s conceptual framework, my study addressed three research 

questions: 
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1. To what extent do officials working at different levels of government in DRC 

cooperate to deliver rural water and sanitation services?  

a. When, why, and under what circumstances does cooperation occur or fail to occur? 

b. What do officials at each level perceive as the incentives and disincentives for 

cooperation?    

 

2. To what extent are the interactions between officials at different levels of government 

characterized by frequent communication, iterative interaction, and reciprocity? 

a. What are other common characteristics of officials’ interaction?  

b. How do formal and informal rules affect their interaction?  

 

3. To what extent and in what ways does cooperation between levels of government 

facilitate rural water and sanitation service delivery in DRC? 

 

The research questions informed the study’s data collection methods.  The first 

question elicits a detailed description of the delivery of water and sanitation services from 

the viewpoint of officials responsible, with a focus on with whom, how and why these 

officials interact to carry out their duties.  The question provides a broad aperture by 

which to explore the context and to record the situation as study participants explained it, 

and as I observed it while talking to them.  The second question narrows my inquiry to 

examine the presence and effect of the core elements of cooperation defined by the 

framework.  The third question links institutional processes, in particular the extent to 
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which they involve cooperative behavior, to policy outcomes, as these are perceived by 

the policy implementers I interviewed.  Seeking to answer this question led me to explore 

with participants their views on what effect, if any, vertical cooperation has on the VEA 

program’s ability to achieve its desired outcomes of healthy schools and villages in target 

communities.  

 

Research Design, Methods, and Limitations  

Design  

My research is a qualitative case study.  Qualitative methods provide the researcher 

“an approach for exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe 

to a social or human problem” (Creswell, 2014, p.4).  These methods “consider 

participants as the experts” (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p.14).  Using qualitative 

methods enabled me to examine cooperative behavior within a service delivery system 

undergoing decentralization reform through the perspectives of officials charged with 

making it work.  I chose a single embedded case study design for the study.  A case study 

design is most appropriate when the researcher intends to study a “real-life, contemporary 

bounded system” (Creswell, 2013, p. 97).  By using an embedded case design, I was able 

to examine the vertical interaction that is the study’s focus as it occurs in two different 

institutional settings.  Choosing a design that offered me several vantage points from 

which to examine the internal relationships of officials working at different levels of 

government – within two different institutions and in two different territories – gave the 

study a greater variation of contexts and situations than a holistic design would have 

offered (Yin, 2014).   
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The study’s primary unit of analysis is water and sanitation services as they are 

delivered within two territories of Equateur province by the two ministries that share 

responsibility for the VEA program.  Both of the targeted territories had a number of 

communities already certified by the program as having achieved standards of sanitary 

and hygiene practice.  Each  territory served as an “embedded unit of analysis” within the 

case (Yin, 2014, p. 50).   Examining different institutional settings in different territories, 

I sought to identify what was common to all settings, and what was particular to each, as 

they operated within the broader context of the VEA program and DRC’s decentralizing 

system.  

Methods 

As my research questions structured my inquiry, they also dictated the data collection 

methods I used.  To achieve the study’s purpose, I needed to gain a deeper understanding 

of  participants’ perspectives  and attitudes, of their particular workplace settings, and of 

the broader policy framework within they carry out their duties.  I used semi-structured, 

individual interviews to elicit participants’ views of their work, their professional 

relationships, and interactions.  To gather descriptive detail about participants’ work 

situations and conditions, I recorded my observations of the physical surroundings and 

general atmosphere when visiting their worksites.  To better understand the formal legal 

and bureaucratic structure of DRC’s governance system and of the VEA program’s 

framework and guidelines within which all of the participants were working, I undertook 

a document review of relevant DRC legislation, policy and operational texts, and of VEA 

program materials and related evaluation and policy reports.  
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Conclusion 

In this introductory chapter, I asserted the “argument” of my dissertation research 

(Maxwell, 2013, p. 141).  I pointed out that the decentralization literature dedicates 

inadequate attention to the internal processes that make up the vertical interactions within 

decentralizing institutions, and explained the value of examining these processes more 

closely for their potential as means to enhance service delivery outcomes.  I introduced 

the conceptual framework I used as a lens to analyze the relationships and processes of 

the interaction between public sector officials in the context of reform implementation, 

then outlined the research questions that structured my inquiry.  After briefly describing 

DRC’s water and sanitation sector and the VEA program that are its focus, I presented 

the study’s design and methods, and noted some of its  limitations.  I elaborate on each of 

these topics in the chapters that follow.      

In the next chapter I present my review of decentralization, institutional and 

cooperation bodies of literature, and summarize the key insights I took from each.  I show 

how I derived the study’s conceptual framework by identifying several of the major 

elements decentralization, institutional and cooperation theories hold in common, and 

explain why I find this a useful lens through which to explore vertical cooperation within 

decentralizing institutions.  

 

Dissertation Organization  

I present the dissertation in six chapters.  In this chapter, I have introduced the study 

topic and explain the need for and importance of the research.  I provided a general 

overview of the study, including its questions, design, methods and limitations.   In 
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Chapter Two, I synthesize the relevant insights drawn from a review of the 

decentralization, institutional and cooperation literatures, and introduce in greater detail 

the conceptual framework that guides the study.   Chapter Three describes FCAS 

countries generally and the DRC context more specifically, and provides reference to 

DRC’s experience by summarizing several other FCAS countries’ experience with 

decentralization reform.  Chapter Four provides a description and justification of the 

study’s design and methods, and outlines potential threats to the validity and reliability of 

the findings.  In Chapter Five, I present the study’s findings.  In the final chapter, Chapter 

Six, I provide the conclusions I have drawn.  I introduce a revised conceptual framework 

as I have modified the original to incorporate the study’s main findings.  I outline some 

of the implications the study might hold for research and practice, and suggest questions 

that might guide further exploration. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Background 

 

 

Introduction 

When a government transforms itself from a centralized to a decentralized system, 

cooperation between levels of government becomes more essential.  It also becomes 

more difficult to achieve (Prud’homme, 1995; Rodden, 2004; Andersson, 2004).  Only 

“very rarely” does a formally centralized government fully transfer its authorities to the 

subnational level.  Instead, there is  a “prevalence of shared authority” by which central 

and lower level offices are jointly responsible for governance functions (Rodden, 2004, p. 

486).  The degree to which these offices cooperate in carrying out their joint 

responsibilities can thus be a key determinant of their effectiveness.  While 

decentralization theory enables us to understand that vertical cooperation is necessary to a 

well-functioning decentralized governance system (Rodden, 2004; Prud’homme, 1995) it 

is not as insightful as to whether, why and how this cooperation may or may not occur 

within public institutions as they respond to decentralization reform.   

Researchers have found that the way decentralization reform is implemented can be 

as critical to the effective provision of public services as the policy’s design (Ahmed et 

al., 2005).  The internal processes by which the institutions responsible go about 

decentralized service provision can be consequential to service outcomes.  

Decentralization theory alone does not enable us to adequately understand these internal 

dynamics.  It leaves insufficiently explored the vertical relationships within bureaucratic 

structures, and the effect these relationships might have on the system’s ability to deliver 

services at the local level.  When decentralization theory is brought together with 

institutional theory and cooperation theory, a more comprehensive view emerges.  By 
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combining insights from all three of these theories, we can derive a better understanding 

of how individuals working within a public institution might go about serving public 

functions that require interaction with colleagues at multiple levels within an 

administrative hierarchy. 

The boundaries between decentralization, institutional and cooperation theories are 

not firmly delineated or clearly defined.  Determining within which theory prominent 

scholars fall is a matter of some judgement, as many produce insightful work relevant to 

more than one of the three theories.  Ostrom, for example, contributes to both 

institutional (1986) and cooperation theory (2000).  Andersson’s work involves studying 

decentralization (2004) and institutions (Andersson & Ostrom, 2008).  Thus, in citing the 

work of Ostrom, Andersson and other scholars as it relates to one of the  three theories, I 

do not intend to place the scholars themselves firmly in any category, rather to reference 

the work that contributes to that particular theory.        

Under decentralization theory, I look at both the necessity of cooperation within 

decentralized governance systems, and at the challenges that arise when authority and 

responsibility are divided across administrative levels.   Under institutional theory, I 

summarize some of the strands within the theory, as institutions are understood by 

different scholars.  Under cooperation theory, I discuss some of what scholars have 

learned through empirical research about cooperation between individuals and within 

groups, as well as some of what game theorists have discovered about cooperative 

behavior in certain situations.   

In this chapter, I present my analysis from review of the literature on decentralization, 

institutional, and cooperation theories.  I begin by explaining why I find it necessary to 
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draw upon institutional and cooperation theories in addition to decentralization theory to 

examine vertical cooperation within service agencies in a decentralizing FCAS context, 

by pointing to the gaps I have found in the work of decentralization scholars.   I then 

introduce a conceptual framework constructed from the overlay of the three bodies of 

theory.  I synthesize the key concepts of each body of work in turn, pointing out how 

each complements and reinforces the others.  I first examine decentralization theory, 

noting what is illuminating and what is missing, and the implications the gap may hold 

for efforts to advance decentralization reform in FCAS contexts.  I proceed with insights 

from institutional and cooperation theories, as relevant to the functioning of public 

institutions within a decentralized system.   I show that, together, the three theories 

contribute to a conceptual framework that is better suited to the study of cooperation 

under decentralized governance than would be one derived from any of the theories 

alone.  

 

Limitations of  decentralization literature 

Effective decentralization depends on vertical cooperation.  Decentralization divides 

responsibility and authority among different tiers of government, such that policy 

outcomes result from the negotiation and collaboration of officials at different levels as 

they fulfill their respective roles and responsibilities (Prud’homme, 1995; Rodden, 2004; 

Smoke, 2015).  When individuals and offices at different administrative levels must share 

both the burdens and the benefits of policy implementation, collective action problems 

become harder to resolve (Wunsch, 2013; Andersson, 2014).  Decentralization scholars 

note this dilemma, but do not go far enough to identify ways in which individuals 
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working within decentralizing institutions might seek to use internal relationships and 

interactions to resolve it.  

Decentralization scholars provide a thorough exposition of the policy’s underlying 

theory, the dimensions it entails, the forms it takes (Rodden, 2004; Prud’homme, 1995; 

Schneider, 2003; De Mello, 2000; Rondinelli, 1981).  They explicate the  respective 

roles, responsibilities and accountability relationships at each level (Schneider, 2003; 

Ribot et al., 2006; De Mello, 2000), and explore both the political and technical aspects 

of policy design (Tiebout, 1956; Porter & Olsen, 1976; Dickovick, 2014; Smoke, 2003).  

Decentralization scholars offer a diversity of case studies to illustrate the ways a 

country’s history, composition, political priorities and other factors shape the policy as it 

unfolds (Ribot et al., 2006; Ayee, 1997; Ouedraogo, 2003; Blunt & Turner, 2005; 

Edwards et al., 2015; Fanthorpe, 2006; Turner, 2006; Kauneckis & Andersson, 2009; 

Stein, 2012; Oberst, 1986; Brinkerhoff & Johnson, 2009; Devas, 1997; Eaton, 2004; 

Hillman, 2013; Trefon, 2010).  They examine decentralization reform as it has been 

experienced in developed, developing, and FCAS country contexts.  What is missing is a 

refined exploration of the relationships and interactions within decentralizing institutions.  

As these dynamics drive and shape decentralization outcomes, they hold important 

implications for policy design and implementation, as well as potential clues to 

improving the  performance of public agencies tasked with decentralized service delivery.  

Yet, scholars dedicate relatively little attention to the internal processes and the vertical 

cooperation that enables a decentralized system to function.  To fully understand the way 

decentralization works, there is “a need for analysts to go beyond conventional thinking 

as they try to attain prospective benefits and limit potential harm. More robust assessment 
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of how and why decentralization takes a specific form and yields observed results is 

needed” (Smoke, 2015b, p. 250). 

Decentralization in FCAS contexts 

Decentralization scholars find the implementation and outcomes of decentralization 

reform to be highly sensitive to the political and social environment in which it is carried 

out (Faust, 2014; Ribot et al., 2006; Smoke, 2015a).  From their work we learn 

decentralization in FCAS contexts may not proceed as designed or achieve the outcomes 

intended.  Empirical evidence indicates that in FCAS environments, the policy confronts 

different challenges and proceeds in different ways than when undertaken in more stable, 

developed countries (Smoke 2015b; Devas & Delay, 2006).   In FCAS, many of the 

elements deemed essential to effective decentralization – the political will to share power 

and control, sufficient institutional and human capacity, adequate resources, clear policy 

dictates – are typically missing (Mehrotra, 2006).  The well synchronized roll-out of the 

administrative, political and fiscal dimensions necessary to the policy’s effectiveness 

often does not occur.  Despite expressed commitments to power- and resource-sharing, 

central authorities often resist or refuse to fulfill them (Dickovick, 2014).   

Case studies of decentralization in FCAS tend to focus on how the policy’s 

implementation compares to its design.  Scholars examine the degree to which authority 

is devolved. They debate the effects of misalignments along fiscal, administrative and 

political dimensions; the capacity for downward accountability, the potential benefits and 

risks for improved service delivery and for poverty reduction (Devas & Delay, 2006; 

Wunch, 1991; Faguet, 2014). They do not dedicate as much attention to the interactions 

between central and lower level officials within a decentralized system.  Yet it is in 
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FCAS environments – where the institutional capacity, strong political backing, and 

effective accountability systems considered essential for the policy to succeed, are often 

missing – that cooperative interaction between individuals may be especially important to 

the effective functioning of decentralized institutions. 

Decentralization and service delivery 

Decentralization has been promoted as a means of improving public service delivery 

by making it easier for service users to monitor use of resources and participate in 

decisions, because this occurs in closer proximity to where they live and to where 

services are provided.  In examining to what extent decentralized systems achieve the 

anticipated benefits, decentralization scholars look to the accountability relationships 

between the various actors who hold some responsibility for public service provision, and 

the effect these relationships can have on service outcomes (Ahmad et al., 2005; 

Ackerman, 2003; Pinto, 2004).  In countries where local communities do not have the 

resources and organizational capacity to hold public officials and service providers 

accountable, there is a risk resources and services will be channeled to serve the interests 

of local elites instead of the poorest members (Wolf, 2007). The presumption that 

decentralization increases efficiency and responsiveness of services may hold only to the 

extent that local governments have the political, administrative and financial authority to 

respond to local priorities (Kahkonen, 2001).  “Decentralization is not a panacea for pro-

poor development and public service provision, especially as its implementation is often 

sketchy,” where accountability mechanisms are weak, and risk of corruption is high 

(Wolf, 2007, p. 664).  In contexts in which the national government has not ceded to 

lower levels sufficient authority or sufficient resources, or where institutional capacity for 
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implementation is weak, the central government’s involvement, and the extent to which it 

works in cooperation with lower levels, may be particularly essential.  Decentralization 

scholars devote relatively little attention to the relationships of cooperation between 

central and lower level governments, and how these might affect service implementation 

and outcomes.   

 

Conceptual Framework for examining cooperation within decentralizing 

institutions 

 

Effective decentralized governance is, in its essence, institutionalized cooperation. 

Decentralization is structured by formal policy guidelines, but it is carried out through 

negotiation, and determined by decisions about interactions, such as sharing or 

withholding of information, between individuals.  Delivering services and carrying out 

other functions, officials at different tiers of government continuously work out what 

each will contribute to, and how each will gain from, their combined effort (Ahn et al., 

2009).  In enabling us to better understand vertical cooperation within a decentralized 

system, and to what extent and in what ways it might influence public services, 

decentralization theory alone is insufficient.  When decentralization theory, whose 

scholars focus on understanding how power and authority is divided and shared within a 

multi-level governance system (Faust & Harbers, 2011), is informed by institutional and 

cooperation theories, it offers the possibility of richer, potentially more valuable analysis.  

Institutional theory illuminates the dynamics of human behavior within an organizational 

setting.  Scholars of institutional theory seek to explain the way humans behave, find 

value in and make sense of organizational settings within which they work and interact 
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with others (Scott, 1987).  Cooperation theory examines the ways individuals behave 

within a structured situation when asked to collaborate towards a common objective.  

Scholars of cooperation theory look to understand the motivations and dynamics of 

cooperative behavior that appears to be contrary to narrow self-interest (Rosenberg, 

2016).    

When decentralization, institutional, and cooperation theories are overlaid, at their 

intersection lies a set of elements they share, suggesting that these elements are those that 

are  among those that might be in some way necessary or important  to institutionalized 

cooperation within a decentralized system.  The three theories’ conceptual convergence, 

depicted in the model, Figure 1.1., indicates that cooperation within decentralized 

institutions is more likely to occur where communication is frequent and reciprocity takes 

place, where the formal and informal rules are conducive, and where iterative interaction 

and institutional incentives continuously and positively reinforce cooperative behavior.   

The conceptual framework comprising these factors offers a lens by which to examine 

vertical interactions between tiers of government within a decentralized system.  By 

concentrating on factors that might be among those important to determining  the 

effectiveness of those interactions, the framework might help us to identify points of 

leverage by which to foster or facilitate stronger vertical cooperation, which might lead to 

enhanced service delivery outcomes.   

I constructed the study’s conceptual framework by noting from each of the three 

theories the characteristics or factors that stood out as being among the most influential in 

affecting the way people behave, according to that theory.  My focus on the factors that 

are common to the three bodies of theory is not to suggest that these six factors are the 
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most important, or only, factors scholars find contribute to positive outcomes under the 

theory, only that these factors are among those scholars consider to be influential.  In 

belonging to all three of the theories, the six factors that make up the conceptual 

framework may hold particular relevance to this study’s focus on cooperation within 

decentralizing institutions.  Within each body of theory, however, scholars have found a 

number of other factors they also deem to be significant.  I note and discuss several of 

these other factors, and their potential implications for cooperation within decentralizing 

institutions, below.   By excluding these other factors from the study’s conceptual 

framework, I place beyond the bounds of this study exploration of how these factors 

might affect cooperation between participants at different levels within my case study.  I 

note this among the delimitations of the study presented in Chapter Six. 

In addition to the factors featured in the conceptual framework – incentives, formal 

and informal rules, reciprocity, iterative interaction, and communication, which are 

acknowledged by all three theories to be significant, scholars point to other factors that 

appear to affect human behavior and outcomes, according to that theory.   Under 

decentralization theory, I noted political will, institutional capacity,  and adequate 

resources, among other features.  Under institutional theory, among the factors I 

identified are shared values, leadership, and trust.  Under cooperation theory, I found 

relationships, reputation, and institutional structure to be important factors, among others.   

I found a few factors, such as the ability to monitor, that were common to two of the three 

theories.   In Table 2.1, I present elements I have noted as prominent within each theory.  

Among them are the six that appear prominent in all three. 
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 Table 2.1  Elements Salient to the Three Theories 
 

 Decentralization 

Theory  

Institutional Theory  Cooperation Theory  
E

le
m

en
ts

 S
a

li
en

t 
a

n
d

 C
o

m
m

o
n

 t
o

 t
h

e 
T

h
eo

ri
es

 

 
Incentives (Faguet 2014, 

Wunsch 2013, Dickovick 

2014) 

 

Formal and informal 

rules (Smoke 2015a, 

Batterbury and Fernando 

2006) 

  

“Reciprocal, mutually 

benefitting and 

coordinate relationships” 

(Rondinelli 1981 p. 24, 

Devas and Delay 2006) 

 

Repeated interaction 

(Rodden 2004) 

 

Communication 

(Andersson 2004) 

 

Incentives (Peters 1998), 

motivation (Simon 1991) 

 

Informal norms and formal 

rules (North 1993, Meyer and 

Rowan 1977) 

 

Reciprocity (Goldstein et al 

2011, Ouchi 1979) 

 

“One in a continued series of 

interactions” (Peters 1988 p. 

305, Scott 1987)   

 

Communication (Suddaby 

2011, Swaney1990, Clement 

2010) 

 

Incentives (Bendor and 

Mookerjee 1987,  Ahn et al 

2009) 

 

Rules and social norms 

(Ostrom 2000) 

 

Reciprocity (Axelrod and 

Keohane 1985, Ostrom 

2010) 

 

“Iterated encounters” 

(Bendor and Mookherjee 

1987 p. 145)  

 

Communication (Ostrom 

2000) 
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Political will (Tu Anh 

2016, Smoke 2003) 

  

Institutional capacity 

(Ahmad et al 2005, Devas 

and Delay 2006, Smoke 

2015b) 

 

Financial Resources 

(Devas and Delay 2006) 

 

“Institutional 

arrangements” that 

encourage provision of 

goods and services 

(Wunsch 1991 p. 435)  

 

“Active cooperation of the 

subnational units” (Rodden 

2004 p. 489) 

Shared values (March and 

Olsen 1989) 

 

“Power distribution within the 

group of actors” (Clement 2010 

p. 135) 

 

“Shared definition of social 

reality” (Scott 1987 p. 496) 

 

Leadership (Wright, Moynihan 

and Pandey 2012, Boin and 

Christensen 2008) 

 

Trust and the ability to monitor 

other parties’ actions (Ouchi 

1979) 

Relationships (Axelrod and 

Keohane 1985, Andersson 

and Ostrom 2008 p. 88) 

 

Reputation (Ahn et al 

2009) 

 

“Number of players” 

(Axelrod and Keohane 

1985 p. 227, Bendor and 

Mookherjee 1987) 

 

Ability to monitor and 

sanction (Ostrom 2000) 

 

Institutional structure 

(Bendor and Mookherjee 

1987) 

 

 

 

Factors not included in the framework 

 

Leaving out of the conceptual framework the factors noted by scholars of 

decentralization theory, institutional theory and cooperation theory as being important to 
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successful outcomes, I do not intend to imply that these factors have no potential or likely 

effect on vertical cooperation within decentralizing public institutions.  On the contrary, 

these factors may affect the likelihood, degree or effectiveness that cooperative behavior 

takes place between levels of government within a decentralizing agency.  The political 

will many decentralization theory scholars note as important might determine the extent 

to which political and bureaucratic leaders encourage and facilitate cooperation between 

levels (Smoke 2003).   Institutional capacity could bear on how well officials at different 

levels understand their respective roles and are able to engage each other constructively 

to fulfill their functions (Devas & Delay, 2006).  Having the financial resources required 

to carry out decentralization reform can affect the ability of officials at each level to 

assume and enact their designated functions within a well-coordinated system (Mehotra, 

2006).  “Institutional arrangements” that influence behavior within organizations might 

affect incentives, formal or informal rules within a decentralizing agency (Wunsch, 1991, 

p. 435),  The extent to which there is “active cooperation of the subnational units,” 

deemed necessary to well functioning federal and decentralized systems, would likely 

affect service outcomes  (Rodden, 2004, p. 489).   

The factors to which scholars of institutional theory point as key to successful 

outcomes may also influence vertical cooperation within decentralizing institutions.  

Sharing a value system that crosses levels of the hierarchy might lend to vertical 

cooperation that is easier and more likely to be voluntary (Peters, 1998).  The “power 

distribution” between officials at different levels might affect the rules they follow and 

the way they interact with each other (Clement, 2010, p. 135).  The “shared definition of 

social reality” individuals develop within organizational settings may help determine the 
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extent to which cooperation with colleagues at other levels is considered “‘the way things 

are to be done’” (Scott, 1987, p 496).   Leadership demonstrated by senior political or 

bureaucratic officials can influence the motivations of those working within public 

institutions, and the degree to which they work together to achieve common 

organizational objectives (Wright, Moynihan & Pandey, 2012).   The level of trust 

between officials at different levels, and the extent to which they are able to monitor one 

another’s actions could affect whether and how these officials engage in cooperative 

exchange (Ouchi, 1979).  

Cooperation theory scholars have found that relationships between colleagues at 

different levels seem to have an effect on their ability to work together (Andersson & 

Ostrom, 2008).   The reputations individuals establish within an organization can affect 

the degree to which colleagues see them as trustworthy, and likely to reciprocate 

constructively (Ahn et al., 2009).  Scholars have found the “number of players,” that is 

the number of individuals involved in collective decisions or actions, can bear on the 

success or failure of cooperative undertakings (Axelrod & Keohane, 1985, p. 227).  

Being able to monitor colleagues’ behavior and sanction infringements on commitments  

can affect an individual’s decision to cooperate instead of free-riding (Ostrom, 2000).  As 

institutional theory scholars also recognize, the institutional structure itself, and the way 

individuals are organized within it, can affect whether and how they work together across 

levels and divisions (Bendor & Mookherjee, 1987). 
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Decentralization Theory Examined 

 

Necessity of cooperation under decentralization  

Decentralization scholars make it clear that vital public sector functions such as local 

service delivery necessarily involve actors at more than one level (Rodden, 2004).  The 

collective effort by multiple levels is required for any degree of decentralized 

governance.  At all points along the deconcentration to devolution continuum, national 

and subnational governments must work together to deliver public services to local 

communities (Prud’homme, 1995; Devas & Delay, 2006).   As typically designed, under 

a decentralized system each level of government holds distinct and complementary 

responsibilities, competencies, information and access.  Essential functions can only be 

carried out through the combined efforts of the different levels, working cooperatively to 

bring about joint outcomes (Faguet, 2012).  In both unity and  federal systems, 

decentralized governance requires “cooperative, contractual agreements” between 

different government units. These pacts “imply mutuality – to serve any purpose, both 

parties must fulfill some obligation to one another” (Rodden, 2004, p. 489).  There is a 

recognition “that most if not all public services require at least some technical expertise 

and some locally specific information, and hence the main question should be how to 

combine both types of knowledge in the production of services nationwide” (Faguet, 

2012, pp. 175-6).  Whether governance is in practice deconcentrated, delegated or 

devolved, effective public service delivery entails determining how to bring about the 

cooperative interaction by which officials at different levels combine respective 

competencies playing complementary roles.  The essential undertaking of designing a 

decentralized service system, then, is not determining what specific functions each level 
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should hold, “rather how to organize the joint production of the service by the various 

levels,” and how to encourage officials at different levels to work together to achieve 

collective outcomes (Prud’homme, 1995, p. 201).   

Challenges of cooperation under decentralization  

Just as vertical cooperation becomes more essential under decentralization, it 

becomes more difficult to achieve.  Fully and effectively implemented, a decentralized 

system has no single center of power.  When multiple levels of government share 

responsibility for governance outcomes, the collective action problems associated with 

any governance structure are compounded (Andersson & Ostrom, 2008). To succeed, a 

decentralized government must overcome “issues of collective choice, free riding, 

principal–agency, and constitutional design” (Wunsch, 2013, p.221).   The “common 

pool problem of decentralization” (De Mello, 2000, p. 373) arises when the burden for 

providing goods and services is shared, while the benefits, in the form of public 

appreciation and political support, more immediately accrue to local authorities, who are 

more readily accessible than national and regional authorities.  Information asymmetry, 

which arises when government functions are spread between multiple, geographically 

distant, administratively hierarchical offices, compounds these principal-agent challenges 

(De Mello, 2000).   

Key features of decentralization  

Decentralization scholars point to a number of factors required for the policy to 

succeed.  “Most ubiquitous” is scholars’ assertion that political will at the central level is 

the “principal requirement for success” (Smoke, 2003, p. 12).  This claim holds that 

where national authorities lack political will to implement the policy, even when legally 
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obliged and under political pressure, implementation will not advance as designed.  

Scholars cite as necessary adequate technical and managerial capacity at all levels, and 

the capacity to coordinate efforts between them (Smoke, 2003).  Scholars also recognize 

other factors that are equally, perhaps more, essential to successful decentralized 

governance.  They find that central authorities’ “‘political will’…may not always be 

necessary to realize decentralizing reforms” (Eaton et al., 2010, p. 3-4).   By focusing on 

national leaders’ will, reformers may be “overlooking opportunities to engage in national- 

and subnational level interventions that might be productive even in the absence of 

broad-based political commitment to decentralization” (Eaton et al., 2010, p. 3-4).  There 

is recognition that “even with strong national commitment and careful design,” the way 

the policy is implemented will largely determine its outcomes (Smoke, 2015b, p. 255). 

Within a decentralized system, when officials establish relationships through which 

they are able to continuously negotiate and communicate, they can work out terms of 

cooperation that allow them to overcome collective action problems (Faust, 2011; 

Andersson, 2004).    Formal rules of policy design that foster “reciprocal, benefitting 

and coordinate relationships” between levels of government can encourage officials at 

lower and central levels to “act reciprocally” as they carry out their respective duties 

(Rondinelli, 1981, p. 24).  These relationships, which can strongly influence outcomes, 

are not necessarily guided by formal policy alone.  The actual division of responsibility 

and sharing of power entails “rather, a process,” by which the tiers repeatedly interact to 

negotiate and renegotiate the allocation of authority between them (Rodden, 2004, p. 

489).  Because policy guidelines are often vague, much remains to be negotiated over the 

course of implementation.  Moreover, even when formal directives are clear, lower level 
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officials do not necessarily remain within the limitations of the power granted them 

(Kauneckis & Andersson, 2009).  They rely, rather on informal, on-going exchange to 

draw and redraw delimitations of respective authorities. “Intergovernmental relations are 

not determined at one point in time and then remain unchanged.  They are more aptly 

understood as a sequence of political bargains between governments” (Faust & Harbers, 

2011, pp. 50-51). “Vertical communication” undertaken through iterative interaction 

within the hierarchy may enable officials to establish accountability relationships and 

overcome collective action challenges inherent to decentralized governance (Andersson, 

2004, p. 238). 

Where no single agency or office has the authority, capacity or resources to function 

on its own, “to be effective, the mandated actors at different levels of governance…need 

to build institutions for communication and reciprocal cooperation through which they 

can combine their resources and efforts” (Andersson & Ostrom, 2008, p. 80).  Also 

needed for effective decentralization reform, according to decentralization scholars, are 

the incentives officials at central and lower levels perceive, which inform their decisions 

as to whether to carry out, ignore or impede decentralization policy directives (Ahmed, 

2005; Eaton et al., 2010).  Incentives, which can be financial, political or social in nature, 

can be found “emerging from the interactions” among the various actors (Andersson & 

Ostrom, 2008, p. 81).  If the “structure of incentives” officials face compel them to 

cooperate to achieve “positive-sum outcomes,” the policy can improve governance 

(Faguet, 2014, p. 11).  The incentive structure is itself shaped by both formal rules and 

informal norms of the institutional contexts within which public officials function.   
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Decentralization scholars recognize “institutional arrangements” in which officials 

function to be an important factor in determining the incentives and disincentives that 

guide officials in carrying out decentralization policy, and the effect these arrangements 

have on decentralization implementation and outcomes (Wunsch, 1991, p. 435).  

Decentralization scholars, though, do not go far enough to explain how institutions might 

facilitate or discourage cooperative interaction within decentralizing institutions.  

Institutional theory examines  more closely the dynamics at work within organizational 

settings.  

 

Institutional Theory Examined 

 

Decentralized governance is carried out by institutions.  Institutions function through 

the interactions of individuals.  Institutional theory explores this interplay, and the ways 

in which an institution’s formal and informal rules affect how individuals interrelate in an 

organizational setting.  Whether and how those who belong to an organization work 

together to achieve shared objectives is fundamental to the organization’s nature and 

effectiveness.  “The problem of organization is the problem of obtaining cooperation 

among a collection of individuals or units who share only partially congruent objectives” 

(Ouchi, 1979, p. 833).  Cooperative relationships enable an organization to function 

effectively.  “Cooperation is the cornerstone of organizational efficiency and 

productivity” (Goldstein et al., 2011, p. 441).  Institutional theory closely examines the 

interactions that take place between individuals within organizations, and the forces that 

shape their exchange.  The theory recognizes “formal rules are an important part of the 

institutional framework but only a part. To work effectively they must be complemented 
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by informal constraints (conventions, norms of behavior)” (North, 1993, p. 20).   

Research based on institutional theory holds several conceptual strands, each with a 

distinct view of how human behavior within organizations can be explained; and 

whether, why and how behavior tends towards cooperation (North, 1993; Ouchi, 1979; 

Scott, 1987).  Institutional theory asserts the distinction between private firms, which are 

driven by market forces to produce private goods for private gain, and public agencies, 

which are created to produce and manage public goods.  Because public goods are “non-

excludable” and “non-rival” by nature (Ostrom, 2010, p. 642), they cannot be efficiently 

managed through a market price based system.  Thus, public goods require an alternative 

structure by which to be efficiently produced and equitably distributed.  Institutional 

scholars apply different metaphors to explain public agencies.  Scholars of this theory 

present a view of the organization as a social system (Scott, 1987), as a hierarchy built to 

facilitate complex transactions (North, 1993), and as a hybrid structure that draws upon 

both social and marketplace forces to meet its objectives (Ouchi, 1979). 

As a social system 

For institutional theory scholars who perceive organizations as social systems, values 

and norms are determinant in how the organization operates and performs.   In this view, 

organizations are social environments within which people learn from those around them 

to adopt behaviors and attitudes considered appropriate and acceptable (Moynihan & 

Pandey, 2007).  Individual behavior is directed through “institutionalization,” a “social 

process by which individuals come to accept a shared definition of social reality” that 

supersedes the individual level and becomes a common guide to expected ways of acting 

in the organizational setting (Scott, 1987, p. 497).  This approach to institutional theory 
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assumes that within an organizational context, individuals form their beliefs and interests 

based on the surrounding “institutional frameworks,” which “define the ends and shape 

the means by which interests are determined and pursued” (Scott, 1987, p. 508).  For a 

“socially dependent creature,” such as are human beings, to survive in social settings like 

institutions, his or her “fitness calls for a measured but substantial responsiveness to 

social influence” (Simon, 1991, p. 35).  Behavior in public institutions can be explained 

by a “‘logic of appropriateness’” that arises from interactions over time to indicate how 

individuals are expected to behave within that setting.  These shared “logics” and values 

bind individuals across organizational and professional roles, and guide them towards 

cooperation (Peters, 1998, p. 299).   

As a marketplace alternative 

Also prominent among institutional theory scholars is a view of public institutions as 

an alternative to the marketplace.  Public institutions are understood as hierarchical 

structures created to enable the complex transactions not well suited to marketplace 

exchange.  In this conception, behavior is understood in terms of transaction costs.  

Individuals are believed to be driven to maximize efficiency by minimizing these costs.  

For certain transactions, the public institution is more conducive to efficient exchange 

because it fosters cooperative behavior.  “Markets enjoy the advantage in autonomous 

adaptation respects, but the advantage shifts to hierarchy as the needs for cooperative 

adaptation build up” (Williamson, 1999, p. 312).   In facilitating pursuit of individual 

self-interest, the marketplace creates interdependencies as individuals shift transaction 

costs to others.  Institutions that provide a structure for common interests and cooperation 

create an alternative to marketplace individualism (Swaney, 1990).  Hierarchical 
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structures use appropriate incentives and administrative procedures to facilitate 

transactions.  Where competition is not present to constrain opportunistic behavior, 

parties to an exchange form an on-going relationship as a means of discouraging 

opportunism.  When the relationship develops from a discrete interaction into a long-term 

exchange, “governance structure supports,” such as means of sharing reliable information 

through communication, and resolving disputes, become necessary (Williamson, 1999, p. 

313).  These supports facilitate negotiation and maintenance of “long-term incomplete 

contracts in which value will be realized if bilaterally dependent parties can be induced to 

adapt to disturbances in a cooperative way” (Williamson, 1999, p. 313).  Through a 

transaction-cost lens, for a public organization to function, explicit formal rules “must be 

complemented by informal constraints (conventions, norms of behavior)” (North, 1993, 

p. 20).  To accommodate limitations in capacity and gaps in information, individuals 

devise informal cues to guide their interaction (North, 1993).   

As a hybrid of social systems and market-like mechanisms  

A third view represented among institutional scholars asserts that  public 

bureaucracies function by combining the measurability of the marketplace price system 

with the trust of the social, or “clan,” system.  The institution’s aim is to lead a group of 

individuals to join in a productive collective effort.  The challenge created when people 

are obliged to work together towards a shared product is one of “evaluation and control,” 

a matter of devising the means by which each person can be recognized and fairly 

compensated for an individual contribution (Ouchi, 1979, p. 833).  Lacking the market 

system convenience of price, and the communal system’s advantage of socialization that 

fosters shared values and objectives among members of a group, a bureaucratic system 
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must find its own mix of mechanisms to steer the behavior of individual members.  The 

bureaucracy is obliged to “do a little of each,” by using information and rules to measure 

individual effort and output (Ouchi, 1979, p. 845).  To compensate for incomplete 

information and limited control, the bureaucracy also relies on a set of shared norms and 

established relationships.  It uses these to engender respect for hierarchical authority, and 

to incentivize individuals to work together to achieve the organization’s goals (Ouchi, 

1979).   

Key features of cooperation within institutions 

From different vantage points, institutional scholars identify several features that 

facilitate cooperative behavior within an institutional setting.  Whether an organization is 

operating as a social system, undertaking market-like transactions, or borrowing from 

both market-based and hierarchical systems, the various forms and patterns of 

communication colleagues use as they go about their work “are a key means of 

maintaining institutionalized order” in an organizational setting (Suddaby, 2011, p. 186).  

Communication between colleagues reinforces shared norms and facilitates constructive 

interaction (Suddaby, 2011).  Communication and information exchange also reduces 

uncertainty and fosters shared interests among individuals (Swaney, 1990).  When 

several levels of the bureaucratic structure are involved, it is through the communication 

and interaction of individuals at the different tiers that, “the meaning and implementation 

of policies are negotiated and transformed” into policy outcomes (Clement, 2010, p. 130). 

Like communication, iterative interaction between colleagues as they routinely 

encounter one another in carrying out their tasks also fosters cooperation within 

institutions (Peters, 1998).  Cooperation is more likely to occur where each interaction is 
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one of many within an on-going relationship, a series of negotiations between actors 

operating at the same or across different levels.  In the context of a repeated exchange, 

participants are more inclined to cooperate to achieve individual and collective benefits 

over the long-term (Peters, 1998).  Repeated interaction enables reciprocity, a social 

norm that compels people to return favors they have received from others, which has 

been found to be an important element of cooperation (Goldstein et al., 2011; Fehr & 

Gachter, 2000).  The exchange is necessary to enable colleagues to rely on each other to 

complete respective tasks for which they need additional assistance or resources 

(Goldstein et al., 2011).  Norms of reciprocity, iterative interaction and other institutional 

rules create incentives to cooperate within institutional settings (Peters, 1998; Fehr & 

Gachter, 2000).  Cooperation develops and is manifested through the operational 

agreements bureaucratic officials routinely communicate and negotiate to overcome 

implementation challenges (Peters, 1998).   

Institutions rely on iterative interaction, regular communication and information 

exchange, and reciprocal relationships between colleagues to foster constructive 

relationships through which organizational objectives are achieved. The continuous 

negotiations between individuals that together result in organizational outcomes are 

driven by incentives to cooperate, and guided by formal and informal rules that spur 

and constrain behavior (North, 1993).  Within an institutional context, individual self-

interest is shaped by social processes and the dynamics of the group, affecting individual 

incentives, and calculations of the costs and benefits associated with any course of action.  

In any of these views of how and why an organization functions, cooperative behavior is 

viewed as essential to positive outcomes.  Cooperation theory probes further.  
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Cooperation Theory Examined 

 

As noted above, many of the challenges that arise within the institutions of 

decentralized governance are collective action problems (Wunsch, 2013; Andersson, 

2004).  Cooperation theory seeks to explain how people respond when confronted with 

collective action dilemmas.  Collective action problems occur when the contribution of 

every member of a group is needed to achieve a shared outcome that will benefit all 

members, regardless of each one’s effort, or of differences in priorities or advantages 

(Andersson, 2004).  Cooperation theory scholars debate the way human beings are likely 

to behave when faced with a common objective that competes with individual self-

interest.  To debunk the theoretical assertion that “ruin is the destination to which all men 

rush” when a group’s long-term survival depends on the ability of its members to work 

together (Hardin, 1968, p. 1244), cooperation theory scholars present empirical evidence 

to the contrary.  Their research finds under certain circumstances, individuals will self-

organize and invest in cooperative behavior.  “Individuals in all walks of life and all parts 

of the world voluntarily organize themselves” to reap mutual gains, and manage common 

resources (Ostrom, 2000, p. 138).  Cooperative behavior can occur without external 

influence, engendered by social norms of “reciprocity and trustworthiness” that emerge 

through interaction and communication (Ostrom, 2000, p. 149).  Better understanding of 

cooperation, and the key factors that contribute to cooperative behavior, can enable better 

understanding of interactions between officials at different levels of government who 

must cooperate to achieve joint outcomes of decentralized service delivery.  
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 As a pattern of exchange  

Cooperation theory defines two pure forms of cooperation: one founded wholly on 

reciprocity, another entirely imposed by authority.  Empirical evidence shows forms of 

cooperation that hold characteristics of each of these extremes to be more relevant and 

realistic (Bendor & Mookherjee, 1987).  In these hybrid forms, structured by 

organizational rules and nourished by reciprocal relationships, cooperation constitutes a 

“robust empirical regularity.  Several generations of researchers…have concluded that 

every formal organization is laced with networks of informal exchange and reciprocity” 

(Bendor & Mookherjee, 1987, p.144).  Reciprocal exchange is facilitated and enhanced 

when it is personal in nature, created among small groups of familiar contacts.  It endures 

when interaction is iterative.  Centralized mechanisms for information sharing, and 

reciprocity within larger groups have been found less effective than within small groups 

in engendering the trust necessary to candid communication (Ahn et al., 2009).  

Cooperative behavior observed in a large organization is likely to be the result of a 

“nested structure in which formal centralized strategies and informal decentralized ones 

reinforce each other” (Bendor & Mookherjee, 1987, p.145).  Through this structure, 

collaboration within a collection of small work groups combines to achieve the overall 

collective effort.  

Cooperation stems from one individual’s response to another’s initiative.  

“Conditional cooperators… individuals who are willing to initiate cooperative action 

when they estimate others will reciprocate” have been found to emerge in collective 

action situations (Ostrom, 2000, p. 142).   Research shows further that there are “inequity 

averse” individuals among us, who prioritize achievement of fair outcomes, and are 
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willing to give up personal gain in exchange (Fehr & Schmidt, 2009, p. 818).  In 

“addition to purely self-interested people, there are a fraction of people who are also 

motivated by fairness considerations” (Fehr & Schmidt, 2009, p. 818).   Individuals, and 

groups of various sizes and forms engage willingly in relationships with others seeking 

shared gains, overcoming the possibility of “betrayal” if others fail to reciprocate (Ahn et 

al., 2009, p. 398).   Key to the solidity and effectiveness of these voluntary relationships 

is the reputation each participant establishes through a pattern of exchanges.   A 

reputation built through consistent behavior serves to build trust on which future 

interactions are founded.  When individuals share information about others’ reliability, 

they create informal networks that use the information as a basis for maintaining a 

reciprocal exchange.   

While cooperative behavior is possible, it is “far from inevitable” (Ostrom, 2000, p. 

138).  Collective action situations present a strong incentive for individual members of 

the group to free ride, leaving other members to  contribute while benefitting from their  

effort.  To overcome the tendency to free-ride, members of a cooperative group must 

create and maintain the terms and conditions that enable them to cooperate over the long-

term.  To generate the cooperative behavior needed to function effectively, an 

organization must “structure the social relationships internally” such that they incentivize 

cooperative behavior (Andersson, 2004, p. 237).  Effective communication between 

actors is an essential element of cooperation. Communication must be on-going, through 

repeated interaction, for individuals to build trust as a foundation on which to cooperate.  

