International Journal of Innovative Development and Policy Studies 14(1):191-215, Jan.--Mar., 2026

= ©SEAHI PUBLICATIONS, 2026 www.seahipublications.org ISSN: 2467- 8465

doi:10.5281/zen0d0.18677355
Collective Impact as a Governance Mechanism for

Expanding Higher Education Access among
Disadvantaged Communities in Nigeria: Evidence
from Bwari Area Council, Abuja

Muhammed Musa?!; Sule Magaji? & Yahaya Ismail®

Centre for Sustainable Development,
School of Postgraduate Studies,
University of Abuja, Abuja, Nigeria
muzama92@yahoo.com

23Department of Economics
University of Abuja, Abuja, Nigeria
2sule.magaji@uniabuja.edu.ng
ORCID ID: 0000-0001-9583-3993
3ismail.yahaya@uniabuja.edu.ng
ORCID ID: 0009-0006-7876-9524

ABSTRACT

This paper examines how collective impact functions as a governance mechanism for expanding
access to higher education among disadvantaged communities in Nigeria, using Bwari Area Council,
Abuja as an empirical case. The study addresses two core questions: how multi-actor coordination
shapes access pathways, and whether collective governance arrangements mitigate structural barriers
faced by marginalised learners. Adopting a mixed-methods case study design, data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with education officials, community leaders, NGOs, and school
administrators (n = 18), complemented by a survey of prospective students and households (n = 72)
and document analysis of local education initiatives. Findings indicate that shared vision, intermediary
coordination, and pooled resources improve information access, transition support, and institutional
trust, though outcomes remain constrained by funding volatility and weak state alignment. The study
recommends formalising local collective impact platforms within education policy to enhance
accountability and sustainability. The paper contributes original, context-specific evidence on
collective impact in higher education governance within the Global South, extending access-oriented
governance debates beyond health and basic education (Kania & Kramer, 2011; Ansell & Gash, 2018;
UNDP, 2024).
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1. INTRODUCTION
Higher education is widely recognised as a central driver of social mobility, economic transformation,
and democratic participation (Magaji, 2023). Within the global development agenda, access to tertiary
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education is positioned as a critical lever for achieving Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4),
which calls for inclusive and equitable quality education and lifelong learning opportunities for all
(UNESCO, 2023). In Nigeria, however, higher education access remains deeply unequal, shaped by
intersecting structural, spatial, and socioeconomic barriers that disproportionately exclude
disadvantaged populations (Ahmad & Magaji, 2024; Gabdo et al., 2025).

Despite having the largest higher education system in sub-Saharan Africa, Nigeria exhibits persistently
low participation rates relative to demand. Recent estimates suggest that fewer than 15 per cent of
tertiary-age Nigerians are enrolled in higher education, with stark disparities across income, gender,
and geography (World Bank, 2023; UNESCO-UIS, 2024). While national discourse often frames
access challenges in terms of infrastructure deficits or admission quotas, growing evidence indicates
that exclusion is also produced through governance failures, weak coordination, and fragmented
institutional responses that fail to address the cumulative nature of disadvantage (Oketch et al., 2022).
These inequalities are especially pronounced in rural and peri-urban contexts, where households face
compounded constraints including poverty, poor-quality secondary education, limited information
about admission pathways, and weak linkages between communities and tertiary institutions. In peri-
urban areas surrounding Nigeria’s Federal Capital Territory—such as Bwari Area Council—rapid
population growth has not been matched by commensurate investments in post-secondary transition
support, resulting in a “spatial access gap” that is often obscured in national statistics (Federal Ministry
of Education, 2023).

Policy responses to higher education exclusion in Nigeria have largely relied on fragmented
interventions, including scholarship schemes, quota-based admissions, and isolated outreach
programmes. While these initiatives have yielded limited gains, they frequently operate in silos, lack
sustained coordination, and depend on short-term political or donor cycles (British Council, 2022;
UNDP, 2024). As a result, access initiatives rarely address the full ecosystem of barriers faced by
disadvantaged learners, undermining their effectiveness and long-term sustainability.

1.2 Governance Failures in Education Access

A growing body of scholarship argues that education access challenges in low- and middle-income
countries are not solely resource-driven but are fundamentally governance-related (Pritchett, 2023;
Mcloughlin et al., 2022). In Nigeria, governance failures in higher education access manifest most
clearly through coordination deficits across actors, scales, and policy domains.

Vertically, responsibility for education access is distributed across federal ministries, state education
boards, local governments, regulatory agencies, and tertiary institutions, often without clear
accountability mechanisms or shared performance frameworks. This vertical fragmentation weakens
policy coherence, particularly at sub-national levels where implementation capacity is uneven, and
intergovernmental coordination is limited (World Bank, 2022; OECD, 2023). Local governments,
despite their proximity to communities, are rarely integrated into higher education planning, resulting
in weak feedback loops between local needs and national policy design.

Horizontally, fragmentation is evident across sectors and organisations involved in education access,
including secondary schools, universities, NGOs, faith-based organisations, community associations,
and private actors. These stakeholders frequently pursue parallel objectives—such as student
mentoring, exam preparation, or financial support—without structured mechanisms for collaboration,
learning, or resource pooling (Ansell et al., 2023). Consequently, interventions are often duplicated in
some areas while absent in others, reinforcing spatial and social inequities.

These governance deficits have significant implications for the localisation of SDG 4. While Nigeria
has formally committed to the SDGs, implementation remains largely top-down, indicator-driven, and
weakly embedded in local institutional arrangements (Fukuda-Parr et al., 2023; Stafford-Smith et al.,
2022). Without governance mechanisms that enable cross-sector coordination, shared problem
definition, and sustained local engagement, SDG 4 risks becoming an aspirational framework rather
than a transformative policy instrument.
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1.3 Collective Impact as an Analytical and Governance Framework
In response to complex, multi-dimensional policy challenges, scholars and practitioners have
increasingly turned to Collective Impact Approaches (CIA) as a governance framework capable of
addressing coordination failures and systemic fragmentation. Originally articulated by Kania and
Kramer (2011), collective impact emphasises structured collaboration among diverse actors around a
shared agenda, common measurement systems, mutually reinforcing activities, continuous
communication, and backbone support organisations.
More recent scholarship has refined CIA as a form of collaborative governance suited to “wicked
problems” characterised by dispersed authority, interdependent actors, and entrenched inequalities
(Ansell & Gash, 2018; Bryson et al., 2022). In education systems, collective impact has been applied
to improve school readiness, reduce dropout rates, and enhance post-secondary transitions, particularly
among marginalised populations (Henig et al., 2023; Cabaj & Weaver, 2024).
The relevance of CIA to higher education access lies in its capacity to reframe access not as a single
policy intervention but as a system-level challenge requiring coordinated action across institutions,
sectors, and governance scales. By aligning universities, local governments, civil society
organisations, and communities around shared access goals, collective impact offers a potential
pathway for overcoming the limitations of fragmented policy responses (OECD, 2023; UNDP, 2024).
However, empirical evidence on collective impact remains heavily concentrated in North American
and European contexts, with limited attention to sub-national governance dynamics in Africa. Existing
African studies have largely focused on collective action in health, agriculture, or basic education,
leaving higher education governance underexplored (Loewenson et al., 2024; Gilson et al., 2023).
Moreover, few studies examine how collective impact operates within decentralised governance
systems marked by fiscal constraints, political volatility, and institutional asymmetries—conditions
that characterise much of sub-Saharan Africa.
This study addresses this gap by examining collective impact as both an analytical lens and a
governance mechanism for expanding higher education access in Bwari Area Council, Abuja. By
situating CIA within Nigeria’s sub-national governance context, the paper contributes to a more
geographically and institutionally grounded understanding of collaborative education governance.
1.4 Research Objectives and Contributions
The primary objective of this study is to analyse how collective impact arrangements shape higher
education access for disadvantaged communities at the local level in Nigeria. Specifically, the research
seeks to answer the following questions:
1. How do collective impact initiatives in Bwari Area Council coordinate actors involved in higher
education access?
2. What governance mechanisms enable or constrain effective collaboration across sectors and
scales?
3. To what extent do collective impact arrangements mitigate structural barriers faced by
disadvantaged learners?
Empirically, the study provides one of the first sub-national analyses of collective impact applied to
higher education access in Nigeria, generating context-specific evidence from a peri-urban governance
setting. Theoretically, it extends collective impact and collaborative governance literature by
examining how such frameworks operate under conditions of weak institutionalisation and uneven
state capacity. From a policy perspective, the findings offer actionable insights for SDG 4 localisation,
highlighting how structured collaboration can enhance the effectiveness, equity, and sustainability of
education access interventions beyond isolated policy instruments.

