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Abstract 

Empowering women and girls is an important development goal as well as a way to 

improving access to water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) outcomes. However, empowerment 

is a complex and multi-dimensional concept, and it is often not clear how it is understood and 

presented in WASH sector programing. To address this gap, this dissertation broadly explores 

the meaning and dimensions of the concept of empowerment within the WASH sector. The data 

on which this dissertation is based were drawn from two sources: scoping review of existing 

studies and in-depth qualitative interviews conducted with 15 local stakeholders in the Asutifi 

North District, Ghana (chapter 4). Five major interrelated empowerment dimensions were 

identified in the review: 1.) access to information, 2.) participation, 3.) capacity building, 4.) 

leadership and accountability, and 5.) decision-making. Results from the interviews show that 

participants conceptualized empowerment in terms of four themes:  availability of resources; 

WASH Information; social and cultural factors; and agency. The findings revealed that 

dimensions of empowerment are related and continuously interact as empowerment in one 

dimension could lead to (dis)empowerment in another. In addition, cultural and social contexts 

both shape and are influenced by the concept of empowerment. Findings from this research 

would provide researchers and practitioners with a greater understanding of dimensions of 

empowerment that are relevant for strengthening WASH interventions, as well as for tracking 

progress towards gender inclusion outcomes. This is particularly important to ensure inclusive 

WASH service delivery in low and middle-income countries (LMICs). 
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Chapter 1General Introduction 

 Introduction to problem statement and rationale 1.1

Access to safe water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) is a critical challenge 

confronting many communities in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). Recent 

reports indicate that 2.1 billion people in the world lack access to safe water at home, and 

4.5 billion people do not have access to safely managed sanitation facilities (WHO, 

2017). The majority of these people live in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA).  For example, in 

Ghana, 11% and 85% of the population lack access to piped water and improved 

sanitation, respectively (Grebmer et al., 2015). Improved sanitation is defined as the use 

of improved sanitation facilities that are not shared with other households (UNICEF, 

2017). Unfortunately, rapid population growth, rising inequalities as well as climate 

change associated events such as drought, may exacerbate WASH challenges and 

undermine efforts to address service gaps (World Water Assessment Program (WWAP), 

2015). For example, a review by Muller (Muller, 2016) highlighted that availability and 

quality of water delivery services in urban areas are worsened due to population growth.  

In many cases, women’s utilization of water is high compared to men because they have 

multiple differing needs including reproductive, maternal, and child care (Morgan et al., 

2017). Thus, not only are women more concerned with the quantity and quality of water, 

they are also the worst affected by the consequences of water insecurity, as they are 

tasked with the primary responsibility of providing water for household use (Bisung & 

Elliott, 2017; Mekonnen & Hoekstra, 2016; Stevenson, Ambelu, Caruso, Tesfaye, & 

Freeman, 2016). Besides, most women have less say, both within the household and in 
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the community, when it comes to decision-making processes over the prioritization of 

uses and governance of WASH resources (Malhotra, Schuler, & Boender, 2002)  

Recognizing the importance of WASH for human wellbeing and gender equity, 

the recently adopted Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) target universal access to 

WASH by 2030, and commit to paying particular attention to the WASH needs of 

women, girls, and populations in vulnerable situations (United Nation (UN), 2017). 

Achieving these targets require evidence-based empowerment strategies to ensure women 

benefit from and participate in decision making around WASH. Unfortunately, 

measurement of progress towards achieving universal WASH coverage is often tracked 

by considering access to WASH facilities.  Measuring progress based on access to 

WASH facilities can overlook the importance of WASH services for improving human 

wellbeing as well as addressing social inequalities (Gimelli, Bos, & Rogers, 2018; 

Sweetman & Medland, 2017). Thus, measuring WASH outcomes from a gender 

perspective includes assessing how WASH facilities interact with social and cultural 

factors (Leahy et al., 2017).  

Recent debates on water security have also emphasized the need for practitioners 

to pay special attention to varying levels of empowerment at the household and 

community levels that influence decision making around WASH services and 

responsibilities (Kevany & Huisingh, 2013). However, there is less clarity as well as lack 

of consensus regarding what constitutes empowerment (Malhotra et al., 2002; Narayan, 

2002). The lack of clarity is partly because empowerment processes within the WASH 

sector are not directly observable. Addressing this limitation is therefore pivotal to 
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understanding empowerment as well as contributing to developing more accurate, 

consistent, and useful tools for measuring empowerment in the WASH sector.  

1.1.1  Research objectives  

Using Asutifi North district in Ghana as a case study, the objectives of this study are 

to:  

1. Identify key dimensions that could inform the development of tools for evaluating 

and monitoring empowerment within the WASH sector  

2. Explore local stakeholders’ understanding of empowerment in the WASH sector. 

 Overview of research design  1.2

I conducted the study in two distinct but interconnected phases. In the first phase, 

I addressed the first objective by reviewing existing empirical studies to identify 

dimensions and indicators of empowerment within the WASH sector. In the second 

phase, I conducted a qualitative study to address the second objective by exploring local 

stakeholders’ understanding of empowerment in relation to the provision of WASH 

services. Thus, key informant interviews were carried out to elicit their experiences and 

understanding of empowerment. Key informants included leaders of local women’s 

groups, youth groups, government agencies, and local authorities.   

Qualitative research is appropriate for the dissertation as it develops a holistic 

picture by examining patterns or meanings that emerge from data presented in 

participants’ own words (Creswell, 2014; Ritchie, Lewis, Nicholls, & Ormston, 2013). 

Also, this research design is relevant for the dissertation because it attempts to provide an 

in-depth account of participants’ personal experiences and perspectives, how they 

interpret or construct their world, and the meaning they attribute to their experiences and 
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perspectives (Merriam, 2009; Neergaard, Olesen, Andersen, & Sondergaard, 2009). The 

qualitative data provided narrative information about different issues including beliefs, 

perception, social, and cultural norms.  

  Dissertation outline  1.3

This dissertation consists of five chapters. The dissertation is organized as a 

collection of two publishable manuscripts. Chapter 1 outlines the introduction, rationale 

of the study, and describes the research design and methods. Chapter 2 provides a 

literature review concerning access to WASH services, concepts of empowerment, gaps 

in existing research, and the study context. 

Chapter 3 addresses the first research objective and provides a review of relevant 

literature for understanding the dimensions of empowerment. Chapter 4 addresses the 

second research objective and explores stakeholders' understanding of empowerment in 

WASH. Together, Chapters 3 and 4 consist of two manuscript-style documents and form 

the substantive chapters of the thesis. Though each manuscript has unique objectives and 

methods, together they form a conceptual whole. Chapter 5 summarizes the main findings 

across the two manuscripts and provides a discussion of the key findings in relation to 

existing literature. This chapter finally highlights the contributions, strengths, and 

limitations of the research, and concludes with directions for future research.  
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Chapter 2 Review of Related Literature 

 Access to water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) 2.1

Though access to water and sanitation is fundamental for promoting good hygiene 

behavior and wellbeing, many individuals and communities remain without basic water 

services (i.e. improved source of water with a collection time of not more than 30 

minutes for a round trip)  as well as basic sanitation, which is defined as the use of 

improved sanitation facilities that are not shared with other households (UNICEF, 2017). 

The WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Program reported that 2.1 billion people lack 

access to safely managed drinking water at home (UNICEF, 2017). Majority of the 

populations who lack access to basic drinking water are in low and middle-income 

countries (LMICs). These populations face several challenges, including insufficient 

water for household chores, unsanitary and unhealthy living conditions, and spend a large 

amount of time and income securing water.  

Though the Millennium Development Goal’s (MDGs) target on drinking water 

was achieved ahead of the 2015 schedule, Sub-Saharan African (SSA) still faces a major 

challenge with regards to access to basic water services.  For example, 319 million people 

live without safely managed water services. Additionally, 695 million people live without 

access to safely managed sanitation facilities (WHO/ UNICEF JMP, 2015). Moreover, 

there seem to be vast disparities between the urban and rural population with regards to 

access to WASH services compared to 47% in rural areas. For example, 80% urban 

dwellers had access to improved sanitation (UN, 2015)  

Access to safe water and sanitation has impacts on public health and the mental, 

physical and spiritual wellbeing of individuals and households (Grebmer et al., 2015; 
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Sultana, 2011). Lack of access to safe water and sanitation results in millions of 

preventable deaths among vulnerable populations globally (Prüss, Kay, Fewtrell, & 

Bartram, 2002). For example, more than 340,000 children under the age of 5 years die 

annually from diseases caused by unsafe water, inadequate sanitation, and hygiene 

(Grebmer et al., 2015). Furthermore, pregnant women are more susceptible to many 

diseases (e.g., cholera, diarrhea, dysentery, schistosomiasis, and typhoid) caused by 

environmental hazards linked to inadequate water, sanitation, and hygiene since the 

reproductive system is particularly sensitive to adverse environmental conditions. These 

diseases contribute to several serious health problems faced by mothers during 

pregnancy, childbirth, and the postpartum period (Tarrass & Benjelloun, 2012). Further, 

WASH improvements could break the transmission cycle of soil-transmitted helminth 

(STH) diseases as there is evidence demonstrating the benefits of WASH interventions in 

reducing the incidence and prevalence of STH infections (Strunz et al., 2014). For 

example, review by Asaolu and Ofoezie (2003) found that multiple types of WASH 

interventions including the introduction of water supply as well as health education 

reduced the prevalence of Ascaris lumbricoides and hookworm. 

Besides biophysical impacts such as exhaustion, pain, discomfort, and skeletal 

damage women experience from carrying water loads, water collection can be a 

significant source of psychosocial stress (Harryson, Aléx, & Hammarström, 2016; Jones 

& Reed, 2005; Stevenson et al., 2016). The lack of or inadequant access to water and 

sanitation leads to feelings of anxiety, sense of embarrassment, and feelings of distress 

(Wutich, 2009). Thus, the inadequacy of WASH services has significant mental health 

consequences for individuals, particularly women and girls, impacting on their wellbeing 
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and status in society. A study conducted in Ethiopia by Stevenson et al., (2016) found 

that water insecurity was predictive of psychological distress that could impact women’s 

mental wellbeing. Furthermore, when contaminated water affects the health of 

populations, it puts additional strain on women (the primary caregivers in many cultures), 

who care for ill family members in addition to their everyday duties (Gleick et al., 2011).  

 Recent global efforts  2.2

The international community adopted Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

with a commitment to improve health, reduce poverty, promote equality, and support 

socioeconomic development, in the year 2000. Improved WASH services were central to 

achieving the MDGs. Thus, MDGs 7 aimed to reduce by half the proportion of people 

living without access to clean water and basic sanitation by the year 2015. Reports by 

WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Program regarding MDGs success highlighted that 

most countries were able to meet their drinking water target by 2015.  However, progress 

on access to improved sanitation lags especially in LMICs. For example, Ghana exceeded 

the country’s MDG goal of 78% for drinking water but failed to meet its target on 

sanitation (GLAAS, 2014).  

Although progress has been made in achieving the MDG’s drinking water targets 

of the MDGs, there is still more room for improvement. For example, a study carried out 

in Ethiopia by Nekatibeb (2002), indicated that 10 % of girls avoid attending school 

during menstruation partly due to the lack of separate toilet for them to feel safe and at 

ease. Hence the need to addressing gender-specific needs in order to narrow the gender 

inequality gap was an urgent priority during the MDG implementation period..  
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The inception of the SDGs has contributed to the increased level of commitment 

to gender and WASH. In particular, SDG 5 targets gender equity, while SDG 6 targets 

universal and equitable access to clean drinking water and sanitation for everyone by the 

year 2030 (United Nation (UN), 2017). Goal 6 addresses the entire water cycle, from 

access to WASH to utilization, efficiency, and integrated management of water resources. 

Specifically, SDG 6.2 targets access to adequate and equitable sanitation and hygiene for 

all, and also aims to end open defecation with critical attention to the needs of women 

and girls (UN, 2017). These targets reflect the notion that WASH needs differ by gender 

given differences in the socially constructed roles, responsibilities, opportunities, and 

constraints associated with gender. In response to the SDGs, the WASH sector has 

increased commitment to women empowerment as a critical developmental goal to 

reducing gender disparities. 

Particularly, the SDGs have increased attention on gender mainstreaming 

approaches in the WASH sector (Reed et al., 2007). Gender mainstreaming addresses 

gender issues in WASH by identifying the gender gaps within the sector, and works to 

eliminate them through WASH programs and interventions. Gender mainstreaming 

approaches help to achieve gender equity by meeting the WASH needs and interests of 

women and girls more effectively. For instance, besides providing better access to water 

to reduce women’s workload, WASH programs include women in the community 

decision-making process to increase their agency (UNICEF, 2017). Thus, WASH 

programs and interventions are beginning to move beyond the mere provision of 

infrastructure and include a greater emphasis on how WASH infrastructure interact with 

social and cultural factors.  However, tracking progress towards achieving universal 



 

24 

 

WASH in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) remains focused on monitoring 

access to WASH facilities.  This focus may miss out on the importance of WASH 

services for addressing social inequalities related to gender (Sweetman and Medland, 

2017; Gimelli et al., 2018). 

 Women and WASH 2.3

Based on the disproportionate adverse outcomes on women with regards to 

WASH, many WASH programs and interventions are aimed at empowering women as a 

means to increase equitable access to WASH infrastructures (Leahy et al., 2017; Sheuya, 

2008; UN Water, 2015). This has led to the use of gender-sensitive and gender 

mainstreaming approaches (e.g., menstrual hygiene management) in the WASH sector 

over the years (Fisher, Cavill, & Reed, 2017; Reed, Coates, & Parry-Jones, 2007). 

Further, WASH programs are beginning to shift from not only targeting women and girls 

but to working with women to identify and target all those differently marginalized by 

other aspects of social identity including caste, race, and disabilities (UNICEF, 2017).  

This is because gender is a cross-cutting issue and intersects with other axes along which 

disempowerment occurs (Yuval-Davis, 2006)  

Accordingly, effective gender-responsive programming in the WASH sector has 

contributed to progress towards gender equality with remarkable WASH results, such as 

reduction in open defecation, effective management and functioning of water supply and 

improved hygiene (UNICEF & WHO, 2017). For example, a study conducted in Vietnam 

by Halcrow et al., (2012) found that WASH interventions that have trained women with 

technical skills contributed to their economic empowerment as well as impacted on their 

confidence and voice in decision-making. Smith et al., (2004) also found that project 
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participation by Zulu and Xhosa women provided an opportunity for them to be 

empowered as well as to adequately articulate their needs. Nevertheless, there is a dearth 

of empirical evidence around gender equity programming within the WASH sector. 

WASH programs and interventions by many international organizations have 

empowerment as an expected core outcome (Fisher et al., 2017).  The importance of 

gender empowerment in international development has resulted in the creation of a range 

of tools that measure empowerment. For example, current global and cross-national 

indices of women’s empowerment, including the Gender-related Development Index 

(GDI) as well as the Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM) measure empowerment at 

the national level (Miedema et al., 2018). While national-level indices might be necessary 

for international comparison, such tools fail to adequately capture the nuance of 

empowerment, especially at the household and community levels. Also, these tools may 

not be able to fully measure all aspects of empowerment in all countries because of 

context specificities.   

 Concept of empowerment 2.4

There is growing recognition that WASH programs can provide shifts in 

household power dynamics and empowerment (Fisher et al., 2017). Thus, changes in 

gender relations and power dynamics at both household and community levels can be 

influenced by WASH policies and programming (Leahy et al., 2017). However, there are 

inconsistencies and gaps in the definitions and applications of empowerment in the 

WASH sector (Malhotra et al., 2002; Narayan, 2002). This is in part because 

empowerment manifests itself in ways that differ across sectors and changes over time 

(Malhotra et al., 2002). Further, empowerment within the WASH sector remains unclear, 
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in part, because empowerment processes within the sector are not directly observable. 

Arguably, the presence of empowerment can only be deduced through its action or its 

outcomes including control, and access to resources (Ewerling et al., 2017; Kevany & 

Huisingh, 2013; Schweitzer, Grayson, & Lockwood, 2014).  

The concept of empowerment is mostly used to denote notions of power, agency, 

control, and decision making (Alsop, Bertelsen, & Holland, 2006; Malhotra et al., 2002; 

Zimmerman, 1995).  According to Alsop and colleagues (2006), empowerment is 

conceptualized as a group’s or individual’s capacity to make effective choices, and 

transform those choices into desired actions and outcomes. This capacity is influenced by 

two factors: agency and opportunity structure (Alsop et al., 2006; Narayan, 2002). 

Agency is the ability of citizens or communities to make meaningful choices, while 

opportunity structures are aspects of the institutional context in which citizens and 

communities can achieve the desired outcomes (Alsop et al., 2006).  

Relatedly, Kabeer (2005) defines empowerment as “the processes by which those 

who have been denied the ability to make choices acquire such ability” (p, 13). She 

explored empowerment through three interconnected dimensions: resources, agency, and 

achievement (see Figure 1). In her view, resources do not only include material resources 

but human and social resources which enhance individual’s ability to choose (Kabeer, 

1999). Thus, resources are the channels for exercising agency.  Agency indicates the 

ability of an individual to define goals and act upon them or to put them into effect 

(Kabeer, 1999, 2005). The last dimension, achievement, represents the failure or 

realization of an individual’s potential to live the life they want (Kabeer, 1999, 2005) . 



 

27 

 

 

Figure 1: Kabeer's Empowerment Framework (Kabeer, 1999) 

Studies acknowledged that empowerment in one of the three dimensions might 

not necessarily be an end in itself but interact with other dimensions to lead to 

empowerment outcomes (Kaur, Sherbinin, & Toure, 2007; Mahmud, Shah, & Becker, 

2012; Narayan, 2002). Thus, empowerment is experienced from the interaction between 

resources and agency, leading to WASH achievement. These achievements represent the 

realization of an individual’s potential for choice. However, when empowerment is not 

experienced, then disempowerment occurs and might lead to failure to achieve WASH 

outcomes.  

 The research context 2.5

2.5.1 Empowerment in WASH Index (EWI) 

This study is part of a larger project that seeks to develop a survey-based tool 

called the Empowerment in WASH Index (EWI). The project aims to design a tool that 

can be used to measure and monitor gender outcomes, empowerment, and inclusivity in 

WASH-related interventions. The project is being implemented in Asutifi North District, 

Agency 

Achievement Resources 
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Ghana, by International Reference Centre (IRC), a non-governmental organization for 

WASH in Netherland in partnership with researchers from Queen’s University and 

Stockholm Environment Institute.  

In developing the EWI, concept mapping was conducted to uncover the key 

indicators of empowerment in WASH using local stakeholders’ perspectives. Twelve 

(12) interrelated indicators were identified across three levels (individual, household, and 

community) and used to develop the EWI (Figure 2).   

