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BACKGROUND 
 
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was established in 2015 to stimulate action across 17 
goals, 169 targets, and 232 indicators to enable sustainable economic, social, and environmental 
development.1 Anchored in human rights, the 2030 Agenda applies to all, prioritizing the most 
disadvantaged, in an effort to leave no one behind in the course of achieving sustainable development. 
The 2030 Agenda’s preamble specifies the aim ‘to achieve gender equality and the empowerment of all 
women and girls,’ a commitment outlined further in a stand-alone goal focused on gender, Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) 5, and emphasized as integral across all goals and associated targets.1  
 
To align with the intentions of the 2030 Agenda to leave no one behind and to achieve gender equality 
and empowerment, there is a need to assess gender equality across targets for SDG 6, which focuses on 
water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH). To this end, researchers at Emory University are engaging with 
the World Health Organization (WHO)/United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Joint Monitoring 
Programme for Water Supply, Sanitation, and Hygiene (JMP) team to develop a conceptual framework 
that identifies critical domains of gender equity and equality for monitoring efforts. With the ultimate goal 
of facilitating national and global monitoring, the conceptual framework focuses explicitly on gender 
equality. This conceptual framework will guide collaborative activities, including a review of how gender 
has been incorporated into water, sanitation, and hygiene monitoring efforts at various levels and 
identification of monitoring gaps, needs, and opportunities. 

 
A FRAMEWORK TO INFORM MONITORING OF GENDER EQUALITY IN 
WASH 
 
We propose a framework to inform monitoring of gender equality in WASH that leverages work from 
various United Nations (UN) agencies, including UNICEF, the UN Statistics Division (UNSD), the UN 
Economic, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), UN Women, and the World Health Organization 
(WHO), as well as academics and practitioners. Below we describe the thinking, approaches, and principles 
that have informed the framework. Specifically, we elucidate key facets and considerations for the use of 
gender statistics in relation to monitoring WASH, explain how appropriate monitoring can support efforts 
to achieve gender equity, and describe how a conceptual model of gender equality can be leveraged to 
identify gender-specific WASH needs and monitoring opportunities.  
 
Monitoring Gender Equality in WASH Requires Gender Statistics 
Gender statistics are necessary for monitoring gender equality in WASH. As defined by UNSD, gender 
statistics “adequately reflect the differences and inequalities in the situation of women and men in all 
areas of life.”2 Monitoring gender equality in WASH requires recognition of the complexities of gender 
statistics, which include but also extend beyond sex-disaggregated data (see Text Box 1).3 Each of the 
points highlighted in Text Box 1 elucidate what gender statistics are. UNICEF’s 2020 guidance document 
“Every Child Counts: Using Gender Data to Drive Results for Children” further emphasizes these points and 
the benefits of gender statistics.4 
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Sex- and Disability-Disaggregated Data 
Gender statistics include sex-disaggregated data, which are data that are collected and reported 
separately for males and females.3. Sex-disaggregated data enable understanding of differences by sex, 
the unique needs of males and females, and can also reflect differences by gender, the socially and 
culturally constructed roles, responsibilities, and expectations of women and men, and girls and boys (see 
Text Box 2).3 It is worth noting that these definitions do not adequately acknowledge sexual and gender 
minorities1,  including people who are intersex2 or transgender3.5 (For additional definitions of sex and 
gender from various organizations, see Appendix A.)  
 

 
As noted by the Special Rapporteur regarding the human rights to water and sanitation, “disaggregated 
data is essential in order to fully understand where and how discrimination occurs with respect to access 
to the human rights to water and sanitation” (p.11).7 Disaggregating data by sex enables the identification 
of inequalities and potential discrimination, and has the potential to reveal inequities (See text box 3 for 
definitions of equality and equity). Sex-disaggregated data can reveal equality, and simultaneously point 
to inequity. For example, when women and men have access to the same number of toilets, they have 
equal access. However, because women take longer using facilities, use facilities for menstruation, or may 
need to visit facilities more often when pregnant, if they have a urinary tract infection, or because they 
are caring for children, having an equal number of facilities can also indicate inequitable access.8 
 
Reporting should include data and statistics for not only for women and girls, but also for men and boys 
to enable comparisons, as applicable and relevant. Analyses can be carried out to identify differences 
based on gender identities, which may not be the same as biological sex.5 Further, disaggregation need 

 
1 The term “sexual and gender minorities” will be used throughout this document to refer to populations who are not cisgender and/or 
heterosexual. There are a wide range of terms and understandings of sexual and gender minorities in contexts around the world; the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM) has produced a LGBTQI Glossary that helpfully identifies some of these terms: 
https://lgbti.iom.int/sites/default/files/LGBTI_Glossary_2017.pdf   
2 Those who are born with sex characteristics that may not fit the typical definitions of male and female4. 
3 A broad term used to describe a wide range of identities whose appearance and characteristics are perceived as gender atypical – including 
transsexuals, crossdressers, and those who identify as third gender5. 

Text Box 1: Gender Statistics 
According to the UN Statistics Division (2016), Gender Statistics are inclusive of: 

a) Data that are collected and presented by sex as a primary and overall classification; 
b) Data that reflect gender issues; 
c) Data that are based on concepts and definitions that adequately reflect the diversity of women and 

men [all genders] and capture all aspects of their lives; 
d) Data collection methods take into account stereotypes and social and cultural factors that may induce 

gender bias in the data; 
e) Data analyses and presentation of data should reveal meaningful similarities and differences between 

women and men [individuals of different genders]. 

Text Box 2: Sex and Gender Definitions6 
Gender A social and cultural construct, which distinguishes differences in the attributes of men and 

women, girls and boys, and accordingly refers to the roles and responsibilities of men and women. 
Gender-based roles and other attributes, therefore, change over time and vary with different 
cultural contexts. The concept of gender includes the expectations held about the characteristics, 
aptitudes and likely behaviors of both women and men (femininity and masculinity). This concept 
is useful in analyzing how commonly shared practices legitimize discrepancies between sexes. 

Sex Refers to the biological and physiological reality of being males or females. 

https://lgbti.iom.int/sites/default/files/LGBTI_Glossary_2017.pdf
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not be binary – focusing only on males and females – but can include intersex individuals as well. However, 
data that enables people to self-identify as intersex is rarely collected; therefore, many reports only 
disaggregate along the male-female binary (if at all), limiting the representation of intersex people. It is 
also critically important to collect disability-disaggregated data, which can help to understand the 
heterogeneous experiences of men and women with disabilities and those who are temporarily able-
bodied (TAB). 
 
Despite its importance, collection, analysis, and reporting of sex- and disability-disaggregated WASH data 
is limited in research and monitoring. In her 2007 work Women, Water, and Development, Isha Ray noted 
the lack of sex-disaggregated data available to understand women’s experiences with water, limiting the 
ability to make evidence-based policy recommendations and inspiring her call for sex-disaggregated water 
data9. This work preceded a 2008 UN Water sponsored Expert Group Meeting on Gender-disaggregated 
Data on Water and Sanitation that drew similar conclusions.10   
 
While UN Women has made major strides in providing guidance for sex-disaggregated water and 
sanitation data, the availability of sex-disaggregated data in WASH remain limited, and repeatedly called 
for. 11-15  The basic unit of assessment for SDG Targets 6.1 and 6.2 is the household, which, while 
sometimes assumed to be gender neutral, is in fact gender blind. Collecting data at the household level 
prevents disaggregation by sex, disability, and other characteristics, and, as Fisher (2017) notes, prevents 
identification of intra-household inequities.13 Disaggregation by sex of heads of household likewise does 
not allow for analysis of intra-household inequities. Thus, sex-disaggregated data are needed for 
monitoring gender equality in WASH, requiring novel data collection, analysis, and reporting approaches 
for identifying inequalities and inequities. If sex-disaggregated data are not possible to obtain, it is 
recommended to collect data on women alone, since male needs are expected to be met in the course of 
meeting female needs.15 
 
Data on Gender Issues 
Beyond disaggregation of data by sex, collection, analysis, and reporting of data that reflect gender 
issues are also integral to gender statistics.3 As noted by UN Women, “In a world where inequalities of 
all kinds are on the rise, disaggregation by sex alone is insufficient for monitoring outcomes among women 
and girls.” In 2008, a UNESCO expert group meeting wrote of the global commitments around WASH: “So 
far, global commitments made in the areas of water and sanitation, including the MDG goals, do not 
specifically address the equitable division of power, work, access to and control of resources between 
women and men” (p. 8) and highlighted that water and sanitation are not “gender-neutral and common 
resources” (p. 19) but are extremely gender-specific.10  In the SDG era, acknowledging and monitoring 
gender-specific WASH disparities is imperative. 
 
Data that reflect gender issues account for varied roles, responsibilities, relations, and expectations and 
are critical for identifying and addressing gender-based inequities. For example, a gender issue frequently 
discussed in WASH is water collection, which is primarily the burden of women globally.16,17 Water 
collection responsibilities can result in inequities in time use and unpaid labor,16,17 along with physical 
strain and injury,18 and missed educational,19,20 economic,21,22 social,22,23 and leisure opportunities.22 As 
such, data is needed that seeks to understand the varied gendered experiences of water and sanitation 
beyond access to water and sanitation facilities alone. Women in many parts of the world play “triple 
roles” – reproductive work, such as childcare; productive work or income-generating activities; and 
community management work.24 This triple role has clear implications for women in relation to WASH, 
with women responsible for domestic responsibilities such as water collection and assisting dependents, 



 

A Conceptual Framework to Inform National and Global Monitoring of Gender Equality in WASH 
Caruso, B.A., Conrad, A., Salinger, A., Patrick, M., Youm, A., & Sinharoy, S. 2021. 
 

8 

productive roles in WASH-related or WASH-dependent enterprises, and community roles related to water 
management and sanitation improvement.  
 
Data on the Diversity of Gendered Experiences 
Gender statistics need to reflect the diversity of all genders and capture all aspects of their lives. Women 
and men are not homogenous groups but comprise complex identities. Aggregated figures that provide 
averages, whether for a total population or even for women and men, can mask improving or 
deteriorating circumstances of sub-populations.25 Males and females have different WASH needs 
throughout the life course, as well as different gendered responsibilities.  
 
While much of the gender-specific monitoring of WASH issues will focus on women and girls – given their 
specific needs and vulnerabilities as well as the larger body of academic research on women and girls’ 
WASH issues – gender analysis and monitoring of WASH issues should also include men, boys, and sexual 
and gender minorities since these individuals may have gender-specific needs and considerations related 
to WASH as well.26 For example, men may choose not to use a household toilet in order to slow the rate 
of pit filling or due to high demand, and it may be more acceptable for them to practice open defecation 
since they have greater freedom of movement.27-31 
 

 
 

Gender also intersects with myriad forms of discrimination, including but not limited to sexual orientation 
and gender identity , age, ability, income, caste, race, ethnicity, geography, religion, origin, nationality, 
and indigenous, marital, family, immigration, and HIV status.25 Monitoring of WASH and gender, 
therefore, needs to account for intersectionality, and recognize that meaningful categories for 
comparison and assessment over time may be different at global than at national levels. 
 

Monitoring Gender Disparities in WASH as a Means to Enable Gender Equality
The purpose of the SDG indicator framework and associated monitoring systems is to harmonize data 
collection at the regional, national, and global levels; to track progress towards the SDGs; and to increase 
accountability. Data generated through national monitoring efforts can help governments develop 
policies and allocate resources towards achievement of the SDGs. Therefore, in the development of the 
SDG indicators, an important recommendation was that all indicators should be policy-relevant and “able 
to be disaggregated to track progress for all relevant groups.”32  
 
Monitoring is especially critical to enabling gender equality. Monitoring can provide the data needed to 
determine if men and women have the same opportunities in life, referred to as formal equality, and if 
their different needs, preferences, and interests are being met, referred to as substantive equality or de 
facto equality (see Text Box 3).33 Further, as is noted by UNICEF’s 2020 guidance document Every Child 
Counts: Using Gender Data to Drive Results for Children gender equality does not just benefit women but 
also results in positive outcomes for both children and communities ‘as children’s rights and well-being 
often depend on the rights and well-being of women’ (p.6).4  National policymakers can then use 
monitoring data to develop and allocate resources towards the implementation of policies that advance 
both formal and substantive gender equality. 

Note: There are risks inherent in collecting data related to sexual orientation and gender identity. 
WASH actors must carefully consider contextual factors to determine the appropriateness of 
collecting this type of data. As is the case for all research and data collection, potential risks should 
be weighed against potential benefits. 
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To determine if people of all genders have the same chances and opportunities in life (formal equality) 
and have their needs, preferences and interests met (substantive equality), gender-specific data are 
critical. However, SDG 6, which seeks to “ensure availability and sustainable management of water and 
sanitation for all” is considered gender blind by UN Women because it lacks gender-specific indicators, or 
indicators that specifically call for sex-disaggregation or gender equality.38 While Target 6.2 specifically 

Text Box 3: Gender Equality, Gender Equity, and Empowerment 

Formal Equality 

Formal equality refers to equality under the law. Laws and policies that codify the equality of men 
and women are a component of formal equality. Addressing formal discrimination requires 
ensuring that a State’s constitution laws, and policy documents do not discriminate on prohibited 
groups, such as sex.34  The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW) is an example of an attempt to eliminate formal discrimination in the laws and 
policies of signatories. 

Substantive 
Equality 

Going beyond formal equality, substantive equality focuses on the outcomes and impacts of laws 
and policies. Substantive equality goes beyond creating formal legal equality and means that 
governments are responsible for the impact of laws. Governments must tailor legislation to 
respond to the realities of individual’s lives. The achievement of substantive equality requires 
action in four interrelated areas: addressing stereotyping, prejudice, stigma, and violence; 
redressing women’s socioeconomic disadvantage; strengthening women’s agency, voice, and 
participation;35,36 and accommodating differencing and achieving structural change.6 Substantive 
discrimination refers to discrimination in practice and eliminating it requires paying attention to 
groups of individuals that suffer historical or persistent prejudice, rather than merely comparing 
formal treatment of individuals in similar situations.34 

Gender Issues 

Refer to questions, problems and concerns related to all aspects of women’s and men’s lives, 
including their specific needs, opportunities, and contributions to society. Gender equality issues 
should be the center of analyses and policy decision, medium-term plans, program budgets and 
institutional structures and processes. From a statistics perspective, gender issues should also be 
at the core of plans and programs for developing gender statistics by national statistics systems.3 

Empowerment 
The expansion of choice and strengthening of voice through the transformation of power 
relations, so women and girls have more control over their lives and futures. It is both a process 
and an outcome.37 

Text Box 4: The WHO Gender Responsive Assessment Scale33 
Level 1: 
Gender Unequal 

Perpetuates gender inequality by reinforcing unbalanced norms, roles, and relations, and 
often leads to one sex enjoying more rights or opportunities than the other. 

Level 2: 
Gender Blind 

Ignores gender norms, roles and relations and very often reinforces gender-based 
discrimination. By ignoring differences in opportunities and resource allocation for 
women and men, such policies are often assumed to be ‘fair’ as they claim to treat 
everyone the same. 1 

Level 3: 
Gender Sensitive 

Indicates gender awareness, although no remedial action is developed. 

Level 4: 
Gender Specific 

Considers women’s and men’s specific needs and intentionally targets and benefits a 
specific group of women or men to achieve certain policy or program goals or meet 
certain needs. Such policies often make it easier for women and men to fulfill duties that 
are ascribed to them based on their gender roles, but do not address underlying causes of 
gender differences.  

