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INDIA | WATER & SANITATION

Aqua+

Marketing of a new water purification product illustrates how evidence on
behavioral patterns can be as crucial as evidence on scientific effectiveness.
By Erika Drazen
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The Evidence In Practice
research project at the Yale
School of Management,
funded by the William and
Flora Hewlett Foundation,
was conducted from January
2016 to January 2018 in
order to better understand
the conditions under which
rigorous evidence can be
effectively integrated into public
policies and non-governmental
organization (NGO) practices
in the field of international
development.
The Evidence in Practice project followed a
rigorous methodology comprised of three
broad elements: First we conducted an initial
round of expert interviews with individuals
who have spent a significant portion of their
professional lives attempting, researching,
or promoting the integration of evidence into
development practice, including academics,
government officials, foundation program
officers, NGO practitioners, and think-tank
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directors. Second, we conducted a matched
comparison of eight cases of development
programs or interventions where rigorous
evidence was integrated with varying degrees
of effectiveness. This case study is one of
the eight produced by the project. The third
component, conducted in parallel to the
eight case studies, consisted of interviews
with prototypical representatives of each of
the stakeholder groups, or individuals who
could clearly describe the typical experience
of enacting a particular stakeholder role.
Our synthesis analysis is presented in the
accompanying report.1

complex relationship between “evidence” and
“practice.” These representative stakeholder
groups are: Researchers, Funders,
Influencers2, Intermediaries, Policymakers,
Implementers, and Beneficiaries3.

Stakeholder Characterization
Based on our research, we have found it
useful to think of the flow of evidence into
policy and practice as an “ecosystem” in
which a set of archetypical stakeholder
groups interact. This set of stakeholder
categories was described and reinforced
by our interviewees throughout the project.
While this is not a perfect description (e.g.,
some organizations fall within more than one
stakeholder group and individuals often shift
across stakeholder groups or play roles that
effectively span categories), it can help frame
the conversation to identify the critical roles,
incentives, and relationships that animate the

Each of the cases thus contains a map of the
specific organizations (and individuals) that
defined its evolution, their structural affiliation
to a stakeholder category (in some cases,
organizations played more than one formal,
structural role), the informal roles that certain
individual actors played, as well as the key
relationships between these individuals and
organizations.

1 Please see the appendex for a detailed description
on Data and Methods.
2 While some of our interviewees identified
“Influencers” (such as the media, the general public,
lobbyists, and influential individuals) as playing an
important role in the evidence-to-practice eco-system,
this group did not play an explicit role in the narrative
of any of the case studies. So we have included
the category here, though it does not appear in the
stakeholder maps of the individual case studies.
3 We use the term “beneficiaries” to indicate those
whom a specific policy or program is intended to
help. Different analytic frameworks use various terms to
describe this group, including clients, users, recipients, etc.
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Part I: The Aqua+ Story
Antenna and WATA Technology

Antenna Foundation, a Swiss non-profit organization founded in 1989,
is engaged in scientific research devoted to the development and
dissemination of technologies to improve the lives of vulnerable, base
of pyramid (BoP) households.4 In 2006, Antenna designed a sodium
hypochlorite solution to disinfect water called “WATA.” Antenna wanted
to test the technology in the field in as many varied contexts as possible,
to confirm that it was technically viable. Additionally, a technically viable
product would also require an effective distribution and business model to
achieve impact. Antenna wanted to learn best practices on how to distribute
the WATA technology to BoP customers, yet it did not have the resources or
networks in developing countries to do so.
In 2010, Antenna received a grant from
the Swiss Agency for Development and
Cooperation (SDC) to partner with small
and medium enterprises in developing
countries. Antenna would give them the WATA
technology, teach them how to use it, and
give them distribution rights so they could
develop and distribute products on their own.
Antenna partnered with businesses in eleven
countries in Africa and Asia, each with its own
product design and distribution model. For
example, some partners sold purified water
in jugs, while others sold small bottles of
droplets. Some chose to place their product in
stores, while others chose to deliver directly

to homes. Antenna offered individualized
support to each local partner, and collected
evidence regarding the opportunities and
challenges for each business and distribution
model. Each partner gathered and used their
own evidence as well, taking into account the
local context.
Antenna acted as an intermediary to
facilitate learning and interaction among the
diverse business partners, and contribute
to international learning regarding water
sanitation and distribution to BoP customers.
For instance, Antenna hosted workshops
every year where grantees could learn

from each other. Additionally, with the
International Rescue Committee (IRC),
Antenna compiled a toolkit based on data
from its local partners about monitoring and
evaluation, microfinancing, and enabling
environments for water purification sales.5
Antenna routinely published fact sheets so
that other organizations could learn about the
work of its grantees. At the time the research
for this case was conducted, Antenna was in
Phase II of funding from the SDC, which runs
through 2018.

History of Development Alternatives
Group and Water Sanitation
Development Alternatives (DA) Group,
founded in 1982, is an Indian social enterprise
dedicated to sustainable development.
Similar to Antenna, it researches and designs

4 Base of the pyramid (BoP) refers to the approximately
4 billion people globally who live on less than US2
per day. Social enterprises seek to develop products
and services to generate positive impact for BoP
households by adopting a market-based, financially
sustainable business model.
5 “Scaling-Up Safe Water,” Antenna Foundation.
Access here.

