
Vol.:(0123456789)

Policy Sciences (2021) 54:609–628
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11077-021-09425-3

1 3

RESEARCH ARTICLE

When multiple streams make a river: analyzing collaborative 
policymaking institutions using the multiple streams 
framework

Elizabeth A. Koebele1 

Accepted: 13 May 2021 / Published online: 28 May 2021 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2021

Abstract
Although the Multiple Streams Framework (MSF) is frequently used to explain agenda 
setting and decision making across a variety of policy domains, it has been criticized for 
failing to contribute to theoretically rigorous and empirically falsifiable policy scholar-
ship. This study argues that by explicitly attending to the institutional context in which 
a policy process occurs—a previously under-articulated aspect of the MSF—scholars can 
better develop and test theory about the framework’s components under delimited condi-
tions. This approach is demonstrated through the development and analysis of a case study 
of transnational policymaking in the Colorado River Delta. By attending to how key MSF 
variables interact with features of the process’s collaborative institutional context, this 
study identifies case-specific drivers of policy change and develops broader theory about 
the mechanisms by which these factors may influence policymaking in similar institutional 
settings.

Keywords Multiple streams framework · Institutions · Collaborative governance · Minute 
319 · Water policy

Introduction

The Multiple Streams Framework (MSF) is a well-known and relatively intuitive policy 
process framework that traditionally has been used to explain agenda-setting in the US fed-
eral context. Fundamentally, the MSF hypothesizes that a policy problem is more likely to 
gain decision-makers’ attention when it is “coupled” with a policy solution in the context 
of a supportive political environment. The convergence of these three aspects, or “streams” 
in MSF terminology, increases the probability that an issue will rise on the political agenda 
(Herweg et al., 2018). Applying this metaphor empirically can help scholars explain shifts 
in decisionmakers’ attention (Cairney & Jones, 2016), especially during “situational 
moments of contingency where policymaking processes may end up heading in unexpected 
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and unpredictable directions” (Ackrill et al., 2013, 882). Because the MSF is both fairly 
abstract and conceptually simple, it has been used to understand agenda setting—and more 
recently, decision-making (Herweg et  al., 2015)—across diverse policy domains (Jones 
et al., 2016), at scales from the local (Henstra, 2010) to the transnational (Ackrill et  al., 
2013), and in non-governmental contexts (Novotný & Polášek, 2016).

Due in part to this breadth of application, criticism has been mounted against the MSF’s 
ability to contribute to theoretically rigorous and empirically falsifiable policy scholarship 
(Cairney & Jones, 2016; Jones et al., 2016; Weible & Schlager, 2016; Zohlnhöfer et al., 
2015), prompting scholars to call for more intentional theory development around MSF 
components. In this vein, van der Heijden et al. (2019) suggest that the MSF is particularly 
suitable for theoretical development through the identification of causal mechanisms that 
lead to certain outcomes, particularly given its extant focus on factors that may open “pol-
icy windows.” Additionally, a persistent critique of the MSF concerns its lack of explicit 
attention to the role of political institutions, broadly defined as the formal and informal 
rules that structure agenda setting, decision-making, and other aspects of a policy process 
in a given setting (March & Olsen, 1989; Ostrom, 2005). While the MSF literature rec-
ognizes that institutions impact how issues are perceived, what communities form around 
them, and who has authority over policy change (Herweg et  al., 2018), the framework’s 
failure to clearly articulate the role of institutions limits its ability to robustly explain or 
predict policymaking and performance in different political systems (Zahariadis, 2016). 
This study weaves together these two strands of critique, arguing that by explicitly attend-
ing to institutional context, MSF scholars can more rigorously develop and test theory per-
taining to key framework concepts under delimited conditions.

To demonstrate this approach, this study develops an empirical, interpretive case study 
(Vennesson, 2008) of a policymaking process concerning the management of the overal-
located Colorado River, located in the western US and northern Mexico. Despite a his-
tory of policy stagnation and long-standing conflict among the actors involved in Colo-
rado River governance, this process resulted in landmark policy change (King et al., 2014; 
Wilder et  al., 2019). Critically, this outcome is often credited to the collaborative insti-
tutional context of the process, which encouraged deliberation, trust-building, and con-
sensus among diverse stakeholders with different goals and values (Gerlak, 2015; Ger-
lak, Zamora-Arroyo, et  al., 2013; Pitt et  al., 2017). Using an minimalist process tracing 
approach (Beach, 2017), this case study elucidates how key variables in each of the MSF’s 
three streams interact with features of the institutional context in order to achieve two 
goals: (1) detect case-specific factors that drove the somewhat unexpected policy change 
(a case-centric goal); and (2) conceptualize of these factors in terms of the MSF in order 
to begin to unpacking causal mechanisms that may influence agenda-setting and decision-
making processes in collaborative institutional contexts (a theory-building goal) (Kay & 
Baker, 2015). While only a first step, this study provides a model for the type of “more 
systematic theory development” (p. 31) called for by Jones et al. (2016) and others that can 
improve the MSF’s ability to contribute to rigorous analyses of policy processes.

The multiple streams framework

The Multiple Streams Framework (MSF) was developed by John Kingdon in 1984 to illu-
minate the complex influences on the phenomenon of agenda setting, or why certain pol-
icy issues rise on decision-makers’ agenda, while others fail to become salient (Kingdon, 
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2003). The MSF’s conceptualization of the agenda-setting process is deeply tied to theo-
retical assumptions about decision-makers’ limitations as boundedly rational actors: they 
selectively attend to problems, use mental shortcuts or heuristics, and accept sub-optimal 
solutions in the name of satisficing (Ackrill et al., 2013). Drawing on work by Cohen et al. 
(1972), the MSF acknowledges that policy processes are permeated by ambiguity, random-
ness, and irrationality, often functioning like “organized anarchies” in which policy partici-
pants hold unclear preferences and access incomplete information (Herweg et al., 2018). 
Under these conditions, the policy process often does not proceed in a linear fashion in 
which a problem is identified, and then, solutions are investigated and assessed; instead, 
policy problems and solutions may be identified or developed independently of one another 
and coupled at a later time. For example, an organization may develop a policy “solution” 
that benefits its constituents and—to increase its chances of being enacted—link it to a 
“problem” that decision makers believe they should and can address, even if they were 
not already doing so. Decision makers may also be forced to choose a solution before they 
fully understand the problem or form preferences, highlighting the power of having a pre-
developed policy at one’s disposal during salient political moments.

