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INTRODUCTION
In 2015, 191 United Nations (UN) member 
states agreed to a new Sustainable Develop-
ment Goal (SDG) for Water, Sanitation and 
Hygiene (WASH), setting a commitment to, 
‘By 2030, achieve access to adequate and 
equitable sanitation… paying special atten-
tion to the needs of women and girls…’.1 
And, the human right to sanitation asserts the 
importance of sanitation for quality of life, 
including safety, security, privacy and dignity.2 
However, gender equality and quality of life 
are rarely central to how sanitation is under-
stood, delivered, measured and evaluated. 
Furthermore, the adverse effects of climate 
change on access to sanitation services will 
negatively impact on quality of life and dispro-
portionately affect women.3

In the drinking water sector, research 
shows that women often experience water 
insecurity differently from men,4 but there is 
less evidence on how women and men expe-
rience sanitation insecurity. Under the capa-
bility approach to quality of life, a good life 
calls for people to be free to do the things 
in life they value.5 Sanitation-related quality 
of life refers to how sanitation practices and 
services directly affect people’s lived expe-
riences (eg, privacy and safety).6 Gender 
equality means addressing gaps in freedoms, 
opportunities and outcomes among women, 
men, girls, boys and people of diverse iden-
tities, arising from both de jure (legal) and 

de facto (actual) inequalities.7 This definition 
of gender equality acknowledges systemic 
barriers that obstruct equal rights and empha-
sises the need for measures that promote 
formal and substantive equality, enabling 
all individuals to realise their full potential, 
rights and dignity.7

RECOMMENDATIONS
In February 2024, the African Population 
Health Research Center and the London 
School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine 
convened a meeting in Nairobi, Kenya, to 

SUMMARY BOX
	⇒ Sanitation is critical to improving quality of life and 
gender equality.

	⇒ How we understand and—value sanitation—re-
quires critical reflection and greater consideration of 
the different experiences of women, men, girls and 
boys.

	⇒ Sanitation interventions can cause harm to women 
and girls, and these risks must be mitigated through 
a do-no-harm approach.

	⇒ Harnessing the full benefits of sanitation, beyond 
the reduction of disease, and including quality of life 
and gender equality requires intentional design and 
investment.

	⇒ Incorporating both quality of life and gender equality 
into the monitoring and evaluation of sanitation ser-
vices is important, and mutually reinforcing.

	⇒ Women’s leadership across the sanitation sector is 
central to achieving this agenda.
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discuss the linkages between sanitation, gender equality 
and quality of life, and how to enhance the sector’s contri-
bution to these outcomes. Approximately 50 participants 
participated in the meeting, including government repre-
sentatives, international agencies, operational organisa-
tions and academic research institutions from different 
regions of the world. Points of consensus emerged which 
we share here to stimulate broader reflection and discus-
sion in the sanitation sector and beyond.

HOW WE UNDERSTAND SANITATION AND ITS IMPORTANCE TO 
INDIVIDUALS AND SOCIETY REQUIRES CRITICAL REFLECTION
Sanitation is generally defined as the separation of human 
waste from human contact for the purpose of preventing 
disease transmission,8 and the sanitation attributable 
burden of infectious disease remains important.9 This 
definition, however, does not account for the full impact 
of inadequate sanitation on individuals and society and 
fails to recognise the importance of menstrual hygiene 
and health. Drawing on the World Health Organization’s 
(WHO) definition of health, we argue for the full impact 
of inadequate sanitation on individuals and society to 
be recognised.10 This includes the contribution of sani-
tation to quality of life, human dignity, well-being, the 
environment, etc, and, ‘not only the absence of disease’. 
Therefore, how we understand and measure the impact 
of sanitation must reflect how the diverse experiences of 
women, men, girls, boys and other identities intersect 
with other social characteristics, such as age, ethnicity, 
religion, class and disability, to impact their quality of 
life.11

AT A MINIMUM, SANITATION INTERVENTIONS SHOULD DO NO 
HARM
Preventing the transmission of infectious diseases is crit-
ical but not at the expense of quality of life and gender 
equality. A recent re-review of WASH interventions12 
which used the Gender Responsive Assessment Scale 
(GRAS),13 classified the included sanitation interven-
tions as either gender unequal or gender unaware, indi-
cating an exploitative engagement with women.12 Yet, 
current approaches often fail to recognise and respond 
to women’s needs.14 We urge all sanitation stakeholders 
to use the GRAS or other tools to explicitly measure the 
impact of sanitation interventions on gender equality 
and quality of life. All organisations should develop 
and monitor do-no-harm strategies addressing gender-
specific (eg, safety) and sex-specific (eg, menstruation) 
needs, with the aim of transforming biased gendered 
norms, dynamics and structures.