Repeated and personal communication that occurs vertically, among government officials 

at different levels, and horizontally, between officials and other actors at the same level, 
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are both necessary to effective governance (Andersson, 2004).  Once established, 

cooperation is more likely to prevail if participants monitor each other’s behavior and 

sanction violations of their agreement to cooperate (Ostrom, 2000).   

As a strategy 

      Another approach to the study of human behavior is game theory.  “Game theory is 

the study of multi-person decision problems” Gibbons, 1992, p. xi).   Often applied by 

economists, other social scientists also use game theory to understand how people behave 

when making decisions that involve others (Rosenberg, 2016).  These decision-making 

situations occur in marketplace transactions between firms, in trade policy negotiations 

between countries, and in personal and professional interactions between individuals 

within organizations and groups (Gibbons, 1992).   Game theory scholars simulate 

different situations in which individuals must make a strategic choice about which course 

of action is likely to bring about the best outcome.  These scholars find the “winning 

strategy” regularly involves individuals choosing to cooperate over, what would seem to 

be more rational, pursuit of self-interest (Rosenberg, 2016, p. 221).    Game theorists’ 

conclusions about individuals’ tendencies towards cooperation are consistent with those 

of other cooperation theory researchers (Axelrod & Keohane, 1985).   Game theory 

scholars find after the first interaction cooperative behavior appears to be “conditional” 

on the response of others in the decision situation (Rosenberg, 2016, p. 222).    When 

actors face a combination of “conflicting and complementary interests,” iterative 

interaction, the exchange of reliable information, the opportunity to monitor each other’s 

actions and the ability to sanction defection are elements found to be essential to their 

cooperation (Axelrod & Keohane, 1985, p. 226).  Key to cooperative behavior is the 



 

 

58 

 

relationship of reciprocity that forms through reliable, iterative exchange.  Particularly 

among large groups, and when effective sanctioning is difficult, players can find it 

difficult to resist free ride incentives and maintain reciprocal cooperation.  Because 

players’ interactions are structured by the institutions within which they operate, game 

theory inspired research findings suggest the way institutions are designed as frameworks 

for individuals’ iterative interaction can significantly increase cooperation outcomes 

(Axelrod & Keohane, 1985). 

Key features of cooperation 

Cooperation theory researchers agree on several determinants of cooperative 

behavior.  The context or situation in which individuals interact, the quality and repetition 

of their interaction, the relationships they form, the degree of trust that is generated, and 

the nature and values of the individuals themselves all influence their cooperation 

(Ostrom 2000; Andersson, 2004; Axelrod & Keohane,1985; Fehr & Schmidt, 1999).  

Fundamental to cooperation is the trust that develops from a reciprocal relationship that 

is forged through iterative interaction.  These relationships are shaped by the formal 

and informal rules governing the institution within which they take place (Ahn et al., 

2009; Bendor & Mookherjee, 1987), and are formed through communication, 

monitoring, and continuous negotiation of roles and authorities.  Reciprocity can be 

initiated by “conditional cooperators,” those who are more inclined to seek relationships 

of fairness and sharing.  These individuals might have personal, value-based motivations 

(Fehr & Schmidt, 2009),  or they might find incentives in the relationships they form 

with others (Andersson, 2004).  Once launched, if reinforced by reliable, reciprocal 

action, the cooperation will continue (Ostrom, 2010).  The structure of the competitive 
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situation influences whether it is those operating from self-interest or those seeking 

cooperation and fairness who prevail in influencing the group’s behavior (Fehr & 

Schmidt, 2009).     

“The realization that cooperative arrangements between complementary governance 

actors are essential, but are not likely to emerge automatically” challenges policy 

designers and administrative leaders to determine what must be done to foster 

cooperative outcomes (Andersson, 2004, p. 238).  The measures taken will certainly vary 

by context.  The policy designs that are effective in developed economies with 

established democracies will not necessarily be workable in contexts characterized by 

social fragmentation and latent or on-going conflict, where formal government holds 

limited capacity and less legitimacy.  FCAS thus call for approaches to fostering 

institutional cooperation that are adapted to the nature and circumstances of that context.   

Conclusion  

This chapter presents an overview of decentralization, institutional and cooperation 

theories, and identifies a set of elements that lie at the intersection of the three theories.  I 

began by outlining a number of the decentralization literature’s important contributions 

and noting some of its limitations.  I explained that, finding inadequate depth and detail 

in decentralization theory’s attention to the internal processes and relationships that may 

be instrumental to decentralized government’s performance, I looked to institutional and 

cooperation theories for insights.  I showed that, when I combined  insights from 

decentralization theory with those from institutional and cooperation theories, I found a 

set of elements all three theories recognize as important.     
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In the next chapter, I illustrate decentralization as it can unfold in FCAS contexts, 

then describe the setting of the case study.  I show how FCAS contexts challenge the 

assumptions of decentralization reform, indicating the need for deeper understanding and 

alternative strategies.   
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Chapter 3:  Decentralization Reform in FCAS Contexts 

 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I present DRC and its  “Villages et Ecoles Assainis” (VEA) [Healthy 

Village and Healthy School] program that is the focus of my research.  I outline the 

historical events leading DRC to adopt a decentralized governance system, and describe 

the current state and circumstances of the policy’s implementation.  Before turning to the 

DRC context, as a basis of reference for DRC’s experience, I illustrate how several other 

FCAS have similarly struggled with decentralization reform.   

I present below a selection of four countries whose respective experiences with 

decentralization may be comparable in many ways to DRC’s.  Each of these countries 

undertook decentralization having recently emerged or while under threat from civil 

conflict or succession, at a time when maintaining peace or national unity required central 

authorities to agree to power-sharing with regional and local leaders.  While each of these 

countries had several advantages at the outset, and all made strides towards 

decentralization reform, none has advanced smoothly and steadily towards instituting a 

well-functioning, fully decentralized system.  The summary of four FCAS experiences 

depicts the multiple hurdles to effective decentralization reform governments in these 

contexts face, even in the best of circumstances. Not intended as a full account, each 

country summary provides an overview, focused on the first two decades following 

reform adoption.  While I do not delve deeply into each country’s unique circumstances 

and endeavors, I find together, these experiences hold instructive commonalities that 

offer useful reference for other FCAS countries such as DRC. 
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Lessons from FCAS case studies 

Sierra Leone, Cambodia, Indonesia, and Uganda are considered to have been some of 

the best performers among the FCAS that have undertaken post-conflict decentralization 

reform.  They all introduced decentralization either upon emerging from civil war or 

when confronted with threats of territorial succession.  In all of these countries, 

decentralization reform has been under implementation for 15 years or more.  All are 

judged to have been relatively effective at the outset.  As these experiences indicate, even 

when launching decentralization when the country is fractured and destabilized, 

constraints on institutional capacity and resources are not necessarily the only 

impediments to a successful reform effort.  All four countries started out with a similar 

set of key advantages: the policy was adopted with the central government’s expressed 

commitment; it enjoyed considerable financial and technical backing from international 

donors; and it had a clearly defined legal framework and policy directives.  Yet, none of 

these countries, a decade or more later, has achieved a fully decentralized system able to 

fulfill expectations of more responsive, more accountable governance.  In all four, 

decentralization is credited with helping to increase stability or strengthen citizen 

participation in local governance, but in none has the policy brought about the desired 

outcomes of improved services and increased efficiency (Edwards et al., 2015; Eng, 

2016; Smoke, 2010; Green, 2010).      

All four countries have encountered obstacles to instituting well functioning devolved 

governance along all three policy dimensions.  Each one has taken on the appearance of 

being politically decentralized through subnational elections, but all have stopped short of 

fully empowering subnational governments with the administrative and fiscal authority to 



 

 

63 

 

act on local constituents’ preferences.  While political decentralization through electoral 

processes may assuage demands for increased political participation in the immediate 

term, it is not considered sufficient to bring about the long-term stability that stems from 

responsive governance and improved social and economic wellbeing (Edwards et al., 

2015).   

In all of these cases, the misalignment of political, administrative and fiscal 

dimensions is attributed to some degree to central authorities’ failure to relinquish to 

lower governments control of the financial resources and the autonomy of decision 

making for needed to provide responsive services.  Especially in FCAS, “the contextual 

factors, particularly experience of post-conflict fragility, are critical in understanding” 

how and why decentralization reform is designed and introduced (Eng, 2016, p. 254) and 

why, in so many, decentralization promises remain largely unfulfilled.   I  present in 

Table 3.1 a snapshot of the decentralization reform experiences in the four countries.   I 

note the country’s main objective in undertaking the reform process, some of the notable 

features or characteristics of its experience, several achievements and challenges, and the 

policy’s outcomes, as assessed a decade or more after the policy was formally  adopted.  

Common to the countries’ experiences was the unstable context in which reform was 

launched, and the reform objective of addressing a major source of that instability.  The 

features, achievements and challenges of their experiences are varied, as each one’s is 

distinct.  The outcomes of their respective policies, though, are in many ways similar, in 

that they all fall short of delivering the benefits expected of decentralized governance. 
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Table 3.1  Summary of Decentralization Experience in Four FCAS Contexts 

 

 Sierra Leone Cambodia  Indonesia Uganda 

Date 

Launched 

2004 2000 1999 1987 

Main 

Objectives 

restore peace and 

stability 

following civil 

war 

restore  peace 

and stability 

following civil 

war 

respond to 

popular 

democratic 

movements; 

prevent 

territorial 

succession; 

accommodate 

ethnic diversity  

introduce 

more 

democratic, 

accountable 

governance at 

the end of 

civil war 

Features intensive, “fast-

track” (Fanthorp, 

2005, p. 28) 

 

clear policy 

framework 

 

strong political 

backing by new 

administration 

 

technical and 

financial support 

from 

international 

donors (Edwards, 

et al., 2015) 

“centrally 

driven and 

universally 

accepted” 

(Turner, 2006, 

p. 265) 

 

technical and 

financial 

support from 

donors to 

address 

deficiencies of 

public agencies 

through nation-

wide capacity 

building 

program 

ill- prepared, 

rapid 

implementation 

(Nasution, 

2016) 

 

strong backing 

from regional 

leaders 

(Turner, 2006) 

 

technical 

guidance from 

a team of 

dedicated 

professionals 

(Turner, 2006) 

 

support from 

international 

donors (Turner, 

2006) 

support from 

leaders at 

national and 

subnational 

levels (Ayee, 

1997) 

 

focus on 

capacity 

building of 

lower level 

service 

agencies 

(Ayee, 1997) 

 

coordination 

of central 

agencies by 

the Presidency 

(Ayee, 1997) 

Achievements post-conflict 

stabilization 

  

more legitimate, 

more effective 

public sector 

 

increased 

political 

participation 

restoring 

stability and 

maintaining 

peace (Blunt & 

Turner, 2005) 

 

democracy 

strengthened  

through 

political 

significant 

functions 

devolved to 

local level 

authorities 

(Smoke, 2010) 

 

increased funds 

available to 

subnational 

democratically 

elected local 

councils 

(Green, 2010) 

 

district and 

local 

governments 

with authority 

for service 



 

 

65 

 

through local 

elections  

(Edwards et al., 

2015; Wall, 

2016) 

decentralization 

(Eng, 2016) 

  

improved 

citizen-state 

relations at 

lower levels 

(Eng, 2016) 

governments 

through central 

transfers 

(Smoke, 2010) 

provision 

(Manyak & 

Katono, 2010) 

 

 

Challenges “noncooperation” 

by key central 

ministries 

(Edwards et al., 

2015, p. 59) 

 

influential 

traditional 

leaders vying 

with official 

authorities for 

control over local 

governance 

(Edwards et al., 

2015) 

central 

authorities’ 

opposition to 

sharing power 

and resources 

(Eng & Ear, 

2016) 

 

lower 

governments 

dependent on 

fiscal transfers 

from central 

authorities 

(Smoke, 2010) 

 

underfunded 

subnational 

government as 

little flows 

downward 

(Eng, 2016) 

insufficient 

local level 

capacity to 

provide 

responsive 

services 

(Nasution, 

2016) 

 

rampant 

corruption 

within local 

governments 

(Nasution, 

2016) 

central 

authorities 

maintain 

control 

through 

conditions 

placed on 

transfers 

(Francis & 

James, 2003) 

 

corruption and 

poor 

administrative 

performance  

at lower levels 

(Manyak & 

Katono, 

2010).   

Outcome at 

least 10 years 

later 

implementation 

is “incomplete” 

(Fanthorp, 2005, 

p. 28) 

 

service delivery 

remains 

inequitable and 

inefficient 

(Edwards et al., 

2015) 

 

limited political 

accountability at 

local levels 

(Wall, 2016) 

reform 

measures 

remain partial 

and “shallow” 

(Eng, 2016, p. 

254) 

 

little evidence 

of 

improvements 

in services or 

welfare (Eng, 

2016) 

 

no notable 

gains in 

no significant 

gains in 

accountability, 

responsiveness  

(Nasution, 

2016; Smoke, 

2010) 

 

promises of 

increased local 

development 

and improved 

governance 

unfulfilled 

(Ostwald, 

2016) 

few gains in 

downward 

accountability 

and genuine 

political 

participation  

 

central 

authorities’ 

resistance to 

ceding power 

and resources 

undermines  

capacity to 

improve 
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unfinished 

devolution of 

autonomy (Wall, 

2016) 

downward 

accountability 

(Eng, 2016) 

 

on-going 

struggle for 

power between 

national and 

subnational 

authorities 

(Ostwald, 

2016) 

governance 

(Lewis, 2014).   

 

Sierra Leone 

Sierra Leone’s decentralization reform is credited with helping to achieve the 

immediate objective of stabilizing a war-torn country.  “As a post-conflict stabilization 

strategy, decentralization has been effective,” by responding to demands for local 

representation and increased political participation.  Yet, more than a decade after it was 

launched, the “fast track decentralization programme” on which Sierra Leone embarked 

(Fanthorp, 2005, p. 28) is no longer progressing apace with expectations (Edwards et al., 

2015).  As it set out to decentralize in 2004 after emerging from civil war, Sierra Leone 

benefited from the generous financial backing from international donors, a 

straightforward policy instrument to guide implementation, and strong central level 

support.  The central government introduced political decentralization by reestablishing 

elected local councils.  It devolved responsibility for a number of functions, and gave 

local offices authority to generate local revenues in addition to pledges of 

intergovernmental transfers (Edwards et al., 2015).  The reforms enabled the country to 

take early strides towards its peace and stabilization goals. Some scholars find the 

country’s political decentralization has enabled gains in political participation, 

accountability and access to public services, as well as in restoring public trust in 

government through greater outreach and transparency (Wall, 2016).  Through these 
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efforts, Sierra Leone’s public sector was able to regain some legitimacy and increase its 

effectiveness.  

Other scholars find it “questionable” whether repeated local elections considered fair 

by international standards have brought about genuine democratic norms and practices at 

the local level (Nickson & Cutting, 2016, p. 806).  Nor have the reforms been as effective 

in addressing the regional inequalities in access to public services that were among the 

drivers of the civil war (Edwards et al., 2015).   Now more than a decade after  first 

launching the reforms, the  national government has yet to fully devolve functions to 

subnational offices, which continue to be hampered by weak capacity, political conflict, 

and low local revenue generation, leaving them highly dependent on central transfers 

(Wall, 2016).  As in other FCAS pursuing devolved service delivery, lower governments’ 

limited fiscal autonomy impedes their ability to fulfill their functions (Wall, 2016).   

Despite formal policy commitments to devolved governance, the central government has 

not relinquished control of service delivery to the local councils.   

Scholars who have researched Sierra Leone’s decentralization efforts attribute its 

shortcomings largely to “powerful actors in the political economy of Sierra Leone who 

are opposed to decentralisation, such as national political elites and senior central 

government civil servants” (Nickson & Cutting, 2016, p. 803).  Central ministries are 

said to demonstrate “noncooperation” with the policy (Edwards et al., 2015, p. 59).  

Another impediment to reform is the strong influence traditional leaders continue to exert 

at the community level.  From the outset, tensions arose between formal authorities and 

traditional leaders, as the parallel systems jockeyed for control of local revenues 

(Fanthorp, 2005).  These tensions created a “complex and dynamic” interplay between 



 

 

68 

 

traditional leaders and formal institutions that has affected regional and local service 

delivery and other governance functions (Edwards et al., 2015, p. 52; Nickson & Cutting, 

2016).    Sierra Leone’s failure to address these issues and implement reforms that result 

in more equitable service delivery and other improvements has threatened the country’s 

hard-won stability and its prospects for long-term development (Edwards et al., 2015, p. 

46).   

Cambodia  

    Cambodia too adopted decentralization reform to bring about peace.  National leaders’ 

principal objective was to stabilize a country still in turmoil more than 20 years after the 

end of its civil war.  In undertaking the reform process, Cambodia too enjoyed several 

advantages. Decentralization reform was “centrally-driven and universally accepted” 

(Turner, 2006, p. 265).  The country had considerable financial and technical support 

from foreign donors, and was able to implement a nation-wide training program to 

address its resource and capacity constraints (Turner, 2006).  Cambodia’s approach to 

decentralization was gradual, and its “formal decentralization started in a highly limited 

way appropriate to a post conflict, fragile state situation” (Smoke, 2010, p. 208).  While 

scholars recognize that Cambodia has made gradual progress since it launched formal 

decentralization in 2001, the reform measures remain partial and “shallow” (Eng, 2016, 

p. 254).  As in Sierra Leone, “the main achievement” of Cambodia’s decentralization 

reform has been its effectiveness in restoring peace (Blunt & Turner, 2005, p. 86).  

Reform advancements have been most notable in its political decentralization, having in 

2002 introduced elected councils at the commune level with authority for local decision 

making and development planning (Eng, 2016).   
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Cambodia has made little progress related to fiscal and administrative 

decentralization.  Local councils lack the power and resources for service delivery, which 

remains concentrated within central ministries, which are considered to be reluctant to 

hand over this responsibility and decision-making power, to lower level offices.  Progress 

under Cambodia’s reform effort was, in its first decade deemed “quite modest” (Smoke, 

2010, p. 207), leaving provincial and municipal level governments deconcentrated, 

dependent on national budget allocations, and granting little autonomy to the commune 

level (Smoke, 2010).  The “Cambodian government has so far resisted any major changes 

in granting local actors the power and resources needed to deliver key services and 

respond to local demands” (Eng & Ear, 2016, p. 221).  As result, more than 15 years after 

reforms were introduced, the central government had yet to cede genuine authority to 

lower level governments (Eng, 2016).  Lower governments’ weak administrative and 

technical capacity, and their dependence on central revenue transfers likely account in 

part for decentralization’s disappointing returns on government accountability and 

responsiveness (Eng, 2016).  That Cambodia’s civil society lacks the organizing ability to 

demand accountability for fulfilling reform commitments may also contribute.  Finally, 

political motivations, related to the central government’s interest in exercising control 

over subnational actors, may also play a role in the incomplete state of the reform process 

(Eng, 2016).  

Indonesia  

Indonesia’s decentralization reform process is distinct from Cambodia’s, but 

resonates with much of what Cambodia experienced.  Driven by popular calls for more 

democratic and localized governance, and the imperative of holding together a diverse 
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and geographically dispersed population, Indonesia embarked in 2000 on decentralization 

reform.  Through two laws passed in 1999, “without much preparation…the central 

government abruptly transferred political authorities and financial resources to the third 

level of government” (Nasution, 2016, p.1).  This rapid, “big bang” approach to 

decentralization reform (Malesky et al., 2016, p, 129) aimed to “reverse three decades of 

concerted centralization” and significantly reform its governance structure (Turner, 2006, 

p. 254).  In introducing the ambitious reform strategy, Indonesian authorities were driven 

by the need to assuage mounting grievances over centralized authoritarian rule (Ostwald 

et al., 2016).  The decentralized system “was designed to unleash centrifugal tendencies 

and prevent secessionist movements”  (Nasution, 2016, p. 4). 

Working within an accelerated time-frame, Indonesia succeeded in rolling out much 

of the policy as planned in less than two years.  The country advanced political 

decentralization through elected local councils and greatly increased the value of fiscal 

resources transferred for expenditure at lower levels.  In its transition to a decentralized 

system, Indonesia did not encounter the political and economic difficulties that 

confronted other developing countries (Nasution, 2016).  Considered instrumental to 

Indonesia’s success were significant financial support from foreign donors, a capable and 

committed central bureaucracy, and regional authorities’ receptive endorsement (Turner, 

2006, p. 264).  Through a series of reform laws, the Indonesian government “eliminated 

hierarchical relationships between local governments and higher levels, devolved 

considerable functions, provided significant fiscal transfers, and defined own revenues. 

Constitutional amendments in 2000 consolidated local government reforms” (Smoke, 

2010, p. 207).  The central government also attempted to negotiate arrangements that 
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grant more autonomy to groups threatening succession, as in Aceh where a 2005 peace 

agreement “provides hope that special decentralization arrangements” can be used to 

maintain stability and national unity (Turner, 2006, p. 268).     

Despite significant advancements towards a devolved system, these decentralization 

efforts had not, a decade and a half later, resulted in more accountable governance, or in 

more locally responsive goods and services (Smoke, 2010; Nasution, 2016).  With weak 

local authorities unable to check the power of local elites, corruption became 

“widespread” within local governments (Nasution, 2016, p. 3).  Moreover, capacity 

deficiencies at both national and sub-national levels, have continued to undermine public 

sector performance.  In Indonesia, “after over 15 years of reform, institutions have yet to 

be built to allow both the provincial and sub-provincial governments to implement the 

newly acquired responsibilities” (Nasution, 2016, p. 20). 

While  holding a number of responsibilities devolved from central authorities, due to 

inadequate capacity, lower level governments have, in practice, negligible fiscal 

autonomy, and they remain reliant on national transfers.  Introduced as a means of 

stemming a political crisis and restoring national stability, in the decades following 

decentralization’s initial roll-out, unfinished reform legislation together with “selective 

recentralization” have left national and subnational authorities in a continuous power 

struggle that has left promises of increased local development and improved governance 

unfulfilled (Ostwald, 2016, p. 144).  The failure of Indonesia’s decentralization policy to 

bring about economic gains and service improvements may be due, “not because of 

implementation issues, but because these were actually never the main objectives” 

(Malesky et al., 2016, p. 131).  
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Uganda 

Uganda introduced decentralization reform in 1986 immediately following its civil 

war.  The country, already ravaged by decades of despotic rule, was further devastated by 

the conflict that followed.  Decentralized governance was seen as means of introducing 

democracy and providing services where formal local  government was largely absent 

(Manyak & Katono, 2010).  Considered among the “most far-reaching” of efforts 

undertaken by a developing country, Uganda’s effort was well equipped to succeed 

(Francis & James, 2003, p. 325).  It had political support at central and lower levels. 

There was deliberate coordination between the key ministries, and an intensive capacity- 

and institution-building program to strengthen service delivery and district government 

entities (Ayee, 1997).  Through political decentralization, Uganda has established 

democratically elected local governments considered legitimate (Green, 2013).  

Administrative decentralization assigned district and local governments considerable 

authority for service provision (Manyak & Katono, 2010).  In its implementation, 

however, the effort was seen as more of a perfunctory redefinition of formal rules and 

procedures than an effective shift of power and control of resources: “On the surface, the 

mechanisms of decentralization are established and functioning in Uganda” (Francis & 

James, 2003, p. 334).  In practice, “central control has been maintained, not through 

deconcentration, but by placing conditions on the use of centrally derived resources” 

(Francis & James, 2003, p. 334).  Moreover, “since 2005 the CG [central government] 

has started to take back some of the LGs’ [local governments’] powers at an alarming 

pace” (Awortwi, 2011, p. 370).   
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Incomplete and inconsistently applied decentralization reforms left considerable 

“institutional ambiguity” surrounding fundamental authorities such as the arbitration of 

land rights.  “This ambiguity also enabled negotiability about the norms and rules 

applied” by government officials (Van Leeuwen, 2017, p. 221).  While formal controls 

remained largely centralized, subnational authorities in practice may have been able to 

maneuver more flexibly.  At lower levels, officials interpreted and applied policy 

frameworks “as they see fit” within the political and institutional realities of the local 

context (Van Leeuwen, 2017, p. 211).  The reform endeavor started off well and was well 

received, but subsequent political infighting left “local governments administratively 

disoriented, fiscally impaired, and increasingly uncertain as to their future role in 

governance” (Manyak & Katono, 2010, p. 17).   

Other governance failures, including corruption and administrative ineptness, have 

contributed to widespread dissatisfaction with the policy’s results (Manyak & Katono, 

2010).  In Uganda and elsewhere, some scholars of decentralization in Africa have 

concluded, it is central authorities’ resistance to sharing power and resources that 

undermines efforts to build local governments’ capacity to realize the governance gains 

expected of a decentralized system (Lewis, 2014).   

The selection of country case studies points to several important lessons about the 

challenges FCAS confront when they undertake decentralization reform.  The collective 

experience of the four countries discussed above indicates that even those that embark on 

the reform process with important advantages, such as committed political leadership, 

financial support from international donors, and technical advice from international 

experts, can risk to stall or reverse early advancements if the initial “champions” of 
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decentralization reform lose interest or influence, or if financial or technical  support 

diminishes (Edwards et al., 2015, p. 59).   

As decentralization scholars note, decentralization reform in FCAS contexts is a slow, 

long-term process that is “rarely complete” (Kauneckis and Andersson, 2009, p. 27) even 

decades later.   These case studies indicate the process is not only slow but uneven across 

the administrative, political and fiscal dimensions of decentralization.  In each country, 

scholars have described progress along one or two dimension that is accompanied by 

shortcomings on other dimension(s).  Another insight I draw from these countries’ 

experience is that none of them, more than 10 years after embarking on decentralization 

reform, seems to have achieved measurable the gains in accountability to citizens or 

responsiveness of public services – rewards of decentralized governance promised by 

Tiebout (1956) and other early theorists – raising questions other scholars have posed 

about whether decentralization reform as undertaken in stable countries with well-

established democracies are well-suited to FCAS and other developing country contexts 

(Dickovick, 2014). 

 

Decentralization in Democratic Republic of Congo 

 

While not alone in struggling to fulfill commitments to decentralization reform, DRC 

provides among the starkest illustrations of the challenges FCAS confront in this 

undertaking (Englebert & Mungongo, 2016). Following nearly two decades of continuous 

conflict, DRC has been called “a prime example of a failed state…the state has to a large 

extent retreated from its basic functions” (Titeca & De Herdt, 2011, p. 214).  While DRC 

adopted a decentralized system in 2006 as a measure to resolve civil conflict (Gaynor, 
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2016), its implementation of the administrative, fiscal and political reforms outlined by 

its Constitution remains incomplete (Englebert & Mungongo, 2016).    Figure 3.1 shows 

a map of DRC.  The number of provinces increased in 2015 from 11 to 26, including the 

capital Kinshasa. 

Figure 3.1 Map of DRC  

 

Source: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/cg.html 

 

The relationship between Congolese national authorities and those at provincial and 

local levels has historically been one of mutual suspicion and distrust.  Central authorities 

have been wary of secessionist tendencies demonstrated by some of the more resource-

rich provinces.  Subnational authorities have resented national offices for their reluctance 

to share power and resources (Liégeois, 2008). 
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A particularity of DRC’s public administration is the ambiguous and tenuous status of 

many of its personnel.  Most civil servants, including those posted to provincial and 

territory offices, are officially hired by central level institutions, which remain 

responsible for paying their salaries.  The bonuses and operating funds of lower level 

officials, however, are, in principle, borne by subnational administrations.  Through a 

practice known as “rapportage”[reporting], appointments are made with the 

understanding that, in return, the appointed staff member will use the post to mobilize 

and remit payments (Englebert & Mungongo, 2016).  In addition to the civil servants 

officially appointed and registered, those who are “matriculé” [registered] is another 

category of personnel that is “non-matriculé”  [unregistered].  Most of the latter have 

been hired directly by lower level governments, and are not officially recognized as 

public servants by the national government.  They live in a perpetual state of job 

insecurity (Englebert, 2012).  At the lowest administrative level, the commune, officials 

operate principally with the funds they themselves generate, resulting in a “state of self-

service” by which officials finance their own salaries and operational costs by fees 

extracted in exchange for services (Englebert, 2012, p. 183).   

Negotiation is a constant within DRC’s public administration. Officials continuously 

negotiate with each other, with non-state actors, and with citizens to establish relative 

authority and determine courses of action (Trefon, 2009, 2010; Englebert & Tull, 2013; 

Titeca & De Herdt, 2011). “Formal state-backed rules and agreements only play an 

indirect role in governing the system” (Englebert & Mungongo, 2016, p. 7).  Reliance on 

informal relationships and norms, typical in FCAS contexts, is pronounced in DRC.  

“Congo probably takes this a step further and illustrates more vividly than other countries 
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the limits of formal reforms in regimes that are only partly formal” (Englebert & 

Mungongo, 2016, p. 7).  DRC’s public institutions are strongly influenced by informal 

rules of behavior.  “Formal administrative linkages matter, but informal patronage 

relations matter more… Congolese rule is intrinsically dual.  Formal structures of 

governance, including decentralized ones, stand in contrast with the manner in which 

power is actually reproduced or maintained” (Englebert & Mungongo, 2016, p. 23).  

Local officials determine whether, to what extent and how they apply formal policy and 

enact formal decisions. “Formality and informality thus emerge as two interrelated sides 

of public service” (Trefon, 2009, p. 17). 

  With the public institutions’ ability to provide goods and services eroded by years 

of disruption and neglect, alternatives to public service provision have emerged in many 

sectors.  Public services such as education are considered, in practice, to be “‘privatized’” 

(Titeca & De Herdt, 2011, p. 223), largely left to non-governmental actors and financed 

by international and charitable donors, or by fees paid by users (Titeca & De Herdt, 2011; 

Trefon, 2009).  In DRC “the concept of public goods is not highly developed: public 

office for example is more likely to be considered as a private enterprise than a service to 

the public” (Kyamusugulwa & Hilhorst, 2015, p. 250).  Nonetheless, scholars of DRC 

also cite examples in which public officials actively support public project 

implementation, out of commitment to the community or to foster local political support 

(Kyamusugulwa & Hilhorst, 2015).  While the formal institutions flounder, “solutions 

have been negotiated” by which public services are to some extent delivered.  Many of 

these solutions rely on non-state actors for resources and implementation, but public 

institutions maintain an essential role (Titeca & De Herdt, 2011, p. 214), and “public 
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sector extension remains crucial even in areas with very weak government institutions 

and fragile states like DRC” (Ragasa, 2016, p. 140).  While in the immediate, they allow 

for services to reach citizens, these negotiated arrangements have undermined citizens’ 

ability to impose accountability on government institutions (De Herdt et al., 2012).   

Figure, 3.2  shows a time-line of several of the milestone events in DRC’s 

decentralization process, from the end of its first civil war in 1997 through to its most 

recent presidential elections in 2018. 

 

Figure 3.2. Key Events in DRC’s Decentralization Reform Process 1997- 2018 

 

 

 

 

Source: Compiled by author. 

Constitutionally, DRC is a decentralized governance system.  The original intent of 

the reforms, “conceived as part of a broader internationally sanctioned political 

settlement,” was to maintain peace by transferring authority and resources to lower levels 

of government (Gaynor, 2016, p. 200).  Adopted in 2006 following nearly 10 years of 

uninterrupted civil war, DRC’s Constitution requires the central government to share 

political authority, control of resources, and responsibility for service delivery with 
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provinces and localities.  Provinces, increased in number in 2015 from 11 to 26 

(including Kinshasa), gain political and administrative authority, which they in turn share 

with the multiple Entités Territoriales Decentralisées (ETD) [Decentralized Territorial 

Entities] that make up the province.  Below the province is the administrative level of the 

territory, which is divided into the ETDs: communes, secteurs [sectors] and chefferies 

[chiefdoms]. The ETDs are, constitutionally, to be governed by elected representatives, 

bestowed with a certain degree of autonomy for decision-making and governance of local 

affairs.  Below the ETDs are quartiers [quarters] and groupements [groupings], then 

villages (Ona, 2010).  I present the structure in Figure 3.3 below, showing in blue, or 

darker shade, the decentralized units, and in grey, or lighter shade, the deconcentrated 

units.  

Figure 3.3  DRC Political and Administrative Structure 

 

Source:  Created by author with reference to on DRC organic laws 08/016/2008 and 

10/011/2010. 
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Formally operationalized through the “loi organique” [organic law] of 2008, DRC’s 

decentralization process has been judged a “failure” (Trefon, 2010, p. 713).  Many of the 

constitutionally mandated reforms have been implemented partially, superficially or not 

at all.  Provincial elections first held in 2006 to elect a provincial assembly for a five-year 

term, were held again in December 2018.  The local polls mandated by the Constitution 

to elect representatives to local councils have yet to be held (Gaynor, 2016).  Of the 

percentage of national revenues the central government is obliged to transfer, only a 

fraction is estimated to reach lower levels (Englebert & Mungongo, 2016).  A 2011 

constitutional amendment extends presidential authority to allow direct intervention in a 

provincial government by dissolving its assembly or dismissing its governor.  The table 

below borrowed from Englebert and Mungongo (2016, p. 10) indicates the status of each 

of the reforms as of June 2015.   

 

Table 3.2  Snapshot of Select DRC decentralization reforms undertaken as of June 

2015 

 

Reform Status as of June 2015 

Autonomy devolved to provinces and 

ETDs 

Laws passed but not fully implemented  

Provincial elections Held only once, in 2007 

Financial transfers to subnational 

governments 

Partial  

Increase number of provinces to 26 

including Kinshasa 

Law passed in 2015 

Local, ETD, elections Never held 

Separation of deconcentrated and devolved 

public services 

Not complete 

Public reform process Not done 

 

Source: Adapted from Englebert and Mungongo (2016 p. 10). 
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There has been, in the years following its adoption of decentralization reforms, scant 

evidence of the DRC government’s willingness to follow through to the full extent of its 

reform mandate.  Having formally endorsed decentralization in the context of an 

internationally negotiated peace agreement, DRC national leaders have not since 

demonstrated a strong commitment to its implementation, and the power-sharing this 

entails (Gaynor, 2016).  Central authorities’ resistance to ceding over control of 

resources, was still “manifest” a decade after the reform was introduced (Gaynor, 2016, 

p. 202).  “The Kabila regime has systematically undermined decentralization reforms and 

prevented the rise of genuine political, fiscal and administrative autonomy at the local 

level” (Englebert, 2014, p.15).   “Strong resistance in particular from authorities in 

Kinshasa” (Gaynor, 2016, p.201) is said to have “systematically undermined 

decentralisation reforms” (Englebert, 2014, p.15).  As result of repeated restructuring of 

central institutions responsible for implementing administrative reform, and continued 

uncertainty around central authorities’ intention, little progress has been made in 

establishing an effective provincial level administration. Nor have subnational officials 

consistently demonstrated a willingness to adopt the reform measures.  Given so little 

clarity about the reforms’ implications for officials’ own control, responsibility and 

rewards, officials remain ambivalent, many withholding their support (Gaynor, 2016).   

If in other FCAS, decentralization has not brought about the full range of anticipated 

improvements, in DRC, governance performance may have declined as result of 

decentralization reform.  Incomplete policy implementation and weak accountability 

systems have made DRC’s public administration more vulnerable to predatory behavior, 

particularly at the provincial level (Englebert & Mungongo, 2016, p. 6).  Decentralization 
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in DRC “continues to be understood by key actors involved as an institutional 

battleground for resources between political elites at national and provincial level” 

(Gaynor, 2016, p. 202).  The constitutional provision directing the “retrocession” of 

public resources from central to lower levels – 40% of all resources are to be transferred 

to the provinces of which 15% are to be transferred to territories – has been routinely 

violated.  Englebert estimates between 2007 and 2011, annual transfers to provinces were 

between 6 and 15 percent. Before decentralization reform, the transfers were estimated to 

be closer to 20 percent (Englebert, 2012, p 172).  As these fiscal transfers go unmade, 

lower level offices resource their operations through the “predatory extraction” of taxes 

and fees levied on citizens (Englebert & Mungongo, 2016, p. 6).  Administrative 

decentralization is partial and arbitrary, resulting in “chaotic” institutions unable to 

effectively serve their functions (Englebert, 2012, p. 172).   

 

DRC’s Water and Sanitation Sector and the VEA program 

  

DRC’s WASH sector 

DRC faces and extreme deficiency of water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) 

services.  Most acute in poor, rural populations, the problem is also prevalent among 

wealthier urban-dwellers (World Bank, 2017).  Over decades of neglect, the sector’s 

physical and institutional infrastructure has deteriorated dramatically while needs have 

increased among growing urban and rural populations.  For decades, the provision of 

water and sanitation services in DRC has been heavily dependent on external support, 

financed by international donors, implemented with support from non-governmental 

organizations (Kooy et al., 2015).  As major infrastructure construction and service 
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provision was assured by nongovernmental and international agencies, the DRC central 

government’s role in the water and sanitation sector remained “peripheral” (Mosello et 

al., 2016, p. 18). 

Regardless of the policy framework within which it occurs, decentralized delivery of 

rural water and sanitation services is “often hindered by the challenges posed by the 

‘vertical’ (intergovernmental or subnational) aspects of water and sanitation provision” 

(Saltiel et al., 2017, p. i).  Effective and sustainable construction, maintenance and use of 

rural water and sanitation systems requires authorities from central, provincial, local, and 

community levels to each play their part in synchrony with the others (Chowns, 2015).  

In DRC and elsewhere, in principle, policy and regulation is issued and overseen by 

national authorities; responsibility for service provision and system maintenance falls to 

provincial and sub provincial offices (Mosello et al., 2016).  Community level 

associations created and given responsibility for managing the use and basic upkeep of 

the system need the technical and financial support from higher levels to ensure the 

system is properly used, maintained and expanded.   Local level committees need the 

technical support from the provincial division, and regulatory oversight and financial 

investment from the national ministry (Rondinelli, 1991).  

Where local level capacity is especially limited, overreliance on community level 

water sector governance can undermine service quality and reliability, as community 

based associations are unable to fulfill the technical and financial responsibilities 

assigned.  Likely to be more effective is “more centralization, standardization, 

professionalization and upward accountability,” in which higher levels of government 

with more resources and technical capability retain significant roles in ensuring the 
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systems are maintained and service delivery is sustained (Chowns, 2015, p. 274).  In 

DRC “there is also an almost total lack of vertical coordination between WASH actors at 

the national and provincial level, as well as village/community level, which WASH 

sector actors fear is only likely to worsen with decentralisation reform,” as practitioners 

worry reforms will put untenable burdens on institutions ill-equipped to implement them 

(Mosello et al., 2016, p. 21).   

Despite the country’s institutional deficiencies, to take effect, DRC’s water law is 

“intrinsically dependent” on the advancement of DRC’s decentralization policy (UNEP, 

2011, p. 67). The water law, passed in 2015 after more than eight years of debate, 

introduced significant administrative changes.  It streamlined the institutional structure 

responsible for the sector and clarified the division of responsibility between levels of 

government.  The central level holds overall management and oversight responsibility.  

At the provincial level, water councils are to oversee and coordinate, while local 

government is “now formally empowered” to handle direct service delivery (World Bank, 

2017, p. xviii).    While decentralization reform remains incomplete, “realizing the law’s 

potential in this context will be no mean feat” (World Bank, 2017, p. xv).   A principal 

obstacle is weak institutional capacity at both provincial and local levels (World Bank, 

2017).  

DRC’s VEA program 

The DRC government’s “Village et Ecole Assaini” (VEA) [Healthy Village,  Healthy 

School] program, its latest phase, in 2018, launched with international funding and 

technical support from UNICEF in 2006, has been considered a relative success.  

“Despite the weak state of institutions in DR Congo, and the virtual absence of 



 

 

85 

 

connections and governmental outreach in many areas, the administrative structure for 

delivery of health services is relatively robust…thus decentralized oversight for Ecole et 

Village Assainis - with capacity-building and logistics support - was feasible” (Black, 

2013,  pp. 164-5)  By far the most extensive rural water and sanitation program in DRC, 

the VEA program’s “institutional structure and challenges are reflective” of the water and 

sanitation sector (World Bank, 2017, p. 76).  In a study of rural water, sanitation and 

hygiene service delivery in South Sudan and DRC, researchers found “in both countries 

efforts to mobilise a range of stakeholders (state and nonstate) to work collectively to 

address WASH gaps at local levels were effective in both addressing chronic service-

delivery problems and supporting constructive relationships between different 

stakeholders (with potential state- and institution building implications)” (Kooy et al., 

2015, p. 450).  A UNICEF-commissioned evaluation of the VEA program at the close of 

its first phase (2006-2011) found the program’s management structure was able to 

provide strategic direction, coordination and oversight.  Regular meetings between the 

various actors responsible enabled them to effectively monitor implementation, identify 

and correct problems (EAA, 2012).  Figure 3.4 depicts the VEA program’s administrative 

structure, presenting Healthy Village and Healthy School as complementary components 

implemented by the ministry responsible.  
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Figure 3.4  VEA Program Structure  

 

 

 

Source: MEPSP (2015). Adapted and translated by author 

While overall responsibility for rural water supply is the purview of the Ministry of 

Rural Development, responsibility for coordination and oversight has been devolved 

through the 2015 water law to the provincial level of the ministries of public health and 

primary education.  These two ministries share responsibility for the VEA program.  The 

“Ministere de la Sante Publique” (MSP) [Ministry of Public Health] is responsible for the 

village component of the VEA program, “Village Assaini” (VA) [Healthy Village], 

which implements at village level.   This includes constructing water catchment systems 

 

DRC Healthy Village, Healthy School Program Administrative Structure 

 

Healthy Village is implemented by the Ministry of Public Health (MSP) 

Healthy School is implemented by Ministry of Primary, Secondary and Professional Education (MEPSP)  

Level  Healthy Village  Healthy School 

     

 

National 
 Ministry of Public Health (National Directorate 

of Public Hygiene) 

 Ministry of EPSP (Division of Primary and 

Secondary Education) 

     

 

 Provincial 
 Provincial Division of Health  Provincial Division of Education  

     

Operational 

implementation  

 Health Zone under the Chief Medical Officer 

of the zone  

 Sub-Division of Education under the 

Provincial Sub-Director 

      

 

Implementation 

Support 

 • Community Animator  

• Water and Sanitation Supervisor 

• Chief Nurse 

 • Chief Inspector  

• Roving Inspector  

• Head of infrastructure 

     

 

Participating 

Communities 

 Village Community 

• Village chief and elders 

• Village committee 

• Households 

 School Community (primary school) 

• School Director and teachers 

• School Brigade and students 

• Parents Committee 
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and latrines, and introducing hygienic practices in rural communities.  The “Ministere 

d’Enseignment Primaire, Secondaire et Professionnel” (MEPSP) [Ministry of Primary, 

Secondary and Professional Education] is responsible for the school component of the 

VEA program, “Ecole Assainie” (EA) [Healthy School].  The ministry is mandated to 

provide school-based water and sanitation facilities and instill good hygiene in teachers 

and students.  Under the VEA program, community and school level committees are 

created to manage the use and upkeep of the system, with the support of local level 

officials from the two ministries.  The program has relied on considerable technical 

guidance from UNICEF, and on international and national non-governmental 

organizations for implementation assistance.  The program’s funding comes from 

international donor agencies.  Because of the DRC government’s reliance on external 

support, “it has struggled to sustain and scale up results” (World Bank, 2017, p.79).  The 

extension and sustainability of the VEA program “will depend on whether the current 

externally driven and financed program can be transformed into a scaled-up, effective 

permanent program anchored in national institutions” (World Bank, 2017, p. 81).   