To make sense of this often-chaotic policymaking environment, MSF scholars examine 
three semi-independent “streams” that run through the policy process: the problem stream, 
policy stream, and politics stream. The problem stream relates to how and why a condition, 
or an issue that people simply “put up with,” is redefined as a problem, or something “we 
come to believe that we should do something about” (Kingdon, 2003, 109). It concerns 
when and how policymakers, the media, the public, or other entities define or frame a prob-
lem and what indicators of the problem they highlight, as these aspects may constrain the 
types of policy solutions decisionmakers consider. While rapidly accumulating indicators 
may prompt attention to a policy problem (DeLeo, 2018), they may also be ignored by 
decisionmakers with limited time and attention. In some cases, a focusing event, such as 
a disaster or other crisis, is needed to rapidly raise the salience of a problem (Birkland, 
1996). Feedback from existing and related policies or programs may also emphasize a spe-
cific problem definition and/or type of solution that appears particularly feasible or effec-
tive in a given political context (Jones et al., 2016).

The policy stream focuses on the generation of policy solutions, often by issue experts 
and technocrats, to problems that have risen or are expected to rise on the political agenda. 
Policy alternatives are likely to be seen as more viable when they meet desired criteria like 
cost effectiveness or technical feasibility (Herweg et al., 2018). Moreover, policy entrepre-
neurs, or individuals within a policy community willing “to invest their resources–time, 
energy, reputation, and sometimes money,” may advocate for specific policy solutions 
(Kingdon, 2003, 122). While policy entrepreneurs are assumed to work outside of the for-
mal policymaking process, Ackrill et al. (2013) argue that policy actors in “senior bureau-
cratic positions… in high formal office”—i.e., decisionmakers, and likely their staffs—may 
also be policy entrepreneurs (p. 882). These individuals often work to build coalitions that 
increase support for, and potentially foster the implementation of, their desired policy solu-
tions (Béland & Cox, 2016; Zahariadis & Exadaktylos, 2016).

Finally, the politics stream concerns the broader socio-political environment in which 
problems and solutions are defined and coupled. The politics stream encompasses factors 
such as the “public mood, pressure group campaigns, election results, partisan or ideo-
logical distributions in Congress, and changes of administration” (Kingdon, 2003, 145, 
emphasis added). These factors influence which issues become salient in the larger politi-
cal arena and are thus crucial to agenda setting. For example, if the public mood reflects 
a high level of attention to a problem, policymakers may be more likely to attend to that 
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issue to appease their constituents. Policy entrepreneurs carefully navigate this political 
landscape in order to couple their desired policies with salient problems.

Considering the “flow” of three streams separately is helpful for differentiating the 
framework’s major components and for understanding the rationality, or lack thereof, of 
problem-solution coupling (Herweg et al., 2018). However, analyzing moments when the 
streams interact is critical to MSF analyses. At the heart of the MSF is a hypothesis that 
suggests “[a]n issue’s chances of gaining agenda status dramatically increase when all 
three streams—problems, policies, and politics—are coupled in a single package” (Herweg 
et al., 2018, 29). This is most likely to occur when a policy window opens in the problem or 
politics stream that emphasizes the need for policy action (Kingdon, 2003). While policy 
windows are particularly opportune moments for agenda setting, they are not failsafe paths 
for policy change: a problem must be coupled with a solution in a way that is attractive and 
coherent to receptive policymakers and, potentially, the public while the window is open. 
Then, policymakers must enter into the decision-making process to formulate, negotiate, 
and adopt a specific policy (Herweg et al., 2015, 2018; Howlett et al., 2015; Kagan, 2019). 
While agenda setting is defined by the sub-process of coupling problems and solutions, 
the decision-making phase concerns “bargaining about the concrete design of a proposal” 
(Herweg et al., 2015, 444) by political elites who have formal authority over policy adop-
tion. Identifying the alternate dynamics of decision making has contributed to the call for 
more explicitly articulating the role of institutions in the MSF, as will be discussed further 
in the next section (Zohlnhöfer et al., 2016).

Improving MSF theory development by articulating the role 
of institutions

Whether it is being used to analyze agenda-setting or decision-making processes, the MSF, 
as a policy process framework, essentially is an organized collection of variables that may 
be relevant for understanding policy-making phenomena but that is not intended to be test-
able or falsifiable on its own (Ostrom, 2007). However, many scholars employ the MSF 
this way, arguing for its “validity” simply because it can be used as a helpful metaphor 
to identify elements important to almost any policy processes or output of interest. Such 
studies often do little to advance theory about the causal relationships between certain 
MSF variables and likely outcomes in policy processes, which could be tested empirically 
through cross-case or longitudinal analyses. Consequently, policy scholars have identified 
the need to disentangle frameworks from theories (including, but also beyond, the MSF) in 
order to advance explanation and prediction in policy process studies (Jenkins-Smith et al., 
2018; Koebele, 2019a; Schlager, 2007). Given the broad applicability of the MSF and the 
historical lack of systematic theoretical and conceptual development, this disentanglement 
is perhaps nowhere more necessary as it is here (Jones et al., 2016).

This study attempts to build theory within the MSF by bringing an under-articulated 
component of the MSF to the fore: political institutions (Zahariadis, 2016). As suggested 
by Biesbroek and Candel (2019) in their articulation of the “CMO Model”, “observed pat-
terns of (un)intended Outcomes can be explained by identifying the plausible causal set of 
Mechanisms within the situational Context of the process” (p. 65). This model suggests 
that explicitly considering the context of a policy process—and in this case, the institu-
tional context—is one way to restrict the scope of empirical analysis to allow for the more 
precise identification of mechanisms that link MSF variables to specific outcomes under 
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bounded conditions. This resonates with an argument by Ackrill et al. (2013) that, despite 
the presence of opportunities for spontaneity and creativity in the policy process, “explana-
tions of sequences of policy-making can only be satisfying if they examine how the spe-
cific policymaking situation is bounded by a historically contingent context, including both 
formal and informal institutions” (p. 879).