The indicators and dimensions are combined into an index to assess intra-

household levels of empowerment or disempowerment. This research contributed to 

identifying indicators for the EWI and also provides qualitative insights in order to refine 

the EWI and contextualized some of the findings from the quantitative pilot testing 

conducted in 2018. The qualitative insights would also help inform the design of 

interventions that respond to inclusive WASH outcome and gender equity.  
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Individual 

Household 

Community 

 Intrinsic attitudes about WASH roles and 

responsibilities 

 

 Input decisions about WASH roles and 

responsibilities 

 Input decisions about WASH expenditures 

 Input decisions about involvement in community 

WASH activities 

 Control over household assets 

 Work balance 

 Time for water collection 

 Access to and sharing of WASH practice 

 Group membership  

 Leadership in WASH implementation 

 Leadership in WASH accountability 

 Access to and sharing of information on WASH 

rights and responsibilities 

 

Figure 2: Levels and indicators of EWI 

 

2.5.2 Ghana 

Ghana is a Sub-Saharan African nation that is located along the Gulf of 

Guinea and the Atlantic Ocean. The country is made up of over 100 different ethnic 
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groups, and has three major religious affiliations, namely Christian, Islam, and 

Traditional beliefs. With a total land area of 238,537 square kilometers, the country has 

an estimated population of about 30.1 million, up from the 2010 census figure of 24.2 

million and an annual growing rate of 2.5% (World Population Review, 2019). Ghana 

currently has 16 administrative regions with Accra as the national capital. There are 216 

local districts, and an almost equal proportion of urban (51%) and rural (49%) 

population.  

Ghana is well endowed with water resources. For example, the Volta Lake in 

Ghana, with a surface of 8,500 km², is one of the largest artificial lakes in the world. In 

all, Ghana’s renewable water resources are estimated to be 53.2 billion m³ per year (FAO, 

2005). With regards to WASH access, 89% of the country’s population has access to 

basic drinking water, and 15% has access to basic sanitation(Grebmer et al., 2015). 

Ghana aimed to sustain existing water and sanitation services while taking steps to reach 

universal access to WASH. The country is likely to achieve universal access to potable 

water by the year 2030 as required by Target 6.1 of the SDGs if current efforts are 

sustained (Monney & Antwi-Agyei, 2018). However, the combined effect of population, 

economic growth, as well as pollutions, is likely to threaten the progress towards 

achieving universal coverage (Mariwah, 2018; Monney & Antwi-Agyei, 2018). Also, the 

non-functional of almost one-third of water systems, with many others operating below 

designed capacity impedes progress towards achieving the SDG targets (Monney & 

Antwi-Agyei, 2018). Moreover, the expanding industrial and agriculture sectors depend 

largely on the existing water resources, hence the rising demand for water. Efforts will 

have to be accelerated to achieve the SDG target, taking into consideration 
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environmental, social, economic, cultural, and political factors to overcome these 

barriers.  

Also, there are regional inequalities as well as rural-urban disparities in Ghana, 

particularly with respect to infrastructural services and access to social services. Studies 

have emphasized the broad disparity between the North and the South as well as rural and 

urban areas of the country in terms of levels of economic development and the general 

quality of life, with Northern Ghana and rural areas lagging behind (Songsore, 

1983;1989,). Critical factors in the urban-rural and north-south inequalities include 

disparities in education, exclusion from political governance, as well as uneven 

distribution of resources including WASH infrastructure within Ghana (Songsore, 1989). 

These inequalities in development appear to have its roots in the historical treatment of 

these regions which dates back to the Colonial period.  A study by Tsikata and Seini (2004) 

indicated that spatial, class, and gender inequalities, were created to a large extent through 

colonialism and have been continued by policies pursued after colonialism. 

2.5.3 Asutifi North District   

This research was undertaken in Asutifi North district. The district is located in 

the Ahafo Region (middle belt) of Ghana (Figure 3).  
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Figure 3:Asutifi North District map in the national context 

Source: (District Planning Coordinating Unit Kenyasi, 2014) 

The population of the district according to the Ghana Statistical Service (Asutifi 

North District Assembly, 2018) is 62,816 people, with most (68%) people residing in 

rural areas (Asutifi North District Assembly, 2018). Large scale mining in the district has 

led to a growing service sector though subsistence agriculture remains dominant (Asutifi 

North District Assembly, 2018).  Most residents in the district are predominantly from 
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the Akan ethnic group. There are other minor ethnic groups in the district including 

Ewes, Wangaras, Dagombas, and Kusase. The district has numerous rivers and streams 

including Tano, Bia, Goa, Anamatano, Subika, and Sintim. 

Despite the presence of water bodies, the provision of adequate WASH facilities 

remains a challenge in the district. About 15% of the district population lack access to 

basic water services (Asutifi North District Assembly, 2018). Households without access 

to basic drinking water source use water from unsafe sources including rivers, streams, 

unprotected wells, dugouts, and tanker services (Ghana Statistical Service, 2014). 

Furthermore, about 60% of public toilet facilities in the district do not meet the threshold 

of basic sanitation.  A proportion of the rural population (5%) continue to practice open 

defecation in bushes and fields (Ghana Statistical Service, 2014). 

Besides the inadequacy of WASH facilities in the districts, available facilities 

appear not been fairly and equitably distributed. For instance, the majority of the water 

facilities are concentrated in the major towns and communities, while the rural 

communities are underserved. Forty nine (49) rural communities in the district do not 

have access to improved water facilities. These include communities which are 

considered too small to be provided with boreholes (< 75 inhabitants) as well as poorly 

accessible communities. Meanwhile, the majority of the people in these underserved rural 

communities represent approximately 58% of the population without coverage. Also, this 

population group live in poverty and thus making them more vulnerable. Overcoming 

these challenges of inadequacy and uneven distribution of WASH services is critical 

towards ensuring “no one is left behind” as we make efforts towards achieving SDG (6 

and 10).   
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The Asutifi North District assembly developed a WASH master plan in response to the 

WASH inadequacies faced by communities in the district. The WASH master plan sets 

out key targets and strategies to ensure every household gets access to safe water and 

sanitation by 2030 (Asutifi North District Assembly, 2018). This master plan is well 

supported by the local government, non-governmental organizations, and local leaders.  

The district’s master plan represented a huge leap forward towards achieving universal 

access to WASH by seeking to provide technical WASH facilities. However, its shortfall 

is that it does not look beyond the provision of WASH facilities to ensure individuals 

especially women, have full and active participation in water resource design and 

management process.  Furthermore, the master plan does not adequately prioritize equal 

opportunities for all individuals regarding leadership roles at all levels of decision-

making around water and sanitation management and development. Thus, engaging 

WASH program staff, beneficiaries, and communities more broadly on questions of 

gender and empowerment would help to raise awareness on these issues and thereby go a 

long way to encourage change in undesirable behaviors and social norm.   

2.5.4 Water and sanitation in Ghana 

The overall goal of the Ghana National Water Policy established in 2007 is 

consistent with the SDGs, particularly goal 5 and 6.  Several relevant issues regarding 

water supply and community water and sanitation need to be addressed to achieve the 

goal of the policy. For instance, concerns regarding the provision of water to rural 

communities. The provision of water supply under the Community Water and Sanitation 

Program is based on demand-driven approach where villages or towns must express the 

desire by paying five percent of the capital cost (World Bank, 1994; CWSA, 2004).  
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Also, the towns or villages must show willingness to own and manage the water facilities 

when provided (World Bank, 1994; CWSA, 2004). This is expected to make 

communities more committed to maintaining the water facility (World Bank, 1994).  

Nevertheless, there are still some towns and villages unable to raise the minimum 

5% capital contribution, hence continue to lack access to water facilities (Briamah, 2011). 

Providing WASH infrastructure will not only meet the WASH needs of people but 

enhance other aspects of their lives, including health, wellbeing, and livelihood. 

However, there is limited evidence describing the contribution of WASH to improve 

other aspects of people’s lives (e.g., livelihood)   

Existing water and sanitation services as well as the problems of inadequate 

WASH services are threatened by rapid population growth, rising inequalities, natural 

disasters such as arsenic contamination of groundwater, as well as climate change 

associated events such as droughts (Adhikari, Mishra, & Raut, 2016; Thakur, Thakur, 

Ramanathan, Kumar, & Singh, 2010). These threats exacerbate WASH challenges and 

undermine efforts to address WASH service gaps (World Water Assessment Program 

(WWAP), 2015).  

2.6 Positionality 

The identities of both researcher and participants have the potential to impact the 

research process and the research outcomes. These identities come into play through our 

perceptions of others as well as the ways in which we expect others to perceive us. 

Throughout the research it was important for me to reflect on my personal background 

and beliefs and identify how they influence what I observed in the field and how I 

interpreted my observations in ways that may affect the study. I have spent most of my 
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life in Ghana, and Iwas conscious of the fact that the practical focus and substance of this 

study reflected some of my individual interests and experience growing up in Ghana. 

Specifically, access to WASH services remains a challenge in many communities in 

Ghana. I have had personal experiences trying to access safe water and sanitation services 

in my community. Additionally, I have witnessed and heard experiences from family 

members, and friends about the challenges they face as well as benefits derived in their 

daily lives regarding access to WASH. These experiences and background served as asset 

and enabled me to identify the appropriate questions to include in my interviews. Thus, 

my familiarity with the study context was instrumental in gathering rich data. 

In conducting my research, I recognized that my own perspectives may influence 

what I saw and how I interpreted the world around me. I was therefore intentional and 

transparent in my reflexivity. While in the field I held bi-weekly debriefing sessions with 

my supervisor, and also kept a detailed field journal where I documented my personal 

reflections during the data collection process. I also documented my experiences and 

thoughts while in the field. I made specific notes of my reflections after each interview 

session. 

Reflections provided opportunity for reframing questions for the subsequent 

interviews. For example, reflections in early interviews (2) helped identify areas of 

greatest conceptual complexity such as translating “empowerment” appropriately into 

Twi. I assumed in the early interviews that the participants knew what empowerment 

was. However, I encountered a challenge in translating the concept appropriately for easy 

understanding. Realizing this, in my subsequent interviews, I asked participants to teach 

me what empowerment was. This approach provided important opportunities for learning 
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as well as reduces communication gaps or misunderstandings. Thus reflections helped 

improve the quality of the research data and to a large extent the overall outcomes of the 

qualitative study. 
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A Scoping Review 

Citation: Dery, F., Bisung, E, Dickin, S., & Dyer, M. Understanding empowerment in 

water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH): A Scoping Review. Water, Sanitation and 

Hygiene for Development (Under Review) 

 Abstract 3.1

In low and middle-income countries, a common component of water, sanitation, 

and hygiene (WASH) interventions is the goal of empowerment of beneficiaries, 

particularly women. Empowering women and girls are viewed as an important 

development goal in itself, as well as a way to obtain improved WASH outcomes. 

However, empowerment is a complex and multi-dimensional concept, and it is often not 

clear how it is defined in WASH sector programing. Tracking progress towards gender 

and social equality outcomes is therefore difficult. This scoping review explores how 

concepts of empowerment have been used in the WASH sector and delineates 

particularly relevant empowerment dimensions. Medline, Embase, and Global Health 

database were searched for peer-reviewed literature published in English. A total of 

twelve (12) studies were identified. Five major interrelated empowerment dimensions 

were identified: 1.) access to information, 2.) participation, 3.) capacity building, 4.) 

leadership and accountability, and 5.) decision-making. This review provides researchers 

and practitioners with a greater understanding of dimensions of empowerment that are 

relevant for strengthening WASH interventions, as well as tracking progress towards 

gender and social equality outcomes over time. This understanding can help ensure 

inclusive WASH service delivery to achieve gender-sensitive Sustainable Development 
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Goal (SDG) targets for universal water and sanitation access. Overall, the review 

identified a dearth of studies examining empowerment in WASH interventions, 

suggesting both a greater need for studies on empowerment in the WASH sector in 

general and contextually relevant studies that focus on empowerment in different regions.  
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 Introduction 3.2

Though water and sanitation are fundamental for promoting good hygiene 

behavior, health, and wellbeing, many individuals and communities remain without safe 

water and sanitation facilities. The WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Program for Water 

Supply, Sanitation and Hygiene (JMP) reported that 2.1 billion people lack access to safely 

managed drinking water at home, and 4.5 billion people do not have access to safely 

managed sanitation facilities globally (UNICEF, 2017). In addition, existing services are 

threatened rapid urban population growth, rising inequalities and climate change 

associated events such as droughts,  that exacerbate WASH challenges and undermine 

efforts to address service gaps (World Water Assessment Program (WWAP), 2015). 

Inadequate access to water has impacts on public health and the mental, physical and 

spiritual wellbeing of individuals and households (Grebmer et al., 2015; Sultana, 2011). 

Aside from preventable deaths and physical illness related to waterborne disease, the lack 

of access to water and sanitation leads to feelings of anxiety, a sense of embarrassment 

and feelings of distress (Wutich, 2009; Harryson et al., 2016).  

In many cases, women disproportionately experience the impacts of inadequate 

water and sanitation, in part because social norms assign the primary responsibility of 

providing water for household use and caring for sick family members to women 

(Mekonnen and Hoekstra, 2016; Stevenson et al., 2016; Bisung and Elliott, 2017). 

However, many women also have less say, both within the household and in their 

community, with regards to decision-making processes and governance of resources 

relating to WASH (Routray, Torondel, Clasen, & Schmidt, 2017b). Many WASH 

programs and interventions therefore use the rationale that empowering beneficiaries, 
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particularly women, will increase equitable access and sustainability of water and 

sanitation infrastructure (Leahy et al., 2017; Sheuya, 2008; World Water Assessment 

Program (WWAP), 2015). Gender-sensitive and gender mainstreaming approaches in the 

WASH sector have also increased over the years in line with the prominence of gender 

equality on the international development agenda (Reed et al., 2007). Accordingly, it is 

claimed that effective gender-responsive programming in the WASH sector has 

contributed to progress towards gender equality in tandem with other WASH outcomes, 

such as reduction in open defecation, effective management and functioning of water 

supply and improved hygiene(UNICEF, 2017).  

Measuring WASH outcomes from a gender perspective involves assessing 

important technical concerns of services and infrastructure and how these interact social 

and with cultural factors (Leahy et al., 2017). However, measurement of progress towards 

achieving universal WASH coverage targets 6.1 and 6.2 in the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs) remains focussed on technical aspects, monitoring access to water, 

sanitation and hygiene (WASH) facilities.  This focus might not fully capture the 

importance of WASH services for improving human wellbeing and addressing social 

inequalities (Sweetman and Medland, 2017; Gimelli et al., 2018). One barrier to 

improved measures of gender sensitive outcomes is inconsistencies and gaps in the 

definitions and applications of empowerment concepts in the WASH sector. These 

inconsistencies are a cross-cutting challenge. Miedema et al., (2018) detailed a lack of 

consensus on what dimensions constitute empowerment and how empowerment can be 

measured across countries. Miedema et al., (2018), Cornwall (2016), and Kabeer (2011) 

argue that current global and cross-national indices of women's empowerment, including 



 

58 

 

the Gender-related Development Index (GDI) and Gender Empowerment Measure 

(GEM) and the Women, Peace and Security Index, measure different aspects of 

empowerment and omit some important domains. Also, empowerment is largely 

described in the literature as both a process by which WASH services could be improved 

as well as the result from improved WASH services Therefore, by reviewing how 

empowerment dimensions have been articulated in the WASH sector so far, we hope to 

contribute to developing more accurate, consistent and useful tools for measurement of 

empowerment in the WASH sector. Though the review is focused on women’s 

empowerment, we have included other forms of empowerment (eg. community 

empowerment) because of the dearth of gender-specific literature. As policymakers and 

water and sanitation organizations widen their focus and monitoring tools in line with the 

SDG agenda, it is timely to reflect on the meaning and measurement of empowerment in 

the WASH sector.   

3.2.1 Conceptualizing empowerment in the WASH Sector 

There is lack of consensus about the definition of empowerment (Malhotra et al., 

2002; Narayan, 2002). This is partly because the ways in which empowerment manifests 

differs from one sector to another and these also change over time ( Malhotra et al., 

2002). The literature on empowerment, however, usually refers to notions of power, 

agency, control, and decision-making (Zimmerman, 1995; M Malhotra et al., 2002; 

Alsop et al., 2006).  According to Alsop and colleagues (2006), empowerment is 

conceptualized as a group’s or individual’s capacity to make effective choices and then 

transform those choices into desired actions and outcomes. This capacity is influenced by 

two factors: agency and opportunity structure (Alsop et al., 2006b; Deepa Narayan, 
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2002). Agency is the ability of citizens or communities to make meaningful choices, 

while opportunity structures are aspects of the institutional context in which citizens and 

communities can achieve the desired outcomes (Alsop et al., 2006b).  

Kabeer (2005) also defines empowerment as “the processes by which those who 

have been denied the ability to make choices acquire such ability” (pg, 13). Kabeer 

explored empowerment through three interconnected dimensions: resources, agency, and 

achievement (figure 1). In her view, resources do not only include material resources but 

human and social resources which enhances one’s ability to choose (Kabeer, 1999a). 

Thus, resources are the channels for exercising agency.  Agency refers to the ability of a 

person to define goals and act upon them or to put them into effect (Kabeer, 1999a, 

2005). The last dimension, achievement, represents the failure or realization of 

individuals’ potential for living the life they want (Kabeer, 1999a, 2005). We draw on 

these understandings, to define empowerment as a process through which individuals or 

groups exercises the ability to choose and live the life they desire.   

Although empowerment is a broad concept touching on many parts of life, there 

are growing bodies of sector specific research examining the importance of 

empowerment for achieving sector-specific development outcomes. For example, tools 

have been developed for examining empowerment dimensions in the agricultural sector  

(Alkire et al., 2013), health promotion (Laverack, 2006), and disability (Bakker and 

Brakel, 2012). However, there is limited evidence of what constitutes empowerment in 

the WASH sector as often effort is focused on access to WASH facilities. Thus, attempts 

to directly monitor and evaluate intervention programs that use gender-sensitive 
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approaches to empower women and girls in the WASH sector lag behind. Further, the 

definition of empowerment within the WASH sector remains unclear, partly because 

empowerment processes within the sector are not directly observable. It is argued that the  

presence of empowerment can only be deduced through its action or its outcomes such as 

control of income, and access to resources(Kevany and Huisingh, 2013; Schweitzer et al., 

2014; Ewerling et al., 2017). This review aims to identify key dimensions that could 

inform the development of tools for evaluating and monitoring empowerment within the 

WASH sector.  

 Method 3.3

This scoping review was informed by Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) framework 

for conducting scoping reviews and mapping evidence. The framework represents a 

methodology that allows assessment of emerging evidence, as well as the identification 

of gaps for research development. This framework is also useful when literature on a 

topic has not yet been comprehensively reviewed (Pham et al., 2014). 