Development
Alternatives
Group

Development
Alternatives

Product testing
+ development

TARA

Market research
+ business
incubation

TARAlife

Product sales
+ distribution

P

Evidence in
Practice

life-enhancing technologies to distribute
to BoP customers. To do this, there are
three different branches of the organization.
Development Alternatives is the research and
development arm, with its own lab to develop
technology and products related to water,
energy, habitat, and waste management.
Once a technology has been developed, it is
transferred to TARA (Technology and Action
for Rural Advancement), which incubates
decentralized, small and micro-enterprise
business models to sell the products that DA
develops to BoP markets. The third arm of DA
Group, ultimately charged with marketing the
WATA technology, is TARAlife Sustainability
Solutions, a company under the DA Group
responsible for the promotion, manufacture,
marketing, and sales of quality-of-life
products for BoP households. TARAlife was
founded in 2014 with the explicit purpose of
marketing Aqua+, together with a basket of
products deemed to be aspirational for BoP
customers. DA Group has operated with this
kind of tri-partite structure of developing,
testing, and spinning off independent
social enterprises for each of its products,
including TARA Machines (for manufacturing
rural construction materials), TARA Urja (for
developing solar micro-grids), and TARA
Livelihood Academy (for offering vocational
training services).
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DA Group has worked in water and sanitation

since the 1990s. Dr. Vijaya Lakshmi, Vice
President of Development Alternatives and
a PhD in chemistry, was hired in 1990 to
develop environmental quality testing kits. Dr.
Lakshmi also serves as an expert advisor for
the Indian federal government’s Department
of Science and Technology (DST). She
developed a water quality testing kit, which
was externally validated and used by UNICEF
and the World Bank in the 1990s and early
2000s. The success of these kits gave DA
an opportunity to complement them, when
appropriate, with a water purification solution.
The group researched alternatives—including
boiling water, sand filters, chlorine tablets, and
other solutions—to purify water effectively,
sustainably, and at scale.

The DA Group Decision to Partner with
Antenna (2010-2011)
Urs Heierli, who had previously worked for
SDC, worked in India as a consultant to both
DA Group and Antenna. When Antenna
was seeking partners in India, Heierli
recommended the DA Group.6 Antenna
was an attractive partner for DA Group both
because it trusted Heierli’s judgment and
because the WATA technology fit well into
6 Heierli also recommended that Antenna partner
with SpringHealth, which became one of Antenna’s
grantees for the WATA technology.

Page 05 of 27

P

Evidence in
Practice

its portfolio. When deciding to develop a
new technology, DA’s development process
typically builds on existing evidence first.
Dr. Lakshmi assesses novel findings from
different networks (e.g. about fluoride, arsenic,
etc.) where researchers share knowledge and
evidence. DA selects promising prospects
from these networks, as well as journals,
meetings, and outside collaborations, and
then internally replicates evidence extensively
before choosing to incorporate a technology
into its portfolio. During this process, DA is
concerned not only with the effectiveness
of a technology, but also with its underlying
potential to produce and distribute a product
while making a profit.
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and distribution approaches taken in the
past, it was clear that there was no universal
solution and that it was critical to understand
the local context. Another report, by Hystra
online, highlighted potential water purification
solutions for BoP customers. Aside from
these studies and the ongoing learnings
from Antenna grantee events, TARA did
not systematically seek out other external
evidence to inform its foray into the consumer
products segment of the rural market, which
would factor into subsequent difficulties
faced in distribution and sales.

Understanding the Needs of the Market
(2010-2011)

To explore how to convert the WATA
technology into a viable and marketable
product, TARA contracted EarthSafe
Enterprises, a consulting, market research,
and training firm. This was consistent with
TARA’s business model, which depends
on keeping lean operational teams while
outsourcing other specialized tasks, like
market research. EarthSafe and TARA
conducted a study in the slums of Delhi,
both because of their proximity to TARA’s
headquarters and their apparent similarity to
other target markets.

Upon agreeing to partner with Antenna, DA
transferred responsibility to test business
models for the WATA technology to TARA.
Heierli gave TARA a report to help its staff
understand the WATA landscape: while there
were pros and cons to different product

The study examined drivers of supply and
demand through speaking with key opinion
leaders in the community. The study
consisted of over 200 one-on-one interviews
with individuals from both the demand and

Accordingly, before becoming Antenna’s
distribution partner in India, DA Group tested
the WATA technology in its own laboratories
to ensure that it was an effective solution for
water purification. It found the technology to
be both effective and attractive given its small
size and ease of use.
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Once TARA chose the business
model, it hired a leading market
research company ...The study
aimed to help TARA understand
consumer behavior and the barriers
and incentives to purchasing the
Aqua+ bottles of drops.
supply sides. On the supply side, the study
included doctors, chemists, and shop keepers
in an effort to understand potential distribution
strategies. On the demand side, the study
heard from many potential customers, who
said they would prefer to buy the proposed
product from a chemist or grocery store. For
other programs in their portfolio, TARA typically
identified entrepreneurs and then trained and
supported them with technology to turn them
into distribution partners. Given the nature of
the water purification product, however, TARA
also explored strategies to distribute directly
to customers. From the initial study, TARA and
EarthSafe proposed three potential business
models.

The first model envisioned TARA as a
production center, where TARA would
manufacture and distribute bottles of
drops and reach the target market through
local shopkeepers. The second was a
franchise model, where a network of
local entrepreneurs would be selected to
manufacture and distribute bottles of the
solution. In the third model, entrepreneurs
would bottle WATA-treated water and sell
it directly. The three models relied on local
partners (usually an NGO) to help identify
potential entrepreneurs and to conduct
marketing to increase demand from potential
customers. Ultimately, TARA decided to follow
the first model—more closely aligned with

Case Studies
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its traditional way of working—where it would
manufacture and sell bottles of purifying
solution to local distributors. Since customers
would ingest the product, quality control to
ensure customer health and safety was a top
priority.

The Creation of Aqua+ (2010-2011)
Once TARA chose the business model, it hired
IPSOS, a leading market research company it
had worked with before, to conduct a market
study. The six-month IPSOS study consisted
of interviews and focus group discussions
centered on Delhi slums. The study aimed to
help TARA understand consumer behavior
and the barriers and incentives to purchasing
the Aqua+ bottles of drops. Combined with
insights from two prominent reports (Hystra’s
“Access to Safe Water for the Base of the
Pyramid” and Marketing Safe Water Systems’s
report on point-of-use purification), the
IPSOS work persuaded the TARA team that
the Aqua+ product should be marketed to
households (vs. individuals), and the volume
per bottle should reflect this.
A second, more complex issue was the
periodicity of purchases implied by the
volume of a bottle. A small volume would
require frequent purchases, which might be
affordable but cumbersome. Alternatively, a
larger volume would be more convenient
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but would allow less opportunity to create
new purchasing habits, making it more likely
for a household to discontinue use after a
first purchase. After consideration, TARA
determined that an average family of five
should purchase the product once a month,
which translated to a prototype 60mL bottle—
enough to purify 500 liters of water. The
Aqua+ bottle was priced at 20 Indian rupees
(then USD 0.33) and had a shelf life of 50 days.

effective after the necessarily long journey
from production to households through
distribution partners. Customer and partner
feedback also led to changes in product
pricing, packaging, and promotion. Clearer
messaging was put on the bottle label, and
the final product released in 2013 was priced
at 42 Indian rupees instead of the initial 20
rupees, to allow for necessary intermediary
mark-ups throughout the supply chain.