Political institutions can be defined as the historical and contemporary rules and norms 
that structure decision-making processes and incentivize certain behaviors (Ostrom, 2005). 
Jones et al. (2016) locate the “institutional or cultural context” of a policy process solely 
within the politics stream of the MSF (p. 16), likely because this stream includes key vari-
ables dictated by formal institutions, such as elections, the composition or organizational 
structure of government (called “policy milieu” by Ness & Mistretta, (2009)), and the level 
of accountability that government officials have to respond to the public’s mood. However, 
institutions are present in other streams as well (Zohlnhöfer et al., 2016). By influencing 
the ways that policymakers attend to problems, for example, institutions create opportuni-
ties and constraints for policy change, as well as the potential for political tension when 
actors deviate from established norms (Spohr, 2016; Zahariadis, 2016). Additionally, by 
“circumscrib[ing] whose support is needed” to adopt a policy (Herweg et al., 2018, 32), 
institutions impact expectations about the roles that different political actors play in pro-
cesses of policy change and the types of policy proposals that are more likely to be viable. 
For instance, when decision-making institutions are highly centralized, there is often less 
uncertainty about who must adopt a policy but more constraints on the types of solutions 
considered acceptable. Conversely, decentralized decision-making institutions may neces-
sitate longer-standing policy windows during which attention to a problem must be sus-
tained (Blankenau, 2001), likely requiring the development of broader solutions that meet 
the needs of a variety of actors.

Zohlnhöfer et  al. (2016) attempt to clarify the role of formal institutions within the 
MSF using an extension of the framework initially proposed in Herweg et al. (2015) that 
separates agenda coupling from decision coupling, as introduced above. This two-phase 
approach encourages reassessment of key MSF concepts in light of specific institutional 
arrangements, such as those that require simple majorities versus unanimous consensus for 
policy adoption, or those characterized by majoritarian politics versus institutional plural-
ism. Focusing on the decision-coupling phase, the authors argue that analysts should exam-
ine how political entrepreneurs function in different institutional contexts. Political entre-
preneurs are actors, typically imbued with formal decision-making authority, who engage 
in bargaining over the details of policy formulation with the goal of getting their desired 
policy enacted (Herweg et  al., 2018). Hence, they are likely different individuals than 
the policy entrepreneurs active in the agenda-coupling phase, though they may be linked 
through patterns of collective entrepreneurship, defined as coordinated action by “like-
minded individuals with different skills, knowledge and positions that take place simulta-
neously or at different stages in the policy process” (Zohlnhöfer et al., 2016, 250). Political 
entrepreneurs are expected to use context-dependent strategies such as creating package 
deals, making concessions, or even manipulating other policymakers or the public in order 
to ensure their preferred solution, at lease in some form, is accepted. This approach to 
considering the institutional context of decision-making also provides MSF scholars with 
tools for better understanding how concepts like feedback, learning, and policy monopolies 
impact policy outputs, as well as how policies change in other phases of the policy cycle 
(Howlett, 2019; Zahariadis, 2016).

The next step in this effort is to theorize further about which MSF variables may be 
particularly influential in different institutional contexts, in both the agenda-setting and 
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decision-making phases. For instance, in what institutional settings might a policy entre-
preneur have more or less influence? Similarly, what institutional arrangements are more 
likely to lead to the development of “package deal” policies versus those that strongly 
reflect the beliefs of one coalition? Answering these types of questions—and speculating 
on why such relationships occur—is critical to developing theory within the MSF that can 
be broadly applied, tested, and refined over time.

Better articulating the role of institutions in the MSF can also have important implica-
tions for other approaches to studying policymaking. For example, scholars of historical 
institutionalism may benefit from having a more systematic method by which to consider 
the interactions among institutions and substantive policy content in their analyses. Béland 
(2005) argues that these scholars, who tend to downplay the substance of policy ideas, may 
gain more explanatory power by engaging with “ideational approaches” (p. 2), such as the 
MSF. This theme is echoed by Barzelay and Gallego (2006), who characterize the MSF as 
“institutional processual in character” (p. 539), though with a stronger focus on the interac-
tions among actors and ideas in a process and a more modest focus on institutions. They 
consequently argue that the MSF is less useful for understanding the process of common 
“on-going policy adaptations” (compared to more significant policy changes) because it 
does not include explanatory factors for “the outcomes of the multitudinous adaptations 
in the institutional rules and organizational routines” so common to public management 
processes (p. 541). More explicitly attending to institutional considerations into the MSF 
while maintaining Kingdon’s original focus on policy ideas can facilitate efforts to explain 
path dependency or minor adaptations (in decision-making rules, for example) as well as 
significantly path-departing policies (Spohr, 2016). Similarly, this effort can contribute to 
the Punctuated Equilibrium Theory (PET) literature, which focuses on how major or rapid 
policy change punctuates longer periods of relative stability as a result of shifting policy 
images and other factors (Baumgartner et  al., 2018). PET concepts, such as the role of 
institutional friction in generally dampening policy change and occasionally producing sig-
nificant punctuations, could be tested in new ways using the MSF with explicit institutional 
considerations in mind, thereby advancing both theories’ understanding of the institutional 
conditions that constrain and enable different degrees of policy change.

Policymaking in collaborative institutional contexts

The remainder of this study details and demonstrates how scholars may more explicitly 
articulate the institutional context of a policy process and begin to theorize about which 
MSF variables may be particularly influential on the policy process and policy outputs 
within it. Specifically, this study identifies MSF variables expected influence agenda set-
ting and decision making in collaborative institutional contexts, as illustrated through a 
case study of a landmark policy change in transnational Colorado River governance, which 
will be introduced below.

Collaborative institutions have become extremely popular in the realm of environmental 
policy over the last three decades across the world, particularly in processes related to water 
resources (Challies et al., 2017; Gerlak, Heikkila, et al., 2013; Koontz, 2016; Margerum & 
Robinson, 2016). Although they vary greatly in structure, these institutions typically incen-
tivize diverse, and sometimes adversarial, stakeholders to find areas where they can reach 
consensus and pursue coordination action around common problems (Ansell & Gash, 
2008; Emerson & Nabatchi, 2015; Koebele, 2020). This can be an important strategy for 
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effectively managing complex, interdependent socio-environmental systems that func-
tion at different scales and are governed by dispersed networks of actors (Fish et al., 2010; 
Imperial, 2005; Lubell et al., 2013; Schneider et al., 2003).