3.3.1 Search strategy 

Three main electronic databases were used for the search: Embase, Medline, and 

Global Health. Two main concepts were used to develop the search strategy: water, 

sanitation and hygiene; and empowerment (detailed search terms are provided in Table 

1). All searches were conducted in March 2018. 
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Table 1: Detailed search terms 

Database Water, sanitation, and hygiene Empowerment 

Embase (via 

Ovid) 

Key search terms: “water” or  “sanitation” or 

“environmental sanitation” or “hygiene”  

Key search terms: 

“empowerment” 

Medline (via 

Ovid) 

Key search terms: “water” or  “sanitation” or 

“hygiene” 

Key search terms: 

“Empowerment” or 

“Power (Psychology) 

Global Health 

(via Ovid) 

Key search terms: “water” or  “sanitation” or 

“hygiene” 

Key search terms: 

“empowerment” 

 

3.3.2 Selection criteria and screening 

Peer-reviewed studies published in English and which documented 

empowerments within the WASH sector were selected for review. Articles were included 

without methodological restriction. Removing methodological restrictions was 

particularly important for identifying a wide range of evidence related to empowerment 

indicators. Papers that were focused solely on empowerment in health promotion 

interventions without reference to WASH were excluded (for example Lindacher et al., 

2018).  We also excluded papers that focused on empowerment in clinical environments 

(see Mcguckin et al., 2009).  

3.3.3 Data management and extraction 

All the articles were saved on a folder and charted using word document. The 

papers were screened sequentially in three stages (titles, abstracts, and full texts) by two 

researchers using the inclusion criteria discussed above. Disagreements were resolved by 
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consensus. The following data were obtained from each article; authors, study location, 

study objective, study method, and empowerment dimensions.  

 Results 3.4

From a total of 360 studies identified, 40 duplicates were removed. After 

screening of the titles, 235 were excluded. Abstracts of the remaining 85 studies were 

screened and 59 studies were excluded afterward. Full texts of 26 studies were screened 

and 16 studies were excluded. A final sample of ten (10) peer-reviewed articles met the 

inclusion criteria. Leahy et al. (2017) and Leder et al. (2017) were added after scanning 

reference lists of included studies and soliciting expert advice. These additions yielded a 

final sample of twelve (12) peer-reviewed articles. A summary of the screening process is 

displayed in an adapted version of the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 

and Meta-Analyses flow diagram (Figure 2). 
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Embase (via Ovid) 

187 

Medline (via Ovid) 
105 

360 

Global Health (via Ovid) 
68 

Duplicates removed 40 

Titles screened 320 

Titles excluded 235 

Studies included 10+ Others 2 

Total =12 

Abstracts screened 85 

Abstracts excluded 59 

Full text screened 26 

Excluded 16 

 Papers not focused on empowerment 
(10) 

 Papers  focused on hand hygiene in 
health care settings (4) 

 Review papers (2) 
 

  

Figure 4: Preferred Reporting Items for Scoping Reviews flow diagram: Search 

identifying dimensions and indicators evaluating empowerment. 

3.4.1 Characteristics of the included studies 

The systematic search yielded twelve studies on empowerment in WASH. The 

twelve studies employed a broad variety of study designs and data collection methods 

including quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-method studies. The qualitative data 
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collection methods included focus group discussions, interviews, and participatory 

methods. Majority (6) of the studies were conducted in Africa, specifically in Kenya, 

Tanzania, South Africa, and Zimbabwe. The remaining six (6) studies were conducted in 

the US, Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Vietnam and the Marshall Islands. 

With regard to themes explored, five studies focused on access to water and water 

safety (Brinkman, Seekamp, Davenport, & Brehm, 2012; Goodman, Elliott, Gitari, 

Keiser, & Raimer-Goodman, 2016; Hasan, Hicking, & David, 2011; Leahy et al., 2017; 

Leder, Clement, & Karki, 2017), two studies focused on sanitation (Smith, Edwards, & 

Hara-murdock, 2004; van Welie & Romijn, 2018), two studies explored water, sanitation 

and hygiene (Ali & Stevens, 2009; Kema, Komwihangiro, & Kimaro, 2012), two studies 

examined sanitation and hygiene (Hetherington et al., 2017; Waterkeyn and Cairncross, 

2005), and one study focused on water and sanitation (Durgaprasad & Sivaram, 2007). 

Three studies specifically emphasised women’s access to WASH and empowerment 

(Leahy et al., 2017; Leder et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2004). A summary of the charted data 

is presented in appendix A.  

3.4.2 Summary of empowerment dimensions 

Five key interrelated dimensions of empowerment in the WASH sector emerged 

across the twelve (12) studies: access to information, participation, capacity building, 

leadership and accountability, and decision-making and inclusiveness. Most of the studies 

identified multiple dimensions of empowerment though none of them captured all five 

key dimensions. We present a summary of these dimensions, and then describe the levels 

of analysis used (e.g., individual, household, community). 
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3.4.2.1 Access to Information 

Access to WASH information was identified as a dimension of empowerment in 

nine (9) studies (Brinkman et al., 2012; Durgaprasad & Sivaram, 2007; Goodman et al., 

2016; Hasan et al., 2011; Hetherington et al., 2017; Kema et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2004; 

van Welie & Romijn, 2018; Waterkeyn & Cairncross, 2005). Access to information 

comprised of activities such as knowledge sharing, awareness creation, and information 

dissemination. Laverack and Wallerstein, (2001) suggest that sufficient knowledge and 

information regarding risks and actionable steps can help ensure collective action around 

safe WASH practices. Principal avenues and means for sharing information included 

community forums, community theatre groups, village health days, workshops, 

classrooms and house-to-house visits (Hasan et al., 2011; Hetherington et al., 2017; 

Kema et al., 2012; Waterkeyn & Cairncross, 2005). Some studies found that sharing of 

information between community members significantly improved awareness and 

improved WASH practices (Hasan et al., 2011; Smith et al., 2004; Waterkeyn & 

Cairncross, 2005). Agency or the ability to choose a type of water or sanitation facility 

that is safe, acceptable, affordable and reliable depends on as information and education.  

While access to information is an essential dimension of empowerment in WASH, issues 

such as lack of adequate communication and transportation inhibit effective information 

sharing, mainly when delivering interventions in rural and remote settings (Fogde, 

Macario, & Carey, 2013; Kema et al., 2012). 

3.4.2.2 Participation 

Nine studies emphasised participation as a critical dimension of empowerment 

(Ali & Stevens, 2009; Durgaprasad & Sivaram, 2007; Hetherington et al., 2017; Kema et 



 

66 

 

al., 2012; Waterkeyn & Cairncross, 2005). Participation broadly captured activities such 

as community engagement, partnerships, and involvement in the design and governance 

of WASH projects. Most of the studies argued that participation could empower 

communities to become equal partners in WASH interventions, and enable communities 

to jointly design and own WASH services(Ali & Stevens, 2009; Smith et al., 2004). For 

example, a study by Ali and Stephen (2009) in Faridpur, Bangladesh demonstrates how 

participatory process led to jointly prepared WASH budgets and plans between 

community members, municipalities and other stakeholders. Other forms of participation 

include collective needs assessment and planning that is used to express opinions, needs, 

and ideas for addressing WASH challenges (Ali & Stevens, 2009; Durgaprasad & 

Sivaram, 2007; Kema et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2004).  

However, participation requires an opportunity structure or the enabling 

environment that recognise the capacity of citizens or communities to work together 

through partnerships, and community engagement. Participation can also occur on a 

spectrum, from merely being present at gatherings, to active engagement and contribution 

through to agenda setting (Cornwall, 2008). Thus, the degree of involvement is of 

relevance in determining the level of outcome but the studies reviewed did not discuss the 

nuances associated with the spectrum of participation.   

3.4.2.3 Capacity Building 

Capacity building was identified in eight studies (Ali & Stevens, 2009; Brinkman 

et al., 2012; Durgaprasad & Sivaram, 2007; Hasan et al., 2011; Hetherington et al., 2017; 

Kema et al., 2012; Leder et al., 2017; van Welie & Romijn, 2018). Capacity building 
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refers to the leveraging of human capital, organizational resources and social capital to 

solve collective problems and improve or maintain wellbeing (Brinkman et al., 2012). In 

some of the studies, greater emphasis was placed on improving WASH knowledge and 

training to enable community members to appreciate local WASH challenges and take 

steps to address them (Brinkman et al., 2012; Hetherington et al., 2017; Kema et al., 

2012). For instance, Kema et al, (2012), found that training key community artisans with 

requisite problem-solving skills to support operation, maintenance and repairs of water 

and sanitation facilities resulted in a continuity of improved basic water and sanitation 

services. In this example, capacity building increased community and citizen agency 

which helped in the continual supply of WASH services. 

3.4.2.4 Leadership and Accountability  

Leadership and accountability was identified in three studies (Durgaprasad & 

Sivaram, 2007; Hetherington et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2004). These three studies 

specifically focused on encouraging people to become active participants in WASH 

programing within their communities. Some studies suggest that when local citizens and 

leaders agree on WASH challenges, then it becomes easier to solve issues through 

community-led initiatives (Brinkman et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2004). For example, 

Durgaprasad and Sivaram 2007 showed that when authorities are committed and 

transparent in their communication around WASH, community members become willing 

to contribute resources towards the provision and maintenance of WASH services. Thus, 

a community partnership in WASH governance initiatives not only increases agency but 

ensures the project appropriateness and acceptability. The structure of this dimension of 

empowerment shows its intertwindness with the other dimensions described above. 
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3.4.2.5 Decision-making  

Two out of the twelve studies reviewed discussed decision making as a dimension 

of empowerment. The limited studies clearly demonstrate that there is less attention given 

to issues regarding decision making within the WASH sector compared to others sectors 

such as agriculture and reproductive health.  Thus, involving stakeholders in decision 

making at different levels within the WASH sector is critical as we strive towards 

“leaving no one behind”. 

Decision-making is a crucial dimension of empowerment that exists in most 

empowerment frameworks. However, marginalised groups including some women are 

often less involved in decision making within the WASH sector (Ali & Stevens, 2009). 

Inclusive decision-making was captured in the form of collective planning, participation 

and opinion sharing in WASH-related decisions. Decision-making can be considered as a 

component of empowerment as well as an outcome of empowerment (Ali & Stevens, 

2009). It is considered a process of empowerment when individuals, including women, 

make inputs into household and community water and sanitation planning issues or 

resolution of WASH problems.  

Decision-making can be an outcome when WASH interventions amplify or create 

avenues to incorporate the voices of individuals and households (again akin to 

understanding where people are placed on the spectrum of participation). Ali and Stephen 

(2009) argued that when local external bodies make decisions, communities do not have 

an opportunity to express their views. As a result, services do not sometimes meet their 

needs. In such cases, services are not appropriately maintained and eventually have 

minimal impact.  
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On the other hand, better outcomes are achieved when those who face poor 

WASH access are involved in the decision-making process (Ali & Stevens, 2009; Leahy 

et al., 2017; Leder et al., 2017). For example, in their study of integrated approaches to 

promoting sanitation in Faridpur, Bangladesh, Ali and Stephen (2009) indicated that 

community involvement in decision-making included women’s representation as well as 

listening to the needs of disabled persons. This led to the allocation of more WASH 

resources on the basis of needs identified by the target beneficiaries. Decision-making 

also enhances agency as those who face WASH risks are able to make purposeful choices 

in finding solutions to their WASH problems. However, decision-making and inclusive 

practices need time and resources, which can act as significant barriers to participating in 

collective action regarding WASH activities  

3.4.3 Women’s empowerment and Levels of Analysis 

Most of the studies identified multiple dimensions of empowerment discussed 

above, but none captured all five key dimensions. Further to this, while most of the 

studies captured empowerment through a generic lens, few examined how access to 

WASH empowers women. We present an overview of these gender-specific 

empowerment studies as well as their level of analysis. 

3.4.3.1 Women’s empowerment in WASH 

Three papers specifically addressed women’s access to WASH and how this leads 

to empowerment (Leahy et al., 2017; Leder et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2004). Decision-

making, self-efficacy, capacity building, participation, leadership, and 

knowledge/information were captured as dimensions that empower women. For example, 

Leahy et al., (2017) found that equipping women with WASH-specific information and 
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knowledge, particularly technical knowledge contributed to them having a voice in 

decision-making in homes as well as communities. Smith et al., (2004) also found that 

project participation by Zulu and Xhosa women empowered them and provided an 

opportunity for them to articulate community needs. The limited number of studies 

reflects the dearth of empirical evidence around gender equity within the WASH sector 

and is one of the most significant gaps identified by this review.  

3.4.3.2 Level of Analysis 

Empowerment was analysed at three main levels: individual, household and 

community levels. Five studies assessed WASH empowerment outcomes at the 

community level (Ali & Stevens, 2009; Brinkman et al., 2012; Durgaprasad & Sivaram, 

2007; Kema et al., 2012; van Welie & Romijn, 2018) while two studies focused on how 

WASH programs promote empowerment at the individual level (Smith et al., 2004; 

Waterkeyn & Cairncross, 2005). One study analysed issues of WASH empowerment at 

the household level by investigating how households could be empowered through safe 

water practices (Goodman et al., 2016). Hetherington et al. (2017) focussed on both 

individual and household levels. Three studies (Hasan et al., 2011; Leahy et al., 2017; 

Leder et al., 2017) focused on household and community levels. The limited number of 

individual and household level analyses contributes to a lack of understanding of gender-

specific empowerment and obstacles. Studies aggregated at the community and other 

higher levels can fail to unpack gender inequalities (Chant, 2015). The limited number of 

individual level studies emphasizes the need for empirical studies that examine the role of 

individual and intra-household forms of resource and agency in promoting empowerment 

and WASH outcomes. There is also a need for understanding empowerment at higher 
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societal levels, such as in government decision-making on WASH at regional and 

national levels. 

 Discussion 3.5

Socially marginalized groups face disproportionately negative impacts of poor 

WASH access (Bisung & Elliott, 2017). Reducing these impacts is a dominant objective 

of WASH interventions, and empowerment is increasingly being recognized as a critical 

part of this process, going beyond technical fixes. However, there is little empirical 

evidence on how to promote empowerment or evaluate WASH interventions based on 

empowerment outcomes. This review summarises the evidence related to empowerment 

in the WASH sector. The review included studies from Kenya, Zimbabwe, South Africa, 

Tanzania, US, Bangladesh, Marshall Islands, India, and Mexico. A majority of the studies 

were conducted in Africa with a focus on Southern and Eastern Africa. The dearth of 

studies suggests both a greater need for studies on empowerment in the WASH sector in 

general and contextually relevant studies that focus on empowerment in different regions.  

This review identified five key interrelated empowerment dimensions that might assist in 

the development of empowerment indicators and measures, and contribute to theory- 

building on the role of empowerment in the WASH sector. Many of these dimensions are 

not only fundamental to the process of empowerment in the WASH sector, but have been 

recognized in other sectors including child health and agriculture  Alkire et al., 2013). 

Access to information was a central dimension of empowerment in WASH, reported by 

the majority (9) of the studies. Quality and timely information that enables more efficient 

decision-making is vital in the WASH sector (Laverack & Wallerstein, 2001; Deepa 

Narayan, 2002). There is the need for adaptable and flexible information channels that 
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are appropriate for the environmental, political, and socio-economic conditions of 

program areas.  

Interestingly, in spite of the dominant role of modern sources of information such 

as television and radio, information sharing and communicating different WASH 

messages was done through community forums, community theatre groups, workshops, 

classrooms, village health days, and house-to-house visits. These community-based 

interactions could also contribute to achieving other empowerment dimensions (e.g., 

capacity building, decision-making). Although information is an important resource, 

having access to information does not result in empowerment if an individual cannot 

make choices towards the realization of goals. For example, an individual might receive 

information or education on the best source of drinking water that is safe, affordable and 

reliable but without the agency or the ability to choose a readily available source, 

empowerment might not be achieved. Resources are significant in ensuring that 

empowerment outcomes are achieved, but they are not always sufficient without 

individual or collective ability to utilize them.   

Figure 3 conceptualises empowerment based on Kabeer’s framework and results 

from this review. Social, economic and cultural conditions give certain individuals or 

groups authority over others in defining and enforcing priorities. Dimensions of 

empowerment are clearly intertwined. For example, social, economic and cultural 

conditions enable an individual or groups to gain agency towards achieving their 

potential.  
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Figure 5: Adopted from Kabeer, 1999 

 

Capacity building includes the ability of individuals or groups to work to solve 

problems of interest, to have their voices heard, and their demands met (Bisung & Elliott, 

2017; Deepa Narayan, 2002). For example, capacity development on technical and non-

technical WASH solutions could go a long way to ensure the sustainability and 

availability of water and sanitation service for all (Bisung, 2015; Visscher, Uytewaal, & 

Verhagen, 2006). 

Further, the ability of individuals or households to choose a type of facility that is 

safe, acceptable, and affordable could be enhanced. Key dimensions of empowerment 

captured in this review demonstrating the enhancement of individuals’ ability to choose 

include participation and decision-making. Participation helps to build confidence, 

promote ownership, and enhance involvement in the decision-making process (Imparato 
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& Ruster, 2003). Participation occurs on a spectrum and substantive participation is 

integral in determining the level of outcomes. Thus, it is closely related to possibilities 

and opportunities for decision making as well as leadership. For example, decision-

making, could involve situations where individuals, including women and marginalized 

individuals or communities, through collective efforts have substantive input into water 

and sanitation planning decisions. 

It is acknowledged that empowerment in one dimension might not necessarily be 

an end in itself but interact with other dimensions to lead to empowerment outcomes 

(Kaur, Sherbinin, & Toure, 2007; Mahmud, Shah, & Becker, 2012; Deepa Narayan, 

2002). Thus, empowerment is experienced from the interaction between resources and 

agency, leading to WASH achievement. This means that WASH achievements are both a 

cause and an outcome of empowerment, such as improved access to safe drinking water 

and sanitation, reduction in water related diseases, healthcare savings, adequate time for 

engaging in economic activities for income, etc. These outcomes represent and can 

enable the realization of an individual's potential for choice. The clear interdependencies 

and overlaps between the different dimensions of empowerment mean that the 

development of an intervention to promote empowerment focusing on a particular 

dimension should not assume that other dimensions will necessarily follow. However, 

separation of dimensions such as resources, agency, and outcomes might be useful in 

identifying policy interventions to support empowerment, and for evaluating WASH 

interventions (Malhotra et al., 2002b). The context of the interventions and the outcomes 

of interest will determine which dimension of empowerment to depend on.  
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  While research about the measurement of empowerment spans several decades, 

there remains considerable scope for investigating the role empowerment plays in 

determining safe WASH outcomes (Gimelli et al., 2018; Taukobong et al., 2016). This 

requires better tools for measuring empowerment for monitoring and evaluating 

interventions. For, example, while all the included studies showed evidence of 

empowerment; none measured empowerment in any quantifiable way or used specific 

quantitative dimensions of empowerment. While qualitative assessment is important due 

to the culturally specific nature of empowerment, quantitative measures can contribute to 

easy evaluation and communication of findings. For example, a study conducted in East 

Africa by Stephanie Spaid Miedema et al., (2018) demonstrated the used of Demographic 

and Health Survey (DHS) data to compare relationships between human or social assets, 

women’s gendered attitudes and beliefs (intrinsic agency), and the extent of women’s 

participation in household decision-making across five East African countries.   

A majority of the studies focused strictly on community-level assessment of 

empowerment while one study (Goodman et al., 2016) focused on the household level.  