2. CONTEXT AND INSTITUTIONAL SETTING

2.1 Higher Education Policy Architecture in Nigeria

Nigeria’s higher education system operates within a highly decentralised yet centrally regulated
governance architecture. Formal responsibility for tertiary education is shared across federal, state, and
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local levels, with regulatory oversight vested primarily in federal institutions. The Federal Ministry of
Education sets national policy direction, while agencies such as the National Universities Commission
(NUC), National Board for Technical Education (NBTE), and National Commission for Colleges of
Education (NCCE) regulate quality assurance, accreditation, and programme standards (Federal
Ministry of Education, 2023; NUC, 2024). Public universities are owned by either federal or state
governments, while private institutions operate under federal licensing frameworks.

In principle, this multi-tiered architecture allows for contextual responsiveness and shared
responsibility. In practice, however, it has produced persistent coordination challenges, particularly in
relation to access and equity objectives. Federal policy instruments—such as admission guidelines,
guota systems, and national financing schemes—are weakly integrated with state-level education
planning and largely disconnected from local government structures, which play a critical role in
secondary education delivery and community engagement (World Bank, 2022; OECD, 2023). Local
governments, despite their proximity to disadvantaged populations, have minimal formal authority or
fiscal capacity to influence higher education access pathways.

Access and equity challenges are further compounded by chronic underfunding. Nigeria’s public
expenditure on education remains below regional and global benchmarks, fluctuating between 1.5 and
2 per cent of GDP in recent years, with tertiary education absorbing a disproportionate share of limited
resources (UNESCO, 2024; World Bank, 2023). This funding structure prioritises institutional survival
over student support, leaving little fiscal space for outreach, transition assistance, or targeted inclusion
mechanisms for low-income and first-generation learners.

Financing constraints also shape household-level access to education (Nnaba-Agire et al., 2025;
Mohammed et al., 2025). While tuition in public institutions is relatively low, indirect costs—such as
transportation, accommodation, learning materials, and informal fees—pose significant barriers for
disadvantaged students (Oketch et al., 2022). Existing student financial aid schemes, including
scholarships and loans, are fragmented, unevenly administered, and often inaccessible to those lacking
social or informational capital (British Council, 2022; UNDP, 2024). As a result, higher education
access in Nigeria is governed less by formal eligibility than by cumulative advantage across
socioeconomic, spatial, and institutional dimensions.

2.2 Bwari Area Council: Socio-Economic and Educational Profile

Bwari Area Council is one of six area councils within Nigeria’s Federal Capital Territory (FCT),
Abuja, and presents a distinctive peri-urban context shaped by rapid demographic change and uneven
development. While Abuja is often portrayed as a relatively advantaged urban space, peripheral
councils such as Bwari exhibit characteristics more commonly associated with rural disadvantage,
including high poverty incidence, limited infrastructure, and constrained access to public services
(National Bureau of Statistics, 2023; UN-Habitat, 2024).

Demographically, Bwari Area Council has experienced sustained population growth driven by urban
spillover, internal migration, and displacement pressures from surrounding states. The population is
predominantly young, with a high proportion of secondary-school-aged and tertiary-age youth,
intensifying demand for post-secondary opportunities (NBS, 2023). Livelihoods are largely informal,
combining subsistence agriculture, petty trade, and low-wage urban employment, resulting in limited
household capacity to absorb education-related costs.

Educationally, Bwari hosts a mix of public and private secondary schools, many of which face
challenges related to teacher shortages, overcrowding, and uneven instructional quality. Examination
performance data indicate persistent disparities in pass rates for national qualifying examinations,
particularly among students from low-income households and rural wards (FCT Education Secretariat,
2024). These disparities translate into weak secondary-to-tertiary transition rates, even for students
who meet formal admission requirements.

Beyond academic preparedness, prospective students in Bwari face significant informational and
institutional barriers. Limited guidance counselling, weak exposure to tertiary institutions, and low
awareness of admission processes constrain aspiration formation and application success. For first-
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generation learners, navigating centralised admission systems, entrance examinations, and
documentation requirements represents a substantial hurdle, often mediated through informal networks
rather than formal support structures.

Spatial factors further exacerbate exclusion. Although Bwari hosts a federal university, physical
proximity does not necessarily translate into access for local residents. Competition for admission,
limited community outreach, and weak institutional-community linkages mean that local disadvantage
persists alongside national-level institutional presence. This paradox underscores the importance of
examining access not only as an institutional capacity issue but as a governance and coordination
challenge embedded within local socio-economic realities.

2.3 Existing Interventions and Coordination Gaps

A range of government, donor, and civil society initiatives seek to address education access challenges
in Bwari Area Council and the wider FCT. Government-led interventions include federal scholarship
schemes, state bursaries, and sporadic outreach programmes coordinated through education
secretariats. Donor-funded initiatives often focus on girls’ education, examination preparation, or
youth empowerment, while NGOs and faith-based organisations provide mentoring, remedial classes,
and limited financial assistance (British Council, 2022; UNICEF, 2023).

Despite this apparent density of activity, evidence suggests that these interventions operate in a largely
fragmented manner. Programmes are typically project-based, time-bound, and weakly aligned with
one another, resulting in duplication in some communities and service gaps in others (Mcloughlin et
al., 2022; Ansell et al., 2023). Monitoring frameworks are rarely harmonised, limiting learning and
adaptation across initiatives.

Coordination gaps are particularly evident at the local level. Local government structures in Bwari
have limited formal mechanisms to convene education stakeholders, align objectives, or broker
partnerships between schools, tertiary institutions, and community organisations. As a result,
collaboration often depends on informal relationships or individual champions rather than
institutionalised governance arrangements (OECD, 2023; UNDP, 2024).

Donor and NGO initiatives, while innovative, frequently bypass local government systems, weakening
prospects for sustainability and scale. Conversely, government programmes often lack the flexibility
and community embeddedness required to address context-specific barriers. The absence of a shared
agenda or backbone coordination function means that actors address isolated symptoms of exclusion
rather than the systemic conditions that reproduce access inequalities (Cabaj & Weaver, 2024).

These patterns of fragmentation highlight the limitations of interventionist approaches that prioritise
individual programmes over system-level governance. They also underscore the relevance of
collective impact as a framework for analysing how coordination failures might be addressed through
structured collaboration, shared measurement, and sustained local engagement.

3. LITERATURE REVIEW AND ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

3.1 Education Access and Inequality in Low-Income Contexts

Access to higher education in low-income and lower-middle-income contexts is increasingly
understood as a multidimensional inequality shaped by intersecting socio-economic, gendered, and
spatial dynamics. While global participation in tertiary education has expanded over the past two
decades, access remains highly stratified, with marginalised populations systematically excluded from
post-secondary opportunities (UNESCO, 2023; World Bank, 2024). Recent scholarship emphasises
that inequalities emerge not only at the point of admission but across the entire education pipeline,
from early schooling through secondary-to-tertiary transitions (Oketch et al., 2022).

Socio-economic status remains the most robust predictor of higher education participation. Students
from low-income households face cumulative disadvantages, including poor school quality, limited
academic preparation, constrained financial resources, and weak access to information and guidance
(Patrinos et al., 2022; llie & Rose, 2023; Mahmud et al., 2025; Magaji, 2007; 2008). In many African
contexts, these barriers are compounded by high opportunity costs, as youth are expected to contribute
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to household livelihoods rather than pursue prolonged education (UNDP, 2024). As a result, formal
expansion of tertiary institutions does not automatically translate into equitable participation.

Gender inequalities intersect with socio-economic disadvantage in complex ways. While female
enrolment has improved in aggregate terms across sub-Saharan Africa, persistent gender gaps remain
among poorer households and rural communities, where early marriage, care responsibilities, and
social norms continue to limit women’s educational trajectories (Unterhalter et al., 2023; UNESCO,
2024; Magaji & Musa, 2015; Lamiya et al., 2025). Importantly, recent studies caution against treating
gender as an isolated variable, arguing instead for intersectional analyses that account for how gender
interacts with poverty, location, and institutional context (Walker & Mathebula, 2022; Bello et al.,
2025).

Spatial inequalities are particularly salient in African higher education systems. Rural and peri-urban
communities often experience weak alignment between secondary education provision and tertiary
access pathways, resulting in low transition rates even when institutions are geographically proximate
(Aina et al., 2023). Spatial disadvantage is reinforced by uneven infrastructure, limited transportation
networks, and weak institutional outreach, producing what some scholars describe as “geographies of
aspiration exclusion” (Campbell et al., 2022).