DRC as a case study 

DRC presents a ready case study of a FCAS confronting significant obstacles to 

improving governance and service delivery through decentralization reform.  DRC’s 

extremely poor, mostly rural population depends on public services to meet basic needs.  

Though public sector staff and systems are ill- equipped and under-resourced, DRC’s 

government, with support from non-governmental actors, continues to function (Titeca & 

De Herdt, 2011).  Where this functionality, even if limited, is evident, some degree of 

vertical cooperation is likely taking place. Examination of the interaction and 
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relationships officials form and use to function within a weak administrative system can 

furnish insights into their collective effort to maintain service delivery while many of the 

essential elements of decentralization remain missing.  

My study focuses on two territories in DRC’s Equateur province in which 

communities have been long-time participants in the VEA program.  In the west of the 

country, north of the capital Kinshasa, Equateur offered the advantages of accessibility 

and stability relative to VEA program provinces in the east. Much of the east of the 

country remains affected by chronic conflict, which disrupts service delivery and impedes 

access.  Due to its political history, Equateur also presented a disadvantage to the study.  

In its distinction as the birthplace of the former dictator Joseph Mobutu, who was 

overthrown by supporters of the current administration, the province introduced 

particular selection effects.  Equateur is reputed to be a stronghold of those still loyal to 

Mobutu, many of whom originate from eastern provinces. The regime in place at the time 

of my field research was suspected of deliberate neglect of the province.  This raised the 

possibility that public officials follow different norms, potentially influenced by political 

and regional affinities, with respect to Equateur, which might have affected study 

findings.  Primarily for reasons of access and feasibility, I nonetheless retained Equateur 

as the geographical location of the study. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I presented snapshots from select FCAS’ experience with 

decentralization policy.  I noted parallels to DRC’s experience from that of Sierra Leone, 

Cambodia, Indonesia and Uganda, all of which embarked on decentralization reform as 
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an effort by a vulnerable central government to restore peace and stability or to avoid 

territorial succession.  These countries’ collective experience illustrates how in FCAS 

contexts the policy often unfolds differently than designed and fails to achieve anticipated 

outcomes.  I used this comparison to provide reference to DRC’s experience, to show that 

it is similar in many ways to that of other FCAS.  I provided background to the case study 

by presenting DRC’s governance system, and the status of the decentralization reforms it 

adopted in the wake of protracted civil conflict.  In this, I depicted the extraordinary 

challenges the country must overcome to put an effective decentralized service delivery 

system in place.  In the next chapter, I present the research design and methods that I 

used to conduct the case study, together with the main threats and limitations to the study, 

and the measures I took to mitigate them.   

  



 

 

90 

 

Chapter 4:  Methods 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of my research was to explore the relationships and interactions between 

officials working at different levels of government in a FCAS undergoing 

decentralization reform.  Using service delivery in DRC’s water and sanitation sector as a 

case study, I applied qualitative methods to learn how the individuals directly involved in 

decentralized service delivery perceived and explained their and others’ role within the 

system, and whether, why and how they cooperated with colleagues working in different 

tiers of the administrative hierarchy.  Drawing from a review of relevant documents, on-

site observations and individual semi-structured interviews, I examined the roles and 

vertical relationships at play within DRC’s service delivery system.   

This chapter presents in greater detail the research design and methods introduced in 

Chapter One.  I  present the study’s research questions, and explain why a case study 

design and qualitative methods are best suited to pursuit of the study’s aims.  I ground the 

study in the constructivist epistemological approach and explain how constructivist 

assumptions shape the research. After presenting the case’s country and program context, 

I describe the steps I took in preparing, planning and undertaking data collection.  I 

explain my strategy for data analysis, then outline the major threats to the study’s 

credibility, authenticity, transferability, and dependability, together with the measures I 

took to mitigate each of these.  I conclude the chapter by summarizing my findings from 

a quality check I conducted on the research design and strategy using the Critical 

Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) checklist, explaining how I addressed the 

checklist’s criteria in preparing for and carrying out the study.   
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Research Questions 

Three research questions guided the inquiry defined by the study’s statement of 

purpose, which is to examine to what extent and for what reasons officials at national, 

provincial and territory levels of government in DRC work cooperatively to deliver water 

and sanitation services to communities in select territories.  In formulating the research 

questions, I was guided by the study’ conceptual framework, and by the literature from 

which I derived the framework.    

1. To what extent do officials working at different levels of government in DRC 

cooperate to deliver rural water and sanitation services?  

a. When, why, and under what circumstances does cooperation occur or fail to occur? 

b. What do officials at each level perceive as the incentives and disincentives for 

cooperation?    

2. To what extent are the interactions between officials at different levels of government 

characterized by frequent communication, iterative interaction, and reciprocity? 

a. What are other common characteristics of officials’ interaction?  

b. How do formal and informal rules affect their interaction?  

3. To what extent and in what ways does cooperation between levels of government 

facilitate rural water and sanitation service delivery in DRC? 

The research questions determined the study’s data collection methods and the focus 

of its inquiry.  I used the first question to elicit, from the viewpoint of officials 

responsible, a depiction of decentralized delivery of water and sanitation services in 

DRC.  I sought to learn from their responses with whom, how and why these officials 

interacted between levels of government to carry out their duties.  The question provided 
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a broad aperture by which to explore study participants’ roles, relationships, and 

interactions within the VEA program, as they portrayed them.  Additional insights from 

my observations of participants’ workplace conditions and circumstances also informed 

my response to the question.  With the second question, I connected the study’s data 

collection process more directly to its conceptual framework.  The question enabled me 

to narrow the focus of my inquiry to discern whether and in what ways the core elements 

of cooperation defined by the framework influenced participants’ vertical interactions 

under the VEA program.  The third question linked the VEA program’s processes to its 

policy objectives, specifically the extent to which, as participants perceived it, vertical 

cooperation was important to achieving VEA program outcomes.  

 

Research design 

As outlined in the literature review presented in Chapter Two, scholars suggest that 

effective vertical cooperation is necessary to a well-functioning decentralized system 

(Rodden, 2004). Cooperation within and between public institutions may be affected by 

factors related to the institutional context and the operational relationships of the officials 

working within that context (Andersson, 2004).  The factors that emerged most saliently 

from the literature are those that make up the study’s conceptual framework.  I set out to  

understand the extent to which the factors that compose the conceptual framework, in 

addition to or instead of other factors, appeared to affect vertical cooperation within 

DRC’s VEA program in the targeted province and territories.  Focusing on a single 

situation, and examining it from different institutional and geographic perspectives, I 

sought to explore in-depth the internal dynamics of decentralized service delivery as 
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perceived by DRC officials tasked with implementing the VEA program in the province 

and territories of focus under the study.  

Justification of a case study design 

I judged a case study research design to be best suited to address the research 

questions.  A case study allows the researcher to undertake deep exploration of a situation 

or process that is “contemporary,” “in its real-world context” (Yin, 2014, p. 2), and 

“bounded by time and place” (Creswell, 2013, p. 97).    I chose an embedded case design, 

which comprised analysis of the perspectives of officials from two different institutions 

and two different territories within Equateur province.  The embedded design gave me 

several vantage points from which to examine the vertical interactions between levels of 

government.  It allowed for a more varied view of public officials’ behavior, as it is 

displayed in different contexts and situations – across territories and across ministries – 

than I would have seen through a holistic design (Yin, 2014).   

The study’ primary unit of analysis was the delivery of water and sanitation services 

under the VEA program within two territories of DRC’s Equateur province.  It focused 

on the two ministries that share responsibility for the VEA program and the way their 

respective staffs interact vertically to implement the program from the national to the 

provincial to the territory levels.  The study targeted two territories in Equateur with 

communities already certified by the program as having achieved a “healthy” standard of 

sanitary practice and were in the “post-certification” phase working to maintain the 

standards.  Each of the territories served as an “embedded unit of analysis” within the 

case (Yin, 2014, p. 50).  I examined the interaction between officials at central, 

provincial, and sub-provincial levels as this occurs within each of the two ministries, and 
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in each of the two territories, to determine the extent to which cooperation appears to take 

place.   

In Figure 4.1,  I illustrate the different perspectives from which I analyzed the 

interview and observation data.  I first examined the whole data set, to draw out factors 

common to the accounts of participants in both ministries, at three levels of government, 

and in both territories.  I then compared findings from the data across the two ministries, 

across the two territories, and from level to level: national to provincial to territory. 

  Figure 4.1  Diagram of Analysis of Interview and Observation Data 

 

The case study is descriptive, in that it portrays the behavior and relationships 

between officials in the organizational and situational context within which they work 

(Martinson & O’Brien in Wholey et al. eds, 2010).   It is also instrumental, in that it seeks 

to use the VEA program implementation in two territories of Equateur province to 

illuminate the relationships and processes of the two target institutions that may be 

similarly at work in other territories and provinces participating in the program. 
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Qualitative Methods 

Decentralization reforms directly affect the public officials responsible for carrying 

them out (Smoke, 2015b).  How thoroughly, how effectively public agencies execute 

reform initiatives depends on the ways agency staff responsible perceive, interpret and 

respond to policy directives (Smoke, 2015a).   I sought to gain an “in-depth 

understanding” of the interaction between officials.  This deep understanding is the 

hallmark of a case study and was the intention of this research (Creswell, 2013, p. 98).  I 

used three data collection techniques for the study: semi-structured interviews, document 

review and observation at participants’ worksites.  Each source complemented the other 

two by adding information or insights, and by being either largely consistent or in some 

way divergent.  I used combined analysis of data from all three sources to respond to the 

research questions.   

From review of relevant policy and program documents related to the rural water and 

sanitation sector, and the VEA program specifically, I learned of the official record.  I 

first reviewed a selection of formal documents to gain an understanding of the legal, 

public policy and program parameters within which VEA staff carry out their duties.  

From my review of DRC government legislation, policy and operational documents, I 

learned about the formal legal and bureaucratic structure of DRC’s governance system.  

From VEA program training materials and guidelines, and program evaluation reports, I 

was able to better understand the formal instructions the program provides to staff 

assigned to it, as well as how external evaluators have assessed the program’s 

management and implementation to date.  From the program documents, I noted the VEA 

program’s formal presentation of its objectives, implementation strategy, and expected 
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results, and of its progress, as publicly presented.  These findings gave me a grounding in 

the formal design of DRC’s decentralization policy and VEA program with which to 

complement and compare what I gleaned from participant interviews. 

To understand the obligations, expectations, assumptions, motivations and deterrents 

that drive the behavior of public sector officials in undertaking their professional duties, I 

elicited these directly from the individuals involved through individual semi-structured 

interviews.  I talked to DRC officials assigned to the VEA program at different levels 

about how they perceive their role under the program and their relationships with 

colleagues throughout the hierarchy. I explored the interpretations and motivations of 

each of the study’s participants, as they described going about their respective duties.  

Listening to officials talk about how they view their role, their relationships and their 

institutional context, how they make decisions, how they justify actions, and how they 

regard those around them, I began to understand participants’ perspective on their work 

and workplace within the VEA program.  These exchanges allowed me to explore each 

person’s views and sentiments at greater length and more depth and detail than I judged 

would be possible through a survey or a focus group.   

During a series of interactions with study gatekeepers and participants and, in most 

cases, multiple visits to the offices in which they worked, I recorded what I observed of 

participants’ workplaces and of their non-verbal cues, to gain a sense of their working 

conditions, and of the atmosphere, attitudes and emotions associated with their work.  I 

gained insights into the organizational culture, norms of behavior, and physical setting in 

which participants spend their workday.   
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Social constructivism   

Qualitative research assumes that “knowledge is known – through the subjective 

experiences of people”  (Creswell, 2013, p. 20).  I base the study on the assumption that 

knowledge is integral to, and cannot be separated from, individual perception (Creswell, 

2013).  This conception of knowledge is consistent with my views on how we learn and 

form our beliefs.  Of the “interpretive frameworks” qualitative researchers use to “frame 

their theoretical lens,” this study applies assumptions associated with the social 

constructivist view (Creswell, 2013, p. 23).  Researchers working through a constructivist 

lens hold that our social reality is not an objective entity distinct or removed from human 

perception, rather it is as we each conceive of and interpret it (Maxwell, 2013).  The 

social constructivist lens is well suited to this study’s focus on the interactions between 

people and the way each person’s interpretations shape those exchanges.  In the 

constructivist view, the researcher’s interpretations – of participants’ behavior, their 

stories and their surroundings – also become integrated into the study (Creswell, 2013).    

Two types of subjectivity were integral to the study – that of study participants, and 

my own. When conducting qualitative research, the researcher is intimately involved in 

data collection through his or her personal interaction with study participants.  Study 

participants invariably bring with them their own biases, perceptions, expectations and 

interpretations.  These influence the rapport the researcher is able to establish, and the 

way participants understand and respond to questions (Maxwell, 2013).  The influence on 

the study of my own subjectivity was similarly unavoidable.  As the researcher, my 

responsibility was to “be meaningfully attentive” to my own subjective beliefs, and to be 

explicit when reporting my findings about the effect these beliefs may have on the 
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research process and findings (Peshkin, 1988, p. 17). This obligation led me to examine 

the assumptions and expectations I have formed over years of working with under-

resourced public institutions in developing and FCAS countries.  My reflections on this 

experience, supplemented and shaped by academic study, led me to the research topic.  In 

a diversity of contexts, I have collaborated with and learned from public officials working 

in extremely challenging environments.  Many were poorly remunerated, inadequately 

equipped, and faced with daily frustrations, but were nonetheless committed to capably 

fulfilling their functions as public servants.  From this, I knew to look for institutional 

resourcefulness where it is not immediately apparent.  My experience tells me that it is 

possible to find sources of resilience and displays of professionalism and dedication to 

service in the most difficult of contexts.  These lessons from experience led me to expect 

the same in DRC.   

As my literature review proceeded my field research,  I recognized that in the course 

of the study I would have to remain cognizant of potential biases that stemmed both from 

the literature and from the popular image of the DRC government.  Both portray the 

government as generally dysfunctional, unresponsive, and corroded by endemic 

corruption.  These biases led me to expect to find little or no cooperation between 

officials at different levels.  From scholars’ depictions of central level authorities in DRC 

and other FCAS contexts who generally resist decentralization reform and recognize little 

downward accountability, I anticipated those at higher levels of DRC’s government 

would be largely unresponsive to lower levels’ needs and dismissive of their perspective.  

I also had concerns as to the possibility DRC government officials’ reputation for 

corruption would interfere with my ability to gain access to gatekeepers and participants, 
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and that DRC’s politically charged atmosphere might cause public officials to be 

reluctant to support or participate in the study.   

  

Case context  

Geographical context: Equateur province  

I conducted the study between July and December 2018 in the national capital of 

DRC, Kinshasa, and in the provincial capital of Equateur, Mbandaka, and in two 

territories within Equateur, Mbandaka and Bikoro.  Equateur is one of DRC’s poorest and 

least developed provinces, ranking 11th among the country’s 26 provinces.  Its poverty 

rate was estimated to be 78.67% compared with the national average poverty rate of 

73.6% (DFID/EACP, 2017).  According to the UK Department of International 

Development study (whose authors advise to use the findings with “great caution” given 

the small sample size on which they are based) the disparity in poverty among the 

province’s territories is high (DFID/EACP, 2017, p.17).  In Ingende territory the poverty 

rate was estimated to be 66.7%.  In the provincial capital of Mbandaka poverty was at 

76.92%, while in Bolomba territory, it rose to 93%.  In Bikoro territory, poverty was 

estimated to be 69.23%. (DFID/EACP, 2017).   In Equateur, poverty has been largely 

attributed to its isolation and dilapidated infrastructure.  At the time of the study, the 

province had a single relatively maintained road and only a few hours of electricity a day 

in the provincial capital.  As in much of DRC, public sector performance in the province 

was weak.  Both provincial and municipal governments levied taxes on a wide range of 

economic and social activities, “while delivering few, if any, services” (DFID/EACP 

2017, p.32).   
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I selected Equateur province and the two territories of Mbandaka and Bikoro 

primarily for reasons of feasibility, security and access.  From April 2017-December 

2018, while I was planning and preparing the field research component of the study, I 

worked for Oxfam International in DRC, based in Kinshasa.  Equateur is one of the DRC 

provinces in which Oxfam has had long-standing presence implementing a range of 

programs.  My Oxfam colleagues in the province were able to provide guidance and 

logistical support that I would not have had available in other provinces.  Equateur is 

located in DRC’s western region just north of Kinshasa.  Though it has suffered periods 

of violence and instability, the province has been relatively peaceful and secure, 

compared to the country’s conflict-affected east. This allowed me to travel safely by road 

to the territory and sub-territory sites.  

I limited the study to two territories due to time and resource constraints.  Given the 

extraordinary difficulty in reaching DRC’s rural communities, I selected the two 

territories primarily based on their accessibility.  Those I was able to visit are those with 

the best road and telecommunications infrastructure, where it was feasible and relatively 

safe for an expatriate to travel and find food and lodging.  In May 2018, as I was 

preparing for the data collection stage, there was an outbreak of the Ebola virus in 

Equateur, with Bikoro its epicenter.  The province was announced virus-free in early 

August 2018.  By the time I began data collection in November 2018, the province had 

largely resumed social and economic activities, though there were signs that effects of the 

outbreak and the international emergency response effort lingered.  
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Program context:  Villages et Ecoles Assainis (VEA) 

The study focuses on DRC’s VEA program because the program offered the 

conditions within the DRC context among those most accessible and most amenable to 

the research subject.  Though it has relied on international financial contributions and 

technical support, the VEA program is a DRC government program, and it is DRC’s 

largest and oldest program for rural water and sanitation. Through more than a decade of 

technical and financial support by UNICEF and its national and international non-

governmental implementing partners, the ministries responsible for the program have had 

the opportunity to build their respective staffs’ technical and management capacity, and 

to introduce and institutionalize sound operational practice.  As the program was the 

shared responsibility of DRC’s ministries of public health and of education, it enabled me 

to examine and compare the vertical interactions in two different institutions carrying out 

the same program.  Oxfam International is one of the international non-governmental 

organizations that has served as a VEA program technical implementing partner through 

a subgrant from UNICEF.  While during the time of my study, Oxfam was no longer 

working on the VEA program in Equateur province, the organization’s former 

relationship with the program facilitated my access to study gatekeepers at the two 

ministries.  

Institutional context: “Ministere de la Sante Publique” (MSP)  

The DRC health sector is divided into three levels of administration.  The central 

level holds a policy-making and regulatory role.  It issues general directives and 

strategies, and oversees the consistency and quality of service implementation in the 

provinces.  It is responsible for generating and redistributing resources for the public 
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health care system.  The provincial level is responsible for the technical management of 

service delivery.  It interprets laws and policies set at the central level into operational 

guidelines, and oversees and controls services provided at district level.  The “Division 

Provinciale de la Sante” (DPS)  [Provincial Health Division] legally has devolved 

authority, reporting directly to the provincial ministry of public health.  The provincial 

health inspectorates report to the provincial governor.  The ‘zone de santé’  (ZS) [health 

zone] is the operational level, responsible for service delivery.   

By the MSP’s own admission, the quality of public health care and services in DRC is 

poor, attributed to inadequate qualified staff, infrastructure and equipment, and frequent 

shortages of medicine supplies. The ministry has also recognized multiple governance 

deficiencies stemming from gaps in the country’s legal framework, as key regulatory 

reforms have remained pending in parliament for years.  When policy guidelines are 

passed at central level, the ministry has said it lacks the resources to effectively 

communicate the instructions to lower levels.  The ministry has acknowledged poor 

collaboration within the sector, between community bodies and private operators, and 

horizontally across sectors. (MSP, 2016).  

Institutional context: “Ministry of Education (Ministere de l’Education Primere, 

Secondaire et Professional”  (MEPSP) 

 

DRC’s primary and secondary public education sector is administratively similar to 

the public health sector.  Under the national ministry are provincial divisions, and, below 

that, subdivisions.  Officials at each level have similar lines and spheres of authority as 

their colleagues in the health sector.  In addition to being arranged by administrative tiers, 

DRC’s education sector is divided into “écoles conventionnées” [formalized schools] and 

“écoles non-conventionnées” [non-formalized schools] a system that dates to the colonial 
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era.  Non-conventionnée schools fall wholly under the responsibility of the public sector, 

while conventionnée schools, in which an estimated 70% of children have been estimated 

to be enrolled, are managed by one of the numerous religious institutions, many operating 

in DRC for generations  (World Bank, 2015).  Both types of schools are formally 

supported by the public sector budget and managed by MEPSP.  Having two types of 

schools has complicated the sector’s management.  It has resulted in “unplanned and non-

budgeted” over-hiring of teaching staff, many of whom are unsalaried and reliant on 

parents to pay illegal school fees to cover costs (World Bank, 2015, p. xi).  The dual 

systems have confused reporting and oversight.   

The provincial-level ministry is responsible for the whole sector, but “conventionnée” 

schools are coordinated by a national committee that has a direct line to local providers.  

The sector is administratively decentralized, but financially remains centralized, as the 

central level maintains control of most the ministry’s resources (World Bank, 2015).  

 

Research relationships 

My experience in preparing for and carrying out the study’s field-based component 

resonated with Maxwell’s insights into the fundamental importance of relationships in 

qualitative research: “In qualitative studies, the researcher is the instrument of the 

research, and the research relationships are the means by which the research gets done” 

(Maxwell, 2013, pp. 91).  Maxwell and others emphasize these relationships as being 

critical to qualitative research, as the primary means by which the researcher negotiates 

access, establishes trust and generates knowledge in collaboration with the other actors in 

the study (Maxwell, 2013).  My relationships with program gatekeepers, participants and 
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other stakeholders were consequential to the study.  They helped me gain access to VEA 

worksites, participants and documents.  They helped me arrange interview discussions in 

which participants shared at length their views and experiences.    

Facilitators  

During the time I was living in DRC preparing the field research, the country was 

organizing highly contested national elections in a tense and volatile political 

environment.  From accounts in local media and discussions with colleagues in the 

international community, I learned that international and non-governmental actors were 

often distrusted by national political leaders.  While the research topic was not political, 

given the context, senior officials might have regarded research by any expatriate with 

particular suspicion.  To gain trust and support, I used my association with Oxfam, a 

well-known development and humanitarian organization with long-standing presence in 

DRC, and long-time involvement in the water-sanitation-hygiene sector and VEA 

program.  In doing so, I associated Oxfam indirectly with the study.  To avoid the 

impression that the research was associated with Oxfam or any other international 

agency, in all of my exchanges with gatekeepers and participants, I emphasized that, 

while engaged by Oxfam, I was also a student undertaking a personal, independent 

research project for my doctoral degree for a university in the United States. 

While I took measures to emphasize my research project was independent of my 

assignment with Oxfam, my colleagues at Oxfam in DRC were key facilitators of my 

fieldwork.  As sources of information, guidance and advice, they helped me navigate the 

country’s complex bureaucratic and political systems.   Oxfam’s senior monitoring and 

evaluation officer, an experienced quantitative and qualitative researcher, advised me on 
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the norms and practices of conducting research in DRC.  I relied on the advice of 

Oxfam’s legal officer to understand the laws and protocol that would apply to getting the 

necessary approvals and following the proper protocols involved in the study.  My 

colleagues working in the water and sanitation sector provided me information and 

contacts.  Those based in Equateur province helped me organize the logistics and 

scheduling involved in arranging transport, lodging, and food I needed while carrying out 

interviews in the province.   

Gatekeepers 

The DRC government was the study’s principal stakeholder and the main gatekeeper 

to participants.  To properly conduct the study, I needed the authorization of senior 

national level officials at both ministries, and of those responsible for the VEA program 

at each ministry, as well as that of provincial and territory level administrations.  A 

colleague, a Congolese lawyer and Oxfam’s legal advisor, advised that I formally request 

approval to conduct the study from the office of the Secretary General (SG) at each of the 

ministries as well as from the senior official at each of the provincial, zone and 

subdivision levels.  The legal advisor instructed me to present a formal letter at the 

national level to the SG of each target ministry to present myself and my research, and 

solicit the ministry’s support for the project.  At each ministry’s national secretariat 

offices, I followed the protocol required to register the letters and request a meeting with 

the SG.  I was able to secure a meeting with the SG of MEPSP, who welcomed me to 

proceed.  After numerous follow up calls and visits to schedule a meeting with MSP’s SG 

were unsuccessful, my legal counsel advised that, since I had formally submitted the 
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letter informing the ministry of the study, I could proceed, provided the direct supervisors 

of study participants gave me their verbal approval.  

Following this advice, I next sought approval from the official overseeing the VEA 

program at the national and subnational levels at each ministry.  This involved a series of 

meetings in which I introduced myself, explained the study’s purpose and process, its 

voluntary and confidential nature, and how it would involve any VEA program staff who 

volunteered to participate.  In each office, I secured the verbal approval of the senior 

officer or, where he was absent, the official designated to act in his place.  I also asked 

the permission of each of the respondent’s supervisors to take some of the participants’ 

time during the workday to be interviewed.  These officials helped me to identify 

ministry staff assigned to the VEA program whom I could invite to participate in an 

interview.  Ministry contacts to whom Oxfam colleagues introduced me facilitated the 

initial introductions to selected respondents, after which I scheduled individual 

appointments with each person who expressed willingness to participate. 

Participants 

I selected the participant group through purposeful sampling, tailored to practical 

considerations such as participants’ availability.  This sampling approach seeks to form a 

participant group from among those who are best able to provide knowledgeable and 

informed perspective on the research subject (Creswell, 2013).  Primarily from my 

exchanges with gatekeepers at the ministries, I identified positions or functions at each 

level with direct responsibility for VEA program implementation whose duties involved 

interaction with officials at one or more other levels.  I expected individuals in these 

positions to be those most likely to engage in cooperative behavior to achieve service 
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delivery outcomes.  My participant group was composed of civil servant staff of MSP 

and MEPSP who had been assigned to the VEA program, and who held responsibility for 

VEA program outcomes in one or both target territories of Equateur province, working at 

the central, provincial or sub-territorial levels. To enable comparison across institutions 

and geographic locations, I used the same criteria for selection of participants from both 

ministries and both territories.  

Congolese communities 

While I did not interact directly with Equateur communities involved in the VEA 

program for the purposes of the study, I considered the residents of these communities to 

be important stakeholders in the research.  They were integral to the study, as it was in 

their consideration that I pursued it.  The access of these communities and others like 

them to public services necessary to their health and productivity is directly impacted by 

the performance of the public agencies responsible for delivering those services.  It is my 

hope that findings from the study might inform improvements to the vertical relationships 

within service delivery institutions such as MSP and MEPSP, improvements that make it 

more likely for poor communities like those in Mbandaka and Bikoro to have adequate 

access to critical public services.    

 

Planning and Preparation 

Study protocol 

Yin defines “five levels of questions” to be asked during case study research and 

advises that questions posed at each level be outlined in detail in a protocol developed 

during the study design process.  In case study research, the researcher seeks to address 
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questions: a) asked of documents reviewed and individuals interviewed; b) asked of each 

case or case unit; c) asked about cross-case or cross-unit comparisons and contrasts; d) 

asked about the full study; e) asked with respect to policy recommendations or 

conclusions (Yin, 2014, p. 90).   Following Yin’s advice, I developed a study protocol 

prior to the data collection phase to include both questions in each of the five areas of 

inquiry as well as a sketch of the key steps involved conducting the document review, 

observation and semi-structured interviews.  I used the protocol to guide my preparation 

and approach to collecting data from each source.  

Interview protocol 

To lend consistency and comprehensiveness to the introduction and proceedings of 

each interview, I developed a separate interview protocol.  I used the protocol to guide 

my presentation of the study, and  the questions and follow up probes I posed in 

conducting the semi-structured interviews.  I wrote the protocol in English and translated 

it into French.  I included a personal introduction, a presentation of the study and its 

purpose, and explanation of how I would conduct the interview.  My presentation 

emphasized the voluntary nature of participation and the measures I would take to protect 

the confidentiality of the data.  After a general overview of the study and interview, the 

protocol included a request for the respondent’s informed consent to participate in the 

interview and to be audio-recorded.  The protocol stated eight interview questions, and 

suggested several probes for each question.  

I drafted and translated into French an Informed Consent Form to give to each 

participant.  The form explained the study and the interview process, its voluntary nature, 

and the confidentiality of the data.  It provided participants with contact information for 
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me, the study’s principal investigator, and The George Washington University’s Office of 

Human Research (GWU/OHR).   

I tested an initial draft of the protocol and informed consent form through two pilot 

interviews (described below).  Drawing on the pilot interview experience, I revised the 

protocol for submission to the GWU/OHR Institutional Review Board (IRB) for its 

approval.  After incorporating guidance and recommendation from the IRB, I finalized 

the protocol for reference and the consent form to distribute during each of the field 

interviews I conducted. 

As outlined in the protocol, I began each interview with open-ended questions to give 

respondents reign to broadly introduce their professional situation and broadly depict 

their workplace reality.  Following the open-ended questions, I proceeded to more 

structured inquiry directed at exploring the presence and effect of the specific factors of 

the study’s conceptual framework.  Towards the end of each interview, I asked about 

VEA program service delivery and what participants viewed as necessary to achieve it, to 

learn how respondents perceived of vertical cooperation and in what ways they thought it 

might contribute to service outcomes.   

Pilot interviews 

To test the interview protocol and gain experience with the interview process, I 

conducted two pilot interviews prior to the field research.  For reasons of convenience, 

time and cost considerations, I conducted the pilot interviews in Kinshasa with officials 

responsible for water and sanitation in one of the city’s peri-urban neighborhoods. As the 

site was a community water system (not a school based system), both officials were from 

MSP working at different subnational levels in positions related to the VEA program.  
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Both were men in senior positions at the ministry.  The pilot interviews enabled me to 

improve both my presentation of the study and the probes I used to guide participants in 

responding to interview questions. The pilot was an opportunity for me to gain 

experience and strengthen my skills in face-to-face interviewing, using the record device 

and taking notes while conducting an interview.   Based on the two pilot interviews, I 

refined the protocol and my introduction and explanation of the study to be more succinct 

and specific about the study’s purpose.  The pilot interviews gave me confidence that the 

substance, questions and structure of the draft protocol effectively elicited responses 

relevant to the study from both respondents.  In both interviews, the participants seemed 

to easily understand and respond to the interview questions.  The sequence of the 

questions flowed logically and conversationally, and the questions covered the critical 

areas of the inquiry.   

From the pilot experience, I determined that I did not need to change the questions for 

the study.  I did, however, need to revise the probes outlined for each question. I found 

many of the probes I had prepared for the pilot interviews failed to get to the level of 

detail I was seeking to be able to understand the respondent’s perspective and experience.  

Both pilot study participants responded in general terms.  I got a very broad description 

of each person’s role and professional relationships, but in neither case was I able to 

evoke a thorough depiction of his role, tasks, and interactions within the administrative 

structure, or a clear sense of the institutional culture or relationships within which he 

works.  I failed to draw from either account a good understanding of the specific 

relationships or interactions the respondent has established and regularly relies upon, or 

how either thought cooperating with colleagues at other levels might contribute to the 
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VEA program’s implementation and outcomes.  I revised the study protocol to use more 

concrete terms and examples to guide participants more effectively.  For example, instead 

of asking about his or her role and responsibilities in general terms, I would ask the 

respondent to describe a specific day or week.  I also discovered I did not properly 

operate the recording device for one of the interviews, and failed to record part of the 

second interview.  This taught me to devote full attention to the device and make sure it 

was operating properly before beginning, and to diligently take handwritten notes during 

the interview as a backup source of reference in the event the device failed again.  The 

interview responses do not form part of my data set.  I retained the audio recording and 

notes in the study database, but did not transcribe or analyze the data collected from the 

pilot interviews.     

Institutional Review Board (IRB) permission to study human subjects 

As the study involved adult, professional human subjects and examined only their 

public, professional roles, it put participants at low risk of professional, financial or 

personal harm.  I sought expedited approval to conduct the study from IRB of the 

GWU/OHR.   I did not involve a local research institute or direct collaborators in the 

study.  I relied instead on the guidance from Congolese colleagues and contacts with 

expertise in DRC’s national laws and research norms, and with deep knowledge of the 

study’s geographical and institutional contexts.  I sought the advice of Oxfam DRC’s 

legal counsel to know what laws or requirements might apply to conducting human study 

research in DRC.  He informed me there are no formal laws or procedures comparable to 

those in the United States, but advised that I go through the formal process of informing 

and seeking the support of the host ministries.  He gave me instructions on the proper 
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protocol, language of official correspondence and guidance on approaching the senior 

ministry officials.  An experienced researcher among my Congolese colleagues assured 

me that there were no comparable DRC legal or professional requirements for the study 

of human subjects with which local researchers must comply. He instructed me in 

qualitative research norms and ways of approaching gatekeepers and participants to foster 

trust and a comfortable interview environment.  The IRB granted me expedited approval 

to conduct the study in compliance with United States requirements.  In September 2019, 

the IRB fully approved my application for a continuing review, allowing me to pursue 

data analysis and completing the research report.    

 

Data Collection  

Figure 4.2 provides an overview of the major steps I followed to collect data from 

interviews and on-site observations.  It traces the process from data collection through 

interviews and observations from visits to VEA program staff in Kinshasa, Equateur 

provincial offices, and Mbandaka and Bikoro territories; through data transcription, 

multiple cycles of data coding, to the final step of applying the data findings to revise the 

study’s original conceptual framework.    
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Figure 4.2  Data Collection and Analysis Process 

 
Document review 

While I was preparing to conduct in-person interviews and awaiting IRB approval, I 

conducted a document review to learn about the legal and programmatic context in which 

the public officials assigned to the VEA program operate.  As Bowen and other scholars 

advise, “documents provide background and context, additional questions to be asked, 

supplementary data, a means of tracking change and development, and verification of 

findings” (Bowen, 2009, p.30).  To contextually frame participants’ interview responses 

and my observations from field visits, I needed a better understanding of the structure of 

DRC’s public bureaucracy, and of the formal mandates and authorities of each office. I 

needed a similar understanding of the VEA program’s staffing and management 

structure.  I looked to the relevant legal texts to inform DRC’s decentralization policy’s 

broad parameters and its drafters’ general aims.  I drew from the DRC government’s 

assessment of its decentralization policy insights about how, officially, the government 

views the policy and its own performance in implementing it.  I looked to VEA program 

materials to tell me what the program’s designers and technical advisors intended, how 

they envisaged the program would be carried out and what they expected to achieve.  I 

looked to publicly available program evaluation and assessment documents tell me how 
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others, who are not involved in the program’s direct implementation, as interview 

participants are, judged its performance, strengths and weaknesses. 

Data collection process, selection and sources 

I sought to collect a wide range of relevant documents for the study’s document 

review.  As I did not have access to any official DRC government archives, libraries or 

research centers that contain DRC government documents, I relied primarily on internet 

searches to collect the documents included in the review.  I first conducted a general 

internet search to find documents publicly posted.  I started by conducting a general on-

line search using Google and Bing search engines to identify relevant documents and 

sources of documents.  I looked both for official legal documents with any relevance to 

the bureaucratic structure and decentralized administration.  I also sought official public 

reports or policy assessments by DRC government offices that would indicate the 

government’s view of the country’s implementation of decentralization reforms.  

The main sources from which I collected DRC legal documents were the US Library 

of Congress on-line repository (www.loc.gov/law/help/guide/ nations/congodr.php).  On 

the website, I found a summary of the DRC legal system the DRC Constitution and 

constitutional amendments, and organic laws related to decentralization policy as well as 

other laws and instruments. Through the Library of Congress site, I also found electronic 

links to a number of other websites with stores of other documents.  I relied heavily on 

two sites in particular hosted by the DRC government:  Leganet (www.leganet.cd) and 

Droit Congolais (www.droit congolais.info).  I also searched other links to WIPO Lex, 

World Fact Book, GLIN Archive and USG and Nongovernmental sites with research 

documents on DRC.  I reviewed and conducted electronic searches to identify and peruse 

http://www.loc.gov/law/help/guide/%20nations/congodr.php
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relevant websites of DRC government institutions, including those of MSP, MEPSP, 

Ministry of Public Function, and Ministry of Energy and Hydraulic Resources.  

The Government of the United Kingdom Department of International Development 

(DFID) has been the principal donor to the VEA program.  I searched DFID’s websites to 

find contract documents and evaluation reports relevant to the program the agency makes 

publicly available.  I also used the general Google and Bing search engines to find other 

documents not posted by DFID.    

To collect program documents and program evaluations, I similarly conducted 

website searches of  UNICEF’s internet-based repository  reports, publications and other 

documents, VEA program donor agencies’ web postings, and general searches.  I was 

unsuccessful in the attempts I made to collect documents from the offices of the target 

ministries.  As reference texts, books, printed reports and training materials are expensive 

and difficult to obtain, print or photocopy, I found none of the stakeholders or 

participants I asked was willing to provide me with hard copy or electronic documents.  

They referred me to the VEA program website or to UNICEF.  I was able to obtain 

electronic files of VEA program training materials from a contact at UNICEF.  My 

contact, a senior advisor to the program since its inception, provided me with the latest 

versions of the materials, finalized in 2014, as well as the program’s future outlook as 

outlined in its 2018-2022 strategic plan recently released by MSP and MEPSP.  

UNICEF maintains a Global Evaluation Reports Oversight System intended to enable 

the agency to strengthen internal evaluation of its programs.  I searched its evaluation 

database of reports, studies and surveys.  In July 2018, the database held DRC country 

reports dated 2013, 2012, 2011, 2010 and 2008. None of the reports specific to the water-
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sanitation-hygiene (WASH) sector included DRC focus.  Database search of UNICEF 

website for VEA in DRC yielded annual country reports for years 2014, 2016, 2017 and a 

wide range of reports, information sheets, and news stories, including those related to the 

WASH sector.  

Interviews 

Participant Profile  

I set out to interview three respondents from each ministry at national and provincial 

levels, and three from each ministry in each of the two territories for total of 24 

respondents: 12 at territory level, and six at both province and national levels.  I was able 

to interview only 22 officials.  Due to time and resource limitations, my sample included 

only those officials who could be available during the time-frame of my field research. 

Two of the provincial level officials I sought to interview were travelling to rural areas 

outside of the provincial capital of Mbandaka and could not be available during the 

period I was collecting interview data, over three weeks in November 2018.  Figure 4.3 

presents the geographic distribution of interview participants.   In each of the national 

offices, I interviewed three VEA program officials.  In each provincial office, two.  In 

each territory, I interviewed three officials in each sector. 
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Figure 4.3  Geographic Distribution of Study Participants 

 

I conducted all of the national level interviews in Kinshasa at or near the offices of 

the participants.  I conducted the provincial level interviews in Equateur province in the 

provincial capital of Mbandaka.  For the territory interviews, I targeted the territory of 

Mbandaka, and the territory of Bikoro, which lies approximately 8 hours by dirt road 

south of Mbandaka.   To conduct the provincial and Mbandaka territory interviews, I 

stayed in Mbandaka for two weeks while I arranged and carried out the interviews.  I 

travelled to two sites in Bikoro: Bikoro town and Iboko, a small town approximately five 

to eight hours by dirt road from Bikoro. At each site, I arranged meetings with senior 

officials and interviews with participants by visits to their offices or by cellphone.  In 

most cases, colleagues from Oxfam facilitated my initial contacts. 

 

I present in Table 4.1 the profile characteristics of interview participants, aggregated 

by level and ministry.  In both ministries, most respondents were long-term ministry staff 

assigned a part-time role under the VEA program. They divided their time between their 

responsibilities to the program and to their other duties within the ministry. All but three 

National 

• Ministry of Education (3 participants)

• Ministry of Public Health (3 participants)

Provincial

• Division of Education (2 participants)

• Division of Public Health (2 participants)

Mbandaka 
Territory

• Subdivision of Education (3 participants)

• Zone of Health (3 participants)

Bikoro 
Territory

• Subdivision of Education (3 participants)

• Zone of Health (3 participants)
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of the participants were men.  They ranged in age between 26 and 64.  Their tenure with 

their home ministry ranged from two to 30 years.   

 

Table 4.1 Participant Profile: Aggregate Data by Level and Institution 

 

Level  Institution Average Age Average 

Tenure with 

Ministry 

Male : Female 

     

National      

 MEPSP 48 years 19 years 3:0 

 MSP 41 years 7 years 3:0 

     

Provincial      

 MEPSP 32.5 years 5.5 years 1:1 

 MPS 40.5 years  7.5 years 1:1 

     

Territory      

Mbandaka  MEPSP 45 years 6 years 2:1 

 MSP 41 years 13 years 3:0 

     

Bikoro  MEPSP 56 years 26 years 3:0 

 MSP 53 years 13 years 3:0  

     

All levels     

 MEPSP 45 years 14 years 9:2 

 MSP 44 years 10 years 10:1 

     

Whole group   45 years 12 years 19:3 

 

 

I conducted the study as “outsider research,” in that I did not know any of the study 

participants, their setting, or circumstances before I invited them to be involved in the 

study, nor did I have any personal or professional reason to meet them outside of the 

study (Hellawell, 2006, p. 484).  I knew nothing about their personal or professional 

background beyond basic identifying information, such as name and title, and what each 

person shared with me.  This lack of prior familiarity contributed an element of 
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objectivity and openness, but required that I spend time before launching into the 

interview to establish rapport and trust. I aimed to begin to establish trust at the time I 

sought each potential respondent’s consent to participate.  I met briefly with each person 

invited for an interview to introduce myself and explain the purpose and focus of the 

study, the types of questions I would ask, and the measures I would take to secure the 

data and maintain respondents’ confidentiality.  I offered each person I spoke with my 

contact information and a brief summary of the study purpose and terms, including 

anticipated duration.  I sought to find a private space away from the participant’s 

immediate workspace to hold the interview.  In some instances, we found a private 

conference room or empty office.  In others, we sat outside the office or in a space 

adjacent to the office.  Each of the interviews lasted from 40 to 60 minutes, including my 

introductory presentation and explanation of the study.   

Following advice from Maxwell and others that it is appropriate to offer participants 

in a qualitative study a token of appreciation for their participation, prior to embarking on 

the field research, I had intended to offer each participant $10 cash for sharing their time 

and thoughts with me (Maxwell, 2013).   I later reversed this decision on the advice of 

Oxfam colleagues.  My colleagues at Oxfam with long experience in working with 

government officials in DRC objected strongly to my making any gesture that could be 

interpreted as paying public official for their time during working hours.  They advised 

that even an in-kind gift could be considered a payment, and counseled that in the DRC 

context, offering anything of value, however nominal, could undermine the objectivity 

and integrity of the exercise.  In each case, I ensured none of the participants incurred 

transport or communication costs in setting up and conducting the interview, they 



 

 

120 

 

contributed only their time during the official workday.  I did take the time at the 

beginning and close of each interview to acknowledge to each participant my 

appreciation for their time, their thoughts, and their work under the program, but I did not 

offer anything material.  Many participants welcomed me to come again if I had more 

questions, and none seemed to be surprised or disappointed at not having received 

anything in exchange beyond my appreciation.   

Data collection  

All of the officials invited to an interview expressed interest and willingness to 

participate.  They all provided verbal consent to the interview process I outlined.  None 

expressed any objection to being audio recorded or to any of the other aspects of the 

interview.  While French is not my first language, nor, likely, that of most of the 

participants (most Congolese first speak a local language), I chose to conduct the 

interviews myself without an interpreter.  In making the interview appointments with 

participants, I determined that they all were fluent and comfortable speaking in French.  