However, following the formulation of the SDGs, debates on water and sanitation 

security have emphasized the need to use more inclusive perspectives to consider 

inequities that might not be addressed through only infrastructure-related measures 

(Aleixo, Pena, Heller, & Rezende, 2019). This review makes it clear that the lack of 

studies addressing individual and household levels of WASH empowerment and gender 

inequity is one of the most significant gaps. We argue that a focus on intra-household and 

individual level analysis would increase understanding of empowerment in the WASH 

sector. This is particularly important for understanding women’s empowerment, and 
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power relations between men and women within a household, which might be hidden in 

aggregated data (Mosedale, 2005). Understanding the process of empowerment, the 

dimensions that affect different disempowered groups, and the extent to which WASH 

interventions can help empower these groups remain unclear (Sweetman & Medland, 

2017). WASH interventions can contribute to change in gender relations in broader 

society if practitioners move beyond a narrow focus on provision of infrastructure and 

include a greater emphasis on social and cultural relations within gender mainstreaming. 

To achieve the SDG's universal coverage target for WASH, programs must recognise and 

empower the most disadvantaged groups (Routray et al., 2017b). 

There are some strengths and limitations of this review worth acknowledging. 

Regarding strengths, the use of broad search terms as recommended by Arksey and 

O’Malley (2005) ensured an extensive search of the literature. Further, including both 

qualitative and quantitative studies added both breadth and depth to the evidence 

presented. With regards to the limitations of this study, we did not perform quality 

assessment of the individual studies. Also, the included articles were restricted to those 

published in English, and in peer-reviewed journals. This might have led to other 

essential studies being excluded. In addition, studies that examined dimensions of 

empowerment, such as decision-making, without using the term empowerment in the 

study were not included (e.g., Hirai et al., 2018; Routray et al., 2017). Finally, the 

heterogeneity in study designs limited our ability to make adequate cross study 

comparisons. 
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 Conclusion 3.6

The findings of this literature review suggest that empowerment has a role in 

promoting equitable WASH services. A total of twelve (12) studies were identified. Five 

major interrelated empowerment dimensions were identified among them. These 

dimensions were access to information, participation, capacity building, leadership and 

accountability, and decision-making. The findings indicate multiple but related 

dimensions of empowerment as well as multiple levels for analyzing or promoting 

empowerment. They show that empowerment can be both a cause and an outcome of 

successful gender sensitive WASH programs. These empowerment dimensions are 

therefore important for better understanding of how to design and implement appropriate 

and equitable WASH, and contribute to links SDGs on gender (5) and other inequalities 

(10). However, the limited number of studies identified, despite the importance of gender 

relations in the WASH domain, indicates empowerment has been under-researched. In 

particular, more research is needed to understanding the processes of empowerment at the 

intra-household level, where important decisions are made, such as spending on water or 

sanitation services. A greater understanding of dimensions of empowerment in different 

cultural contexts will inform strengthening of WASH interventions to achieve gender and 

social equality outcomes, and improve tracking of progress towards universal access over 

time.  

 

 

 



 

78 

 

Reference 

Adhikari, B., Mishra, S. R., & Raut, S. (2016). Rebuilding Earthquake Struck Nepal 

through Community Engagement. Frontiers in Public Health, 4(June), 13–16. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2016.00121 

Agarwal, B. (2007). Gender Inequality, Cooperation, And Environmental Sustainability. 

In Inequality, Cooperation, and Environmental Sustainability. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv301grk.14 

Akter, T., & Ali, A. M. (2014). Factors influencing knowledge and practice of hygiene in 

water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) programme areas of Bangladesh Rural 

Advancement Committee. Rural and Remote Health. 

Aleixo, B., Pena, J. L., Heller, L., & Rezende, S. (2019). Infrastructure is a necessary but 

insufficient condition to eliminate inequalities in access to water: Research of a rural 

community intervention in Northeast Brazil. Science of the Total Environment, 

652(October), 1445–1455. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2018.10.202 

Ali, M., & Stevens, L. (2009). Integrated approaches to promoting sanitation: A case 

study of Faridpur, Bangladesh. Desalination, 248(1–3), 1–7. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.desal.2008.05.030 

Alsop, R., Bertelsen, M. F., & Holland, J. (2006a). Empowerment in Practice: From 

Analysis to Implementation. The World Bank. https://doi.org/10.1596/978-0-8213-

6450-5 

Alsop, R., Bertelsen, M., & Holland, J. (2006b). Empowerment in Practice : From 



 

79 

 

Analysis to Implementation. Directions in Development. Washington, DC: World 

Bank. 

Alsop, R., & Heinsohn, N. (2005). Measuring Empowerment in Practice: Structuring 

Analysis and Framing Indicators. https://doi.org/10.1596/1813-9450-3510 

Arksey, H., & O’Malley, L. (2005). Scoping studies: towards a methodological 

framework. International Journal Social Research Methodology, 8(1), 19–32. 

Asutifi North District Assembly. (2018). Water sanitation and hygiene (WASH) 

Masterplan. Kenyasi. 

Awuah, E., Nyarko, K. B., & Owusu, P. A. (2009). Water and sanitation in Ghana. 

Desalination. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.desal.2008.05.088 

Bakker, L., & Brakel, W. H. Van. (2012). Empowerment Assessment tools in People 

with Disabilities in Developing Countries . A systematic literature review 

Empowerment Assessment tools in People with Disabilities in Developing Countries 

. A systematic literature review. Leprosy Review, 83(March), 129–153. 

Banks, B., & Furey, S. (2016). What’s Working, Where, and for How Long. A 2016 

Water Point Update to the RWSN. 7th RWSN Forum. 

https://doi.org/10.1021/es402086n.Fisher 

Bisung, E. (2015). Social capital, collective action and the water-health nexus in rural 

Kenya. Geography. 

Bisung, E., & Elliott, S. J. (2017). Psychosocial impacts of the lack of access to water and 



 

80 

 

sanitation in low- and middle-income countries: A scoping review. Journal of Water 

and Health, 15(1), 17–30. 

Bisung, E., Elliott, S. J., Abudho, B., Karanja, D. M., & Schuster-Wallace, C. J. (2015). 

Using Photovoice as a Community Based Participatory Research Tool for Changing 

Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene Behaviours in Usoma, Kenya. BioMed Research 

International. https://doi.org/10.1155/2015/903025 

Boateng, J. D., Brown, C. K., & Tenkorang, E. Y. (2013). Socio-economic status of 

women and its influence on their participation in rural water supply projects in 

Ghana. International Journal of Development and Sustainability. 

Braimah, C. A., & Kheni, N. . (2013). Institutional framework and challenges in small 

towns’ water supply in Ghana \n. International Journal of Development and 

Sustainability, 2(4), 2311–2323. Retrieved from http://isdsnet.com/ijds-v2n4-10.pdf 

Braun, V.; Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative 

Research in Psychology,. Journal of Chemical Information and Modeling. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781107415324.004 

Brinkman, E., Seekamp, E., Davenport, M. A., & Brehm, J. M. (2012). Community 

capacity for watershed conservation: A quantitative assessment of indicators and 

core dimensions. Environmental Management, 50(4), 736–749. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s00267-012-9922-6 

Castleden, H., Crooks, V. A., & Van Meerveld, I. (2015). Examining the public health 

implications of drinking water-related behaviours and perceptions: A face-to-face 



 

81 

 

exploratory survey of residents in eight coastal communities in British Columbia 

and Nova Scotia. Canadian Geographer. https://doi.org/10.1111/cag.12169 

Chant, S. (2015). Women, girls and world poverty: empowerment, equality or 

essentialism? International Development Planning Review, 38(1), 1–24. 

https://doi.org/10.3828/idpr.2016.1 

Cleaver, F. (2005). The inequality of social capital and the reproduction of chronic 

poverty. World Development. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2004.09.015 

Cornwall, A. (2008). Unpacking “Participation” Models, meanings and practices. 

Community Development Journal, 43(3), 269–283. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/cdj/bsn010 

Cornwall, A., & Anyidoho, N. A. (2010). Introduction: Women’s empowerment: 

Contentions and contestations. Development, 53(2), 144–149. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/dev.2010.34 

Creswell, J. W. (2013). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 

approaches (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc. 

Creswell, J. W. (2014). A concise introduction to mixed methods research. Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Sage.  

Daley, K., Castleden, H., Jamieson, R., Furgal, C., & Ell, L. (2014). Municipal water 

quantities and health in Nunavut households: An exploratory case study in coral 

Harbour, Nunavut, Canada. International Journal of Circumpolar Health. 

https://doi.org/10.3402/ijch.v73.23843 



 

82 

 

Davis, J., White, G., Damodaron, S., & Thorsten, R. (2008). Improving access to water 

supply and sanitation in urban India: Microfinance for water and sanitation 

infrastructure development. Water Science and Technology. 

https://doi.org/10.2166/wst.2008.671 

Dhatt, R., Theobald, S., Buzuzi, S., Ros, B., Vong, S., Muraya, K., … Jackson, C. (2017). 

The role of women’s leadership and gender equity in leadership and health system 

strengthening. Global Health, Epidemiology and Genomics. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/gheg.2016.22 

District Planning Coordinating Unit Kenyasi. (2014). District medium-term development 

plan. 

Durgaprasad, & Sivaram. (2007). Good governance and HRD: case studies of user 

managed safe drinking water and health projects in India. Asia-Pacific Journal of 

Rural Development, 17(1), 95-112. 

Ewerling, F., Lynch, J. W., Victora, C. G., van Eerdewijk, A., Tyszler, M., & Barros, A. 

J. D. (2017). The SWPER index for women’s empowerment in Africa: development 

and validation of an index based on survey data. The Lancet Global Health, 5(9), 

e916–e923. 

Ewerling, F., Victora, C. G., van Eerdewijk, A., Tyszler, M., Lynch, J. W., & Barros, A. 

J. D. (2017). Measuring women’s empowerment: a need for context and caution – 

Authors’ reply. The Lancet Global Health. https://doi.org/10.1016/s2214-

109x(17)30461-8 



 

83 

 

Fisher, J., Cavill, S., & Reed, B. (2017). Mainstreaming gender in the WASH sector: 

dilution or distillation? Gender and Development, 25(2), 185–204. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13552074.2017.1331541 

Fogde, M., Macario, L., & Carey, K. (2013). The matter is not if, but when and where: 

The role of capacity development in disaster risk reduction aiming for a sustainable 

water supply and sanitation. In F. G. Renaud, K. Sudmeier-Rieux, & E. Marisol 

(Eds.), The Role of Ecosystems in Disaster Risk Reduction (pp. 270–290). Tokyo: 

United Nations University Press. 

Ghana Statistical Service. (2014). 2010 Population & Housing Census. District 

Analytical Report: Asutifi North District. Accra. 

Gimelli, F. M., Bos, J. J., & Rogers, B. C. (2018). Fostering equity and wellbeing through 

water: A reinterpretation of the goal of securing access. World Development. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2017.10.033 

Gleitsmann, B. A., Kroma, M. M., & Steenhuis, T. (2007). Analysis of a rural water 

supply project in three communities in Mali: Participation and sustainability. 

Natural Resources Forum. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1477-8947.2007.00144.x 

Goodman, M., Elliott, A., Gitari, S., Keiser, P. H., & Raimer-Goodman, L. A. (2016). 

Improved water and household water purification practices among orphans and 

vulnerable children in a multi-sectoral empowerment program in Eastern province, 

Kenya. Journal of Water and Health, 14(3), 513–527. 

https://doi.org/10.2166/wh.2016.230 



 

84 

 

Government of Ghana. LOCAL GOVERNMENT ACT, Act 462, Surveyor § (1993). 

https://doi.org/10.1080/18324460.1914.10439351 

Grebmer, K., Bernstein, J., de Waal, A., Prasai, N., Yin, S., & Yohannes, Y. (2015). 

UNICEF and WHO, 2015 Update and MDG Assessment - Progress on Sanitation 

and Drinking Water. 

Green, J., & Thorogood, N. (2013). Qualitative methods for health research. (J. Seaman, 

Ed.) (3rd ed.). London: SAGE. 

Gupta, P., & Obani, J. (2016). Human security and access to water, sanitation, and 

hygiene: exploring the drivers and nexus. In P.-W. C, G. J, & B. A (Eds.), Handbook 

on Water Security (pp. 201–214). Edward Elgar. 

Harryson, L., Aléx, L., & Hammarström, A. (2016). “I have surly passed a limit, it is 

simply too much”: Women’s and men’s experiences of stress and wellbeing when 

living within a process of housework resignation. BMC Public Health. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-016-2920-5 

Hasan, T. J., Hicking, A., & David, J. (2011). Empowering rural communities: Simple 

Water Safety Plans. Water Science and Technology: Water Supply, 11(3), 309–317. 

https://doi.org/10.2166/ws.2011.051 

Haysom, A. (2006). A Study of the Factors Affecting Sustainability of Rural Water 

Supplies in Tanzania. Water Aid Tanzania. 

Hetherington, E., Eggers, M., Wamoyi, J., Hatfield, J., Manyama, M., Kutz, S., & 

Bastien, S. (2017). Participatory science and innovation for improved sanitation and 



 

85 

 

hygiene: process and outcome evaluation of project SHINE, a school-based 

intervention in Rural Tanzania. BMC Public Health, 17(1), 1–15. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-017-4100-7 

Hirai, M., Kelsey, A., Mattson, K., Cronin, A. A., Mukerji, S., & Graham, J. P. (2018). 

Determinants of toilet ownership among rural households in six eastern districts of 

Indonesia. Journal of Water Sanitation and Hygiene for Development, 

washdev2018010. https://doi.org/10.2166/washdev.2018.010 

Ibrahim, S., & Alkire, S. (2007). Agency and empowerment: A proposal for 

internationally comparable indicators. Oxford Development Studies. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13600810701701897 

Imparato, I., & Ruster, J. (2003). Slum upgrading and participation: Lessons from Latin 

America. World Bank. 

Kabeer, N. (1999a). Resources, agency, achievements: Reflections on the measurement 

of women’s empowerment. Development and Change, 30, 435–464. 

Kabeer, N. (1999b). Resources, agency, achievements: Reflections on the measurement 

of women’s empowerment. Development and Change, 30(3), 435–464. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-7660.00125 

Kabeer, N. (2005). Gender equality and women’s empowerment: A critical analysis of 

the third Millennium Development Goal. Gender and Development, 13(1), 13–24. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13552070512331332273 

Kabeer, N. (2011). Between Affiliation and Autonomy : Navigating Pathways of Women 



 

86 

 

’ s Empowerment and Gender Justice in Rural. Development and Change, 42(2), 

499–528. 

Kaur, A., Sherbinin, A. de, & Toure, A. (2007). Women’s Economic Empowerment: 

Meeting the Needs of Impoverished Women. New York City. 

Kema, K. M., Komwihangiro, J., & Kimaro, S. (2012). Integrated community based child 

survival, reproductive health and water and sanitation program in Mkuranga district, 

Tanzania: a replicable model of good practices in community based health care. The 

Pan African Medical Journal, 13 Suppl 1(Supp 1), 11. 

Kevany, K., & Huisingh, D. (2013). A review of progress in empowerment of women in 

rural water management decision-making processes. Journal of Cleaner Production, 

60, 53–64. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2013.03.041 

Laverack, G. (2007). Health Promotion Practice: Building Empowered Communities. 

Open University Press, 13(1), 8–9. https://doi.org/10.1177/1524839909335657 

Laverack, G., & Wallerstein, N. (2001). Measuring community empowerment: A fresh 

look at organizational domains. Health Promotion International, 16(2), 179–185. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/heapro/16.2.179 

Leahy, C., Winterford, K., Nghiem, T., Kelleher, J., Leong, L., & Willetts, J. (2017). 

Transforming gender relations through water, sanitation, and hygiene programming 

and monitoring in Vietnam. Gender and Development, 25(2), 283–301. 

Leder, S., Clement, F., & Karki, E. (2017). Reframing women’s empowerment in water 

security programmes in Western Nepal. Gender and Development, 25(2), 235–251. 



 

87 

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13552074.2017.1335452 

Lindacher, V., Curbach, J., Warrelmann, B., Brandstetter, S., & Loss, J. (2018). 

Evaluation of Empowerment in Health Promotion Interventions: A Systematic 

Review. Evaluation and the Health Professions, 41(3), 351–392. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0163278716688065 

Luke, N., Xu, H., & Thampi, B. V. (2014). Husbands’ participation in housework and 

child care in India. Journal of Marriage and Family. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12108 

M.A. Zimmerman. (1995). Psychological Empowerment: Issues and Illustrations. 

American Journal of Community Psychology, 23(5), 581–599. 

Mahmud, S., Shah, N., & Becker, S. (2012). Measurement of Women’s Empowerment in 

Rural Bangladesh. World Development, 40(3), 610To – 619. 

Malhotra, A., Schuler, S. R., & Boender, C. (2002a). Measuring women’s empowerment 

as a variable in International Development. Background Paper Prepared for the 

World Bank Workshop on Poverty and Gender: New Perspectives, 71–88. Retrieved 

from http://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=BzXyApyTGOYC&pgis=1 

Malhotra, A., Schuler, S. R., & Boender, C. (2002b). Measuring Women’s Empowerment 

as a Variable in International Development. Washington, DC. 

Mariwah, S. (2018). Sanitation: the neglected Siamese twin of water in achieving the 

millennium development goals (MDGs) in Ghana. GeoJournal. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10708-016-9765-4 



 

88 

 

Mcguckin, M., Storr, J., Longtin, Y., Allegranzi, B., & Pittet, D. (2011). Patient 

Empowerment and Multimodal Hand Hygiene Promotion: A Win-Win Strategy. 

American Journal of Medical Quality, 26(1), 10–17. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1062860610373138 

Mekonnen, M., & Hoekstra, A. Y. (2016). Four billion people facing severe water 

scarcity. Science Advances, 2(2), e1500323. 

Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation: 

Revised and expanded from qualitative research and case study applications in 

education. Journal of Chemical Information and Modeling. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781107415324.004 

Miedema, S. S., Haardörfer, R., Girard, A. W., & Yount, K. M. (2018). Women’s 

empowerment in East Africa: Development of a cross-country comparable measure. 

World Development, 110, 453–464. 

Monney, I., & Antwi-Agyei, P. (2018). Beyond the MDG water target to universal water 

coverage in Ghana: the key transformative shifts required. Journal of Water 

Sanitation and Hygiene for Development, 8(2), 127–141. 

https://doi.org/10.2166/washdev.2018.176 

Mosedale, S. (2005). Policy arena assessing women’s empowerment: Towards a 

conceptual framework. J Int Dev, 17, 243–257. https://doi.org/10.1002/jid.1212 

Mosler, H. J. (2012). A systematic approach to behavior change interventions for the 

water and sanitation sector in developing countries: A conceptual model, a review, 



 

89 

 

and a guideline. International Journal of Environmental Health Research. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09603123.2011.650156 

Narayan, Deepa. (2002). Empowerment and Poverty Reduction : A Sourcebook. World 

Bank. Washington, DC: World Bank Publications. 