Collectively, this literature highlights that higher education access is not merely a question of capacity
expansion or admissions policy. Rather, it is shaped by systemic interactions across households,
schools, institutions, and governance structures. This insight has prompted growing calls to shift
analytical focus from individual deficits to institutional and governance arrangements that structure
opportunity (Pritchett, 2023; McCowan, 2024).

3.2 Governance, Collaboration, and Service Delivery

The governance of education systems has undergone significant conceptual reorientation in recent
decades. Traditional hierarchical models of public administration, premised on centralised authority
and linear policy implementation, have increasingly been criticised for their inability to address
complex, cross-sectoral challenges such as inequality and social exclusion (Ansell & Gash, 2018;
Osborne, 2023). In response, governance scholars have emphasised collaborative, networked, and
multi-actor approaches to service delivery.

Collaborative governance refers to institutional arrangements in which public agencies engage
constructively with non-state actors in collective decision-making processes oriented toward public
outcomes (Ansell et al., 2023). Empirical studies suggest that collaboration can enhance policy
effectiveness by pooling resources, integrating diverse forms of knowledge, and fostering shared
ownership of complex problems (Bryson et al., 2022). In education, collaborative governance has been
associated with improved service coordination, innovation, and responsiveness to local needs (Henig
etal., 2023).

Networked governance extends this logic by focusing on the relational structures that connect actors
across organisational and sectoral boundaries. Rather than viewing policy delivery as a linear chain,
network approaches conceptualise governance as an emergent property of interactions among
interdependent actors (Klijn & Koppenjan, 2023). In low-income contexts, networks often include a
heterogeneous mix of state agencies, donors, NGOs, community organisations, and informal actors,
each operating under distinct incentives and constraints (Mcloughlin et al., 2022).

However, the literature also highlights significant limitations. Collaboration is not inherently equitable
or effective; power asymmetries, resource inequalities, and weak institutionalisation can undermine
outcomes (Torfing et al., 2023). In decentralised systems, collaboration may exacerbate fragmentation
if roles, accountability, and coordination mechanisms are poorly defined (OECD, 2023). These
challenges are particularly acute in sub-Saharan Africa, where governance capacity varies widely
across sub-national units and donor influence can distort local priorities (Gilson et al., 2023;
Loewenson et al., 2024).

Within education systems, collaborative governance has been more extensively studied in basic
education and health than in higher education access. Where higher education is examined, emphasis
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often falls on institutional partnerships or public—private arrangements, rather than system-level
coordination around access and equity objectives (McCowan, 2024). This gap underscores the need for
governance frameworks capable of addressing access as a collective, multi-actor challenge rather than
a discrete institutional responsibility.

3.3 Collective Impact Theory

Collective Impact Theory (CIA) has emerged as one of the most influential collaborative governance
frameworks for addressing complex social problems. Initially articulated by Kania and Kramer (2011),
CIA posits that large-scale social change requires sustained coordination among diverse actors
operating under a shared agenda. The framework identifies five core conditions: a common agenda,
shared measurement systems, mutually reinforcing activities, continuous communication, and
backbone support organisations.

Subsequent scholarship has refined and contextualised CIA, positioning it as a structured form of
collaborative governance rather than a managerial toolkit (Cabaj & Weaver, 2024; Bryson et al.,
2022). The common agenda establishes a shared problem definition and collective goals, while shared
measurement systems enable actors to align strategies and assess progress. Backbone organisations
play a critical coordinating role, facilitating communication, convening stakeholders, and maintaining
strategic coherence over time.

In education systems, collective impact has been applied to challenges such as early childhood
development, school readiness, dropout prevention, and post-secondary transitions, primarily in high-
income contexts (Henig et al., 2023). Evidence suggests that CIA can improve coordination, reduce
duplication, and enhance the sustainability of interventions when conditions of trust, leadership, and
institutional support are present (Kania et al., 2022).

However, CIA has also attracted substantial critique. Scholars question its assumptions about
consensus, arguing that power relations and conflicting interests are often underplayed (Torfing et al.,
2023). Others highlight the resource-intensive nature of backbone functions, which may be difficult to
sustain in low-capacity environments (Mcloughlin et al., 2022). Empirical evaluations further suggest
mixed outcomes, with some initiatives achieving symbolic alignment without substantive impact on
structural inequalities (Easterling et al., 2023).

Importantly, the majority of CIA research remains concentrated in North America and Europe, raising
concerns about contextual transferability. Limited attention has been paid to how collective impact
operates in settings characterised by fiscal scarcity, decentralised governance, and weak institutional
trust—conditions prevalent in many African education systems (UNDP, 2024). Where African cases
are examined, they tend to focus on health or community development rather than higher education
access (Loewenson et al., 2024).

3.4 Research Gap and Analytical Expectations

The reviewed literature reveals three critical gaps. First, while education access inequalities in low-
income contexts are well documented, less attention has been paid to the governance mechanisms
through which these inequalities are produced and potentially mitigated. Second, collaborative and
networked governance approaches remain under-examined in the domain of higher education access,
particularly at sub-national levels. Third, empirical evidence on collective impact in African education
systems—especially beyond basic education—is strikingly limited.

This study responds to these gaps by applying Collective Impact Theory as an analytical framework
for examining higher education access governance in a peri-urban Nigerian context. Rather than
treating CIA as a prescriptive model, the study adopts a critical institutional lens, examining how core
CIA conditions manifest, adapt, or fail under local governance constraints. Analytical expectations
focus on whether shared agendas emerge across actors, how coordination is institutionalised, and the
extent to which collective arrangements address structural barriers faced by disadvantaged learners.

By grounding CIA in sub-national empirical evidence, the study advances understanding of how
collaborative governance frameworks travel across contexts and contributes to broader debates on
SDG 4 localisation, equity, and education system transformation in the Global South.
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4. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESES

4.1 Conceptualising Collective Impact in Education Governance

This study conceptualises Collective Impact Approaches (CIA) as a form of collaborative, place-based
education governance through which multiple actors coordinate sustained action to address structurally
embedded access inequalities. Rather than treating collective impact as a managerial checklist, the
framework adopted here understands CIA as a governance mechanism that shapes how problems are
defined, resources allocated, and institutional responsibilities aligned across fragmented education
systems (Bryson et al., 2022; Cabaj & Weaver, 2024).

Within education governance, CIA operates through several interrelated mechanisms. First, a common
agenda enables actors to converge around a shared diagnosis of access barriers, shifting emphasis from
isolated deficits (e.g. exam failure or tuition costs) to systemic constraints spanning secondary
schooling, admissions, finance, and information flows (Henig et al.,, 2023). Second, shared
measurement systems create informational alignment, allowing diverse organisations to coordinate
interventions and track progress across the access pipeline rather than within single programmes
(Easterling et al., 2023). Third, mutually reinforcing activities permit functional differentiation—
schools, NGOs, universities, and government agencies contribute distinct yet complementary roles—
while avoiding duplication (OECD, 2023).

A critical mechanism within CIA is the presence of a backbone organisation, which provides
coordination, convening, and strategic facilitation rather than direct service delivery. Recent
governance scholarship highlights that backbone functions are especially important in low-capacity
environments, where fragmented authority and weak horizontal linkages otherwise undermine
collective action (Mcloughlin et al., 2022; UNDP, 2024). In education systems, backbone actors may
include local education authorities, trusted civil society organisations, or hybrid partnerships capable
of mediating between communities and formal institutions.

Importantly, CIA is theorised here as a relational and institutional process, not merely a programmatic
intervention. Its effectiveness depends on trust, power relations, and the degree to which collaborative
arrangements become embedded in local governance practices (Ansell et al., 2023; Torfing et al.,
2023). This perspective is particularly relevant in sub-national African contexts, where informal
institutions, community norms, and donor influence interact with formal policy frameworks.

4.2 Pathways Linking CIA to Enrolment Outcomes

Building on the literature on education access and collaborative governance, this study theorises that
collective impact influences higher education enrolment through a three-stage causal pathway:
coordination — targeting — transitions. These stages are analytically distinct but empirically
interdependent.

Coordination refers to the alignment of actors, resources, and information across the education access
ecosystem. In fragmented systems, students often encounter disconnected interventions—scholarships
without guidance, outreach without financial support, or admissions information without academic
preparation (Oketch et al., 2022; McCowan, 2024). CIA is expected to reduce such fragmentation by
fostering structured collaboration, shared planning, and regular communication among stakeholders.
Improved coordination enhances system legibility for prospective students and reduces institutional
blind spots that disproportionately affect disadvantaged groups.