As I work professionally in French, I was able to conduct the interview without difficulty.   

I found having a one-on-one conversation I was able to establish direct rapport, and a 

more intimate, fluid exchange, and to ensure a greater degree of privacy than I might 

have had an interpreter been present. 

I asked each participant for a maximum of one hour for the interview.  Most of the 

interviews took 40-45 minutes.  On a few occasions, my visit coincided with participants’ 

availability and convenience such that I could interview two or three staff from the same 

office on the same day.  Most often, I was able to conduct only one interview per visit to 

the worksite.  Participants generally responded readily and at length to the research 
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questions.  Before starting the interview, I spent several minutes chatting with each 

participant, presenting my background and the purpose of the study, and responding to 

any questions and expressing my appreciation for the person’s time and willingness to 

talk to me.  In conducting the interviews, I generally followed the interview protocol 

wording and sequence of questioning, making adjustments as needed to maintain a 

conversational style and to respond appropriately to each participant’s comments.  I used 

probes following each question.  I took many of the probes from the protocol, but others I 

devised on the spot, as I needed to delve further into each person’s response.  In some 

cases, if I sensed the participant did not fully grasp what I intended, I rephrased or 

repeated a question, asked in a different way.    

Transcription  

I conducted all interviews in French.  I audio-recorded each interview with a small 

recorder and took handwritten notes throughout each interview.  Following the interview, 

I reviewed and elaborated on the notes to record as thoroughly as I could the participant’s 

words.  I transcribed and translated each of the interview audio recordings.  To do the 

transcription, I replayed each interview several times.   While I listened, I transcribed into 

a Word document in English what the participant said in French.  I listened to each 

interview at least three times, adding or correcting as necessary to ensure the written 

transcription captured a translated version of the participant’s exact words.  Where I 

could not find an English term that well expresses the meaning of the French term the 

participant used, I left the term in French in the transcript.  
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Data storage and protection 

To facilitate data analysis and to increase the auditability of the study, research 

scholars advise case study researchers to create and maintain a case study database, “a 

separate and orderly compilation of all the data from the case study.” I have maintained 

an electronic file record of each interview on my personal laptop to which no one else has 

access.  I assigned a code to each person that I used instead of his/her name to label the 

file in the transcription and the data file. My study data file includes the electronic files of 

transcribed interviews, field notes, memos, and documents (Yin, 2014, p. 123).  To 

protect the data, I am the only person with access to the database and to backup copies, 

which I keep secured in my home office.    

Observation 

To capture the look and feel of participants’ working environment, I recorded 

observations each time I made a site visit related to the study.  I visited the national and 

provincial level MSP and MEPSP offices and VEA program offices multiple times, and 

the offices in each territory between one and three times.  I used observations from visits 

to the two ministries and to participants’ workplaces to give me some grounding in the 

physical and emotional surroundings in which what participants describe takes place, and 

clues about how the workplace context might affect each participant and his or her work-

related attitudes and practices.  I approached observation as a “complete participant.”  In 

this role, the researcher is “fully engaged” with the people whose workplace and body 

language I was observing.  This approach enabled me to make a personal connection and 

interact directly and with each interview respondent (Creswell, 2013, p. 166).  
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Prior to organizing the site visits, I drafted an observation protocol outlining generally 

the types of observations I aimed to record at each site.  The protocol included gender of 

stakeholder or participant, location and situation of office, setting, office atmosphere and 

appearance, non-verbal communication, comportment and actions of people I 

encountered.  I reviewed the protocol before each site visit to remind myself of what to 

look for and note while on site, either mentally or by hand in a notebook. 

In visiting the offices of each of the institutions to secure permissions for the study or 

arrange interviews, and during and after the interviews, I took written or mental notes of 

what I heard and saw.  I tried to observe as closely and widely as I could the scene and 

surroundings, the people present and their actions, the general atmosphere and mood.  

Immediately on return home from the visit, I completed from memory what I perceived.  

I took notes initially by hand in a notebook, then rewrote them into an electronic Word 

document organized by each site visit.   

 

Data Analysis  

Analysis strategy 

 Of the different strategies Creswell suggests for qualitative research, I followed 

the strategy he recommends for a case study, which is oriented towards “making a 

detailed description of the case and its setting”  (Creswell, 2013, p. 199).  I followed 

Maxwell’s advice that the qualitative researcher integrate a data analysis strategy into the 

study design, and approach data analysis as a continuous process undertaken throughout 

the data collection stage, starting immediately after the researcher concludes the first 

interview or field observation (Maxell, 2013).  I outlined a data analysis strategy when 
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designing the study and devising my data collection plan.  The strategy served to guide 

my analysis of data from the document review, interviews and observations.  The strategy 

laid out a process by which I analyzed findings from each of these sources separately, 

then examined the ways the three sources commented on each other.  My examination of 

findings from interviews and observations comprised analysis of data from the whole 

participant group, comparisons across the two target ministries and across the two target 

territories, as well as a comparison of findings between levels of the administrative 

hierarchy.  

 I began my analysis during the data collection phase.  I used memos while 

reviewing documents, and following interviews and observations, to record my 

reflections upon what I was reading, hearing and seeing, and my interpretations of how 

each of these perceptions might mean and imply for the case study.  

 I approached data collection, compilation and analysis differently for each data 

source.  For the document review, this meant analyzing what I was learning while 

reading, excerpting, synthesizing and drawing out relevant points from the different 

documents.  I analyzed the observations while notetaking by hand, while transcribing into 

Word, and while organizing the data into descriptive categories.  I analyzed the interview 

data while listening to the audio-recordings, while translating and transcribing, while 

reading, and throughout the rounds and cycles of coding (Maxwell, 2013).  

 I applied different ways of “reading” the data – literally, interpretively and 

reflexively (Mason, 2006, p. 78).  In analyzing the documents, I read their content 

literally, making the assumption that what the documents state is what the authors 

intended to convey.  I read the observation data both literally and reflexively.  I took at 
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face value what I saw of the physical settings, but read more reflexively the non-verbal 

cues I perceived from participants, expecting that they, in part, were manifestations of the 

participant’s reactions to me and our exchange.  I read the interview data interpretively 

and reflexively.  I sought to draw from participants’ responses broader meaning, what 

their words were telling me about the participant’s workplace relationships, perspectives 

and motivations, knowing that the responses  were in some way influenced by me, by my 

questions, and by how the participant understood the questions and what might be an 

appropriate response (Mason, 2006).  

Document Review 

I analyzed data collected through the document review differently than those from the 

interviews and observations.  Rather than looking to interpret the data to find similarities 

through systematic coding, I looked to the documents for information that would 

contextualize the case study and situate the participants and their workplaces within their 

operational environment.  I collected a broad range of documents I thought might have 

some relevance for the study. After a cursory review of each one, I selected those in each 

category – DRC laws, formal policy documents, VEA program materials, and VEA 

program evaluations – that appeared most relevant to the study’s purpose and research 

questions.  After review of these, I retained for further examination a limited subset of 

legal, policy and program related documents I judged sufficiently relevant to the study to 

include in the data analysis process.  From each of these texts, I drew excerpts that were 

most useful in elucidating the study’s legal, policy and program context.  I read through 

each document among the selection several times to draw the information salient to 

understanding the study’s context, both DRC’s legal and policy environment and the 



 

 

126 

 

VEA program structure and implementation strategy.  From each excerpt, I compiled the 

major points related the context within which the interview participants, and responsible 

ministries and stakeholders operate.  Examining these key points, I drew insights about 

the implications DRC’s legal, policy and program frameworks hold for vertical 

cooperation within the VEA program. These insights provided a backdrop to the study’s 

field research. 

Interviews 

Saldana advises that for researchers new to coding qualitative data, and for small-

scale studies, coding data manually, on hard-copy with a pencil, or using Microsoft 

Word, can offer the researcher “more control and ownership of the work” (Saldana 2016, 

p. 29).  Following this advice,  I chose to code the data manually instead of using a 

software package.  From conducting the interviews, I knew there was considerable 

nuance in the way participants described and explained their work, and its related 

contexts and relationships.  I doubted these subtleties would be picked up by an 

electronic coding package.  I found it important to be able to draw on my understanding 

of participants’ context while analyzing the data.  Through manual coding, I could better 

ensure I was capturing the many nuances in references to situations and phenomenon in 

DRC participants’ accounts. Manual coding gave me the opportunity to go back through 

each interview several times, to become fully immersed in each account and in 

understanding what each person was telling me.    To do the coding, I used Word.  For 

the first cycle of open coding, I read through electronic copies of the compiled interview 

transcripts, and used comment boxes to capture the terms and phrases that were most 

frequent or seemed to be most salient in participants’ responses.  In subsequent rounds, I 
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continued to use Word to organize the codes into categories, themes and concepts using 

tables, as I describe below.   

 I conducted several rounds of review of each data set, using every round to 

revisit, revise and deepen my analysis.  As I detail below, I used a sequential combination 

of “categorizing” and “connecting” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 106) strategies to analyze the 

interview and observation data.  I began with identifying similarities I found in thoughts 

captured by words and phrases. I organized these into increasingly refined groupings, 

from data to codes, from codes to categories, from categories to themes, and from themes 

to concepts.  At the final stage, working with concepts, I looked to understand the 

connections and relationships between the concepts as they relate to the case study 

(Maxwell 2013).  To identify the themes and patterns in the data, I used a combination of 

pre-conceived and discovered codes (Creswell, 2013) and an iterative coding process.  

Applying both of these techniques enabled me to examine the data in different ways, 

combining inductive and deductive reasoning.  While for some scholars qualitative 

research is “necessarily inductive” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 88), others advise an iterative 

inductive-deductive process of “complex reasoning.”   Through this approach, the 

researcher draws themes and patterns from the data using inductive logic, then returns to 

the data to check how well the data align with the themes identified (Creswell, 2013, p. 

45).   

Before I applied the pre-conceived codes to analyze the data based on the conceptual 

framework, I wanted to first allow the data to speak for themselves, as I anticipated that 

respondents would raise issues and discuss subjects other than those captured by the 

framework.  To note all of the elements of their workplace atmospheres and interactions 
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respondents described, whether these were in addition to or instead of those represented 

in the code book, I set aside the pre-determined codes and used an open coding technique 

to draw out themes that emerged directly from the data (Maxwell, 2013; Creswell, 2013).  

This involved multiple rounds of data analysis using open coding techniques.   

Following Saldana’s (2016) guidance, I approached the open coding in “cycles” by 

which the researcher moves towards a higher level of generality or conception with each 

cycle (Saldana, 2016, p. 68).  I completed a total of four cycles of open coding.  For the 

first cycle, in transforming data to codes, I relied primarily on process and In Vivo codes.  

Working through the transcripts, I found these two forms of coding to be the best fit with 

the data.  Process coding applies well to the study of participants’ actions and 

interactions, routines and activities (Saldana, 2016), which I found appropriate for my 

study of vertical interaction within the VEA program.  Through In Vivo coding, the 

researcher pulls words or phrases used by study participants, to directly capture their 

meaning (Saldana, 2016).  I used In Vivo codes when the English version of the word did 

not accurately represent the French connotation, or when I heard the same or similar 

word or phrase repeatedly from different respondents.  I repeated the first cycle coding 

process three times to be satisfied the codes well captured the salient points of 

participants’ accounts.  

Through second cycle coding, the researcher moves from a large number of specific 

codes to a fewer number of broader categories that together combine the codes. (Saldana, 

2016).  For the second cycle, I used focused coding, by which to develop major 

categories under which I could logically group a number of like or associated codes.   I 

continued on to a third and fourth cycle of open coding.  From the second to the third 
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cycle, my analysis moved from categories to broader themes.  From the third to the fourth 

cycle, I transformed the themes into concepts as they might apply to a revision of the 

study’s original conceptual framework.  By condensing the data progressively from data 

to codes, codes to categories, categories to themes, and themes to concepts, I arrived in 

the fourth cycle at six concepts from the 125 codes I identified through the first cycle.  

The concepts together seem to best capture the notions that emerged most saliently from 

the participants’ collective accounts.   

After I completed open coding, I went back to first cycle coding using the 

preconceived codes. The study’s conceptual framework identifies a set of elements that 

are likely to be present when individuals cooperate within an institutional setting in a 

decentralized context.  These elements were the basis for the pre-determined codes I used 

to analyze the interview data after completing the open coding process described above.  

To devise these pre-determined codes, I assigned “tags or labels…based on… concepts” 

(Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 26) to represent each of the elements that make up the 

conceptual framework.  I created a code book listing the pre-determined codes and their 

definitions.  I used the code book for reference to learn the extent to which the factors 

that compose the conceptual framework aligned with those that emerged from 

participants’ accounts.  

I conducted two rounds of provisional coding.  Through this process, I sought to 

determine whether and how participants referred to the concept represented by each of 

the codes.  Applying the provisional codes, I was able to see whether and how the study’s 

conceptual framework fit the data.  The process enabled to me to understand the extent to 

which participants perceived in their interactions with colleagues at other levels the 



 

 

130 

 

concepts that comprise the framework, using, in most cases, different terms but with a 

similar, or related, meaning.  I used the findings from the coding process to compare the 

two sets of concepts – those drawn from the literature that make up the original 

framework, and those drawn from participant interviews.  I discuss what I learned from 

this comparison in Chapter Six.  

In Table 4.2 I summarize the process I followed to analyze the interview data through 

each of the major phases, describing the major tasks involved in each phase.  As I explain 

in Chapter Five, one of the six factors that emerged from the data as a key concept is 

“structured relationships.”  I use this factor to illustrate the way in which I transformed 

the data to codes, categories, themes, and finally concepts. 

 

Table 4.2 Data Coding Process Phases and Tasks, Illustrated by One Factor 

 

 
Phase Task Illustration  

Phase one: processing 

raw data 

  

Transcription and 

translation 
• Transcription from audio recordings to 

Word documentation of participant 

interviews 

• Translation from French to English 

Following each interview, I 

listened to the recording several 

times. While listening, I typed 

into a Word document in 

English the interview exchange 

in French.  

Phase two: open 

coding 

 Illustration using the concept 

of Structured Relationships 

First cycle: data to 

codes 
• Interview data transformed to codes, 

round one 

• Interview data transformed to codes, 

round two 

• Interview data transformed to codes, 

round three 

Codes 

- Contacting only the counterpart 

at different levels  

- Functions and team composition 

replicated at each level 

- Recognizing each level’s 

distinct role as normative, 

intermediate, periphery  

- Serving as the “bridge” between 

schools and provincial division 

- Following chain of command 

- Following chain of 

communication 

- Respecting the hierarchy 

- Interacting “always in cascade” 
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- Relying on acquaintances for 

help  

-  Working with “our friends” at 

other levels  

- Being personally acquainted, 

familiar: “We know each other”; 

“I know them all.” 

- Exchanging experiences, help: 

“we help each other”; “we ask 

for help” from colleagues, peers 

- “It is easy” to cooperate with 

colleagues at other levels 

Second cycle: codes to 

categories 
• Codes transformed to categories, round 

one 

• Codes transformed to categories, round 

two 

Categories 

- Single point of contact 

- Interacting with counterpart 

- Same structure at each level 

- Working in hierarchy 

- Frequent, flexible contact 

- Personal acquaintances 

Third cycle: categories 

to themes 
• Categories transformed to themes, round 

one 

• Categories transformed to themes, round 

two 

Themes 

- Designated counterpart 

- Replicated staffing structure 

- Established relationships   

Fourth cycle: themes to 

concepts 
• Themes transformed to concepts, round 

one 

• Themes transformed to concepts, round 

two 

Concept  

Structured relationships 

   

Phase three: 

provisional coding 

  

 

First cycle: codes fit to 

data 
• Provisional codes fit to interview data, 

round one 

• Provisional codes fit to interview data, 

round two 

Applying the code “iterative 

interaction,” based on the 

original conceptual framework, 

to the interview data, I matched 

the code to references to 

consistent interaction with the 

counterpart, having a single 

point of contact within the 

structure, working regularly with 

the same person at each level.  

Phase four:  revising 

conceptual framework  

  

 • Comparison of concepts emerged from 

interview accounts to concepts of original 

framework (used as provisional codes) 

• Revision of conceptual framework using 

emergent set of codes 

I used the six factors that 

emerged as the core concepts 

from the interview data to revise 

the original conceptual 

framework.  From interview 

participants’ references to these 

factors and how they affected 

their interactions with different 

levels, I identified relationships 

in the way the factors related to 

or affected one another.  I 

depicted these relationships in 

the revised framework. 
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Observations 

I analyzed the observations I noted from my site visits as I recorded and reflected on 

my visits, considering and including in memos what I saw and what it might mean for the 

study.  When I had transcribed and compiled the complete set of observations 

transcribed, I coded the data, using open, descriptive coding.  Through this technique, I 

assigned broad codes to capture the conditions and atmosphere of the workplace settings 

I visited as well as the non-verbal cues and demonstrated emotions of interview 

participants.  I sought from the analysis to identify commonalities across all sites and the 

whole participant group, as well as those particular to each of the two ministries and to 

each level of government I included in the study.   

 

Limitations, threats, mitigating measures 

Research scholars differ on whether and how to apply the concept of validity to 

qualitative research, and whether and how researchers must distinguish it from the 

concept of validity as applied to quantitative research.  This study uses the terms 

proposed by Lincoln and Guba as qualitative research alternatives: credibility, 

authenticity, transferability, and dependability; considered “‘naturalists’ equivalents’” to 

the quantitative research terms internal validity, external validity, reliability and 

objectivity (Creswell, 2013, p. 246).  

Threats to credibility  

Researcher bias  

As discussed at the opening of the chapter, as the researcher, my preconceptions and 

expectations were intrinsic to the study.  They unavoidably influenced the study’s 



 

 

133 

 

implementation and findings.  As Maxwell and others counsel, qualitative researchers 

cannot dispel beliefs and notions formed over years of personal and professional 

experience and academic study.  My aim, therefore, was to acknowledge, monitor and 

manage my assumptions to minimize their effect on my interpretation of what I observed 

or heard from participants and other stakeholders.  I sought to use awareness of my 

presumptions to avoid allowing them to lead me to draw out findings from the data that 

are consistent with expectations (Maxwell, 2013).  Conscious or not, my biases came into 

play throughout the research process.  They affected my data gathering in the form of 

preconceptions of interview participants, and of what I expected them to share and not to 

share with me.  Biases also affected my data analysis, in the ways I was interpreting the 

meaning of participants’ accounts and what they say about vertical cooperation within the 

VEA program.  My biases were also present as I drew conclusions about the research 

findings and how to respond to the study questions based on my finding from data 

analysis (Maxwell, 2013).  

As an international development practitioner working in DRC to promote universal 

rights and democratic principles, I came to the research with clear notions of what 

constitutes sound, principled practice by public officials.  From living in Kinshasa and 

working on questions of governance in DRC for more than a year prior to conducting 

field research, I knew something of the political and social context, based on what I 

gleaned from media, colleagues and acquaintances.  My direct and indirect experience 

also affected my opinions and assumptions about the DRC government, its intentions and 

its performance. As a scholar of government performance, I had preconceptions of how 

government officials “should” carry out their functions in service to citizens, and I held 
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presumptions that in DRC the government rarely meets that standard.  However, my 

experience in DRC, as well as in other developing and fragile state countries, assured me 

that general impressions and assumptions about a host government do not pertain to all 

officials or in all situations.  I trusted that even in a government system widely viewed as 

corrupt and ineffective such as that in DRC, there are committed and competent 

individuals who do their best under difficult working conditions.  This aspect of my 

experience gave me confidence to approach the study and each interview with an open 

mind about how each person would present his or her experience, motivations and values.  

To mitigate the threat of bias, prior to undertaking field research, I did my best to 

identify and document in a series of memos any biases I could identify through reflecting 

on my outlook and assumptions related to DRC institutions and public officials.  Yin and 

others promote memo writing as a tool that qualitative researchers can use to structure 

and record their perceptions and biases, as these infiltrate the research process (Yin, 

2014).  I used the memos as a means of documenting, thus making explicit, the 

preconceptions of which I became aware at each stage of the study.  I included in my 

research protocol the main biases I could identify in advance.  I referred to the protocol as 

I conducted the research to monitor the effect the biases had on my thinking while 

collecting interview data.  Both memo writing and regular reference to the protocol 

helped me to maintain awareness of my biases and their potential effect on the study as I 

proceeded.    

Among the presumptions of which I became aware were that, given what I knew from 

colleagues, media and research reports about their working conditions and reputed 

conduct, DRC public officials would be apathetic, with minimal commitment to citizens, 
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their colleagues or public service in general.  I doubted I would find strong evidence 

within participants’ accounts of their regular constructive cooperation with colleagues at 

other levels.  Another expectation was that among gatekeepers and participants would be 

those who would seek to use my request for their assistance with the study as an 

opportunity for illicit material gain.  I also had some skepticism whether DRC officials 

would reveal any negative, critical views related to their work or their colleagues.   

Reflexivity 

As the influence caused by the presence, words and actions of the researcher cannot 

be avoided in qualitative research, qualitative researchers are advised to “understand it 

and use it productively” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 125).  To best adapt to local norms and be 

able to be alert to cues in the local context, prior to data collection, I sought advice from 

experienced researchers among colleagues and contacts on the social and professional 

norms around inquiry and research interviewing, when, where and of whom it is 

acceptable to ask questions. My colleagues helped me understand the political and 

cultural particularities of the province and its territories before and during my field 

research.  

In conducting face-to-face interviews with respondents, my nationality, gender, race, 

position with Oxfam and other attributes unavoidably affected the interview environment 

and the participant’s responses to my questions (Maxwell, 2013).  As an expatriate 

national employed by a well-known international development and advocacy 

organization, I carried associations with the wealth of Western countries, as well as those 

that might be applied to foreigners, international development workers, Americans, and 

women.  I expected the differences in nationality, economic status, gender (the majority 
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of respondents were men) to create some degree of distrust of my intentions, a desire to 

present a positive image, and possibly the hope of personal gain in exchange for 

facilitating my research.  To mitigate these potential influences, I used my experience and 

skills in cultural sensitivity and cross-cultural communication to reduce cultural barriers 

and allow participants to view me more as an individual, and less as the embodiment of 

the associations I carry.  I used what I have learned about establishing friendly 

professional relationships, conveying respect, and demonstrating interest in each person 

and his or her role and achievements, and empathy for the challenges involved.  I allowed 

each participant to select the site and set the atmosphere for the interview.  I asked for 

and responded to questions and engaged in casual discussion before beginning the semi-

structured interview.  This helped me to establish a personal rapport with each person, as 

was possible in the limited time I had, and to establish a fluid, substantive exchange with 

the majority of respondents.  

 I sensed in my interactions with participants and gatekeepers that my association 

with Oxfam had a strongly positive effect on their willingness to facilitate or participate 

in the study.  Due to its long experience in implementing beneficial programs in Equateur 

and across DRC, Oxfam is well known and widely appreciated.  Introduction to the key 

gatekeepers by my Oxfam colleagues with whom they have close working relationships 

helped me gain ready acceptance for the study and willingness to participate among VEA 

program officials.  I no doubt benefitted from these positive associations in more readily 

gaining the trust and openness of participants, many of whom had worked closely with 

Oxfam.   
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 Selection bias 

Neither the geographical nor program context of the study was typical or 

representative.  I chose DRC, Equateur province, Mbandaka and Bikoro territories, 

primarily based on their accessibility and the possibility of the introductions I needed to 

secure permissions and support from senior officials, identify and engage with 

participants.  I chose the VEA program as a focus for the case study due to its exceptional 

nature as an established, long-term, large-scale program judged to be relatively effective 

in delivering local services. The program had advantages of external funding, and on-

going technical assistance and implementation support from UNICEF and international 

and national NGO partners.   The program’s unusual attribute of having two host 

ministries was also attractive, as it allowed for cross-institution comparison within the 

study.    

Due to its unique political history and recent experience, Equateur is unlike any other 

DRC province.  As the birthplace of Joseph-Desire Mobuto, or Mobuto Sese Seko as he 

later became known, the country’s autocratic dictator until he was deposed in 1997, 

Equateur has been the subject to what many believe is willful neglect of the two 

administrations that succeeded Mobuto’s reign.  Of consequence, its infrastructure, 

economic and social development are far behind many of the country’s other provinces.  

The outbreak of the Ebola virus in Equateur in May 2018,  months preceding my data 

collection, gravely affected the province and its residents.  Before the outbreak was 

finally contained, the disease spread to a large area of the province from its center in the 

territory of Bikoro, targeted by the study.  The province was declared virus free in August 

2018.  I carried out data collection in November 2018.  The effects of the virus and the 
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international emergency response were both visible and intangible.  The visible impact 

was attributable to the huge, urgent influx of funding, supplies and equipment into the 

area.  Throughout the city of Mbandaka and in the more remote areas of Bikoro and 

Iboko, I saw new motorcycles, new T-shirts and other items rapidly distributed and left 

behind by international responders.  I learned the new furniture and fresh appearance of 

the provincial and Mbandaka zone level public health offices were financed by funding 

that flowed to the ministry for the response.  The hospital’s new equipment and upgraded 

facilities were financed in the same way.  I cannot know what the invisible effects of the 

virus outbreak and the international response were on participants’ interview accounts, as 

we did not discuss the outbreak directly, but from others I met during my stay in the 

province I knew there was lingering trauma and fear.   

The government documents included in the document review, and the officials who 

participated in an interview represented those to which and to whom I was able to gain 

access.  I have no way of determining to what extent the documents posted on internet 

sites and in on-line repositories represent the full set of documents related to the DRC 

legal framework, relevant policies and assessments, or to the VEA program.  Nor can I 

know how the data would be different had I conducted interviews with different officials 

assigned to the VEA program.  Those staff most readily available might have had an 

inherently different outlook or perception than others I was unable to interview.  

Limitations of language to French speakers, and to work sites within manageable access 

to the provincial capital narrowed the study’s choice of potential participants.    

By collecting data from document review, interviews and on-site observations, I was 

able to cross-check what I learned from participant interviews with what I learned from 
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documents and observations. This process of triangulating the data enabled me to 

mitigate some of the selection bias in the study.  

Purposeful misrepresentation or social desirability effects on interview responses 

I expected interview participants to feel inclined to present a positive profile of 

themselves and their colleagues.  I assumed they would be unlikely to disclose their own 

or others’ improper conduct, limited capability, or poor performance not associated with 

insufficient resources.  I also expected that some respondents would exaggerate how 

effectively or how frequently they perform the major tasks associated with their core 

functions, or would omit or under-emphasize actions they assumed would be considered 

unethical or unprofessional.  To mitigate this threat, I relied primarily on my familiarity 

with DRC and experience in working with public officials in DRC and other similar 

contexts.  I used skills in demonstrating respect, establishing rapport and setting a tone of 

openness and neutrality by which I tried to convey to participants that I was not judging 

them or looking for any particular response.  I spent time before each interview to 

establish a rapport, set a relaxed and friendly tone and convey I was not there to evaluate 

or judge.  

Loss of meaning in language and/or in translation  

The differences in my own background, culture and experience from those of study 

participants inevitably created obstacles to communication and understanding of the more 

nuanced topics of the interviews.  As all of my interactions were in French, there were 

likely errors in interpretation related to differences in language use and meaning.  

Participants may have had an understanding different from mine of the terms, phrases or 

questions.  In transcribing their accounts into English, I may have grasped their intention 
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incorrectly, and there may be some differences in interpretation in my translation.  My 

assumption was that behaviors related to cooperation, reciprocity, incentives, professional 

performance, and public service are culture-specific, as people perceive and manifest 

these concepts.  By pilot testing the research protocol, I reduced this threat to some 

extent.  By conducting the interviews myself, I avoided the loss of understanding that 

might have occurred had I used an interpreter.  By transcribing and translating the 

interviews from audio to written and from French to English, I could avoid additional 

losses introducing another person might have entailed.  Similarly, manual coding enabled 

me to interpret participants’ words visualizing our exchange and recalling the dynamic of 

our conversation, which helped me to grasp the meaning of each response within the 

overall context of the interview in its setting.  

Threats to transferability  

In this study, I apply the approach to generalizability qualitative researchers refer to 

as “case-to-case transfer” (Firestone, 1993, p. 16), or transferability (Polit & Beck, 2010).  

In this approach, “the researcher has an obligation to provide a rich, detailed, thick 

description of the case” (Firestone, 1993, p. 18; Creswell, 2013).   Qualitative research 

scholars leave to the reader final determination about the alternative contexts and 

circumstances to which they find study findings transferable, but note it is the 

researcher’s role to assist the reader to gain a sufficiently thorough understanding of the 

study’s setting and participants to make those judgements (Polit & Beck, 2010).  In 

providing specific and extensive information about the study’s context and time-frame, 

its participants’ characteristics and circumstances, and “observed transactions and 

processes” (Polit & Beck, 2010, p. 1453), the researcher equips the reader to make 
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informed judgements about the types of environments and situations to which the study’s 

findings might be usefully applied (Firestone, 1993; Polit & Beck, 2010). 

To enhance the study’s transferability, I have provided descriptive detail of DRC and 

VEA program contexts, and of the setting and atmosphere of study participants’ 

workplaces, and I have emphasized the study’s focus on FCAS.  By combining findings 

from legal, policy and program documents; on-site observation and interviews, I provided 

a detailed illustration of the case study context, and of study participants’ situations 

(Creswell, 2013).    Using descriptive detail from the three data sources, I offered a 

thorough presentation of the environment in which the study takes place on which readers 

can draw to judge how and to what other country and program contexts this study’s 

findings might be relevant (Creswell, 2013).   

DRC holds characteristics in common with many other FCAS.  The VEA program 

and the ministries that implement it likely share aspects of other large public programs 

and traditional line ministry institutions.  These similarities might allow for comparison 

of study findings across particular contexts, programs and institutions.  Thus, rather than 

transferable, I aim that the findings be instructive as to what scholars and practitioners 

might explore when working to improve decentralized service delivery in DRC or other 

FCAS contexts. 

I also sought to establish the study’s internal transferability, by which the researcher 

is able to draw conclusions from the data collected that apply to the case as a whole 

(Maxwell, 2013).  I consider internal transferability important to the study.  Drawing on a 

limited number of individual accounts, my aim was to increase our understanding of the 

vertical relationships and interactions among officials working under the VEA program 
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that might generally apply across DRC territories and provinces.  By collecting data from 

two different ministries and in two different territories, I sought to establish some degree 

of transferability by which to draw conclusions about processes that are common two 

both agencies and both territories.  Consistency in certain aspects of participants’ 

accounts and my on-site observations across institutions and territories seem to indicate 

these same features are present to some degree in other institutions and territories in DRC 

(Maxwell, 2013) working under similar program conditions.   

Threats to dependability  

The main threat to the dependability of the study findings lies in any inconsistencies I 

may have allowed in conducting interviews across individuals, territories and ministries, 

and /or in the data analysis processes.  I sought to enhance the dependability of the 

study’s findings by developing and using a protocol for collecting and analyzing data 

(Yin, 2014).  Following the protocol for conducting interviews, reviewing documents and 

recording observations helped me to ask a consistent set of questions, and proceed in a 

consistent sequence in collecting data from each source.   

Yin advises case study researchers to “maintain a chain of evidence” of the research 

process as it is implemented.   Properly done, this documentation allows those external to 

the study to trace the sequence the researcher followed from study questions through data 

collection to analysis to conclusions, and back the other way.   Following Yin’s advice, I 

tried to further enhance the study’s dependability by closely adhering to the research 

protocol and as I carried out the study (Yin, 2014, p. 127).  By keeping a complete 

repository of electronic files and notes produced and collected during the document 

review and field research process, I added to the dependability of the study.  I can make 
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available a file containing transcriptions of interviews and field notes, electronic copies 

of documents reviewed and relevant correspondence, should an external reviewer seek to 

trace the research process and basis for its conclusions.  

Threats to confirmability  

As the study is based on several concepts that are difficult to operationalize, there is 

the risk its findings will be subject to criticism that they are overly reliant on my own 

perceptions, influenced by my assumptions and biases (Yin, 2014).  To enhance 

neutrality in my interpretation of the interview data, I conducted open coding before 

applying the pre-determined codes, so as to first work through the data looking to draw 

out only what the data conveyed.  Only after assigning codes based on patterns in 

participants’ responses did I go back and apply the pre-determined codes to see whether 

and how the data aligned with the concepts in the code book.    

While it is among the techniques commonly advised for qualitative research 

(Creswell, 2014, p. 252), I was unable to use “member checking” to enhance the study’s 

credibility.  Because of the time and expense involved in travelling to the study’s 

provincial and territorial sites, I was unable to return to share my analysis and findings 

with study participants.   

I summarize in Table 4.3 below some of the major threats to the study’s credibility, 

authenticity, dependability and transferability discussed above, and the measures I took to 

lessen their effect on the study’s trustworthiness.  While each of the threats can be 

applied to more than one research question, I included it only once in the table to avoid 

redundancy. 
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Table 4.3  Summary of Threats to Study a and Measures Taken to Mitigate Them 

 

Research Question Data Source Potential Threats  Mitigation 

Measures 

1. To what extent 

do officials working 

at different levels of 

government in DRC 

cooperate to deliver 

rural water and 

sanitation services?  

a. When, why, and 

under what 

circumstances does 

cooperation occur 

or fail to occur? 

b. What do officials 

at each level 

perceive as the 

incentives and 

disincentives for 

cooperation?    

Semi-structured 

interviews – for 

individual 

perceptions of 

interaction between 

officials at different 

levels and the 

factors that 

influence their 

behavior 

 

On-site 

observations – for 

impressions of 

workplace settings 

and non-verbal 

cues about 

participants’ 

attitudes and 

workplace 

atmosphere and 

culture 

 

Document review – 

to learn what 

formal documents 

inform, describe or 

prescribe related to 

vertical 

relationships within 

the public 

administration 

hierarchy  or VEA 

program structure 

Reflexivity – my 

personal and 

professional 

characteristics as a 

Western 

development 

worker and 

participants’ related 

assumptions and 

associations may 

affect their 

responses and body 

language 

 

Dependability – the 

extent to which I 

was inconsistent in 

carrying out 

interviews and 

noting observations 

may undermine the 

dependability of 

data collected from 

each participant and 

site 

 

Memo-ing and self-

awareness – I made 

every effort to 

maintain awareness 

of what I represent 

and how 

participants might 

react, and to reflect 

upon and note these 

after each interview  

 

 

Follow written 

protocols and 

maintain record of 

the research 

process – by 

creating and 

following a 

research, interview 

observation 

protocols  lent 

standardization to 

data collection;  

documenting the 

steps I took 

throughout each 

phase, I have made 

it possible to trace 

my derivation of 

findings   

 

2. To what extent 

are the interactions 

between officials at 

different levels of 

government 

characterized by 

frequent 

Semi-structured 

interviews – for 

individual 

perceptions of the 

factors in the 

institutional 

environment that 

Researcher bias – 

through academic 

training and 

professional 

experience I have 

formed opinions 

about correct and 

Documentation and 

self-awareness – as 

to minimize effects 

of reflexivity, I 

used the study 

protocol, memos 

and a conscious 
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communication, 

iterative interaction, 

and reciprocity? 

a. What are other 

common 

characteristics of 

officials’ 

interaction?  

b. How do formal 

and informal rules 

affect their 

interaction? 

affect their 

interaction with 

officials at other 

levels 

 

On-site observation 

– for what 

participants’ 

workplace settings 

and nonverbal cues 

would tell me about 

facilitators or 

impediments to 

vertical 

cooperation, and 

participants’ 

attitudes about the 

work and work 

relationships 

  

Document review – 

for the policy 

design and official 

expectations for its 

application by 

public agencies, the 

formal rules 

intended to guide 

officials’ behavior 

and interaction 

constructive 

workplace conduct; 

through my 

experience in DRC, 

I have formed 

expectations of 

public officials and 

institutions 

 

Selection bias – I 

included in the 

study the 

participants, sites 

and documents I 

was able to access 

within time, 

resource, logistical 

and context 

limitations.  

 

Loss of meaning in 

interpretation – 

neither I nor 

participants have 

French as our first 

language, and we 

have very different 

cultural 

backgrounds, which 

may lead to a 

difference in 

understanding of 

key terms and 

concepts used in 

the interview 

 

Confirmability As 

prior to data 

collection I had 

devised the 

conceptual 

framework with a 

set of predefined 

factors, it is 

possible this 

influenced my 

effort to recognize, 

examine and 

distance myself 

from biases based 

on preconceptions 

and presumptions 

about DRC’s public 

service 

 

 

 

 

 

Pilot interviews – 

enabled me to 

confirm questions 

were clear, and 

revise and refine 

prompts to generate 

more specific, 

concrete responses 

from examples  

 

 

Prolonged presence 

in DRC and 

personal direct 

involvement with 

the data -  as I 

alone handled the 

data  throughout all 

stages, I avoided 

interference by an 

outside interpreter 

or electronic 

coding; having 

lived in DRC for 

more than a year, 

knowing the 

program and  

province and being 

fluent in French, I 

was able to 

minimize losses in 

meaning due to 
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interviewing and 

data analysis 

language and 

interpretation  

 

Open coding – 

before applying the 

predetermined 

codes, I drew out 

from the data the 

concepts only what 

emerged without 

reference to 

preconceived 

notions  

3. To what extent 

and in what ways 

does cooperation 

between levels of 

government 

facilitate rural water 

and sanitation 

service delivery in 

DRC? 

Semi-structured 

interviews – for 

individuals’ 

perceptions of how 

the way they work 

with colleagues at 

other government 

levels affects 

service delivery 

outcomes 

 

 

Social desirability 

effects – 

participants may 

have felt 

participants may 

have felt it 

important to present 

their work and 

relationships most 

positively, affecting 

the accuracy of 

their responses 

 

Transferability – 

the study’s findings 

may be  applicable 

to other programs 

and sites with 

particular 

conditions and 

characteristics     

Establish trust and 

non-judgement – 

one-on-one 

interviews enabled 

a confidential, 

intimate 

environment; I did 

what I could to 

convey that 

whatever 

participants told me 

was acceptable, 

confidential and 

valued. 

 

 

Present a rich 

description – by 

providing extensive 

detail about the 

case context, 

worksite settings 

and my 

relationships with 

participants and 

other stakeholders I 

provide the reader 

basis for judgement 

of to what extent 

and to what other 

contexts the 

findings might be 

applied 
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Ethical Considerations 

 

Risk to subjects 

Even in a context of high political tension in DRC, due to my study’s apolitical 

purpose and line of inquiry, those who participated were at minimal risk by being 

involved.  I gained the necessary authorizations from the senior officials responsible for 

the VEA program and its staff, and was at all times transparent about the purpose and 

focus of the study.  I emphasized the voluntary nature of participation, obtained 

participants’ informed consent, and have been careful to protect participants’ privacy and 

confidentiality (Creswell & Clark, 2011) during data collection and since.  The readiness 

with which both gatekeepers and potential participants received me and expressed 

support, and with which participants agreed to respond to my questions while being audio 

recorded reassured me of this.  At no point did anyone express or demonstrate any 

hesitation or raise any concerns about the nature of the study.    

Power relationships  

The associations I brought as a Westerner and member of the international 

community, which has long served as a donor of funding and supplies to DRC, may have 

created an implicit “power imbalance” between me and study participants (Creswell, 

2014, p. 98).  This sometimes leads participants to feel intimidated by the researcher or 

certain interview questions (Creswell, 2014).  However, I did not sense this at any point 

during the field research.  Participants appeared at ease, willing, many eager, to share 

their thoughts.  I sought to mitigate any potential effect of perceptions of power 

relationships by setting an informal tone, demonstrating my respect, and emphasizing my 
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perspective as a student seeking to learn and better understand through the respondent’s 

knowledge and experience. 

Intrusion  

To be most respectful of participants’ time and perspective, I  had to remain 

cognizant that qualitative research is unavoidably an “intrusion into the lives of 

participants” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 92).  Establishing trust through sensitivity, openness and 

respect, I did what was possible to try to avoid inadvertently mitigating tacit power 

dynamics in the interview process, or posing questions that might be in any way invasive 

or insulting to participants (Creswell, 2013).  In arranging interview times and sites, I 

emphasized I would work within the convenience to each participant’s work schedule and 

other obligations, and to find a space separate from the office and daily workflow so as to 

interfere as little as possible with the participant’s and others’ work.  I  met each person 

when and where he or she indicated was most convenient, and rescheduled or rearranged 

interview appointments whenever requested. 

Compensation  

On the advice from Congolese colleagues and a professional researcher, I did not 

offer participants any compensation for their time.  My colleagues stressed the research 

should apply the principles of good governance in not creating the impression of 

providing payment or additional reward to civil servant for their time during salaried 

working hours.  Not providing a material gesture of appreciation also posed ethical 

questions, as to whether, having greatly benefitted from the participants’ generous 

contribution of time and personal story, it is just to offer nothing of material value in 

return.  None of the gatekeepers or participants asked or intimated they expected to 
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receive something in return for the interview.  As a number of them thanked me in turn or 

said they enjoyed talking to me, I had some reassurance they were not resentful that I did 

not compensate them materially for their time.  

 

Quality Check 

 

The Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) 2017 checklist for qualitative 

research is among a number of quality appraisal tools developed by research scholars to 

ensure both the process and product of qualitative studies meet the criteria for 

worthwhile, credible research.  The qualitative research checklist is one of several CASP 

has developed, intended as “educational pedagogic tools” to guide researchers and 

readers through a structured assessment of the critical aspects of good research (Critical 

Appraisal Skills Programme, 2017, p. 1).  I applied the checklist to confirm my study 

meets the criteria.  I provide a summary response below to each of the checklist’s ten 

questions,. 

My research had a clearly defined purpose, presented in the dissertation’s 

introductory chapter.  I have discussed the study purpose and its intended contribution 

again in greater detail.  I have justified my choice of qualitative methods as those being 

best suited to achieving the research purpose.  I have explained why and how qualitative 

methods, which enable an in-depth exploration of perceptions and motivations of 

purposely selected individuals, best serve this study’s purpose.  I have defended the 

choice of a case study as the research design that best suits the study.  I have explained 

that a single, embedded case design best enabled me to credibly respond to the research 

questions by allowing me to examine vertical cooperation within the VEA program as it 
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occurred within two different institutions and in two different localities.  I have outlined 

why each of the three data collection methods I used was necessary, and how I used the 

data from each in my analysis and conclusions.  In presenting the participant selection 

strategy, I described the purposive sampling approach I used.  I also noted the caveat that 

time and resource limitations obliged me to consider convenience in selecting study sites 

and participants. In conducting the document review, recording observations from site 

visits and undertaking interviews, I followed a research protocol and an interview 

protocol I developed prior to data collection to ensure I would be deliberate in collecting 

data that would respond to the research questions.  I am not certain the study reached data 

saturation, due to its time and resource constraints, limiting the number of interviews.  

However, I am confident the data are adequate to respond to the research questions and to 

fulfill the study’s purpose.  

I have addressed the researcher-participant relationship and the measures I took to 

establish trust and openness with each participant, to ensure participants were willing, 

that they were assured of the confidentiality of their responses, and were comfortable in 

responding to my questions.  I have described how I anticipated and monitored 

throughout a number of ethical considerations associated with the study, and how I 

devised and followed a research protocol to ensure I adhered to the ethical principles and 

practices I set out to follow.  I presented the data analysis strategy I applied to draw 

conclusions from the study’s findings.   I explained how the volume and variety of data I 

collected from interviews within two institutions and two localities, from a document 

review, and from site observations, have allowed me to provide a detailed description of 

the study’s subject.  I explained the measures I took to ensure my data analysis was 



 

 

151 

 

thorough and systematic, and how I used memos and field notes to record my 

impressions and  monitor my assumptions and biases to minimize the effect these might 

have had on my analysis.  