Participants in collaborative processes are often required to engage in extended, face-to-
face deliberation (Innes & Booher, 2003), which may help them learn about the problems 
at hand and better understand one another’s unique needs and values (Gerlak & Heikkila, 
2011; Koebele, 2019b; Koontz, 2014; Pahl-Wostl et al., 2008). Scholars argue that collabo-
rative processes can help to build trust and social capital among policy actors (Levesque 
et al., 2017), which can lead to the generation of new “positive sum” policies that may be 
viewed as more legitimate and easily implementable (Kauneckis & Imperial, 2007; Saba-
tier et  al., 2005). Collaborative institutions may thus have a “comparative advantage for 
reducing transaction costs of political contracting for complex problems facing estuaries 
and other ecosystems” by increasing stakeholder commitment (Lubell, 2003, 318). Partici-
pating in collaborative process may even alter one’s own beliefs (Leach et al., 2014; Lun-
dmark et al., 2018), possibly leading to belief convergence among previously oppositional 
stakeholders (Weible & Sabatier, 2009).

At the same time, scholars and practitioners critique collaborative approaches for being 
too time- and resource-intensive to sustain, especially when they strive to maintain demo-
cratic participation (Margerum & Robinson, 2015; Samuelson et al., 2005; Trachtenberg 
& Focht, 2005). It can also be difficult to assess the environmental outcomes of collabora-
tive processes, particularly when participants can only agree to “least-common-denomina-
tor” solutions with incremental effects (Conley & Moote, 2003; Kenney, 2000; Koontz & 
Thomas, 2006). Furthermore, collaborative processes may be constrained by the broader 
governance structures in which they are nested, which can limit their ability to make and 
implement decisions (Ananda & Proctor, 2013; Koontz & Newig, 2014), leading some 
scholars to question the ability of collaborative efforts to effectively produce “high-level” 
policy (Dutterer & Margerum, 2015).

The MSF and collaborative institutions: insights from existing literature

Regardless of whether they are effective in improving environmental outcomes, the unique 
structure of collaborative institutions has important implications for applying the MSF to 
analyze them. Fortunately, scholarship that applies the MSF to study other types of deci-
sion-making processes offers some guidance in understanding these implications. For 
example, Herweg et al. (2018) suggest that, in the decision-making phase of a policy pro-
cess, traditional policy entrepreneurship tactics—such as expending significant resources 
and time to ensure that a desired solution is matched with an identified problem—may 
fail in situations where the ultimate goal is to garner broad support for a policy. Collab-
orative institutions are often characterized by similar dynamics to the context described 
above: when the goal is broad consensus, participants must not only attempt to convince 
others of their preferred policy proposal, but they must also identify places where they 
are willing to negotiate and make tradeoffs. Thus, developing package deals that integrate 
multiple actions, or making concessions to produce more moderate policies, may be effec-
tive strategies in achieving consensus within collaborative institutions. Moreover, because 
policy design and negotiation often happen simultaneously in collaborative processes, the 
same individuals may serve as both policy and political entrepreneurs, or at least engage 
in strong collective entrepreneurship, leading to a potential re-integration of the agenda-
setting and decision-making phases under these institutional conditions.
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Recent research that applies the MSF to analyze international relations and transnational 
decision making also offers insight for effectively applying the framework to study col-
laborative institutions, as they share important similarities in the types of goals, norms, 
and decision-making rules they use. For example, Ackrill et al. (2013) argue that policy 
entrepreneurs in the European Union must satisfy the needs of decisionmakers on multiple 
levels: they “must straddle not only national but also EU institutional venues in ways that 
maintain domestic policy support and still cultivate robustness of appeal to diverse audi-
ences” (p. 874). Similarly, participants in collaborative processes must develop solutions 
that gain broad support from the collaborative group but are also palatable to the outside 
constituents or interest groups they represent. Just as “foreign policy outcomes need to be 
acceptable to domestic audiences who will ratify [and interpret] the solutions” (Herweg 
et al., 2018, 38), consensus-based decisions require both the support of collaborative pro-
cess participants and the backing of their individual constituencies who are often responsi-
ble for funding and implementing collaboratively-devised solutions.

Also focusing on transnational policymaking dynamics, Saurugger and Terpan (2016) 
argue that coherent coalitions of policy entrepreneurs can bring about radical policy 
changes, particularly during long-lasting policy windows. Research on the role of interest 
groups in the MSF by Rozbicka and Spohr (2016) complements this argument by suggest-
ing that, in institutions with decentralized authority where attention must be sustained over 
time, coherent interest groups can influence information exchange and act as entrepreneurs 
in promoting specific policy solutions. These arguments emphasize a familiar theme from 
other areas of policy scholarship—that “different institutional configurations privilege dif-
ferent actors” (Zahariadis, 2016, 10). Although most collaborative processes function on 
a smaller scale than the transnational processes mentioned above, they share the charac-
teristic of being fairly decentralized. Thus, collaborative institutions must generate a simi-
lar “capacity for joint action” among actors who are trying to achieve something collec-
tively that they could not achieve alone (Emerson and Nabatchi 2015). As such, lessons 
about how coherent coalitions may influence policymaking in transnational institutions 
are also likely applicable to collaborative processes, whether they occur within or between 
countries.

The literature described above provides only a starting point for understanding how dif-
ferent institutional considerations, and specifically those related to collaborative institu-
tions, can be better articulated in MSF studies, as well as what MSF variables may be par-
ticularly influential on collaborative policy outputs. To advance this line of scholarship, the 
MSF must be applied in more diverse institutional contexts by scholars willing to explicitly 
attend to institutional factors and challenge traditional MSF assumptions. The empirical 
example that follows illustrates this approach by applying the MSF to understand policy-
making in a transnational, collaborative institutional context.