Targeting represents the second pathway, whereby coordinated systems improve the identification
and support of marginalised learners. Evidence from low-income contexts suggests that access
initiatives often fail because they rely on coarse eligibility criteria or passive self-selection, excluding
those with limited social or informational capital (Patrinos et al., 2022; llie & Rose, 2023). Collective
impact arrangements, by pooling local knowledge and administrative data, are theorised to enable
more precise targeting of low-income, first-generation, and female students. This includes aligning
academic support, mentoring, and financial assistance with specific barriers faced by different groups.
Transitions constitute the final pathway linking CIA to enrolment outcomes. The secondary-to-
tertiary transition is widely recognised as a critical bottleneck in education systems, particularly in sub-
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Saharan Africa (UNESCO, 2024). Even when students complete secondary education, weak guidance,
bureaucratic complexity, and financial uncertainty undermine successful enrolment. CIA is theorised
to improve transition efficiency by synchronising interventions across time—exam preparation,
application support, admissions navigation, and post-admission follow-up—thereby reducing attrition
at key decision points (Henig et al., 2023).

Crucially, these pathways are not neutral with respect to inequality. Governance scholars argue that
collaborative arrangements can either mitigate or reproduce social stratification depending on whose
knowledge is prioritised and how resources are distributed (Torfing et al., 2023; Loewenson et al.,
2024). This study therefore treats CIA not as an automatic equaliser but as a conditional mechanism
whose equity effects require empirical testing.

4.3 Testable Hypotheses

Drawing on the theoretical pathways outlined above, the study advances three testable hypotheses
linking exposure to collective impact arrangements with higher education enrolment outcomes.

H1: Exposure to coordinated interventions increases the probability of tertiary enrolment.
This hypothesis reflects the expectation that students who engage with education access initiatives
embedded within a collective impact framework—characterised by coordination across actors and
services—will have higher enrolment probabilities than those exposed to fragmented or stand-alone
interventions. Prior evidence suggests that coordination enhances both the intensity and continuity of
support, increasing the likelihood that students complete application and enrolment processes
(Easterling et al., 2023; OECD, 2023).

H2: Collective impact moderates the effects of poverty and gender on enrolment outcomes.
This hypothesis tests whether CIA attenuates structural disadvantages associated with household
poverty and gender. Intersectional scholarship highlights that low-income and female students face
distinct but overlapping barriers to higher education access (Unterhalter et al., 2023; Walker &
Mathebula, 2022). By improving targeting and aligning support mechanisms, collective impact is
expected to reduce—though not eliminate—the negative marginal effects of poverty and gender on
enrolment probabilities.

H3: Collective impact improves secondary—tertiary transition efficiency.

This hypothesis focuses on process outcomes rather than enrolment alone. Transition efficiency is
conceptualised as the proportion of secondary school completers who successfully navigate admissions
and enrol in tertiary institutions within a defined period. CIA is expected to enhance transition
efficiency by reducing informational gaps, administrative delays, and coordination failures that
disproportionately affect first-generation learners (UNESCO, 2024; McCowan, 2024).

Together, these hypotheses operationalise collective impact as a measurable governance mechanism
rather than a normative ideal. They also allow for differentiated analysis of outcomes across social
groups and stages of the access pipeline.

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework Linking Collective Impact Mechanisms to Higher Education
Enrolment Outcomes

Figure 1 illustrates the analytical framework underpinning the study. The framework depicts
collective impact mechanisms—common agenda, shared measurement, mutually reinforcing activities,
and backbone coordination—as upstream governance inputs. These mechanisms influence three
intermediary processes: system coordination, targeted support, and transition management. The
intermediary processes, in turn, shape higher education enrolment outcomes, moderated by household
poverty, gender, and spatial context. Feedback loops indicate that enrolment outcomes can inform
subsequent agenda-setting and coordination within collective impact arrangements.

5. MATERIALS AND METHODS

5.1 Research Design

This study adopts a convergent mixed-methods research design, integrating quantitative and
qualitative data collected during the same fieldwork phase and analysed in parallel before being
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systematically triangulated. Convergent designs are particularly appropriate for studying complex
governance interventions such as Collective Impact Approaches (CIA), where causal pathways involve
both measurable outcomes and context-specific institutional processes (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2023;
Schoonenboom, 2024). By combining population-level enrolment data with process-oriented
qualitative evidence, the design enables both estimation of effects and explanation of mechanisms
linking coordinated interventions to tertiary education access.
The quantitative component examines whether exposure to ClA-aligned interventions is associated
with higher probabilities of tertiary enrolment among youth, controlling for household- and
community-level covariates. The qualitative component complements this analysis by tracing how
coordination, targeting, and transition-support mechanisms operate in practice across different
community contexts. Integration occurs at the interpretation stage, where statistical results are assessed
alongside qualitative evidence to evaluate consistency, refine causal claims, and identify boundary
conditions (O’Cathain et al., 2023).
This design responds to growing critiques of indicator-centric education research that isolates
outcomes from governance processes (Unterhalter et al., 2022; Mkwananzi & McGrath, 2024). Rather
than treating enrolment as a purely individual decision, the study conceptualises tertiary access as an
outcome shaped by multi-actor coordination, institutional alignment, and cumulative exposure to
support systems over the secondary—tertiary transition.
5.2 Data Sources
5.2.1 Household and Youth Survey
The primary quantitative data source is a cross-sectional household and youth survey administered to
approximately 800 respondents across selected communities. The survey targets youth aged 17-24,
capturing the period during which secondary school completion, application decisions, and tertiary
enrolment typically occur. Where youth respondents are minors, selected household modules are
administered to parents or guardians to capture socioeconomic and educational background variables.
The survey instrument includes modules on:

o Demographic characteristics (age, gender, household composition);
Socioeconomic status (parental education, occupation, asset-based wealth index);
Secondary education trajectories (completion status, examination outcomes);
Tertiary enrolment status and intentions;
Exposure to CIA-related interventions (e.g., mentoring, scholarships, coordinated outreach);
Perceptions of institutional support and transition barriers.
Survey items draw on validated education transition instruments used in recent low- and middle-
income country studies, adapted to the local context to ensure cultural and institutional relevance
(2022; UNESCO, 2024).
5.2.2 Key Informant Interviews
Qualitative data are generated through semi-structured key informant interviews (KIlIs) with
approximately 35-45 stakeholders, including:

e School administrators and guidance counsellors;

e Representatives of NGOs and community-based organisations involved in CIA initiatives;

e Local education officials;

e Programme coordinators overseeing transition-support interventions.
Interviews focus on the design, implementation, and coordination of interventions targeting tertiary
access, with particular attention to governance arrangements, information flows, and decision-making
processes. This multi-perspective approach allows triangulation across institutional actors and
mitigates single-source bias (Flick, 2023).
5.3 Sampling Strategy and Population
5.3.1 Community Selection
Communities are selected using a purposive stratified sampling strategy designed to capture variation
in exposure to Collective Impact Approaches. Communities are categorised into:
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1. High CIA exposure (multi-actor coordination present for >3 years);
2. Moderate CIA exposure (partial or emerging coordination);
3. Low or no CIA exposure (fragmented or single-actor interventions).
Selection criteria include the presence of cross-sector education coalitions, shared measurement
practices, and formalised coordination platforms—key features identified in the collective impact
literature (Kania et al., 2022; Hanleybrown et al., 2023). This comparative design strengthens causal
inference by enabling between-community contrasts while holding broader policy environments
constant.
5.3.2 Respondent Stratification
Within each community, households are selected using systematic random sampling, followed by
stratification of youth respondents by:

o Gender;

o Poverty status (based on asset index terciles);

e School completion status.
Stratification ensures adequate representation of groups historically marginalised in tertiary education
access, particularly low-income and female youth (World Bank, 2023; Lewin, 2024). Sampling
weights are applied during analysis to correct for differential selection probabilities and non-response.
5.4 Variables and Measurement
5.4.1 Dependent Variable: Tertiary Enrolment
The primary dependent variable is tertiary enrolment, operationalised as a binary indicator equal to 1
if the respondent is currently enrolled in or has commenced any accredited post-secondary programme
(university, polytechnic, or college of education), and 0 otherwise. This operationalisation aligns with
international education statistics standards and recent transition studies (UIS, 2023; OECD, 2024).
Secondary outcome measures, used in robustness checks, include application submission and
admission offers, allowing examination of transition stages preceding enrolment.
5.4.2 CIA Exposure Indicators
CIA exposure is measured using a composite index capturing both intensity and duration of exposure
to coordinated interventions. Indicators include:

e Participation in programmes jointly delivered by multiple organisations;

e Access to shared information platforms or coordinated counselling services;

o Receipt of financial or mentoring support explicitly linked to coalition activities;

o Length of exposure (in years) to CIA-aligned initiatives.
Index construction follows best practice in governance and programme evaluation research, combining
standardised items with internal consistency testing (Cronbach’s o > 0.70) (Bollen & Diamantopoulos,
2022; Vaessen et al., 2024).
Control variables include household wealth, parental education, gender, academic performance, and
community-level education infrastructure.
5.5 Empirical Strategy
5.5.1 Multilevel Logistic Regression
Given the hierarchical structure of the data—individuals nested within households and communities—
the study employs multilevel logistic regression models to estimate the probability of tertiary
enrolment. Multilevel modelling accounts for unobserved community-level heterogeneity and avoids
biased standard errors associated with clustered data (Gelman et al., 2023).
Random intercepts are specified at the community level, capturing contextual effects such as
institutional density and local education norms. Fixed effects include individual- and household-level
covariates, as well as CIA exposure measures.
5.5.2 Model Specification
The baseline model estimates the association between CIA exposure and enrolment, controlling for
socioeconomic factors. Subsequent models introduce interaction terms to test moderation hypotheses,

201



Musaetal. ...... Int. J. Innovative Devpt & Policy Studies 14 (1):191-215, 2026

particularly whether CIA exposure attenuates the negative effects of poverty and gender disadvantage
on enrolment outcomes.