Selecting Distribution Partners
(2011-2012)

Improving the Business Model
(2012-2014)

Early in the process TARA determined
that it would not invest in creating its own
distribution network, as TARA already had a
network of partner organizations that were
well-established in target communities. TARA
identified a set of criteria to select partners,
including NGOs, commercial distributors, and
social enterprises. One criterion was that
the partner should already have presence in
and regular access to a minimum number of
households. Second, it should have credibility
and a positive reputation in the community.
Third, it should have prior experience selling
commercial products, not just implementing
development programs. Fourth, it should
use Hindi as its operating language, so
TARA could communicate with them (this
automatically limited the geographic scope).
As will be shown below and in contrast to its

As TARA and its partners continued the
distribution of Aqua+, sales numbers were far
below expectations. In retrospect, this low level
of sales was attributable to two primary factors:
operational issues (explored here) and the
underlying business strategy (discussed below).
experiences with other products, it has been
difficult for TARA to find reliable, long-term
partners for Aqua+.

Innovating on the Aqua+ Product (2012)
As a result of customer feedback on the
trial product, TARA and DA made several
important product adjustments. First, DA and
Antenna worked to extend the shelf life of
the solution from 50 days to six months. This
would ensure that the drops would remain

A TARA study revealed that consumers
generally liked the product upon their first
purchase, but did not buy it again because
they could not reliably find it. While TARA
received some repeat orders, most partner
organizations were not replacing their Aqua+
stock after initial purchases, because they
perceived ongoing demand to be low—partly
as a result of the long sales cycles—and
feared accumulating unsold (perishable)
stock. With low inventories that limited
product availability, customers quickly

Page 08 of 27

P

Evidence in
Practice

reverted to their regular water drinking habits
without voicing their interest in the product to
sellers. Distribution partners interpreted this
lack of expressed interest as a confirmation of
low underlying demand for Aqua+.
To seek an increase in sales TARA tasked its
existing distribution partners with identifying,
coordinating, and managing a network of
micro-franchisees, who would sell directly to
households. Simultaneously, TARA decided
to expand distribution beyond Delhi through
new partners and its existing distribution
network. By 2014, TARA had distribution
partners in the states of Kerala, Tamil
Nadu, and Uttar Pradesh. However, these
operational changes still did not increase
sales as TARA had hoped.
At the heart of the disappointing sales was
an incomplete understanding of consumer
habits, mindsets, and needs. Before making
large strategic commitments, TARA had
not routinely or systematically collected
information about its target users, except for
a few punctuated efforts in limited locations
(Delhi slums). In line with this, there was
not an open flow of information between
TARA’s headquarters and the locations where
Aqua+ was being sold. Data collection relied
upon infrequent and limited visits from TARA
staff to the field that, due to personnel and
time constraints, could not happen often.
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These operational
changes still did
not increase sales
as TARA had hoped.
At the heart of the
disappointing sales
was an incomplete
understanding of
consumer habits,
mindsets, and needs.

Further Market Research into Behavior
Change (2013-2014)

Additionally, TARA collected data on paper,
which further complicated and lengthened
the process of analysis. Once TARA realized
that the lack of timely operational and user
information was a determining factor in its
disappointing sales, it started to develop
more immediate, easier to analyze feedback
systems.

While increasing repeat sales continued to be
an objective of the TARA team, TARA was also
having difficulty increasing its base of new
BoP consumers, particularly in rural areas.
TARA believed that potential customers did
not see a need to buy the product because
they were accustomed to drinking dirty water
and did not know that the water was unsafe.
Therefore, in 2013, TARA hired IPSOS to
conduct a second study, this time specifically
on the “use of marketing principles and
techniques to advance a social cause, idea,
or behavior.” From this study—conducted
with the same methodology as the previous
one—TARA and IPSOS developed a marketing
toolkit to educate potential customers on
water safety, which TARA began distributing
to its partner network in 2014. TARA
experimented with several social marketing
methods, including classroom education
and village meetings to spread the word
about water sanitation and Aqua+. These
campaigns sought to communicate that the
water families were drinking was unhealthy
and discussed different options for treating
water, including the proper use of Aqua+. But
awareness campaigns did not translate to
better sales. One participant from a water and
sanitation think tank said:
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They didn’t mention health as one of
the biggest factors that drives them
to become a customer. They said
that it was more about convenience,
that the drinking water is delivered at
their doorstep. So I think that’s quite
interesting, because you see that a lot of
NGOs really focus on the health aspect,
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a process of iteration, that customers valued
the home delivery model over a village kiosk
model because of its convenience, as well
as the fact that it increased the customers’
perceived status and reputation in the
community. Yet, TARA continued to emphasize
health education (hoping for behavior change)
rather than focus on convenience, availability,
and economic value and shift to a behavioral
model of product demand.