Level 5: 
Gender 
Transformative 

Address the causes of gender-based health inequities by including ways to transform 
harmful gender norms, roles, and relations. The objective of such programs is often to 
promote gender equality and foster progressive changes in power relationships between 
men and women. 
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calls for the need to be “paying special attention to the needs of women and girls” in relation to sanitation 
and hygiene, the indicator for this target does not explicitly monitor the specific needs of women and 
girls. Rather, the indicator is the “proportion of the population using safely managed sanitation services.38

 
Gender blind and gender-specific are levels on the WHO’s five level Gender Responsive Assessment Scale 
(GRAS), which was created to assess programs and policies (see Text Box 4). 33 The GRAS has been further 
adapted to pictorially depict the levels, demonstrating which types of programs and policies contribute to 
gender equity and which contribute to gender inequity (Figure 1).39  
 
While the GRAS and the conceptual model shown in Figure 1 are designed to assess programs and policies, 
they can also be used to assess monitoring efforts and how those efforts contribute to gender equity and 
inequity. As noted previously, the unit of assessment for the indicators aligned with Targets 6.1 and 6.2 is 
the household, making these targets gender blind. As the GRAS points out, initiatives that are gender blind 
are “often constructed based on the principle of being ‘fair’ by treating everyone the same," often ignoring 
differences between men and women and “reinforcing gender-based discrimination” (see Text Box 4).33  
 
Regardless of intent, collecting data at the household level is gender blind because all individuals within 
the household are treated the same, as if each person has the same needs, the same roles and 
responsibilities, and the same decision-making power. Household level data collection also assumes that 
resources are equally allocated among and equally available to all household members, obscuring intra-
household inequalities. As shown in the adapted framework in Figure 1, gender blind approaches can be 
considered exploitative and contribute to gender inequity39 and may reinforce gender-based 
discrimination by masking differences.33. 
 
Importantly, despite how the SDG 6 goal, targets and indicators are written, national and global WASH 
monitoring efforts, inclusive of data collection, analysis, and reporting, can be gender-specific, can 
accommodate gender, and can generate data that identifies and can be used to address gender 
inequalities and inequities.

Figure 1: A Continuum of Approaches to Action on Gender and Health (Pederson, Greaves, & Pools, 2014) 
 

 
 



 

A Conceptual Framework to Inform National and Global Monitoring of Gender Equality in WASH 
Caruso, B.A., Conrad, A., Salinger, A., Patrick, M., Youm, A., & Sinharoy, S. 2021. 
 

11 

Gender-Specific Data Collection in WASH Monitoring: A Framework 
WASH can play a critical role in achieving gender equality as well as women and girls’ empowerment. 
Gender equality may also influence WASH behaviors, conditions, and related outcomes. Gender-specific 
data, that account for gender issues, are integral to understanding this bidirectional relationship. To 
inform the gender-specific data needed for monitoring, we created a conceptual framework that depicts 
gender-specific issues linked to gender equality in WASH (see Figure 2).  
 
It is important to acknowledge at the outset the relationship between gender equality and gender 
empowerment and to identify the focus of this framework. The EMERGE project has noted that 
“measurement of gender inequalities will be indicated by assessment of both unequal distribution 
of…resources, socially valued goods, opportunities, rewards, and well-being, advantaging males over 
females and transgender people, and unjuust access, situations or opportunities for females (or 
transgender individuals) due to their sex.”40 Gender empowerment refers to a process “based in a means 
of change that alters the positioning of those in a lesser position due to their gender (including women 
and transgender individuals) to allow for autonomy and self-determination.”40 Equality and 
empowerment are, therefore, clearly closely related and yet distinct. Empowerment may help to achieve 
equality and equality may improve the conditions for empowerment. This relationship is depicted in the 
visual framework (Figure 2) where Access to Resources, Ability to Exercise Agency, and Ability to Meet 
WASH Needs represent elements of equality. Therefore, this framework draws upon theories that 
highlight domains of empowerment, or pre-conditions of empowerment, that can be measured and 
monitored, given the intertwined nature of equality and empowerment. However, this document will 
focus primarily on gender equality in WASH, since the measurement and monitoring of equality in WASH 
is the focus of the JMP, for which this framework was developed.  
 
This framework aims to outline the breadth of considerations related to gender equality in WASH and 
elements are further described in the proceeding sections.. This comprehensive focus serves to inform 
identification of indicators and measures for monitoring purposes, and to identify gaps in the indicators 
and measures currently available for monitoring.  
 
Figure 2: Framework  for Achieving Gender Equality in and from WASH  
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Foundations of the Framework 
To construct this framework, we built upon the work of various organizations and scholars. In particular, 
we leaned on the definition of gender equality as presented by the WHO (2011)33 and the conceptual 
model and associated definition of empowerment as presented by van Eerdewijk et al. (2017) (see Text 
Box 3).37 We also drew upon the UNESCO World Water Assessment Programme (WWAP) and Oxfam’s call 
for integrating SDGs 5 and 6 through gender-transformative water programs. These four foundational 
frameworks are described briefly below:  
 
WHO Guidance on Gender Mainstreaming 
As outlined above, the WHO (2011) outlines guidance on gender mainstreaming in the health sector, 
including core definitions of gender equality and gender equity. These definitions inform the basic 
structure of the conceptual model we have created. The WHO identifies resources and opportunities as 
fundamental to gender equality, or specifically that gender equality refers to equal opportunities to access 
and control resources. It also considers gender equity – the different needs, preferences, and interests of 
women and men, which may mean that different treatment is needed to ensure gender equality. Such 
framing establishes gender equity as a process through which to achieve gender equality. This WHO 
framing grounds our conceptual model to focus on both agency (closely tied to opportunities) and equal 
access to resources, understanding that men and women may require differential treatment and 
consideration of differing needs and vulnerabilities to experience that equality. 
 
The Royal Tropical Institute (KIT) Conceptual Model of Women and Girls’ Empowerment 
The conceptual model of empowerment by the KIT team37—which was inspired by the work of Naila 
Kabeer41-43, the World Bank,44 and CARE45—was used to inform the domains and dimensions of our WASH-
specific framework. They define empowerment as: “The expansion of choice and the strengthening of 
voice through the transformation of power relations, so women and girls have more control over their lives 
and futures.”37 They note, and depict with their conceptual model (see Figure 3), that empowerment is 
“contingent on the interaction between three key elements: agency, institutional structures, and 
resources…Empowerment of women and girls is a dynamic and transformative process of change. 
Transformation of power relations occurs through women and girls exercising agency and taking action, 
through the redistribution of resources towards women and girls and through shifting institutional 
structures that shape women and girls’ choice and voice, and ultimately their lives and futures” (see Figure 
3). While these elements informed and are incorporated into our conceptual model, it is important to 
note that our model stops short of incorporating empowerment as a comprehensive concept, for the 
reasons previously described. Below, we briefly describe how the elements are incorporated, and each of 
these is explained further in the next section. 
 

Figure 3: Elements of Empowerment as Depicted by van Eerdewijk et al., 2017 
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World Water Assessment Programme (WWAP) Gender-Responsive Framework46 
The WWAP has sought to generate gender-responsive indicators and guidance for monitoring water 
issues, specifically. They have outlined this guidance based on ten priority topics: 
 

1. Gender-responsive water governance 
2. Safe drinking water, sanitation, and hygiene 
3. Gender-specific knowledge resources 
4. Transboundary water management 
5. Water for agricultural uses 
6. Water for industry and enterprise 
7. Human rights-based water resources management 
8. Water, migration, displacement, and climate change 
9. Indigenous and traditional knowledge, and community water rights 
10. Water education and training. 

 
The WWAP has mapped each of the SDGs onto this list of ten key topics (see Figure 4). We have 
incorporated relevant core topics into our framework while shifting the focus from higher-level – policy 
and industry – institutions to the individual and institutions at a lower level (schools, healthcare facilities, 
and workplaces).  
 

Figure 4: List of WWAP Priority Topics for Indicators and related SDGs 
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Oxfam’s Case for Gender-Transformative Water Programmes12  
Oxfam defines gender inequality as the result of unfair social norms, legal discrimination, women’s 
underrepresentation in politics, and violence against women and girls, and notes that SDG 6 does not 
explicitly address gender inequality despite intrinsic linkages between SDG 5 and 6.12  In fact, Oxfam (2020) 
notes that the only explicit reference to women and girls is under SDG Target 6.2, which relates to 
sanitation and hygiene but not to water access and management. For these reasons, Oxfam lays out three 
key recommendations: 
 

1. Increase the availability and quality of sex-disaggregated data on water, sanitation and hygiene, 
including water governance; 

2. Increase women’s leadership and meaningful participation in water governance and integrated 
water resources management (IWRM) at all levels (household, community, national, and 
transboundary); 

3. Challenge social norms around unpaid care work, women’s leadership and gender-based 
violence. 
 

These key points have been incorporated into our framework, which, like Oxfam, focuses not only on 
women’s access to water, sanitation, and hygiene but also on the social norms, labor, leadership, and 
violence that impact women’s experiences of water, sanitation, and hygiene. 
 
Further Insights from Research 
The relationship between WASH and gender is increasingly addressed in research and scholarship, which 
provides further guidance on the importance of monitoring gender equality within WASH. Notably, Fisher 
et al (2017) note that SDG 5 does not have an infrastructure-specific goal, but that basic infrastructure is 
critical for gender issues, and that WASH is fundamental for women’s empowerment and equality. Thus, 
they argue, women’s movements need to be cognizant of the role of and advocate for the provision of 
WASH services and infrastructure as critical to enabling empowerment and equality.13 To be impactful, 
however, and to demonstrate the importance of WASH in women’s empowerment and gender equality 
to those focusing on gender and SDG 5, appropriate gender data and monitoring are needed.  
 
Kayser et al (2019) offer four priority areas for measuring water, sanitation, and hygiene, and gender 
equality and empowerment: women’s water-fetching responsibility and time-use burden and implications 
for health and economic well-being; sanitation access and relationship with gender-based violence and 
psycho-social stress; women’s water, sanitation, and hygiene needs during menstruation, pregnancy, and 
caregiving, and effects on health, education, and psychosocial stress; and women’s participation in water, 
sanitation, and hygiene decision-making and governance, leading to their social and political 
empowerment.14  These priority areas align with the proposed framework described below.   
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THE GENDER EQUALITY IN WASH CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK  
 
Based on foundational sources described as well as an extensive review of literature on the interplay 
between gender and WASH, we have developed a conceptual framework for gender equality in and from 
WASH. Grounded in the WHO (2011) definitions of gender equality, the framework includes four 
interrelated  domains: Ability to Meet Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene Needs; Ability to Exercise Agency; 
Access to Resources; and the Multi-Level Enabling Environment.  
 
To be able to meet their basic needs related to WASH, individuals must have access to a suite of WASH-
related resources and the agency to exercise choice. In turn, women and girls’ ability to meet their needs 
influences their ability to equitably access resources and exercise their agency. Our preliminary 
conceptual framework shows the dynamic, reciprocal relationships between equal access to resources, 
agency, and the ability to meet basic needs, as well as how these elements operate within the broader 
enabling environment. Figure 2 depicts the basic structure of the framework while Figure 5, below, depicts 
a more detailed version. As noted above, this framework draws from and is intended to complement more 
comprehensive and process-focused empowerment work. The domains included in this framework are 
considered necessary but insufficient preconditions for progress toward women’s WASH-related 
empowerment.  
 
Overview of Framework Domains 
Central to the framework is the Ability to Meet Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene Needs  domain. This 
domain refers to women and men, boys and girls, and sexual and gender minorities (SGM) not only 
experiencing equal access to water, sanitation, and hygiene facilities but also having their different needs 
and vulnerabilities accounted for.  
 
The framework’s Ability to Exercise Agency domain is informed by several frameworks, including the 
Agency domain of the KIT model37, as well as WWAP (2019)46 and Oxfam (2020)12. Agency refers to 
women’s ability to participate in decision-making around WASH issues, including at the leadership level, 
and to move freely to access WASH facilities and to attend WASH-focused meetings and activities. Within 
the Ability to Exercise Agency domain we include: Intra-Household Decision-Making, Public Participation, 
and Freedom of Movement.   
 
The framework’s Access to Resources domain is similarly informed by the Resources domain in the KIT 
model37, as well as WWAP (2019)46 and Oxfam (2020).12 This domain refers to women’s control over and 
access to all of the basic requirements to meet their WASH-related needs. Resources include numerous 
dimensions, including: Health, Social Capital, Time and Labor, Safety/Freedom from Violence, Financial 
Resources and Physical Assets, Knowledge and Information, and Privacy.  
 
Finally, our Multi-Level Enabling Environment domain is informed by the Institutional Structures domain 
in the KIT model37 as well as by other literature identified through a literature review. The Multi-Level 
Enabling Environment refers to the social, legal, physical, and market-based factors that shape women’s 
experiences, behaviors, and access to resources, agency, and WASH facilities. Our Enabling Environment 
domain includes the following dimensions: Social Context, Political Context, Economic Context, and 
Environmental Context, which is inclusive of climate and natural (e.g. rivers) and person-made (e.g. roads) 
physical structures.  
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Figure 4: Conceptual Model for Achieving Gender Equality and Equity in and from WASH 

 
 
Interactions between Framework Domains 
The conceptual model presented above asserts that Access to Resources and Ability to Exercise Agency 
enable individuals, particularly women, girls, and sexual and gender minorities, to Meet their Basic WASH 
Needs.   
 
Resources impact individual’s Ability to Meet WASH Needs.  In order to attend to their water, sanitation, 
and hygiene needs, individuals need to feel safe and have sufficient privacy; they must have good health 
and social support to access facilities as needed; they must be able to afford to use the facilities that they 
prefer and have the time to do so; and they must have sufficient knowledge and information to address 
concerns or challenges.  
 
Resources – such as time, knowledge and information, financial resources and physical assets, and social 
capital – also can equip individuals with the tools or support they need in order to exercise their Agency 
(e.g. in leadership or decision-making roles). Agency may, in turn, make new pools or types of Resources 
available to individuals who – without leadership roles or without the ability to move freely, for example 
– may have not previously been able to access such resources.   
 
Individuals’ Agency also impacts their Ability to Meet WASH Needs since individuals’ decision-making and 
leadership can affect the type of WASH facilities available and their freedom of movement can determine 
whether or not they are able to access their preferred facilities.  
 
While Resources and Agency synergistically improve individual’s Ability to Meet Basic WASH Needs, 
individuals who are able to have their basic needs WASH met will be much better positioned to seek access 
to and benefit from Resources and Agency. For example, an individual with a regular water supply at 
home may have greater time (a Resource) to exercise their Agency, such as attending a WASH committee 



 

A Conceptual Framework to Inform National and Global Monitoring of Gender Equality in WASH 
Caruso, B.A., Conrad, A., Salinger, A., Patrick, M., Youm, A., & Sinharoy, S. 2021. 
 

17 

meeting in their community where they may be able to obtain additional Resources, like a stipend to 
improve her latrine. Conversely, when individuals face barriers to meeting their WASH needs, they may 
lose time – waiting in queues to use sanitation facilities or to collect water – and therefore also miss out 
on opportunities for productive activities, one form of exercising their Agency. Exercising greater Agency 
can also present new challenges to meeting WASH needs, since the location where a meeting is held may 
not have a female-friendly sanitation facility for the female attendees to utilize. 
 
All of these relationships are shaped by the Multi-Level Enabling Environment in which individuals live. 
For example, the physical environment my make water collection more difficult and social norms may 
restrict individuals’ roles in the community. The Multi-Level Enabling Environment domain illustrates that 
structural and systemic forces specific to a given context will impact individuals’ access to Resources and 
ability to exercise Agency and may also play a role in defining whether and how these Resources and 
Agency are able to be translated into ability to meet basic needs. In summary, these relationships are 
bidirectional, complex, and, in some cases, cyclical as enhancing one domain can create new deficits in 
other domains (See narratives for further examples). 

 
 

Example 2 
Uma lives in a rural village where she has no access to a latrine and spends nearly an hour in the morning and 
again at night going to an open defecation field with her female neighbors. Then a new law is passed and a 
government program provides stipends to households to construct private household latrines. Uma’s husband is 
supportive and they build a latrine. However, Uma is a young wife and is not asked to participate in decisions 
around where and how the latrine will be constructed. In the end, it is built in a place where she is hesitant to 
use it as passerby on the busy road might see her entering or exiting the latrine, which is especially concerning 
later at night when Uma fears someone might harm her. She continues to use the open defecation field most 
times she has a need, although with more women using private latrines it is harder to find accompaniment and 
she must often wait even when the need to defecate is urgent. 