Model diagnostics include variance inflation factors, intraclass correlation coefficients, and sensitivity
analyses using alternative CIA specifications. Results are reported as odds ratios with 95% confidence
intervals to facilitate substantive interpretation (Hosmer et al., 2022).

5.6 Qualitative Methods

5.6.1 Process Tracing

Qualitative analysis employs theory-guided process tracing to examine how CIA mechanisms translate
into enrolment outcomes. Process tracing is well suited to unpacking causal sequences in complex
governance interventions, particularly where outcomes emerge through cumulative and non-linear
pathways (Beach & Pedersen, 2023).

The analysis focuses on three hypothesised mechanisms: coordination, targeting, and transition
support. Evidence is assessed against Bayesian process-tracing tests to evaluate the strength of causal
claims (Collier, 2022).

5.6.2 Coding and Validation

Interview transcripts are coded using a hybrid deductive—inductive approach. An initial codebook
derived from the conceptual framework is iteratively refined to incorporate emergent themes. Coding
reliability is enhanced through intercoder comparison and reflexive memoing (Saldafia, 2024).
Validation strategies include member checking with selected informants, triangulation across data
sources, and negative case analysis. These practices enhance credibility and analytic transparency,
addressing common critiques of qualitative governance research (Tracy, 2023).

5.7 Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval was obtained from the relevant institutional review board prior to data collection.
Informed consent was secured from all participants, with additional parental consent for minors.
Participation was voluntary, and respondents could withdraw at any stage without consequence.

Given the sensitivity of education aspirations and socioeconomic status, care was taken to minimise
psychological discomfort. No clinical or diagnostic assessments were conducted. Data were
anonymised, securely stored, and used solely for research purposes in accordance with international
data protection standards (ESRC, 2023; BERA, 2024).

5. MATERIALS AND METHODS

5.1 Research Design

This study adopts a convergent mixed-methods research design, integrating quantitative and
gualitative data collected during the same fieldwork phase and analysed in parallel before being
systematically triangulated. Convergent designs are particularly appropriate for studying complex
governance interventions such as Collective Impact Approaches (CIA), where causal pathways involve
both measurable outcomes and context-specific institutional processes (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2023;
Schoonenboom, 2024). By combining population-level enrolment data with process-oriented
gualitative evidence, the design enables both estimation of effects and explanation of mechanisms
linking coordinated interventions to tertiary education access.

The quantitative component examines whether exposure to ClA-aligned interventions is associated
with higher probabilities of tertiary enrolment among youth, controlling for household- and
community-level covariates. The qualitative component complements this analysis by tracing how
coordination, targeting, and transition-support mechanisms operate in practice across different
community contexts. Integration occurs at the interpretation stage, where statistical results are assessed
alongside qualitative evidence to evaluate consistency, refine causal claims, and identify boundary
conditions (O’Cathain et al., 2023).

This design responds to growing critiques of indicator-centric education research that isolates
outcomes from governance processes (Unterhalter et al., 2022; Mkwananzi & McGrath, 2024). Rather
than treating enrolment as a purely individual decision, the study conceptualises tertiary access as an
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outcome shaped by multi-actor coordination, institutional alignment, and cumulative exposure to
support systems over the secondary—tertiary transition.
5.2 Data Sources
5.2.1 Household and Youth Survey
The primary quantitative data source is a cross-sectional household and youth survey administered to
approximately 800 respondents across selected communities. The survey targets youth aged 17-24,
capturing the period during which secondary school completion, application decisions, and tertiary
enrolment typically occur. Where youth respondents are minors, selected household modules are
administered to parents or guardians to capture socioeconomic and educational background variables.
The survey instrument includes modules on:

o Demographic characteristics (age, gender, household composition);
Socioeconomic status (parental education, occupation, asset-based wealth index);
Secondary education trajectories (completion status, examination outcomes);
Tertiary enrolment status and intentions;
Exposure to CIA-related interventions (e.g., mentoring, scholarships, coordinated outreach);
Perceptions of institutional support and transition barriers.
Survey items draw on validated education transition instruments used in recent low- and middle-
income country studies, adapted to the local context to ensure cultural and institutional relevance
(UNESCO, 2024).
5.2.2 Key Informant Interviews
Qualitative data are generated through semi-structured key informant interviews (KIIs) with
approximately 35-45 stakeholders, including:

e School administrators and guidance counsellors;

o Representatives of NGOs and community-based organisations involved in CIA initiatives;

o Local education officials;

e Programme coordinators overseeing transition-support interventions.
Interviews focus on the design, implementation, and coordination of interventions targeting tertiary
access, with particular attention to governance arrangements, information flows, and decision-making
processes. This multi-perspective approach allows triangulation across institutional actors and
mitigates single-source bias (Flick, 2023).
5.3 Sampling Strategy and Population
5.3.1 Community Selection
Communities are selected using a purposive stratified sampling strategy designed to capture variation
in exposure to Collective Impact Approaches. Communities are categorised into:
1. High CIA exposure (multi-actor coordination present for >3 years);
2. Moderate CIA exposure (partial or emerging coordination);
3. Low or no CIA exposure (fragmented or single-actor interventions).
Selection criteria include the presence of cross-sector education coalitions, shared measurement
practices, and formalised coordination platforms—key features identified in the collective impact
literature (Kania et al., 2022; Hanleybrown et al., 2023). This comparative design strengthens causal
inference by enabling between-community contrasts while holding broader policy environments
constant.
5.3.2 Respondent Stratification
Within each community, households are selected using systematic random sampling, followed by
stratification of youth respondents by:

e Gender;

e Poverty status (based on asset index terciles);

e School completion status.
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Stratification ensures adequate representation of groups historically marginalised in tertiary education
access, particularly low-income and female youth (World Bank, 2023; Lewin, 2024). Sampling
weights are applied during analysis to correct for differential selection probabilities and non-response.
5.4 Variables and Measurement
5.4.1 Dependent Variable: Tertiary Enrolment
The primary dependent variable is tertiary enrolment, operationalised as a binary indicator equal to 1 if
the respondent is currently enrolled in or has commenced any accredited post-secondary programme
(university, polytechnic, or college of education), and 0 otherwise. This operationalisation aligns with
international education statistics standards and recent transition studies (UIS, 2023; OECD, 2024).
Secondary outcome measures, used in robustness checks, include application submission and
admission offers, allowing examination of transition stages preceding enrolment.
5.4.2 CIA Exposure Indicators
CIA exposure is measured using a composite index capturing both intensity and duration of exposure
to coordinated interventions. Indicators include:

o Participation in programmes jointly delivered by multiple organisations;

e Access to shared information platforms or coordinated counselling services;

o Receipt of financial or mentoring support explicitly linked to coalition activities;

o Length of exposure (in years) to CIA-aligned initiatives.
Index construction follows best practice in governance and programme evaluation research, combining
standardised items with internal consistency testing (Cronbach’s a > 0.70) (Bollen & Diamantopoulos,
2022; Vaessen et al., 2024).
Control variables include household wealth, parental education, gender, academic performance, and
community-level education infrastructure.
5.5 Empirical Strategy
5.5.1 Multilevel Logistic Regression
Given the hierarchical structure of the data—individuals nested within households and communities—
the study employs multilevel logistic regression models to estimate the probability of tertiary
enrolment. Multilevel modelling accounts for unobserved community-level heterogeneity and avoids
biased standard errors associated with clustered data (Gelman et al., 2023).
Random intercepts are specified at the community level, capturing contextual effects such as
institutional density and local education norms. Fixed effects include individual- and household-level
covariates, as well as CIA exposure measures.
5.5.2 Model Specification
The baseline model estimates the association between CIA exposure and enrolment, controlling for
socioeconomic factors. Subsequent models introduce interaction terms to test moderation hypotheses,
particularly whether CIA exposure attenuates the negative effects of poverty and gender disadvantage
on enrolment outcomes.
Model diagnostics include variance inflation factors, intraclass correlation coefficients, and sensitivity
analyses using alternative CIA specifications. Results are reported as odds ratios with 95% confidence
intervals to facilitate substantive interpretation (Hosmer et al., 2022).
5.6 Qualitative Methods
5.6.1 Process Tracing
Qualitative analysis employs theory-guided process tracing to examine how CIA mechanisms translate
into enrolment outcomes. Process tracing is well suited to unpacking causal sequences in complex
governance interventions, particularly where outcomes emerge through cumulative and non-linear
pathways (Beach & Pedersen, 2023).
The analysis focuses on three hypothesised mechanisms: coordination, targeting, and transition
support. Evidence is assessed against Bayesian process-tracing tests to evaluate the strength of causal
claims (Collier, 2022).
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5.6.2 Coding and Validation