There are a lot of NGOs and governments
really trying to convince … citizens
to drink safe water because it’s good
for their health. But now we see that …
maybe you should try to convince them
with other messages, like for instance
that it’s more convenient and it saves
time, and it actually saves money
because you have to go to the doctor less,
and it saves medical costs.
Like other NGOs across the world, TARA was
acting on the assumption that users drank
untreated water mainly out of ignorance
about its health risks and not based on
deeper motivations and tradeoffs. TARA acted
on the assumption that customers would buy
Aqua+ if they were educated on its health
benefits, but did not consider that drinking
habits might be based on other economic
considerations, underlying values, or patterns
of behavior. After visiting five of Antenna’s
SME partners in India, Nepal and Cambodia,
IRC staff said of customers at SpringHealth:

Case Studies

DA executives believed that the lessons from

you know, they really want to create
demand for clean drinking water by
conveying the message to citizens that
they should drink clean water, otherwise
they’d become ill …But now you see that
actually, that they are willing to pay, not
because it’s good for their health, but
because it’s just more convenient. They
don’t have to walk I don’t know how many
kilometers to access water that they
don’t know is safe. They just get it to their
doorstep.
SpringHealth was successfully distributing
ten-liter bottles of purified water to customers’
doorsteps. SpringHealth had learned, through

these other experiences were at odds with
the distribution and business models they
had committed to early in the process. TARA
had made a decision to distribute a “point-of
use” water-purifying solution—and not bottled
water—through local marketing channels
to ensure the highest quality and health
standards throughout the supply chain and
to avoid the distribution costs of delivering
and retrieving large jars. TARA concluded that
SpringHealth’s success hinged on providing
bottled water, which it believed carried
unacceptable quality or health risks. But
SpringHealth had made its choices based on
similar concerns and considerations. Most
important, its success with customers had
less to do with the structural characteristics
of its product and much more to do with its
understanding of, and framing of the product
around, user habits, motivations, tradeoffs,
and concerns.
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TARA focused on efforts to educate potential

customers on the evident health benefits
of regular use of Aqua+, under the premise
that users stuck to their drinking habits
solely out of ignorance of health implications.
SpringHealth, in contrast, examined the
underlying attitudes that determined usage
and purchasing patterns, and found that the
health argument was not nearly as critical for
customers as a product’s convenience and
alignment with their many—often binding—
existing constraints. Even though DA Group
noted that other products and distribution
models were seeming to have greater
success, its focus on quality and supply chain
concerns prevented DA from identifying the
underlying assumptions that were limiting
sales of Aqua+.
Throughout the Antenna grant, TARA
employees attended conferences on safe
drinking water. Companies presented on
the solutions they had developed, and TARA
would gain insight into other players in the
market. While these learning opportunities
were not mandatory, TARA staff felt that they
got a lot of value from attending conferences
as participants and speakers. At the same
time, TARA discounted many of the insights
from other participants, as the organization
felt its own business model decisions made
these lessons irrelevant.
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Even though DA Group noted that
other products and distribution
models were seeming to have
greater success, its focus on
quality and supply chain concerns
prevented DA from identifying the
underlying assumptions that were
limiting sales of Aqua+.
Decision to Spin Off TARAlife (2014)
As discussed previously, DA develops
and tests new solutions, which TARA then
incubates and develops into sustainable
business models. New companies are then
created to scale up the solutions once there
is a proof of concept. Although Aqua+ did not
have steady sales, TARA decided to spin off
Aqua+ into a new company, TARAlife, hoping
to establish a new business model focused
on business-to-consumer sales. To date,
TARAlife has continued to face challenges in
selling Aqua+ as a stand-alone product.

Narrowing Geographical Focus
(2015–Present)
Initially, TARA had distributed Aqua+ to
whatever channel partners were interested
in it. This led to enormous geographic
dispersion, which added to the complexity of
gathering timely and consistent operational
data. TARA could not familiarize itself with its
potential customers and build trust with them,
or understand their (varying) specific needs. A
TARA staff member, when reflecting on what
TARA could have done differently, said:
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By narrowing the geography in which TARA
operates, the organization aimed to reduce
its dependence on channel partners and
establish relationships to truly understand
its customers’ habits and needs. TARA could
build trust and brand recognition, as well as
gather better evidence.

products portfolio is now managed by new
leadership, which is strategically aligned
to goals of the DA Group but operates
independently of TARA.

If I could go back and revisit the process,
customer engagement is most important.
The engagement that TARA had with the
end consumer was a bit weak, because
we worked through channel partners…
We overestimated the connection the
partners had with end consumers… The
biggest difficulty in selling products was
that we were not as engaged in the lastmile part of process as we should have
been …
SpringHealth, another of Antenna’s WATA
grantees/distributors, had developed strong
relationships with customers because it
had offices in the locations where it was
distributing the WATA technology. TARA
decided to move toward a distribution
strategy focused on more concentrated
geographies, in order to build trust with
communities and to establish systems to
collect more detailed data on its operations
and sales.
About this shift in geographic focus, the
project manager for Aqua+ has said:
I’ve tried to do more focused stuff in
a much more intense manner in a
particular area to ensure that we see
success, we can track it better, we can
understand the results better.

Signaling a major shift for TARA, as of April
2017 a range on new products, sourced from
suppliers outside the DA Group, has been
added to TARAlife’s suite of offerings. With
investor funding, this expanded consumer
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Part II: Key Themes + Insights
This section discusses the Evidence in Practice themes as they pertain to
Aqua+ and summarizes key insights and implications for thinking about the
translation of evidence to policy and practice more generally.

Alternative Definitions of Evidence
There are varying definitions and
understandings of what constitutes
“evidence,” dependent especially on the
perspectives of each stakeholder group. For
example, the framing, language, and limited
accessibility of academic evidence can
render it less useful to other stakeholders.
These diverging views of evidence create
barriers across stakeholder groups, as what
constitutes valid evidence for each exists in
different realms and in different forms that are
challenging to reconcile.
Definitions, creation, and use of evidence
vary greatly within the Aqua+ case. Within the
DA Group, evidence had different definitions
depending on the perspectives of the different
entities (DA, TARA and TARAlife). Specifically,
there are differences in the “burden of proof”
for what counts as legitimate evidence and
exactly how much evidence is needed to
inform decision making.