 
The text and tables that follow further define the framework domains and dimensions, providing 
examples of WASH-specific considerations and applicability at various levels (Household, Health Care 
Facility, School, Workplace), and provide support for integration of those domains. Citations and examples 
are not exhaustive, but illustrative. They are also intended to be descriptive of existing gendered needs, 
roles, responsibilities, and challenges, rather than normative or prescriptive. While we build on academic 
theoretical frameworks, the examples included highlight findings of both qualitative and quantitative 
research conducted on the lived experiences of women, girls, and sexual and gender minorities, aiming to 
integrate their voices to identify specific gendered needs and considerations. 

Example 1 
Maria lives in a slum outside a large city with her husband and two children. While portions of the slum were 
constructed many decades ago and are connected to free public water, Maria lives in a newer portion of the 
slum, which is not connected. To access water, Maria must hike down a steep hill to use a public tap that runs at 
certain hours of the day, although this is not regular. Because of the irregularity of the water supply, Maria 
cannot travel far from her home to work or attend public events; her husband travels into the city for work but 
wives in her culture are expected to provide for the household’s water supply. Then, the city government 
decides to expand water connectivity to Maria’s section of the slum and a tap is installed outside her door that 
runs for an hour each morning and each evening. With the easier access to water, Maria can fill buckets in the 
morning and then travel into the city for work, increasing her family’s household income, which allows them to 
invest in improved water storage and treatment options. However, Maria finds new challenges with her 
commute and work, since the informal work she engages in is based on a street where there are no public 
toilets available. Maria must suppress her urge to urinate or defecate until she returns home late in the evening.  
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We then link domains from the broader framework that we identified and described in the tables to SDG 
Targets 6.1 and 6.2. These domains represent the gendered considerations that may be most relevant to 
the goals of the JMP.  
 
Key Considerations for the Conceptual Framework  
While gender considerations apply to individuals of all genders – men, women, and others – this 
conceptual framework will primarily focus on the specific needs of women, girls, and sexual and gender 
minorities given historical inequalities they have faced. It is also important to consider how gendered 
needs and challenges may vary across life stages, ability status, and other intersectional characteristics.  
 
Gender-sensitive considerations include both the biological and the social needs of individuals throughout 
the life course. Biological needs – those needs relating to sex – include needs during menstruation, 
pregnancy, post-natal care, etc. These needs are important to consider both for women and for those 
born female who continue to menstruate and may experience pregnancy. Social needs – those relating to 
gender – include the roles and responsibilities expected of individuals because of their gender, and may 
include water collection and management of child feces, among other behaviors and practices. These 
gender-sensitive considerations incorporate key elements of the human right to safe water as defined by 
the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), which highlights sufficient and 
continuous water supply, safety, and acceptability of water for personal and domestic use, physically 
accessible and safe water, sanitation, and hygiene facilities, and affordability of water services.1  
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GENDER EQUALITY IN WASH: FRAMEWORK DOMAINS & DIMENSIONS 
 

ABILITY TO MEET BASIC WASH NEEDS 
 

 
The overarching goal of incorporating gender-sensitive considerations into WASH is to enable women and 
men, boys and girls, and sexual and gender minorities to enjoy the ability to meet their basic WASH-
related needs equitably, with dignity, and at all stages of the life course. This includes physically accessible 
sources and facilities that provide sufficient, safe, affordable, and acceptable water for drinking4, hygiene, 
and other purposes, sanitation options for urination, defecation, and menstruation, and hygiene 
resources and environments. These facilities must accommodate personal needs and support the 
behaviors that individuals need to perform because of their sex and are expected to perform because of 
their gender. Even if programs and initiatives aim to be transformative, the roles and responsibilities 
individuals are expected to perform in their context need to be monitored as a means of determining if 
norms are shifting and transformational change is occurring, and for whom.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4 While we recognize that water serves an array of purposes, including water for agriculture and gardening, we focus primarily on drinking 
water in this document given the focus of the SDGs. 

Ability to meet WASH needs refers to women and men, boys and girls, and sexual and gender 
minorities experiencing equity of access to water, sanitation, and hygiene facilities, with their 

different needs and vulnerabilities accounted for and addressed. 

While equity is the goal, assessing equality or inequality may be more feasible for monitoring efforts.  
 
However, the measurement of equality/inequality can inform assessment of equity if done thoughtfully. 
For example, in many cases, an equal number of toilets for men and women might be constructed. 
However, thoughtful consideration to gendered needs points to some potential issues: women have 
biological differences (e.g. menstruation and pregnancy) and gendered social roles (e.g. being the 
primary caregivers for small children or other dependent family members) that may necessitate using 
toilets more frequently, for more diverse needs, and/ or for longer periods. In this case, while the 
number of toilets for men and women may be equal, access remains inequitable.  
 
A more equitable solution might be constructing an unequal number of toilets, with more toilets 
constructed for women than for men in order to avoid long wait times and ensure that women can meet 
their needs and responsibilities without feeling rushed. In such a case, a monitoring target might focus 
on the number of toilets while considering how an unequal number contributes to greater equity in 
ability to meet WASH needs. It is also crucial to think beyond the numbers and consider issues related 
to design, location, and access, pointing to the importance of including qualitative and participatory 
approaches whenever possible. 
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Some of the gendered considerations for equitably meeting basic WASH needs include: 
 

• Female-friendly design of sanitation locations and/or water collection sites or water points. 
Female-friendly design involves taking women’s priorities into consideration when designing 
facilities to ensure that they meet women’s needs.2 It is important to note that sanitation 
locations may be used for purposes beyond urination and defecation, including menstrual hygiene 
management, washing, bathing, caring for others (including changing infants or breast feeding), 
and hand-washing, so these specific uses should be considered when evaluating appropriateness 
of these locations. For example, women have reported that their sanitation locations lack 
resources like disposal bins, soap, sufficient water, and buckets for washing or bathing, which are 
especially needed during menstruation.47-56  
 
At the same time, it is important to consider whether designing WASH facilities to be female-
friendly will reinforce gender norms. For example, water points designed to be female-friendly 
might reinforce the norm that women alone are responsible for water collection, or only putting 
changing stations in women’s toilet facilities might reinforce the norm that women alone are 
responsible for caregiving. Female-friendly design requires considering the heterogeneous 
experiences of women and girls, including women and girls with disabilities, at various life stages, 
etc., and designing facilities that meet those varied needs.57,58  
 

• The ability for women, girls, and sexual and gender minorities to tend to WASH needs when 
those needs arise. Women should be able to use sanitation facilities or access water when they 
need to do so. In the face of WASH challenges, women may withhold food or water, consume less 
desirable water, suppress urination or defecation, or use insufficient hygiene practices. For 
example, numerous studies have found that women report limiting food and water59-65, 
suppressing urges to defecate or urinate52,66-69, delaying changing menstrual materials65,70 when 
sanitation conditions are inadequate, and bathing, drinking water, cooking, washing hands, 
clothes, and bathrooms less often when water is scarce.71-78  
 

• Consideration should be given to the cisgender women and girls and sexual and gender 
minorities (such as transgender men and those with masculine gender identities) who 
menstruate. Transgender and masculine of center men surveyed in the U.S. noted feeling 
uncomfortable and avoiding public restrooms during menstruation.79 
 

• Consideration should be given to the specific needs of individuals with disabilities. Individuals 
with physical disabilities experience greater difficulty using the same sanitation locations as other 
household members, especially avoiding coming into contact with feces while doing so.80,81 For 
example, support bars are often missing in latrines and pose problems for individuals who have 
difficulties holding themselves in squatting positions, especially women.57,58 In addition to 
consideration of physical disabilities, visual impairment, and other disabilities that may make 
accessing WASH facilities more challenging, incontinence should also be considered. Incontinence 
is a major issue, affecting an estimated one in four women over age 35 and one in ten men; this 
leads to specific WASH needs related to the increased need to bathe and use sanitation facilities.81  
 

• Consideration should be given to other intersectional characteristics, such as life stage, 
pregnancy, etc. Pregnant women in India, for example, reported more frequent urination and 
defecation and greater difficulties reaching their preferred sanitation locations. The same study 
found that women reported difficulties post-pregnancy related to pumping well water and 
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carrying water buckets.82 Homelessness presents challenges to meeting WASH needs around the 
world – in both the Global North and the Global South, and may differentially affect women, girls, 
and sexual and gender minorities;83-85 for example, a 2017 report found that U.S. youth who 
identify as LGBTQ+ had a 120% higher risk of reporting homelessness compared to youth who 
identify as heterosexual and cisgender,86 indicating that the burden unmet WASH needs for 
homeless individuals in the United States rests heavily on the LGBTQ+ community. 
 

 
Further, it is also possible to assess if individuals are not able to equitably meeting basic WASH needs by 
considering the behaviors they may practice when their needs are not met.  
 

• Coping mechanisms to minimize WASH needs may be an indication if inequitable access. In the 
face of inequitable access, individuals may: 
 

o Suppress urination or defecation, for example to prevent the need to urinate or defecate 
in unpreferred locations or due to expectations.52,66-69 
 

o Withhold food or water, for example to prevent the need to urinate or defecate in 
unpreferred locations.59-65 Caregivers for persons with disabilities have reported limiting 
that individual’s consumption of food and water in order to reduce the number of times 
they need to urinate and to manage weight gain.81 
 

o Avoid the use of certain sanitation locations79 and/or urinate or defecate in unpreferred 
locations, for example because a preferred locations is not private, or is inaccessible, 
costly, too far, has long lines and takes too much time, is dangerous, etc.81,87,88 
 

o Avoid going to certain places, such as schools,89 to inadequate sanitation facilities or, in 
the case of sexual and gender minorities, the presence of gender-segregated sanitation 
facilities.90 
 

o Consume less desirable water, for example because a preferred water is inaccessible, 
costly, too far, has long lines and takes too much time, is dangerous, etc.71,91,92 
 

o Use insufficient hygiene practices, like delaying bathing or changing menstrual 
materials65,70 and washing hands, clothes, and bathrooms less often, for example when 
water is scarce 71-78 or because they lack access to soap, privacy, etc. 
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ACCESS TO RESOURCES 
 

 
 
Individuals require resources to equitably meet their water, sanitation, and hygiene needs and to achieve 
SDG targets 6.1 and 6.2. Resources include everything individuals require to experience “universal and 
equitable access to safe and affordable drinking water for all” (6.1)5 and “access to adequate and 
equitable sanitation and hygiene for all” (6.2).  
 
Resources individuals require include components related to bodily integrity including health, privacy, 
and safety and freedom from violence, and tangible and intangible assets such as their time, labor, 
financial resources and physical assets, social capital, and knowledge and information that directly 
influence their ability to exercise agency. Each of these resources are defined93 and discussed below and 
summarized in Table 1, which outlines key considerations at the household, healthcare facility, school, 
and workplace levels. It is important to note that these resources are interrelated; privacy and safety, for 
example, are inherently tied to one another as individuals may seek more private sanitation or bathing 
locations at the expense of their physical safety or vice versa. 
 
Bodily Integrity 
Bodily integrity – individuals’ control over their own bodies – is an essential resource. Control over one’s 
body allows one the freedom and dignity to make other choices and is necessary to their participation in 
society and social life. As the KIT framework states, without bodily integrity “women and girls cannot 
obtain control over their lives and futures.” In this framework, we identify three core elements of bodily 
integrity: health – how WASH affects individuals’ physical and mental well-being; safety – individuals’ 
freedom from experiences of WASH-related verbal, physical, and sexual violence; and privacy – 
individuals’ ability to obtain sufficiently private WASH conditions. These three aspects of bodily integrity 
are critical to individuals meeting their basic WASH needs and experiencing dignity and control. 
 
Health 
Informed by the WHO definition of health, health as defined by this framework includes both physical and 
mental well-being as affected by WASH options and conditions; it extends beyond simply the absence of 
disease or infirmity.94 Health can be viewed as both an outcome of WASH – such as illness linked to unsafe 
water consumption – and as a resource for accessing WASH – such as the physical ability to walk to water 
points or sanitation facilities. In the context of WASH, some of the considerations for health include: 
 

• Freedom from illness related to water, sanitation, and hygiene access, water insecurity, or 
sanitation and hygiene experiences and conditions. Numerous studies have also documented fear 
of and experience of illness and disease associated with consumption of polluted water71,95-101, 
hygiene limitations in times of water scarcity,51,73,76,100 and poor sanitation conditions.60,82,100,102-104 
While not all WASH-related illness is gender-specific, individuals’ gendered needs, responsibilities, 

 
5 While we recognize that water serves an array of purposes, we focus primarily on water for consumption given the focus of SDG 6.1. 

Access to resources refers to individuals; control over and access to all of the basic requirements 

to meet their WASH-related needs, including health, privacy, safety and freedom from violence, 

and tangible and intangible assets such as time, labor, financial resources and physical assets, 

social capital, and knowledge and information. 
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and physiologies may make them more vulnerable to WASH-related illness. Women, girls, and 
sexual and gender minorities experience specific health-related needs for water for hydration, 
sanitation, and hygiene while menstruating, during pregnancy, and while breastfeeding, which 
should be considered, and WASH conditions within healthcare facilities can dramatically affect 
the health of individuals.14  
 
WASH-related illness and poor health outcomes also vary across life stage. A study from rural 
India found that women using open defecation was significantly associated with adverse 
pregnancy outcomes, and another study found that women who did not have access to a toilet 
within the house had a higher risk of APOs.105,106 Another Indian study found that a water facility 
outside of the household, unimproved sanitation facilities, and lack of soap use after defecation 
was significantly associated with poor nutritional status in adolescent girls.107 Menstruating 
individuals without private indoor locations to change their materials or hygienic places to dry 
reusable materials may experience illnesses such as bacterial vaginosis and urinary tract 
infections.108-110 In addition, women in some contexts are only able to urinate or defecate after 
dark to avoid social stigma and may be at heightened risk of experiencing urinary tract infections 
as a result, a particular concern for women with certain disabilities who are already at increased 
risk of these infections.111,112 
 

• Freedom from injury related to water, sanitation, and hygiene access, water insecurity, or 
sanitation and hygiene experiences and conditions. Women have reported pain and injury related 
to water collection, 14,18,23,60,76,92,101,113-117 meeting sanitation needs, including specific concerns for 
injury among pregnant and older women,51,60,62,63,67,82,103,118 and related to restriction to spaces 
outside the home due to menstrual status, as is practiced in Nepal.119 As with illness, injury can 
be a concern for both women and men; however, women face specific risks of injury related to 
their roles – such as water collection – and biological needs.  