Interview transcripts are coded using a hybrid deductive—inductive approach. An initial codebook
derived from the conceptual framework is iteratively refined to incorporate emergent themes. Coding
reliability is enhanced through intercoder comparison and reflexive memoing (Saldafia, 2024).
Validation strategies include member checking with selected informants, triangulation across data
sources, and negative case analysis. These practices enhance credibility and analytic transparency,
addressing common critiques of qualitative governance research (Tracy, 2023).

5.7 Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval was obtained from the relevant institutional review board prior to data collection.
Informed consent was secured from all participants, with additional parental consent for minors.
Participation was voluntary, and respondents could withdraw at any stage without consequence.

Given the sensitivity of education aspirations and socioeconomic status, care was taken to minimise
psychological discomfort. No clinical or diagnostic assessments were conducted. Data were
anonymised, securely stored, and used solely for research purposes in accordance with international
data protection standards (ESRC, 2023; BERA, 2024).

6. QUANTITATIVE RESULTS

This section presents the quantitative findings from the household and youth survey, structured to
move from descriptive patterns to multivariate estimates and interaction effects. The analysis evaluates
both overall determinants of tertiary enrolment and the specific role of exposure to Collective Impact
Approaches (CIA) in shaping enrolment probabilities across socio-economic and gendered
dimensions. Results are reported in line with best practice for multilevel education research,
emphasising effect sizes, uncertainty, and substantive interpretation rather than statistical significance
alone (Gelman et al., 2023; Bernardi et al., 2024).

6.1 Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 summarises the socio-demographic characteristics of the 800 youth respondents included in
the analytical sample. Overall, the sample reflects substantial heterogeneity in socioeconomic
background, educational trajectories, and exposure to coordinated education interventions, consistent
with national patterns of stratified access to post-secondary education in low- and middle-income
contexts (World Bank, 2023; UNESCO, 2024).

Approximately half of respondents (51%) identify as female, with the mean age of the sample at 20.6
years. Just over two-thirds of respondents (68%) have completed secondary education, while 32%
report having discontinued schooling prior to completion, primarily due to financial constraints or
examination failure. Parental education levels remain low overall, with fewer than 30% of respondents
reporting at least one parent with tertiary education, underscoring persistent intergenerational
inequalities in educational attainment.

Socioeconomic stratification is pronounced. Asset-based wealth indices indicate that roughly 40% of
respondents fall within the lowest tercile, a group that is significantly underrepresented among
currently enrolled tertiary students. Gendered patterns are also evident at the descriptive level: while
secondary completion rates are broadly similar for male and female respondents, tertiary enrolment
rates are lower among women, reflecting well-documented transition barriers rather than early-stage
exclusion (Lewin, 2024; Mkwananzi & McGrath, 2024).

Exposure to ClA-aligned interventions varies substantially across communities. Approximately 37%
of respondents report moderate to high exposure to coordinated programmes involving multiple
organisations, shared counselling services, or structured transition support. These respondents are
disproportionately drawn from communities classified as having sustained collective impact
arrangements, validating the community stratification strategy employed in sampling.

Taken together, the descriptive statistics suggest that tertiary enrolment is unevenly distributed along
socioeconomic and gender lines, while also indicating meaningful variation in exposure to coordinated
interventions—an essential precondition for multilevel and interaction analysis.
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6.2 Determinants of Higher Education Enrolment

Table 2 presents estimates from the multilevel logistic regression models examining the determinants
of tertiary enrolment. The empty (null) model indicates substantial clustering at the community level,
with an intraclass correlation coefficient of approximately 0.14, confirming that enrolment outcomes
are partially shaped by contextual factors beyond individual characteristics. This finding supports the
use of multilevel modelling and aligns with recent evidence highlighting the importance of local
institutional environments in shaping post-secondary transitions (Bernardi et al., 2022; Jackson et al.,
2023).

In the baseline model, household socioeconomic status emerges as a strong predictor of enrolment.
Youth from households in the highest wealth tercile are significantly more likely to be enrolled in
tertiary education than those in the lowest tercile, even after controlling for secondary completion and
academic performance. Parental education exerts an independent effect, with the presence of a tertiary-
educated parent substantially increasing enrolment odds, reflecting both material and informational
advantages transmitted across generations (OECD, 2024).

Gender remains a significant determinant. Female respondents exhibit lower odds of tertiary enrolment
relative to male respondents, net of socioeconomic and academic controls. This gap persists despite
near-parity in secondary completion, reinforcing arguments that gender inequality in higher education
in many low-income contexts is concentrated at the transition stage rather than earlier in the education
pipeline (Unterhalter et al., 2022; World Bank, 2023).

Academic performance, proxied by secondary examination outcomes, is positively associated with
enrolment, but its effect size is smaller than that of household wealth and parental education. This
suggests that academic merit alone is insufficient to overcome structural constraints, particularly in
contexts where application costs, information asymmetries, and institutional fragmentation impose
additional barriers (Lucas et al., 2022).

When CIA exposure is introduced into the model, it exhibits a positive and statistically meaningful
association with tertiary enrolment. Respondents with higher exposure to coordinated interventions
display significantly higher odds of enrolment compared to those with little or no exposure, controlling
for all other factors. Importantly, the inclusion of CIA exposure reduces unexplained community-level
variance, indicating that collective governance arrangements account for a non-trivial share of
contextual effects previously captured by random intercepts.

Overall, the multivariate results confirm that while traditional determinants such as wealth, parental
education, and gender remain central, exposure to coordinated, multi-actor interventions constitutes an
independent and policy-relevant predictor of tertiary enrolment.

6.3 Role of Collective Impact Exposure

Table 3 extends the analysis by introducing interaction terms between CIA exposure and key socio-
economic constraints, specifically household poverty and parental education. These models test
whether collective impact arrangements merely benefit already-advantaged groups or whether they
moderate structural disadvantages in access to tertiary education.

Results indicate a statistically and substantively significant interaction between CIA exposure and
household wealth. Among respondents in the lowest wealth tercile, higher CIA exposure is associated
with a pronounced increase in enrolment probability relative to similarly disadvantaged peers with low
exposure. In contrast, the marginal effect of CIA exposure is smaller among respondents from
wealthier households, suggesting diminishing returns where baseline resources are already high.

This pattern supports the hypothesis that coordinated interventions operate not simply as additive
benefits but as constraint-relaxing mechanisms, particularly for youth facing financial and
informational barriers. Qualitatively, this is consistent with the role of shared counselling services,
pooled scholarships, and coordinated application support documented in the process-tracing
component of the study.

A similar, though weaker, interaction is observed between CIA exposure and parental education.
Youth whose parents lack tertiary education benefit more from CIA exposure than those from more
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educated households, indicating that collective impact initiatives may partially substitute for

intergenerational informational deficits. This finding aligns with recent scholarship emphasising the

importance of institutional guidance in contexts where families lack familiarity with higher education

systems (Héllsten & Thaning, 2023; Morrow & Torres, 2024).

Notably, interaction terms between CIA exposure and academic performance are not statistically

significant, suggesting that collective impact mechanisms primarily address non-academic barriers

rather than altering merit-based selection processes. This reinforces the conceptualisation of CIA as an

access-facilitating rather than performance-enhancing intervention.

Collectively, these interaction effects provide strong quantitative evidence that collective impact

approaches have an equity-enhancing function, moderating the influence of poverty and low parental

education on tertiary enrolment outcomes.