For DA, a group of “hard” scientists (chemists,
physicists, etc.) who design and develop
core technologies, there is a high burden
of proof for evidence. DA staff constantly
have feelers out in the scientific community,
reading papers, attending conferences, and
talking with colleagues. While the staff had
studies from Antenna that demonstrated
that the WATA technology worked, they still
conducted systematic, rigorous experiments
on the underlying technology to ensure that
it met the highest standards of reliability and
efficacy. In the case of Aqua+, the question
was quite clear: the solution either kills
bacteria effectively and reliably or it does not.
This made the definition and interpretation of
evidence relatively easy.
In contrast, TARA’s role was to design and
evaluate a business model to sustainably
deliver the product to consumers, as well
as a marketing and engagement model to
change users’ habits and turn them into

repeat consumers. This made the definition,
identification, and interpretation of reliable,
relevant, and timely evidence much harder.
A critical element of this was that TARA
framed the central problem as a “supply”
question—as an operations and marketing
challenge—without an explicit “demand”
question— examining issues of user habits,
motivations, and tradeoffs. As a result, TARA
identified specific moments when evidence
would be needed (e.g., prior to making
structural, business model decisions), but
collected only a narrow set of evidence
through an external market research firm and
through its own periodic consumer surveys.
TARA did not recognize the crucial importance
of continuously gathering and incorporating
evidence from its end users, outside
organizations, or researchers in the field of
water sanitation or behavioral economics.
One TARA employee said in hindsight:
I would say that Aqua+ has been perhaps
the most challenging. Because the
technology was only 20, 25% of the effort.
75% of the effort and understanding is
how to connect with the customer.
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TARA’s capacity to invest in systematic customer

research was also constrained by its limited
funding for this kind of evidence generation. As
TARA’s CEO, Shrashtant Patara, noted:
I see this as a larger problem.
Development organizations and social
businesses underestimate the amount
of funding required for data collection
and analysis that would lead to robust
‘evidence building.’ Donors and investors
are just not willing to part with the
required sums of money. They want us to
‘implement.’
The focus on operational aspects led TARA to
first only look at alternative business models
and marketing strategies, while neglecting a
deeper examination of behavioral aspects of
consumers’ decision making. Furthermore,
it led the organization to overlook important
evidence regarding user insights and
behaviors from outside sources because
of visible differences in the products and
business models. The staff developed
alternative business models, selected one,
and made adjustments over time. But there
was not a comparable effort on the behavioral
side, which academic research and the
experience of other Antenna partners had
shown to be of critical importance. The initial
framing of evidence and its accompanying
organizational decisions meant that TARA did
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The initial framing
of evidence and
its accompanying
organizational
decisions meant
that TARA did not
develop a systematic
way of gathering and
evaluating evidence
on what lay behind
lackluster sales.

not develop a systematic way of gathering
and evaluating evidence on what lay behind
lackluster sales. It developed a different
definition of what constituted acceptable
and useful evidence, how much evidence
was needed in order to make decisions, and
the most useful sources of such evidence.
It did not help that TARA’s initial definition
of the challenges led to organizational
and operational decisions that structurally
hindered its ability to collect useful data. For
example, TARA’s distribution strategy, which
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focused on finding partners in many (often
remote) locations, meant that TARA remained
distant from the field and thus lacked the
funding and capacity to reliably and routinely
collect data on customers.
This also explains why TARA was exposed
to external evidence (for example, at the
Antenna partner meetings where actors
discussed their experience selling WATA
technologies), but did not recognize its value
and thus did not integrate it with its internally
developed information. The information
was seen as inconsistent with TARA’s model
and not immediately relevant. Even when
developing evidence internally, research was
only conducted on the existing (operational)
situation, and there was little exploration of
alternative definitions of the problem.
For instance, TARA learned about
SpringHealth’s relative success in delivering
jugs of purified water. Although the longterm success of SpringHealth’s model is
yet to be confirmed, the critical insight it
offered was how the distribution was framed
to fit within user habits, motivations, and
needs. However, since TARA had chosen
not to distribute purified water due to quality
concerns, the organization overlooked the
insights embedded within what seemed to a
difference in approach to product design. One
TARA employee said:
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Devoting Time and Resources to
Integrating Evidence

Whatever information we have, there is
no information that we keep referring to
or going back to for making decisions
with respect to Aqua+. It is always viewed
with respect to whatever the mandate is
... And the mandate has been to come up
with the most efficient delivery process.
But if you talk about specifically for social
marketing, all the information is collected
in a very reactive way.
There is a recognition that long-term,
sustained research—including on what could
lead to behavioral change among potential
customers—would benefit decision making
within TARA. Unfortunately, Antenna did
not hire IRC to conduct this more systematic
research until 2014. Had such an effort
occurred throughout the entire process,
more learning could have been applied to the
design of TARA’s underlying business model.
Additionally, within TARA, staff began to
understand that more frequent data collection
was necessary to understand and respond
to user needs, but the organization lacked
the systems to do it cost-effectively. As of
2017, TARA was developing an online app
that will allow them to collect more data,
more quickly, and at a lower cost. This will
remove their current, paper-based process
and make timely and ongoing analysis
easier. Additionally, this app could be used
not only by TARA staff members, but also by
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Few organizations provide incentives or carve
out explicit time for managers to explore
emerging evidence in their field. Even fewer
assign staff to find relevant evidence and
translate it into accessible formats for the
organization. As a result, the role of preparing
and sharing evidence that is timely, useful,
and relevant for practitioners is sometimes
explicitly played by formal intermediaries
(e.g., certain think-tanks). More frequently, an
actor who holds a formal role within another
stakeholder group spontaneously takes on
the (additional) responsibility for trying to
integrate evidence, with no actor formally
responsible for the process. Discovering and
integrating evidence requires time, energy
and funding.
DA places a high priority on its researchers

local micro-franchisees, to provide feedback
to TARA staff on how different distribution
strategies are working. By engaging these
micro-franchisees more in the data collection
process, TARA can create a shorter feedback
loop for itself as well as ensure increased
micro-franchisee understanding and buy-in.

serving as evidence producers and verifiers,
conducting scientific experiments. Therefore,
they systematically incorporate evidence
into their work. DA staff also keep updated
on current trends with the research in their
field. DA staff, like Dr. Lakshmi, go above and
beyond their job descriptions to serve the
scientific community.
Within TARA, organizational priorities do not
systematically encourage either external
evidence examination or internal evidence
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While Antenna and DA Group are
open to admitting and discussing the
evidence of prior failures, TARA staff
remarked that they lack the time or
mandate to think about the bigger
questions unveiled by prior missteps.
generation and incorporation. This may be
because TARA is a social enterprise focused
on launching and selling products, constantly
under pressure to rapidly respond to setbacks.
More often than not, these exigencies do not
allow time for examination of other kinds of
evidence or of alternative problem definitions,
such as the kind of (external) behavioral
economics research that was available when
Aqua+ was being developed, or the creation
and incorporation of (internal) timely, relevant
information on user habits.
While Antenna and DA Group are open to
admitting and discussing the evidence of
prior failures, TARA staff remarked that they
lack the time or mandate to think about the
bigger questions unveiled by prior missteps.