 
• Freedom from stress or anxiety experienced by women related to water insecurity and/or water 

quality and quantity. Women in Bolivia, India, Kenya, and Uganda have reported stress, anxiety, 
and fear related to water insecurity.78,120-122 Men also experience stress related to water 
insecurity, although these experiences of stress may differ for women and men.123 
 

• Freedom from stress or anxiety experienced by women related to sanitation conditions, 
options, and accessibility. Women have reported sanitation-related stress related to perceived 
risk of assault, quarrels about sanitation, rising sanitation-related costs, lack of privacy, and 
concerns about being seen by others, especially men, while openly defecating.66,67,70,82,120,124,125  
Sexual and gender minority individuals who experience menstruation have also reported anxiety 
around using public restrooms.79  
 

• Freedom from stress or anxiety experienced by women related to hygiene conditions, options, 
and accessibility. Individuals may experience stress and anxiety when they lack access to 
appropriate hygiene. In particular, women experience stress and anxiety related to inadequate 
menstrual hygiene conditions and options, such as inadequate disposal options and inadequate 
places for washing and drying menstrual materials.109 More information is needed about women’s 
experiences managing other forms of bleeding, including post-partum bleeding.126 One study 
from Ghana found that when pads and education were provided to schoolgirls, shame, lack of 
confidence, insecurity, and difficulty concentrating improved.127 
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• Freedom from stress, anxiety, or illness related to coping mechanisms employed by individuals 

(such as suppression and withholding) due to inadequate WASH. Women have reported suffering 
urinary tract infections, headaches, constipation, diarrhea, and other illnesses when they have 
suppressed urination and defecation when lacking access to safe, clean latrines.60,62,63,66,124,125 
Transgender and gender non-conforming individuals in Washington, D.C. reported health 
problems such as dehydration, UTIs, and kidney infection as a result of avoiding gender 
segregated public restrooms.90 
 

Safety and Freedom from Violence 
Safety requires freedom from interpersonal and gender-based violence, including individuals’ freedom 
from both violent acts and threats of violence – both physical and sexual, coercion, harassment, or force 
when accessing and using sanitation locations, water collection points, or hygiene locations. Safety can be 
considered both an outcome of WASH – for example, freedom from violent experiences when accessing 
sanitation – and a resource to enable access to WASH – for example, women may utilize buckets or bags 
in the home when they do not feel safe accessing their sanitation facilities at night. In the context of 
WASH, some of the considerations for safety include: 
 

• Freedom from interpersonal violence when accessing water, sanitation, hygiene facilities. 
Individuals may experience interpersonal violence – including harassment, physical violence, and 
sexual violence – when accessing water, sanitation, and hygiene facilities.14,23,47,51,62-64,66-

71,76,82,90,92,96-101,103,104,115,117,118,125,128-153 In a U.S.-based study, 68% of transgender and gender non-
conforming survey participants reported experiencing verbal harassment and 9% reported 
experiencing physical assault when accessing gender-segregated public restrooms.90 In Vanuatu, 
women and men with disabilities have reported feeling less safe than those without disabilities 
when collecting water.81 Some interventions have been shown to reduce women’s exposure to 
violence when accessing these facilities.50,118,154,155  
 

• Freedom from violence related to WASH responsibilities or norms, including harassment, verbal 
abuse, or scolding. This violence may be perpetrated by spouses, mothers-in-law, employers, and 
others when women fail to complete their responsibilities such as providing water for their 
husbands and households64,101,146, preparing food on time when water collection responsibilities 
take too long150, or attending water-related community meetings.149 When women are perceived 
to be challenging gendered norms, such as those regarding participation in community-level 
decision-making and meetings, they may suffer violence and other forms of backlash.153,156-158  
 

• Freedom from sexual exploitation (or “sextortion”) as it relates to WASH. Sexual exploitation 
occurs when women seek to access WASH; for example, a study in Zimbabwe found that male 
water vendors sometimes ask for sexual favors from women seeking to access water.76 Other 
evidence from Kenya, South Africa, and Colombia suggests that the exchange of sex for water 
access is a widespread problem.159-161 Schoolgirls and other women have reported engaging in 
transactional sex in order to purchase pads.162-167 
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Privacy 
As informed by a systematic review by Sclar et al (2018),168 privacy refers to an individual’s ability to feel 
free from observation or disturbance by others when accessing and utilizing sanitation locations and water 
sources, including for hygiene (e.g. bathing, menstruation) purposes. Privacy is considered a resource 
because it is a basic requirement for meeting one’s WASH needs in a satisfactory, safe, and dignified way. 
In the context of WASH, privacy refers to: 
 

• Individuals’ access to and use of a sufficiently private sanitation location, bathing area, and 
other hygiene spaces. For example, women in various countries in South Asia and sub-Saharan 
Africa have described challenges attaining privacy for bathing, post-defecation cleansing, and 
washing their bodies and washing, drying, and storing menstrual materials.51,67,82,96,109,144,169   
Numerous studies have documented privacy challenges that women face when accessing 
sanitation due to poor construction, missing doors or locks, shared facilities, or insufficiently 
private locations.67,70,82,104,143,170 Transgender and masculine of center individuals in the U.S. 
reported concerns about others hearing them changing their menstrual pads while using public 
restrooms.79 

 
Assets 
Another important element of resources are assets. Assets include both material assets – financial and 
physical assets including money, land, equipment, credit, and savings – but also intangible assets such as 
time and labor – the level of control individuals exert over their time and labor, knowledge and 
information – individuals’ access to and ability to utilize WASH-related information, and social capital – 
the social networks and connections that affect individuals’ ability to access or improve WASH. Assets are 
critical not only for enabling individuals’ access to WASH facilities and services, but also for enabling 
individuals’ to exercise their voice and participate in public and private decision-making around WASH. 
 
Time and Labor 
Time and labor refers to individuals’ time and labor spent on WASH-related tasks and activities and 
meeting their own WASH-related needs, as well as control over that time and labor. Labor may be unpaid 
or paid with cash or in-kind contributions, In the context of WASH, workload and time considerations 
include: 
 

• Time spent collecting water, which may include the time individuals responsible need to walk to 
or queue at a water collection point. Numerous studies have documented the time burden placed 
on women as the primary water collectors for households, schools, and other 
institutions.14,16,17,21,69,71-74,92,96,98-101,115,116,120,123,138,149,169,171-182 When women save time related to 
water collection, they have reported spending more time on leisure,23,176,183 rest,184 other 
domestic chores,23,185  income-generating activities,22,186,187 and participation in the community.131 
Time savings has also been reported to improve familial and marital relations.23,182 
 

• Time spent treating water. Individuals also need sufficient time to treat their water to ensure that 
it is safe for consumption; time limitations can bar women from accessing the resources they need 
to treat their water or boiling water to ensure it is safe.188 
 

• Time spent accessing sanitation or water for personal needs. Individuals need time to meet their 
personal water, sanitation, and hygiene needs, which can be time-consuming when, for example, 
sanitation sites are located far from their homes.102,133 Since women in many parts of the world 
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juggle domestic responsibilities – and often income-generating or community-focused activities 
as well – their time available for meeting their WASH-related needs may be limited. When 
sanitation conditions are improved, women have reported spending time on rest,142 income-
generating activities, and domestic chores.62,63 
 

• Time spent building or maintaining their sanitation facilities and/or water supplies. For 
example, studies have documented that cleaning toilets and latrines consumes a great deal of 
women’s time and may require waking up earlier than preferred.189,190 
 

• Time spent caring for the sanitation needs of others. At the household level, this may include 
caring for the needs of dependents, such as children or the elderly, including time spent 
accompanying or queuing with dependents.62,67 Women also spend time caring for those who 
become sick from water-related illnesses.97,151,191  
 

• Unpaid labor exerted to meet the WASH needs of their household. Women frequently bear the 
burden of unpaid labor and exert inequitable energy and have greater caloric expenditure 
meeting household WASH needs.16,17 In addition to domestic chores – such as household water 
collection – households are often expected to make a cash or labor contribution towards the costs 
of constructing or maintaining new water and sanitation facilities. Poorer households often opt 
for labor contributions, with the burden of that labor falling largely on women.  
 

• Time spent on the hygiene needs of their households, healthcare facilities, schools, or 
workplaces.51,178 
 

• Time available to participate in WASH-related initiatives. Because women are frequently 
responsible for numerous domestic, income-generating, and other activities, they may have 
limited time available to engage in community-level WASH initiatives like water management 
committees.169,192-195 

 
Financial Resources and Physical Assets 
Financial resources and physical assets refers to individuals’ control over economic resources and long-
term stocks of value, such as land, for the purposes of meeting individual and household WASH needs. In 
the context of WASH, considerations may include: 
 

• Access to sufficient financial resources to access preferred water, water treatment methods, 
sanitation, and hygiene materials (such as soap and menstrual materials) for individuals in their 
households and if there are costs associated at healthcare facilities. When women lack income 
and asset control, it can be difficult for them to access their preferred sanitation 
locations47,60,62,63,69,70,103,104,117,130,158,196,197 or water sources71,96,113,120, quantities59,71, and water 
treatment methods.71,188,198  In some contexts, women need to access pay-per-use toilets for both 
urination and defecation, whereas men only access these toilets for defecation.103 
 

• Access to sufficient financial resources and physical assets to improve WASH conditions for 
households. Insufficient access to financial resources or assets, like land and housing, can also 
limit women’s decision-making about things like latrine construction.62,196,197 While poverty in 
general can be a barrier to some improvements, even where households to have sufficient 
economic resources to make such improvements, women may have very limited control over 
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those resources and financial decisions. It is important also to consider women’s access to credit 
– including microcredit, subsidies, cash transfers, and other sources of financial access. 

 
• Control over financial resources and physical assets for WASH access and improvements. Even 

where financial resources and physical assets are available, gendered barriers to utilization and 
control over those resources may exist. For example, women in India typically do not inherit 
property and require permission from male land-owners to build latrines.62,199 Women’s lack of 
control over land can also lead to underrepresentation in water committees and other community 
decision-making bodies.157,200  
 

• Access to digital, information, and communication technology. Digital inequality – between 
higher income and lower income countries and between different genders – is an emergent area 
of research. A 2020 report found that, across low and middle income countries (LMICs), women 
were 8% less likely than men to own a mobile phone, and 20% less likely to use the internet on a 
mobile phone – therefore, 300 million fewer women than men are able to use mobile internet.201 
As mobile phones – especially smartphones – become more common tools for payment and 
access to information, this gender gap in access to technology can pose barriers for women, who 
may, in some cases, stand to benefit the most. A study from Kenya, for example, found that 
women benefit more than men from time savings related to mobile water bill payment.202 

 
Social Capital 
Social capital refers to individuals’ membership in trusting and cooperative social networks that provide 
tangible and intangible (i.e., economic, emotional, and instrumental) support.203 This includes 
relationships or social ties with individuals or groups that help individuals access water, sanitation, and 
hygiene and complete WASH-related tasks and activities. Social capital can refer to trusting and 
cooperative relationships among individuals/groups that are similar to each other such as family members 
or close friends (i.e., bonding social capital), individuals/groups whose social identities differ in some 
important way such as groups from different racial, ethnic, religious, or occupational backgrounds (i.e., 
bridging social capital), and individuals/ groups with various levels of authority such as vertical 
connections to leaders and those in power (i.e., linking social capital).204 Women, men, and sexual and 
gender minorities may have different opportunities to build various types of social capital; for example, 
in some contexts women primarily stay within or near their homes, allowing them to build bonding capital 
among family members and close neighbors but preventing them from building bridging or linking capital 
with leaders, service providers, and others outside of the domestic sphere.205 Women also tend to have 
fewer resources available to them through formal mechanisms than men do; therefore, women may rely 
more heavily than men on the resources and support they receive through social networks.206,207 In the 
context of WASH, considerations include: 
 

• Social support to facilitate accessing water, sanitation, and hygiene or completing WASH-
related chores. Social support can play an important role in ensuring that women are able to 
access sufficient quantities of safe drinking water. The support women receive from family, 
friends, and broader social networks can help them to access water, sanitation, and hygiene to 
meet their needs or to make improvements to their WASH conditions50,52,60,62,63,66,82,125,142-

144,148,178,198,208-211. For example, women commonly rely on social capital to help them collect water 
when queues are long or water is scarce.64,153,178,181,211,212. Women may also use social ties to help 
them get access to improved water at their homes.213 Social support can also help women achieve 
privacy and safety when accessing sanitation.51,67,82,117,125,141,142 Those with disabilities may need 
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additional support to access sanitation; for example, 38% of people with disabilities surveyed in a 
Vanuatu study required assistance to use the toilet.81 
 

• Social support to participate in WASH-related decision-making and/or leadership for individuals 
at the household level and to participate in WASH-related leadership within schools or 
workplaces. For example, women needed or sought family support in Vietnam to take on public 
water management roles193, in Nepal to take on roles as masons and water technicians214, and in 
Peru to gain water user association membership.200 Transgender and gender non-conforming 
individuals in the U.S. reported avoiding public events if there would be no friends at the event 
who could help them navigate gender-segregated restrooms.90 

 
Knowledge and Information 
Knowledge and information refers to individuals’ knowledge and access to information related to water, 
sanitation, and hygiene, including WASH improvements and maintenance. In the context of WASH, 
considerations include: 
 

• Knowledge related to maintaining and improving their water, sanitation, and hygiene 
conditions at the household level, including knowledge of service providers. For example, in India, 
women emphasized the need for knowledge about processes in order to be listened to by village 
councils to get toilet subsidies.62 While women may be provided with knowledge and skills 
through trainings, they may not have the opportunity to utilize that knowledge or may face 
backlash for doing so. In Brazil, for example, women trained as cistern builders had difficulty 
finding work due to community distrust of women in this role.215 
 

• Access to WASH-related information. Individuals need access to WASH information in order to 
make informed decisions or alter behaviors. Knowledge of water treatment options and linkages 
to reduced disease burdens contributes to greater use of point-of-use treatment.216 Individuals 
sometimes lack adequate information and knowledge about their own bodies related to WASH. 
For example, women in India have reported concerns about fearing infection if they urinate on 
someone else’s urine; adolescent girls in India have reported beliefs that physical activity may 
aggravate dysmennorhea;217 and women in Pakistan have reported a belief that bathing on 
certain days during menstruation may cause irregular menstrual flow.218 These examples highlight 
a need for accurate and accessible information concerning WASH needs and risks. 
 

• Awareness of human rights related to water, sanitation, and hygiene. When individuals possess 
an awareness of their right to water, sanitation, and hygiene they may be more equipped to take 
action to demand the realization of those rights; in Bolivia, for example, women expressed 
awareness of their right to water and participated in protests demanding water for their 
communities.219 
 

• Financial literacy to facilitate WASH access and WASH-related income-generating activities. 
Both formal education and experiential learning can help individuals develop financial literacy 
that facilitates WASH access and opportunities related to WASH enterprises; in Indonesia, women 
developed financial literacy through experience managing WASH enterprises.220 The World Bank’s 
Red River Delta Water and Sanitation Project in Vietnam incorporated training for women on 
financial literacy, management, and business development as well as providing credit to help 
promote women’s economic opportunities in the water sector.221 
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• Utilization of knowledge and information held by various gender groups. The knowledge of 

certain marginalized groups – both gender groups and others, such as Indigenous people – is often 
missing from formal decision-making, academic, and other spheres. For example, a 2018 study 
found that while women in transboundary water contexts globally are often key holders of 
knowledge related to water use and sharing, playing critical roles in awareness raising and 
knowledge dissemination, these contributions are often unrecognized.222 This study explicitly calls 
for strengthening and creating frameworks that value women’s knowledge, enabling and 
financially supporting women’s networks to build institutional capacity, and building capacity and 
providing vocational training for women to play a greater role in water management.222 
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Table 1: Gendered Considerations related to Access to WASH Resources 
 Household Healthcare 

Facility 
School Workplace 

Access to Resources 
Bodily Integrity 

Health 

• Stress/anxiety related to water insecurity and/or water quality and quantity 
• Stress/anxiety related to sanitation conditions/options/accessibility 
• Stress/anxiety related to coping mechanisms employed due to inadequate WASH 
• Illness and injury related to water and sanitation access, water insecurity, or sanitation and 

hygiene conditions 
Privacy • Access to a sufficiently private sanitation location/bathing area/hygiene spaces 
Safety and 
Freedom 
from 
Violence 

• Freedom from threats of interpersonal violence when accessing water, sanitation, and hygiene 
facilities 

• Freedom from violence related to WASH responsibilities/norms (including harassment/verbal 
abuse/scolding) 

Assets 

Time and 
Labor 
 

• Time spent collecting water (including walking, queuing) 
• Time spent on water treatment 
• Time spent accessing sanitation 
• Time spent maintaining sanitation facility and/or water supply 
• Time spent caring for 

sanitation needs of 
dependents (including CFM, 
queuing with/accompanying 
dependents, etc.) 