Narayan, Deepa. (2005). Conceptual Frameworks and Methodological Challenges. 

(Deepa Narayan, Ed.), Measuring empowerment: Cross-disciplinary perspectives. 

https://doi.org/10.1596/0-8213-6057-4 

Narayan, Deeper. (2002). Empowerment and Poverty Reduction. Empowerment and 

Poverty Reduction. Washington, DC: World Bank. https://doi.org/10.1596/0-8213-

5166-4 

Neergaard, M. A., Olesen, F., Andersen, R. S., & Sondergaard, J. (2009). Qualitative 

description - the poor cousin of health research? BMC Medical Research 

Methodology. https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2288-9-52 

Nightingale, A. (2003). Nature-society and development: Social, cultural and ecological 

change in Nepal. Geoforum. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0016-7185(03)00026-5 

O’Reilly, K. (2004). Developing contradictions: Women’s participation as a site of 

struggle within an indian ngo. Professional Geographer. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0033-0124.2004.05602003.x 

Peal, A., Evans, B., & Voorden, C. Van Der. (2010). Hygiene and sanitation software : 

an overview of approaches. Water Supply. 



 

90 

 

Pham, M. T., Rajić, A., Greig, J. D., Sargeant, J. M., Papadopoulos, A., & McEwen, S. 

A. (2014). A scoping review of scoping reviews: advancing the approach and 

enhancing the consistency. Research Synthesis Methods, 5(4), 371–385. 

Prüss, A., Kay, D., Fewtrell, L., & Bartram, J. (2002). Estimating the burden of disease 

from water, sanitation, and hygiene at a global level. Environmental Health 

Perspectives, 110(5), 537–542. https://doi.org/10.1289/ehp.110-1240845 

Reed, B., Coates, S., & Parry-Jones, S. (2007). Infrastructure for all: Meeting the needs 

of both men and women in development projects - a practical guide for engineers, 

technicians and project managers. Loughborough: WEDC, Loughborough 

University. 

Ritchie, J., Lewis, J., Nicholls, C. M., & Ormston, R. (2013). The foundation of 

qualitative research. Qualitative Research Practice: A Guide for Social Science 

Students and Researchers. 

Routray, P., Torondel, B., Clasen, T., & Schmidt, W.-P. (2017a). Women’s role in 

sanitation decision making in rural coastal Odisha, India. PLOS ONE, 12(5), 

e0178042. 

Routray, P., Torondel, B., Clasen, T., & Schmidt, W. P. (2017b). Women’s role in 

sanitation decision making in rural coastal Odisha, India. PLoS ONE. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0178042 

Rowlands, J. (1997). Questioning Empowerment: Working with women in Honduras. 

Questioning Empowerment. https://doi.org/10.3362/9780855988364.000 



 

91 

 

S. Alkire, R. Meinzen-Dick, A. Peterman, A.R. Quisumbing, G. Seymour, A. V. (2013). 

The Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index. World Development, 52, 71–91. 

Schweitzer, R., Grayson, C., & Lockwood, H. (2014a). Gender Analysis Snapshot 

(GAS), (May), 2014. 

Schweitzer, R., Grayson, C., & Lockwood, H. (2014b). Mapping of water, sanitation and 

hygiene sustainability tools. Triple-S Working Papers. 

https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.1.4812.8725 

Sen, A. K. (1999). Development as freedom: Introduction. Oxford Journals. 

https://doi.org/10.1215/0961754X-9-2-350 

Sheuya, S. A. (2008). ). Improving the health and lives of people living in slums. New 

York Academy of Sciences, 1136(1), 298–306. 

Smith, M. A., Edwards, M. J. O., & Hara-murdock, P. O. (2004). Health Promotion and 

Disease Prevention Through Sanitation Education in South African Zulu and Xhosa 

Women. J Transcult Nurs, 15(1), 62–68. https://doi.org/10.1177/1043659603259972 

Stevenson, E. G. J., Ambelu, A., Caruso, B. A., Tesfaye, Y., & Freeman, M. C. (2016). 

Community water improvement, household water insecurity, and women’s 

psychological distress: An intervention and control study in Ethiopia. PLoS ONE. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0153432 

Sultana, F. (2011). Suffering for water, suffering from water: Emotional geographies of 

resource access, control, and conflict. Geoforum, 42(2), 163–172. 



 

92 

 

Sweetman, C., & Medland, L. (2017). Introduction: gender and water, sanitation and 

hygiene. Gender and Development, 25(2), 153–166. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13552074.2017.1349867 

Taukobong, H. F. G., Kincaid, M. M., Levy, J. K., Bloom, S. S., Platt, J. L., Henry, S. K., 

& Darmstadt, G. L. (2016). Does addressing gender inequalities and empowering 

women and girls improve health and development programme outcomes? Health 

Policy and Planning, 31(10), 1492–1514. https://doi.org/10.1093/heapol/czw074 

Thakur, J. K., Thakur, R. K., Ramanathan, A., Kumar, M., & Singh, S. K. (2010). 

Arsenic Contamination of Groundwater in Nepal—An Overview. Water, 3(1), 1–20. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/w3010001 

UN. (2015). Implementing Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH). Information Brief. 

UNICEF. (2017). Gender-Responsive Water, Sanitation and Hygiene: Key elements for 

effective WASH programming. New York City. 

UNICEF, & WHO. (2017). Progress on Drinking Water, Sanitation and Hygiene. 

https://doi.org/10.1111 / tmi.12329 

United Nation (UN). (2017). The Sustainable Development Goals Report. United 

Nations, 1–56. https://doi.org/10.18356/3405d09f-en 

Van Houweling, E. (2015). “A Good Wife Brings Her Husband Bath Water”: Gender 

Roles and Water Practices in Nampula, Mozambique. Society and Natural 

Resources. https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920.2015.1095377 



 

93 

 

van Welie, M. J., & Romijn, H. A. (2018). NGOs fostering transitions towards 

sustainable urban sanitation in low-income countries: Insights from Transition 

Management and Development Studies. Environmental Science and Policy, 

84(July), 250–260. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2017.08.011 

Visscher, J. T., Uytewaal, E., & Verhagen, J. (2006). Gaining insight into capacity 

development at the intermediate level. Background paper for the Symposium on 

Sustainable Water Supply and Sanitation: Strengthening Capacity for Local 

Governance. 

Waterkeyn, J., & Cairncross, S. (2005). Creating demand for sanitation and hygiene 

through Community Health Clubs: A cost-effective intervention in two districts in 

Zimbabwe. Social Science and Medicine, 61(9), 1958–1970. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2005.04.012 

WHO/ UNICEF JMP. (2015). Key Facts from Joint Monitoring Programme 2015. 

WHO. (2017). Safely managed drinking water - thematic report on drinking water 2017. 

World Health Organization. 

WHO & UNICEF. (2017). Progress on Drinking Water , Sanitation and Hygiene. Launch 

Version July 12 Main Report Progress on Drinking Water , Sanitation and Hygiene. 

WHO, & UN-Water. (2012). UN-Water Global Analysis and Assessment of Sanitation 

and Drinking-Water: The Challenge of Extending and Sustaining Services. UN 

Water Report. 

World Water Assessment Programme (WWAP). (2015). The United Nations World 



 

94 

 

Water Development Report 2015: Water for a Sustainable World, Facts and Figures. 

UN Water Report, 138. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1366-7017(02)00004-1 

Wutich, A. (2009). Intrahousehold disparities in women and men’s experiences of water 

insecurity and emotional distress in urban Bolivia. Medical Anthropology Quarterly. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1548-1387.2009.01072.x 

Zimmerman, M. A. (1995). Psychological empowerment: Issue and illustrations. 

American Journal of Community Psychology, 23(5), 581–599. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02506983 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

95 

 

Chapter 4 “they will listen to women who speak but it ends there”: Understanding 

the meaning and dimensions of the concept of empowerment from community 

stakeholders in the Asutifi North District of Ghana. 

 Abstract  4.1

Gender plays a vital role in shaping access to and governance of water, sanitation, 

and hygiene (WASH) resources. The purpose of this study is to explore the meanings of 

gender empowerment in the WASH sector from the perspective of local stakeholders in 

the Asutifi North District, Ghana. A qualitative approach was employed by the study, 

which involved fifteen (15) informant interviews with community leaders, local 

government professionals, and WASH practitioners. Data were analyzed thematically. 

The results indicate that participants conceptualized empowerment in terms of four major 

themes: 1) availability of resources; 2) WASH information; 3) social and cultural factors, 

and 4) agency. Participants defined empowerment as a multifaceted process that is 

shaped by the physical, social, cultural, as well as political environments within their 

local communities. The findings of the study would provide researchers and practitioners 

with a greater understanding of the dimensions of empowerment that are relevant for 

strengthening WASH interventions and practices, as well as tracking progress towards 

gender inclusive outcomes.  
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 Introduction 4.2

There has been growing understanding of gender disparities in recent decades, 

with women’s empowerment being recognized as critical in reducing gender disparities 

and their related adverse outcomes across all sectors including the water, sanitation, and 

hygiene (WASH) sector. Recognizing the importance of WASH for human wellbeing and 

gender equity, the recently adopted Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) target 

universal access to WASH by 2030, and commit to paying particular attention to the 

WASH needs of women, girls, and populations in vulnerable situations.  SDG 5 is also 

geared towards achieving gender equity and empowering all across the world (United 

Nation (UN), 2017). In many contexts,  prevalent social norms assign the majority of 

water collection roles to women in many low and middle-income countries (Fisher, 

Cavill, & Reed, 2017). This result in women often bearing more costs associated with 

household water and sanitation insecurity, such as higher exposure to water-related 

disease, discriminatory taboos, and unrealized economic productivity (Gupta & Obani, 

2016).  

While the provision of WASH facilities is essential for addressing disparities, it 

does not address inequities in control of water resources. Thus, even though tracking 

WASH progress involves assessing technical services and infrastructure, social and 

cultural factors (i.e., social capital, social status, and socially constructed gender roles) 

should not be relegated to the background as we strive towards achieving gender 

empowerment as a developmental goal (Akter & Ali, 2014; Leahy et al., 2017). 

The importance of gender empowerment for development has resulted in the 

creation of a range of tools and approaches that measure empowerment. For instance, 
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several aggregate national indices and tools (e.g., Gender Empowerment Measure 

(GEM), Gender Inequality Index (GII), and Gender Development Index (GDI), have been 

developed to capture changes in gender disparities at the national level. What these tools 

are missing is their limited ability to capture power and social disposition, which are 

critical to understanding gender empowerment ( Narayan, 2005).  

4.2.1 The Empowerment in WASH Index (EWI) 

Exploring how individuals understand and experience empowerment and what 

outcomes are derived from being empowered is essential to designing, implementing, and 

monitoring WASH interventions. In 2018, a newly developed tool for examining WASH 

empowerment outcomes, the Empowerment in WASH Index (EWI) (see table , was pilot 

tested in Ghana and Burkina Faso by International Reference Centre (IRC), a non-

governmental organization for WASH, in collaboration with a team of researchers from 

Queen’s University and Stockholm Environment Institute. The EWI aims to enable 

WASH practitioners measure and monitor gender outcomes, empowerment, and 

inclusivity in WASH-related interventions, particularly in low and middle-income 

countries (LMICs). EWI could serve as a diagnostic tool to identify WASH constraints, 

such as identifying priority disempowering social and cultural factors. It could also be 

used to monitor gender outcomes related to WASH, such as women’s empowerment 

under WASH interventions, as well as evaluate the effectiveness of WASH interventions.  

In developing the EWI, concept mapping with local stakeholders in Ghana and 

Burkina Faso and a scoping review were conducted to uncover critical indicators of 

empowerment across multiple levels (individual, household, and community). Twelve 
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(12) interrelated indicators were identified and used to develop the EWI (figure 2 on page 

23).  

Although a standardized quantitative measure such as the EWI is important for 

identifying levels of empowerment in a straight forward way, the index like all 

quantitative measures is not able to adequately capture the nuances of the concept of 

empowerment. To address this gap and complement the EWI, this paper examines local 

stakeholders’ understandings and experiences of empowerment in the Asutifi North 

District of Ghana.  The meaning of empowerment within the WASH sector remains 

unclear, partly because the ways in which empowerment  manifests itself differ across 

sectors, change over time, and might not be directly observable (Ewerling, Victora, et al., 

2017; Kevany & Huisingh, 2013; Schweitzer, Grayson, & Lockwood, 2014b) . In 

addition, evidence suggests that women and men might conceptualize empowerment 

differently across contexts (Cleaver, 2005; Cornwall & Anyidoho, 2010; Nightingale, 

2003). Based on these challenges with the definition of empowerment, a contextual 

understanding of empowerment will better inform appropriate empowerment approaches 

or strategies that might work better in specific contexts.  This is needed for successful 

implementation of WASH programs and interventions that are aimed at empowering 

individuals and communities.   

4.2.2 Conceptual framework 

Empowerment has been defined in different ways, but commonly draws on 

concepts of agency, choices, opportunities, resources, and power (Alsop & Heinsohn, 

2005; Ibrahim & Alkire, 2007; Rowlands, 1997; Sen, 1999).  This paper draws on 

Kabeer’s definition of empowerment: “processes by which those who have been denied 
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the ability to make choices acquire such ability” (Keeber, 2005, p.13; 1999, p. 435). Naila 

Kabeer further explored empowerment through three interconnected dimensions: 

resources, agency, and achievement (see figure 1). Kabeer’s empowerment framework 

depicts empowerment as a dynamic process, in which resources are acquired by 

individuals to enable them to develop the capacity to articulate preferences and the 

capacity to make decisions to fulfill their potentials. In her view, resources include both 

material resources as well as human and social resources which enhance an individual's 

ability to choose (Kabeer, 1999a, 2005). Thus, resources are the channels through which 

agency is exercised.  Agency indicates the ability to define and act on one’s or shared 

goals to put them into effect (Kabeer, 1999a, 2005). The last dimension, achievement, 

represents the failure or realization of an individual's potential to live the life or wellbeing 

outcome they want (Kabeer, 1999a, 2005). The three dimensions interact across space 

and at multiple levels.  

 

Figure 1: Kabeer's Empowerment Framework (Kabeer, 1999a) 
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 Method 4.3

A qualitative design was used for this study. Qualitative research is often used to 

explore and understand the meaning of complex issues(Creswell, 2013). Qualitative 

techniques also help to understand the human realities of a situation within a given 

context (Green & Thorogood, 2013). The strength of qualitative research is that it 

provides narrative information about different issues (e.g., human perception, beliefs, and 

social norms), and it provides an opportunity for the participants to describe the situation 

in their own words (Creswell, 2013).   

This design was suitable for the study because it attempts to provide a rich 

account of how people interpret their personal experiences, construct their worlds, and 

attribute meaning to their experiences(Neergaard et al., 2009).  

4.3.1 Study context 

The study was conducted in the Asutifi North District located in the Ahafo 

Region (middle belt) of Ghana. The district’s population according to the Ghana 

Statistical Service (Asutifi North District report) is 62,816 people, with most (68%) 

people residing in rural areas (Asutifi North District Report, 2018). Large scale mining in 

the district has led to a growing service sector though subsistence agriculture remains 

dominant (Asutifi North District Assembly, 2018).  Overall, about 15% of the district 

population does not have access to basic water services. Households without access to 

basic drinking water, however, use water from a variety of unsafe sources including 

rivers, streams, unprotected wells and springs, dugouts, or tanker services (Ghana 

Statistical Service, 2014). Further, whereas 42% of rural residents have access to 
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improved communal water facilities, only 61% of them are able to make a return trip of 

water collection within 30 minutes (Asutifi North District Assembly, 2018).   

Rural households (50.5%) primarily use shared public toilet facilities in the 

district. However, about 60% of public facilities in the district do not meet the threshold 

of basic sanitation (Asutifi North District Assembly, 2018). Five percent of the 

population practices open defecation in bushes and fields (Ghana Statistical Service, 

2014). 

In response to the WASH inadequacies faced by the Asutifi North District, a 

WASH master plan has been developed that sets out key targets and strategies to ensure 

every household gets access to safe water and sanitation by 2030 (Asutifi North District 

Assembly, 2018). The local government, non-governmental organizations, and local 

authorities support the master plan. The study context is therefore well suited for this 

study because it is a pilot district selected by IRC for interventions aimed at achieving 

universal access to water and sanitation by 2030. IRC contribute to the district master 

plan by policies that will inform the creation of the needed enabling environment for 

achieving the goal of the district master plan. Furthermore, IRC works with community 

partners to train sanitation and hygiene promotion groups as well as train individuals’ to 

acquire technical skills for the repair and maintenance of WASH facilities.  It also 

conducts training and capacity building for district partners; and work with partners on 

WASH advocacy issues related to governance and sustainability. 

4.3.2 Participants and Recruitment 

 Data was collected through interviews with local stakeholders. For this study, we 

considered local stakeholders as key informants based on expertise and experiences in 
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WASH-related activities such as community mobilizing and involvement in local 

governance. The final key informants included leaders of local women’s groups (2), 

persons with disability groups (3), youth group (1), member of community resettlement 

committee (1), Community health service (1), local government agencies (3), and local 

authorities (4).  Convenience sampling was used to recruit the participants for the 

interview. This sampling technique helped to derive a sample of individuals who were 

willing and able to share their experiences with the phenomenon of interest (Creswell, 

2013). The approximate number of participants for the key informant interview was 

targeted at 12. However, data saturation was reached after interviewing the 15 

participants(Creswell, 2013).  

Prior to recruitment, invitation letters were sent to the Asutifi North District 

Assembly. The district assembly circulated the study information to groups and partner 

authorities working within the WASH sector. Those willing to participate contacted the 

assembly. The district assembly then shared the contact details of potential participants 

with the research team, thus providing access to the participants. Initial face-to-face 

contact was made with the participants separately in an introductory meeting. Participants 

were selected purposefully based on inclusion criteria, area of expertise, and geographical 

location in order to ensure that diverse perspectives and opinions were considered. 

Individual interviews were then scheduled and conducted at a place and time that was 

mutually convenient. 

4.3.3 Data Collection 

One-on-one interviews were conducted in either English or Twi using an 

interview guide (appendix C). One participant who was proficient in English and Twi 
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decided to respond in both languages. Eight participants responded in Twi and six 

responded in English. The interviews were conducted by asking open-ended questions. 

This allowed the participants to freely and openly elaborate on the most critical aspects of 

their experiences. Follow-up questions were asked if necessary. Interviews were 

conducted at various locations, including participants' workplaces (9), public places (4) 

and homes (2). Interviews were audio-recorded with permission from participants and 

lasted between 45 and 60 minutes. The recordings were supplemented with notes taken 

about participants’ body language, any distractions during the interviews, and reflections 

on how the settings and external interactions influenced the interviews. Data was 

collected between April 2019 and May 2019. 