In the chapters that follow, I present the study’s findings.  I use the findings to 

respond to each of the research questions.  I also explain how I was able to address the 

threats to the study’s credibility outlined above, as well as other threats I did not 

anticipate.   While the value of the research is ultimately to be assessed by the reader, it is 

my expectation and my hope that the study provides policy makers and practitioners in 

DRC and other FCAS contexts with useful insights about how to foster cooperative 

relationships to strengthen service delivery.  I intend that it provide scholars with 

additional understanding of what might be some of the internal processes of 

decentralizing institutions and how these might affect service outcomes.  In the study’s 

final chapter, Chapter Six, I delve into what I believe to be the study’s relevance and 

importance, and suggest potential applications of its findings for policy and practice.  I 

discuss the extent to which the study’s findings can be theoretically applied to other 

territories and other institutions in DRC and to other FCAS contexts.  I also make 

recommendations for additional research that can further explore the questions the study 

addresses.  

 

Conclusion 

  

In this chapter, I have presented the research questions and explained and justified my 

choice of the study’s design and methods.  I oriented the reader with a description of the 

country, institutional and program context of the case.  I explored the research 

relationships and the notion of subjectivity and how it affects qualitative research.  I then 
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presented the process I followed in planning, preparing for and carrying out data 

collection, and my strategy and approach to data analysis.  I outlined the major 

limitations and threats with which the study has contended, and what I did to mitigate 

these.  I concluded by running through a checklist of quality standards qualitative 

research must fulfill to be deemed worthwhile and credible, to reassure the reader that my 

study meets those standards.  In the next chapter, I present what I learned from analyzing 

the data I collected through the document review, semi-structured interviews, and on-site 

observations described above. 
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Chapter 5: Findings 

 

Introduction  

In this chapter, I summarize the main findings of my data analysis.  I first present key 

points from my review of select legal, policy and VEA program documents. These 

provide policy and program context to the study by offering insights into DRC’s 

decentralized governance system as these are intended by law and policy, and into the 

VEA program’s management structure and implementation procedures as these are 

intended by the program’s design.  I then summarize the observations I recorded during 

visits to the workplace settings of study participants and gatekeepers.  My observations 

illustrate the surroundings and atmosphere in which participants carry out their duties.  

They enabled me to better understand the setting and working conditions of the study’s 

participants and some of its stakeholders, and how these vary across levels and 

institutions.  Finally, I present my findings from the individual semi-structured interviews 

I conducted with 22 participants, from which I learned about their workplace 

relationships and interactions with colleagues working at other levels of the VEA 

program structure.  These one-on-one exchanges allowed me to explore from 

participants’ individual and collective perspectives the program’s structure, procedures, 

objectives, and on the relationships and interactions through which they work.  I conclude 

with a synthesis of the major points from each section.  

 

Document review 

I undertook a document review to gain a deeper understanding of the broad legal and 

policy framework within which the VEA program operates, and of the program policies 
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and guidelines that inform VEA program’s design and implementation.  I conducted most 

of the review before collecting data through interviews and observations.  What I learned 

from the documents provided background for interview participants’ accounts and for my 

perceptions of their workplaces.  From my review of documents issued by the DRC 

government in the form of laws, policies and published assessments, I learned how the 

public administration is intended to function, and  where within the bureaucracy lie 

various powers and obligations, as defined by law and formal policy.  I gained insight 

into what the designers of DRC’s decentralized form of government intended in adopting 

the policy, and into how subsequent legislation began to pull back some of the powers 

originally devolved.  The documents inform the extent to which DRC has formally 

delineated its administrative boundaries, and the official parameters and expectations that 

inform public agencies’ work.  From review of VEA program documents published by 

the DRC government or by UNICEF on its behalf, I learned how the program sought to 

train the officials assigned to implement it, the extent to which training materials and 

guidelines defined the role of program staff at each level, to which the vertical 

relationships are formally defined by the program structure, and to which the program 

directs cooperation between offices at different levels.  

The formal documents leave much to be interpreted in the course of policy and 

program implementation.  This applies broadly to decentralization reform, as well as to 

more specific directives that guide the water and sanitation sector and its programs such 

as VEA.  I found few operational guidelines or clear delineation of duties in the formal 

documents I reviewed.  In the absence of specific high-level directives for pursuing 

policy and program objectives, the agencies, offices and individuals that make up the 
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public administration must determine, as they carry them out, how to divide and share 

tasks and obligations. 

National and provincial governments retain considerable powers at subnational and 

sub-provincial levels.  The bureaucratic system within which line ministries deliver 

public health and education services through deconcentrated authorities operates in 

parallel to the political administrative structure established by  decentralization reform.  

The 2015 water law set out to clarify the relative roles and responsibilities of the various 

actors responsible for water resource management.  It defines more clearly the horizontal 

relationships among peer agencies at each level, but leaves considerable ambiguity about 

the relative powers and duties different levels within the hierarchy.  

DRC legal instruments and policy assessments 

To better understand DRC’s decentralization policy, its objectives and expectations, 

as these are articulated by legal instruments and formal policy documents, I analyzed the 

major laws underpinning DRC’s decentralization reform, as well as those directly 

relevant to rural water and sanitation service delivery.  I reviewed all of the documents I 

found publicly available that had some pertinence to the study and its context.  Of these, I 

selected five most directly relevant to DRC’s decentralization policy and to local water 

and sanitation delivery:  the 2006 Constitution, the 2011 constitutional amendment, the 

2008 and 2010 organic laws outlining the new decentralized administration, and a 2015 

law detailing reforms to the governance of DRC’s water sector.   

In introducing a decentralized system, DRC’s 2006 Constitution states as its intention 

to “put an end to the chronic crisis of legitimacy” of DRC’s public institutions, to 

“consolidate national unity” and to provide impetus to local development (Journal 
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Officiel, 2006, p.3).  The Constitution presents the nation, the province, and sub-

provincial  “entités territoriales décentralisées’ (ETD) [decentralized territorial entities] 

as the administrative units that hold judicial status and autonomous powers.  Having set 

the broad outlines, the Constitution leaves to subsequent “lois organiques” [organic laws] 

– to more specifically define the “composition, organization, and functioning” of the 

provinces and ETD, and their respective relationships with the central government and 

with each other (DRC Constitution 2006, p. 11).   

In DRC and other countries whose laws are based on the francophone system, organic 

laws are those used to provide further detail to the administrative organization and 

functional authorities outlined in the country’s Constitution (www.vie-publique.fr. 2017).  

The organic law of 2008 presents the “rules” by which the ETDs function (law 08/016 

2008 p.1).  The 2010 organic law defines the “territorial subdivisions within the 

Provinces.”  It delves further into the differences between the subnational administrative 

units that are considered decentralized, and those that are not, and their respective 

relationships with the territory and the province (law 10/011 2010 p.1).  The 2011 

constitutional amendment introduces a potentially significant limitation on the province’s 

autonomy.  The 2015 water law seeks to clarify how powers and duties are to be divided 

within the sector.     

Divided, shared and overlapping authorities and responsibilities  

As it introduces a decentralized system, the 2006 Constitution leaves in place 

bureaucratic entities throughout the structure that are not decentralized, remaining under 

the authority of the central government.  As it commits to decentralizing resources and 

responsibilities, the Constitution and related documents position throughout the 

http://www.vie-publique.fr/
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administration offices and officials who respond to central level directives.  The legal 

instruments establish DRC’s national and subnational administration as a complex 

structure in which some public powers and duties are clearly designated, but many others 

are redundantly or ambiguously assigned, or are overlapping between different 

administrative units.  As constitutionally defined, responsibilities and authorities for the 

country’s governance at national and subnational levels fall broadly into three categories.  

Functions such as foreign policy and national defense lie wholly under the  responsibility 

of the central government.  Other functions, which include provision of public services 

such as health and education, and management of provincial finances, are under the 

domain of the provincial government.  The third category holds a range of public duties 

that are shared between the central and provincial governments. These include setting 

taxes, protecting public health and various other functions and services (DRC 

Constitution, 2006).   

Intertwined deconcentrated and decentralized bodies at subnational level  

The Constitution divides the country into 26 provinces, including the capital city of 

Kinshasa.  Provinces are divided into territories.  According to the 2008 “loi organic” 

[organic law], the 2006 Constitution intended to decentralize only “certain” of the 

administrative bodies within the territory (law 08/016) 2008 p.1).  The territory itself is 

not decentralized and holds no autonomous powers.  The 2008 organic law classifies 

towns, communes, sectors, and chiefdoms as ETD.  Together, the ETDs have the right to 

40% of the national budget allocated to the province.  Within the territory, ETDs coexist 

with “entités territoriales déconcentrées” [deconcentrated territorial entities] or “non-

ETDs.”  The quartier, the grouping and the village are deconcentrated non-ETDs, which, 
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like the territory, hold no legal status and no autonomy from the central state(law 08/016, 

2008, p. 4).  

In its 2013 analysis of the decentralization policy, the Ministry of the Interior, which 

holds responsibility for overseeing reform implementation, presents the co-existence of 

deconcentrated and devolved entities as an intentional feature of DRC’s decentralized 

system.   It describes deconcentration as a “useful, or even necessary, consequence” of 

decentralization.  It explains, “there can be deconcentration without there being 

decentralization.  But decentralization is always accompanied by deconcentration”  

(Ministry of the Interior, 2013, p. 14).    

Providing greater detail to the respective ETD and non-ETD, the 2008 and 2010 

organic laws describe the intersections and overlaps in the respective mandates of these 

entities.  The 2008 law defines the respective roles and relationships of central, provincial 

and ETD government administrations. The ETDs’ highest authorities – the mayor, the 

bourgmestre,  the chief of the sector and the chief of the chiefdom – are “local executive 

authorities.”  These officials have legal autonomy to administer within their jurisdiction.  

They also represent the province and central state, and are responsible for the proper 

functioning of provincial and national service delivery systems in their area (law 08/016, 

2008). They hold responsibility for providing public services to local and municipal 

councils, and are tasked with ensuring “the smooth functioning” of central and provincial 

services within their jurisdiction under the administrative supervision of the provincial 

governor (law, 08/016, 2008, p. 23).   

The 2010 law defines in greater detail the role of the territory’s highest official, the 

“l’Administrateur de Territoire” (AT) [territorial administrator].  It presents the AT, who 
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is nominated by the national president and works under the supervision of the governor, 

as the representative of the national and provincial governments throughout the territory.  

He or she supervises national and provincial agents operating in the territory and is 

responsible for ensuring the enforcement of national and provincial laws and for 

overseeing, inspecting and regulating public services in the territory.  Deconcentrated 

territorial entities, “non-ETDs” function under the “coordination and supervision” of the 

governor (law 10/011, 2010, p.8).  

Higher level checks on provincial and ETD authority 

In positioning the non-ETD throughout the province, the Constitution ensures central 

authorities maintain a presence and a responsibility as a provider of administrative and 

social services at provincial, and sub-provincial levels.  At the sub-provincial level, while 

the 2010 organic law tasks the AT with supporting the ETD in ensuring provision of 

national and provincial services within their jurisdiction, it also allows for the AT, when 

designated by the governor, to take administrative supervision of the ETD (law 10/011, 

2010) for an unspecified period under undefined circumstances.  The Constitution makes 

clear that neither the provincial nor the national government is permitted to “interfere” 

with the affairs of the other.  When there is a misalignment between the two, the 

Constitution states, “national legislation takes precedence over provincial edict” (DRC 

Constitution, 2006, p. 71), giving the national government final say.   

The provincial governor is the senior executive below the national president.  He or 

she is named by the provincial assembly, which, by law, should be popularly elected.  

The constitutional amendment DRC adopted in 2011, among other measures, puts 

limitations on provincial level powers.  The 2011 constitutional amendment leaves the 
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subnational administrative bodies and division of powers between them, as outlined in 

the original 2006 document, largely intact, but revises the relationship between national 

and provincial leadership by conferring new powers to the national president.   The 2011 

amendments to articles 148, 197 and 198 of the 2006 text assert an additional measure of  

central control over constitutionally autonomous provincial governments by giving the 

national president the authority to dismiss a governor or dissolve a provincial assembly, 

“in the event of a serious and persistent crisis threatening the functioning of provincial 

institutions” (law11/002, 2011, p. 84).  The amendment leaves open to interpretation 

what constitutes a “crisis” that warrants such an action by the president.   

Unclear linkages between political-administrative and service delivery systems 

The public sector bureaucracy through which DRC’s public health, education, water 

and sanitation, and other social and economic services are provided predates 

decentralization reform.  DRC maintains this system, which operates alongside the 

administrative-political structure put in place by the 2006 Constitution and relevant laws.  

Within this system, both the central and provincial governments hold responsibility for 

providing public services (Ministry of the Interior, 2013).  Accordingly, within the health 

and education sectors, the administrative boundaries below the province level do not 

adhere to the ETD and non-ETD delineations.  Within the health sector,  the province is 

divided into zones. Zones are divided into aires.  Aires are divided into villages.  Within 

the education sector, the province is divided into subdivisions. These are divided into 

inspectorates, which are divided into schools (MEPSP, 2015).  The legal documents that 

create these structures do not define a clear political or operational relationship between 

them.  The texts do not provide public officials working in the service delivery sectors 
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with clear guidance as to how to interact with the “Autorités Politico-Administratives” 

(APA) [administrative-political authorities] presiding over the same areas.  The national 

government’s 2013 assessment of the way decentralization reform as it has been applied 

acknowledges the operational confusion this creates.  It notes the lack of legislation that 

explicitly addresses the division and distinction between roles at sub-national level to be 

a major impediment to the public sector’s effectiveness (Ministry of the Interior & 

Ministry of Public Function, 2013).   

Ambiguous division of responsibility for water systems 

The 2015 water law attempts to address the failure of existing legal instruments to 

sufficiently clarify the bureaucratic responsibilities and authorities for managing DRC’s 

water resources.  Intended to rationalize and streamline management of DRC’s water 

resources, the 2015 law (law 15/026, 2015) establishes a structure that is relatively clear 

in its concept but allows for considerable ambiguity as to its intended application.  The 

law assigns joint responsibility for water management to central, provincial and ETD 

levels of government.  All are mandated to act “within the limits of their respective 

competencies and attributions” - to ensure proper protection and use of water resources 

(law 15/026, 2015, p. 9).  The three levels divide or share responsibility – “depending on 

the case” - for constructing water systems (law 15/026, 2015, p. 15).  Other powers 

related to water management, including those related to setting tariffs, regulating use, and 

protecting natural sources, are divided between either national and provincial, or 

provincial and ETD offices, also “depending on the case” (law 15/026, 2015, p. 15).  The 

law gives national, provincial and ETD governments shared responsibility for protecting 

and managing water resources.  It assigns ownership of water and sanitation systems to 
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the resident community.  The law thus formally places ownership of these systems in 

levels of governance – the quartier, grouping, and village – that, according to the 2008 

and 2010 organic laws, have no autonomy from the central government. 

In the 2016 national policy document issued as a companion guide to the 2015 law, 

the Ministry of Public Functions recognizes among the major challenges in the water 

sector are the “little defined and poorly assumed responsibilities” divided between the 

various “actors in the delivery chain” (Ministry of Energy and  Hydraulic Resources, 

2016, p. 19), due in part because the “attributions” of each level are not adequately 

detailed, leaving room for confusion and differences in interpretation.  Poor 

communication, lack of information-sharing and relevant data are “at the base of a 

general misunderstanding” within the sector ((Ministry of Energy and  Hydraulic 

Resources, 2016, p. 19).  The 2015 law leaves much to interpret about the boundaries 

between the individuals and offices working at different levels to implement the law.  

VEA program materials and evaluation reports  

From public on-line sources, UNICEF and Oxfam colleagues, I compiled materials 

issued by the VEA program in the form of training materials, guidelines, and 

presentations designed to train and coach public officials assigned to the program.  From 

on-line repositories, I accessed evaluation reports and assessments of the program issued 

or commissioned by the program’s major donor, DFID, UNICEF or by the DRC 

government in recent years.  The program training materials and guidelines I obtained 

from UNICEF focused mainly on the VEA program’s objectives and methodology.  They 

outline the “step-by-step” process by which the program leads participating villages and 

schools through the activities required at each stage.  The training materials also include 
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presentations of the program’s management structure and its monitoring and evaluation 

system.  These give more insight into roles and responsibilities, and core processes that 

involve ministry staff assigned to the program.   

Implementation of VA and EA components  

For both the “Village Assaini” (VA) [Healthy Village] component, and the “Ecole 

Assainie” (EA) [Healthy School] component of the VEA program, the two ministries use 

the same functional team composition for staff assigned directly to the program.  Because 

of the differences in the broader institutional structures of these ministries, the VEA 

program teams interact somewhat differently with other key actors within their respective 

sectors.  Officials assigned to the VA program worked within the public health sector, 

interacting with other health sector officials, principally the “Medecin Chef du Zone” 

(MCZ) [Chief Medical Officer of the health zone] and those assigned to other programs.  

At village level, the program worked with a village WASH committee and local leaders 

such as the village chief.  EA program officials worked within the education sector 

administration.  At the provincial level, the program coordinated with the Provincial 

Director, often called the “Proved,” and at sub-provision level, the Sub-Provincial 

Director, the “Sous-Proved.”  The program’s principal liaison within the system was the 

school Inspector, responsible for overseeing school Directors.  At the community level, 

the EA program worked with the Parents and Teachers Committee.  Each school 

participating in the program set up a “brigade” of schoolchildren that held responsibility 

for maintaining sanitary conditions within and around the exterior of the school 

buildings, latrines, and wash stations  (EAA, 2012).  
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According to VEA program documents, MSP and MEPSP implemented the 

program’s  VA and EA components in parallel, each with its communication, monitoring 

and data collection staff and systems.  The MCZ held overall responsibility for the 

program’s implementation at the village level, including facilitating joint activities 

involving the village school site (MSP, 2014).   

The program recognized the school and its environment as a part of the village, and 

aimed to create a synergistic effect by which knowledge and practice of healthy 

behaviors by school children, teachers and administrators reinforced the well-being of the 

broader community.  Villages and schools typically used the same water point and shared 

responsibility for its proper use and maintenance.   The VA and EA program components 

instructed the same set of hygiene and sanitation practices, and sought to have school 

children’s good behavior promote that within their households among parents and 

siblings (MSP Secretary General, 2014).   

Performance under the VEA program 

Judging from the VEA internal and evaluation documents I reviewed, the VEA 

program evaluated the program’s performance on observable changes in behavior and 

expressed or demonstrated changes in knowledge among village residents and school 

students, staff and parents, not on public health indicators such as changes in incidence of 

fecal borne disease.   The VEA program uses a single outcome measure, when a village 

or school is certified as “healthy,” to indicate successful performance under the program.  

To be certified as healthy under the VEA program, a village or school must attain a set of 

“norms,” or standards, defined by the program.  (MSP Secretary General, 2014).    

Because they involve different participant groups, there are some minor differences in in 
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the set of norms the program applies to villages and those it applies to schools.  Under the 

“Village Assaini” [Healthy Village] (VA) program component to achieve the healthy 

certificate, a village had to  meet seven standards:  (i) an active committee responsible for 

proper use of the water source and for promoting good sanitation and hygiene practice 

among residents; (ii) a minimum of 80% of residents had access to drinking water; (iii) at 

least 80% of households used a clean latrine; (iv) at least 80% of residents practiced 

hygienic waste disposal; (v) at least 60% of residents washed their hands with soap or ash 

before eating and after using the toilet; (vi) at least 70% of residents had an 

understanding of how fecal-oral disease is spread and how to prevent it; (vii) the village 

cleaned its open spaces on a monthly basis (MSP Secretary General, 2014).     

For a school to achieve a healthy certificate under the “Ecole Assainie” [Healthy 

School] (EA) program component, it had to meet six standards:  (i) 100% of the school 

staff and the parents and teachers committee  had been trained on sanitation and hygiene 

practices by the program; (ii) 80% of school children had access to a reference guide on 

healthy behaviors; (iii) there was one latrine for every 40 girls and one latrine for every 

50 boys, and 80% of the latrines were hygienic; (iv) 100% of school children had access 

to potable drinking water, and 80% of school children regularly washed their hands with 

soap or ash before eating and after using the toilet;  (v) once a day school children swept 

the school and classrooms and dispose of trash in a designated site; (vi) 100% of the 

school “brigades,” – a designated team of students responsible for maintaining a clean 

and hygienic school – were trained and active (MSP Secretary General, 2014).     

For both villages and schools, the VEA program applied an assessment instrument 

called the “knowledge, attitudes and practices (connaissances, attitudes et pratiques  - 
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CAP) survey.”   A designated staff person assigned to the program conducted the survey 

in each participating village and school at the start and the end of the program’s step-by-

step improvement process, which, if successful, leads to a healthy certification.  Program 

officials carried out the same survey at regular six-month intervals after the village or 

school was certified to check that the healthy standards were being maintained (MSP 

Secretary General, 2014). 

Among the norms that constituted the VEA program’s healthy standard there were 

those that were visible, which VEA program officials could verify by observing 

household exteriors, village, and school sites.  These norms included a functioning water 

source, hygienic latrines, clean public spaces.  Other norms were less easily observed by 

an official on a site visit, such as the frequency with which villagers and school children 

washed their hands, where they got their drinking water, how much they knew about 

fecal borne disease transmission. 

Conducting the CAP survey required VEA officials responsible for M&E to visit a 

participating village and school and, following a prescribed process and questionnaire, 

ask questions of village leaders and members of a random selection of households.  The 

survey also involved making observations of the open spaces in the village, the school 

and school yard, the exteriors of households, and areas around latrines and garbage 

disposal points to note specific indicators of cleanliness and hygiene.  Arriving in the 

village, a VEA program official would  first ask village leaders and WASH committee 

members questions about the frequency of committee meetings, and the village’s access 

to trained artisans such as masons and mechanics who were able to maintain water and 

sanitation facilities.  The program official would then take a random sample of 
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households, and would move from household to household asking questions about 

incidents of illness and diarrhea within the household, household hygiene practice and 

source of drinking water.    

According to its training materials, the VEA program trains program officials to take 

measures to avoid bias in the survey, such as making sure not to be accompanied by the 

village chief or a school official that might influence residents’ responses.  The program 

instructs its officials to conduct interviews with heads of household in private and to 

remain neutral, to refrain from demonstrating or expressing disapproval, for example, at 

the site of an unclean latrine (MSP Secretary General, 2014).   

A 2012 external evaluation of the program (the most recent available at the time of 

the field research) noted among the strengths of the VEA program’s M&E system was its 

designation of a staff person trained in the program’s data collection and submission 

procedures, monthly consultation meetings, and a standard set of data collection tools and 

a data base system with an internal on-line data portal (EAA, 2012).  Noted weaknesses 

included that the program lacked adequate procedures for data quality assurance and low 

levels of capacity among many VEA officials assigned responsibility for data collection 

and other aspects of the M&E system, despite their training (EAA, 2012).    A subsequent 

evaluation, completed in 2014, found a village to be more likely to retain the norms 

required for certification if it was more proximate and more easily accessible to public 

health agents, and if the health agents had been well trained in supporting the village to 

acquire and maintain the changes in behavior and knowledge required to be considered 

“healthy” under the program (Hydroconseil, 2014).  
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Detailed description of staffing structure and specific functions  

The VEA program’s 2014 training manual, which at the time of the study was the 

program’s most recent version, details the role and the major responsibilities and tasks of 

staff at each level.  The core functions at each level are the same, but the role and 

authorities of the position vary according to the level of the office.  The materials define 

the national level as the “normative level.”  National level program staff are expected to 

provide strategic and technical direction.  They issue program standards, monitor and 

evaluate program implementation at lower levels, and coordinate program interventions.  

The provincial level is labeled the “accompanying level,” serving as an information and 

communication conduit between communities and national offices.  The province collects 

information from across the province and transmits it to the national level, and it relays to 

lower levels directions issued by the national office.  Provincial officials also manage and 

transfer program inputs to the zones and subdivisions, and account for distribution and 

use of these to the national level.  The zone and subdivisions are the “implementing 

level.”  They guide villages and schools in the step by step process to achieving program 

standards.  They collect and transmit data to the provincial level; train local officials, and 

conduct regular monitoring visits to villages and schools  Below the zone and subdivision 

are the aire and inspectorate.  Officials at this level guide and monitor communities’ and 

schools efforts adopt healthy behaviors.  At the lowest administrative levels are the 

village and the school.  It is at these levels that behavior change is expected to come 

about.  Village leaders and school officials are tasked with getting people of all ages to 

adopt healthy behaviors in order to earn their village or school a VEA program “healthy” 

certificate.  
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Emphasis on formal procedures  

VEA program training materials present its monitoring and evaluation system as a 

well-structured set of procedures by which staff collect, compile, and analyze data 

according to an established monthly routine.  The materials detail the roles of the staff 

involved and describe how each person is expected to contribute.  They outline a data 

flow process that moves up the hierarchy from the zone or subdivision to the national 

ministry according to a monthly time-line by which at each level staff have five days 

within which to compile, analyze, add and pass data up to the next level.  The materials 

present each of the data collection instruments and explain how to complete each 

questionnaire or form.  

VEA program evaluations recognize the program for its well-defined management 

structure and a management culture that creates a “participatory dynamic,” which enables 

officials at all levels to be actively involved in the program’s decisions (EAA, 2012, p. 

xl).  This dynamic and the commitment to the program demonstrated by the DRC 

government, specifically the Ministry of Public Health, are among the strengths 

evaluators emphasize.  Other noted strengths are clear reporting lines, monthly 

coordination meetings, regular staff meetings and close adherence to prescribed 

procedures.  The assessment of the VEA program’s past performance contained in the 

government’s plan for the program’s next phase points to the public sector’s weak 

capacity and poor services.  It cites limited involvement of both community 

representatives and APA as deficiencies that need to be addressed in the program’s next 

phase (MSP & MEPSP, 2018).   
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VEA program materials and evaluations discuss roles and responsibilities, but not 

relationships 

None of the VEA program materials I obtained discuss the broader legal and policy 

parameters within which the ministries responsible implement the program, nor do they 

mention the broader public service delivery administration within which the program 

operates.  The documents describe different staffing positions and their respective 

obligations under the program but say nothing explicit about the relationships between 

program staff working at the same or different administrative levels within the program.  

Evaluation reports leave undiscussed how or how well program staff cooperate or 

coordinate across posts or levels.  In both program materials and assessments, there is 

some mention of the APA, and recognition of these authorities’ presence and stature, 

while elaborating little on their relationship to the program’s implementation or results.   

Cooperation is implicit 

The documents I reviewed neither prescribe nor even mention cooperation between 

offices at different hierarchical levels.  That vertical cooperation within institutional 

hierarchy of implementing agencies is, however, implicit throughout.  The diagrams of 

core processes for data management and reporting depict the regular exchange between 

levels as instrumental, but they do not describe the processes by which this might occur.  

The materials outline in operational detail the specific role program officials assume at 

each level and describe key points of interaction with colleagues at other levels.  As 

described, these roles are distinct, complementary and inter-dependent.  In the diagram 

presentations, data and information both flow upwards.  They indicate higher levels’ 

dependency on lower levels to carry out prescribed functions and furnish data and 



 

 

171 

 

information, which higher level officials require to meet their own reporting obligations.  

Officials at the lowest levels hold the most direct responsibility for the program’s 

performance in villages and schools.  By carefully tracking clear performance indicators, 

the program implicates authorities at all levels in  villages’ and schools’ success or failure 

to remain “healthy” according to program standards.  

Unclear connection, relationship between APA and ministry staff involved in the VEA 

program  

The program training manual provides a relatively detailed description of the role and 

involvement expected of the APA in program activities.  According to the manual, the 

APA are to be most actively involved at the zone and sub-zone levels.  VEA program 

materials depict APA as serving largely political and ceremonial functions such as 

presiding over public meetings and events, receiving delegations, mobilizing community 

involvement, advocating with partners.  There is no indication that program staff need to 

consult with these officials, seek permissions or authorizations.  Nor does the program 

seek these authorities’ input into program decisions that affect populations within these 

officials’ jurisdictions.  

In looking forward to the VEA program’s next phase, the MSP’s and MEPSP’s joint 

VEA program 2018-2022 strategic plan provides a broad assessment of the VEA 

program’s performance to date and the ministries’ recommendations for improvements in 

the program’s next phase.  The plan indicates the ministries’ recognition that the program 

needs to more deliberately, actively draw the APA and decentralized bodies and offices 

into its implementation.  Their recommendations involve strengthening the role of the 
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APA, especially those at lowest levels, in assuming greater ownership of the program and 

sharing the responsibility for its results (MSP & MEPSP, 2018).  

In Table 5.1 I list the key  documents on which I concentrated my review, and provide a 

brief description of its purpose, from the study’s perspective.  For the documents that I 

found posted on a public website, I provide the reference to the site from which I 

accessed it.   

 

Table 5.1 List of Key Documents from the Study Document Review 

 

Type of Document  Document Name, Date, 

Author/Institution 

Relevance for Study 

DRC Legal and 

Policy Instruments 

 

2006 Constitution 

 

(reference: Constitution de la 

République 

Démocratique du Congo 

http://www.leganet.cd/Legislat

ion/ 

JO/2006/JO.18.02.2006.pdf) 

 

Informs vision and objectives 

driving DRC’s adoption of a 

decentralized system.  Outlines 

formal division of powers and 

obligations between levels of 

government. 

2008 Organic Law  

 

(reference:  

Loi organique n° 08/016 du 07 

octobre 2008 portant 

composition, organisation et 

fonctionnement des Entités 

Territoriales Décentralisées et 

leurs rapports avec l'Etat et les 

Provinces 

http://www.leganet.cd/Legislat

ion/JO/2008/JOS%2010%2010

%202008.I.pdf) 

 

Defines two categories of sub-

provincial administrative bodies: 

those that are devolved, holding 

autonomous authority – referred 

to as decentralized territorial 

entities (ETD); and those that are 

deconcentrated, without legal 

standing (non-ETD). 

2010 Organic Law 

 

(reference:  

Loi organique n° 10/011 du 18 

mai 2010  

Provides further detail to the 

respective roles and powers of 

the territorial entities within the 

province – the ETD – and non-

ETD.  Lays out the respective 

functions and authorities of these 

http://www.leganet.cd/Legislation/
http://www.leganet.cd/Legislation/
http://www.leganet.cd/Legislation/JO/2008/
http://www.leganet.cd/Legislation/JO/2008/
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portant fixation des 

subdivisions  

territoriales à l’intérieur des 

provinces 

http://www.leganet.cd/Legislat

ion/ 

Droit%20Public/Administratio

n.ter/Loi.10.011.18.05.2010.pd

f) 

 

 

bodies, and their relationship 

with territory, provincial and 

central governments.  

2011 Constitutional 

Amendment 

 

(reference:  

Loi n° 11/002 du 20 janvier 

2011 portant révision de 

certains articles de la 

Constitution de la République 

Démocratique du Congo du 18 

février 2006 

http://www.leganet.cd/Legislat

ion/ 

JO/2011/JOS.01.02.2011.pdf) 

 

Indicates a shift in national level 

political support away from 

power sharing with subnational 

levels.  Restores a degree of 

power to the national executive 

by allowing the president to 

dissolve a provincial assembly 

and remove a governor under 

circumstances not defined. 

2015 Water Law 

 

(reference:  

Loi n° 15/026 du 31 décembre 

2015 relative à l’eau 

https://www.leganet.cd/Legisla

tion/Droit 

%20economique/Eaux/ 

Loi.15.026.31.12.2015.html) 

 

 

Provides broad outlines of the 

duties and vertical power-

sharing required to direct and 

regulate water resource 

management and water delivery 

services.  Leaves ambiguous 

how authorities and 

responsibilities are to be shared 

and divided in practice. 

Policy 

Implementation 

Assessments 

Decentralization in Brief 2013 

 

 

(Reference: La 

Décentralisation  

en Bref Mai 2013 

https://www.aimf.asso.fr/IMG/ 

pdf/decentralisationenbre_-

_rdc_pdf_2013612_123145.pd

f) 

Presents co-existence of 

deconcentrated and devolved 

entities as a deliberate feature of 

DRC’s decentralization policy 

design. The public 

administration is “organized 

according to the principles of 

deconcentration and 

decentralization” (p. 15) by 

which provincial and ETD 

http://www.leganet.cd/Legislation/
http://www.leganet.cd/Legislation/
http://www.leganet.cd/Legislation/
http://www.leganet.cd/Legislation/
https://www.leganet.cd/Legislation/Droit
https://www.leganet.cd/Legislation/Droit
https://www.aimf.asso.fr/IMG/
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administrations coexist with the 

central administration.   

Vision, Policy, and Strategy of 

Public Administration Reform 

in DRC: The Modalities of 

Implementation  

November 2013 

 

(Reference: Vision, Politique 

et Strategie de la Reforme de 

l’Administration Publique en 

Republique Democratique du 

Congo – Les Modalities de 

Mise en Oeuvre Novembre 

2013 

www.fonctionpublique.gouv.c

d) 

Acknowledges weaknesses of 

DRC’s public administration and 

outlines a vision for broad 

reform legislation that would 

update and clarify the division of 

powers between central, 

provincial and ETD 

administrations. 

National Policy for Public 

Water Service  

June 2016 

 

 

Intended as a companion to the 

2015 water law legislation to put 

into effect the water reforms 

outlined by the new law.  It is to 

serve as a “text of reference” for 

interventions aimed at providing 

water services in DRC (p. 13). 

VEA Program 

Training Materials, 

Guidelines 

 

VEA Program Trainer’s Kit Details the role each level of 

government – national, 

provincial, zone/subdivision, 

aire, village/school – is expected 

to play under the VEA program, 

and lists the major 

responsibilities and tasks of staff 

at each level. 

VA Program Monitoring and 

Evaluation System  

Depicts the data collection, 

transmission and reporting 

processes for the program, the 

tasks and deadlines assigned 

each level as a bottom-up 

process by which data and 

reports flow from the village to 

the national level passed on by 

intermediary aire, zone, and 

province. 

Training Module for Chief 

Medical Officers of the Health 

Zone, VA Program 

Provides detailed guidelines for 

the implementation of core 

elements of the VA program, 

including community 
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engagement, data collection and 

monitoring water use, sanitation 

and hygiene practices at village 

and  household levels.  

VEA Program 

Evaluation, 

Assessment, 

Analysis  

 

Program Evaluation 2012 Notes among the program’s  

strengths well-established 

internal procedures applied 

throughout the program, 

formalized through procedural 

manuals; adherence to program 

rules and procedures; regular 

coordination meetings.  Among 

its weaknesses: inadequate 

horizontal cooperation between 

responsible authorities.  

VEA Strategic Plan 2018-2022 Outlines several areas of 

improvement to the program’s 

implementation strategy 

required, including greater 

involvement of the political-

administrative authorities.  

Foresees ETDs taking greater 

responsibility for local water and 

sanitations systems with support 

from the relevant national 

ministries. 

 

 

Observations 

From my observations during visits to their workplaces, I noted how dramatically the 

conditions within which participants work deteriorated as I moved down the 

organizational hierarchy.  National offices appeared to be relatively functional, while at 

lower levels conditions were considerably more rudimentary.  As with the physical 

setting, there was a perceptible difference at each level in overall tone and attitude with 

which participants talked about their work.  Those at national level were generally 

positive, cheerful, confident.  At provincial level, the sentiment was largely upbeat but 

there was a more palpable sense of frustration related to insufficient resources and 
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challenging working conditions.  At zone and subdivision level, participants’ 

discontentment with working conditions was more obvious, but varied.  Some were more 

matter-of-fact, accepting of the conditions as given, others displayed bitterness or 

resentment.  I perceived, not among all participants but at all levels, a sense of pride in 

the program and its purpose, and in their contribution to it.  I could see and hear 

enthusiasm and pride in expressions and voices, even among those who complained 

about the challenges and material deficiencies of their work.  Health sector offices were 

noticeably better provisioned than their education sector counterparts, but I otherwise did 

not notice significant differences in participants’ attitudes or workplace atmosphere 

specific to health or education offices.  

Securing permission to conduct interviews with ministry staff involved a series of 

visits to the national secretariat offices of both MPS and MEPSP.   At MEPSP, I was 

assisted immediately by a secretary who helped me navigate the process with relative 

efficiency.  At MSP, I was left to wander the hallways to figure it out on my own.  At 

both ministries, I observed adherence to regimented protocol within an atmosphere of 

casual disorder.  MSP had a highly structured system to formally receive, register and 

respond to correspondence, involving visits to secretaries on different floors.  One took 

my phone number and told me she would call with an appointment to see the Secretary 

General.  She never did.  At MEPSP, access to the acting Secretary General was 

controlled by the secretary.  I found the secretary in a large room.  At one desk three men 

were typing on laptops; at another, a man sat eating bananas.  The secretary led me past a 

throng of people crowded into outside the office to meet the Secretary General.  After 
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reading my letter, he instructed that it be stamped and registered, then welcomed me to 

proceed.  

MESP VEA program offices 

The MEPSP’s national office division responsible for the VEA program is located in 

a compound some distance from the compound of the Secretary General.  In a sprawling 

poorly maintained building, I was directed to a dark narrow hallway on the ground floor 

lined with office doors closed behind heavy metal gates and bolts.  A conference room 

was orderly, filled with a long table aligned with chairs, without fan or air conditioning. 

Light was from windows open to courtyard.  The main program office was crammed with 

several desks holding desktop computers, files and papers.  Staff  sat elbow to elbow, 

working at computers.  

At the provincial level, staff seconded to the VEA program worked in a large one 

story building.  Many offices were locked with bolts or bars.  The only light was from 

open windows.  In the VEA program office, desks were dusty, piled with papers.  None 

looked to be an active workspace.  On one desk there was a computer screen and some 

cables. There was no other equipment, no materials or files.  I learned that the division 

was without fuel for the generator, its only source of electricity, so many staff would go 

elsewhere.  In Mbandaka territory, subdivision offices were even less functional.  Those I 

visited were dark and poorly maintained, cluttered with old files and broken furniture.  

The buildings were in various states of disrepair.  Most external and internal walls were 

unpainted, streaked with mold and grime.  None had electricity, equipment or office 

materials in sight.  Light came only from open, unscreened windows or gaps between 

walls and roof.  Desks did not appear to be workplaces, but discarded furniture.  In 
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Bikoro territory, subdivision offices are in a crumbling colonial building of dark rooms 

without electrical supply, lighting or equipment.  Apart from a manual typewriter at 

which one staff was busy typing, I saw no other equipment.  Desks held piles of papers 

and old files fill shelves.   

MSP VEA program offices 

Within MSP at the national level, VEA program staff held a separate office in a wing 

at the end of a string of brick buildings, several recently rehabilitated, brightly painted.  

The office doors were labeled with titles.  A large conference room held an oval table 

surrounded by new chairs, many still with plastic covering.  An air conditioner was 

running, and hallways and offices were clean and brightly lit by overhead lighting.  Staff 

were sitting at desks crowded with, laptops, phones, files, and papers that appeared in 

use.  At provincial level, the office of the VEA program was small, well organized, clean 

and functional.  The walls were in relatively good repair and recently painted.  Files 

stacked neatly on shelves  were clearly labeled with recent dates seemed to be regularly 

maintained and used.  Program materials were also organized and stored on shelves; 

bright program posters were taped to the walls.  Three desks in good condition all 

appeared regularly in use.  Handwritten program statistics, recently updated, were posted 

on the wall.   

At the zone level in Mbandaka territory, VEA staff worked in a small building in 

three or four large rooms.   One  that appeared to be the operational center was furnished 

with couches and chairs, a conference table piled with documents, bookshelves filled 

with files.  At a desk in the rear a man worked at a desktop computer.  Above him on the 

wall were epidemiology statistics written by hand and posted with tape.  Other offices 
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were orderly, with desks and chairs, that staff appeared to use while in the office.  At 

zone level in Bikoro territory, VEA program offices were in a low building across from 

the hospital.  The building appeared to have been built or renovated within the past 

several years. The office I visited was lit by sun from windows.  Desks and shelves were 

crowded with papers and files, all apparently maintained and in use.   On the wall were 

taped hand-written charts of current year and month statistics.   

In Table 5.2 I summarize my findings from on-site observations, as noted for each 

institution and at each level, both in the physical surroundings, as well as in the non-

verbal cues about attitude and atmosphere I detected from participants and others with 

whom I may have interacted at the site.  

Table 5.2   Summary of Observations of Participants’ Workplace Environments 

 

Level    

National Ministry of Education  Ministry of Public Health 

 

Workspace Environment  

 

Exterior and hallways  

- Poorly maintained 

- Dark, unlit hallways 

- Bolted doors 

- Cheerless  

 

Internal offices and 

meeting space 

- Sparse 

- Limited equipment 

- Congested, shared space 

- Orderly 

- Neat  

- Old papers and files 

 

 

 

Exterior and hallways  

- Recently renovated 

compound 

- Bright 

- Well marked entrance 

 

 

Internal offices and 

meeting space 

- Organized, maintained 

- New furnishings, electronic 

ceiling light, brightly lit,  

- Office doors labeled 

- Equipped with laptops or 

desktops, phones, supplies 

- Small, neat office, crowded 

desk, electric light 

- Dark room, natural light 

- Cramped, organized, well 

lit, furnished, equipped 
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Participants Non-verbal  

 

Atmosphere 

- Relaxed pace 

- Capable, friendly staff 

 

Attitudes 

- Earnest, positive,  

- Serious, interested 

- Cheerful, energetic, proud, 

committed 

 

Atmosphere 

- Immediate reception and 

attention 

- Positive, professional 

 

Attitudes  

- Animated, enthusiastic, 

thoughtful  

- Shy, assured, 

knowledgeable, positive 

- Matter of fact  

 

Provincial Ministry of Education  Ministry of Public Health 

 

Workspace Environment  

 

Exterior and hallways 

- Sprawling, old building  

- Long, dark hallways 

- Bolted doors 

 

Internal offices and 

meeting space 

- Sparse furnishings 

- Unused, unmaintained, not 

functional space 

- Unlit, natural light through 

open windows 

- Little equipment  

- No materials or files 

 

Exterior and hallways 

- Small, sunlit office  

- Door open to the street at 

the end of a long, low 

building 

 

Internal offices and 

meeting space 

- Organized, clean, 

functional 

- Furniture in good 

condition, materials and 

files organized 

- No supplies but stocks of 

program materials on shelf 

- Equipped, organized, 

statistics maintained and 

posted  

 

 

Participants Non-verbal  

 

Atmosphere 

- Upbeat, professional 

- Slow, at ease 

 

Attitudes 

- Frustrated with lack of 

resources and equipment  

- Positive about relationships 

with colleagues and work 

- Passionate 

 

Atmosphere  

- Bright, cheerful 

 

 

Attitudes  

- Labored, complaints about 

lack of equipment and 

resources 

- Energetic, passionate, 

seeking praise 
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- Matter of fact about lack of 

resources 

 

 

- Positive, proud 

Subdivision / Zone Ministry of Education  Ministry of Public Health 

 

Workspace Environment 

 

Exterior and hallways 

- Poorly maintained 

- Dilapidated space 

- Unlit, dark, dank, 

unpainted, mold-stained 

walls 

 

 

Interior offices and meeting 

space 

- Disorderly, unused, not 

functional space 

- Filled with broken 

furniture, old files, papers 

- No equipment, supplies or 

materials  

- No electrical supply 

- Crumbling, bare concrete 

room with no ceiling 

- Few desks, broken 

furniture 

- Participant’s small desk is 

orderly, neat, functional  

 

 

Exterior and hallways 

- Old building, new 

equipment and facilities 

from recent emergency 

response 

- Recently renovated 

buildings, dark offices 

- Small, dark hallway, large 

rooms 

 

Interior offices and meeting 

space 

- Furnished, organized files, 

light filled, statistics posted 

on walls 

- Clean, functional, staff 

busy 

- Functional workspace, 

furnished 

- No equipment 

- Crowded with papers, 

maintained, functional, 

statistics posted on wall 

- New motorcycle 

 

 

Participants Non-verbal 

 

Atmosphere  

- Languid, worn out, 

embittered by lack of 

resources, difficulties of 

job 

 

Attitudes 

- Complaints about lack of 

resources and equipment 

but upbeat, passionate 

about helping children 

- Organized, serious, 

animated, committed 

 

Atmosphere  

- Punctual, thoughtful, 

energetic 

- Cheerful, animated 

 

 

Attitudes  

- Talkative, proud of work 

- Responds easily, positive, 

knowledgeable, committed 

- Positive attitude, more 

distant relationships with 

province  



 

 

182 

 

 

Interviews 

Findings from whole participant group 

Interview respondents at all levels described having regular interaction with 

colleagues at levels above and/or below them.  They portrayed their interactions as 

constructive, and their relationships with colleagues at other levels as congenial.  