Research design and methodology

In the next section, the MSF is used to structure the development of a case study of a 
transnational water policymaking process that occurred in a collaborative institutional con-
text and led to unprecedented policy change. The policy at the heart of this case—Minute 
319—is a formal addendum to a 1944 treaty between the US and Mexico that governs the 
shared management of the Colorado River (Congressional Research Service, 2019; Rivera-
Torres & Gerlak, 2020). The river flows from Wyoming to northern Mexico, where it has 



617Policy Sciences (2021) 54:609–628 

1 3

historically drained into the Gulf of California. Now, it is highly overallocated, meaning 
that people have been granted “rights” to more water than actually exists in most years. 
Climate change and a growing regional population have further stressed the system (Over-
peck & Udall, 2020). As a result, the Colorado River rarely reaches its delta in Mexico, an 
area that was once home to significant cultural and ecological resources but is now severely 
degraded. Despite decades of conflict between the USA and Mexico, as well as stagnated 
environmental management in the Delta region, the countries jointly passed Minute 319 
in 2012. Through various interacting provisions, Minute 319 began to reshape Colorado 
River management to maximize benefits for multiple users, including the environment, and 
brought water to the Delta for the first time in sixteen years (Pitt et al., 2017).

Multiple secondary sources of data were collected, including scholarly articles that sub-
stantively focus on the Colorado River and the development of Minute 319; white papers 
and reports from NGOs involved in negotiating Minute 319; government agency press 
releases; PowerPoint presentations created by key participants; major news media articles 
about the policy; and formal process output documents, such as program implementation 
reports. These sources were used to triangulate and expand upon information from six 
qualitative, semi-structured interviews (Rubin & Rubin, 2005) conducted with key partici-
pants in the Minute 319 process as part of a broader study of collaborative environmental 
governance in the Colorado River Basin. Interviews were conducted in person or over the 
phone/Skype with environmental leaders, scientists, and state and federal-level negotia-
tors from both the USA and Mexico who were extensively involved in the process. They 
were recorded, transcribed, and coded using NVivo qualitative analysis software according 
to an a priori codebook (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003) based on the key MSF variables 
(e.g., focusing events, policy entrepreneurs, public mood). Quotations from the interviews, 
which are used throughout the case study to bring participants’ voices to the fore, are each 
designated with an alphanumeric code (M319_##) to protect interviewees’ confidentiality 
while also demonstrating that these data are derived from different interviews. Secondary 
literature and documents are cited directly. This mixed-methods approach to data collection 
was necessary given the limited transparency of the Minute 319 process: there was no for-
mal website, participant lists and agendas/minutes were not publicly available, and many 
of the participants that the researcher was able to identify declined or failed to respond to 
interview requests.

These data were used to develop an interpretive case study of the Minute 319 process, 
which leverages “theoretical frameworks to provide an explanation of particular cases, 
which can lead as well as an evaluation and refinement of theories” (Vennesson, 2008, 
227). A minimalist process tracing approach (Beach, 2017) was used to chronicle the 
Minute 319 process, paying special attention to how variables from all three streams of 
the MSF influenced agenda setting and decision making within the process’s collabora-
tive institutional context. The goal of this approach is not to test existing hypotheses about 
relationships among pre-identified independent and dependent variables, as is common in 
more positivist and extensive process tracing methods. Instead, it is a critical first step in 
identifying and unpacking the potential mechanisms linking MSF variables to outcomes 
under specific, bounded conditions (Beach, 2017). It thus begins to answer the call for 
mechanism-driven policy scholarship that explicitly considers context (Biesbroek & Can-
del, 2019; van der Heijden et al., 2019), as well as for more rigorous theory-building within 
the MSF (Jones et al., 2016).

The case study, presented below, is organized according to the MSF’s three streams, 
followed by a description of the decision window during which Minute 319 was adopted. 
MSF variables found to be particularly influential within this process are italicized. This 
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approach reveals how key concepts from each of the MSF’s three streams interact with the 
case’s institutional context to explain policy change and theorizes about the mechanisms 
through which MSF variables may influence processes and outcomes in collaborative insti-
tutional contexts broadly (Kay & Baker, 2015).

Minute 319: a case study

The problem stream: degradation of the delta

The Colorado River Delta was once described as a landscape composed of hundreds of 
green lagoons (Leopold, 1986). By the early 2000s, however, “as few as 40,000 acres… 
of 1.8 million acres of functioning wetlands in the historic delta” were all that remained 
(Birdsong, 2011, 143), primarily due to numerous dams and diversions along the length 
of the Colorado River that altered its flow regime. Consequently, the Delta’s vegetation 
became highly fragmented, leading to major reductions in biodiversity and productivity 
(Hinojosa-Huerta et al., 2013; Kowalewski et al., 2000), and the devastation of native cul-
tures that historically thrived off these bountiful resources (Birdsong, 2011; Getches, 2003; 
Glenn et al., 1996; Muehlmann, 2009; Pitt, 2001).

Initial attention was drawn to this problem in the 1980s and 1990s through scientific 
studies that produced important indicators of the severe environmental degradation occur-
ring in the region, which in turn attracted the attention of various environmental groups 
(Gerlak, 2015; Wilder & Ingram, 2018). Additionally, a regional megadrought, which 
began in the early 2000s and persists today (Overpeck & Udall, 2020), attuned water man-
agers to the worsening conditions of the river system: “we’ve been in drought forever. 
Whether it’s drought or whatever you want to call it, shortages were always sort of loom-
ing out there…” (M319_05). Partially in response to these indicators, as well as to calls 
for more collaborative river management from stakeholders (Spener, 2008), the region’s 
binational decision-making authority, the International Boundary and Water Commission 
(IBWC/CILA)1 established a collaborative governance process in 2008 to address these 
issues, which will be discussed further under the politics stream. Despite this, little imme-
diate action was taken to address Delta issues.