POTENTIAL GAINS IN QUALITY OF LIFE AND GENDER EQUALITY 
CANNOT BE REALISED WITHOUT INTENTIONAL DESIGN AND 
INVESTMENT
Women, men, girls and boys and other identities 
have an equal right to expect access to affordable 
and sustainable sanitation services that enhance 

their quality of life.2 Policies, plans, financing and 
regulations should prioritise and protect gender-
equitable access to sanitation at home, in public 
spaces and institutions. Stakeholders must go beyond 
box-ticking (eg, counting the number of toilets 
for women and men) by setting up structures and 
accountability mechanisms that ensure sustained 
progress on gender equality15 and sanitation-related 
quality of life. Both the benefits of investing in 
gender equality and quality of life, and the conse-
quences of not doing so, should be estimated. All 
this requires assessing and strengthening educa-
tion, training, research and sustained commitment 
from relevant staff at all levels, and recognition that 
progress on gender equality begins within our own 
organisations.11 16

INCLUDING INDICATORS OF GENDER EQUALITY AND QUALITY 
OF LIFE IN THE MONITORING OF SANITATION SERVICES WILL 
INCREASE AWARENESS AND ACCOUNTABILITY OF ACTORS
Recent research has produced new indicators, scales 
and indices to monitor and measure gender equality, 
women’s empowerment and quality of life in relation 
to sanitation at policy, operational and research levels. 
The WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme 
for Water Supply, Sanitation and Hygiene has three 
gender-specific indicators measuring differential 
access and experience of sanitation in relation to 
cleanliness, privacy and safety.17 The following are just 
a few examples of the many tools that can underpin 
the collection of comparable sex-disaggregated 
quality of life data across and within countries—the 
Sanitation-related Quality of Life (SanQoL-5) index 
measures gaps in privacy, safety, cleanliness and other 
outcomes between women and men6; the WASH-
Gender Equality Measure (WASH-GEM) assesses 
changes in gender dynamics at the programmatic 
level18; and Safety Audits record community percep-
tions and experience of sanitation infrastructure 
and services.19 In addition, the Agency, Resources, 
and Institutional Structures for Sanitation-related 
Empowerment (ARISE) scales is an example of a 
gender-specific measure that can be used with women 
to measure various subdomains of empowerment (eg, 
decision-making, safety norms).20 Greater efforts are 
also required to understand intersectionality, or how 
other aspects such as age, ethnicity, class, disability 
and religion intersect with gender and quality of 
life to compound inequality. The research commu-
nity has an important role to play in generating this 
evidence. Stronger implementation capacity, mean-
ingful participation of local stakeholders and the 
inclusion of women as change leaders in communi-
ties and in formal and informal leadership positions 
in these efforts are long overdue.11
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THE UNDER-REPRESENTATION OF WOMEN IN LEADERSHIP 
POSITIONS IN THE SANITATION SECTOR MUST BE ADDRESSED 
URGENTLY
Women play a key role in delivering sanitation interven-
tions but continue to be left out of decision-making.12 
Achieving sanitation-related gender equality and quality 
of life outcomes requires strong leadership and account-
ability on these issues at all levels. Policy, operational and 
research institutions should urgently address the under-
representation of women in leadership positions.16 
Education and training should be provided across sanita-
tion and related sectors (eg, water) so women can access 
and be influential in decision-making positions.11 This 
includes awareness and training for men to advocate for 
and support women leaders in informal and formal sani-
tation initiatives and institutions.

CONCLUSION
As we pass the mid-point of the SDG period (2015–2030) 
and look ahead to new goals and targets, we argue that 
gender equality and quality of life must be central to how 
sanitation is understood, measured, designed and deliv-
ered. Achieving gains in these inter-related areas requires 
the intentional design of sanitation policies, plans and 
services, financing the meaningful promotion of women 
leaders, engagement of local stakeholders and rights-
holders, and commitment to the broader goal of gender 
transformation in related sectors. To ensure progress 
on gender equality and quality of life, sustained moni-
toring is required to make sure efforts are on track and 
to enable course correction as needed.
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