While there is space to make mistakes, DA
Group cannot adequately learn from them as
it rarely devotes time and resources to analyze
them appropriately. As noted earlier, funders’
priorities often exacerbate this tendency. As
TARA’s CEO noted:
Governments, donors, and sometimes
investors, are willing to put funds
(sometimes quite large) into the hands
of evaluators and consulting firms for
these functions. They are extremely
wary however, to support ‘evidence
gathering/building’ capacity within
social businesses and have not (with
one notable exception in our work) been
willing to have ‘embedded’ monitoring,
learning and evaluation partners working
together with project teams.
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This absence of timely and relevant internal
evidence has limited DA Group’s ability to
adjust and improve the design, marketing, and
sales of Aqua+. However, as of 2017 TARA has
expanded the team working on Aqua+ and, as
noted earlier, is building in more capacity for
data collection and analysis.

Developing Trust and Relationships
The cross-stakeholder collaborations required
for evidence-informed policies and practices
are often difficult to initiate, develop, and sustain.
Particularly when institutional incentives are
lacking, personal trust, respect, and buy-in
between individuals across stakeholder groups
become critical to fostering the effective flow of
evidence into practice.
DA Group initially received funding from
Antenna because of the relationship it
had built with Urs Heierli, who also had
relationships with SDC and Antenna. Heierli’s
relationships with both organizations were
built over a long period of time working
for Swiss organizations in the Water,
Sanitation and Health sector in India. These
relationships provided the foundation for
DA’s interest and led to its rigorous testing to
confirm the scientific evidence underlying the
WATA technology.

Page 16 of 27

P

Evidence in
Practice

While building relationships can help
implementers like DA Group learn about
existing evidence, key stakeholders also
need to examine what kinds of evidence
may be lacking and build into the project
design mechanisms to collect and share that
evidence. Antenna was active in building
partnerships among its grantees and sought
to connect grantees with others in the broader
field of water purification. However, these
efforts can only inform practice if actors
invest the time and resources to absorb and
incorporate emerging evidence.
TARA’s narrow definition of its main

challenges—and by extension of the evidence
that should inform them—meant that TARA
missed opportunities to use its existing
networks more effectively to identify and
incorporate useful evidence. For example,
TARA could have developed a much more
integrated relationship with Antenna to define
an agreed upon definition of goals, evidence
to be collected – including lessons from the
different environments and organizations—
which could have greatly informed the
development of Aqua+ from its origin. One DA
Group executive mused:
I think perhaps now in retrospect,
we could have benefited from a very
strong advisory group. As I said, we
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have [had] to stumble and get people
from the distribution, same products,
etc. I think if I was to do it again, my
recommendation would be to basically
have a very strong, not research advisory
group, this is not about research. It is a ...
whatever you do for aspirational products.
So psychologists, market experts,
communication expert, product expert,
people who just ask very deep questions.

Learning from Failure
Potential consequences for risk-taking and
experimentation with innovative approaches
are generally seen as negative and dissuade
the exploration of novel, evidence-informed
interventions. Fear of failure can further hinder
the incorporation of novel evidence into
practice, even when stakeholders recognize
the value and applicability of the evidence.
Antenna created an enabling environment for
its grantees to experiment with flexibility on
use and timeline of its funding. Moreover, it
was clear that funding from Antenna would
eventually cease, so the ultimate goal of the
DA Group was to create a self-sustaining
social enterprise around the Aqua+ product.
There were clear incentives to learn what
was and was not working to create a viable
business model.
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TARA’s narrow

definition of its main
challenges—and
by extension of the
evidence that should
inform them—meant
that TARA missed
opportunities to use
its existing networks
more effectively
to identify and
incorporate useful
evidence.
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The team at TARA did actively discuss its
temporary setbacks and its “certain amount
of limited success”. It approached them as
learning experiences to make directional
shifts. Yet, while TARA adjusted elements
of its business model when results fell
below expectations, there was not an indepth analysis of all available—internal and
external—evidence, including a consideration
of alternative definitions of the underlying
problem leading to low sales. While there was
a culture to accept failure and adjust from it,
there was not the priority, time, capacity or
funding to analyze failures systematically. This
created certain blind-spots that inadvertently
constrained TARA to its initial business model
choices and, especially, its initial definition of
the challenges to be solved.

Conclusion
DA Group seems to have recognized the

limitations in its not giving sufficient attention
to cultivation and absorption of evidence
that falls outside of its very strong technical
expertise. Recently TARA has been examining
more thoroughly its potential customers’
underlying motivations and purchasing
behavior, and factoring these into its Aqua+
strategy. As one DA Group employee stated:
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I think after a huge amount of effort [and]
investigation, I would say that it was
down to one single point. It’s not the cost,
it’s not the price of the product. It’s not
that people are not willing to buy it. It’s
not that people were only experimenting
with it. The fact of the matter is that it is
not easily available to them when they
want it. …So basically it’s a product which
must be easily available to the consumer,
virtually at their doorstep, and therefore
you need simple mechanism whereby
you keep checking with them, keep
reminding them, and slowly going ahead
encouraging them. But I think how, what
those companies have learned and what
we have learned, I think in rapid time this
has to be top of the mind. Top of the mind
means it has to be very easily available.
People are letting us believe that in the
initial stage people will not go out to
buy the product, so it has to be available,
shown to them, and made available from
them, and that is something which now
is let’s say transformed into our business
model.
TARA’s emerging strategy for marketing

Aqua+ to its base of the pyramid target clients
reflects this crucial insight.
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Stakeholder Map

Intermediaries
Funders

This stakeholder map is a visual
representation of the major
stakeholders involved with this project.
The importance of each of the actors
is defined by their relative size, and
their proximity to the center of the
project. Their role is defined by the
color; multiple colors indicate multiple
roles. Primary relationships, denoted
by solid lines, indicate the most directly
significant relationships while secondary
relationships, denoted by dashed
lines, indicate indirect, but influential
relationships. Actors not connected by
lines are still involved with the project,
but less directly.