• Time spent 
caring for 
patients’ 
sanitation-
related needs  

• Time spent caring 
for students’ 
sanitation-
related needs 

 

• Time spent on hygiene needs 
of household (e.g. bathing 
and other washing) 

• Time spent on 
hygiene needs of 
the HCF 

• Time spent on 
hygiene needs of 
the school  

• Time spent on 
hygiene needs 
of the workplace 

• Labor women exert to meet the WASH needs of their households, healthcare facilities, schools, 
and workplaces. 

Financial 
Resources 
and Physical 
Assets 

• Access to sufficient financial resources to access preferred water/water treatment 
methods/sanitation locations/hygiene needs (including MHM) 

• Ownership of/control over 
land or housing necessary to 
improve WASH conditions 

   

• Access to sufficient financial 
resources to improve WASH 
conditions 

   

Social Capital 

• Social support to facilitate accessing water/sanitation or completing WASH-related chores 
• Social support to participate 

in WASH-related decision-
making and/or leadership 

 • Social support to participate in 
WASH-related leadership 

Knowledge 
and 
Information 

• Knowledge related to maintaining/ improving water/ sanitation conditions, including knowledge 
of service providers 

• Access to WASH-related information 
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ABILITY TO EXERCISE AGENCY 
 

 
 
Individuals’ agency can shape their ability to enjoy equitable access to safe and affordable drinking water, 
sanitation, and hygiene. While individuals may have intrinsic agency or self-efficacy, individuals may still 
face barriers to the exercise of that agency. Individuals’ ability to participate in decision-making around 
WASH issues can affect their ability to access or improve their water, sanitation, and hygiene conditions. 
At the community, healthcare facility, school, and workplace level, women, girls, and sexual and gender 
minorities may or may not have opportunities to engage in public participation around WASH. Finally, 
individuals’ freedom of movement has a direct impact on their ability to access their preferred water, 
sanitation, and hygiene locations. There is also evidence to suggest that women’s involvement in decision-
making and leadership around WASH-related issues such as sanitation can positively affect outcomes.14,223 
Select  dimensions related to agency are particularly relevant to 6a and 6b. Gender-specific considerations 
for each of these three dimensions are described in detail below and summarized in Table 2, which 
outlines considerations at the household, healthcare facility, school, and workplace levels. 
 
Household Decision-Making 
Decision-making refers to individuals’ opportunities to influence and make decisions about water, 
sanitation, and hygiene within their homes and elsewhere. In the context of WASH, considerations 
include: 
 

• Control over decisions related to small WASH purchases – such as soap or water treatment 
products – for their households. Women often lack the ability to make decision regarding daily 
household purchases, including those necessary to manage household hygiene and sanitation and 
those related to gender-specific WASH needs such as menstrual hygiene management.188,197 
 

• Control over WASH-related chore allocation within their households. For example, older women 
sometimes have greater decision-making power over things like household water collection.211  

 
• Control over decisions regarding water source and sanitation facility access and improvement 

in their households. Women are often excluded from decisions requiring large expenditures, such 
as a latrine construction.62,75,76,140,170,196,197,224 Women’s exclusion in these decisions can have 
consequences, such as latrines that do not accommodate women’s privacy needs and, therefore, 
cannot be used.76,140,170,193 Studies in India have shown that men make decisions about water 
source access without accounting for women’s priorities.92,196 
 

Public Participation 
Public participation refers to individuals’ ability to influence decisions at a public level, participate in 
committees, and assume both formal (e.g. elected) and informal (e.g. positions of influence) leadership 
positions. In the context of WASH, some of the considerations for leadership include: 
 

• Individuals’ ability to attend and participate in WASH-related activities and initiatives outside 
their homes. In various parts of the world, women participate in village-level meetings,225,226 

The ability to exercise agency refers to individuals’ ability to participate in decision-making 

around WASH issues, including at the leadership level, and to move freely to access WASH 

facilities and  attend WASH-focused meetings and activities. 
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water user committees,131 and other water and sanitation projects .190 However, in some cases 
women face restrictions on their attendance or ability to speak up and participate in meetings 
and public activities.149,158,169,181,192,227 For example, studies in India and Kenya have documented 
prohibitions against women speaking to men, limiting their ability to participate in village-level 
water and sanitation committees.153,158,228 The absence of WASH facilities can in and of itself be a 
barrier to public participation; for example 30% of transgender and gender non-conforming 
respondents in one U.S.-based study reported that they have chosen not to attend an event 
because of restroom issues and access.90 
 

• Representation and participation in WASH-related committees or leadership bodies and 
governance processes. For women at the household level, these may be community-level bodies 
such as water and sanitation committees.132,155,200,213,228-232 There may also be leadership bodies in 
which women can have representation within healthcare facilities, schools, and workplaces. 
Leadership should extend beyond nominal representation to consider women’s ability to 
effectively participate in leadership. Women’s leadership involvement can at times be tokenistic 
or at lower levels than male peers, and women have reported feeling unable to influence 
decisions even where they hold leadership positions.147,148,153,157,183,185,191,192,194,195,229,233,234 A 2018 
study of transboundary water management found that there is less meaningful participation of 
women than men in formal water governance processes despite the fact that women are driving 
innovation, participating in informal transboundary governance, and demonstrating benefits 
where they have been involved in formal and informal water management decision-making.222 
Lack of land ownership can also pose a barrier to women’s representation in decision-making 
bodies.157,200 
 
 In leadership and governance processes, it is also crucial that intersectional identities are 
represented so that that those at the center of specific WASH issues and challenges are positioned 
to help address them; Ugandan parliamentarian and disability rights advocate Hon Nalule Safia 
Juuko stated with regard to WASH programming, “You can’t expect people who have no 
experience of disability to understand what disabled people need. We are the experts.”235 

 
• Girls’ ability to participate in formal education without barriers posed by WASH-related 

responsibilities or inadequate WASH access. Research suggests that inadequate water and 
sanitation access at schools can pose a barrier to girls’ education – whether because girls face a 
heavier burden for water collection than boys do236 or because girls’ may not attend school, 
especially during menstruation, if they lack access to adequate sanitation.48,49,54,89,128,132,237-241 
Children with disabilities may be prevented from attending school if the schools lack accessible 
toilets.242,243 Outside of school, inadequate water access has been linked to girls’ absenteeism and 
drop out due to heavier household level responsibilities for water collection.244,245 
 

• Participation in WASH-related income generating activities. Women work in a variety of water- 
and sanitation-related enterprises and gain numerous intrinsic and extrinsic benefits from such 
work, but norms-based barriers – such as those that prohibit women from engaging in technical 
work – can prevent women from engaging in certain aspects of the WASH value chain.215,220 
Women may also work in voluntary, unpaid WASH-related labor such as cleaning handpumps or 
collecting payments, rather than paid labor.246 
 

• Participation in income-generating activities without WASH-related barriers. Reducing the 
amount of time women spend on unpaid household labor – like water collection – can increase 
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women’s time available to spend on income-generating activities.22,176,182,186,187,247 The jobs and 
income-generating activities that individuals are able to pursue may or may not offer access to 
adequate sanitation facilities, water sources, or locations to manage personal hygiene. Certain 
jobs performed by women lack access to WASH, which is often related to the company or 
employer but sometimes based on physical location or other barriers.53,61,63 Menstruation can be 
a challenge in the workplace for a variety of social and environmental reasons, including 
normative restrictions and a lack of adequate changing and disposal faciltiies.248,249 
 

Freedom of Movement  
Freedom of movement relates to individuals’ autonomy to move freely both to access water, sanitation, 
and hygiene facilities, including accessing resources to meet menstrual needs, and without hindrance as 
a result of limited WASH access. Freedom of movement is inherently linked to other elements, such as 
safety, since individuals’ movements may be restricted by perceived or real safety concerns. In the context 
of WASH, considerations include: 
 

• Individuals’ ability to access water at their preferred source without restrictions. Restrictions 
may include an inability to access sources at certain times or at all or requirements to ask 
permission or be accompanied to the site.92,147 
 

• Individuals’ ability to access their preferred sanitation location without restrictions. Similarly, 
women and girls can face restrictions on their movement when attempting to access sanitation 
locations63,82,142 and women and girls may use bags, buckets, or open defecation when their 
movement is restricted.104,141 Eighteen percent of transgender and gender non-conforming 
individuals surveyed in Washington, D.C. reported being denied access to at least one gender-
segregated public restroom.76,90,97,117,146,182,234,239 
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Table 2: Gendered Considerations related to the Ability to Exercise Agency 

 Household Healthcare Facility School Workplace 
Ability to Exercise Agency 
Household Decision-
Making 

• Control over 
decisions 
related to 
WASH 
purchases 
(soap, water 
treatment 
products, 
sanitary 
napkins, etc.) 

   

• Control over 
decisions 
regarding 
water source 
and sanitation 
facility access 

   

Public Participation • Women’s ability to attend and participate in WASH-related activities and 
initiatives outside their homes. 

• Representation 
on WASH-
related 
committees or 
leadership 
bodies 

• Representation in 
leadership bodies 
that make 
decisions 
regarding WASH 
for the 
healthcare 
facility 

• Representation 
in leadership 
bodies that 
make decisions 
regarding WASH 
for the school 

• Representation 
in leadership 
bodies that 
make decisions 
regarding WASH 
for the 
workplace 

Freedom of 
Movement 

• Ability to access water at preferred source without restrictions 
• Ability to access preferred sanitation location without restrictions 
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MULTI-LEVEL ENABLING ENVIRONMENT 
 

 
Finally, we acknowledge that individuals do not live in a vacuum; their lives, experience, and access are 
shaped by broader contextual factors at multiple levels of the social ecology. The UN states: “an enabling 
environment may be interpreted as a set of interrelated and interdependent systemic conditions such as 
policies, laws, institutional mechanisms, resources, etc., which facilitates the promotion of gender 
equality.”250 Understanding and improving the enabling environment has been identified as a crucial 
aspect of improving WASH services, as demonstrated by UNICEF’s publication of a guidance note on the 
enabling environment for WASH,251 which outlines elements of the WASH services enabling environment, 
focusing on government and public and private partners. Similarly, our focus on the enabling environment 
for all gender groups to access and utilize WASH identifies some of the key factors that shape experiences 
of these groups and may either facilitate or constrain their agency, resources, and ability to meet their 
basic WASH needs. The enabling environment is multi-level; it includes contextual factors within the 
household, in the community, and within the broader regional and national sphere. It is also important to 
note that the factors described below can serve as either facilitating factors or barriers. Select 
considerations related to the supportive social context are particularly relevant to 6a and 6b. Factors 
related to the enabling environment within which women live include: 
 
Social Context 
The social context – the relationships that individuals have with one another or with groups and the sense 
(or lack thereof) of social cohesion – has a direct impact on individuals’ ability to exercise their agency, 
access resources, and meet their basic WASH needs. In particular, it is worth considering power relations 
at both the individual and group level. Individuals in power – whether those are family members or local 
leaders – may have the ability to serve as either gatekeepers or change agents. Power dynamics between 
groups – such as dynamics between specific class, ethnic, or racial groups – can dramatically shape the 
lived experiences of individuals. Gendered norms – a critical piece of the social context – are addressed 
separately, below, as they merit specific attention and consideration. Elements of the social context that 
must be considered in assessing the enabling environment for gender equality in WASH include:  
 

• Interactions between individuals that shape access to and utilization of WASH facilities, as well 
as participation in WASH-related activities and decision-making. Individual relationships and 
interactions can affect the ability to access and use WASH facilities; for example, adolescent 
students in the U.S. reported that teachers, security guards, and hall monitors limit students’ 
access to restrooms while in school.252 Women in many parts of the world may need permission 
from in-laws or husbands to participate in activities outside the home, such as water user groups 
and water management committees.213,253-255 Interactions between individuals and water or 
sanitation service providers can involve conflict or, as noted previously, sexual exploitation.76,159-

161 There is a need for greater research into the ways in which men and boys can serve as partners, 
supporting women and the transformation of gendered WASH issues, but emergent research 
suggests that WASH initiatives can play a role in promoting gender equality.256,257   

 
• Inter-group dynamics that affect WASH access and utilization, as well as safety and comfort. For 

example, women belonging to a majority community in Indian slums reported feeling reduced risk 

The multi-level enabling environment refers to the social, political, physical, and market-
based factors that shape individuals’ experiences, behaviors, and access to resources, 
opportunities, and WASH facilities. 



 

A Conceptual Framework to Inform National and Global Monitoring of Gender Equality in WASH 
Caruso, B.A., Conrad, A., Salinger, A., Patrick, M., Youm, A., & Sinharoy, S. 2021. 
 

36 

of male harassment and violence than those in minority groups,63 and Dalit women may face 
scolding or punishment if they attempt to bathe in the same area as upper-caste women.82 Inter-
group dynamics are a particularly salient concern for those from historically marginalized or 
oppressed groups, including sexual and gender minorities.   
 

A very specific aspect of the social context, gendered norms – social expectations tied to the appropriate 
roles and behaviors of women or men – structure the way in which women operate. Some of the gendered 
considerations related WASH norms include: 

• WASH-related social norms, including norms related to decision-making, leadership, and 
freedom of movement. Norms can dictate individuals’ gendered roles and responsibilities in 
terms of water collection and sanitation-related responsibilities, including for their households or 
family members.16,17,23,64,76,92,95,103,115,117,123,131,134,140,148,150,151,157,158,178,179,183,191,197,211,213,228,229 Norms 
can also structure individuals’ access to water, sanitation, and hygiene, due to restrictions on 
freedom of movement, menstruation-related restrictions, responsibility for unpaid domestic and 
care work, or other reasons.109,136 Gender norms can either enable or serve as a barrier to 
individuals’ participation in decision-making and leadership.131,153,156-158,197,199,228 Breaking with 
gendered norms – such as not collecting sufficient water or failing to perform other household 
chores due to time spent on water collection – can result in gender-based and domestic violence, 
which may be considered acceptable punishment for norms violation.23,64,92,101,146,149,209,211,255,258 
 

• Norms that govern behaviors related to menstruation, including restrictions. Around the world, 
there are various norms associated with menstruation that govern acceptable behaviors. These 
norms differ by geography, religion, ethnic group, and other characteristics.67,259-264 Restrictions 
related to movement – governing where menstruating individuals are and are not allowed to 
go265– and hygiene – such as requirements and restrictions related to washing109,266,267 – are 
intimately linked to the WASH needs of women, girls, and other individuals who menstruate.  
 

Political Context 
Legal structures, including laws and policies, can influence the realization of individuals’ WASH-related 
rights and access. These laws can either enshrine or ignore non-discrimination on a formal level, but may 
not contribute to substantive equality unless they are budgeted for, supported, implemented, and 
enforced. A commitment to substantive equality requires that governments go beyond writing laws and 
policies with a gender lens and demonstrate the political will to build meaningful understanding and 
awareness of women’s needs, implement policies that take these needs into consideration, and hold 
government bodies accountable. In the context of WASH, some gendered legal considerations include:  
 

• The passage and implementation of laws and policies that either support or restrict women and 
sexual and gender minorities WASH-related rights, including related issues like land and water 
rights. It is critical to ensure that WASH issues are a part of national gender policies and that 
gender issues, including menstrual hygiene management and gender-based violence, are 
integrated into national WASH policies. In some cases, though gender-sensitive policies exist, they 
may not be enforced. For example, a review of education policies found some countries mandate 
sex-segregated toilets, but schools do not consistently adhere.53 In the U.S. and elsewhere, 
scholars and women’s rights advocates have called for the elimination of “pink taxes” on 
menstrual hygiene materials and other sex-specific items as well as supportive policies like 
expanding welfare benefits to cover menstrual hygiene materials; as one such article argues “the 
‘tampon tax’…illustrates how deeply embedded gender is in legal structures such as the tax 
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system that are thought to be neutral”.268-271 Laws and policies may affect opportunities for 
women and sexual and gender minorities to work in the WASH sector; even when not explicitly 
prohibited, laws may fail to make acquiring WASH sector jobs accessible and there may be an 
absence of protective measures such as penalties for bias and discrimination in hiring or hiring 
quotas. Further research is needed. 
 