In 2010, a focusing event raised the salience of issues tangential to the Delta for the 
IBWC/CILA and other stakeholders: a devastating earthquake severely impacted Mexico’s 
Colorado River water delivery infrastructure (Sanchez & Cortez-Lara, 2015). Because 
Mexico could no longer receive and store their own annual allocation of water, the coun-
tries negotiated to temporarily store some of Mexico’s water in Lake Mead (USA) and 
modify the water delivery schedule under a policy called Minute 318. While a binational 
coalition of Delta stakeholders had previously suggested that shared storage among the 
countries could improve system-wide management by delaying water shortages in the 
USA, this mechanism had not yet been used due to its controversial nature (King et  al., 
2014). Minute 318 opened the door for increased dialogue about collaborative river and 
Delta management (Sanchez & Cortez-Lara, 2015). One interviewee explained, “if not for 
the earthquake and… the impacts on Mexico and the ability of the states to come together” 
(M319_05), binational collaboration over Delta issues may have not begun in earnest.

1 In Mexico, the IBWC is called the Comisión Internacional de Límites y Aguas, abbreviated as CILA.
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The policy stream: a binational coalition of entrepreneurs emerges

As introduced above, a binational coalition of policy actors had begun working together to 
develop restoration solutions for the Delta some years prior to the 2010 earthquake. Ger-
lak (2015) tracks the rise of this “transnational network,” which includes key leaders from 
environmental non-profit organizations such as the Environmental Defense Fund, the Son-
oran Institute, and Pronatura Noroeste, as well as tribes, recreation advocates, academic 
and government scientists, and others (Wilder & Ingram, 2018). In addition to contributing 
to Delta science, members of the binational coalition created opportunities for early col-
laboration and information-sharing among stakeholders. For example, they held a “Conser-
vation Priorities Workshop” in 2002 workshop that led produced the “first comprehensive 
thesis about what restoration would look like, and based on that, a theory of what an inter-
national agreement would need to look like” to bring it to fruition (M319_04). Such work-
shops were informal: “It was just people being brought together with a common vision” 
(M319_04). Interviewees suggested that this binational effort was able to gain momentum 
in large part “because it’s so much easier for academics and NGOs to work across borders 
than it is for government agencies” (M319_03).

The binational coalition’s early goals “were in some ways relatively narrow: repairing 
this badly damaged ecosystem, trying to put water back into it, and ultimately regaining a 
sort of limited functionality of the ecosystem” (M319_04). Through on-the-ground resto-
ration activities, they made significant progress in demonstrating that “it didn’t take very 
much water to have a positive effect” on the Delta environment (M319_03). However, the 
coalition recognized early on “that [promoting the need for] environmental flows [to the 
Delta] would not be enough to get decisionmakers to the table” to create large-scale policy 
change (Gerlak, 2015, 107). As a result, coalition members “were very proactive” in devel-
oping policy alternatives “that didn’t have to do directly with [restoring the] environment” 
(M319_02), such as the idea that Mexico storing water in US reservoirs could help to delay 
water shortages (King et al., 2014). When the 2010 earthquake drew attention to the need 
for a rapid policy change, the binational coalition acted as a policy entrepreneur by strate-
gically coupling this pre-developed “solution” with a new and salient problem to set the 
policy agenda. Additionally, in 2008, the binational coalition formed the Delta Water Trust, 
an entity that could legally acquire water for restoring riparian habitat in the Mexicali Val-
ley region of the Delta (Schlatter, 2013). The Trust provided a way for the binational coali-
tion to have water available for restoration when opportunities arose, further positioning 
them to be an important policy actor in the future.

The politics stream: institutionalizing collaboration

Despite the binational coalition’s efforts in the 1990s and early 2000s, formal policy-
making around Delta and other transboundary river management activities at the IBWC/
CILA was fairly stagnant. This was due, in part, to the fact that U.S.-Mexico hydrodiplo-
macy was “very difficult to disentangle from the geopolitical relationship between the 
two countries” (M319_04), which meant that entities on both sides of the border faced 
unsupportive national moods: “at the time the United States and Mexico weren’t talking 
to each other because of the Iraq invasion and Mexico was on the security council and 
didn’t support the US invasions… and [the US was] building walls, and all kinds of crazy 
things” (M319_01). Given other binational conflicts that arose around the Colorado River 
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throughout the decade, particularly related to litigation over the All-American Canal, this 
period was recognized as a low point in U.S.-Mexico political relations (King et al., 2014; 
Wilder et al., 2019).

However, the IBWC/CILA, historically characterized as a fairly insular, traditional, 
and even monopolistic agency (Gerlak, 2017; Mumme & Bustamante, 2001), eventually 
supported the establishment of the Colorado River Joint Cooperative Process (CRJCP) in 
2008, which was later formalized under Minute 317 in 2010. Although non-state actors 
had historically been excluded from IBWC/CILA processes, this collaborative process was 
essentially an evolution of the on-going activities of the binational coalition (Karambel-
kar & Gerlak, 2020): “the federal governments of the US and Mexico… decided to join 
and, more than that, decided to take over that process [and…] formalize [it]” (M319_02). 
One interviewee suggested that the IBWC/CILA commissioners “were looking for a way 
to move things [forward] together” (M319_01) and wanted to leverage the coalition’s col-
laborative momentum. Another suggested that the IBWC/CILA was “upset about the work-
shops [the binational coalition held] initially because [they perceived the coalition was] 
sort of negotiating a treaty without their permission” (M319_04). Either way, this decision 
created a supportive political environment for advancing U.S.-Mexico collaboration on 
water issues, which led many stakeholders and scholars (e.g., Tarlock, 2014) to credit the 
binational coalition with being “the genesis of the binational negotiations… virtually all of 
the parties involved would admit that they played a pretty key role in getting the negotia-
tions put together in the first place and also assisted materially in helping the two countries 
coming to consensus [in later deliberations]” (M319_04).

Federal stakeholders from both countries, representatives from the seven US Colorado 
River Basin States, and leaders from the binational coalition—all with inherently differ-
ent policy goals—worked together closely within this evolving collaborative process2 dur-
ing the following years. It involved the development of a “core negotiating group” and 
“work groups” that focused on specific issues, including an Environmental Work Group 
that considered issues of Delta restoration (Gerlak, Zamora-Arroyo, et al., 2013; Spener, 
2008). The work groups met repeatedly in-person over the next five years, during which 
they participated in exercises that allowed them to define organizing “terms of reference” 
(M319_01) for regional water policymaking, “exchange ‘best effort’ comprehensive pro-
posals” (King et  al., 2014, 90–91), and “frame out roughly points of broad consensus” 
(M319_4). Regarding Delta issues specifically, scientists from the USA and Mexico 
engaged in modeling exercises that helped participants understand what their common 
environmental future would look like absent changes in river management—a crucial step 
in moving negotiations between the USA and Mexico forward (Rivera-Torres & Gerlak, 
2020): “I don’t think you could have actually got to [the eventual] agreement without those 
tools. It was just too difficult.” (M319_04). Essentially, these meetings created a space for 
deliberation and “back-and-forth” among stakeholders at various levels toward mutually 
beneficial solutions: “sort of a funnel of ideas and concepts being hashed out at the techni-
cal level and a little more policy and then to the [IBWC/CILA]” (M319_05).