Researchers
Policy Makers
Implementers

SDC

Primary Relationship

FANSA

Secondary Relationship

Antenna

EAWAG
Development
Alternatives

Yale GSE
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Timeline
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DA
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Antenna

Expanded distribution

PILOT
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2011

TARA
develops
business
plan

2012

DA builds
business
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Yale SOM study
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DA studies
distribution
model in Delhi

IPSOS social
marketing study

Delhi distribution

Earth Save analysis
IPSOS marketing study

DA lab tests WATA
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2013
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2014
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2016
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Process Diagram

Low quality drinking water
PROBLEM FRAMING

TARALife still struggles to scale AQUA+ by
matching the solution to market need.
WATA technology

DA business model

SOLUTION FRAMING

SOLUTION FRAMING

Product redesign
SOLUTION RE-FRAMING

Customer feedback
EVALUATION

Aqua+
Delhi distribution
Market research
EVALUATION

PILOT

Aqua+
New Product and
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Appendix: List of Stakeholders
(listed alphabetically, bold are actors)
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Antenna Technologies/Foundation: A Swiss incubator of innovations for disadvantaged
populations; created WATA technology
Channel Partners (NGO/Commercial): intermediaries in villages who buy Aqua+ to sell to
consumers for a profit/for humanitarian reasons
Consumers: End-users of the Aqua+ product, usually base-of-pyramid populations
Development Alternatives Group (DA Group): Indian social enterprise devoted to
sustainable development, eliminating poverty, and regenerating the environmental resource
base through methods that are highly scalable – partner with Antenna to develop WATA
technology into selling Aqua+
Development Alternatives (DA): The think tank and research branch of DA Group
Technology and Action for Rural Advancement (TARA): The incubator and market
research arm of DA Group
TARAlife Sustainability Solutions Pvt. Ltd. : The commercial Business-to-Consumer
arm of DA group
Freshwater Action Network – South Asia (FANSA): NGO that aims to strengthen the
engagement of civil society organizations in policy-making and development initiatives to achieve
the international targets on water and sanitation
Indian Federal Government:
Department of Science and Technology (DST): a department within the Indian
federal government aimed at promoting science and tech
Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS): National Standard Body of India for activities of
standardization, marking and quality certification of goods
Ministry of Drinking Water and Sanitation (MDWS): Ministry to accelerate
sanitation of and access to clean drinking water
IPSOS: Large and successful survey-based market research company in India

International Rescue Committee (IRC): A large international nonprofit that helps people
whose lives and livelihoods are shattered by conflict and disaster to survive and recover
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SKAT Consulting/Foundation: Swiss-based consulting company working with partners in
developing countries on international development issues; Foundation for knowledge sharing
and learning

SpringHealth: NGO similar to TARA developing Antenna’s WATA technology to bring to market
in India
Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC): Switzerland’s international
cooperation agency within the Federal Department of Foreign Affairs; funded Antenna who in
turn funded DA Group
Swiss Federal Institute of Aquatic Science and Technology (EAWAG): Research
organization that’s part of ETH group concerned with concepts and technologies for dealing
sustainably with water bodies and with water as a resource; bridges science and ‘real world’
Yale School of Management: Students worked with DA Group on a short term project related
to distribution of Aqua+
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The research design for the Evidence in Practice project consisted of
three broad components. First, we conducted expert interviews (31) with
individuals who had spent a significant portion of their professional lives
attempting, researching, or promoting the integration of evidence into
development practice.A1 This included academics, government officials,
foundation program officers, NGO practitioners, and think-tank directors.
To identify these experts, we first contacted individuals who had either
published extensively and prominently on the topic or who had actively
funded research or programs with the explicit goal of integrating evidence
into practice. From this first set of experts we conducted snowball sampling
until we reached a saturation point.A2 This initial set of interviews informed
and directed the next two components, as they resulted in an initial map of
the relevant stakeholders in the “evidence-to-practice ecosystem” and the
hypothesized and actual paths that seemed to link them together.
Second, we conducted a matched
comparison of eight cases of development
programs or interventions where rigorous
evidence was integrated with varying degrees
of effectiveness. These cases were matched
on structural, geographic, and programmatic
characteristics—as well as on the extent to
which evidence had informed practices—to
better identify the critical factors that allowed
actors in certain cases, and not others, to
integrate rigorous evidence into practice.A3
This matching process led us to identify
pairs of cases across four different countries,
leveraging temporal and cross-sectional
variation between them as seen in table a2.

A1 By development practice, we mean the work
of government actors, NGOs, and others who are
responsible for designing and executing development
projects and programs.
A2 Data saturation is difficult to define and is
dependent on the field of study. In this case, we
defined saturation as the moment when, in a sequence
of several expert interviews, no interviewee gave us
information that we had not encountered before.
A3 George, A. L., & Bennett, A. (2005). Case studies
and theory development in the social sciences. MIT
Press, Cambridge, MA. Chapter 5.
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Table A1. Expert Interviews
Researchers
Phase 1:
February 2015 –
May 2016
Phase 2:
September 2016 –
June 2017