Participants described these relationships and interactions as a necessary, integral aspect 

of carrying out their routine functions under the VEA program.  They talked about a 

number of different ways and reasons for cooperating with colleagues at other levels 

while undertaking their duties under the VEA program.   

The collective interview accounts point to six specific factors that appeared to notably 

affect whether, how and why participants cooperated with colleagues at other levels.  

While I found differences in emphasis and perspective at different levels, these six factors 

were present in the accounts I collected at all levels and in both ministries and in both 

territories.  All of the factors appeared to contribute in important ways to vertical 

cooperation.  The analysis below is organized according to each of these factors – 

requisite input and conditions, structured relationships, regular communication, common 

procedural language, mutual dependency, and measured success/failure – and how I 

interpreted participants’ input related to each. 

 

- Apathetic, vague, resentful 

about lack of resources 

- Upbeat, animated, 

committed, neutral about 

lack of resources, positive 

attitude about provincial 

staff 

- Serious, knowledgeable, 

proud 

- Knowledgeable but cynical, 

frustrated with lack of 

resources, negative 

- Complaints of lack of 

resources, fuel 
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Requisite inputs and conditions 

Adequate resources and the minimum operating conditions stand out as requisites to 

vertical cooperation under the program.  Participants at all levels in both ministries 

pointed to insufficient funding, supplies and equipment, and to poor, limited 

infrastructure as the greatest obstacles to their cooperation with colleagues at other levels.   

Funding  

Participants at all levels emphasized that for any interaction with offices in other 

locations, they require funds.  Though I did not ask directly or refer in any way to 

funding or resources, in every interview, the respondent raised concerns about having the 

means necessary to meet his/her obligations under the program.  Participants consistently 

cited insufficient funding and lack of other inputs as the major impediment to their ability 

to cooperate with colleagues at other levels.  Essential activities such as training, 

supervision, data transmission, reporting, signaling and responding to problems, all 

required staff to call, write or visit each other. Participants talked about needing funds to 

call by cellphone, Foni (I was not able to see it one, but participants describe the “Foni” 

as a short wave radio system by which operators across the country transmit messages to 

areas out of range of the cellphone network), or skype; to transmit a message or a 

document electronically, or to deliver a hard copy by messenger; to convene a training or 

conduct a site visit.  Whether or not they had the necessary inputs – credit for cellphone 

calls or internet modem, travel stipend, or motorcycle fuel – determined whether and how 

they were able to interact with colleagues based at other offices. Asked about any 

difficulties related to cooperating with colleagues at other levels, a national level 
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participant responds: “Any blockages are related to funding.  Otherwise, it is easy.  It is 

easy when there are resources” (NH3).  

Participants from both ministries talked about the need for resources in the same way, 

but the focus and emphasis of their reference to resources varied, depending on the level 

at which they worked.  A concern expressed at all levels, participants’ preoccupation with 

inputs and conditions intensified further down the hierarchy.  The extent to which 

inadequate conditions and resources frustrated participants’ ability to function seemed to 

be more severe at lower levels.  National level staff in both ministries mainly referred to 

needing resources to organize and deliver trainings for lower level staff, to travel to visit 

provincial and sub-provincial offices, and to accompany provincial and sub-provincial 

officials on site visits to villages and schools.  Insufficient funding blocked their ability to 

train and support lower level staff, as one participant said, “if there is no funding, you 

cannot organize trainings, briefings, activities” (NH3).   Many references by national 

level staff to inadequate resources and conditions were related to the difficulties faced by 

colleagues at other levels, with an acknowledgement that these staff faced even greater 

resource deficiencies.  

At provincial level, participants referred to inadequate means as being a frequent but 

not continuous concern.  They talked about not having enough phone credit or internet 

access to call or respond to colleagues as often and readily as they should.  They also 

talked about the impact on lower level colleagues, such as the program’s inability to fully 

train staff at lower levels when there is turn over, or when the program introduces new 

policies or procedures.  Because of scarce resources, several explained, newer staff at 

provincial and sub provincial levels had not been trained in a formal classroom setting, 
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only “briefed” by higher level colleagues.  For lack of resources for travel costs, 

provincial staff supervised distant schools and villages far more infrequently than those 

geographically closer. Some described efforts to find their own solutions to resource 

limitations, such as going to a cybercafé or to the UNICEF office when the division 

office generator did not function for lack of fuel.   

At sub-provincial level, within the health zone and education subdivision offices, 

participants were more emphatic and specific in describing the barriers to vertical 

cooperation created by inadequate funding and equipment, which they described as a 

constant challenge.  At this level, participants relied entirely on the province for training, 

supplies, such as “fuel, pens and small moto parts,” and operating funds (SPH1).  When 

the province did not provide, lower levels did without.  These participants echoed 

complaints about staff not being trained, only briefed.  In offices beyond the cellphone 

network, participants used the radio-based system they call the Foni to contact provincial 

officials.  As the Foni is a paid service requiring cash, some participants described having 

to pay from their own pockets to be able to access the Foni.  While the program required 

them to submit a monthly report and data, and to conduct regular site visits, they lacked 

computer equipment, transportation, internet connection.  “We do not have 

computers….but each month we are supposed to write a report.  How are we supposed to 

do it?” (SPE1).  They cited insufficient resources as the reason they were unable to 

interact as required with lower levels through site visits, and with upper levels through 

reporting and communication.  As one participant at subdivision level expressed: 

“difficulties, in the sense  you need to contact someone, but you do not have the means to 

buy [phone] credit. Or  you need to make a visit, but you do not have transport” (SPE3). 
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While none expressed it directly, their lack of control over resource decisions, and the 

program’s dependency on funding from international donors seemed for some 

respondents an additional frustration. They implied wanting to be more responsive to 

lower level offices’ requests, but being unable if the request involved resources.  When 

lower level offices signaled to national counterparts the need for funds, as one participant 

explained, “we cannot help” (NE1).  At sub provincial level, staff also described being 

unable to respond to communities’ needs for funds to maintain water and sanitation 

systems: “financially we cannot [help].  We can only help them organize to collect 

money…” (SPH1) but could not help them access program financial support.    

While many participants expressed frustration with the difficulties they confronted 

because of inadequate funds, they did not seem to hold their colleagues at higher levels 

responsible.  On the contrary, a few expressed appreciation for their colleagues’ efforts to 

secure and pass on to them supplies and materials.  One sub provincial participant told 

me, in reference to his relationships with provincial colleagues: “our collaboration is 

good.  But sometimes we lack the means.  The province itself has nothing.  They must 

ask the [national] government or the partners.  The province is informed of all our 

difficulties.  When they have means, they help us” (SPE5). 

Infrastructure  

In addition to operational funds, their interaction with colleagues at other levels, 

participants explained,  depends on having the necessary telecommunications and 

transport infrastructure.  At all levels, they complained about the deficiencies in 

infrastructure, particularly having few roads, lack of transport system, and a limited 

cellphone network as posing major challenges to their ability to interact across levels.  
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National level staff talked about the difficulties in overseeing program staff across the 

country’s vast distances without roads or adequate transport and communications 

systems.  They described frequently being unable to reach colleagues who were outside 

of the cellphone network, or being unable to access certain schools and villages without 

passable roads.  Provincial and sub provincial staff echo these challenges.  At provincial 

level, participants talked about the unreliability of electricity for computer use and 

internet connection for email, skype and conference call exchange with national level 

colleagues.  They also talked about the difficulty of reaching lower level colleagues 

outside of cellphone range and without roads.  When lower levels failed to submit a 

timely report, to transmit data or to respond to a message or call, participants said it was 

often due to their being outside of the cellular network, or to another infrastructure 

related problem.  “It is very easy to communicate [with colleagues at other levels].  Very 

easy. But the problem is that many subdivisions do not have communication network.  

They do not have a phone network.  That is the problem” (PE1). 

At sub-provincial level, the complaint I heard most often was related to the difficulty 

in securing transport to conduct site visits and attend meetings.  For lack of transport, 

participants often went on foot to visit schools and villages, or they waited for UNICEF 

or an international partner to provide a seat in a vehicle or on a motorcycle.  The villages 

and schools furthest from their base of operations, participants said, rarely received visits 

from program staff who lack the means of getting to them.  One participant at subdivision 

level told me: “To do visits regularly on foot to schools that are far, it is difficult… we 

need means of transport.  We waste a lot of time.  When we planned to visit in September 
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we had to wait until November.  The monitoring is not regular because of lack of 

transport” (SPE5). 

Structured Relationships  

The way VEA program staff was organized and managed appeared to facilitate 

vertical cooperation among colleagues.  A team-based structure replicated at each level, a 

consistent point of contact, and personal acquaintances between colleagues developed 

through their repeated interaction over time all appeared to lend to regular and 

constructive exchanges between levels.  

Replicated staffing structure  

In both ministries, the VEA program was staffed by a small technical team.  One or 

more staff members  covered each of the program’s four functional areas: coordination, 

communications, monitoring and evaluation, and water and sanitation systems 

construction.  The program replicated the same functional areas and team structure at 

each level.  That team members held the same positions and served the same functions at 

each level appeared to streamline communications and make colleagues at other levels 

more accessible.  Participants knew how their colleagues were organized, and for what 

each was responsible. Participants implied knowing the program had the same structure 

and worked in the same way throughout the  hierarchy enabled a ready understanding of 

the way the program functioned, how program staff divided and shared roles and 

responsibilities, and how each individual contributed at each level.    As one participant 

told me: “each level works the same.  We replicate at each level.   There is the same 

structure at each level.  It helps to send information from lowest level to national level.  

We create links between the different levels” (NE1).   
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What varied was the number of staff the program supported at each level, and the 

number of functions a staff member held.  Within the national MPS program unit, for 

example, the communications, and monitoring and evaluation functions had two or more 

staff assigned.  At province level, in Equateur, there was one staff person in each position 

in each ministry.  At the sub-province level, only the coordinator, communications and 

combined data collection-monitoring functions were represented, shared among two 

people.  In Bikoro, for example, one staff person held responsibility for both data 

collection and communications.  Due to shortage of qualified manpower, only the 

national and provincial offices had an engineer or technician oversee system construction 

and repair. 

Designated Counterpart 

As participants explained, vertical interaction within the program took place primarily 

between functional counterparts. Participants talked frequently about the on-going 

exchange they maintained with one or a few individual(s) at levels directly above and/or 

below them.  These were their designated counterparts.  Having a formally designated 

point of contact and a well-defined process by which to engage with him or her appeared 

to ease interaction.  National staff described having a single point of contact in each 

province as a valuable resource that facilitated connection between offices working at 

distances:  “The fact to have a counterpart is a strength for us.  They are channels of 

information that facilitate the transmission of information to reach the lowest level” 

(NE1).   Sub-national staff explained that having counterparts throughout the hierarchy 

lent consistency and predictability to interactions with offices at other levels.  Several 

noted though there is a problem of staff turnover within the wider civil service, within the 
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VEA program turnover was less frequent, and the counterpart system enabled them to 

adjust readily to changes in staff.  In speaking of his communication with colleagues at 

the province level, a national participant told me: “It is often with the same person.  If 

there is a new staff, when someone has left, I am informed.  It is not often that they 

change.  We have established a relationship” (NH2).  Another told me, when he needs 

something, “there is always the counterpart” (SPH2) to whom he could turn for 

assistance.  Participants also described relying on the counterpart’s local knowledge and 

network to reach others or to navigate the public administration at that level. One national 

level staff told me:  “I am principally in contact with the counterpart.  He knows all of the 

people in his province.  It is through him I follow up with the others…” (NE3).   “It is not 

just anyone….I depend only on the provincial counterpart… We have regular contact. 

We have each other’s phone numbers” (SPE3).  

Personal acquaintance 

Over time, consistent exchange between counterparts seemed to enable them to 

develop familiarity and personal connections.  When explaining their interaction with 

colleagues at other levels, one participant told me,  “with the counterpart, we have a 

permanent contact. There is no obstacle.  It happens automatically” (NE3).   

Communication between counterparts, said another participant, “is very easy. We know 

each other well.  When we call each other, it is very flexible” (NH2).  From regular 

contact by cellphone and periodic site visits, another participant said of his higher level 

counterparts “we know each other,” (SPE6) implying these connections eased their 

exchange, making initiating a call or a meeting more comfortable and predictable. 
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In contrast to the processes by which they communicated and interacted with other 

levels more formally, participants described most exchanges with their counterpart as 

being relatively fluid and  often spontaneous.  While the formal contacts, such as 

submitting reports or data files, were periodic and routine, participants described 

contacting their counterpart whenever they needed to pass information, ask for help, 

signal a problem.  The counterpart role and the on-going interaction between them 

seemed to create something of a mutual obligation to respond, support and assist a 

counterpart. Participants generally talked about their counterparts as helpful, accessible 

and responsive.  Maintaining contact and positive working relationships with these 

colleagues seemed important to them.  Whereas other officials at the same level might be 

difficult to gain access to, or may not know the program, participants spoke of the 

counterpart as someone who was readily available to them whenever “there is a need or a 

problem” (NE3).  One participant expressed what I heard from others, “I have a 

counterpart the provincial level. If I have a complicated problem, I can ask her” (SPE5).  

Common procedural “language” 

Participants referred frequently to the procedures they were required to carry out in 

implementing the VEA program.  As they explained, these same requirements applied to 

staff at every level.  Throughout the program structure, all staff worked according to the 

same monthly schedule and processes.  Similarly, staff at all levels used a standard set of 

forms and templates for reporting, data collection and other functions.  These common 

rules and shared standards seemed to facilitate interactions with colleagues at other 

levels, making it easier to readily connect with and relate to others working in the same 

way with the same tools.  
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Standard procedures 

At all levels within both ministries, participants described a well-defined, systematic 

approach to program implementation applied by staff throughout the hierarchy.  They 

talked about adhering to routines, following instructions, working according to a common 

plan.  They described following the same monthly cycle for reporting, data submission 

and meetings.  Common processes lent standardization to communication and 

information sharing between levels.  These standard processes and formats provided 

colleagues at different levels with common standards, mutual expectations and a way of 

working that was shared across levels.   

Program rules and procedures were established at the national level.  Within both 

ministries, the national office issued directives, templates and forms to the provincial 

level.  The provincial office distributed them to the health zones and education 

subdivisions.  As a rule, subnational offices did not establish their own processes or 

modify the national instructions.  One national office participant told me, “the national 

level is the normative level.  We issue standards and directives that are implemented at 

provincial level…  all that is done in province and zone comes from us here at national 

level” (NE1).   

Many participants talked about the guidelines and templates they used to comply with 

program procedures: “We have a framework for planning.  We exchange related to the 

progress we are making.  We refer to the framework, the schedule.  We have a work 

calendar of work sessions and meetings” (NE1).   Annual activity plans enabled 

coordination at the same level: “each of us knows what he must do” (SPE3), because the 

plans lent structure and predictability to implementation.  This standardization appeared 
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to allow familiarity and predictability with other offices’ ways of working.  Higher levels 

appeared to make an effort to enforce adherence to procedures and schedules.  If 

participants at lower levels were late in submitting a report or a data file, they expected 

their higher level counterpart to soon be in contact to remind them.   If their reports 

indicated poor performance at schools or villages, they knew the counterpart would be 

likely to call or write to find out more, provide feedback, correct errors, give instructions 

to help them improve.  

Common forms and formats 

As its standardized procedures and processes created connections through common 

processes between levels, the VEA program’s requirement that staff at all levels use the 

same formats and tools may similarly have facilitated vertical cooperation.  Participants 

referred often to the VEA program’s set of standard training modules, templates, forms, 

guidelines, manuals, instructions and procedures applied by staff at all levels. The data 

collection instruments, reporting format, conference call and meeting agendas, were all 

standardized and applied throughout the program.  “We have modules; we have template 

documents.  This helps us.  We have guides… During the training, they give us 

documents.  We have for example also a brochure, a template for reporting for the EA 

program.  We have forms.  Because to do the surveys, to do the monitoring, there are 

forms to complete for that” (SPE3).   

Common materials and processes lent routinization to communication and 

information sharing between levels.  Each office knew what the other was expected to do 

and to contribute to the overall process.  Participants relied on these materials and 

processes as sources of reference that informed and directed their work under the 
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program.  Sharing templates, learning the same content and applying the same 

instruments, seemed to create a basis of understanding that facilitated interaction and 

cooperation across levels.  A national level participant explained: “Because to exchange 

within the same ministry is easier.  In the same ministry we understand each other.  If I 

ask them for support, for example if I need them to send a report, they can send us easily 

a report” (NE2). 

Regular communication  

Using a variety of modalities, participants maintained on-going communication up 

and down the administrative hierarchy.  They communicated back and forth, following an 

established protocol for working through the chain to reach colleagues at levels above 

and/or below them.  Participants at different levels used the means available to them to 

call, write, visit and meet with each other.  At all levels, participants described these 

exchanges as being at the core of the cooperation between offices.  

Multiple channels 

Communication with counterparts at other levels was the primary means by which 

participants operationalized their vertical cooperation.  Participants described using a 

variety of ways to maintain contact across geographical distances and administrative 

boundaries. Participants at all levels in both ministries referred to maintaining on-going 

contact and communication with colleagues directly above and/or below them.  They 

described their communication as “permanent,” “constant,” “at any time.”   They 

maintained on-going contact with colleagues at other levels through one or more modes 

of communication, that ranged from sending hard copy correspondence through an 

informal messenger system, to using the Foni, to cellphone, email, skype, conference 
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calls, WhatsApp.  With multiple ways of getting in touch with each other, when one 

mode failed, they tried others to get through. 

The mode of communication most used varied by level, and the number of 

communication options decreased as the office fell lower in the hierarchy, depending 

primarily on the resources and infrastructure to which staff had access.  National and 

provincial level participants tended to use email and skype as their primary modes of 

communication, as their offices had relatively reliable access to electricity, and they were 

equipped with laptops and internet modems.  They described frequently resorting to 

cellphone to follow up on an electronic exchange as needed, track down a colleague who 

has not responded or complied with a deadline, to relay information when a provincial 

office was without electricity or internet connection.  Provincial staff generally used 

email and skype, when they had electricity and data credit, in communication with 

national staff.  With those at sub-provincial level, they used cellphone or Foni.  Below the 

province level, where offices were entirely without electrical supply and internet 

connection, participants used cellphone, Foni and written correspondence delivered by 

travelers paid to hand carry documents between offices.     

Participants also exchanged visits to the offices of their colleagues at other levels.  

Those working at subdivision and zone level within Mbandaka territory described 

frequently visiting the provincial offices, located at short distances within the town 

center, and receiving visits from colleagues from lower levels who travel to the provincial 

capital to deliver correspondence or to pass information to the provincial division.  

Speaking of receiving feedback from his provincial counterpart, one participant told me, 

“We receive the response in writing, or telephone, or he comes.  He comes frequently” 
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(SPE5).  Participants in national, provincial and the Mbandaka sub-province offices, who 

had access to meeting space and equipment, described conference calls and coordination 

meetings as also being important forms of communication.  These calls and meetings, 

often with logistical support from UNICEF, were regular monthly occurrences until late 

2018.  Due to funding reductions, several respondents told me, the meetings and calls 

were less regular but still occurred.   

Two-way 

The back-and-forth nature of the communication between participants at different 

levels also seemed to  facilitate their cooperation.  Contact could be initiated by either the 

higher or lower level official.  Participants described calling colleagues above and below 

them whenever necessary.  They did not have to wait for colleagues to call, or for any 

particular situation to arise.  One participant explained,  “they call us, or we call them.  I 

exchange with my counterpart who is responsible for communication.  He calls me, or I 

call him” (PE1).  Others echoed this: “We call each other” (NH3, SPH3).  “They call to 

give us instructions.  Sometimes we call them” (PH1).  “If we have a problem, we call 

them. If they have information, they call us…We call them, there are no shortage of 

reasons to communicate with them” (SPH1).   

The reasons for initiating communication exchange with colleagues up or down the 

hierarchy varied by  level.  Lower level officials typically called to signal problems or 

needs, or to relay requests for assistance. Higher level officials talked about calling to 

maintain awareness of what is happening in provinces and  communities. “If we do not 

have contact, we cannot not know what is going on” (participant NH3).  “I also collect 

feedback to knowing what is going on in the province” (participant NE3).  “The first 
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reason we have contact, we are at national level.  It is necessary to exchange with them at 

province level to know what is going on at province level” (NE2).   

Established protocol 

In discussing communication with colleagues at other levels, participants consistently 

pointed out that their contact was limited to those directly above and/or below them.  

They referred to following strict protocols for communication with other levels, stressing 

the importance of adhering to a hierarchical chain of command and communication.  

Staff throughout the hierarchy appeared to conform to this norm.  Provincial  staff did not 

communicate directly with schools and villages without going through and involving sub-

division or zone offices.  When they had a message or an inquiry, the national staff did 

not go directly to the zone or subdivision.  It passed through the province, which 

facilitated the exchange up and down within the hierarchy.   

Participants referred to lacking the authority to go directly to anyone not next in the 

communication chain. At the provincial level, a respondent told me: “When I send my 

report, I send directly to the counterpart.  I put the others in copy; I copy my boss, my 

colleagues, and the point of contact at UNICEF.  I could copy the director, but I do not 

have the authority to copy the director, our counterpart is there.  It is he who goes through 

his hierarchy” (PH2).  Another participant at subdivision level echoed his colleague when 

asked if he ever has direct contact with the national office:   “National level, no we 

cannot bypass the province to go to Kinshasa.  We only go through the province.  We 

must respect the chain of communication.  Go directly to Kinshasa, we cannot do that” 

(SPE5).  
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In the same way that channeling communication through a counterpart seemed to 

facilitate cooperation, adherence to the protocol of working only with offices directly 

above and below may have contributed, by streamlining information flow and keeping all 

offices in the chain informed.  In passing through the province to transmit a message to 

the zone or subdivision, for example, the national office acknowledged the provincial 

office’s role and direct responsibility for the offices below.  The national office 

necessarily implicated the province both in transmitting the message and in overseeing 

the lower office’s response. “It is a chain.  Everyone respects the chain and his area of 

power,” one participant told me (SPE2). 

Mutual dependence 

Several of the VEA program’s core processes could not be completed without the 

contribution of staff at every level. This seemed to create a mutual dependency between 

offices at different levels.  To implement the program, participants depended on 

colleagues below and/or above them get their own tasks accomplished.  Higher levels’ 

responsibility for increasing lower levels’ capacity may have reinforced this 

interdependence by giving higher offices a stake in ensuring lower offices perform well.  

Lower levels had more direct information, knowledge and relationships with program 

beneficiaries, but recognized their dependency on higher levels for guidance, assistance, 

and materials.  Higher levels had access to resources, materials and influence over 

decisions, but counted on lower level colleagues to apply instructions, follow procedures, 

and keep higher offices informed of both problems and progress.   
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Joint processes  

To collect program data and produce monthly reports, VEA staff used a receive-and-

relay process that proceeded according to a set sequence and common schedule.   Using a 

standard form, sub-provincial staff collected and recorded data about attitudes, behaviors 

and practices among villages and schools.  They were expected to work according to a 

regular monthly timeline to transmit the data to the provincial level, which compiled all 

sub-provincial data and sent them on to the national level. Speaking of the subdivision 

staff, a provincial participant explained: “From the subdivision they send the statistics in 

hard copy.  I take the information and code it in the system.  National level sends us the 

form, we send to the subdivision.  They complete. We do the encoding and send our 

forms at our level” (PE2).  Program staff produced monthly reports in the same way.  

Staff at the lowest levels initiated the report and passed it to the level above, which 

reviewed, added, and passed it up to the next level.  In this way, these collective 

processes required participants at different levels to rely on each other.  The level above 

could not meet its data submission and reporting deadlines unless the level below had 

fulfilled its own.  One provincial participant explained: “You have reports from all actors 

of the subdivision each end of month.  If they do not come, we call them.  At our level, 

we have to report, we need information from the subdivision” (PE2). 

Participants recognized that each level had something one or more other levels need.  

They described a mutual need and reliance on other levels for, at higher levels, 

maintaining awareness, or, at lower levels, receiving support and advice.  Higher level 

participants recognized their counterparts who worked most directly with schools and 

villages “know what problems are there” (NE3).  They relied on these colleagues to keep 
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them accurately updated.  Officials at national and provincial levels acknowledged that 

the knowledge of problems and needs for services, and the evidence of the results of the 

program were in the communities.  They knew in order to maintain awareness of 

community challenges and to understand the program’s effect, their office relied on input 

and cooperation from lower officials.   “As I explained, the actors of subdivision, they 

will do the work to help us certify the school.  We call them by phone to tell them the 

number of schools to certify each year.  They call us only by phone to tell us we have 

certified. The actors of subdivision they do the work.  We only go to supervise and see 

what is working and not. It is those actors in the field it is they who work” (PE1).  There 

was also an acknowledged complementarity of different levels’ perspectives and 

knowledge: “We complete each other.  There is complementarity with provincial level 

information” (NE1).   

Lower levels relied on higher levels in turn for support.  A provincial level participant 

explained: “The zone is close to the community.  They count on us for support.   

Kinshasa support for us is important.  It is important because when we are not with them, 

they will not know our difficulties in the field” (PE1).  National officials were well aware 

of lower level offices’ dependency on the national office for supplies and materials 

essential to their work.  If the national office failed to provide the necessary inputs, lower 

offices could not do their work.  Describing supplying communications materials to 

provincial offices, a national level participant told me: “We can send them enough for six 

months.  But six months later you must renew. If you do not renew, the visibility stops, 

and the provinces do not produce” (NH1).   
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Cascade capacity building  

Receiving training and guidance from the higher level, and providing the same in turn 

for the level below, joined participants vertically throughout the structure in a collective 

capacity building process.  This “cascade” approach appeared to connect program staff 

throughout the hierarchy through a common objective and mutual need.  Participants at 

national, provincial and zone/subdivision levels were responsible for training, guiding 

and supervising their colleagues directly below them.  Those at each of the lower levels 

were expected to apply their trainings and briefings to correctly implement program 

procedures.  A national level participant explained: “At province level we have our 

counterparts who are responsible for communication.  We do capacity building in 

cascade.  We strengthen the province level.  The province reinforces subdivision level.  

The subdivision goes down to reinforce the inspectorate” (NE1).   

Many respondents used the term “accompagnement” [accompanying] to describe how 

staff at different levels interact in carrying out the VEA program.  The French term 

connotates a relationship of support, in which one person helps another.  Someone is 

typically accompanied by another more knowledgeable or in higher authority.  

Participants talked about being accompanied by colleagues at higher levels and in turn 

accompanying those at lower levels.  They used the term literally, as in going together on 

a site visit, but more often figuratively, when talking about receiving or giving 

instruction, oversight or assistance.  A national level participant put it this way: “We have 

role of strengthening and accompanying the province, equipping the province so that the 

province is capable of accompanying the operational level which is the zone of health” 

(NH1).  Respondents generally talked positively about being accompanied. One 
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provincial participant level participant who expressed both appreciation for and 

obligation to his national level colleagues:  “It is good because they accompany us.  This 

is our hierarchy.  These are our bosses.  If we are there, it is for them” (SPH2).      

As participants described it, they received feedback from higher level colleagues if 

schools or villages in their area fell short of program outcome targets or if they made 

errors in procedures.  Some also mentioned being “applauded” or “appreciated” for good 

work or innovative ideas.  Knowing she would be judged by the national office for the 

performance of lower level staff, a provincial level participant described doing what she 

could to instruct, or “brief,” lower level colleagues so their work would reflect well on 

the provincial office:  “We take advantage of the monitoring visits to brief.  If they are 

not briefed, in the material I will at my level also badly viewed.  And the central level 

will judge our DPS [provincial division] badly…The base must be adequately trained. 

Then they will have good results and we will be applauded thanks to them” (PH2). 

Working together  

As they cooperated in a set sequence to complete program processes, participants 

described other situations in which they came together to work collectively with 

colleagues from other levels.  Conducting site visits and solving problems in particular 

appeared to involve cooperative effort between participants at multiple levels.  When 

national staff conducted site visits, for example, they met first with provincial staff.  

National and provincial colleagues went together to the subdivision or the zone, then 

along with their subdivision or zone colleagues proceeded to the aire or inspectorate and 

then on to the school and village:  “After we work with the provincial level person, we 

plan together and go together to the zone.  We plan and go to the aire de santé level to 
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work together at the aire level.  I go with someone from the province to go to territory or 

zone.  We work with the zone, we go together as three to work at the aire” (NE1).  

Participants described a collective approach to problem solving and decision making.  

They talked about regularly working in a joint effort with higher or lower levels to 

surmount obstacles encountered in program implementation.  A provincial level staff 

person put it this way: “We are together, we discuss together, if there is a problem we 

also resolve together, we find a solution together.  We talk together, we find solutions 

together.  It is not difficult.  It is easy” (PE2). 

If at any level staff signaled a problem, it became the responsibility of all levels to 

address it.  As several staff emphasized, “we solve problems together,” “we discuss” 

between colleagues at different levels when problems arise.  “Are there difficulties? What 

do they suggest?  I can eventually add to their ideas.  Together we will look to find 

solutions to the problems, even from a distance” (NE3).  “If it is not going well, we go to 

the field to see what is not going well.  What is really the problem?  We accompany 

them, and we resolve the problem directly” (PE2).  “Because we work in a team. We 

accompany them to see if we can solve problems together” (NE1). 

Measured success/failure  

The VEA program’s clear outcome measure of success or failure, and its regular 

collection and wide circulation of outcome data appeared to be an important motivator of 

participants’ cooperation with colleagues at other levels.  Participants referred to 

achieving this measure as being what drove their work and prompted much of their 

interaction with colleagues above and/or below them in the hierarchy.   
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Achieving program “norms” 

The standard of being “healthy” – the VEA program’s ultimate measure of success – 

was said to be achieved when a school or village has fulfilled a set of “norms” related to 

sanitation and hygiene practice.  When it fulfilled all of the norms, the school or village 

received a certificate.  Participants referred to helping the schools and villages to achieve 

and keep the certificate as being what motivated their interaction with colleagues at other 

levels.  After the school and village achieved a norm, health zone and education 

subdivision participants conducted regular surveys to check if the norm was being 

maintained. Provincial and national level colleagues analyzed the data to identify 

conditions or behavior that indicated the community was no longer complying with one 

or more of the norms, and needed corrective action.    

The loss or risk of losing norms appeared to trigger vertical cooperation in the form 

of communication, site visits, joint problem solving and action involving offices 

throughout the hierarchy.  Participants at national, provincial and sub-provincial levels 

explained how attention to the norms affected their work.  A national level participant 

explained: “If we see the province has lost norms, we must go to the field to see the 

situation” (NH1). From the provincial level, a participant says, “There are the surveys.  

These are my files.  I can take one and see why the zone X has villages are not attaining 

norms.  Why is it only at 50%?   I do my terms of reference, I get my order of mission 

and go to the zone to see why they have not attained their norms” (PH2).  A subdivision 

participant tells me, “the counterpart of the [provincial] division and we work with the 

director of the school to make sure the norms are respected.  The counterpart does also.  

He supports us” (SPE2).   
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Participants recognized maintaining the norms required involvement of offices at all 

levels.  When a village or school lost its healthy certificate, offices at multiple levels 

became involved to help it recover.  As they explained it, the national level analyzed 

program data collected through routine surveys of schools and villages. Where they saw 

norms still unattained or attained then lost, they signaled to the province involved.  The 

province in turn mobilized the zone and the subdivision to investigate and address the 

problem, working with officials of the school and the village.    A subdivision participant 

explained, “now it me who must help the school to make the recovery plan.  There are 

tasks that are given to each one of us.  Myself, I will do what, the director will do what, 

the teachers will do what, the brigade will do what?  We do together the catch-up plan 

with the teachers” (SPE3).    

 National and provincial staff recognized the role lower level colleagues play in 

achieving program outcomes, for which they were also responsible: “Results are at the 

subdivision and zone levels.  We are just there to give orientations.  But the results are 

local.  If it does not work at local level, it cannot work at provincial or even at national 

level.  If we don’t communicate it does not work.  It is a chain” (PE2).  Higher level 

participants recognized the importance of their role in monitoring and mobilizing lower 

levels to take action to attain and keep the norms.  Talking about his communication with 

provincial colleagues, a national participant told me: “Our contact makes a big 

difference… It wakes the friends at province level up, so they cannot sleep.  It does not 

let them say, ‘no one comes to see us.’  Even from distance.  It motivates them, so they 

maintain the norms” (NE3).  A provincial level participant described following up with 

his colleagues in the subdivision when the data from his area showed unsatisfactory 
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outcomes:  “At national level they identify a problem at subdivision level, in terms of 

results in the system.  That is not going well in the subdivision   They call, ‘what do you 

think?’  They contact provincial to ask what is wrong.  At our level, we meet to discuss.  

We see that it is not going well.  Then we see we must go quickly to field to find out what 

is the problem” (PE2). 

Systematic measurement, visual results 

That the VEA’s goal of villages and schools certified as healthy is regularly measured 

and reported, using data, quantified targets and visual displays of data findings, seemed to 

compel cooperation between offices to achieve program outcome targets.  At all levels, 

participants expressed awareness that program outcomes were constantly monitored 

through regular analysis of program data.  Two participants responsible for managing the 

program’s data collection system, respectively,  referred to the program’s database as 

“the mirror” (NH2) and “the pulse” (PE2) of the program in explaining the vital role the 

system plays.  Lower level staff were aware of the database’s importance in conveying 

the program’s  performance.  One participant told me, “all that is done in the field we 

collect data.  At our level we only do the reporting.  We can see if the results are 

verifiable in the database” (PE2).  Through monthly data collection and analysis that 

involved staff at all levels, program managers monitored the status of each school and 

village.  Data reports appeared to prompt interaction and cooperation between levels. 

National level staff compiled and analyzed the data and disseminate the findings.  These 

prompted interaction with lower levels to address poor results.  A national level 

participant explained: “as these data are registered in the database, with our colleagues 

M&E we can see always by province, what are the trends, which are the villages that are 
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losing their statute, which are losing which norms.  We can work according to this…We 

have capacity building by training the actors.  And supervision.  We have monitoring.  

We train the people we give them tools” (NH1). 

The program maintained an internal website on which it posted outcome statistics and 

visual displays of the status of the norms of all schools and villages participating in the 

program.  A participant responsible for the program’s data management at national level 

explained “We post the results in the website. A site that is managed by the 

communication cell.  Each time we post the activities, the progressive achievements, if 

there are norms attained, the certifications are posted directly. The web site is open to 

everyone” (NH2).   

I summarize in Table 5.3 below some of the key findings from each data source as 

relevant to each of the six factors that emerged as most notable from the interview 

accounts.  For each factor, I triangulate findings from the interview data with findings 

from the document review, the on-site observations or both of these sources, to 

substantiate or comment upon what I learned from interviews with participants.  

 

Table 5.3  Triangulation of the Data Underlying each Factor, by Data Source 

 

Factor  Interviews  Documents Observation   

 

Requisite inputs 

and conditions 

Participants at all 

levels talked about 

needing funding, 

equipment and 

essential 

infrastructure to 

cooperate across 

levels.  

Participants’ 

concern with these 

inputs intensified 

descending the 

 On-site 

observations of 

participants’ 

workplaces 

confirm their 

accounts of poor 

working conditions 

and resource 

deficiencies.  The 

dilapidated spaces, 

lack of visible 

equipment and 
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administrative 

hierarchy – those at 

lowest levels 

mentioned 

inadequate inputs 

and conditions most 

emphatically. 

supplies, notably 

worse at lower 

levels, are 

consistent with  

participants’ 

descriptions, and 

with the heightened 

preoccupation 

among those at 

zone and 

subdivision levels.  

 

Structured 

relationships 

Participants at all 

levels in both 

ministries referred 

to the program’s 

structure and 

designated 

counterpart as 

elements that 

seemed to facilitate 

easy access to and 

constructive 

interaction with 

colleagues at other 

levels.  

Participants’ 

descriptions of their 

responsibilities 

within the public 

bureaucracy and the 

VEA program are 

largely consistent 

with the way 

relevant laws and 

VEA program 

documents outline 

their respective 

mandates.  VEA 

program training 

documents 

depicting the 

program structure 

and describing roles 

and responsibilities 

are also consistent 

with participants’ 

depictions.   

Visits to the VEA 

program offices 

confirmed 

participants’ 

descriptions of 

working in a team 

based staffing 

structure replicated 

at each level. I 

witnessed program 

teams team sharing 

an office or 

working in close 

proximity.  A 

national level 

participant showed 

me an organigram 

of the program that 

reflected the 

structure described 

in  program 

documents and in 

participants’ 

accounts.   

 

Common 

procedural 

language 

Participants in both 

ministries referred 

to following  

established 

procedures, plans 

and schedules, and 

applying standard 

forms and templates 

that are used 

similarly at all 

levels.  

Program training 

materials and 

guidelines present 

the procedures, 

reporting, 

coordination and 

data management 

requirements 

participants 

described. The 

VEA program’s 

Two different 

provincial level 

participants 

showed me hard-

copy files of 

detailed, pre-

printed forms 

required for VEA 

program data 

collection, to which 
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2012 program 

evaluation noted 

effective 

management, and 

well-defined 

structure and 

procedures as 

program strengths 

(EAA 2012).  

participants 

referred.  

 

Regular 

communication  

Participants talked 

about maintaining 

communication 

regularly and as 

needed with 

colleagues above 

and below them.   

They described 

communicating 

according to a 

monthly schedule, 

as well as “at any 

time” when in need 

of assistance or 

information from 

their counterparts at 

other levels.  

VEA program 

materials depicted 

the upward-flowing 

communication 

chain and 

information-relay 

system, and the 

monthly schedule 

for receiving and 

passing up reports, 

information and 

data participants 

described following 

for routine 

communication.  

 

 

Mutual dependency 

In describing the 

way they went 

about key VEA 

program processes, 

participants talked 

about providing  

and receiving from 

other levels 

information, inputs 

or assistance they 

need to complete 

requirements under 

the program. They 

implied a mutual 

dependency created 

by processes that 

can only be 

completed if all 

levels contribute.  

VEA program 

training materials 

presented core 

processes such as 

reporting and data 

management much 

as participants 

described them, as 

relays or cascades 

by which reports 

and data are passed 

from level to level, 

beginning with the 

community and 

ending at the 

national office. 

Instruction, 

guidelines and 

assistance flowed 

downward in the 
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same cascade-like 

process.   

 

Measured 

success/failure 

Participants 

throughout the 

structure referred 

frequently to 

achieving the VEA 

program’s norms 

and its standard of 

healthy villages and 

schools as being 

their principal 

objective and 

concern.  Several 

referred to the 

program’s data 

reports that 

regularly circulate 

showing program 

outcome statistics 

and trends detailed 

by provinces and 

sub provinces.   

VEA program 

training materials 

provided detail of 

its data collection 

and management 

system, on-line data 

base, and 

coordination and 

cooperation 

required to maintain 

these.  Throughout 

the program’s 

materials were 

references to the 

goal of attaining the 

seven norms and 

healthy certificate 

for schools and 

villages. 

A provincial level 

participant showed 

me the statistics for 

the norms attained 

for the province 

under the program, 

posted on the wall. 

She explained how 

the national office 

compiled the data 

and sent her the 

statistics, which 

she posted on the 

wall in a hand-

written chart. 

 

 

Findings from comparison of sub-groups, by ministry, by level, by territory  

Comparison of MSP and MEPSP perspectives 

I noted few differences in the ways participants of the two ministries, MEPSP and 

MPS, described their work and professional relationships within the VEA program.  

Among participants from both ministries, the factors that emerged from their accounts as 

being important to vertical cooperation within the program were the same.  Both 

ministries had assigned staff to the same core functions under the program in the same 

functional team structure replicated at each level.  Both had designated counterparts at 

each level.  There was consistency in the way MEPSP and MSP participants talked about 

program processes of planning, monitoring reporting, cascade training, staff supervision, 

and regular site visits.  The ways they cooperated with other levels to implement program 
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activities, solve problems, communicate up and down the hierarchy, and the reasons and 

objectives they cited for doing so are also very much the same.   Respondents from all 

levels at both ministries referred to insufficient resources and infrastructure as being 

impediments to their ability to interact with colleagues at other levels.  In both ministries, 

with a few exceptions, respondents generally expressed positive, mutually supportive 

relationships with colleagues at other levels.   Both groups described cooperation with 

those at other levels as being “easy,” if they had the funds to communicate or visit.   

The differences I noted between participant groups of the two ministries seem more 

related to the differences in function and stature of their respective home institutions than 

to the way they operated within the VEA program.  MEPSP offices were considerably 

less resourced, less well maintained and appeared less functional than those in the public 

health ministry.  MSP staff described stricter, more systematic processes.  They generally 

gave the impression of being better educated, better qualified, more closely supervised 

and supported.  More of them talked about taking initiative for solving problems at their 

own level before involving the higher level.  MESPS respondents talked about devoting 

relatively more attention to program processes than outcomes.  MSP respondents placed 

more emphasis on the program’s performance targets, benchmarks, indicators; and health 

outcomes such as changing behavior.  They talked more about the importance of 

capacity-building, training and “briefing” staff at lower levels.   

Comparison between national, provincial and territory perspectives 

I did note differences in the ways participants at different levels talked about vertical 

cooperation under the VEA program.  These were primarily differences in perceptions of 
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their role within the program, in the intensity of their concern with resources and working 

conditions, and in their perspective on the challenges of meeting program standards.   