Perhaps even more critical, however, was the time participants spent “doing field trips, 
sitting in conference rooms, and sitting around in the evening drinking beer, getting to 
know each other and overcoming this intense economic, language, and cultural barrier that 
had been built on the border” (M319_04). One interviewee emphasized “the element of 

2 While the on-going process does not have a formal name, it is sometimes referred to as the United States-
Mexico Binational Forum for the Colorado River Delta (Karambelkar and Gerlak, 2020).
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warm bodies in the room to get familiar with each other and begin to start creating trust and 
confidence” (M319_06) as an integral component of promoting collaboration among the 
various groups involved, especially given their historical power asymmetries. For instance, 
government stakeholders from both countries were skeptical of the binational coalition’s 
participation and often required that they leave formal negotiating spaces. Yet, the bina-
tional coalition was credited not only with helping to build a narrative of trust and mutual 
responsibility for the Delta among all involved stakeholders (M319_04), but also for being 
“very well coordinated… [and] able to get funding to be able to participate and be in there 
when needed” (M319_02). Numerous interviewees emphasized that the widespread desire 
to create policy collaboratively was due, in part, to the binational coalition’s long-standing 
role in advocating for a holistic solution to Colorado River and Delta management: “The 
NGOs were the drivers… this was a huge opportunity and [they] were incredibly motivated 
to drive it forward so it did not in any way stagnate… [they] had been working for fifteen 
or twenty years to open the door and it opened, so [they] wanted to make the most of it” 
(M319_01). While they lacked the political power of the formal decision-making and man-
agement entities in the region, the binational coalition’s consistent leadership and commit-
ment helped to establish them as a major stakeholder—and a key political entrepreneur—
in the collaborative process.

Decision window: adopting minute 319

To formally reach consensus “in the binational context actually means for the Mexican 
commissioner and the US commissioner, and probably the Bureau of Reclamation Com-
missioner, to reach agreement” (M319_06). However, due to the norms of the collaborative 
process, many stakeholders acknowledged the need for broader consensus in order for a 
policy to be successful: “at the end of the day, it’s much less time consuming to make sure 
everybody’s with you moving forward” (M319_01) than to proceed on your own and risk 
losing broader buy-in, even if that sometimes means obtaining “begrudging consensus” 
(M319_05). Even during a high-conflict moment when multiple stakeholders threatened to 
abandon the negotiations in frustration, one interviewee explained that “nobody would get 
up and leave. It seemed to be like there was some sort of an element that had been created 
over the course of the years that made it very clear that there was no other option but to fin-
ish up with a win–win” (M319_06). This collaborative spirit was facilitated by concessions 
that various stakeholders made during the negotiations; for example, the parties considered 
a short-term “pilot” program—“a five year, almost experimental agreement” (M319_04)—
rather than a permanent agreement on which they could not reach consensus (M319_05). 
While this option did not align well with the goals of the binational coalition and Mexico, 
they acknowledged that “it seemed like the best way to really move the binational process 
forward” (M319_04).

In November 2012, the IBWC/CILA signed Minute 319, which was supported by many 
of the collaborative process participants. Minute 319 expands upon Minutes 317 and 
318 by developing guidelines for sharing water in times of surplus and shortage, extend-
ing Mexico’s ability to delay water deliveries, and outlining binational conservation plans 
over a five-year period (King et  al., 2014; Sanchez & Cortez-Lara, 2015; Wilder et  al., 
2019). It also commits 158,088 acre-feet of “environmental flows” to the Delta, two-thirds 
of which was released as a “pulse flow” in March 2014 that was jointly organized and 
overseen by a group of Mexican and American scientists (Flessa et al., 2014; Kendy et al., 
2017; Pitt et al., 2017). During this historic event, the Colorado River reached the sea for 
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the first time in sixteen years (Pitt et al., 2017). While this component of Minute 319 got 
“certainly the most publicity and attention, for good reason” (M319_03), the various pro-
visions in this package deal helped all participants portray Minute 319 as a “win–win” 
(Rivera-Torres & Gerlak, 2020): “people have to be able to go back and tell Mexico City 
or Washington D.C., or the states… the farmers, the cities… and tell the story that shows 
how by signing on the dotted line, you got your way, you got a win for your country. And 
the power of narrative… you ultimately are selling it to political people, not to technical 
people” (M319_01).

Many stakeholders hail Minute 319 as a critical step in reversing “a long historical leg-
acy of border and water conflict, power asymmetry, and environmental damage in one of 
the world’s most water-stressed regions” (King et al., 2014, 102) through the recognition 
of shared responsibility of the river, the joint dedication of water specifically for the envi-
ronment,3 and the unprecedented involvement of non-federal stakeholders (Gerlak, 2017; 
Tarlock, 2014; Wilder & Ingram, 2018). According to one interviewee, this unusual “direct 
stakeholder involvement in international diplomacy,” eventually institutionalized by the 
IBWC/CILA, “was really necessary… to overcome that 150-year broken border-water rela-
tionship that was hopelessly tangled up with economics and immigration and agribusiness 
and capitalism… you couldn’t get at that unless you were willing to have people sit down 
[from] across the border… and start to understand each other” (M319_04). Minute 319’s 
provisions were extended for an additional five years in 2017 through another policy called 
Minute 323, which also included a new provision to implement a Binational Water Scarcity 
Contingency Plan. These policies are evidence of the enduring impact of the Minute 319 
on transboundary water policy in the US-Mexico border region.