Funders

Intermediaries

Policymakers

Implementers

Total

10

8

6

2

5

31

10

7

6

3

8

34

For each case, we first identified, through
existing literature and interviews with subject
experts, a series of key informants who had
detailed knowledge of the case’s history and
protagonists. These initial interviews with
case experts led to the creation of a detailed
actor/stakeholder map for each case, where
we identified the key stakeholder groups that
either participated in or were affected by the
program, as well as the specific individuals
who played an active role in the program’s
evolution.A4 These stakeholder maps were
validated with several informants for each
of the cases. We then conducted interviews
with each of the key individuals across
stakeholder groups. Interviewees were asked
to relate chronologies of objective events,
behaviors, choices at critical junctures,
and facts of the processes described.A5 In
every instance, the goal was to identify the
individuals responsible for the particular
evolution of a case, as well as the specific

Case Studies

tactics they employed throughout the
process, to better understand the rationale
behind their decisions as well as the factors
that led them to succeed or fail. In total, we
conducted 161 interviews across the eight
cases. Interviews were complemented with a
wealth of archival information including media
articles, private documents (donor reports,
internal presentations and communications,
etc.), and public documents (announcements,
academic articles, editorial pieces). These
data were used to trace the chronological
list of events for the overall development of
each case. Each storyline was developed in
an extensive document that established the
causal links described by the subjects and
ensuring a balanced consideration of different
stakeholders.A6
The third component, conducted in parallel to
the eight case studies, consisted of interviews
with prototypical representatives of each of

the stakeholder groups, or individuals who
would clearly describe the typical experience
of enacting a particular stakeholder role.
Using the stakeholder map and initial
hypotheses as starting points, this stage
focused on the dynamics that shape the
interactions between stakeholder categories.
The work consisted of 34 in-depth interviews
with representative actors from each
stakeholder group. The interviews focused
on each individual’s needs, assumptions,
operational constraints, main concerns,
professional and ideological backgrounds,
timelines, and aspirations—especially
concerning the development, dissemination,
and use of novel evidence in development
practice. This in-depth analysis resulted in a
more nuanced and detailed stakeholder and
system map that more clearly identified both
breakdown points and paths of connection
that hinder and facilitate the exchange
of knowledge and information across
stakeholder groups, as well as a refined
A4 See Canales, R. (2016). From ideals to institutions:
Institutional entrepreneurship and the growth of
Mexican small business finance. Organization
Science, 27(6), 1548-1573.
A5 Davis, J. P., & Eisenhardt, K. M. (2011). Rotating
leadership and collaborative innovation: Recombination
processes in symbiotic relationships. Administrative
Science Quarterly, 56(2), 159-201.
A6 Ibid.
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Table A2: Case Studies
Country/Program

Description

Case Studies
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Dates of
Intervention

Number of
Interviews

Primary
Stakeholders

South Africa
Collaborative Analysis of Labor
Intervention Effectiveness

Employment program introducing new elements to
vocational training

2011 – 2016

FUEL: Feed, Uplift, Educate, Love

School nutrition program

2007 – present

Teacher Community Assistant Initiative

Remedial education program for primary school
children in reading and math through teaching
assistants from local communities

2010 – 2013

Graduating the Ultra Poor

Poverty alleviation program integrating elements
of social protection, livelihoods development, and
financial services

2010 – 2013

Remedial education program for primary school
children in reading and math

2001 – present

Water purification drops for retail sale

2010 – present

Progresa | Oportunidades

Poverty alleviation program using conditional
cash transfers

1997 – present

Programa Primer Empleo

Employment program using government
incentives for the private sector

2007 – 2012

42

Government,
Researchers
NGO

Ghana
30

Researchers,
Government

Researchers, NGO

India
Teaching at the Right Level
AQUA+

51

NGO, Researchers,

Government
NGO

Mexico
38

Government
Government
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set of hypotheses about the breakdown
of communication and about possible
interventions to solve it.
Across the three components, we conducted
a total of 226 interviews. All interviews were
in-depth and semi-structured, with an average
length of around 90 minutes (minimum of 60,
maximum of over 120). Around two-thirds
of them were done in person and the rest
were conducted remotely. All interviews were
recorded and transcribed verbatim.
Data analysis was conducted in several
stages. Each of the 226 interview transcripts
was coded extensively to identify firstorder concepts related to the integration of
evidence into development practice. Firstorder concepts include “concerns about
reputation” or “short-term decision-making”.
This required multiple readings of interview
transcripts, field notes, and archival data to
associate nearly every passage of text with
one or more codes. These codes were then
grouped into second-order themes,A7 always
contrasting them with current research on
the integration of evidence into practice.
Second order themes included “incentive
structures” or “timing misalignments”, each of
which was developed extensively in a memo
that explored the characteristics, tensions,
and contradictions of each theme. In stage
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three, we mapped the codes to each of our
case narratives to detect patterns of activities,
constraints, and decisions that defined the
evolution of each case at critical junctures.
This allowed us to identify similarities and
discrepancies across cases, as well as to
create comparable counterfactuals that could
account for differing outcomes.A8

workshops, we discussed our emerging
findings and we gathered additional,
essential insights from participants. The
workshops served to validate and deepen our
understanding of emerging insights.

In stage four, we created process maps,
concept maps, data tables, and detailed
case synopses that linked key challenges,
events, and decisions to the specific
alternative tactics employed by actors and
then to their subsequent consequences for
the development program or intervention in
question. This final set of analyses revealed
a somewhat consistent set of factors faced
at comparable stages by actors across our
different settings. Throughout our analysis,
we iterated between emerging insights,
existing theory, and matched comparisons
across cases to identify the mechanisms that
operated at critical junctures.
It is worth mentioning that, at two moments of
the project (the first after our first set of expert
interviews was over and the second after the
completion of our initial case narratives) we
hosted a workshop with two different groups
of highly experienced representatives from
each of the stakeholder groups. During these

A7 Glaser BG, Strauss AL (1980) The Discovery of
Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research
(Aldine Publishers, Hawthorne, NY).
A8 We ensured consistency in coding across
the different cases and authors through several
mechanisms, including: a) a selection of interviews
was coded by two or more coders, after which they
reviewed discrepancies and agreed on their resolution,
b) a common project book where all the codes were
collectively kept, aggregated, and analyzed, c) a weekly
meeting to review coding process and to develop
a joint coding standard, d) memos were developed
jointly, with contribution from and verification by the
different team members, among others. Access here.
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