4.3.4 Data management, analysis, and rigor 

The lead researcher simultaneously translated and transcribed the Twi interviews 

in English. The field notes were added to the transcripts to serve as a reminder of 

reflections and contextual details noted during the interview. A graduate student with 

proficiency in both English and Twi was contracted to compare each interview transcript 

to the corresponding audio file. Another graduate student randomly selected the 

translated transcripts and compared them with their corresponding audio recordings. 

These steps were taken to ensure that meaning of keywords and constructs were 

maintained during the translation process. The completed transcripts were then imported 

into NVivo™ 12 software for coding and analysis.  

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis (Braun, V.; Clarke, 2006). First, I 

familiarized myself with the data where I read and reread the transcripts. Second, the data 

was systematically coded by summarizing in a word or short phrase, the primary topic of 
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relevant text. For example, I used words such as “participation” and “decision-making” to 

serve as the topics. These words conveyed the meaning of the passages. Third, emergent 

sub-themes were identified in each passage and subsequently grouped under broader 

themes. For example, sub-themes such as “presence of WASH facilities/resources” and 

“financial resources” were captured under a broader theme, “availability of resources” 

Themes and sub-themes were reviewed by researchers independently to ensure concepts 

that related to the same phenomenon were coded under the same category, Finally, 

themes were subsequently defined based on general understanding of concepts in existing 

literature. 

4.3.5 Ethics  

Verbal consent was taken from all the research participants. To protect the 

identities and confidentiality of the participants, personal identifiers were not used in the 

analysis and presentation of data. Also, data was stored and securely locked in a 

password-protected computer file. This act is to prevent anyone outside of the research 

team from getting access. Ethics approval was obtained from Queen’s University’s 

Health Sciences and Affiliated Teaching Hospitals Research Ethics Board. 

 Results 4.4

Fifteen (15) participants were included in the study. Participants came from 

Kenyasi, Ntotroso, Gambia, Obengkrom, and Dadiesoaba. They included adult males (7) 

and females (8). Pseudonyms are used in reporting to ensure anonymity. 
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4.4.1 Understanding/conceptualizing empowerment  

Though it was a challenge to translate “empowerment” appropriately into Twi, 

most of the participants were familiar with the term. This familiarity was partly because 

they had been exposed to it through some training programs or workshops often led by 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs). This study drew upon Kabeer’s (1999) 

definition of empowerment, by asking respondents to describe people in their community 

who can make important decisions in their lives as well as put those decisions into action. 

Local understandings of empowerment were substantially alike but slightly different 

among few stakeholders.  

According to one participant, empowered persons speak confidently in public and 

go about their daily activities independently (Dikpe).According to another participant, 

empowered woman is one whose inputs during community fora are valued without 

channeling them through her partner (Ama) 

Four (4) major themes emerged from the analysis: 1) availability of resources; 2) WASH 

information; 3) social and cultural factors, and 4) agency. Supportive quotations from the 

participants to demonstrate these themes and their related subthemes are described in the 

subsequent sections (see Table 2). 
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Table 2: Themes and number of mentions 

 

    

 

Dimensions of 

empowerment 

Theme Number of 

mentions 

Availability of resources 41 

WASH information  28 

Social and cultural factors 60 

Agency 25 

 

4.4.2 Availability of resources 

Availability of resources generally refers to the volume and types of WASH 

services accessed when needed. In this study, sub-themes captured under the availability 

of resources include the presence of WASH facilities/services and financial resources.   

4.4.2.1 Presence of WASH facilities/services  

Concerning the availability of WASH facilities, individuals with access to WASH 

facilities at home received greater respect and status than those without such facilities. 

According to a key informant: 

You are not respected in this community if you are not able to build a toilet 

facility for your family. People with WC are even more respected than others 

(Owusu) 

Another key informant highlighted that despite the presence of community water 

and sanitation agency to supply water services to the people, the rich and educated people 
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are perceived to be able to connect pipes in their homes. These persons are considered 

empowered and seen as role models. The participant stated: 

We have community town water systems in this community but only the educated 

and “well to do” people are able to connect water into their home. My family and 

I are saving money towards getting water connected to the house so that we can 

also enjoy good water like what they[rich and educated persons] are enjoying 

(Ada) 

Furthermore, some participants complained about how the inadequacy of WASH 

facilities affects the exercise of agency: According to one of the key informants: 

mmm-hmm once these [WASH facilities]are not in place it is difficult for one to 

engage in good hygiene practices. For instance, living in a house without a toilet 

promotes open defecation. How can one, therefore, stop to defecate openly when 

he has no alternative? So, people are willing but there are no logistics or 

adequate WASH facilities to promote good WASH practices (Klenam). 

 

4.4.2.2 Financial resources  

The irregular water supply, as well as the cost of accessing safe water, 

discourages individuals from engaging in good WASH practices. The participants 

recounted how challenging it is to pay for water in the community. As noted by one of 

the key informants: 

Where I live, the piped water does not flow regularly, and so sometimes we buy 

the water for 30 pesewas per yellow gallon [20 liter container] from a privately-

owned borehole. Most of us are unable to afford this all the time.  It is difficult to 

get water if you don’t have money to buy water from the borehole. For me, 

sometimes I fetch the water with permission to pay later but not everyone is given 

such an opportunity (Dikpe). 

Another participant also highlighted how structural factors such as 

unemployment, resulted in the inability of individuals to adopt or maintain good hygiene 

practices: 
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The hardship in this community is too much. One is aware of the good WASH 

practices but cannot afford the basic materials like soap to help him practice 

good hygiene like the rich people in the community. We do not even have money 

to buy food, how much more soap.  If the unemployment situation is solved, then 

it will help us engage in better hygiene practices (Owusu) 

 

4.4.3 WASH information 

WASH information relates to the provision of the appropriate education 

individuals need to improve WASH-related behavior.  Concerning WASH information, 

people with formal education were perceived as more empowered. Equipping individuals 

with WASH information and knowledge might enable them to articulate their WASH 

needs and contribute to decision-making at the household as well as community levels. 

According to a key informant: 

I personally share learnings on WASH with members of the association I belong 

to. I was selected to take up the role because of my educational status. I represent 

the association during workshops where I present our challenges and water needs 

to the authorities. My neighbours also come to me to teach them appropriate 

water treatment methods (Shine)  

 

According to another key informant, WASH information should be shared 

through a medium that could be understood by all. This act could be done by using a 

variety of communication tools that everyone, especially disabled groups in the 

community (e.g., persons with hearing impairment) would understand and also benefit 

from. The key informant highlighted:  

It [following WASH education programs] is difficult to understand what is being 

discussed.  We [persons with hearing impairment] sometimes feel very 

disappointed, and it hurts us so much. Sometimes we leave the place. During 

some of these meetings there is an interpreter who translates whatever goes on. 

We understand and put the information to use to improve our lives. But in 

situations where education is going on without an interpreter, we try to read the 

lips of the speakers and gestures to be able to follow what is going on, but it is 

difficult (Kofi). 
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4.4.4 Social and cultural factors 

Social and cultural factors relate to the attitudes and beliefs that shape or enhance 

individuals’ ability to define goals and work towards achieving them. There were four 

subthemes—capacity building, leadership, social norms, and social support. 

4.4.4.1 Capacity building  

Emphasis was placed on improving WASH knowledge and training to enable 

individuals engage in good WASH practices in the community. Some participants 

indicated that receiving training in good WASH practices empowers them: 

I am part of a group called the compassion group, and we educate people on 

hygiene so that they can improve their lives. This group is made up of men and 

women, and we are trained during meetings to have knowledge relating to good 

WASH practices (Elorm).  

According to one of the key informants, persons living with a disability are 

empowered through training and capacity building given to them by their associations. 

This has made them more confident in articulating their WASH needs, especially at the 

community level. As noted by the key informant: 

Initially, women were shy, but due to training and empowerment that we received 

from the leaders of the federation [association for persons with disability], we 

have built confidence to speak up in public. During such empowerment training, 

they teach us the persons with disabilities, how to go about our daily activities 

without depending on anyone, and this has been helpful. We are now being 

recognized in the communities because of the efforts we are putting in our daily 

work. We are invited to partake in stakeholders meetings and other activities in 

the community. (Dikpe) 
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4.4.4.2 Leadership 

Based on societal gender norms and expectations, some women suspend 

participating in community activities to focus on household or domestic 

chores.  Irrespective of the good intentions or otherwise of these gender norms, they can 

undermine individual active involvement in water-related collective action. Individuals, 

particularly women who go against such societal norms or expectation are seen as 

powerful. According to one of the women participants, she was nicknamed “Yaa 

Asantewaa” [bravery] because of her active participation in community meetings: 

As for me, I speak when there is a need. Until I finished with what I want to say I 

am not intimidated by some of the male colleagues who usually wants to shut me 

up. As a result of my confidence and boldness, they gave me several nicknames 

including "Yaa Asantewaa” (Aviela). 

Further, all participants were of the opinion that women would be more 

empowered if they have “power over” WASH issues in the community. Women 

generally experience more WASH-related stress and challenges more than men, hence 

are knowledgeable on most of the issues around WASH. However, societal and cultural 

norms offer minimal opportunities for women to serve leadership roles. Creating 

opportunities for women to gain leadership roles is essential so they can continue to 

contribute to addressing WASH challenges at the household and community levels: 

It [creating opportunities for women to gain leadership roles]) will be very 

helpful because women play major role in sanitation and water issues at home. 

Women need and use WASH services more for household chores such as 

cleaning, washing, cooking, sweeping. So when they play major role in WASH 

committee it will be helpful because they need WASH services more than men and 

so they will manage the committee better if they are more on the committee 

(Elikem) 
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4.4.4.3 Socio-cultural norms 

Some participants indicated that having men carry out duties meant for women 

are embarrassing and against social norms and tradition.  Domestic chores, including 

sweeping, water collection and cleaning were considered inappropriate for men and not 

traditionally accepted. Men who engage in these activities were considered 

disempowered. According to a key informant: 

Mostly, women are responsible for cleaning the house. Our culture too does not 

support men sweeping or cleaning so if I see a man holding a broom to sweep, I 

feel ashamed of myself and I quickly sweep the place for him (Aviela) 

 

Another participant added that men who engaged in domestic WASH activities do 

not only go against traditional norms but also undermines their masculinity. According to 

the participant: 

Tradition demands that women are solely responsible for WASH activities. Even if 

a man is living alone, he finds a woman to come and clean his bathroom for him. 

Any man who is seen doing such chores is not considered a man by his peers. Per 

our traditions, men are not supposed to clean the bathroom. (Owusu) 

Creating social environments that promote men's involvement in domestic WASH 

activities will help promote gender equity. Some key informants, however, indicated that 

this might threaten socio-cultural norms. As stated by a participant: 

some men help their wives. For instance, my husband sometimes fetches water 

from a nearby village when we are faced with severe water shortage. However, 

some women would want to make it a permanent role for their husbands if the 

men try to assist with fetching water at one point. But this is wrong. It should not 

be so. Men are therefore trying not to help to avoid being taken advantage of by 

their spouses (Elorm). 
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4.4.4.4 Social support 

Some participants highlighted that having support from other members of 

the household and community in WASH activities is considered empowering. For 

example, in a context dominated by gender inequalities, support from male 

partners in WASH activities is critical to enhancing women’s autonomy and by 

extension, their use of WASH facilities. According to a participant:  

Some men support. For instance, I have a partner, but I wash my clothes. I 

sometimes fetch water. Not all men do that. However, looking at how women are 

overburdened with household chores, we need to support them (Elikem). 

 

Another woman mentioned that mutual support from women, especially regarding 

WASH planning and governance could be important for women’s empowerment. She 

stressed the importance of using the collective voice of women attending gatherings to 

identify how to strengthen gender equality in the available spaces, where decisions 

regarding WASH are deliberated. According to the participant: 

Most women are afraid to speak in public, but they are suffering. The woman who 

however talks seems not to get other women to speak in support of her. When this 

happens, it may seem like it is an individual problem or concern (Ama).  

4.4.5 Agency 

Agency mostly refers to the ability of a person to define goals and put them into 

effect (Kabeer, 1999; 2005). Sub-themes captured under agency include participation and 

decision making.  
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4.4.5.1 Participation 

Some respondents mentioned that women are mostly present at gatherings; 

however, they are unable to engage in active discourse. Participation requires an enabling 

environment that recognizes the capacity of both men and women to work together. For 

active participation, there is a need to move from merely being present at gatherings to 

active engagement: 

We are burdened but most women are afraid to speak up. It is a massive problem 

because water is a big challenge to us women in this community…. As for me, I 

can talk confidently anywhere, but others do not. Sometimes when we meet with 

the men to discuss issues, the men shut us up (Aviela) 

 

Another woman added that women’s voice should be amplified to enable them 

participate in WASH deliberations without barriers. This could help promote inclusivity 

in WASH planning and governance. According to her: 

The women are not speaking up in public, especially in the situation where they 

have their husbands or in-laws as part of the gathering; they tend to be quiet 

except a few of them. I think some of the men are intimidating…if you want to 

speak, they want to intimidate you (Ama) 

 

Some participants felt that women lack adequate time to participate in community 

activities as they receive little or no support in carrying out household chores. As 

highlighted by a participant: 

The committees that have been inaugurated; the majority of the members are 

men. It is because women are not coming out. It is a voluntary job, and I think 
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men are more willing to take it up than the women. The women are involved in so 

much household chores that they have little time for other activities (Anamaala) 

 

4.4.5.2 Decision making 

Some participants highlighted that women are overburdened with household 

chores, and this ffect their partipation in community decision making processes: 

Mmm-hmm if it comes to the usage of water and sanitation, women use it more, 

but when it comes to decision making, the men take the lead in that. For instance, 

every water source point in most parts of the district is managed by the water and 

sanitation committees, but the committees that have been inaugurated; the 

majority of the members are men (Anamaala) 

 

 

A woman participant who sometimes finds herself in the WASH committees 

recounted that her suggestions are sometimes not considered at the end of the day:   

Mmm-hmm they will listen to women who speak, but it ends there. Mostly, they do 

not work with what was voiced out.  But we will continue to talk about water 

issues and how the inadequate supply affects us (Shine). 

 

Furthermore, other women who are very outspoken have recounted being 

excluded from community water board meetings. As intimated by a key informant: 

I am one of the board members. Because of the critical issues around 

accountability that I am fond of raising, the former board members mostly held 

meetings without involving me (Aviela). 

Exclusion of women from meetings limits their chances of taking up leadership roles in 

the community 
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 Discussion  4.5

We conducted this study to explore how individuals understand and experience 

empowerment within the WASH sector in Ghana. This study provides insights into the 

perspectives of community stakeholders regarding empowerment. These perspectives 

include factors that facilitate (dis)empowerment. These factors include socio-cultural 

norms, resources, agency, and social support inadequate. Similar factors have been 

identified as barriers to empowerment in previous studies (Boateng, Brown, & 

Tenkorang, 2013; Leder et al., 2017; Routray et al., 2017b). For example, a study 

conducted in rural India (Routray et al., 2017b) revealed that cultural norms limit 

female's active involvement in decision-making processes regarding sanitation. A study 

by Agarwal (Agarwal, 2007) in India also revealed that women’s active participation in 

decision making bodies were impeded by social and cultural norms, even when they are 

motivated to act. In instances where women are included in decision making bodies, their 

participation in some cases are largely tokenistic (O’Reilly, 2004).  

The results of the study suggest that multiple facilitators of empowerment exist. 

These include support from other members of the household, mutual support from peers, 

as well as opportunities for women to gain leadership roles in WASH planning and 

governance. Most of the participants in the study indicated that women need support from 

other household members regarding household chores to be able to fulfil their potential. 

Spouses were identified as important sources of support, especially for the collection of 

water, cooking, and carrying firewood mainly when there are no older children. Support 

from male partners appears to be a common practice in the district. This is partly because 

some people believe that husbands were expected to help with household chores. This 
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finding is contrary to other studies that found men’s engagement in WASH activities only 

when female partners were sick.  For example, a study conducted in Mozambique by Van 

Houweling (2015) found that men collect water when their wives were sick, as well as 

during periods of severe water scarcity. Also, another study conducted in India by Luke 

et al., (2014) also showed that men assisted with domestic chores such as cooking and 

childcare especially when wives were ill or expected to arrive home late from work.  

Creating opportunities for women to gain leadership roles in WASH planning and 

governance is important because women leaders could inspire others to build confidence 

and take up similar roles. This study reveals that women in WASH related leadership 

position are considered powerful and are able to bring the voices of women to the policy 

level. However, women were underrepresented within top decision making bodies in the 

communities (e.g., WASH committee). Their suggestions are mostly ignored during 

meetings. While gender parity in leadership has not been achieved in many fields (e.g., 

law, science, education, technology and political space), the gender gap in the WASH 

sector is particularly problematic because women are less involved in WASH decision 

making.  Including more women in decision making processes would help to ensure 

inclusive WASH service delivery as a means to promote the global goals of achieving 

gender equity (Dhatt et al., 2017)..  

Most WASH initiatives, such as community mobilization to enhance water 

access, do not often consider contextual factors (e.g. culturl norms) that shape women’s 

empowerment (Mosler, 2012; Peal et al., 2010). Policymakers and WASH practitioners 

need to focus more on creating favorable platforms for women to participate in decisions 

in socially and culturally appropriate manner. Further, community WASH committees 
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need to look beyond just including women to providing them with genuine opportunities 

to fully participate in decision making as well as opportunities for leadership at all levels 

(especially community level). 

The study emphasizes the need for WASH programs to pay attention to the 

collective societal and community factors that influence women participation in 

collective action. For example, social support and social norms that create opportunities 

for women to gain leadership roles in WASH planning and governance could be 

identified and promoted during program implementation.  Though the application of 

empowerment frameworks in WASH-related research has been limited, the Kabeer’s 

framework provides researchers with a unique conceptual tool for understanding factors 

that influence (dis)empowerment. It directs attention to the interplay between resource, 

agency, and achievement.  

 Limitations  4.6

There are some limitations to this study worth acknowledging. First, there is the 

possibility of selection bias as our sample was limited to participants from organizations 

and community groups within the study district. Secondly, we recognize the possibility of 

lost meaning in the translation process of the interviews. However, the following steps 

were applied to ensure rigor.  Firstly, all interviews and discussions were recorded 

verbatim and transcribed. Secondly, all the audiotapes were cross-checked with the 

transcripts before analysis to correct any errors and fill any gaps that might exist. Thirdly, 

a graduate research assistant with proficiency in both English and Twi, randomly selected 

the translated transcripts and compared them with their corresponding audio recordings. 

Lastly, adequate accounts of behaviors and activities during interviews were noted to aid 
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in the analysis. The study did not also examine the difference in experiences of 

participants based on organization. This might have helped provide in-depth knowledge 

on how individuals with similar group perceive or experience empowerment.  

 Conclusion  4.7

This study provides evidence that can inform policy development and practice. 

More specifically, the results could inform the development of policies to enhance equal 

and full participation of women and men in WASH decision making and their subsequent 

implementation. 