Discussion and conclusion

Through the development of an empirical, interpretive case study of the Minute 319 pro-
cess, this analysis sought to achieve two goals: (1) use the MSF to identify case-specific 
factors that drove policy change; and (2) develop theory about the mechanisms by which 
these factors may influence policy processes within similar institutional settings. As illus-
trated in the case study above, variables from all three of the MSF streams contribute to our 
understanding of how and why Minute 319 was developed. Considering the ways in which 
their influence was mediated by the collaborative institutional context of the Minute 319 
process allows us to begin unpacking the how and why of their importance, which provides 
insight for developing MSF theory more broadly.

For instance, in the problem stream, issues tangential to the Delta rapidly rose on the 
IBWC/CILA’s agenda following a focusing event (the 2010 earthquake), largely because 
they could be coupled with a pre-designed policy alternative: allowing Mexico to tempo-
rarily store their water allocations in US reservoirs. This is not an unusual finding for MSF 
studies, which often seek to identify examples of agenda coupling at key moments. How-
ever, the collaborative institutional context of the Minute 319 process certainly shaped how 
the focusing event was perceived and fostered the selection of a policy alternative proposed 
by regional NGOs that was previously deemed “too controversial.” Moreover, the selection 

3 This “dedication of water to the river [for the environmental flow component] was shared among… Mex-
ico, the US, and… the environmental organizations. So it wasn’t just [the NGOs] who provided the water. It 
was important that Mexico and the U.S.…share that kind of responsibility” (M319_02).
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of this alternative reinforced the power and potential of a newly formalized collaborative 
policymaking process between the USA and Mexico, which created a supportive politi-
cal environment in which the two countries could engage in dialogue and experiment with 
mutually beneficial policy solutions despite negative national moods and previous policy 
stagnation.

In addition to MSF elements traditionally associated with agenda setting (e.g., focusing 
events), other MSF variables related to decision coupling (Herweg et al., 2015; Zohlnhöfer 
et al., 2016) help explain the continuation and growth of the collaborative process and the 
development of Minute 319 as its eventual policy output. For example, although formal 
decision-making authority was centralized in the IBWC/CILA, the collaborative institu-
tion’s consensus-oriented norms created a de facto decentralized context that emphasized 
lengthy deliberations and broad agreement among all stakeholders. Within this context, the 
binational coalition was positioned to act as a policy entrepreneur that could help sustain 
attention to Delta issues during a prolonged policy window—similar to the role that coher-
ent coalitions and interest groups may play in other decentralized decision-making institu-
tions that require overcoming multiple veto points (Rozbicka & Spohr, 2016; Saurugger 
& Terpan, 2016). This process eventually led to the development of a package deal-type 
policy that gained broad support, in part because some stakeholders were willing to make 
significant concessions over details like the policy’s applicable timeframe (Herweg et al., 
2018), and in part because each stakeholder group could frame at least one of its provisions 
as a particularly good “win” for their own constituency (Ackrill et  al., 2013). Thus, by 
impacting how decision-making authority was actually dispersed among policy actors and 
what kind of solution was likely to be most feasible, the collaborative institutional context 
moderated the influence of generic MSF variables on the policy process and output.

A number of broad, theoretical lessons arise from these findings that must be further 
developed and empirically tested in other cases. First, applications of the MSF in collabora-
tive institutional contexts should explore variables associated with both the agenda-setting 
and decision-making phases simultaneously rather than separating the phases. This may 
be the case particularly when significant authority over components of policy design is 
devolved to sub-groups focused on technical, rather than political aspects, as these groups 
will likely be identifying problems and solutions and negotiating their scope at the same 
time. Second, even in processes where decision-making authority is formally centralized, 
collaborative institutions may serve to informally decentralize power as a result of long-
term deliberative processes and the use of consensus norms. Consequently, tradeoffs and 
concessions made during policy development, as well as during formal negotiations, must 
be considered in order to understand why certain policy outputs are developed. Third, col-
laborative process norms may also influence the feasibility or acceptability of certain pol-
icy solutions that would otherwise be discounted in the absence of established trust among 
diverse actors and precedents to share information and resources.

Although this study was largely exploratory and inductive in nature, it is a first step 
toward “more systematic theory development” within the MSF (Jones et  al., 2016, 31). 
As such, various practical lessons for other scholars seeking to advance MSF theory were 
also learned. For instance, this study characterized the collaborative nature of the insti-
tutional context using academic and gray literature, as well as insight from stakeholders 
via interviews, but it did not formally define the rules for collaboration among the various 
participants. Future studies could leverage insights from other theories, such as the Insti-
tutional Analysis and Development (IAD) framework’s rule typology (Heikkila & Ger-
lak, 2018) and institutional grammar tool (Siddiki et al., 2019), to formally analyze rules 
around membership, interactions, information flow, and other activities, in order to better 
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characterize the institutional context. This may be particularly important when comparing 
mechanisms across different institutions of the same general type. In addition, in line with 
a recent study that used the MSF to examine governance innovations (Huber-Stearns et al., 
2019), this study obviated the need to consider institutions not as static, but instead to track 
how they change and influence policymaking differently over longer periods time, as has 
been suggested as best practice in other theories of the policy process (Jenkins-Smith et al., 
2018). This case demonstrates the long-term impact of a coalition of policy actors, who 
initially coalesced around largely-ignored indicator changes, on policy change that hap-
pened decades later. Had the analysis focused only on the interactions within the formal-
ized collaborative process during a shorter time period, it would have overlooked key influ-
ences on agenda setting and decision making.

In order to more systematically delineate institutional influences on a policy process 
from idiosyncrasies associated with a specific policy issue (Kay & Baker, 2015), scholars 
should conduct comparative studies of policy processes and their outcomes across multiple 
institutions with similar structures or contexts (e.g., Karambelkar & Gerlak, 2020). While 
the interpretivist case study approach used here provides useful insight into influential 
MSF variables under specific conditions, it fails to weigh their importance or make direct 
causal claims (Vennesson, 2008), as might be done through comparative analyses further 
separated from a specific empirical context. Systematically applying the MSF in diverse 
institutional settings beyond those that are collaborative can also help to better differentiate 
institution-specific mechanisms in the absence of clear counterfactuals, in turn advancing 
theory within the MSF and about the role of institutions in policymaking processes more 
broadly.
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