• Budgeting at various levels, including governmental, local, institutional, and service providers, 
uses gender-sensitive budgeting tools. The enforcement of gender-sensitive laws and policies 
requires the budget to enable implementation.272 
 

• The capacity to implement gender-sensitive WASH at various levels, including governmental, 
local, institutional, and service providers. This includes technical skills, awareness, and clear 
responsibilities. Lack of clarity regarding responsibility may be a cause of policy or guidance 
failure; for example, in refugee camps in Myanmar, a lack of detailed guidelines and clarity about 
responsibility affected government actors’ ability to provide sufficient water, sanitation, and 
hygiene for female refugees, particularly to support menstruation-related needs.210 
 

• Governance structures that prioritize local and diverse knowledge and participation. In some 
cases women have been intentionally included in decision-making structures around WASH 
issues153,157,195,229,233, though that involvement can run the risk of being tokenistic.153,195,233  
 

 
Environmental Context 
The environmental context in which individuals move and operate can be enabling in that it can provide 
individuals with safe, accessible conditions, or can pose a barrier to individuals’ WASH access. Some of the 
specific considerations related to the physical environment include: 
 

• Climactic factors and seasonality can affect individuals’ ability to safely and comfortably meet 
their WASH-related needs. For example, open defecation becomes more challenging for some 
women during monsoon season.62,67 In the Philippines, women are typically the ones to stay home 
and wait for water deliveries; during the dry season, water delivery can be less predictable and 
thus disruptive to women’s schedules.75   
 

• The natural environment can also make meeting WASH needs more challenging in some 
circumstances. Women going to access sanitation may step on rocks, thorns, or brambles82 or slip 
on muddy paths51,82. Challenging terrain can make water access particularly difficult for the elderly 
or people with disabilities.273 In other cases, women rely on the natural environment, such as 
dense vegetation, to provide privacy for meeting sanitation needs.148 
 

• The built environment can also determine whether individuals are able to safely, privately, and 
comfortably meet their WASH-related needs, and people of all genders should be involved in 
the design of the built physical environment. Women have reported that poor construction of 
latrines70,104,143,144, broken doors82, and lack of lighting47,70,130 provide inadequate safety and 
privacy for them when accessing sanitation. Thoughtful consideration needs to be given to the 
built environment to avoid negative externalities. For example, displaced women and girls living 
in Myanmar expressed security concerns about using toilets at night so lights were installed 
around the toilets; their installation, however, resulted in groups of men gathering near the toilets 
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at night to discuss politics, making women and girls even less comfortable using the toilets.274 
Women have also reported injury and even death due to accidents when open defecating along 
highways or train tracks60, falling in in canals, trenches, or even latrines when going for 
sanitation104,124, and risks when lowering oneself into wells to collect water.23  
 
Thoughtful consideration should be given to the built environment; for example, some argue that 
the installation of gender neutral toilets – in an effort to be inclusive of the needs of sexual and 
gender minorities – through relabeling existing toilets, rather than redesigning or constructing 
additional toilets, may ultimately be detrimental to women.275 Likewise, sector recommendations 
for binary sex-segregated toilets that do not meet the needs of sexual and gender minorities are 
insufficient. As noted previously, WASH facilities should be designed with intersectional identities 
in mind; characteristics, such as disability, age, and pregnancy, affect individuals’ ability to safely 
access and use water, sanitation, and hygiene facilities and the build infrastructure can enhance 
access through accommodations, such as adding support bars into latrines.112 
 

Economic Context 
The economic context – both physical market places and market systems – can be an enabling 
environment in which individuals can access the goods and services that they need for WASH, as well as 
participate for economic benefit. 
 

• Markets that may either provide or prevent access to gender-specific WASH needs. Individuals 
need to purchase various goods to meet their water, sanitation, and hygiene needs – soap, 
buckets, materials to construct or improve latrines or water sources, sanitary napkins, and others. 
Sexual and gender minorities who menstruate may experience discomfort purchasing menstrual 
hygiene products branded as feminine.276 Larger water and sanitation expenses such as latrine 
building sometimes require access to subsidies or loans, which may require membership to 
community groups or access powerful individuals to gain.62,186  
 

• Cost barriers to addressing sex-specific menstruation needs. Menstrual hygiene materials may 
be cost prohibitive for many individuals. For example, a 2019 study in St. Louis, Missouri, USA 
found that 64% of women surveyed were unable to afford needed menstrual hygiene supplies 
during the previous year.277 A so-called “pink tax” or “tampon tax” on menstrual hygiene materials 
exacerbates financial disparities between men and women.278 Products needed to manage 
incontinence can also be costly and those costs may differ for men and women, who may have 
different experiences of incontinence or prefer different materials;279 for example, a 2001 U.S.-
based study found that the annual direct cost of urinary incontence was approximately $12.4 
billion for women and $3.8 billion for men. 
 

• Market structures that protect individuals working in WASH-related fields. Policies and market 
structures may impact individuals of various gender groups differently. For example, a study of 
waste management in South Africa found that women workers suffer most during privatization 
as a result of exclusion from collective bargaining.280 
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Men, Boys, and Sexual and Gender Minorities 
 
As noted previously, while much of the focus of gender-specific monitoring for WASH is on 
women and girls, due to the relative neglect of their gender-specific needs and their particular 
gendered vulnerabilities, any rigorous WASH-focused gender analysis must also consider the 
needs of men, boys, and sexual and gender minorities. A few of the specific gendered 
considerations for these groups are listed below; this list is by no means exhaustive and 
gendered WASH issues for these groups are relatively under-researched compared to such 
issues for women and girls. In particular, engagement of SGM populations has been extremely 
limited in the WASH sector, with focus almost exclusively on transgender populations.281 
 
Men and Boys 

• Men may be less likely to use a household toilet in order to slow the rate of pit filling or 
due to high demand, since it is more acceptable for men to practice open defecation 
than for women to do so, may have more freedom of movement, and may face 
normative prohibitions about sharing toilets with female family members.27-31 

• In various parts of the world, men are less likely than women to wash their hands after 
using the toilet282-284 and when working in healthcare settings.285,286 Boys, too, are often 
less likely than girls to practice proper hand hygiene, even after interventions.287 

• Men, like women, experience psychological distress when faced with water insecurity, 
though findings from Bolivia suggest this psychological distress may be expressed 
differently in men and women.123  
 

Sexual and Gender Minorities 
• Transgender individuals may be verbally harassed or physically assaulted when seeking 

to access sanitation.288  
• Transgender individuals may be arrested or expelled for using the toilets that match 

their gender, rather than their sex.289  
• Trans men may have difficulty managing menstruation, since sex-segregated male 

restrooms are often not equipped with menstrual hygiene management supplies or 
disposal options.281  

• The sanitation needs of gender-variant populations have been overlooked during 
disaster response, such as response to the 2014 tsunami in Tamil Nadu, India.290 
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LINKING THE GENDER IN WASH CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK TO SDG 6 
 
The conceptual framework outlined above highlights gender-specific WASH considerations in the 
household, healthcare facility, school, and workplace broadly. SDG 6, however, is more specific, with the 
following specific targets as the primary focus of this project: 
 

• SDG Target 6.1: By 2030, achieve universal and equitable access to safe and affordable drinking 
water for all. 
 

• SDG Target 6.2: By 2030, achieve access to adequate and equitable sanitation and hygiene for all 
and end open defecation, paying special attention to the needs of women and those in vulnerable 
situations. 

 
With these two targets, and their associated indicators, in mind, the following models (Figures 5 and 6) 
present specific considerations from the broader conceptual framework that link most explicitly to targets 
6.1 and 6.2. Within these models, we point to specific elements of the conceptual framework that should 
be considered in relation to these targets. Criteria used to help build these models include:  
 

• Relevance of gender considerations to the SDG target. For example, while women’s public 
participation and leadership may affect women’s water access, this linkage is neither guaranteed 
nor linear; therefore, the SDG 6.1 model focuses on those Agency-related gender considerations 
that are most explicitly linked to equal access to water.  
 

• Appropriateness for monitoring, understanding that not all of the identified gender 
considerations lend themselves to monitoring and data collection. 
 
 

These models informed an extensive review of existing datasets and data collection instruments to 
identify gaps and opportunities for strengthening global monitoring efforts related to gender and WASH. 
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Figure 5: Gender-Specific Considerations for SDG Target 6.1  
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Figure 6: Gender-Specific Considerations for SDG Target 6.2 
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Gender Data Gaps for Global Monitoring 
As noted above, gender is intended to be cross-cutting across all goals and targets within the 2030 Agenda. 
To this end, the Global Gender Statistics Programme has been mandated by the UN Statistical Commission 
to advance gender data globally, with the goal of informing gender-related policies. The Programme is 
coordinated by the Inter-Agency Expert Group on Gender Statistics (IAEG-GS), for which UN Statistics 
Division serves as Secretariat.291 One primary task of the IAEG-GS has been to establish a Minimum Set of 
Gender Indicators, which consists of 52 quantitative indicators that are aligned to the SDGs, to improve 
global coordination for gender data collection. However, these 52 indicators apply to only five SDGs: SDG 
3, 4, 5, 8, and 17.292 Gaps remain in the coordination and collection of gender data globally, particularly 
for SDG 6.  
 
It is important, when discussing gaps in gender data, to acknowledge the challenges of collecting these 
data. The SDG that is most explicitly focused on gender is SDG 5 (Achieve gender equality and empower 
all women and girls). SDG 5 has nine targets and 14 indicators. Of the indicators, ten are classified, like 
SDG 6.1 and 6.2, as Tier 2, meaning that the indicator “is conceptually clear, has an internationally 
established methodology and standards are available, but data are not regularly produced by countries.” 
Only four of the SDG 5 indicators are classified as Tier 1, meaning that the indicator “is conceptually clear, 
has an internationally established methodology and standards are available, and data are regularly 
produced by countries for at least 50 per cent of countries and of the population in every region where 
the indicator is relevant.”293 Thus, even for SDG 5, collecting gender data remains a challenge. 
 
Other international efforts to gather gender data have similarly overlooked or otherwise been unable to 
collect meaningful data to respond to gender issues related to SDG 6, specifically. For example, UN 
Women’s Making Every Woman and Girl Count initiative recently launched an SDG Indicator Dashboard 
that collates gender data to respond to gender-related targets from multiple SDGs.294 While the 
Dashboard includes data from multiple countries for SDGS 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 8, and 16, SDG 6 is not included. 
According to UN Women, this gap exists not due to an oversight, but due to insufficient data or insufficient 
regularity of data collection.295   Where gender data for SDG 6 are presented, they tend to be limited to 
either responsibility for water collection or menstrual hygiene management. 
 
As this review has aimed to illustrate, there are more gender issues related to WASH than assessing 
burden of water collection and menstruation practices. Global monitoring tools, such as DHS and MICS, 
that are not explicitly designed for measurement of gender equality in WASH, are already capturing data 
that can be analyzed in such a way as to provide new insights on gender and WASH. Further, there are a 
number of promising measurement tools that have been deployed at the sub-national level and focus on 
capturing experiences or perceptions at the nexus of gender equality and WASH (e.g., the Agency, 
Resources, and Institutional Structures for Sanitation-Related Empowerment (ARISE) scales, Sanitation 
Insecurity Measure, Empowerment in WASH Index, Household Care Survey Questionnaire, etc.). These 
tools may offer candidate items to be tested for inclusion in global monitoring tools, if deemed suitable.  
 
There is ample opportunity to leverage existing data as well as to make informed proposals for new global-
level data collection to fill gaps in global monitoring of gender equality in WASH.  There is a need to assess 
available tools and identify what may be leveraged for analysis now and what should be prioritized for 
future measurement development or adaptation.  
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Table 3: Examples of WASH Linkages with Other SDG Targets

 
 
 
 
Next Steps 
This team of researchers has reviewed 
available tools that might be leveraged to 
enhance gender integration in global 
monitoring efforts for SDG 6. Informed by 
this conceptual framework, review 
involved identifying available tools and 
data pertaining to each of the domains 
and dimensions of gender equality in 
WASH defined in this framework. This 
review will be presented in a series of 
briefs, summarizing findings by domain 
and dimension, and will be used to 
facilitate a stakeholder convening out of 
which recommendations for the 
enhancement of global monitoring 
efforts may be generated. These 
recommendations – such as those 
involving utilization of existing data 
sources or novel analyses of existing data 
– may be taken up by the JMP to enhance 
SDG 6 monitoring efforts.

Related SDG 
Targets Link to WASH 

 

• Women and girls may experience 
interpersonal and gender-based 
violence (verbal, physical, and sexual) 
when accessing water, sanitation, and 
hygiene 

• Women and girls may experience 
interpersonal and gender-based 
violence in attempting to participate in 
WASH decision-making or otherwise 
violating WASH-related gender norms 

 

• Women and girls frequently provide 
unpaid labor including water collection, 
maintenance and cleaning of sanitation 
facilities, and caring for the WASH-
related needs of dependents 

 

• Women and girls should have 
opportunities to participate in decision-
making around WASH issues both 
within and outside the home and to 
participate in formal and informal 
leadership for WASH issues in the 
community. 

 

• Women and girls may face constraints 
on their control of financial resources 
for meeting water, sanitation, and 
hygiene needs or making WASH-related 
improvements. 

• Women’s land ownership (or lack 
thereof) has implications for their ability 
to make improvements to their water, 
sanitation, and hygiene conditions (e.g. 
constructing latrines). 

Images from https://opendevelopmentmekong.net/topics/sdg-5-gender-
equality/  

https://opendevelopmentmekong.net/topics/sdg-5-gender-equality/
https://opendevelopmentmekong.net/topics/sdg-5-gender-equality/
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APPENDIX A: RELEVANT DEFINITIONS 
Focus Term Definition Source 

Defining Sex Sex The biological categorization of a person as male, female, or intersex. Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Defining Sex Sex Refers to the biological and physiological reality of being males or females. Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Defining Sex Sex Sex refers to the biological characteristics that define humans as female or male. 
While these sets of biological characteristics are not mutually exclusive, as there 
are individuals who possess both, they tend to differentiate humans as males 
and females.  

Gender and Human Rights, WHO297 

Defining Sex Sex The different biological and physiological characteristics of males and females, 
such as reproductive organs, 
chromosomes, hormones, etc.  

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201133 

Defining Sex Sex An individual’s biological status as male, female, or something else.  Sex is 
assigned at birth and associated with physical attributes, such as anatomy and 
chromosomes. 

Adolescent and School Health, 
Terminology, CDC298 

Defining 
Gender 

Gender The socially and culturally constructed ideas of what it is to be male or female in 
a specific context. 

Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Defining 
Gender 

Gender A social and cultural construct, which distinguishes differences in the attributes 
of men and women, girls and boys, and accordingly refers to the roles and 
responsibilities of men and women. Gender-based roles and other attributes, 
therefore, change over time and vary with different cultural contexts.  The 
concept of gender includes the expectations held about the 
characteristics, aptitudes and likely behaviors of both women and men 
(femininity and masculinity). This concept is useful in analyzing how commonly 
shared practices legitimize discrepancies between sexes. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Defining 
Gender 

Gender Gender refers to the roles, behaviors, attributes and opportunities that any 
society considers appropriate for girls and boys, and women and men. Gender 
interacts with, but is different from, the binary categories of biological sex. 

Health Topics, WHO299 
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Defining 
Gender 

Gender Refers to the socially constructed characteristics of women and men - such as 
norms, roles, and relationships of and between groups of women and men. It 
varies from society to society and can be changed. The concept of gender 
includes five important elements: relational, hierarchical, historical, contextual 
and institutional. While most people are born either male or female, they are 
taught appropriate norms and behaviors - including how they should interact 
with others of the same or opposite sex within households, communities and 
work places. When individuals or groups do not "fit" established gender norms 
they often face stigma, discriminatory practices or social exclusion - all of which 
adversely affect health. 