To further expand the literature on empowerment in the WASH sector, further 

research could study the relationship between empowerment and specific outcomes, such 

as health and wellbeing or livelihoods. This information could provide further 

understanding of the contributions the WASH sector makes towards improving health 

and wellbeing or livelihoods. It would also be interesting to explore the impact of gender 

inequalities and functioning of local water committees and projects. 
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Chapter 5 General Discussion 

 Introduction  5.1

The goal of this dissertation is to gain a better understanding of the concept of 

empowerment within the WASH sector. To achieve this goal, I employed a qualitative 

method to address the following research objectives:  

1. To identify key dimensions that could inform the development of tools for 

evaluating and monitoring empowerment within the WASH sector   

2. To explore local stakeholders’ understanding of empowerment in the WASH 

sector 

This chapter summarizes key findings and discusses them in relation to existing 

evidence on empowerment and access to WASH. I also discuss the implications of the 

findings for research, policy, and practice. I concluded the chapter by highlighting the 

strengths and limitations of the dissertation, as well as directions for future research.  

 Summary of key findings 5.2

This dissertation consists of two substantive papers (Chapters 3 and 4). Chapter 3 

reviewed existing literature to explore how the concept of empowerment has been used in 

the WASH sector globally and delineates relevant empowerment dimensions.  The 

review identified five major interrelated empowerment dimensions: 1.) access to 

information, 2.) participation, 3.) capacity building, 4.) leadership and accountability, and 

5.) decision-making.  The review suggests that the interactions between the different 

dimensions of empowerment mean that the development of an intervention to promote 

empowerment focusing on a particular dimension is likely to impact other dimensions. 



 

136 

 

For example local organization and collective action could be triggered if citizens receive 

adequate information on the availability of funding and management options for safe 

water and sanitation facilities. Importantly, I identified research gaps regarding limited 

exploration on what empowerment is as well as how it could be adequately measured 

within the WASH sector. This evidence gap is what the second paper (chapter 4) sought 

to address.  

I conducted the second study (chapter 4) to understand local stakeholders’ 

perception and experiences of empowerment in accessing WASH services in the Asutifi 

North District, Ghana. Participants conceptualized empowerment in terms of four themes:  

availability of resources; WASH information; social and cultural factors; and agency. The 

study also showed that empowerment is a multifaceted process that is shaped by the 

physical, social, cultural, and political environments within their communities. 

Overall, results of the two studies suggest that individuals, particularly women, 

encountered multiple barriers to empowerment including socio-cultural norms, economic 

constraints, inadequate WASH services, and power dynamics. These findings have been 

corroborated by other studies in India (Routray et al., 2017b), Ghana (Boateng et al., 

2013), and Western Nepal (Leder et al., 2017). Particularly, socio-cultural norms were 

found to limit women's autonomy regarding their preferences, choices and decision-

making power with respect to access WASH services.  There was a significant overlap 

between dimensions identified in the literature review (chapter 3) and the subthemes 

identified in the qualitative study (chapter 4). Examples include WASH information, 

participation, capacity building, and decision-making.  
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 Strengths and limitations of the dissertation 5.3

There are a few strengths of the dissertation that need to be recognized. With 

regards to the   review (chapter 3), one major strength is the use of broad search terms as 

recommended by Arksey and O’Malley, (2005), which ensured an extensive search of the 

literature. Further, both qualitative and quantitative studies were included in the review 

which added both breadth and depth to the evidence presented.  The second study 

(chapter 4) employed a qualitative approach that provided insights into participants’ 

experiences and perspectives regarding empowerment and access to WASH services. 

Concerning strengths, the use of qualitative approach provided a rich account of how 

people interpret their personal experiences, construct their worlds, and attribute meaning 

to their experiences. Also, my familiarity with the study context was instrumental in 

gathering rich data. My familiarity with the context might have influenced how I 

interpreted the findings. The equity implication of the dissertation is the greatest strength 

of the dissertation since it can help to mainstream equitable and inclusive services. 

However, there are also some limitations worth acknowledging. A key limitation 

of the review is the lack of quality assessments of the individual studies. Also, the 

included articles were restricted to those published in English, and in peer-reviewed 

journals. This might have led to other essential studies being excluded. Also, regarding 

the qualitative study, there is the possibility of selection bias as our sample was limited to 

participants from organizations and community groups within the study district. Another 

limitation pertains to the possibility of lost meaning in the translation process of the 

interviews conducted in Twi (the dominant language in the Ahafo Region of Ghana).  
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 Contributions 5.4

This dissertation adds to the literature on empowerment and access to WASH 

services in LMICs. The dissertation in particular adds to the growing empirical evidence 

on barriers to achieving inclusive WASH for the most vulnerable populations (i.e. 

women) in resource poor settings. Aside from identifying dimensions of empowerment, 

barriers to inclusive WASH practices as well as facilitators to (dis)empowerment were 

identified. The findings from this thesis further provide an opportunity to incorporate 

empowerment framework with WASH-related research to guide the design of 

theoretically informed interventions for promoting health and wellbeing. 

Further, the social and economic conditions in most communities in Ghana are 

similar and the findings of this study would be applicable to most communities facing 

similar challenges in WASH services. Though place-specific circumstances might limit 

transferability beyond developing regions, lessons from this research can be applied to 

vulnerable contexts in developed countries (e.g., indigenous communities in Canada and 

USA) where communities are faced with water challenges (Castleden, Crooks, & Van 

Meerveld, 2015; Daley, Castleden, Jamieson, Furgal, & Ell, 2014) 

 Policy and practice implications 5.5

The findings provides a greater understanding of dimensions of empowerment 

that are relevant for strengthening WASH interventions as well as tracking progress 

towards gender and social equality outcomes over time. This understanding is critical to 

ensure inclusive WASH service delivery to achieve gender-sensitive Sustainable 

Development Goal (SDG) targets for universal water and sanitation access. This research 
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also provides a basis for policymakers and WASH organizations to broaden their focus 

and monitoring tools to reflect social outcomes such as empowerment.   

 Direction for future research 5.6

 Future research could employ alternative qualitative approaches such as 

phenomenology and arts-based methods (e.g., photo voice) to provide a better 

understanding of key aspects of the physical, social and political environment and how 

they influence empowerment. Also, future studies could explore the relationship between 

empowerment and specific outcomes, such as health and wellbeing or livelihoods. This 

information could provide further understanding on contributions WASH sector makes 

towards improving health and wellbeing in general. Also, understanding the causal 

pathways between WASH interventions and empowerment could be critical for 

rigorously designed social interventions. 

 Conclusion 5.7

The purpose of this dissertation was to gain a better understanding of the concept 

of empowerment within the WASH sector. The dissertation showed that there are factors 

that could lead to (dis)empowerment, including physical, social, and cultural, factors. 

Besides adding to the emerging literature on empowerment in WASH, the dissertation 

also made unique contributions in terms of policy, practice, as well as future research.  

WASH policies that are aimed at addressing challenges regarding access to 

WASH need to consider moving beyond mere provision of infrastructure, to include 

social and cultural factors that affect intervention outcomes. In terms of practice, the 

interactions between dimensions of empowerment bring unique perspectives and 

practical insights for WASH providers to learn and promote empowerment related 
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interventions and programs. Paying attention to these areas can contribute to understand 

contributions WASH sector makes towards improving health and wellbeing in general. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

141 

 

Reference 

Adhikari, B., Mishra, S. R., & Raut, S. (2016). Rebuilding Earthquake Struck Nepal 

through Community Engagement. Frontiers in Public Health, 4(June), 13–16.  

Agarwal, B. (2007). Gender Inequality, Cooperation, And Environmental Sustainability. 

In Inequality, Cooperation, and Environmental Sustainability.  

Akter, T., & Ali, A. M. (2014). Factors influencing knowledge and practice of hygiene in 

water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) programme areas of Bangladesh Rural 

Advancement Committee. Rural and Remote Health. 

Aleixo, B., Pena, J. L., Heller, L., & Rezende, S. (2019). Infrastructure is a necessary but 

insufficient condition to eliminate inequalities in access to water: Research of a rural 

community intervention in Northeast Brazil. Science of the Total Environment, 

652(October), 1445–1455 

Ali, M., & Stevens, L. (2009). Integrated approaches to promoting sanitation: A case 

study of Faridpur, Bangladesh. Desalination, 248(1–3), 1–7.  

Alsop, R., Bertelsen, M. F., & Holland, J. (2006a). Empowerment in Practice: From 

Analysis to Implementation. The World Bank 

Alsop, R., Bertelsen, M., & Holland, J. (2006b). Empowerment in Practice : From 

Analysis to Implementation. Directions in Development. Washington, DC: World 

Bank. 

Alsop, R., & Heinsohn, N. (2005). Measuring Empowerment in Practice: Structuring 

Analysis and Framing Indicators 

Arksey, H., & O’Malley, L. (2005). Scoping studies: towards a methodological 

framework. International Journal Social Research Methodology, 8(1), 19–32. 



 

142 

 

Asutifi North District Assembly. (2018). Water sanitation and hygiene (WASH) 

Masterplan. Kenyasi. 

Awuah, E., Nyarko, K. B., & Owusu, P. A. (2009). Water and sanitation in Ghana. 

Desalination 

Bakker, L., & Brakel, W. H. Van. (2012). Empowerment Assessment tools in People 

with Disabilities in Developing Countries . A systematic literature review 

Empowerment Assessment tools in People with Disabilities in Developing Countries 

. A systematic literature review. Leprosy Review, 83(March), 129–153. 

Banks, B., & Furey, S. (2016). What’s Working, Where, and for How Long. A 2016 

Water Point Update to the RWSN. 7th RWSN Forum.  

Bisung, E. (2015). Social capital, collective action and the water-health nexus in rural 

Kenya. Geography. 

Bisung, E., & Elliott, S. J. (2017). Psychosocial impacts of the lack of access to water and 

sanitation in low- and middle-income countries: A scoping review. Journal of Water 

and Health, 15(1), 17–30. 

Bisung, E., Elliott, S. J., Abudho, B., Karanja, D. M., & Schuster-Wallace, C. J. (2015). 

Using Photovoice as a Community Based Participatory Research Tool for Changing 

Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene Behaviours in Usoma, Kenya. BioMed Research 

International 

Boateng, J. D., Brown, C. K., & Tenkorang, E. Y. (2013). Socio-economic status of 

women and its influence on their participation in rural water supply projects in 

Ghana. International Journal of Development and Sustainability. 

Braimah, C. A., & Kheni, N. . (2013). Institutional framework and challenges in small 



 

143 

 

towns’ water supply in Ghana \n. International Journal of Development and 

Sustainability, 2(4), 2311–2323 

Braun, V.; Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative 

Research in Psychology,. Journal of Chemical Information and Modeling.  

Brinkman, E., Seekamp, E., Davenport, M. A., & Brehm, J. M. (2012). Community 

capacity for watershed conservation: A quantitative assessment of indicators and 

core dimensions. Environmental Management, 50(4), 736–749. 

Castleden, H., Crooks, V. A., & Van Meerveld, I. (2015). Examining the public health 

implications of drinking water-related behaviours and perceptions: A face-to-face 

exploratory survey of residents in eight coastal communities in British Columbia 

and Nova Scotia. Canadian Geographer 

Chant, S. (2015). Women, girls and world poverty: empowerment, equality or 

essentialism? International Development Planning Review, 38(1), 1–24.  

Cleaver, F. (2005). The inequality of social capital and the reproduction of chronic 

poverty. World Development 

Cornwall, A. (2008). Unpacking “Participation” Models, meanings and practices. 

Community Development Journal, 43(3), 269–283.  

Cornwall, A., & Anyidoho, N. A. (2010). Introduction: Women’s empowerment: 

Contentions and contestations. Development, 53(2), 144–149.  

Creswell, J. W. (2013). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 

approaches (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc. 

Creswell, J. W. (2014). A concise introduction to mixed methods research. Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Sage.  



 

144 

 

Daley, K., Castleden, H., Jamieson, R., Furgal, C., & Ell, L. (2014). Municipal water 

quantities and health in Nunavut households: An exploratory case study in coral 

Harbour, Nunavut, Canada. International Journal of Circumpolar Health. 

https://doi.org/10.3402/ijch.v73.23843 

Davis, J., White, G., Damodaron, S., & Thorsten, R. (2008). Improving access to water 

supply and sanitation in urban India: Microfinance for water and sanitation 

infrastructure development. Water Science and Technology.  

Dhatt, R., Theobald, S., Buzuzi, S., Ros, B., Vong, S., Muraya, K., … Jackson, C. (2017). 

The role of women’s leadership and gender equity in leadership and health system 

strengthening. Global Health, Epidemiology and Genomics.  

District Planning Coordinating Unit Kenyasi. (2014). District medium-term development 

plan. 

Durgaprasad, & Sivaram. (2007). Good governance and HRD: case studies of user 

managed safe drinking water and health projects in India. Asia-Pacific Journal of 

Rural Development, 17(1), 95-112. 

Ewerling, F., Lynch, J. W., Victora, C. G., van Eerdewijk, A., Tyszler, M., & Barros, A. 

J. D. (2017). The SWPER index for women’s empowerment in Africa: development 

and validation of an index based on survey data. The Lancet Global Health, 5(9), 

e916–e923. 

Ewerling, F., Victora, C. G., van Eerdewijk, A., Tyszler, M., Lynch, J. W., & Barros, A. 

J. D. (2017). Measuring women’s empowerment: a need for context and caution – 

Authors’ reply. The Lancet Global Health. 

Fisher, J., Cavill, S., & Reed, B. (2017). Mainstreaming gender in the WASH sector: 



 

145 

 

dilution or distillation? Gender and Development, 25(2), 185–204.  

Fogde, M., Macario, L., & Carey, K. (2013). The matter is not if, but when and where: 

The role of capacity development in disaster risk reduction aiming for a sustainable 

water supply and sanitation. In F. G. Renaud, K. Sudmeier-Rieux, & E. Marisol 

(Eds.), The Role of Ecosystems in Disaster Risk Reduction (pp. 270–290). Tokyo: 

United Nations University Press. 

Ghana Statistical Service. (2014). 2010 Population & Housing Census. District 

Analytical Report: Asutifi North District. Accra. 

Gimelli, F. M., Bos, J. J., & Rogers, B. C. (2018). Fostering equity and wellbeing through 

water: A reinterpretation of the goal of securing access. World Development.  

Gleitsmann, B. A., Kroma, M. M., & Steenhuis, T. (2007). Analysis of a rural water 

supply project in three communities in Mali: Participation and sustainability. 

Natural Resources Forum. 

Goodman, M., Elliott, A., Gitari, S., Keiser, P. H., & Raimer-Goodman, L. A. (2016). 

Improved water and household water purification practices among orphans and 

vulnerable children in a multi-sectoral empowerment program in Eastern province, 

Kenya. Journal of Water and Health, 14(3), 513–527.  

Government of Ghana. LOCAL GOVERNMENT ACT, Act 462, Surveyor (1993).  

Grebmer, K., Bernstein, J., de Waal, A., Prasai, N., Yin, S., & Yohannes, Y. (2015). 

UNICEF and WHO, 2015 Update and MDG Assessment - Progress on Sanitation 

and Drinking Water. 

Green, J., & Thorogood, N. (2013). Qualitative methods for health research. (J. Seaman, 

Ed.) (3rd ed.). London: SAGE. 



 

146 

 

Gupta, P., & Obani, J. (2016). Human security and access to water, sanitation, and 

hygiene: exploring the drivers and nexus. In P.-W. C, G. J, & B. A (Eds.), Handbook 

on Water Security (pp. 201–214). Edward Elgar. 

Harryson, L., Aléx, L., & Hammarström, A. (2016). “I have surly passed a limit, it is 

simply too much”: Women’s and men’s experiences of stress and wellbeing when 

living within a process of housework resignation. BMC Public Health.  

Hasan, T. J., Hicking, A., & David, J. (2011). Empowering rural communities: Simple 

Water Safety Plans. Water Science and Technology: Water Supply, 11(3), 309–317.  

Haysom, A. (2006). A Study of the Factors Affecting Sustainability of Rural Water 

Supplies in Tanzania. Water Aid Tanzania. 

Hetherington, E., Eggers, M., Wamoyi, J., Hatfield, J., Manyama, M., Kutz, S., & 

Bastien, S. (2017). Participatory science and innovation for improved sanitation and 

hygiene: process and outcome evaluation of project SHINE, a school-based 

intervention in Rural Tanzania. BMC Public Health, 17(1), 1–15.  

Hirai, M., Kelsey, A., Mattson, K., Cronin, A. A., Mukerji, S., & Graham, J. P. (2018). 

Determinants of toilet ownership among rural households in six eastern districts of 

Indonesia. Journal of Water Sanitation and Hygiene for Development, 

washdev2018010 

Ibrahim, S., & Alkire, S. (2007). Agency and empowerment: A proposal for 

internationally comparable indicators. Oxford Development Studies.  

Imparato, I., & Ruster, J. (2003). Slum upgrading and participation: Lessons from Latin 

America. World Bank. 

Kabeer, N. (1999a). Resources, agency, achievements: Reflections on the measurement 



 

147 

 

of women’s empowerment. Development and Change, 30, 435–464. 

Kabeer, N. (1999b). Resources, agency, achievements: Reflections on the measurement 

of women’s empowerment. Development and Change, 30(3), 435–464.  

Kabeer, N. (2005). Gender equality and women’s empowerment: A critical analysis of 

the third Millennium Development Goal. Gender and Development, 13(1), 13–24.  

Kabeer, N. (2011). Between Affiliation and Autonomy : Navigating Pathways of Women 

’ s Empowerment and Gender Justice in Rural. Development and Change, 42(2), 

499–528. 

Kaur, A., Sherbinin, A. de, & Toure, A. (2007). Women’s Economic Empowerment: 

Meeting the Needs of Impoverished Women. New York City. 

Kema, K. M., Komwihangiro, J., & Kimaro, S. (2012). Integrated community based child 

survival, reproductive health and water and sanitation program in Mkuranga district, 

Tanzania: a replicable model of good practices in community based health care. The 

Pan African Medical Journal, 13 Suppl 1(Supp 1), 11. 

Kevany, K., & Huisingh, D. (2013). A review of progress in empowerment of women in 

rural water management decision-making processes. Journal of Cleaner Production, 

60, 53–64.  

Laverack, G. (2007). Health Promotion Practice: Building Empowered Communities. 

Open University Press, 13(1), 8–9 

Laverack, G., & Wallerstein, N. (2001). Measuring community empowerment: A fresh 

look at organizational domains. Health Promotion International, 16(2), 179–185.  

Leahy, C., Winterford, K., Nghiem, T., Kelleher, J., Leong, L., & Willetts, J. (2017). 

Transforming gender relations through water, sanitation, and hygiene programming 



 

148 

 

and monitoring in Vietnam. Gender and Development, 25(2), 283–301. 

Leder, S., Clement, F., & Karki, E. (2017). Reframing women’s empowerment in water 

security programmes in Western Nepal. Gender and Development, 25(2), 235–251.  

Lindacher, V., Curbach, J., Warrelmann, B., Brandstetter, S., & Loss, J. (2018). 

Evaluation of Empowerment in Health Promotion Interventions: A Systematic 

Review. Evaluation and the Health Professions, 41(3), 351–392.  