Respondents at national level described as their primary duties within the VEA 

program those related to issuing directives and guidelines; overseeing and provisioning, 

training; monitoring, supervising lower level colleagues, and receiving and compiling 

lower levels’ their reports and information.  National level respondents talked about the 

need for resources in order for they themselves and their lower level colleagues to fully 

operate within the program.  They did not express insufficient funds or material inputs as 

a major complaint.  The principal concern at national level was ensuring schools and 

villages attained and retained their “healthy” certification.  They emphasized their need to 

maintain an awareness of what was going on at the community level.   Their approach to 

lower levels was directive.  They issued instructions and followed up when lower level 

colleagues failed to meet deadlines or when villages and schools were lagging in 

achieving program norms.  National participants described frequent contact and amicable 

relationships with colleagues at provincial level.  They acknowledged relying on the 

provincial offices’ cooperation, both for achieving program results and maintaining 

situational awareness.  As described, their relationships with those at sub provincial level 

were indirect and distant, likely due the protocol of using the province as the liaison with 

lower levels, and to the infrequency of national staff’s site visits and trainings, in which 

lower level staff participate.  

Respondents at province level described their role as being largely a conduit of 

information, knowledge and expertise, materials and supplies between national and zone 

or subdivision levels.  They compiled and relayed what they received from one level 
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upward or downward to the next.  Provincial respondents also referred to their 

responsibility for the program’s and staff’s performance within the province.  They 

described dedicating much of their time to monitoring, supervising and assisting zone or 

subdivision levels, and responding to problems reported to them from sub-province or 

national level.   They talked about the need for more resources to visit lower level offices 

and school and village sites, and complained of inadequate equipment and infrastructure.  

All described being in regular contact with colleagues at both national and zone or 

subdivision levels.  Provincial level participants did not appear to control resources or 

have any autonomy over their own or their lower level colleagues’ decisions or actions.   

They referenced being dependent on both national and sub-province levels.  They relied 

on the  national level for instructions, equipment, authorization, and technical assistance, 

and on lower levels for reports, information, and interventions as needed to get schools 

and villages to reach and retain their certification.  They described as their main 

preoccupations receiving data and reports from lower offices on time to meet program 

deadlines to the national office, and strengthening lower offices’ capacity to correctly 

carry out their functions under the program.  Provincial participants described their 

relationships with national colleagues as familiar and supportive.  They knew these 

colleagues by name and seemed to feel at ease in interacting with them, calling upon 

them for assistance or provisions.  In talking about their interaction with sub-provincial 

colleagues, provincial participants took on a supervisory air, emphasizing their role of 

overseeing, accompanying, joint problem solving.  

Participants at sub-province levels in health zones and education subdivisions talked 

about their role as being both operational and supervisory.  They recognized immediate 
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responsibility for the achievements and failures of schools’ and villages’ efforts to meet 

program norms.  At this level, participants’ concern with deficient resources and 

infrastructure was acute.  Inadequate funds and poor communication and transport 

systems created a major impediment to their ability to complete program requirements.  

These participants had direct responsibility for achieving program outcomes through their 

interaction with the schools and villages.  They were concerned with educating and 

overseeing the comportment of villagers, students and teachers.  They worked on fixing 

problems signaled by local leaders’ complaints or when program data show failed 

progress.  They depended wholly on higher levels for funds, materials, training and 

guidance, and they counted on school and village leaders to bring about and enforce 

sanitation and hygiene practices that will earn them a “healthy” certificate.  These 

participants talked about national level colleagues vaguely.  They did not seem to know 

them or have an established relationship or connection.  The closeness and familiarity of 

their provincial colleagues varied according to their proximity and accessibility to the 

provincial office in Mbandaka.  Those in Mbandaka territory knew each other well and 

interacted often.  Those in Bikoro territory were acquainted and in frequent contact with 

provincial counterparts, but the relationship seemed less close.     

Comparison across Mbandaka and Bikoro territories 

Other than the frequency and ease of contact with the provincial office referenced 

above, I found few differences between the accounts of respondents from Mbandaka 

territory, which hosts Equateur’s provincial capital of the same name, and those in 

Bikoro, the province’s second largest city, located a 5-9 hour drive on dirt tracks to the 

south.   Those in Mbandaka described a closer relationship, greater familiarity and, as 
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noted, more frequent contact with provincial authorities.  They reported easily and 

frequently exchanging visits and calls with provincial colleagues who worked in close 

proximity in the provincial capital.  Bikoro respondents appeared to have a more distant 

relationship with the province.  Their accounts implied their interaction was more limited, 

perhaps due to the relative difficulty in communication and access.  They engaged with 

provincial colleagues to fulfill essential formal processes of monthly reporting, data 

submission and receiving visits by province staff.   In both territories, respondents 

reported visiting schools or villages at least four times during the week, and being mainly 

responsible for community level monitoring, supervision, problem solving, and collecting 

data; and for relaying reports, data and information upward.  Participants in both 

territories talked about the difficulties they faced due to inadequate resources and poor 

communications and transport systems.  

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I presented the findings from my analysis of data collected from 

documents, on-site observations and semi-structured interviews.  I presented what I drew 

from the document review to provide an overview of DRC’s decentralized governance 

system and the complex administrative and political structure established to carry it out.  

I noted what relevant laws make clear, and what they leave ambiguous or undefined, in 

the respective roles and authorities of each level of the system.  I discussed what I took 

from VEA program documents and evaluation reports that enabled me to understand the 

program’s  design, implementation strategy and management structure.  I summarized the 

main insights I gained from my observations noted during visits to the workplaces of the 
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study’s stakeholders and participants.  I discussed how I interpreted what I perceived and 

their implications for the study.  Finally, I presented what I learned from my interviews 

with participants working at different levels of the VEA program about when, how and 

why they interact with colleagues above and/or below them in the program structure. I 

presented the six factors that emerged from the whole participant group as those that 

appeared to be most salient to their vertical cooperation with colleagues within the 

structure.  I offered a comparison across participant subgroups of what varied or 

remained consistent in their accounts across ministries, administrative levels and 

territories.   

In Table 5.4 below I summarize the key findings from my data collection and analysis 

with reference to the study’s research questions.  I note the main caveats and 

considerations related to the findings that might be important to the reader’s appreciation 

of the study’s response to each question.   

 

Table 5.4 Summary of Key Findings, Comments and Caveats 

Research Question Key Findings Comments and Caveats 

1. To what extent do officials 

working at different levels 

of government in DRC 

cooperate to deliver rural 

water and sanitation 

services?  

a. When, why, and under what 

circumstances does 

cooperation occur or fail to 

occur? 

b. What do officials at each 

level perceive as the 

incentives and disincentives 

for cooperation?    

 

Participants described 

regular, generally positive 

and constructive 

interaction between VEA 

program colleagues at 

national, provincial and 

zone or subdivision levels.   

 

Participants cooperated 

with  other levels to fulfill 

routine duties; to solicit 

information, advice or 

assistance; to respond to 

requests or feedback.   

 

Cooperation was  initiated 

both downward and 

During face-to-face 

interviews, it is possible 

there was a “social 

desirability” effect, which 

causes respondents to tell 

the interviewer what they 

think the researcher wants 

to hear (Newcomer 2013 

p.4).  Out of courtesy or to 

present their work most 

favorably, participants 

might have exaggerated 

the extent of vertical 

cooperation that occurs 

under the VEA program. 
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upward.  Reasons cited for 

initiating cooperation were 

different at each level. 

Higher levels sought to 

cooperate to get 

information, give feedback 

or instruction.  Lower 

levels sought to cooperate 

to ask for guidance, help or 

inputs; or to respond to 

requests.  The frequency of 

cooperation appeared to 

depend on resources, 

infrastructure, and need.  

 

Instead of incentives and 

disincentives to vertical 

cooperation, participants 

talked about the need to 

cooperate to achieve the 

VEA program’s “healthy” 

standard.  Program 

outcomes appeared to be 

an important motivation at 

all levels.  Participants felt 

their own performance 

would be judged by 

program outcomes 

regularly measured and 

reported. 

 

Major obstacles to 

cooperation, expressed at 

all levels, were insufficient 

resources, and inadequate 

transport and tele-

communications 

equipment and systems 

needed to engage 

cooperation.     

  

Participants’ emphasis on 

insufficient resources 

might have been affected 

by the hope that I would 

be able to help them 

access funding or 

equipment.   

 

Program training 

documents and guidelines 

are consistent with 

participants’ concern with 

the VEA program’s 

“healthy” standard and 

behavioral norms.  The 

materials detail outcome 

data collection and 

measurement processes to 

which participants often 

referred as something that 

motivates them to 

cooperate with colleagues.  

 

   

2. To what extent are the 

interactions between 

officials at different levels 

of government 

characterized by frequent 

With the exception of 

requisite inputs and 

conditions, the factors that 

emerged from interviews 

are all present in substance 

Financial and material 

inputs that make 

cooperation possible 

across geographic 

distances did not emerge 
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communication, iterative 

interaction, and reciprocity? 

a. What are other common 

characteristics of officials’ 

interaction?  

b. How do formal and 

informal rules affect their 

interaction?  

 

in the original model, 

though with somewhat 

different connotations as 

perceived by participants.  

 

The communication 

participants described is 

better qualified as regular 

than frequent; frequency 

depended on need and on 

resources and 

infrastructure.  Iterative 

interaction stemmed from 

the counterpart relationship 

and replicated staffing 

structure.   Reciprocity 

appeared to be less a direct 

give-and-take between 

individuals than a general 

contribute-and-receive 

relationship between 

offices. 

 

Participants presented their 

ability to cooperate with 

other levels as conditional 

upon the availability of 

inputs and logistics support 

systems.  Observations of 

participants’ workplace 

environments confirmed 

accounts of very limited 

resources and little or no 

equipment and supplies; 

spare, poorly maintained 

offices.  Deficiencies grew 

more severe as I descended 

the hierarchy.   

 

Formal rules, in the form 

of standard protocols, 

procedures, forms, 

templates common to VEA 

program officials 

throughout the hierarchy,  

appear to be important 

from my literature review 

as a prominent factor.  It 

may be that it is assumed 

or implicit in the literature, 

and that I failed to note it. 

 

Similarly, participants may 

well rely on norms and 

values and other informal 

rules to guide their 

interactions with other 

levels, but I did not detect 

these from their interview 

responses. As informal 

rules are largely 

intangible,  participants 

may not be aware of being 

affected by them.  Or they 

may not have considered it 

appropriate or relevant to 

mention these influences 

in our interview. 
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factors dictating 

participants’ interactions 

with colleagues above and 

below them.  There was no 

notable reference to the 

influence of informal rules 

in the cooperative 

interactions participants 

described.   

3. To what extent and in what 

ways does cooperation 

between levels of 

government facilitate rural 

water and sanitation service 

delivery in DRC? 

 

Participants all expressed 

the need to cooperate with 

colleagues at other levels 

to fulfill their duties under 

the VEA program.  They 

recognized their 

complementary roles and 

contributions.  They noted 

only if colleagues 

throughout the hierarchy 

worked together could the 

program meet its “healthy” 

standard.  According to 

their accounts, by enabling 

the program to perform 

effectively, cooperation 

between levels facilitated 

water and sanitation 

service delivery. 

My understanding of the 

extent and ways vertical 

cooperation contributed to 

delivery of water and 

sanitation services in 

Equateur, DRC is based on 

the responses of interview 

participants.  It is thus 

subjective, and likely 

influenced by the social 

desirability effect cited 

above.   

 

 

In the next chapter, I will discuss these findings.  I draw on the data analysis above to 

respond to the research questions.  I discuss how the factors of vertical cooperation that 

emerged from the interview data relate to the study’s conceptual framework, and how the 

field research enables me to refine and deepen the framework.  I suggest there may be a 

dynamic between the six factors by which each factor may enable, facilitate, motivate or 

reinforce one or more of the others.  I present my conclusions and an outline of areas 

where more research is needed to further our understanding about vertical cooperation 

within a decentralized system in a FCAS country.    
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Chapter 6:  Conclusions, Implications and Future Research 

 

Introduction  

In this final chapter,  I revisit the study’s research questions, the original conceptual 

framework; and the study’s findings, and discuss further research ideas and applications.  

I first apply the findings from data analysis to respond to each of the questions that 

guided my exploration. I next return to the conceptual framework I devised at the outset 

drawing upon the literature, and compare the elements of the original framework to those 

of the framework that emerged from participant interviews.  I discuss what the two 

frameworks share, how they are different, and how and why I have revised the original.  I 

end the chapter with the study’s conclusions; its implications for policymakers, 

practitioners and scholars; and future research questions.     

 

Revisiting research questions 

In DRC and other FCAS and developing countries that confront weak institutions, 

political resistance, and resource and capacity constraints when they commit to a 

decentralized system, reform attempts can stall or go off-track (Smoke, 2003).  While 

reform implementation is underway, citizens continue to rely on public services to meet 

basic needs.  Cooperation between central and subnational levels of government is 

essential to effective local service delivery under a decentralized system (Rodden, 2004; 

Prud’homme, 1995).  In contexts where decentralization has yet to yield anticipated 

public sector improvements, the extent to which public service agencies engage in 

vertical cooperation might offer a means of increasing the likelihood of better local 

service delivery.   
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Using DRC’s VEA program as a case study, my research determined that within 

DRC’s VEA program in Equateur, vertical cooperation is possible.  Through the study, I 

identified elements that appeared to be important to cooperative relationships and 

interactions.  The study’s findings suggest that vertical cooperation can contribute to 

enhancing local service provision.  Policymakers might apply these findings and the 

revised framework (discussed further below) to map out an approach to decentralized 

service delivery that creates conditions conducive to vertical cooperation.  Practitioners 

might seek to strengthen cooperation between levels by putting in place the elements that, 

according to the study, contribute to cooperation.  Scholars might build on the study’s 

findings to examine cooperation under other forms of decentralization, and in horizontal 

relationships.  They might also seek to establish more conclusively the extent and nature 

of the relationship between vertical cooperation and local service improvements.   

The study explored three research questions.  The questions were informed by my 

review of the literature, and intended to examine the extent to which the conceptual 

framework I derived from the literature aligns with the collective experience articulated 

by interview participants, as confirmed and complemented by findings from my review 

of key documents and my on-site observations.  I used findings from my analysis of 

participant interviews, the document review and my field visit observations to respond to 

the questions below:  

1. To what extent do officials working at different levels of government in DRC 

cooperate to deliver rural water and sanitation services?  

In their accounts of their work routines and relationships under the VEA program in 

Equateur, DRC, participants described a considerable amount of cooperation with their 
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colleagues working at different levels of the program structure.  At all levels and in both 

ministries, participants described cooperative interactions with colleagues directly above 

and/or below them in the administrative  hierarchy.  Their cooperation appeared to be 

both routine and as needed, both bottom-up and top-down, through multiple channels and 

for a number of reasons.  Vertical cooperation appeared to be integral to the VEA 

program’s implementation and instrumental to the achievement of program outcomes.    

a. When, why, and under what circumstances does cooperation occur or fail to occur? 

Vertical cooperation seemed to occur when participants needed to complete a process 

that involved colleagues at another level, when they needed to build staff capacity or 

organize a site visit; when they needed advice, information or supplies; or when program 

data indicated a school or village was falling behind in maintaining the norms that 

qualified it as “healthy.”  Participants described cooperating with colleagues at other 

levels as a matter of routine, as necessary to fulfilling their respective functions within 

the VEA program.  The program’s monthly reporting and data collection processes 

required staff at every level to receive, add to, and pass on input from level to level 

according to a shared schedule, using common templates, and applying common 

procedures.  Compiling information and data in this way, incrementally working up the 

hierarchy, obliged participants to cooperate on a regular cycle.   Vertical cooperation 

occurred when a higher level office organized a conference call, site visit or staff training 

session that brought together colleagues from lower levels.  It also occurred during the 

annual planning cycle, when lower level offices formulated and submitted their plans to 

the level above for feedback and approval.      
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Participants talked about several reasons for cooperating vertically within the 

program structure.  They most often referred to reaching out or responding to colleagues 

at other levels in order to complete tasks, address needs, overcome challenges, or solve 

problems.  The higher level offices appeared to most often ask the cooperation of lower 

level colleagues to provide information, data and reports; adhere to deadlines, and 

correctly carry out their duties.  Lower level offices seemed to call upon  higher level 

colleagues’ cooperation to provide supplies and other resources, and to assist them with 

problems and technical questions.  As participants described it, program staff from 

multiple levels worked together to organize staff trainings, monitor school and village 

sites, and identify and respond to causes of failures in program achievement indicated by 

program data.  Participants also talked about cooperating so that schools and villages 

would achieve the program’s standards for achieving a healthy status.   

The circumstances under which participants cooperated with other levels appeared to 

be related to established program cycles that involved offices throughout the program 

hierarchy.  To fulfill their obligations under annual planning and monthly reporting and 

data submission cycles, participants reached out to colleagues above and/or below as they 

collectively completed these processes.  Other circumstances for cooperation across 

levels were those in which a participant at one level needed help, information, resources 

or guidance another level might provide; or in response to an inquiry or feedback, usually 

involving higher levels asking for a reply or an action to address a problem revealed by a 

program report or data set.  Staff turnover or a major change in program policy or 

procedure created additional circumstances in which vertical cooperation took place, as 
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higher offices organized trainings or “briefings” to build staff capacity, or provided 

instruction and oversight.    

According to participants’ accounts, the circumstances under which cooperative 

interaction between levels most often to failed to occur or was obstructed were those in 

which participants at one or more level(s) lacked the  resources, tools or infrastructure 

required.  Having insufficient funds – for cellphone calls, internet connection, or 

transport to other offices or program sites – blocked both routine and irregular interaction 

between levels.  Poor or nonexistent transport, gaps in cellphone communications 

network, lack of equipment and a recurrent shortage of generator fuel and other essentials 

impeded participants from reaching out and responding to colleagues at other levels in 

distant locations. 

b. What do officials at each level perceive as the incentives and disincentives for 

cooperation?    

Participants’ incentives for cooperation seemed to be to fulfill immediate or long-

term obligations under the VEA program.  Participants had to work cooperatively to play 

their respective parts in joint program processes, such as reporting and data collection, 

that could only be completed if each level contributed.  Participants’ cooperation also 

appeared driven by an interest in seeing the schools and villages under their responsibility 

achieve program norms and a “healthy” certification.  Program data showing poor results 

could spur the national level’s contact with the province, which would then contact the 

sub-province to instruct it to address the reasons for lost or lagging standards of good 

sanitation practice.  Personal relationships, particularly those with the counterpart, may 

be another source of motivation for cooperation across levels.  Many participants gave 
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the impression of wanting to be responsive when a counterpart called with a problem or 

request, perhaps in the interest of maintaining a good rapport, knowing they would be 

likely to call upon the counterpart in turn.  Most described their interactions with 

colleagues at other levels as being generally positive, and their counterparts as generally 

responsive and helpful. 

Participants did not refer to disincentives to cooperation as much as to obstacles.  

These were primarily related to insufficient resources and poor infrastructure.  This 

sentiment emerged most often and most emphatically from participants at the lowest 

levels.  They described often being blocked or delayed in responding to or calling upon 

colleagues at other levels due to lack of phone or data credit, electricity, equipment, 

transport, cellphone or road connection.  Participants did not convey vertical cooperation 

as a waste of time or perfunctory procedure.  Rather, they talked about interacting with 

colleagues across levels as a necessary, integral aspect of their work under the program.  

Participants indicated the main barriers or deterrents to cooperation to be the frustrations 

of struggling to be responsive to colleagues at other levels without the essential resources 

or working conditions.   

2. To what extent are the interactions between officials at different levels of government 

characterized by frequent communication, iterative interaction, and reciprocity? 

Frequent communication came through quite clearly as an essential aspect and 

primary modality of participants’ cooperation across levels.  Participants described 

communicating regularly with colleagues at other levels in a variety of ways and for a 

number of different reasons.  The communication seemed to be initiated at any level, to 

go both ways, and be fluid and “easy,” especially between counterparts at different levels.  
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Similarly, iterative interaction appeared to be an important feature of vertical 

relationships under the VEA program, facilitated by the program’s structure, and by its 

protocols that channeled contact within the hierarchy.  The program’s team-based staffing 

structure, whose clearly delineated functions were replicated at each level, its designation 

of a point of contact at each level, and its norm of limiting contact between those in levels 

directly above and/or below, seemed to lend to individuals’ interacting with their 

counterparts routinely.  At all levels, participants talked about being in touch with their 

counterparts regularly, “at any time,” and their contact as “permanent” or “constant.”    

None of the participants referred directly to reciprocity in his or her relationships with 

counterparts or others within the hierarchy.  However, reciprocity was implicit in the 

mutual dependency that seemed to form between colleagues at different levels.  At all 

levels, participants described needing something from the offices above and/or below 

them.  Participants at higher levels talked about relying on lower levels to submit reports 

and data on time, and providing information, keeping them apprised of problems and 

developments.  Lower levels talked about calling on higher levels for help and advice.  

These mutual needs seemed to create a sense of reciprocity by which participants felt an 

obligation or inclination to cooperate when called upon, knowing they would similarly 

call upon others, either the same individuals, or others within the small team structure 

under the program.  

a. What are other common characteristics of officials’ interaction?  

As participants described it, their vertical interaction was resource-dependent and 

characterized by what appeared to be chronic resource deficiency.  Participants at all 

levels referred frequently to needing requisite inputs – funds, equipment, supplies – and 
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conditions – principally essential infrastructure to reach others by phone, skype, email or 

road – to interact with colleagues in distant locations.  The need for adequate resources 

and infrastructure featured prominently in participants’ discussion of obstacles or 

difficulties they faced in efforts to cooperate with colleagues at other levels.  Most 

pronounced at lower levels, an acute need was described by participants at all levels for 

more funding and better conditions that would enable them to more often and easily reach 

out to, respond to, and engage with colleagues above and/or below them in the program 

structure. 

b. How do formal and informal rules affect their interaction?  

Formal rules, in the form of shared procedures, schedules and protocol, to which 

participants said they make an effort to adhere, appeared to markedly affect the way they 

interacted with colleagues at other levels.  The highly structured management processes, 

procedures, protocols established by the VEA program informed participants’ decision 

making and prompted their interaction with colleagues at different levels.  Formal rules 

seemed to signal the program’s expectation that participants would cooperate with 

colleagues at other levels, as well as when and how they were expected to do so.  

Informal rules, those based on norms or values, or adopted over time as the way things 

are done, did not emerge from the interviews as an important influence in participants’ 

vertical interactions or relationships.  There were hints of informal rules at play in 

participants’ references to their resourcefulness in accommodating deficient working 

conditions, and to using their discretion to solve problems without involving other levels 

(discussed further below), but these did not emerge as a strong common element of 

vertical interaction under the program.  By their nature, informal rules, which are 
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typically unwritten and often unacknowledged by those who follow them, may be more 

difficult to elicit in participants’ articulation of determinants of their behavior. There may 

have been informal rules present that affected participants’ interactions and relationships 

with colleagues that I did not detect.  Or, it may be that participants were aware of 

following informal norms, but did not consider it appropriate to share this with me.  

3. To what extent and in what ways does cooperation between levels of government 

facilitate rural water and sanitation service delivery in DRC? 

Nearly all participants expressed that working constructively with colleagues at other 

levels of the hierarchy contributed to the VEA program’s ability to serve villages and 

schools across DRC.  Several recognized the impossibility of serving communities 

without relying on a vertical network of colleagues by which to relay instructions, 

channel materials, direct activities and monitor progress.  In response to questions about 

the extent to which they considered working with colleagues at other levels to matter to 

their institution’s effectiveness in delivering services, most participants responded with 

references to attaining the program’s results and to changing community level behaviors.  

Lower levels acknowledged their need for support from levels above, and recognized 

colleagues below them needed their own support in turn.  They also expressed needing to 

cooperate to relay information up and down the communications chain, to pass national 

directives for program policy and procedures,  and to maintain national actors’ awareness 

of local needs and problems.  Participants seemed to view vertical cooperation as 

necessary to achieving program outcomes by making the administrative structure 

function better.  They referred to ways they cooperate to meet the program’s norms and 



 

 

229 

 

healthy standard, as measured by the outcome data that VEA managers used to identify 

problems and signal performance problems.   

 

Revising the conceptual framework  

In addition to responding to the research questions, I have used the findings from my 

data analysis to determine to what extent the study’s original conceptual framework 

resonates with participants’ experience.  The findings indicate, with two exceptions, the 

elements of the original framework were present as factors in participants’ cooperation 

under the VEA program.  This becomes evident when I compare the elements that make 

up the original framework to those reflected in participants’ accounts.   Within the 

revised framework I have labeled the elements differently, as they are somewhat different 

in connotation and application than those in the original.  However, in substance, I find 

what interview participants described as the factors influential to their vertical 

interactions to be largely the same as those of the original conceptual framework.   Figure 

6.1 shows the original and revised conceptual frameworks together.   
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Figure 6.1  Comparison of the Original and Revised Conceptual Frameworks  

 

To better explain how the framework evolved based on the study’s findings, I present 

in Table 6.1 a summary comparison between the factors that appear in the revised 

framework, as matched – for those to which this applies – with those that compose the 

original framework.  The table is followed by an elaborated explanation of how I match 

the factors across the two frameworks.  
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Table 6.1  Comparison of Original and Revised Conceptual Frameworks 

 

Comparison between revised and original conceptual framework factors and factor 

definitions 

Factor from 

revised 

framework 

Definition/ 

application  

Factor from 

original 

framework 

Definition/ 

application  

Requisite inputs 

and conditions 

Resources such as 

funding and equipment, 

conditions including 

telecommunications and 

transport infrastructure 

required to cooperate 

across distances 

  

Structured 

relationships 
Designated point of 

contact that facilitated 

repeated interaction by 

providing clear direction 

about whom to call 

upon and how to get in 

touch 

Iterative 

interaction 

Interaction between 

two or more people 

repeated over time, 

such that those 

involved have an 

expectation of future 

interaction 

Common 

procedural 

language 

Common set of routines,  

practices, and tools 

applied consistently 

throughout the hierarchy 

Formal rules Explicit organizational 

directives instructing 

staff to adhere to 

certain practices 

Regular 

communica-tion  

Communication 

between counterparts 

that was continuous and 

fluid, through multiple 

channels and modes 

Frequent 

communica-tion 
Communication by 

which individuals 

continuously keep 

each other informed, 

make and respond to 

requests, schedule 

joint activities 

Mutual 

dependence 

Relying on colleagues at 

other levels to complete 

own required tasks and 

advance program 

outcomes, knowing 

colleagues relied on 

them in turn for the 

same 

Reciprocity Exchanges creating 

mutual benefits that 

encourage the actors 

involved to initiate 

and maintain 

cooperative 

relationships 

Measured 

success/ 

failure 

Concern with what 

program data indicated 

about the performance 

of the program under 

their responsibility, and 

Incentives Incentives created 

within an institution or 

relationship by which 

individuals perceive a 

positive return to 

working cooperatively 
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how this reflected upon 

them 

towards a common 

objective 

  Informal rules Guidelines for 

behavior within an 

institution that are 

unwritten but widely 

understood 

 

 

In what follows, I provide a more in-depth comparison between the six factors that 

emerged as most salient to vertical cooperation as described by interview participants, 

and those of the original conceptual framework.  I show that with one exception, each of 

the factors in both frameworks while not an exact match, holds much of the essence of 

one of the factors of the other.  I explain how I define and apply the factor in each 

framework and how the factors in each framework are distinct but substantively closely 

related.  

Requisite inputs and conditions 

In Chapter Five I noted participants’ emphasis on needing the requisite inputs, such 

as funding, and conditions, such as vital infrastructure, as the practical necessities of 

cooperation.  Needing adequate resources to make and receive emails and phone calls, 

organize and attend meetings, and conduct joint site visits, featured prominently in their 

accounts of factors important to their cooperation with colleagues at other levels.  Several 

of them pointed to the lack of sufficient funding or the inadequacy of communications 

and transport infrastructure as being the major impediment to vertical cooperation, which 

otherwise, several said, “is easy.”  This element is missing from the original framework 

derived from the literature.  This factor may be one missed by previous studies that do 

not delve into this realm of inquiry, or, because in less impoverished contexts, it did not 

emerge so clearly as being vital.   My observations of participants’ working conditions 
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confirmed the paucity of the resources they were provided.  Still, participants’ emphasis 

on funding, equipment and supplies may have been influenced by the interview situation 

and by my affiliation with Oxfam, an international organization with indirect access to 

program funds and services contributed by international donors.  Participants may have 

had expectations or hopes that were I aware of the challenges they faced related to 

inadequate resources and infrastructure, I would be able to help them address these 

deficiencies.   

 Structured relationships - Iterative interaction 

The original framework includes the concept iterative interaction.  I learned from 

the literature that when an exchange between two or more people is repeated over time, 

where they both have expectation of future interaction, the individuals involved are more 

likely to engage in cooperative behavior (Scott, 1987; Andersson, 2004).  Study 

participants talked about engaging in iterative interaction under the VEA program due to 

the structured relationships they had with their counterparts.  In their accounts, 

participants explained that having a designated point of contact facilitated their 

cooperation with other levels by giving them clear direction about whom to call upon and  

how to get in touch.  Over time, through their regular interaction through different forms 

of communication, at meetings, during site visits, and trainings or briefings, participants 

seemed to develop an acquaintance with their counterparts.  Most conveyed a familiarity 

with the counterpart that made them feel at ease in these interactions, and implied they 

anticipated a typically cooperative response.  The concept of structured relationships thus 

holds both the notion of iterative interaction and that of familiarity.  A participant’s 

expectation of on-going repeated exchange with his or her counterparts may have 
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encouraged cooperation, as may have developing over time a degree of ease and comfort 

in initiating contact with, making requests of, and responding to these individuals.  

Common procedural “language”- Formal rules  

The original framework includes the concept of formal rules.   Within the 

framework, formal rules are those set by an organization to direct and regulate behavior 

between individuals working with it.  They refer to the explicit organizational directives 

instructing staff to adhere to certain practices or comply with a particular operational 

approach within the organizational environment (Ouchi, 1979).  In the revised 

framework, the concept of formal rules is contained within the shared procedures and 

processes I refer to as a common procedural “language” that participants derived from 

following the same guidelines and applying the same formats under the program.  In their 

interview accounts, participants talked frequently about the procedures the VEA program 

laid out for planning, reporting, data collection and compilation, passing information, 

asking permission.  They described applying prescribed templates and formats in 

completing tasks.  Participants explained how adhering to formal instructions and 

applying established formats required them to act in certain ways in carrying out their 

duties under the program.  In addition to guiding their decisions and actions, these 

procedures, schedules and formats, which were standardized and applied at all levels, 

seemed to facilitate vertical cooperation by creating a shared knowledge of how to 

present and interpret information, anticipate or respond to input, initiate follow up action 

in ways that would elicit a constructive response.  In addition to establishing a common 

set of routines and practices to be applied consistently throughout the hierarchy, 

following the same processes and using the same set of tools may have created the basis 
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for a common understanding of how colleagues at each level worked and what they 

needed from other levels.   

Regular communication – Frequent communication  

In the literature from which I draw the study’s original conceptual framework, 

frequent communication between actors is among the factors that appears to be necessary 

to individuals’ ability to cooperate within a multi-tiered decentralized system (Andersson 

& Ostrom, 2008). The concept of regular, or frequent, communication holds 

essentially the same definition within the two frameworks.  Communication enables 

individuals to keep each other informed, make and respond to requests, schedule joint 

activities, engage in collective problem-solving.  Study participants referred often to the 

communication they maintained, primarily through their counterpart, with colleagues at 

other levels.  Communication between counterparts appeared to be continuous and fluid, 

through multiple channels and modes.  Participants seemed to find it essential to their 

ability to cooperate in fulfilling their commitments under the VEA program.  In the 

revised framework, I use the qualifier regular instead of frequent, as degree of frequency 

seemed to depend considerably on a participant’s access to the resources and 

infrastructure required, as well as on the relative frequency of need.  At higher levels, 

where program offices appeared to be better resourced and have far better working 

conditions, communication seemed to take place more often and with greater logistical 

ease.  At all levels, it seemed to be regular and on-going.     

Mutual dependence - Reciprocity 

In the literature, scholars suggest that reciprocity may be an important element of 

cooperative behavior (Axelrod & Keohane, 1985).   Reciprocal exchange also seems to 
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be key to effective governance under a decentralized system (Rondinelli, 1981).  

Reciprocal exchanges can create mutual benefits that encourage the actors involved to 

initiate and maintain cooperative relationships.  While reciprocity did not emerge 

explicitly as a factor from participants’ interviews, the notion of cooperating with 

colleagues at other levels to both give and receive something of value is contained in the 

factor of mutual dependence included in the revised framework.  Mutual dependence 

captures participants’ recognition that they relied on colleagues at other levels to 

complete required tasks and advance program outcomes, and that their colleagues relied 

on them for the same. The concept of mutual dependence comes from participants’ 

depiction of cooperating with colleagues at other levels to solicit information, assistance 

and inputs, and to responding in turn to like requests.  The types of input participants 

talked about exchanging varied according to their position within the hierarchy, but the 

notion of taking and giving came out in interviews at all levels.  Participants did not seem 

to expect direct reciprocation when they responded to requests from colleagues above or 

below them, but they did appear to recognize that colleagues throughout the program 

structure depended on each other to provide information and other inputs.  Participants 

referred to something akin to reciprocal exchange when they described receiving 

assistance, such as training, from those at higher levels, and being obliged to provide 

equivalent assistance to those below them.  

Measured success/failure - Incentives 

The effect of incentives on cooperative behavior features in each of the bodies of 

literature that inform the original conceptual framework (Williamson, 1999; Ahn et al., 

2009; Smoke, 2015).  Incentives created within an institution or a relationship can 
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influence individuals to work cooperatively towards a common objective.  In interview 

responses, participants did not talk explicitly about incentives in the way Smoke does, as 

specific “rewards and penalties” (Smoke, 2015, p. 259) that inform their decisions and 

actions under the VEA program.  They referred instead to the program’s norms and 

standard of success, which seemed to drive cooperative behavior under the program.  As 

discussed in earlier chapters, when a school or village attained the seven norms, it was 

certified as “healthy,” the program’s measure of success.  Helping schools and villages 

achieve this standard seemed to be an important source of motivation among most 

participants.  Some participants expressed pride in the program’s efforts to keep children 

healthy and reduce illness.  Most seemed to be driven to help villages and schools reach 

the norms because their success, or failure, is routinely measured, reported and 

circulated.  None of the participants talked about being personally sanctioned or rewarded 

based on the outcome measures for cooperative behaviors, but most seemed to be 

concerned with what program data reports revealed about the performance of schools and 

villages under their responsibility, and how this reflected upon them.  The program’s 

heavy emphasis on and regular circulation of detailed performance data seemed to 

motivate participants to cooperate with colleagues towards the achievement of program 

norms and healthy certificates.   

Informal rules 

From the literature review emerged the notion of applying informal as well as formal 

rules as a basis for individuals’ decisions and actions within a decentralized system, an 

organizational setting, and a collective action situation (Smoke, 2015a; North, 1993; 

Bendor & Mookherjee, 1987).  These informal guidelines for behavior are unwritten but 
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widely understood.  They are devised through individuals’ interactions over time to 

become what North calls “conventions, norms of behavior” (North, 1993, p. 20).  

Through neither open nor provisional coding processes did I find the concept of 

“informal rules” to be as salient in participants’ accounts as the other factors in the 

revised framework.  Participants did not describe in a way that was notable other ways of 

working that deviated from those informed by formal rules.  It is perhaps not surprising 

that government officials might be reticent to disclose behaviors or norms that do not 

follow set procedure, or that they might be concerned with demonstrating their adherence 

to the VEA program’s formal requirements.  Or, I may have failed in my questioning to 

elicit references to these influences.   

However, while not a strongly distinct factor within participants’ accounts, there was 

some indication of informal rules that might be at play in the vertical relationships within 

the hierarchy.  One was a degree of resourcefulness to which a few described resorting to 

overcome resource deficiencies, such as going to a cybercafé when the office generator 

was out of fuel, finding ways to get reports delivered through informal couriers when 

communications systems failed, or devising “briefings” for colleagues when training was 

unavailable.  None, though, talked about using alternative informal approaches as a 

regular strategy for determining a course of action.  Informal rules may have also 

influenced the extent to which lower levels took initiative and exercised discretion within 

the VEA program.   It may be that, because on this point participants differed, it did not 

come through as a clear common element of cooperation under the program.  Among 

national level participants, I heard a difference of opinion as to whether all program 

materials, messages and policy directives were initiated at national level.  For one 



 

 

239 

 

national level participant it was clear: “All that is done in province comes from us” 

(NE1).  For another, however: “He can only come here if he has tried at his level…If he 

can resolve, he does not need to come to us...” (NH2).  Among those at lower levels, 

some expressed having, or taking, greater leeway to find solutions and address problems 

directly than some national level staff seemed to acknowledge.  Several at lower levels 

referred with a sense of pride to taking initiative to solve problems at their level before 

referring to  higher level colleagues.  One participant explained, “We are men.  We can 

find solutions here.  It is not always the province that comes to give us solutions” 

(participant SPH2).  There did not seem to be a common understanding of what degree of 

resourcefulness or discretion was accepted or expected, rather this seemed to be 

determined by what an individual participant deemed necessary to carrying out his or her 

duties under the program.      

 

Presenting the relationships between the elements of the revised framework 

In devising the study’s original conceptual framework, I drew out the factors that, 

according to the literature, may in some way influence cooperative behavior within 

institutions under a decentralized governance system.  Within the original framework, I 

did not identify any particular dynamic between the factors such that the elements might 

enable, operationalize, facilitate or reinforce one another when applied to life situations.  

Nor did I note the possibility of a sequential order or dependency between the factors, 

such that one or more might need to be present in order that others also be.  Yet 

participants’ accounts of vertical cooperation as they experienced it suggest these 

relationships might exist between the factors that make up the revised framework.  In the 
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new framework, the individual factors seem to have a practical sequencing and inter-

relationship that bears upon how together they affect vertical cooperation under the VEA 

program.   Within the revised framework, each of the factors appears to take on a 

particular function, either enabling, facilitating, operationalizing, motivating or 

reinforcing vertical cooperation.  In these roles, each seems to affect or relate to the 

others, suggesting a dynamic might emerge from their combination.   

In Figure 6.2, I present a diagram the revised conceptual framework, representing 

both the factors and the relationships I find between them, for reference as I describe the 

relationships in greater detail in what follows.   

 

 

Figure 6.2  Revised Framework: Cooperation in Decentralizing Institutions  
 

 

 

Enabling  

Requisite inputs and conditions appears to be an essential, foundational element that 

creates the possibility for vertical cooperation to occur.  Participants repeatedly 

emphasized the need for the  resources, equipment and infrastructure required to 

cooperate with colleagues in distant locations, indicating requisite inputs and conditions 

enable cooperation.  Without the necessary inputs and conditions, they implied, 
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cooperation is impracticable.  However, with sufficient means and essential 

infrastructure, they could interact through the counterpart relationships established by the 

program’s structure, and they could carry out the common procedures devised for its 

implementation.  

Facilitating  

The elements of structured relationships and common procedures may play a 

facilitating role within the framework.  These elements may make communication and 

interaction easier, more accessible and less costly, by giving participants clear channels 

and a common terminology and set of procedures by which to engage and exchange with 

one another.   

Operationalizing  

Regular communication seems to be the operationalizing factor, the principal means 

by which cooperation occurs.  Having “constant” access to their counterparts by 

cellphone, email, meetings, and other means enables participants to connect over 

geographical distances to jointly complete processes, solve problems, fulfill 

requirements, and work towards program outcomes.   While communication was a key 

modality of participants’ cooperation between levels, it was not the only form of 

cooperation participants referenced.  At all levels, participants also described regularly 

engaging in collective problem-solving, accompanied capacity-building, joint monitoring 

visits, and collaborative production of program plans, data files and reports.  These other 

forms of cooperation likely involved communication at some point, but also seemed to 

involve other interactions, such as consideration of other colleagues’ requests, assessment 
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of and response to colleagues’ capacity and training needs, accommodation to others’ 

schedules or availability, review and analysis of others’ inputs.  

Motivating  

A sense of mutual dependency and a common standard of measured success or failure 

seem to be motivational factors that necessitate participants’ vertical cooperation under 

the VEA program.  In different ways, these factors may have driven participants to 

initiate and constructively respond to cooperation from colleagues at other levels.  

Knowing they could not carry out many of their duties, fulfill many program 

requirements or solve many of the problems that arose without working cooperatively 

with those at other levels may have encouraged their cooperation.  Having a shared, 

regularly measured and circulated standard of success or failure may also have served to 

drive participants’ vertical cooperation.  Knowing they would be judged by what program 

outcome data indicated may have encouraged participants to cooperate with colleagues as 

necessary to achieve program norms and healthy standards.   

Reinforcing  

Holding a common measure of success by which their collective performance was 

judged, and recognizing they depended on colleagues at all levels of the system to 

achieve it, may have reinforced a tendency towards vertical cooperation among 

participants.  These two factors may mutually deepen a sense at all levels that only by 

assisting colleagues above and/or below them to perform effectively, could the VEA 

program result in the healthy villages and healthy schools standard on which they and 

their  program colleagues were evaluated.  
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Implications of the unmatched factors 

  

That I was unable to conceptually match two factors, one from each framework, when 

comparing the original and revised conceptual frameworks I created under the study, 

might also hold implications for policy makers, practitioners and scholars.   

Need for requisite input and conditions for vertical cooperation 

I did not include considerations of having the necessary resources and infrastructure 

to cooperate across distances in the original framework, as these did not come through 

clearly in my review of decentralization, institutional and cooperation theories.   

Decentralization theory scholars cited financial resources as being among the factors key 

to successful decentralization reform (Mehrotra, 2016; Devas & Delay, 2006), but I did 

not note any mention of the physical infrastructure required for cooperation across 

distances, such as cell phone networks and road systems.  Nor did I note any emphasis on 

resources and conditions among scholars from institutional and cooperation theories.  As 

institutional theory focuses largely on the non-material aspects of human behavior within 

organizations, such as leadership (Wright, Moynihan, & Pandey, 2012), value systems 

(Peters, 1998), and trust (Ouchi, 1979), institutional theory scholars might not find 

financial and material resources to have notable effect on individuals’ interactions.  As 

cooperation theorists focus similarly on human relationships (Andersson & Ostrom, 

2008), reputations (Ahn et al., 2009), and group size (Axelrod & Keohane, 1985), they 

might not find resources and infrastructure to be key considerations under the theory.  

Identifying and examining informal rules  

That I did not discern from study participants’ interview accounts any informal rules 

that might be at play in their relationships and interactions across levels is not surprising.  
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Exploring norms embedded in the culture and values of a particular context “may appear 

a rather elusive exercise” (Wiener, 2009, p. 185), especially for researchers working in a 

country or culture with which they are not deeply familiar.  Because these norms and 

their meanings tend to be “largely invisible” (Wiener, 2009, p. 186), detecting and 

exploring them requires an approach to research that was beyond the time and resource 

limitations of this study (Wiener, 2009).     

 

Delimitations of the Study 

 

Comparison across VA and EA VEA program components 

I was able to gain access to a limited set of VEA program training materials and 

guidelines, some of which were more focused on the VA program component.  I was thus 

unable to develop a complete picture of the program’s internal M&E and management 

systems, or the same degree of detail pertaining to the program’s respective VA and EA 

components.  From a VA component training manual for the MCZ, I learned the details 

of the VA program’s step-by-step implementation and CAP survey, certification and 

post-certification processes.  As I was unable to obtain a comparable manual or training 

materials for the EA component, I do not have the same depth of understanding of the 

parallel processes carried out at school level.   