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201133 

Defining 
Gender 

Gender Refers to socially constructed differences in attributes and opportunities 
associated with being female or male and to the social interactions and relations 
between women and men.  Gender determines what is expected, allowed and 
valued in a woman or a man in a given context. In most societies, there are 
differences and inequalities between women and men in roles and 
responsibilities assigned, activities undertaken and access to and control over 
resources, as well as in decision-making opportunities. These differences and 
inequalities between the sexes are shaped by the history of social relations and 
change over time and across cultures. 

Integrating a Gender Perspective into 
Statistics, UN, 20163 

Defining 
Gender 

Gender roles Social and behavioral norms that, within a specific culture, are widely considered 
to be socially appropriate for individuals of a specific sex. These often determine 
the traditional responsibilities and tasks assigned to men, women, boys, and 
girls. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Defining 
Gender 

Gender The cultural roles, behaviors, activities, and attributes experienced by people 
based on their sex. 

Adolescent and School Health, 
Terminology, CDC298 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender equality The state of being equal in status, rights and opportunities, and of being valued 
equally, regardless of sex or gender identity and/or expression. 

Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender equality The concept that women and men, girls and boys have equal conditions, 
treatment and opportunities for realizing their full potential, human rights and 
dignity, and for contributing to (and benefitting from) economic, social, cultural 
and political development. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 
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Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender equality Refers to equal chances or opportunities for groups of women and men to 
access and control social, economic and political resources, including protection 
under the law (such as health services, education and voting rights). It is also 
known as equality of opportunity - or formal equality. Gender equality is often 
used interchangeably with gender equity but the two refer to different, 
complementary strategies that are needed to reduce gender-based health 
inequities. 

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201133 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender equality Equal opportunities, rights and responsibilities for women and men, girls and 
boys. Equality does not mean that women and men are the same but that 
women’s and men’s opportunities, rights and responsibilities do not depend 
upon whether they are born female or male. It implies that the interests, needs 
and priorities of both women and men are taken into consideration. While 
gender equality is an important goal in itself – an issue of human rights and 
social justice – steps towards greater equality can also contribute to 
the achievement of other social and economic objectives 

Integrating a Gender Perspective into 
Statistics, UN, 20163 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Equality The absence of disparities in the access to improved water between, but not 
limited to, urban and rural residency, wealth quintiles, gender, ethnicity, 
religion, health status, and sexual orientation 

Equity in water and sanitation: 
Developing an index to measure 
progressive realization of the human 
right, Lush, Bau,. & Bartram, 2013300 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Substantive equality Substantive equality does not mean that all persons receive equal treatment; 
rather, States are required to treat vulnerable and marginalized groups 
differently to ensure an equitable outcome. 

Equity in water and sanitation: 
Developing an index to measure 
progressive realization of the human 
right, Luh, Bau,. & Bartram, 2013300 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Substantive equality  This requires a focus on all groups in society experiencing direct or indirect 
discrimination, and the adoption of targeted measures to support these groups 
when barriers persist, including affirmative action or temporary special 
measures.  

Realising the human rights to water and 
sanitation: A handbook by the UN 
Special Rapporteur, Catarina de 
Albuquerque, 20147 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Substantive equality This focuses on the outcomes and impacts of laws and policies. Substantive 
equality goes far beyond creating formal legal equality for women (where all are 
equal under the law) and means that governments are responsible for the 
impact of laws. This requires governments to tailor legislation to respond to the 
realities of women's lives. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender equity Fairness in treatment of all people regardless of sex or gender identity and/or 
expression. 

Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender equity The process of being fair to men and women, boys and girls, and importantly the 
equality of outcomes and results. Gender equity may involve the use of 
temporary special measures to compensate for historical or systemic bias or 
discrimination.  

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 
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Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender equity More than formal equality of opportunity, gender equity refers to the different 
needs, preferences and interests of women and men. This may mean that 
different treatment is needed to ensure equality of opportunity. This is often 
referred to as substantive equality (or equality of results) and requires 
considering the realities of women and men's lives. 

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201633 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender equity The process of being fair to women and men, girls and boys, by taking into 
account the different needs of women and men, cultural barriers and past and 
present discrimination against a specific group. Gender equity may involve the 
use of temporary special measures of differential treatment to compensate for 
historical or systemic bias or discrimination against one sex in order to obtain 
equality of outcomes and end results. It is a means to ensure that women and 
men, girls and boys, have an equal chance not only at the starting point but also 
when reaching the finish line 

Integrating a Gender Perspective into 
Statistics, UN, 20163 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Equity Equity is the absence of avoidable, unfair, or remediable differences among 
groups of people, whether those groups are defined socially, economically, 
demographically, or geographically or by other means of stratification. 

Health Topics, WHO299 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Equity The moral imperative to dismantle unjust differences, based on principles of 
fairness and justice. It requires a focus on the most disadvantaged and the 
poorest individuals and groups. From a human rights perspective, relying on 
equity carries risks because its definition is malleable and not legally binding. 
Equity may dilute rights claims if considered separately from equality and non-
discrimination. 

Realising the human rights to water and 
sanitation: A handbook by the UN 
Special Rapporteur, Catarina de 
Albuquerque, 20147 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender discrimination Any distinction, exclusion or restriction made on the basis of a person's sex 
and/or gender identity, rather than on a person's skill or merit. 

Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender discrimination Any distinction, exclusion or restriction made on the basis of sex, which has the 
effect or purpose of impairing or nullifying the recognition, enjoyment or 
exercise by women, irrespective of their marital status, on the basis of equality 
of men and women, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, 
economic, social, cultural, civil, or any other field." 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender-based 
discrimination 

Any distinction, exclusion or restriction (such as unfair or unequal treatment) 
made based on gender norms, roles and 
relations that prevents women and men of different groups and ages from 
enjoying their human rights. It perpetuates 
gender inequality by legitimizing stereotypes about men and women of different 
ages and groups. 

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201133 
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Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Discrimination Any distinction, exclusion or restriction which has the purpose or the effect of 
impairing or nullifying the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal basis 
with others, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, 
economic, social, cultural, civil, or any other field 

Realising the human rights to water and 
sanitation: A handbook by the UN 
Special Rapporteur, Catarina de 
Albuquerque, 20147 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Non-discrimination Prohibits the less favorable or detrimental treatment of one individual or group 
based on a prohibited ground, such as ethnicity, sex, or religion. 

Realising the human rights to water and 
sanitation: A handbook by the UN 
Special Rapporteur, Catarina de 
Albuquerque, 20147 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Formal discrimination Requires ensuring that a State's constitution, laws and policy documents do not 
discriminate on prohibited grounds 

Realising the human rights to water and 
sanitation: A handbook by the UN 
Special Rapporteur, Catarina de 
Albuquerque, 20147 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Substantive discrimination Eliminating discrimination in practice requires paying sufficient attention to 
groups of individuals which suffer historical or persistent prejudice, instead of 
merely comparing the formal treatment of individuals in similar situations. 
States parties must therefore immediately adopt the necessary measures to 
prevent, diminish and eliminate the conditions and attitudes which cause or 
perpetuate substantive or de facto discrimination. 

Realising the human rights to water and 
sanitation: A handbook by the UN 
Special Rapporteur, Catarina de 
Albuquerque, 20147 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Direct discrimination Occurs when an individual is treated less favourably than another person in a 
similar situation for a reason related to a prohibited ground…Direct 
discrimination also includes detrimental acts or omissions on the basis of 
prohibited grounds where there is no comparable situation. 

Realising the human rights to water and 
sanitation: A handbook by the UN 
Special Rapporteur, Catarina de 
Albuquerque, 20147 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Indirect discrimination Refers to laws, policies or practices which appear neutral at face value but have 
a disproportionate impact on the exercise of Covenant rights as distinguished by 
prohibited grounds of discrimination.  

Realising the human rights to water and 
sanitation: A handbook by the UN 
Special Rapporteur, Catarina de 
Albuquerque, 20147 

  Prohibited grounds The grounds on which basis States are prohibited from differentiating among 
different individuals and groups. Several grounds are explicitly listed in the 
ICESCR, including race, color, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, 
national or social origin, property, birth or other status. "Other status" has been 
interpreted to include grounds such as disability, age, health status and 
economic and social situation. 

Realising the human rights to water and 
sanitation: A handbook by the UN 
Special Rapporteur, Catarina de 
Albuquerque, 20147 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender gap A disparity between women and men's and boys’ and girls' condition or position 
in society based on gendered norms and expectations. 

Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender gap Disproportionate difference between men and women and boys and girls, 
particularly as reflected in the attainment of development goals, access to 
resources, and levels of participation. A gender gap indicates gender inequality. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 
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Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender disparities Statistical differences (often referred to as "gaps") between men and women, 
boys and girls that reflect an inequality in some quantity. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Practical gender needs Needs defined by women (or men) that respond to immediate necessities such 
as adequate living conditions, water 
provision, health care and employment. 

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201133 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Strategic gender needs Requirements of women and men to improve their position or status. 
Addressing these needs allows people to have control over their lives beyond 
socially-defined restrictive roles. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Strategic gender needs Needs identified through an analysis of gender inequality and its impact on 
women and men of different groups. 
Addressing strategic gender needs challenges predominant gender systems such 
as the gender-based division of labour. 

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201133 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Structural barriers/causes Gender inequalities in social structures, based on institutionalized conceptions of 
gender differences. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Men and boys' 
engagement 

An approach that works with men and boys in the context of gender equality 
programming. 

Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Menstrual hygiene 
management (MHM) 

Programming that helps girls and women manage their monthly periods safely 
and with dignity, focusing on the fact that menstruation is a normal biological 
process and an important facet of reproductive health. Improving girls' and 
women's access to knowledge about menstruation and to appropriate and 
hygienic sanitary facilities and materials in schools and homes. Programmes may 
include addressing cultural taboos, increasing access to affordable and hygienic 
sanitary materials, facilitating disposal options, access to safe and private toilets 
and provision of clean water and soap for personal hygiene. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender norms The collectively held expectations and beliefs about how people should behave 
and interact in specific social settings and during different stages of their lives 
based on their sex or gender identity. 

Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender norms Accepted attributes and characteristics of male and female gendered identity at 
a particular point in time for a specific society or community. They are the 
standards and expectations to which gender identity generally conforms, within 
a range that defines a particular society, culture and community at that point in 
time. Gender norms are ideas about how men and women should be and act. 
Internalized early in life, gender norms can establish a life cycle of gender 
socialization and stereotyping. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 
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Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender norms Refer to the beliefs about women and men, boys and girls that are passed from 
generation to generation through the process of socialization. They change over 
time and differ in different cultures and populations. Gender norms lead to 
inequality if they reinforce: a) mistreatment of one group or sex over another; b) 
differences in power and opportunities. 

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201133 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender-based violence Violence directed at an individual based on their biological sex, gender identity, 
gender expression or failure to adhere to socially defined norms of masculinity 
and femininity.  

Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender-based violence 
(GBV) 

An umbrella term for any harmful act that is perpetrated against a person's will 
and that is based on socially ascribed (gender) differences between females and 
males. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender relations Socially constructed power relations between people based on their gender 
identity and/or expression. 

Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender relations A specific sub-set of social relations uniting men and women as social groups in a 
particular community.  

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender relations Refers to social relations between and among women and men that are based 
on gender norms and roles. Gender relations often create to hierarchies 
between and among groups of men and women that can lead to unequal power 
relations, 
disadvantaging one group over another.  

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201133 

Equality, Equity, 
and Gender 
Issues 

Gender roles Refers to what males and females are expected to do (in the household, 
community and workplace) in a given society.  

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201133 

Defining 
Empowerment 

Empowerment Increasing the personal, political, social or economic strength of individuals and 
communities. Empowerment of women and girls concerns women and girls 
gaining power and control over their own lives. It involves awareness-raising, 
building self-confidence, expansion of choices, increased access to and control 
over resources and actions to transform the structures and institutions which 
reinforce and perpetuate gender discrimination and inequality. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 
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Defining 
Empowerment 

Empowerment Empowerment is a multidimensional social process that enables people to gain 
control over their lives. Strategies for empowerment therefore often challenge 
existing power allocations and relations to give disadvantaged groups more 
power. With respect to women's health, empowerment has often meant, for 
example, increasing education opportunities and access to relevant information 
to enable women to make informed decisions about their health, improve self-
esteem, and equip them with communication and negotiation skills. Such skills 
are known to influence, for example, safer sex practices, treatment adherence 
and timely health-seeking behavior. 

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201133 

Defining 
Empowerment 

Empowerment of women 
and girls 

Concerns women and girls gaining power and control over their own lives. It 
involves awareness-raising, building self-confidence, the expansion of choices 
and increased access to and control over resources and actions to transform the 
structures and institutions which reinforce and perpetuate gender discrimination 
and inequality. Statistics on the empowerment of women and girls should cover 
the following dimensions: (a) equal capabilities for women and men (such as 
education and health); (b) equal access to resources and opportunities for 
women and men (such as land, employment and credit); and (c) women’s agency 
to use these rights, capabilities, resources and opportunities to make strategic 
choices and decisions in all areas of life (such as political participation, decision-
making in communities and intrahousehold decision making). 

Integrating a Gender Perspective into 
Statistics, UN, 20163 

Defining 
Empowerment 

Women and girls' 
empowerment 

The expansion of choice and the strengthening of voice through the 
transformation of power relations so that women and girls have more control 
over their lives and futures. 

Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender bias Prejudiced actions or thoughts that affect a person or a group of people based 
on their perceived gender. 

Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender bias Making decisions based on gender that result in favoring one gender over the 
other which often results in contexts that are favoring men and/or boys over 
women and/or girls. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender unequal Level 1 of the WHO Gender Responsive Assessment Scale: Perpetuates gender 
inequality by reinforcing unbalanced 
norms, roles and relations and often leads to one sex enjoying more rights or 
opportunities than the other. 

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201133 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender blind Level 2 of the WHO Gender Responsive Assessment Scale: Ignores gender norms, 
roles and relations and very often reinforces gender-based discrimination. By 
ignoring differences in opportunities and resource allocation for women and 
men such policies are often assumed to be "fair" as they claim to treat everyone 
the same. 

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201133 
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Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender blindness The failure to recognize that the roles and responsibilities of men/boys and 
women/girls are given to them in specific social, cultural, economic and political 
contexts and backgrounds. Projects, programmes, policies, and attitudes which 
are gender blind do not take into account these different roles and diverse 
needs, maintain status quo, and will not help transform the unequal structure of 
gender relations. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender neutral Anything - a concept, an entity, a style of language - that is unassociated with 
either the male or female gender. The nature of systemic and embedded or 
internalized bias is such that, unfortunately often, what is perceived to be 
gender neutral is in fact gender blind. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender-neutral 
programming and policies 

Programming and policies that do not centre gender concerns or distinguish 
between genders in their design, interventions and monitoring 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender lens A perspective that pays particular attention to how gender differences and 
relations are relevant for investments and projects. 

Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender responsive A policy or programme that considers gender norms, roles and inequality with 
measures taken to actively reduce 
their harmful effects. 

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201133 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender-responsive 
programming and policies 

Intentionally employing gender considerations to affect the design, 
implementation, and results of programmes and policies. Gender-responsive 
programmes and policies reflect girls' and women's realities and needs, in 
components such as site selection, project staff, content, monitoring, etc. 
Gender-responsiveness means paying attention to the unique needs of females, 
valuing their perspectives, respecting their experiences, understanding 
developmental differences between girls and boys, women and men and 
ultimately empowering girls and women. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender accomodating Similar to the concept of gender sensitivity, gender accommodating means not 
only being aware of gender differences but also adjusting and adapting to those 
differences. However, gender accommodating does not address the inequalities 
generated by unequal norms, roles and relations (i.e. no remedial or 
transformative action is developed). 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender sensitive Level 3 of the WHO Gender Responsive Assessment Scale: Indicates gender 
awareness, although no remedial action is 
developed. 