Luke, N., Xu, H., & Thampi, B. V. (2014). Husbands’ participation in housework and 

child care in India. Journal of Marriage and Family.  

M.A. Zimmerman. (1995). Psychological Empowerment: Issues and Illustrations. 

American Journal of Community Psychology, 23(5), 581–599. 

Mahmud, S., Shah, N., & Becker, S. (2012). Measurement of Women’s Empowerment in 

Rural Bangladesh. World Development, 40(3), 610To – 619. 

Malhotra, A., Schuler, S. R., & Boender, C. (2002a). Measuring women’s empowerment 

as a variable in International Development. Background Paper Prepared for the 

World Bank Workshop on Poverty and Gender: New Perspectives, 71–88.  

Malhotra, A., Schuler, S. R., & Boender, C. (2002b). Measuring Women’s Empowerment 

as a Variable in International Development. Washington, DC. 

Mariwah, S. (2018). Sanitation: the neglected Siamese twin of water in achieving the 

millennium development goals (MDGs) in Ghana. GeoJournal. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10708-016-9765-4 

Mcguckin, M., Storr, J., Longtin, Y., Allegranzi, B., & Pittet, D. (2011). Patient 

Empowerment and Multimodal Hand Hygiene Promotion: A Win-Win Strategy. 

American Journal of Medical Quality, 26(1), 10–17.  



 

149 

 

Mekonnen, M., & Hoekstra, A. Y. (2016). Four billion people facing severe water 

scarcity. Science Advances, 2(2), e1500323. 

Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation: 

Revised and expanded from qualitative research and case study applications in 

education. Journal of Chemical Information and Modeling.  

Miedema, S. S., Haardörfer, R., Girard, A. W., & Yount, K. M. (2018). Women’s 

empowerment in East Africa: Development of a cross-country comparable measure. 

World Development, 110, 453–464. 

Monney, I., & Antwi-Agyei, P. (2018). Beyond the MDG water target to universal water 

coverage in Ghana: the key transformative shifts required. Journal of Water 

Sanitation and Hygiene for Development, 8(2), 127–141.  

Mosedale, S. (2005). Policy arena assessing women’s empowerment: Towards a 

conceptual framework. J Int Dev, 17, 243–257.  

Mosler, H. J. (2012). A systematic approach to behavior change interventions for the 

water and sanitation sector in developing countries: A conceptual model, a review, 

and a guideline. International Journal of Environmental Health Research.  

Narayan, Deepa. (2002). Empowerment and Poverty Reduction : A Sourcebook. World 

Bank. Washington, DC: World Bank Publications. 

Narayan, Deepa. (2005). Conceptual Frameworks and Methodological Challenges. 

(Deepa Narayan, Ed.), Measuring empowerment: Cross-disciplinary perspectives.  

Narayan, Deeper. (2002). Empowerment and Poverty Reduction. Empowerment and 

Poverty Reduction. Washington, DC: World Bank 

Neergaard, M. A., Olesen, F., Andersen, R. S., & Sondergaard, J. (2009). Qualitative 



 

150 

 

description - the poor cousin of health research? BMC Medical Research 

Methodology.  

Nightingale, A. (2003). Nature-society and development: Social, cultural and ecological 

change in Nepal. Geoforum.  

O’Reilly, K. (2004). Developing contradictions: Women’s participation as a site of 

struggle within an indian ngo. Professional Geographer 

Peal, A., Evans, B., & Voorden, C. Van Der. (2010). Hygiene and sanitation software : 

an overview of approaches. Water Supply. 

Pham, M. T., Rajić, A., Greig, J. D., Sargeant, J. M., Papadopoulos, A., & McEwen, S. 

A. (2014). A scoping review of scoping reviews: advancing the approach and 

enhancing the consistency. Research Synthesis Methods, 5(4), 371–385. 

Prüss, A., Kay, D., Fewtrell, L., & Bartram, J. (2002). Estimating the burden of disease 

from water, sanitation, and hygiene at a global level. Environmental Health 

Perspectives, 110(5), 537–542 

Reed, B., Coates, S., & Parry-Jones, S. (2007). Infrastructure for all: Meeting the needs 

of both men and women in development projects - a practical guide for engineers, 

technicians and project managers. Loughborough: WEDC, Loughborough 

University. 

Ritchie, J., Lewis, J., Nicholls, C. M., & Ormston, R. (2013). The foundation of 

qualitative research. Qualitative Research Practice: A Guide for Social Science 

Students and Researchers. 

Routray, P., Torondel, B., Clasen, T., & Schmidt, W.-P. (2017a). Women’s role in 

sanitation decision making in rural coastal Odisha, India. PLOS ONE, 12(5), 



 

151 

 

e0178042. 

Routray, P., Torondel, B., Clasen, T., & Schmidt, W. P. (2017b). Women’s role in 

sanitation decision making in rural coastal Odisha, India. PLoS ONE.  

Rowlands, J. (1997). Questioning Empowerment: Working with women in Honduras. 

Questioning Empowerment 

S. Alkire, R. Meinzen-Dick, A. Peterman, A.R. Quisumbing, G. Seymour, A. V. (2013). 

The Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index. World Development, 52, 71–91. 

Schweitzer, R., Grayson, C., & Lockwood, H. (2014a). Gender Analysis Snapshot 

(GAS), (May), 2014. 

Schweitzer, R., Grayson, C., & Lockwood, H. (2014b). Mapping of water, sanitation and 

hygiene sustainability tools. Triple-S Working Papers. 

Sen, A. K. (1999). Development as freedom: Introduction. Oxford Journals.  

Sheuya, S. A. (2008). ). Improving the health and lives of people living in slums. New 

York Academy of Sciences, 1136(1), 298–306. 

Smith, M. A., Edwards, M. J. O., & Hara-murdock, P. O. (2004). Health Promotion and 

Disease Prevention Through Sanitation Education in South African Zulu and Xhosa 

Women. J Transcult Nurs, 15(1), 62–68. 

Stevenson, E. G. J., Ambelu, A., Caruso, B. A., Tesfaye, Y., & Freeman, M. C. (2016). 

Community water improvement, household water insecurity, and women’s 

psychological distress: An intervention and control study in Ethiopia. PLoS ONE.  

Sultana, F. (2011). Suffering for water, suffering from water: Emotional geographies of 

resource access, control, and conflict. Geoforum, 42(2), 163–172. 

Sweetman, C., & Medland, L. (2017). Introduction: gender and water, sanitation and 



 

152 

 

hygiene. Gender and Development, 25(2), 153–166.  

Taukobong, H. F. G., Kincaid, M. M., Levy, J. K., Bloom, S. S., Platt, J. L., Henry, S. K., 

& Darmstadt, G. L. (2016). Does addressing gender inequalities and empowering 

women and girls improve health and development programme outcomes? Health 

Policy and Planning, 31(10), 1492–1514 

Thakur, J. K., Thakur, R. K., Ramanathan, A., Kumar, M., & Singh, S. K. (2010). 

Arsenic Contamination of Groundwater in Nepal—An Overview. Water, 3(1), 1–20.  

UN. (2015). Implementing Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH). Information Brief. 

UNICEF. (2017). Gender-Responsive Water, Sanitation and Hygiene: Key elements for 

effective WASH programming. New York City. 

UNICEF, & WHO. (2017). Progress on Drinking Water, Sanitation and Hygiene.  

United Nation (UN). (2017). The Sustainable Development Goals Report. United 

Nations, 1–56.  

Van Houweling, E. (2015). “A Good Wife Brings Her Husband Bath Water”: Gender 

Roles and Water Practices in Nampula, Mozambique. Society and Natural 

Resources 

van Welie, M. J., & Romijn, H. A. (2018). NGOs fostering transitions towards 

sustainable urban sanitation in low-income countries: Insights from Transition 

Management and Development Studies. Environmental Science and Policy, 

84(July), 250–260 

Visscher, J. T., Uytewaal, E., & Verhagen, J. (2006). Gaining insight into capacity 

development at the intermediate level. Background paper for the Symposium on 

Sustainable Water Supply and Sanitation: Strengthening Capacity for Local 



 

153 

 

Governance. 

Waterkeyn, J., & Cairncross, S. (2005). Creating demand for sanitation and hygiene 

through Community Health Clubs: A cost-effective intervention in two districts in 

Zimbabwe. Social Science and Medicine, 61(9), 1958–1970.  

WHO/ UNICEF JMP. (2015). Key Facts from Joint Monitoring Programme 2015. 

WHO. (2017). Safely managed drinking water - thematic report on drinking water 2017. 

World Health Organization. 

WHO & UNICEF. (2017). Progress on Drinking Water , Sanitation and Hygiene. Launch 

Version July 12 Main Report Progress on Drinking Water , Sanitation and Hygiene. 

WHO, & UN-Water. (2012). UN-Water Global Analysis and Assessment of Sanitation 

and Drinking-Water: The Challenge of Extending and Sustaining Services. UN 

Water Report. 

World Water Assessment Programme (WWAP). (2015). The United Nations World 

Water Development Report 2015: Water for a Sustainable World, Facts and Figures. 

UN Water Report, 138. 

Wutich, A. (2009). Intrahousehold disparities in women and men’s experiences of water 

insecurity and emotional distress in urban Bolivia. Medical Anthropology Quarterly.  

Zimmerman, M. A. (1995). Psychological empowerment: Issue and illustrations. 

American Journal of Community Psychology, 23(5), 581–599.  

 

 



 

154 

 

Appendix A Main characteristics and results of the studies included 

 

Author, Year, 

Country 

Study Objective  Study 

Population 

Methodolog

y 

Main Empowerment 

dimensions 

Level of Analysis 

Ali & Stephen (2009).  

Faridpur, 

Bangladesh 

To explore the 

experience of Practical 

Action in promoting 

water, sanitation, 

waste and hygiene-

related infrastructure 

and services 

Slum dwellers 

including 

women and 

physically 

disabled. 

Qualitative: 

focus group 

discussions  

 Collective planning 

 Inclusiveness 

 Partnerships 

 Capacity building 

 Community  

Brinkman et al. 

(2012).  Lower 

Kaskaskia River , US 

To contribute to the 

theoretical 

understanding of 

community 

empowerment for 

watershed 

conservation. 

residents of four 

communities 

 

Quantitative: 

Survey 

 Community capacity 

 Access to information 

 Leadership 

 Community  

Durgaprasad, P. & 

Sivaram, P. (2007). 

India.   

To assess the key 

aspects of people 

centred and people-

managed decentralised 

Men, women  

and children  

Qualitative: 

Focus group 

discussion 

 Capacity building 

 Participation 

 Community 
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safe drinking water 

and sanitation (DWS) 

projects in India 

interview  Leadership 

 Information 

Goodman et al. 

(2016). Kenya.   

To assess 

primary drinking 

water source and 

typical household 

water purification  

 

Households  Mixed 

method: 

Survey 

 interviews 

 Access to information  Household  

Hetherington et al. 

(2017). Tanzania.   

To examine the 

process and outcome 

evaluation of an 

intervention targeting 

pastoralists in rural 

Tanzania 

pastoralist high-

school students 

and 

communities in 

rural Tanzania 

Mixed 

method: 

Survey 

interviews 

Focus group 

discussion 

 Knowledge 

 Skills and leadership 

 Self-efficacy 

 Individual  

 Community 

Hasan et al. (2011).  

republic of Marshall 

islands 

To empower rural 

communities through 

trained local 

facilitators to promote 

water safety 

Local NGO, 

environmental 

officers, health 

inspectors’ 

community 

extension 

Case study 

Experimenta

l design. 

Training of 

facilitators 

to promote 

water safety 

 

 Capacity building 

 Knowledge 

 Community 

 Household 

 Community 
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officers.  plans engagement   

Kema et al. (2012).  

Mkuranga district, 

Tanzania. 

To assess community 

participatory 

approaches in WASH 

Residents of  

Mkuranga 

district 

Quantitative: 

Survey 

 Access to information 

 Participation 

 Community 

level 

Smith et al. (2004).   

South Africa 

To identify sanitation 

needs from the 

perspective of 

informal community 

residents, addressing 

need related issues, 

and empowering 

women. 

men and 

women  (heads 

of households) 

Mixed 

method: 

focus group 

discussion 

and survey  

 Leadership 

 Knowledge 

 Participation  

 Individual 

van Welie M.J. & 

Romijn H.A. (2017). 

Kenya 

To explore the 

potential challenges 

and contribution of 

NGOs in facilitating 

new, integrated 

solutions to urban 

sanitation problems  

Experts on 

sanitation, 

Senior 

Corporate 

Strategist and 

Project 

Coordinators 

and 11 other 

relevant 

stakeholders  

Qualitative: 

interviews 

 Access to information 

 Capacity building 

 Participation 

 Power 

 Community 
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Waterkeyn JA and 

Sandy Cairncross 

(2013).  Makoni 

District,  Tsholotsho 

District, Zimbabwe 

To explore the use of 

Health Clubs for 

changing hygiene 

behavior and building 

rural demand for 

sanitation 

Health Clubs 

members 

Mixed 

method: 

Survey 

interviews 

 Access to information 

 Participation 

 Individual 

Leahy, al. 

(2017).Vietnam 

To explore the extent 

to which both practical 

and strategic interests 

of women can be 

influenced and 

changed by WASH 

policies and 

programming. 

Men and 

women 

including 

persons with 

disabilities 

Qualitative: 

Interviews 

 Decision-making 

 Self-efficacy 

 Household 

 Community 

Leder et al. (2017). 

Western Nepal 

To explore how 

women of different 

caste, class, and age, 

living in various 

household situations, 

were able to benefit 

differently from 

improved 

water access as a 

result of the two 

Men and 

women 

Quantitative: 

Household 

survey 

Qualitative: 

interviews, 

life histories, 

observations

, focus 

group 

 Capacity building 

 Decision-making 

 Participation 

 Household 

 Community 
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programs discussions 
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Appendix B Information Letter and Consent 

                                                                                                                               

SKHS Building 

 28 Division Street 

 Queen’s University 

 Kingston, Ontario, Canada 

                                                                                                                                                          K7L 3N6 

 www.queensu.ca/skhs 

 

Information Letter and Consent 

Title of Study  

Empowerment of Vulnerable People to Address Household Water, Sanitation and 

Hygiene (WASH) Security Risks in Ghana  

Invitation to Participate   

You are contacted to participate in an interview that seeks to develop an ‘Empowerment 

in WASH index,’ as a tool to measure empowerment in the water and sanitation sector 

capturing multiple dimensions of empowerment.  

Basis of Participant Selection  

The reason you are contacted to participate in this study is because you are considered a 

key informant in the WASH sector.  

Purpose of the Study   

The overall purpose of this project is to develop an ‘Empowerment in Water, Sanitation, 

and Health (WASH) index,’ as a tool to understand and capture multiple dimensions of 

empowerment in the water and sanitation sector. This will involve developing indicators 

to better understand the relationship between empowerment and WASH-related disease 

outcomes, to identify gender imbalances, and monitor progress toward achieving health 

related Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  
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Explanation of Procedures   

Participation in this interview is voluntary and involves about one hour of responding to 

questions around factors that influence gender empowerment around WASH and health 

(in Ghana). All information you provide will be considered confidential.  Your name will 

not be identified with the input you give in the discussion session. 

Potential Risks and Discomforts   

There are no known or anticipated risks and discomforts to your participation in this 

study.  You may decline to take part in the interview at any time or answering any 

questions you feel you do not wish to answer during the discussion.   

Potential Benefits  

You will receive no direct benefit from participating in this study.  

Assurance of Confidentiality   

Your name will not be identified with the input you give at the interview session. All 

information you provide will be considered confidential and will be grouped with 

responses from other participants. Further, you will not be identified by name in any 

thesis, report or publication resulting from this study. The information collected from the 

study will be kept confidential for a period of seven years in the School of Kinesiology 

and Health Studies at Queen’s University, Kingston, Ontario, Canada 

Withdrawal from the Study  

Participation is voluntary. Your decision whether to participate or not to participate in the 

study will not attract any penalty or loss of benefits.   

Offer to Answer Questions  

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to ask. If you think of questions later on, 

please feel free to contact Elijah Bisung by email at eb120@queensu.ca or Florence Dery 

at 17fad@queensu.ca 

If you have any concerns about your rights as a research participant please contact - Dr. 

Albert Clark, Chair of the Queen's University Health Sciences and Affiliated Teaching 

Hospitals Research Ethics Board at clarkaf@queensu.ca.   

mailto:eb120@queensu.ca
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YOU ARE VOLUNTARILY MAKING A DECISION WHETHER OR NOT TO 

PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY BY VERBALLY AGREEING, YOU HAVE 

DECIDED TO PARTICIPATE HAVING UNDERSTOOD THE INFORMATION 

PRESENTED. YOU ALSO CERTIFY THAT YOU HAVE HAD AN ADEQUATE 

OPPORTUNITY TO DISCUSS THIS STUDY WITH 

……………………………………. AND YOU HAVE HAD ALL YOUR QUESTIONS 

ANSWERED TO YOUR SATISFACTION. YOU WILL BE GIVEN A COPY OF THIS 

CONSENT FORM TO KEEP. 

 

________________________________                               ______________________ 

    Signature/Thumbprint of Participant                                                                   Date 

 

IN MY JUDGMENT THE PARTICIPANT IS VOLUNTARILY AND KNOWINGLY 

GIVING VERBAL INFORMED CONSENT AND POSSESSES THE LEGAL 

CAPACITY TO GIVE INFORMED CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY.    

 

   

               Signature and Name of Researcher                                                        Date 
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Appendix C Interview Guide 

EMPOWERMENT IN WATER SANITATION AND HYGIENE (WASH) 

 

INDIVIDUAL IDENTIFICATION  

Pseudonym______________________________ 

Name of Community_______________________     

Questions about making decisions on various aspects of household life.  

1. Tell me, how do people participate in community water and sanitation activities? 

 

2. Can you tell me ways women participate in WASH activities as much as men do in 

your community? 

 

Questions about Leadership and participation 

1. Tell me, do women feel comfortable speaking up in public to help decide on 

water, sanitation and hygiene implementation in your community as much as men 

do?  

2. Can you share with me if women involvement or inputs are valued by individuals 

in your community?  

 

Questions about access to WASH Information 

1. Kindly share with me ways people in your community obtain or share information 

regarding WASH (good sanitation practice, hand washing, good water 

management practices)? 

 

2. From your experiences and observation, what sources do people in the community 

mostly receive the information regarding WASH? How adequate is the 

information? 

 

Leadership 

1. Can you tell me if women play any leadership role in WASH interventions? 

Why? 

 

Motivations 



 

163 

 

1. What motivates people to get involved in WASH activities? 

2. Do you think such motivations differ by gender? 

 

Knowledge 

1. In your opinion, do people have adequate knowledge around WASH practices in 

your community? 

2. Kindly tell me ways WASH information influence WASH practices in your 

community? 

 

Is there any information you would like to share with me, particularly, information 

around empowerment and WASH at the household and community levels? 

 

 

Thank you for participating in this interview. 
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Appendix D Ethics Clearance 
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