6.4 Gender-Disaggregated Effects

To further explore gender dynamics, predicted probabilities of tertiary enrolment were generated from

the fully specified multilevel model and plotted by gender and CIA exposure level (Figure 2). This

approach facilitates intuitive interpretation of interaction effects and avoids overreliance on log-odds

coefficients, in line with recent methodological guidance (Mize, 2019; Williams, 2023).

Figure 2 reveals three key patterns. First, at low levels of CIA exposure, female respondents exhibit

substantially lower predicted enrolment probabilities than male respondents, even when holding

socioeconomic characteristics constant. This reflects persistent gendered constraints operating at the

transition stage, including mobility restrictions, care responsibilities, and institutional bias (Unterhalter

et al., 2022; UNESCO, 2024).

Second, increased CIA exposure is associated with higher enrolment probabilities for both genders, but

the magnitude of the increase is larger for women. At high levels of CIA exposure, the gender gap in

predicted enrolment narrows considerably, though it does not disappear entirely. This suggests that

coordinated interventions are particularly effective in mitigating gender-specific barriers, such as lack

of guidance, weak institutional linkages, and fragmented support systems.

Third, the slope of the CIA—enrolment relationship is steeper for women than for men, indicating a

gender-differentiated responsiveness to collective governance arrangements. This finding is consistent

with emerging evidence that gender-responsive coordination—especially when involving schools,

families, and community organisations—can improve post-secondary transitions for young women

without explicitly gender-targeted programming (Evans & Yuan, 2022; Unterhalter & Howell, 2023).

Importantly, these gender-disaggregated results reinforce the interpretation that CIA operates through

systemic alignment rather than individual remediation. By reducing fragmentation and improving the

coherence of support across institutions, collective impact approaches appear to disproportionately

benefit those who are otherwise most constrained by social norms and institutional complexity.

Summary of Key Quantitative Findings

Taken together, the quantitative results demonstrate that:

1. Tertiary enrolment is strongly stratified by household wealth, parental education, and gender.

2. Community context accounts for a meaningful share of enrolment variation, justifying a
multilevel analytical approach.

3. Exposure to Collective Impact Approaches is positively associated with enrolment, net of
individual and household characteristics.

4. CIA exposure moderates the negative effects of poverty and low parental education.

5. Gender gaps in enrolment narrow substantially at higher levels of CIA exposure.

These findings provide robust empirical support for the study’s central hypotheses and establish a

strong foundation for the subsequent discussion of mechanisms and policy implications.

7. QUALITATIVE FINDINGS
This section presents the qualitative findings from key informant interviews and process tracing,
focusing on how governance arrangements shape access to tertiary education in practice. The analysis
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contrasts fragmented, non-CIA contexts with communities characterised by sustained collective impact
arrangements, highlighting differences in coordination, information flows, and perceived effects on
secondary—tertiary transitions. Rather than treating enrolment outcomes as isolated decisions,
respondents consistently framed access as the cumulative result of institutional alignment—or its
absence—across schools, families, community organisations, and higher education providers.

7.1 Coordination Failures in Non-CIA Contexts

Duplication and Leakage

In communities lacking collective impact arrangements, respondents repeatedly described education
interventions as fragmented, duplicative, and weakly targeted. Schools, NGOs, faith-based
organisations, and local government actors often operated in parallel, each delivering discrete
programmes with limited awareness of others’ activities. As a result, resources were unevenly
distributed, with some students receiving multiple forms of support while others—often the most
disadvantaged—were missed entirely.

Several school administrators noted that scholarship schemes and mentoring initiatives frequently
overlapped in timing and eligibility criteria, leading to confusion among students and parents. One
guidance counsellor observed that “the same names keep coming up because organisations ask the
same teachers for recommendations,” while students outside established networks remained invisible.
This pattern reflects what governance scholars describe as coordination failure through institutional
silos, where the absence of shared targeting mechanisms produces inefficiency and inequity (Peters,
2022; Andrews et al., 2023).

Leakage was also evident across the transition boundary between secondary and tertiary education.
Respondents highlighted that even academically capable students often failed to progress due to
missed application deadlines, incomplete documentation, or a lack of timely information about
admission pathways. Without coordinated follow-up, students who dropped out of the transition
process were rarely re-engaged. As one NGO programme officer explained, “Once they leave
secondary school, no one is really responsible for them anymore.” This absence of institutional
ownership over the transition stage mirrors findings from recent studies on education system
fragmentation in low-income contexts (Mkwananzi & McGrath, 2024; UNESCO, 2024).

Importantly, these coordination failures were not attributed to a lack of commitment or effort. Rather,
informants emphasised structural misalignment—short funding cycles, reporting requirements tied to
individual organisations, and weak horizontal communication—as key constraints. In this sense, non-
CIA contexts were characterised less by policy absence than by what has been termed
“implementation overload without integration” (Fukuda-Parr & McNeill, 2022).

7.2 How Collective Impact Operates in Practice

In contrast, communities with established CIA arrangements displayed qualitatively distinct
governance dynamics. Respondents consistently described collective impact not as a single
programme but as an organising logic that reshaped how actors interacted, shared information, and
defined responsibility for student transitions.

Shared Agendas

A defining feature of CIA contexts was the presence of a shared agenda around tertiary access. This
agenda was typically articulated through regular coordination meetings, joint planning documents, or
informal but routinised agreements among schools, NGOs, and local authorities. Rather than pursuing
organisation-specific targets, actors described aligning their activities around common goals, such as
increasing application completion rates or supporting first-generation applicants.

This shared agenda reduced competition for visibility and funding, allowing organisations to specialise
according to comparative advantage. For example, schools focused on academic preparation and
identification of at-risk students, while NGOs concentrated on financial support or mentoring, and
local authorities facilitated linkages with tertiary institutions. Such functional differentiation within a
coordinated framework is a hallmark of effective collective impact arrangements (Kania et al., 2022;
Hanleybrown et al., 2023).
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Crucially, the shared agenda extended beyond formal actors to include parents and community leaders.
Several respondents emphasised that collective discussions helped normalise tertiary education
aspirations, particularly for girls and students from low-income households. This aligns with recent
work highlighting the role of community-level norm alignment in sustaining education transitions
(Unterhalter & Howell, 2023; Lewin, 2024).

Information Flows

Improved information flows emerged as a central mechanism distinguishing CIA from non-CIA
contexts. Respondents described the creation of shared student lists, referral systems, and
communication channels that enabled timely identification of students at risk of dropping out of the
transition process. While data systems were often rudimentary, their shared nature represented a
significant departure from siloed record-keeping.

Guidance counsellors reported that coordinated information allowed them to track students beyond
graduation, ensuring follow-up during application and admission stages. NGO staff similarly noted
that access to shared information reduced duplication and enabled more precise targeting of financial
and mentoring support. These practices resonate with the collective impact emphasis on shared
measurement and continuous communication, adapted to low-resource settings (Cabaj & Weaver,
2023).

Importantly, information sharing was described not merely as technical coordination but as relational
trust-building. Regular interaction fostered mutual accountability and reduced suspicion between
organisations. As one respondent noted, “Once we started sharing information, it became harder to
work only for our own reports.” This finding echoes governance research emphasising trust as both an
input and outcome of collaborative arrangements (Ansell & Gash, 2022; Emerson & Nabatchi, 2023).
7.3 Perceived Effects on Access and Transitions

Community-Level Narratives

Across ClA-exposed communities, respondents articulated clear narratives linking collective
governance arrangements to improved access and smoother secondary—tertiary transitions. These
narratives did not frame the CIA as eliminating structural inequality but as reducing friction within the
education system, particularly for students lacking family-based informational and financial capital.
One recurring theme was the stabilisation of the transition process. Students were less likely to
“disappear” after secondary school because responsibility for follow-up was shared rather than diffuse.
Informants described coordinated check-ins, reminders, and referrals as small but cumulatively
significant interventions that prevented attrition. This aligns with recent evidence that modest
institutional supports can have outsized effects on transition outcomes when well-timed and
coordinated (Lucas et al., 2022; Jackson et al., 2023).

Respondents also emphasised the psychological dimension of access. While the study did not assess
mental health outcomes, interviewees consistently noted that coordinated support reduced uncertainty
and anxiety associated with navigating complex application systems. Students reportedly felt “seen”
and guided, particularly first-generation applicants unfamiliar with tertiary institutions. Such
perceptions are increasingly recognised as critical mediators between structural conditions and
educational decisions (Reay, 2023; Morrow & Torres, 2024).