Quality of VEA program data collection and monitoring and evaluation systems 

As I explain in Chapter Five, VEA officials responsible for collecting data used a 

“connaissances, attitudes et practices”(CAP) [knowledge, attitudes and practices] survey 

to evaluate whether a village or school had attained the standards, or “norms” required to 

be certified as healthy and to periodically check, post-certification, that the standards 
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were being maintained (MSP Secretary General, 2014).  Because my study focused on 

cooperation between levels of the VEA program’s hierarchy, I did not seek to assess the 

accuracy of the data VEA program officials collected using the CAP survey, nor the 

strengths or weaknesses of the program’s outcome data or monitoring and evaluation 

system (M&E).   As an outsider to the program, I was unable to access the VEA 

program’s internal data base, or any detailed data reports that the program may have 

generated,  I thus did not develop a thorough understanding of how senior program 

managers used the data to judge whether a participating village or school had retained or 

lost one of the program norms.  

In my discussion of program performance in Chapter Five, I draw on what external 

evaluators of the program reported as to the strengths and weaknesses of the M&E 

system. Any further comment on the extent to which the program data and M&E 

processes reliably captured, measured and reported on improvements to water access, 

sanitation practices and hygiene behaviors within participating villages and schools is 

beyond the study’s scope.    

Effect of other factors important to decentralization, institutional or cooperation theories 

on vertical cooperation under the VEA program 

As I note in Chapter Two, I leave out of this study’s original conceptual framework a 

number of factors considered important by scholars of each of the three bodies of theory 

on which the framework draws.  I am thus unable to comment on the presence or absence 

of these factors in the case situation I studied, or their possible effect on the motivations, 

institutional settings and norms, or relationships of participants I explored through the 

study.   
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Effect of other actors on the VEA program and its implementing agencies 

This study focused on the two public institutions – MSP and MEPSP – responsible 

for implementing the VEA program.  I recognize, but do not discuss, how other state and 

non-state actors interact with and affect the two institutions and the program.  Important 

among these actors are community members and their leaders, who are those most 

directly implicated in the behavior change required to achieve the VEA program healthy 

certificate.  Other key actors are the political and administrative leaders, and private 

sector operators that supply parts and materials for the water and sanitation systems 

constructed under the program.  I noted references to these actors among participants’ 

interview accounts, but did not explore extensively enough their respective roles and 

potential influence on the program to be able to add useful analysis to the study. 

Effect of international donor agencies on VEA program  

 

In the chapters above, I note the influence international donor agencies have often 

weighed on FCAS and developing countries’ adoption and implementation of 

decentralization reform policies (Dickovick, 2014; Devas & Delay, 2006).  I also explain 

that the VEA program was largely funded by international donors and advised by 

international technical agencies, primarily UNICEF and its implementing partners.  I do 

not, however, discuss the particular effects either the program’s donors or technical 

assistance providers may have had on its design or implementation.  While I recognize 

these financial and technical inputs may have had an important influence on the program, 

it was beyond the study’s scope to discuss any further.    
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Conclusions of the Study 

Given the unique situation and circumstances of Equateur province in DRC, and the 

exceptional nature of the VEA program, the study’s findings cannot be considered 

transferable to other geographical areas, programs or service delivery systems.  

Nevertheless, the study holds findings that might be of interest to policymakers, 

practitioners and scholars whose work involves decentralized service delivery in FCAS 

contexts.    

Vertical cooperation is possible within FCAS contexts.   

The literature on DRC’s decentralization reform efforts portrays a highly 

dysfunctional governance system whose central authorities have neither the political will 

nor the administrative capability to effectively carry out the reforms dictated by the 

country’s constitution (Englebert & Mungongo, 2016).  The depiction suggests that 

public officials working within weak, under-resourced institutions are unable and/or 

unwilling to establish effective vertical cooperation to achieve local service delivery 

outcomes.  Yet, despite considerable institutional weaknesses, doubts about political 

support, and extraordinary logistical challenges, the study finds vertical cooperation 

occurs regularly under the VEA program within two ministries in two territories of 

DRC’s Equateur province.  

Minimum resources and infrastructure are necessary.   

While vertical cooperation is possible within FCAS contexts, it requires a minimum 

level of resources and conditions.  Even when motivated and willing to cooperate with 

colleagues at other levels, participants can only do so if they have the inputs and 

infrastructure necessary.  The study found cooperation to be operationalized primarily 
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through communication, which takes place through a variety of means.  Communication 

and other forms of cooperation between levels that emerged from participants accounts – 

including joint site visits, capacity building sessions, collective undertaking of planning, 

data collection and reporting processes – all entail costs and involve having, in addition 

to adequate funding, the minimum equipment and technology, and the essential transport 

and telecommunications systems that makes cooperation across distances possible.   

The presence of certain factors might increase the likelihood or strengthen the 

effectiveness of vertical cooperation within decentralizing institutions in FCAS contexts.  

In addition to the enabling resources and conditions, the study suggests certain other 

factors may also contribute to vertical cooperation, or make cooperation between levels 

easier or more likely, by facilitating, operationalizing, motivating or reinforcing 

cooperative relationships.  The study does not assert that vertical cooperation would not 

occur in the absence of these elements.  Yet it suggests that where they are present, 

cooperation might  be more possible, more regular or more beneficial than it otherwise 

might.  These factors are those contained in the revised conceptual framework discussed 

above.      

Vertical cooperation provides for national-subnational connections that might contribute 

to more effective or more responsive local level service delivery.  

Vertical cooperation might contribute to the possibility of improved service delivery 

in a few ways.  It can provide a conduit for the upward and downward flow of 

information and an exchange by which national and provincial authorities maintain 

greater awareness of community level challenges and needs.  It can give lower level 

authorities access to advice and assistance from higher levels.  Higher levels’ recognition 
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that they rely on lower levels’ input and performance may provide some motivation for 

maintaining constructive relations with lower level colleagues.  Alerted through on-going 

contact with lower levels to local needs and challenges, higher levels may be better 

positioned and more inclined to respond.  When there is some familiarity and ease of 

connection between points of contact at each level,  program officials may be more 

readily able to intervene to address problems underlying poor performance.   

 Study findings may be transferable to certain other contexts  

Judgements about the transferability of study findings involve consideration of the 

particularities of DRC as a FCAS undertaking decentralization reform, and of the VEA 

program as an internationally supported and advised, long-term initiative.  As I note 

above, because FCAS are distinct from more stable, better developed countries, 

decentralization reform generally unfolds differently in FCAS than in these other country 

contexts (Smoke, 2015b).  However, lessons from several FCAS experiences with 

decentralization reform indicate there may in many cases be similarities in the way FCAS 

grapple with the reform process.  DRC’s experience appears to be in many ways similar 

to what other FCAS have witnessed.   The study’s findings might thus be transferable to 

other FCAS undertaking decentralization reform, particularly to those countries in which 

lower levels of government are responsible for delivering local services, but dependent 

upon central authorities for resources and advice in order to deliver those services.   

The VEA program held advantages as a well-established program supported by 

international donors and advised by international experts.  I learned from study 

participants’ accounts that vertical cooperation was possible only if participants had the 

essential resources and infrastructure required to interact across distances.  The vertical 
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cooperation participants described to me was possible because the VEA program had 

provided them the resources they needed, and they had at least occasional connectivity by 

cellphone and poor roads, at territory level, and by internet and conference call facilities, 

at provincial and national levels.  The program’s management structure and systems were 

also likely introduced or influenced by UNICEF’s advisors drawing on international 

program management models.  Contexts to which the study’s findings would be 

transferable would be those able to provide the minimum inputs and conditions that 

enable vertical cooperation, and to programs that can establish the type of staffing 

structure and implementation processes the study found to be factors that  might affect 

vertical cooperation.   

Implications for policy-makers, practitioners, and scholars of decentralized service 

delivery within FCAS contexts 

 

The findings summarized above may hold useful points for consideration by 

policymakers, practitioners and scholars:  

For policymakers 

Strengthening vertical cooperation within public service agencies may offer a way to 

improve local service delivery.  This may be possible and potentially beneficial even in 

challenging contexts such as FCAS where decentralized processes are not fully in place 

or are not fully functional.  Cooperative relationships and interactions between colleagues 

from national to community levels may help even weak institutions provide better or 

more responsive services to local populations.  Cooperation might enable officials at 

different levels to combine their respective expertise and perspectives, engage in joint 

problem solving, and collectively achieve desired social outcomes.   
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Policymakers might use the study’s revised conceptual framework to inform the way 

they structure, direct and resource service delivery programs and systems such that these 

are deliberately conductive to vertical cooperation.  They might recognize that 

cooperation, particularly the regular communication by which it is put into practice, 

requires having the minimum conditions and resources available, and consider this when 

allocating funding and equipping workspaces.  They might also consider facilitating 

factors when determining program or service delivery staffing configuration, and 

implementing policies and procedures.  The study suggests there are ways to structure 

and direct staffing relationships and interactions that lend to cooperative behavior, 

possibly increasing the likelihood of cooperative relationships by making them easier.  

Policymakers might also take note of factors that can motivate cooperative behavior 

between different levels.  Devising tasks and processes such that staff perceive the need 

to cooperate with colleagues above and below them to complete their own obligations 

and be recognized for good performance might enhance vertical cooperation beneficial to 

program outcomes.   

For practitioners 

The study suggests there are specific factors that, when present in the professional 

relationships and institutional environments of those responsible for delivering 

decentralized services, might help to improve service outcomes by enabling, facilitating, 

operationalizing, motivating and reinforcing vertical cooperation within service agencies.  

Practitioners who implement or advise service delivery programs might apply the study’s 

revised conceptual framework to assess the extent to which the factors are present, and do 

what they can to put them in place or strengthen them.  Practitioners can seek to ensure 
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point people at each level have the funding and equipment, and designated role, to engage 

in regular communication and organize joint activities between levels.  They can 

configure staffing, channel communication, and design core implementation processes 

such that these lend to regular interaction between individuals at different levels, and 

require them to engage them in collective efforts.  Practitioners might also use regular 

collection and analysis of program outcome data made visible through shared displays 

and broad circulation to encourage cooperation towards common outcome objectives.   

For scholars 

Scholars might explore how the revised conceptual framework might be applied 

within different forms of decentralized governance, to horizontal cooperation, or in other 

situations in which cooperative relationships within institutions can be beneficial. 

Scholars might also examine further the extent to which and in what ways vertical 

cooperation contributes to service delivery effectiveness and positive outcomes.  

Decentralized governance takes different forms in different contexts, each lying at a 

particular point along a “continuum of administrative autonomy” (Schneider, 2003, p. 

38).  As explained in Chapter One, scholars recognize different degrees of 

decentralization, which ranges from its most limited, “deconcentrated” form, to 

“devolved,” under which subnational governments have autonomy and independent 

control (Rondinelli, 1981).  Future research might explore how vertical cooperation is 

affected by the relative authority subnational governments have, in particular how 

vertical cooperation and the factors important to it are the same or different under 

deconcentrated and devolved systems.  Horizontal relationships, between government 

actors at the same level, are also important to government accountability and 
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effectiveness within a decentralized system (Andersson, 2004; Agrawal & Ribot, 1999).  

This study did not explore horizontal cooperation or how the factors of the revised 

framework might apply.  Future research might examine these same-level interactions 

and the extent to which the factors important to cooperative behavior might be similar or 

different from those I identified in vertical cooperation within my case study.   Finally, as 

a qualitative case study, my research examined the effect of vertical cooperation on 

program results through the perceptions of officials responsible.  Additional research 

could enable us to better understand the relationship between cooperative behavior within 

a public service agency and the agency’s performance, that is, to what extent and in what 

ways vertical cooperation might contribute to improving service delivery and social 

outcomes.  I outline below these areas of potential inquiry in the form of questions 

scholars might consider for future research. 

 

Questions for further study 

How is cooperation within a deconcentrated system the same or different from 

cooperation under a devolved system? 

While DRC’s Constitution calls for authority over service provision to be devolved to 

provinces and ETD, program documents and participant interviews make clear that at the 

time of the study, the VEA program was in practice deconcentrated.  While I was 

studying the VEA program, subnational offices had no control over resources and all 

program direction came from the national level.  The study thus explored the possibility 

and practice of vertical cooperation within an operationally deconcentrated system.  This 

may have made establishing several of the factors the study identified for vertical 
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cooperation – structured relationships, common procedures and success measures – easier 

than it would have been under a devolved system where subnational actors have greater 

autonomy over policy, procedure and priorities.  At each level, the relationship with 

lower levels was top-down.  Lower levels received and executed program training, 

instruction and directives issued by the national office.  Would the need, factors and 

dynamics of vertical cooperation be similar or different under deconcentrated and 

devolved systems?  Further study might seek to understand how cooperation under these 

different degrees of decentralization compares, and the similarities and differences in the 

specific factors that might enable, facilitate, operationalize and motivate cooperative 

behavior between levels within a more fully devolved system.  

To what extent and how usefully can the revised conceptual framework be applied to 

horizontal cooperation? 

While in interviewing them, I asked participants about their interactions with other 

agencies and organizations at their own level, no notable indication of horizontal 

cooperation emerged from their accounts.  The study is therefore unable to comment on 

the extent to which horizontal cooperation, such as between technical ministries, or 

between line ministries and political governing structures, is similar or different than the 

vertical cooperation I found within the program.  In response to my inquiry related to 

interaction or cooperation with bureaucratic or political actors at their own level, most 

participants indicated that there was none, other than that between MSP and MEPSP, due 

to these ministries’ joint implementation of the VEA program.  A few participants 

mentioned their interactions with the administrative and political authorities (APA) at 

their level, but as discussed above, this contact was limited, and the APA did not appear 
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to have an active or significant role in the program.  Future research might seek to 

understand whether any of the factors from the revised conceptual framework apply to 

horizontal relationships and interactions, and if so how.   

How does vertical cooperation affect decentralized service delivery? 

The study examined participants’ perspectives on the extent to which cooperating 

with colleagues from other levels contributed to the VEA program’s effectiveness in 

providing the program’s services and realizing its outcomes.  As discussed above in 

response to the third research question, the study concludes that participants generally 

found vertical cooperation enabled them to be more effective in implementing the VEA 

program and achieving its norms.  The study does not attempt to go beyond the views 

participants shared with me to apply other methods to determine whether or how vertical 

cooperation might contribute to program effectiveness or results.  Further research might 

seek to examine more in depth whether the communication, information exchange, joint 

problem solving, and mutual support made possible by cooperation between offices at 

different levels has a positive effect on program outcomes.     

 

Conclusion 

This chapter concludes the study.  In it, I have revisited the research questions to 

discuss how the study’s findings respond directly to the areas of inquiry that I set out to 

explore.  In elaborating my response, I recognized both the study’s contribution and its 

limitations.  The case study offers some insights into the extent to which public officials 

in a particular place, time and program context perceive their vertical relationships and 

interactions to be cooperative, and how this might contribute to enhancing delivery of 
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local services.  From the case study, I conclude that vertical cooperation in FCAS 

contexts is possible, if enabled by requisite inputs, and can occur regularly if enhanced by 

other elements, such as those that make up the revised framework.  In examining the 

extent to which the conceptual framework I devised from the literature is relevant and 

applicable to the daily work lives of study participants, I found most of the original 

framework’s elements to have a conceptually-close match with one of the factors that 

emerged from the study as being important to vertical cooperation within the VEA 

program.  The two elements for which I did not find a  match might be those I failed to 

identify, which more extensive review of the literature, or more deeply probing 

interviews might have revealed.     

It is my intention that the study’s conclusions, and what I suggest as potential 

implications for policymakers, practitioners and scholars, offer insights that can 

contribute to improving delivery of local services in the challenging contexts faced by 

FCAS.  I recognize further examination is required.  I believe nonetheless that this study 

serves to advance our understanding of what can be done to strengthen vertical 

cooperation within decentralizing institutions in FCAS contexts, such that it improves the 

delivery of vital public services to the communities who depend on them.   
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Appendix A 
 

Case Study Protocol 

Cooperation Under Decentralization in a Fragile and Conflict Affected State: A Democratic 

Republic of Congo Case  Study 

 

 

Overview of the Case Study 

 

Setting, Time-Frame of the Case Study 

 

The case study is set in in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC).  It examines rural water and 

sanitation service delivery program, as it is carried out by the Ministry of Public Health, and the 

Ministry of Education within the framework of the national Sanitary Villages and Schools 

(Villages et Ecoles Assainis – VEA) program.  The study focuses on the vertical interaction 

between the national, provincial and local level offices within each ministry.       

 

Research Questions 

 

1. To what extent do officials working at different levels of government in DRC cooperate to 

deliver rural water and sanitation services?  

a. When, why, and under what circumstances does cooperation occur or fail to occur? 

b. What do officials at each level perceive as the incentives and disincentives for cooperation?    

 

2. To what extent are the interactions between officials at different levels of government 

characterized by frequent communication, iterative interaction, and reciprocity? 

a. What are other common characteristics of officials’ interaction?  

b. How do formal and informal rules affect their interaction?  

 

3. To what extent and in what ways does cooperation between levels of government facilitate 

rural water and sanitation service delivery in DRC? 

 

Conceptual Framework  

 

The conceptual framework that orients the research draws from decentralization, institutional and 

cooperation theories and focuses on the elements these theories hold in common.  At the core of 

the framework are three factors that can strengthen cooperation among members of a group if 

present in their relationships: frequent communication, iterative interaction and reciprocity.  The 

framework also identifies incentives and formal and informal rules as elements that may further 

facilitate and reinforce cooperative behavior within an institutional context.  

 

Field Research  

 

I will conduct the case study field research in the national capital of Kinshasa, the Equateur 

provincial capital of Mbandaka, and two territories of Equateur province in the Democratic 

Republic of Congo during the period July through November 2018. 

 

Data Collection Procedures 

 

I plan to collect data through a document review, on-site observation and semi-structured 

interviews.   
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Document Review 

 

1. Purpose 

From review of legal and policy documents related to DRC’s decentralized governance system, I 

can learn of the formal policy framework within public institutions operate, including the 

administrative structure and procedures of the two target ministries, and the internal coordination 

and cooperation mechanisms established within the formal structure, how roles and 

responsibilities are divided between administrative levels, what coordination and exchange is 

required.  From VEA program documents I aim to learn how the program is implemented, and 

what is required of each level of government for it to function effectively.   From program 

progress and evaluation reports, I will learn how program implementers and evaluators judge the 

program’s performance, challenges, strengths and weaknesses.  

 

2. Response to research questions 

The document review will provide me general background on the policy environment and the 

formal procedures and processes defined under DRC’s decentralization policy.  It is intended to 

inform my response to research question two related to the formal and informal rules that govern 

intra-agency interaction, and question three, related to the ways vertical cooperation might affect 

service delivery.  

 

3. Access  

I expect to gain access to relevant documents through web-based searches for publicly available 

texts on DRC laws and policies, and for VEA program evaluation reports.  For VEA program 

training materials and guidelines, I will rely on  contacts I establish with officials at the two target 

ministries, from UNICEF officials responsible for the VEA program and from study participants.  

 

4.  Document collection procedures 

The process I will use to identify and obtain copies of relevant documents will include: 

a. an on-line search of the institutional websites of DRC ministries where some core documents 

may be posted, 

b. a general web search to find documents produced or posted by other institutions such as the 

international development banks, UN agencies, DRC scholars, 

c. requests for hard- or electronic copies of documents from contacts within the ministries and 

UNICEF, 

d. in conducting interviews, requests of respondents for documents they use as a guide or job 

aid.   

 

On-site observation  

 

1. Purpose 

I will use observation to understand the workplace environments of interview respondents.  I will 

not aim to observe participants carrying out their duties.  However, based on what I observe of 

the workplace setting, I expect to be able to discern something of the institution’s culture such as 

atmosphere, staff comportment, pace, energy, congeniality as indicated by what I can see of 

offices, workstations, and shared spaces.  I will note characteristics of the physical space as well 

as any verbal and non-verbal interaction I witness.  

 

2. Procedures 
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a. While at each participant’s workplace to arrange, schedule and conduct the interview, I will 

record the observations I make while at the site.    

 

b. I will record my observations in field notes that I that take throughout the study to keep track 

of what I can learn from the setting, the conversation and interaction that takes place before 

and after the interview, information I gather outside the interview process. 

 

A. Features I will note at each site to include 

- Gender of participant  

- Office atmosphere (busy/languid, open space/closed doors, interactive/isolated, 

tidy/disorderly, well/poorly equipped, professional/relaxed, friendly/unfriendly) 

- Location and situation of office 

- Interactions between staff and others at the worksite 

 

Participant Interviews 

 

1. Purpose - 

I will conduct in-person, one-on-one semi-structured interviews with officials from the two target 

ministries at national, provincial and territory levels to elicit perceptions of their role, their work 

environment, their professional relationships, motivations and deterrents to vertical cooperation.  

 

2. Response to research questions  

To respond to the first research question, my interview questions will aim to elicit a detailed 

description of how the participant goes about his/her job, with focus on with whom, how and why 

these officials interact with colleagues at other levels to carry out their duties.   

 

To answer the second question, I aim to elicit the characteristics or elements the participant 

perceives in his/her interactions with co-workers, and what the participant uses as reference in 

determining how to go about his/her duties.  

 

The third question leads me to inquire about the extent to which the participant feels vertical 

cooperation within the institution may affect the ministry’s performance in delivering rural water 

and sanitation services within the VEA program framework.  

 

3. Access 

I plan to acquire access to participants by speaking first with senior officials at each of the target 

ministries whom I will contact with the assistance of colleagues at UNICEF and Oxfam who have 

worked with the VEA program or with officials at these ministries.  

 

4. Procedures 

I aim to standardize the discussion with each respondent sufficiently to address each area of 

questioning, but to allow enough flexibility so that each exchange is a conversational dialogue in 

which respondents offer the information and ideas they feel relevant and important.   To ensure 

the privacy and confidentiality of the interview, I will conduct the interview in French without an 

interpreter or note taker.  

 

a. Permissions  

I will need the concurrence of the senior officials of the offices whose staff I plan to interview.  I 

will meet with these officials to explain the study, its purpose and intended contribution, and ask 

approval for their staff’s confidential participation.  I will present a written summary of the 

research project, including its purpose, interview procedures, types of questions I will ask, the 
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confidentiality and data security measures I will take to protect participants.  In addition to the 

senior officials at each office, I will also need the consent of each participant’s supervisor, whom 

I will similarly contact and ask his/her agreement.   

 

b. Identification of and introduction to participants 

I have four criteria for participant inclusion: are to be comfortable in responding to questions in 

French, hold responsibility for rural service delivery, have held the same or similar position for 

minimum of 2-5 years, are available and willing to participate voluntarily in the study.  I will 

identify those eligible with assistance from each ministry’s senior staff. 

 

c. Invitations and scheduling   

I will invite those identified as eligible by telephone call.  I will explain the study, the interview 

process, the confidentiality procedures and the voluntary nature of participation.  For those who 

give their verbal agreement, I will schedule the interview at a date, time and place of the 

participant’s preference.  

 

d. Setting 

I will seek to hold the interviews in a private space near the participant’s workplace.  If no 

appropriate space is possible within the building, I will ask the participant to recommend a nearby 

café or outdoor space where we can find a place to sit and speak privately.  

 

e. Consent  

Prior to starting the interview, I will ask the participant to review the consent form and invite any 

questions he or she might have.  I will explain the confidentiality and data security measures to 

make sure these are understood.   

 

f. Recording  

I will use a portable tape recorder to record participants’ responses to interview questions.  I 

expect all or most of the interviewees to consent to having their interview recorded.  If any is 

uncomfortable with being recorded, I will rely on hand-written notes of the exchange instead. 

 

g. Transcription  

I will transcribe tape recorded or hand-noted records of each interview, which will be conducted 

in French, into a Word document in English.   

 

Data Collection Questions 

 

A. Questions to be asked of each specific document 

1. What does it tell me about DRC’s decentralization policy and the administrative and 

bureaucratic structure the policy intends to institutionalize? 

2. What does it tell me about public agencies’ vertical relationships, roles and responsibilities, 

the coordination and cooperation required for effective service delivery? 

3. What does it indicate about the mandate and authorities each level of government holds? 

 

B.  Questions to be asked of each interview record 

1. What types of interaction does the respondent describe? With whom, for what reason?  Do 

these interactions appear to be generally constructive, cooperative or more contentious, 

adversarial?  What are some of the elements or circumstances associated with the interactions 

described? 
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2. What if any does the respondent describe as the major motivations or incentives for working 

with colleagues at other levels?  How do these appear to affect his/her interaction with these 

colleagues? 

3. What if any disincentives/ deterrents to cooperation with colleagues at other levels does the 

respondent describe?  How do these appear to affect his/her interaction with these colleagues?  

4. Does the respondent describe any relationships or experiences based on expectations of 

reciprocity – of doing something in exchange for something or doing something to prompt 

someone else’s action in turn?   What kind, with whom, for what?  

5. Does the respondent interact regularly and consistently with the same set of colleagues? Do 

the relationships respondent describes seem to be familiar, well established over time?  What 

appears to be the nature of these relationships?  

6. In seeking solutions or guidance, to what formal and/or informal rules does the respondent 

refer? 

7. Does the respondent describe or infer effects of vertical relationships or interactions on VEA 

program outputs or outcomes?  To what extent is what the respondent describes consistent 

with what policy or program documents describe?  

8. How does the respondent perceive the importance or effect of vertical cooperation on rural 

water and sanitation service delivery? 

 

Questions to be asked of each respondent 

Office  

1. What is notable about the workplace relationships, perceptions and attitudes respondent 

describes? 

2. How do the respondent’s relationships, interactions compare with those described by officials 

in other offices? What are the similarities, differences?  

3. How does the respondent describe relationships with colleagues at other levels?  Do the 

relationships appear to be constructive/obstructive, significant/ inconsequential? 

4. What interactions appear to be most significant, most frequent? 

5. What are the incentives, facilitators, and/or impediments or disincentives to cooperation the 

respondent describes? 

6. How does the respondent perceive their office’s or ministry’s contribution to service 

delivery? To what extent does their interaction, or lack thereof, appear to them to affect 

service delivery?  

 

Questions to be asked about comparisons across ministries, territories and levels 

1. How do the perceptions of roles, relationships and vertical cooperation compare across 

territories, across ministries, across levels?  

2. What are the commonalities and differences between the relationships and interactions in 

each of the territories, ministries, levels?  

3. What might explain the differences?  

 

Questions to be asked about the full study 

1. What do findings indicate about the extent of cooperation occurring between levels? The 

incentives, disincentives, facilitators, impediments to cooperation?  

2. What do study findings indicate about the presence and effect of the elements of cooperation 

identified within the conceptual framework?  

3. What other factors emerge from respondents’ accounts that appear to affect vertical 

cooperation, but are not captured by the study’s conceptual framework?  

4. What might be the implications for the way the ministries function and the effectiveness of 

their service delivery? 
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Questions to be asked with respect to the study’s potential value for policy makers, 

practitioners and scholars? 

1. How might policy makers in FCAS undertaking decentralization apply the study’s findings to 

inform the way they structure and resource service delivery programs such that these are 

more conductive to vertical cooperation? 

2. How might the national and international practitioners responsible for decentralized service 

delivery in fragile country contexts apply the study’s revised conceptual framework to 

strengthen vertical cooperation in these countries’ public institutions? 

3. What are some of the questions other scholars might explore to build on the study’s findings 

and further examine the applicability of the revised conceptual framework?    
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Semi-structured Interview Overview 

 

 

Interview Question  Research Question it will 

inform 

Other things I might 

learn 

Attributes  Participants’ individual 

and collective profiles 

Range and average tenure 

in position and at the 

ministry  

Please tell me about your job. 

 

Participants’ functions and 

areas of responsibility  

Respondents’ perceptions 

about the connections 

between their work and 

service delivery.  

How is your job related to 

delivering water and sanitation 

services to communities?   

 

Question 3:  how does 

respondent perceive 

his/her contribution to 

service delivery/ VEA 

program outcomes?  

Role offices at each level 

play in practice related to 

local service delivery.   

In doing your job, how do you 

decide what to do and how to do it? 

Question 2b: what rules or 

guidelines does the 

respondent follow in 

performing tasks?  Are 

these formal or informal 

rules?  

To what extent 

participants are following 

established rules or 

creating their own. to what 

extent others are involved. 

Who and how. 

In doing your job, do you interact 

with people in offices at national/ 

provincial/ territory/ commune 

levels within your ministry?  

Question 1: the frequency 

and nature of intra-

institutional interaction 

and extent to which it is 

cooperative 

By whom and how these 

are interactions initiated.  

Does the respondent refer 

to these colleagues 

generally favorably or 

unfavorably?  

What has been your experience in 

interacting with colleagues at 

national/provincial/territory levels? 

 

 

Question 1b: what are the 

incentives and 

disincentives to vertical 

cooperation the respondent 

perceives? 

What appears to inhibit or 

facilitate, motivate 

cooperation? What are the 

perceived impediments or 

rewards? 

Do you interact with people in other 

ministries at the same level at 

which you work?  With which 

ministry(ies), how often and for 

what reasons? 

 

Question 1: in addition or 

instead of vertical 

cooperation, does 

horizontal cooperation 

take place? 

How do participants’ 

descriptions of horizontal 

cooperation compare with 

vertical cooperation?   

How is interaction between people 

in the ministry working at different 

levels necessary to providing water 

and sanitation services to rural 

communities?     

 

Question 3: from 

respondent’s perspective, 

does his/her cooperative 

behavior affect service 

provision? 

Extent to which 

respondent perceives 

service delivery to be a 

collective effort to which 

colleagues at multiple 

levels must make a 

contribution.  
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Document Review Overview 

 

 

Type of document Data seeking in document Potential source of 

document 

DRC 2006 Constitution Constitutional provisions for 

the division of authority and 

resources between levels of 

government 

DRC government website 

posting  

DRC decentralization policy 

laws and guidelines  

Legal framework for 

decentralized governance; 

mandate and authorities 

granted offices at each level 

Ministry of Plan – national 

level 

 

 

Ministry operational 

documents related to the 

VEA program or rural water 

and sanitation delivery (terms 

of reference, procedural 

manuals, etc.) 

The ministry’s operational 

structure and procedures for 

interaction between levels of 

government.  

Ministry of Public Heath – 

national, provincial, territory 

levels 

 

Ministry of Education – 

national, provincial, territory 

levels 

DRC economic and social 

indicator statistics 

Provincial level social and 

economic situation, Equateur 

province’s social indicators 

relative to other provinces’ 

Cellule d’Analyses des 

Indicateurs de 

Développement (Government 

of DRC) 

 

World Bank, United Nations 

human development indexes 

VEA program policy and 

operational documents 

(description, design 

presentation) 

Program design, objectives, 

purpose, implementation 

structure and procedures  

 

UNICEF – national level 

 

Ministry of Public Heath – 

national, provincial, territory 

levels 

 

Ministry of Education – 

national, provincial, territory 

levels 

VEA program reports, 

evaluation reports 

Program performance, 

revisions or additions made, 

weaknesses, achievements, 

lessons 

UNICEF – national level 

 

Ministry of Public Heath – 

national, provincial, territory 

levels 

 

Ministry of Education – 

national, provincial, territory 

levels 

VEA data base, statistics Program performance and 

outcome data by province and 

commune 

Ministry of Public Health – 

national level 

 

UNICEF national level 
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Operational Definitions 

 

Cooperation :  In the study I define cooperation between individuals and offices of public 

institutions as “an interaction between participants with capabilities to accomplish 

organizational goals but chose to work together, within existing structures and policies, to 

serve individual interests” (McNamara 2012 p. 391).   

 

Reciprocity:  The study defines reciprocity as: “the societal rule that obligates individuals 

to repay gifts, favors, and services that have been performed for them” (Goldstein et al 

2011, pp. 441-2). 

 

Iterative interaction:  In the study I use iterative interaction to refer to exchanges between 

people that “continue over an indefinite period of time” (Axelrod and Keohane  1985 p. 

232) 

 

Communication: The study applies a dictionary definition of communication, “the 

exchange of thoughts, messages or information” ( The American Heritage Dictionary 

1997, p.282), that occurs in a variety of ways, including verbally in person or by 

telephone, by email and hard copy correspondence, by skype, radio.  

 

Formal rules: I use the term formal rules in the study to refer to the set of “purposes, 

positions, policies, and procedural rules that characterizes formal organizations” (Meyer 

and Rowan 1977, p. 342-3). 

 

Informal rules:  I use informal rules to refer to by what North calls “informal constraints 

(conventions, norms of behavior)” (North 1993, p. 20). 
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Appendix B 
 

Interview Protocol  

 

Introduction: 

 

Good morning/afternoon.  Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today.  I work in DRC 

as a governance advisor to Oxfam International, and I am also a doctoral student of public 

administration at a university in the United States.  Today I am here to talk to you in my capacity 

as a student.  To complete my doctoral degree, I am conducting a study to learn about how public 

institutions in DRC, such as your ministry, implement DRC’s decentralization policy to deliver 

local services.  

 

I would like to ask you some questions about how you do your job.  I will not evaluate whether 

the ministry works well or not.  I want to learn how the ministry works within DRC’s 

decentralized system.  I will ask that you not use anyone’s name when talking about colleagues, 

instead tell me only what the person’s function or position is.   

 

The interview will take a maximum of one hour.  Your participation is completely voluntary.  

You can decline to answer any questions, and you can ask to end the interview at any time.  There 

are no advantages to participating, except to contribute to the study.  The study aims to produce 

findings that could help to improve public agencies’ performance.  I will offer you a small 

compensation for your time at the end, even if you do not answer all of the questions.   

 

Your participation should involve no costs other than your time, and no major risks.  I will keep 

everything you tell me confidential.  I will not use your name or any identifying details.  If I 

should use any direct quotations from your interview, I will describe you only as an official of the 

ministry you work for.  With your permission, I would like to audio-record our interview.  If you 

prefer not to be audio-recorded, I will take hand-written notes instead.   

 

My name and contact information is on the study consent document in case you have any 

questions after you complete the interview.   

 

Prior to beginning, please confirm that you have read through the study consent form, understand 

the study fully, that it is voluntary its risks and benefits, and that you agree to participate.  Please 

also confirm that you agree to be audio-recorded for this interview. 

 

Do you have any questions now before we start?   

 

Interview Questions 

 

Questions such as the following will be used for each interview: 

 

Attributes 

 

1) Please tell me about yourself and your position here at the ministry: 

1. What is your age? 

2. What is your highest level of school completion? 

3. What province are you from originally? 

4. What is your current position? 

5. How long have you worked in this position? 
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6. How long have you worked at this ministry? 

7. Have you worked for the ministry at a different office?  If yes, where, when and for how 

long?  

 

Description of role and duties   

 

2) Please tell me about your job. 

 

Probes:  

What are you responsible for? 

What are the main tasks you perform every day and every week?  

How would you describe a typical workday?  How would you describe a typical work week? 

 

3) How is what you do related to providing water and sanitation services to communities?   

 

Probes 

What role do you play in the process of delivering water and sanitation services?   

For what part of the overall process are you responsible? 

Please describe briefly the process and how you are involved.  

 

4) When you do your job, how do you decide what to do and how to do it? 

 

Probes 

How do you know what you need to do each day?   

How do you know what you must accomplish?   

Do you have written guidelines, manuals, instructions that tell you how to do your job?  What 

kind, for what? Do you use them?  If so, how and when?  If not, what do you use instead for 

guidance or reference?  

Does your supervisor give you regular instructions?  

Without telling me any names, do you receive instructions or guidance from anyone other than 

your supervisor?  

 

Interaction, cooperation within and between ministries 

 

5) In doing your job, do you collaborate with people in offices at national/ provincial/ territory/ 

commune levels within your ministry?   

 

a) If participant does collaborate with people at other levels: 

 

Probes: 

Without telling me any names, can you tell me the positions or functions of the people with 

whom you collaborate at each level?     

Please tell me about how you work with each of these people. 

Do you interact regularly with the same people or do the individuals vary from day to day/ week 

to week? 

How is working with colleagues at other levels related to doing your job? 

Do you need anything from these colleagues?  Do they need anything from you?  (e.g. 

information, expertise, resources, authorizations)?  What do you do to obtain these things?  

How do you communicate with people at different levels?   

Do you have routine, scheduled communication, or just contact as needed? How often? For what 

reasons?  
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b) If participant does not collaborate with people at other levels: 

 

Probes: 

According to DRC’s decentralization policy, national, provincial and territory governments share 

responsibility and need to work together to provide rural water and sanitation services. Does this 

occur in practice?   

If not, why not?   What does occur in practice?  

Do you need anything from anyone in other offices to do your job (e.g. information, 

authorization, expertise, resources)?  If yes, how do you get these things? 

Are you in contact with colleagues at other levels?  If yes, how often and for what reasons?   

 

6) What has been your experience in interacting with colleagues at national/provincial/territory 

levels?  

 

a) If participant does collaborate with people at other levels: 

 

Probes: 

Does working with people at other levels make it easier or harder for you to do your job?  Why, 

how?  

Are there any obstacles or things make it difficult to collaborate with people at other levels? What 

are these? 

Are there any disadvantages or costs? What are these? 

Are there things that facilitate or make it easier to collaborate? 

Are there any advantages or benefits?  What are these? 

 

b) If participant does not collaborate with people at other levels: 

 

Probes: 

Have you tried to initiate contact or collaboration with colleagues at other levels?  What 

happened? 

Have colleagues at other levels tried to initiate contact or collaboration with you?  What 

happened?  

Are there any obstacles or challenges that prevent you from working together?  What are these? 

Any disadvantages, costs, challenges?  What are these? 

Is there anything that could be done or changed that might facilitate more collaboration between 

levels? 

Would there be any advantage to working more regularly with people at different levels? What 

are these? 

Would working with them make it easier or harder to do your job?  Why, how?  

 

7) Do you interact with people in other ministries at the same level at which you work?  Which 

ministry(ies), how often and for what reasons? 

 

Probes: 

Are you in contact colleagues at this level working at other ministries?  Why, how often / why 

not? 

Do you need anything from people at other ministry(ies) at this level?  Do they need anything 

from you? 

Is it easier/more difficult to work with people at the same level in another ministry as it is to work 

with people at different levels within your ministry? 
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Cooperation linked to service delivery  

 

8) How is interaction between people in the ministry working at different levels necessary to 

providing water and sanitation services to rural communities?     

 

Probes: 

Would more frequent or more effective cooperation between levels make providing rural services 

any faster, easier, less time-consuming, less costly? 

Would better cooperation between levels have any effect on the quality, reliability, accessibility 

of the services? Why, how or why not?  

 

 

Closure 

 

Is there anything more you think it is important for me to know?    

 

Do you have any questions for me?  

 

Thank you again for your time and for the information you have shared with me. 
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Appendix C 
 

Informed Consent Form  

 

Sir / Madam,  

 

You are invited to participate in a research project.  In order to participate, you must be a 

Congolese citizen, and an employee of the Ministry of Public Health or Primary Education who 

holds responsibility for rural water and sanitation service delivery.  It is also important that you 

be comfortable being interviewed in French.  Taking part in this research project is completely 

voluntary.  You will face no penalties or loss if you choose not to participate. 

 

The purpose of the study is to examine the ways Ministry staff involved in water and sanitation 

services at national, provincial, territory and commune levels interact, and the extent to which 

they work together in delivering services.  The study is intended to fulfill the doctoral dissertation 

requirements of The George Washington University in the United States where the researcher is a 

student.   

 

If you choose to participate in the study, you will be invited to a one-on-one, in-person interview 

with the researcher to respond questions about your job, your role at the ministry, and whether 

and how you work with colleagues at other levels of government.  The interview will be arranged 

during working hours at a time and place that you choose and is convenient to you.  It is expected 

to last approximately an hour.  If you agree to be interviewed, you can withdraw at any time or to 

decline if there are any questions you do not want to answer.  If you agree to participate today but 

change your mind, you can cancel the interview.  Your employment status will not be affected in 

any way should you choose not to participate or to withdraw at any time from the study.  

 

Your participation will not involve any costs except for your time.  You are not expected to 

undertake any significant personal or professional risks in participating in the study, except for 

the risk of a possible loss of confidentiality.  The researcher will maintain the confidentiality of 

the interview and your responses.  No one except the researcher will know how you respond 

during the interviews.  The researcher will record your responses on an audio recording device or 

by handwritten notes, as you prefer, which she will keep secured in her possession.  The 

researcher will not take any photographs or videos.  

 

The researcher will not use your name on any documents and will not identify you or describe 

you.  Your name and other identifying information will be kept separately from records of your 

interview.  The researcher will keep all recordings and written documents secure where no one 

else has access.  If the researcher uses any direct quotations from you in the report, she will 

indicate only the name of your ministry to attribute the quotation.  The interview data will not be 

used for any study other than the researcher’s doctoral dissertation.   

 

You will not receive any direct benefits from the study.  However, the study findings may help 

your ministry to improve collaboration between levels of government, which could strengthen the 

ministry’s service delivery performance.  If this occurs, both ministry staff and the communities 

that rely on public services may indirectly benefit from the study.     

 

If you have any questions or concerns, or want to reschedule or cancel the interview, you can call 

or email the researcher at this contact information: Lindsay McMahon | Email: 

ltmcmahon@gwu.edu | Mobile phone: +243 (0) 815-163-749.  You can also contact the study’s 

Principal Investigator: Dr. Sanjay Pandey | Email: skpandey@gwu.edu. 

mailto:ltmcmahon@gwu.edu
mailto:skpandey@gwu.edu
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This research is being overseen by the George Washington University Institutional Review Board 

(IRB).  You may talk to them at 001-202-994-2715 or by email at ohrirb@gwu.edu if 

• You have questions, concerns or complaints that are not being answered by the researcher or if 

you wish to talk to someone independent of the researcher. 

• You have questions about your rights as a research subject.  

 

Thank you! 

 

 

 

I agree to participate in the interview but decline to be audio-recorded. 

   

 

Signature:      Date: 

 

 

 

 

 

  

mailto:ohrirb@gwu.edu
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Appendix D 

 

VEA Program Norms for a Healthy Certification 

 

 

 

 

Healthy School  The school must attain these six minimal “norms” to be certified as 

“healthy”: 

 

▪ 100% of the school staff and the parents and teachers committee is trained on the 

good practices instructed by the program 

▪ at least 80% of school children has access to a manual of healthy behaviors 

▪ there is one latrine for every 40 girls and one for every 50 boys and at least 80% of 

the latrines are hygienic 

▪ 100% of school children has access to potable drinking water and at least 80% of 

school children wash their hands with soap or ash before eating and after using the 

toilet  

▪ once a day the school and classrooms are swept and trash disposed in a designated 

site  

▪ 100% of student brigades responsible for maintaining a clean and hygienic school 

are trained and functioning 

 

(République Démocratique du Congo,  Ministère de la Santé Publique Secretariat 

Général, 2014).     

 

Healthy Village The village must attain these seven minimal “norms” to be certified 

as “healthy”: 

 

▪ an active, well-functioning WASH committee  

▪ at least 80% of the population has access to drinking water 

▪ at least 80% of households use a clean latrine  

▪ at least 80% of household yards are kept clean  

▪ at least 80% of households practice hygienic waste disposal at least 60% of the 

population washes its hands with soap or ash before eating and after using the 

toilet 

▪ at least 70% of the population has an understanding of how fecal-oral disease is 

spread and how to prevent it 

▪ the village is cleaned monthly.   

 

(République Démocratique du Congo,  Ministère de la Santé Publique Secretariat 

Général, 2014).     