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201133 
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Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender-sensitive 
programming and policies 

Programmes and policies that are aware of and address gender differences. Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender specific Level 4 of the WHO Gender Responsive Assessment Scale: Considers women’s 
and men’s specific needs and intentionally 
targets and benefits a specific group of women or men to achieve certain policy 
or programme goals or meet certain 
needs. Such policies often make it easier for women and men to fulfil duties that 
are ascribed to them based on their 
gender roles, but do not address underlying causes of gender differences. 

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201133 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender transformative Level 5 of the WHO Gender Responsive Assessment Scale: Addresses the causes 
of gender-based health inequities 
by including ways to transform harmful gender norms, roles and relations. The 
objective of such programmes is often 
to promote gender equality and foster progressive changes in power 
relationships between women and men. 

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201133 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender-transformative 
programming and policies 

Programming and policies that transform gender relations to achieve gender 
equality. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Stand-alone gender 
programming and policies 

Programming and policies that explicitly address gender inequality to achieve 
gender equality. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender mainstreaming The process of integrating a gender lens into all aspects of an organization's 
strategies and initiatives, and into its culture, systems, and operations. 

Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender mainstreaming The process of assessing the implications for women and men of any planned 
action, including legislation, policies or programmes, in all areas and at all levels. 
It is a strategy for making women's as well as men's concerns and experiences an 
integral dimension of the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of 
policies and programmes in all political, economic and societal spheres so that 
women and men benefit equally and inequality is not perpetuated. 

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201133 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender 
mainstreaming/integrating 

A strategy to accelerate progress on women's and girls' rights and equality in 
relation to men and boys.  

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 
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Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender balance This is a human resource issue calling for equal participation of women and men 
in all areas of work (international and national staff at all levels, including at 
senior positions) and in programmes that agencies initiate or support (e.g. food 
distribution programmes).  

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Gender balance Commonly used in reference to human resources and the equal participation of 
women and men in all areas of work, projects or programmes. In a scenario of 
gender equality, women and men are expected to participate in proportion to 
their shares in the population. In many areas, however, women participate less 
than what would be expected according to the sex distribution in the population 
(underrepresentation of women) while men participate more than expected 
(overrepresentation of men). 

Integrating a Gender Perspective into 
Statistics, UN, 20163 

Approaches to 
Gender in 
Programming 
and Policies 

Human rights-based 
approach (HRBA) 

This entails consciously and systematically paying attention to human rights in all 
aspects of programme development. This approach is a conceptual framework 
for the process of human development that is normatively based on 
international human rights standards and operationally directed to promoting 
and protecting human rights. The objective of the HRBA is to empower people 
(rights-holders) to realize their rights and strengthen the State (duty-bearers) to 
comply with their human rights obligations and duties. States' obligations to 
human rights require them to respect, protect and fulfill women's and girls' 
rights, along with the rights of men and boys. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Intersectionality 
and 
Vulnerability 

Intersectionality A perspective that acknowledges the concrete experiences of inequality that 
result from the interaction of gender with other social markers of difference. 

Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Intersectionality 
and 
Vulnerability 

Intersectionality A feminist sociological theory first coined by American civil rights advocate 
Kimberle Crenshaw in 1989. Intersectionality refers to overlapping social 
identities and the related systems of oppression, domination and/or 
discrimination. The idea is that multiple identities intersect to create a whole 
that is different from the component identities. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Intersectionality 
and 
Vulnerability 

Marginalization The process that systematically denies people opportunities and resources that 
are available to other members of society, and which would otherwise serve to 
promote social integration. 

Realising the human rights to water and 
sanitation: A handbook by the UN 
Special Rapporteur, Catarina de 
Albuquerque, 20147 

Intersectionality 
and 
Vulnerability 

Exclusion The most extreme form of marginalization. Realising the human rights to water and 
sanitation: A handbook by the UN 
Special Rapporteur, Catarina de 
Albuquerque, 20147 

Intersectionality 
and 
Vulnerability 

Vulnerability Refers to individuals or groups under threat of physical or mental harm, for 
example, at times of conflict, abuse, rape, or neglect, and perhaps because of 
their disadvantaged social or economic status. 

Realising the human rights to water and 
sanitation: A handbook by the UN 
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Special Rapporteur, Catarina de 
Albuquerque, 20147 

Intersectionality 
and 
Vulnerability 

Disadvantaged individuals 
and groups 

Term to refer to all people who are discriminated against, experience 
inequalities or inequities, or are marginalized, vulnerable, or stigmatized. 

Realising the human rights to water and 
sanitation: A handbook by the UN 
Special Rapporteur, Catarina de 
Albuquerque, 20147 

Intersectionality 
and 
Vulnerability 

Stigma The process of dehumanizing, degrading, discrediting, and devaluing people in 
certain population groups; it is often based on a feeling of disgust. Stigma 
attaches itself to an attribute, quality or identity that is regarded as 'inferior' or 
'abnormal."  

Realising the human rights to water and 
sanitation: A handbook by the UN 
Special Rapporteur, Catarina de 
Albuquerque, 20147 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Sexual orientation A person's emotional, romantic, physical, and/or sexual attraction to others. Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Sexual orientation Refers to a person’s sexual and emotional attraction to another person and the 
behavior and/or social affiliation that may result from this attraction (lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, etc.) 

Adolescent and School Health, 
Terminology, CDC298 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Sexual orientation Sexual orientation refers to a person’s physical, romantic and/or emotional 
attraction towards other people. Everyone has a sexual orientation, which is part 
of their identity. Gay men and lesbians are attracted to individuals of the same 
sex as themselves. Heterosexual people are attracted to individuals of a different 
sex from themselves. Bisexual (sometimes shortened to “bi”) people may be 
attracted to individuals of the same or different sex. Sexual orientation is not 
related to gender identity and sex characteristics. 

Definitions, United Nations Free & 
Equal5 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Gender identity or 
expression 

A person's own sense of being male, female, or another identity beyond this 
binary, and how they choose to appear. 

Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Gender expression How an individual chooses to present their gender to others through physical 
appearance and behaviors, such as style of hair or dress, voice, or movement. 

Adolescent and School Health, 
Terminology, CDC298 
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Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Gender expression Gender expression is the way in which we express our gender through actions 
and appearance. Gender expression can be any combination of masculine, 
feminine and androgynous. For a lot of people, their gender expression goes 
along with the ideas that our societies deem to be appropriate for their gender. 
For other people it does not. People whose gender expression does not fit into 
society’s norms and expectations, such as men perceived as ‘feminine’ and 
women perceived as ‘masculine’ often face harsh sanctions, including physical, 
sexual and psychological violence and bullying. A person’s gender expression is 
not always linked to the person’s biological sex, gender identity or sexual 
orientation. 

Definitions, United Nations Free & 
Equal5 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Gender identity   An individual’s sense of their self as man, woman, transgender, or something 
else. 

Adolescent and School Health, 
Terminology, CDC298 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Gender identity   Gender identity reflects a deeply felt and experienced sense of one’s own 
gender. Everyone has a gender identity, which is part of their overall identity. A 
person’s gender identity is typically aligned with the sex assigned to them at 
birth. Transgender (sometimes shortened to “trans”) is an umbrella term used to 
describe people with a wide range of identities – including transsexual people, 
cross-dressers (sometimes referred to as “transvestites”), people who identify as 
third gender, and others whose appearance and characteristics are seen as 
gender atypical and whose sense of their own gender is different to the sex that 
they were assigned at birth. Trans women identify as women but were classified 
as males when they were born. Trans men identify as men but were classified 
female when they were born. Cisgender is a term used to describe people whose 
sense of their own gender is aligned with the sex that they were assigned at 
birth. Gender identity is distinct from sexual orientation and sex characteristics. 

Definitions, United Nations Free & 
Equal5 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

LGBTQ+ Umbrella term for all persons who have a non-normative gender or sexuality. 
LGBTQ stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer and/or 
questioning. Sometimes a + at the end is added to be more inclusive. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

LGBTQ  Acronym that refers to the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 
queer/questioning community. 

Adolescent and School Health, 
Terminology, CDC298 
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Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

LGBT/LGBTI LGBT stands for “lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender”; “LGBTI” for “lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex”. While these terms have increasing 
resonance, different cultures use different terms to describe people who have 
same-sex relationships or who exhibit non-binary gender identities (such as hijra, 
meti, lala, skesana, motsoalle, mithli, kuchu, kawein, travesty, muxé, fa’afafine, 
fakaleiti, hamjensgara and two-spirit). 

Definitions, United Nations Free & 
Equal5 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Cisgender Individuals whose current gender identity is the same as the sex they were 
assigned at birth, 

Adolescent and School Health, 
Terminology, CDC298 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Gay A person who is attracted primarily to members of the same gender. Adolescent and School Health, 
Terminology, CDC298 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Gender minority Individuals whose gender identity (man, woman, other) or expression 
(masculinate, feminine, other) is different from their sex (male, female) assigned 
at birth) 

Adolescent and School Health, 
Terminology, CDC298 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Gender nonbinary Individuals who do not identify their gender as man or woman. Other terms to 
describe this identity include genderqueer, agender, bigender, gender creative, 
etc. 

Adolescent and School Health, 
Terminology, CDC298 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Gender nonconforming The state of one's physical appearance or behaviors not aligning with societal 
expectations of their gender (a feminine boy, a masculine girl, etc.) 

Adolescent and School Health, 
Terminology, CDC298 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Heterosexual or straight A man who is attracted primarily to women or a woman who is primarily 
attracted to men. 

Adolescent and School Health, 
Terminology, CDC298 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Queer An umbrella term sometimes used to refer to the entire LGBT community. Adolescent and School Health, 
Terminology, CDC298 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Questioning For some, the process of exploring and discovering one’s own sexual orientation, 
gender identity, or gender expression. 

Adolescent and School Health, 
Terminology, CDC298 

Gender 
Expression and 

Sexual minority Individuals who identify as gay, lesbian, or bisexual, or who are attracted to or 
have sexual contact with people of the same gender. 

Adolescent and School Health, 
Terminology, CDC298 
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Sexual 
Orientation 
Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Transgender/Trans Transgender (sometimes shortened to “trans”) is an umbrella term used to 
describe a wide range of identities whose appearance and characteristics are 
perceived as gender atypical —including transsexual people, cross-dressers 
(sometimes referred to as “transvestites”), and people who identify as third 
gender. Transwomen identify as women but were classified as males when they 
were born, transmen identify as men but were classified female when they were 
born, while other trans people don’t identify with the gender-binary at all. Some 
transgender people seek surgery or take hormones to bring their body into 
alignment with their gender identity; others do not. 

Definitions, United Nations Free & 
Equal5 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Transgender Individuals whose current gender identity differs from the sex they were 
assigned at birth. 

Adolescent and School Health, 
Terminology, CDC298 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Intersex/Sex 
Characteristics 

Intersex people are born with physical or biological sex characteristics, such as 
sexual anatomy, reproductive organs, hormonal patterns and/or chromosomal 
patterns, which do not fit the typical definitions of male or female. These 
characteristics may be apparent at birth or emerge later in life, often at puberty. 
Intersex people can have any sexual orientation and gender identity. 

Definitions, United Nations Free & 
Equal5 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Homophobia Homophobia is an irrational fear of, hatred or aversion towards lesbian, gay or 
bisexual people. 

Definitions, United Nations Free & 
Equal5 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Transphobia Transphobia is an irrational fear, hatred or aversion towards transgender people. Definitions, United Nations Free & 
Equal5 

Gender 
Expression and 
Sexual 
Orientation 

Biphobia Biphobia is an irrational fear, hatred or aversion towards bisexual people. Definitions, United Nations Free & 
Equal5 

Sex and Gender 
in Data 

Gender analysis A critical and systemic examination of differences in the constraints and 
opportunities available to an individual or group of individuals based on their sex 
and gender identity. 

Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Sex and Gender 
in Data 

Gender analysis A critical examination of how differences in gender roles, activities, needs, 
opportunities and rights/entitlements affect men, women, girls and boys in 
certain situations or contexts. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 
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Sex and Gender 
in Data 

Gender analysis Gender analysis identifies, assesses, and informs actions to address inequality 
that come from 1) different gender norms, roles and relations; 2) unequal power 
relations between and among groups of men and women; and 3) the interaction 
of contextual factors with gender such as sexual orientation, ethnicity, education 
or employment status. 

Gender mainstreaming for health 
managers: A practical approach, WHO, 
201133 

Sex and Gender 
in Data 

Gender analysis A critical examination of how differences in gender roles, activities, needs, 
opportunities and rights/entitlements affect women, men, girls and boys in 
certain situations or contexts. Gender analysis examines the relationships 
between females and males and their access to and control of resources and the 
constraints they face relative to each other. Gender analysis may be conducted 
on the basis of qualitative information and methods and/or on the basis of 
quantitative information provided by gender statistics. 

Integrating a Gender Perspective into 
Statistics, UN, 20163 

Sex and Gender 
in Data 

Gender data Factual information about people based on their gender. Gender Equality Lexicon, BMGF, 2018296 

Sex and Gender 
in Data 

Sex disaggregated data Data that is cross-classified by sex, presenting information separately for men 
and women, boys and girls. When data is not disaggregated by sex, it is more 
difficult to identify real and potential inequalities. Sex-disaggregated data is 
necessary for effective gender analysis. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Sex and Gender 
in Data 

Sex-disaggregated 
statistics 

Data collected and tabulated separately for women and for 
men. They allow for the measurement of differences between women and men 
in various social and economic dimensions and are one of the requirements for 
obtaining gender statistics. Gender statistics are more than data disaggregated 
by sex, however. Disaggregating data by sex does not guarantee, for example, 
that concepts, definitions and methods used in data production are conceived to 
reflect gender roles, relations and inequalities in society 

Integrating a Gender Perspective into 
Statistics, UN, 20163 

Sex and Gender 
in Data 

Sex bias in data collection The underreporting or misreporting of demographic, social or economic 
characteristics associated with one of the sexes. Some examples of sex bias in  
data collected include the underreporting of women’s economic activity, the 
undercounting of girls, their births or their deaths and the underreporting of 
violence against women. 

Integrating a Gender Perspective into 
Statistics, UN, 20163 

Sex and Gender 
in Data 

Gender statistics Statistics that adequately reflect differences and inequalities in the situation of 
women and men in all areas of life. Gender statistics are defined by the sum of 
the following characteristics: (a) data are collected and presented disaggregated 
by sex as a primary and overall classification; (b) data reflect gender issues; (c) 
data are based on concepts and definitions that adequately reflect the diversity 
of women and men and capture all aspects of their lives; and (d) data collection 
methods take into account stereotypes and social and cultural factors that may 
induce gender biases 

Integrating a Gender Perspective into 
Statistics, UN, 20163 
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Sex and Gender 
in Data 

Gender indicators Criteria used to assess gender-related change in a condition and to measure 
progress over time toward gender equality. Indicators used can be quantitative 
(data, facts, numbers) and qualitative (opinions, feelings, perceptions, 
experiences). 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 

Sex and Gender 
in Data 

Gender indicators A useful tool in monitoring gender differences, gender-related changes over time 
and progress towards gender equality goals. In general, indicators are statistics 
with a reference point (a norm or a benchmark) against which value judgments 
can be made. Indicators have a normative nature, in the sense that a change 
from the reference point in a 
particular direction can be interpreted as "good" or "bad". In the case of gender 
statistics, the status of women in a particular country is usually evaluated by 
reference to (comparison with) the situation of men in that country. In a few 
cases, such as for maternal mortality or access to antenatal services, the norm is 
the situation of women in other countries. 

Integrating a Gender Perspective into 
Statistics, UN, 20163 

Sex and Gender 
in Data 

Gender parity A numerical concept concerning relative equality in terms of numbers and 
proportions of men and women, girls and boys. Gender parity addresses the 
ratio of female-to-male values (or males-to-females, in certain cases) of a given 
indicator. 

Gender Equality: Glossary of Terms and 
Concepts, UNICEF Regional Office for 
South Asia, 20176 
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