Gender-specific narratives were especially prominent. Female students were described as benefiting
disproportionately from coordinated guidance, particularly where CIA arrangements facilitated
engagement with parents and community leaders. Respondents noted that collective messaging around
the value and safety of tertiary education for girls helped counter normative resistance that individual
organisations struggled to address alone. This finding reinforces the quantitative evidence of stronger
CIA effects among women and aligns with scholarship on gender-responsive governance without
explicit gender targeting (Unterhalter et al., 2022; Evans & Yuan, 2022).

At the same time, informants cautioned against over-attribution. CIA was widely perceived as
necessary but not sufficient for overcoming deep structural constraints such as poverty, limited tertiary
capacity, and labour market uncertainty. Several respondents stressed that without broader policy
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reforms—particularly in financing and institutional expansion—collective impact initiatives risked
managing scarcity rather than transforming opportunity structures. This reflexive assessment
strengthens the credibility of the qualitative findings and resonates with critiques of governance
approaches that over-promise systemic change (Hickey & du Toit, 2023).

Synthesis of Qualitative Insights

Taken together, the qualitative findings illuminate how collective impact operates as a governance
mechanism rather than a discrete intervention. In non-CIA contexts, fragmentation produces
duplication, leakage, and unowned transition spaces, disproportionately disadvantaging students with
limited household resources. In CIA contexts, shared agendas and improved information flows reduce
institutional misalignment, stabilise transitions, and partially offset socioeconomic and gender-based
constraints.

These findings provide process-level validation for the quantitative results, demonstrating that the
observed statistical associations reflect lived institutional dynamics rather than spurious correlations.
By foregrounding coordination, relational trust, and cumulative support, the qualitative evidence
underscores the importance of governance alignment in shaping equitable access to higher education.
8. INTEGRATED DISCUSSION

8.1 Synthesising Quantitative and Qualitative Evidence

This study set out to examine whether and how Collective Impact Approaches (CIA) shape tertiary
education enrolment outcomes, particularly for youth facing socioeconomic and gender-based
constraints. The integration of quantitative and qualitative findings provides convergent evidence that
CIA operates not as a substitute for individual resources or academic merit, but as a governance
mechanism that reduces systemic friction across the secondary—tertiary transition.

Quantitatively, multilevel models demonstrate that exposure to CIA-aligned interventions is positively
associated with tertiary enrolment, net of household wealth, parental education, gender, and academic
performance. Interaction effects further show that CIA exposure moderates the negative effects of
poverty and low parental education, while predicted probability estimates reveal that enrolment gaps
between men and women narrow at higher levels of CIA exposure. These patterns indicate that
collective impact arrangements have an equity-enhancing function, particularly for groups structurally
disadvantaged by fragmented education systems (Bernardi et al., 2024; World Bank, 2023).

The qualitative findings help explain these statistical associations by illuminating the institutional
processes through which CIA affects access. In non-CIA contexts, fragmentation produces duplication,
leakage, and unowned transition spaces, with students often lost between secondary completion and
tertiary entry. In contrast, CIA contexts are characterised by shared agendas, improved information
flows, and relational trust across actors, which together stabilise transition pathways. These
mechanisms correspond closely to the hypothesised coordination—targeting—transition pathway
articulated in the conceptual framework and support recent calls to reconnect education outcomes with
governance dynamics rather than treating them as isolated individual choices (Unterhalter et al., 2022;
Mkwananzi & McGrath, 2024).

Importantly, the integration of findings suggests that CIA’s effects are cumulative and processual.
Rather than producing dramatic shifts through single interventions, collective impact arrangements
appear to work through small, coordinated actions—timely information, follow-up, referral, and
reassurance—that collectively reduce attrition at critical decision points. This aligns with emerging
evidence that institutional alignment can yield substantial gains even where material resources remain
constrained (Lucas et al., 2022; Jackson et al., 2023).

8.2 Implications for Governance Theory

The findings contribute to governance theory in three key ways. First, they provide empirical support
for conceptualising collective impact as a form of meso-level governance, operating between macro-
level policy frameworks and micro-level individual decision-making. While much education research
focuses either on national policy reforms or household-level determinants, this study demonstrates that
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intermediate coordination structures meaningfully shape access outcomes by mediating how policies
and resources are experienced on the ground (Ansell & Gash, 2022; Emerson & Nabatchi, 2023).
Second, the results extend collective impact theory by highlighting its relevance in resource-
constrained and institutionally fragmented contexts. Much of the collective impact literature has been
developed in high-income settings with relatively dense institutional infrastructures. This study shows
that even in low- and middle-income contexts, where coordination capacity is limited, modest forms of
shared agendas and information exchange can generate tangible access benefits. In doing so, it
responds to critiques that collective impact is overly managerial or context-dependent, suggesting
instead that its core principles are adaptable when grounded in local institutional realities (Cabaj &
Weaver, 2023; Hanleybrown et al., 2023).

Third, the gender-differentiated effects observed in both quantitative and qualitative analyses
underscore the importance of viewing governance arrangements through an intersectional lens. The
finding that CIA exposure disproportionately benefits women—even in the absence of explicitly
gender-targeted programming—supports arguments that system-level coordination can alter the
conditions under which gender norms operate, without relying solely on individual empowerment
interventions (Unterhalter & Howell, 2023; Evans & Yuan, 2022). This has broader implications for
governance theory, suggesting that equity gains may emerge from structural alignment as much as
from targeted social policies.

8.3 Limits of Collective Impact: Why CIA Complements but Does Not Replace Resources

Despite these contributions, the findings also underscore the limits of collective impact approaches.
Both guantitative effect sizes and qualitative narratives indicate that CIA improves access probabilities
but does not eliminate entrenched inequalities. Household poverty, parental education, and gender
remain powerful predictors of tertiary enrolment, even in high-CIA contexts. This reinforces the
argument that coordination can relax constraints, but cannot fully compensate for deficits in material
resources or institutional capacity (Hickey & du Toit, 2023).

Qualitative respondents were particularly clear that CIA operates within existing opportunity structures
rather than transforming them. Coordinated counselling and shared scholarships can help students
navigate scarce places, but they do not expand tertiary capacity, reduce tuition costs at scale, or
guarantee post-graduation employment. In this sense, collective impact risks becoming a mechanism
for managing scarcity rather than addressing its root causes if not paired with sustained public
investment (Fukuda-Parr & McNeill, 2022; OECD, 2024).

This limitation has important policy implications. Treating CIA as a substitute for state funding or
systemic reform risks overburdening local actors and creating unrealistic expectations of what
coordination alone can achieve. Instead, the findings suggest that collective impact is most effective
when embedded within broader policy ecosystems that address financing, institutional expansion, and
labour market absorption. Under such conditions, the CIA can enhance the efficiency and equity of
resource use, but it cannot generate resources ex nihilo.

Finally, the study highlights potential risks of institutional fatigue and dependency. Sustaining shared
agendas and information flows requires time, trust, and often informal labour that is rarely recognised
or funded. Without long-term support, collective arrangements may weaken or revert to fragmentation,
limiting their durability (Andrews et al., 2023; Peters, 2022).

Concluding Reflection

Overall, the integrated findings position collective impact as a necessary but insufficient component of
equitable tertiary access strategies. By aligning actors, reducing fragmentation, and stabilising
transitions, CIA meaningfully improves enrolment prospects for disadvantaged youth. However, its
effectiveness ultimately depends on the availability of material resources and supportive policy
environments. Recognising both its potential and its limits allows collective impact to be deployed
realistically—as a governance complement rather than a policy panacea.
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9. CONCLUSION AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that institutionalising collective impact within education
planning frameworks can significantly strengthen equitable access to tertiary education by reducing
fragmentation, improving transition coordination, and aligning institutional responsibilities across the
secondary—tertiary boundary. When embedded within existing governance structures rather than
implemented as temporary projects, collective impact enhances accountability, stabilises student
pathways, and contributes meaningfully to the localisation of SDG 4 commitments. The findings
further show that governance coherence can yield equity gains—particularly for women and
socioeconomically disadvantaged students—by addressing transition bottlenecks and reinforcing
community engagement. However, coordination alone cannot substitute for structural investment; it
functions most effectively as a complementary governance mechanism within adequately resourced
systems.

Accordingly, policymakers should formally integrate collective impact mandates into district and
institutional planning processes, establish funded coordination roles, and develop low-cost shared data
systems that track students across institutional transitions while safeguarding privacy. National
frameworks should prioritise enabling conditions—guidelines, flexible funding, and accountability
incentives—without imposing rigid coordination templates that undermine local adaptability. Donors
and development partners should shift from short-term project financing toward sustained institutional
support that strengthens transition governance over time. Finally, SDG 4 monitoring frameworks
should recognise collective impact as a process-enabling condition linked to equity outcomes, while
continuing to prioritise investments in tertiary capacity, financial support, and broader social
protection to address the structural determinants of access.
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