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Nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) have come to play a major role in 

contemporary governance systems, and particularly in the fields of water and the environment. 

Engagement of civil society is a key aspect of water governance, and rules and norms can shape 

this engagement. There are many studies discussing the way civil society actors attempt to 

influence rules and norms (Betsill and Corell 2008; Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; Brown et al. 

2000). However, there is limited research examining how rules and norms affect the behavior of 

civil society actors (Ho and Edmonds 2008; Brinkerhoff 1999; Bryant 2001). This research 

adapts a new institutional theoretical perspective, and examines how formal and informal rules 

and norms affect the advocacy strategies of coalitions of NGOs. Comparative case study 

analysis of NGO coalitions advocating against the Xayaburi hydropower dam planned on the 

Mekong River in Laos was conducted. The comparison was conducted between the Rivers 

Coalition in Cambodia and the Vietnam Rivers Network during the planning period of the dam 

between 2011-2013.  

Analytical framework was developed in order to analyse how formal and informal rules 

and norms affect advocacy strategies of two NGO coalitions. The framework is based on 

Institutional Analysis and Development Framework, developed by scholars of new 

institutionalism (Ostrom 1999). Data was collected through 72 semi-structured interviews and 

field observations of a wide range of activities by NGOs in the Mekong region. Data was 

analysed adopting grounded theory approach, and was triangulated through examining of 

literature. 

The main finding of the research is that formal and informal rules and norms interact 

with each other in creating influence over advocacy strategies. Different patterns of interactions 

were identified; these are 1) complementary interactions between formal rules, informal rules 

and norms 2) competing interactions between formal rules, informal rules and norms. The 

research also identified that actors play important roles in determining the types of interactions. 

The research identifies barriers and opportunities NGO actors face within the Mekong region, 

and concludes with two recommendations: 1) modifications to the formal rules which could 

facilitate further integration of NGOs and civil society actors into decision-making processes of 

transboundary water governance, particularly of the 1995 Mekong Agreement and 2) use of 

analytical framework by NGO and civil society actors in identifying windows of opportunities 

for advocacy strategies. 



 

Notes 

1. The author would like to thank prof. Geoffrey Gooch, Dr. Alistair Rieu-Clark and Prof. 

Philip Hirsch for their support during this research work. 
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3. More details of this research is available through research brief published as ‘Formal rules, 

informal norms and advocacy strategies of NGOs: Lessons from the Mekong River’ 

published by Centre for Water Law, Policy and Science’. It is available at 

http://www.dundee.ac.uk/water/reportspolicybriefsandpublications/. 

4. Full research will be published as a book titled ‘Rules, Norms and NGO Advocacy 

Strategies: Hydropower Development on the Mekong River’ by Routledge in September 

2015. Details are available at http://www.routledge.com/books/details/9781138920293/. 
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