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Executive Summary

Why consider women’s water security? There is 
significant evidence that while women experience 
greater impacts of water insecurity than men, they 
are underrepresented in formal and informal water 
management and service delivery institutions. These 
differences arise from broader gender inequalities 
and marginalization of particular groups within the 
relevant societies.

People experience water security and insecurity 
differently. Women are often responsible for water 
collection and management within households. 
Women and girls are also more likely to experience 
food insecurity; personal safety concerns; vulnerability 
to disasters, severe weather events, and climate 
change; risks of disease and physical and mental 
health impacts; and reduced economic opportunities 
related to water. It is therefore important to consider 
the specific factors that contribute to women’s 
water insecurity. To achieve water security for all, it is 
imperative that gender and inclusion are meaningfully 
incorporated into policies, governance, and 
management processes.

This report presents findings from a collaborative 
knowledge work among the Asian Development Bank; 
University of Technology Sydney’s Institute for 
Sustainable Futures; and a wider network of global 
partners interested in progressing the gender and 
inclusion agenda in water security. This knowledge 
work aims to (i) develop a conceptual framework to 
guide a gendered perspective on water security in 
policy, project design, analysis, and monitoring; and 
(ii) document practices on how women’s inclusion and 
gender equality in the water sector can be enhanced 
toward more transformational gendered approaches.

Conceptual framework for gendered water security. 
The conceptual framework adopts a human-centric 
perspective and is designed to highlight the societal, 
institutional, environmental, and biophysical contexts 
that impact diverse individuals’ experience of water 
security and insecurity (Figure 1). While focused on 
gender equality and the experiences of women, the 
framework also incorporates an intersection lens 
covering diverse individual characteristics and can be 
helpful in considering other vulnerable groups. The 
framework is intended to help water professionals 
identify critical factors in conceptualizing and 
measuring gendered water security across domestic, 
productive, and cultural water uses as well as in 
relation to water-related disasters. This, in turn, can 
support improved gender equality and inclusion in 
policy development and project design, as well as in 
monitoring and evaluation efforts.

Transformative practices to support enhanced 
inclusion and gender equality. This report also 
provides 33 short cases to demonstrate how gender 
considerations can be better integrated into water 
project design. Using a second framework presented 
in Figure 2, these cases highlight the spectrum of 
possible entry points for promoting improved gender 
equality and inclusion, ranging from gender-sensitive, 
gender‑responsive, to gender-transformative 
approaches.

The case examples cover four key areas relevant to 
water security: (i) enhancing women’s water and 
sanitation access, (ii) reducing women’s vulnerability 
to water-related disasters, (iii) improving equitable 
water management and access to irrigation water, 
and (iv) strengthening women’s employment in water 
organizations. Across all areas, accompanying “do no 
harm” strategies are needed to address and mitigate 
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resistance and backlash. This report recommends 
adopting five broad strategies, as illustrated by the 
case examples:   

(i)	 Embed gender thinking in policy 
considerations. Doing so reflects the 
significance of gender within issues of water 
security. This includes work to strengthen 
policies for inclusive infrastructure design 
(case 3), urban master plans (case 6), disaster 
early warning systems (cases 13 and 14), roles 
in water use committees and clubs (cases 18 
and 21), and utility policies (cases 24 and 25).  

(ii)	 Promote meaningful engagement, 
promote codesign and participation, and 
address barriers. Promote meaningful 
engagement of women, girls, and other 
marginalized individuals, and avoid harmful 
token participation. This can include the 
participatory design of infrastructure, 
products, standards, programs, and services 
(cases 1, 2, 3, 4, and 23), participatory 
implementation (cases 5, 7, 9, 12, 15, 16, 17, 
18, 19, 20, 21, and 24), and participatory 
monitoring and evaluation (cases 8 and 13).

(iii)	 Support and increase women’s voice, 
leadership, and decision-making in water 
and sanitation service provision and wider 
water management. Doing so empowers 
women working and volunteering in water and 
sanitation service provision, including in the 
private sector (cases 22, 31, 32, and 33), the 
public sector (case 25), civil society (case 28), 
and communities (cases 5, 16, 17, and 18).

(iv)	 Address systemic inequality within 
organizations. This can be done within formal 
and informal water-related organizations 
through analysis (cases 29 and 30), dialogue 
and training such as unconscious bias (cases 
14 and 26), strategic partnerships (case 10), 
and celebration of champions (cases 27 
and 28).

(v)	 Monitor, research, and evaluate gendered 
outcomes and impacts, both intended 
and unintended. It is important to regularly 
track the impacts of water projects, as well 
as policies and institutional arragements, 
to identify issues early and allow for course 

corrections. Monitoring processes should 
include and go beyond sex-disaggregated 
data by taking into account intersectional 
aspects, practical gender needs, and women’s 
strategic gender interests. This requires a 
foundation of strong gender analysis  
(cases 4 and 6) to look at individual impacts 
(cases 8, 11, and 13) and institutional trends 
(case 29), as well as to pay attention to 
unintended outcomes.

In summary, the recognition of gender and inclusion 
in water security conceptualizations, implementation 
strategies, and monitoring efforts are critical for 
ensuring water security. Without attention to these 

Women and water. 
To achieve water 
security for all, it 
is imperative that 
gender and inclusion 
are meaningfully 
incorporated into 
policies, governance, 
and management 
processes (photo by 
Amit Verma/ADB).
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dimensions, efforts will fall short and continue to 
result in unequal benefits and suboptimal water 
security and societal outcomes. Equally, with intention, 
forethought, and willingness to challenge existing 
norms, significant progress to reduce inequalities 
is possible. 

Addressing gender dynamics in water management 
has the potential to accelerate equitable water security 
both in Asia and the Pacific and globally. Addressing 
gender equality with an intersectional lens will ensure 
other dimensions of marginalization and inclusion are 
also given attention.

The four key recommendations of this report are 
to (i) build internal capacity to address gender 
equality in water-related international agencies and 
development partners, (ii) address gender equality 
across institutions responsible for governance and 
management, (iii) set targets for and monitor progress 
on gender equality in water security, and (iv) promote 
a shift toward gender-transformative practice in water 
security initiatives. 



I.	 Background

To achieve water security for all, it is imperative that 
gender and inclusion are meaningfully incorporated 
into policies, governance, and management processes. 
Water insecurity disproportionately impacts women 
and girls. Women and girls are also more likely to 
experience food insecurity, personal safety concerns, 
vulnerability to disasters, risks of disease and physical 
and mental health impacts, and reduced economic 
opportunities related to water. Box 1 highlights the 
critical intersections between gender and water and 
the unique challenges faced by women and girls in 
relation to water.

Women’s inclusion and gender equality need to 
be enhanced in all parts of water management. 
Their shared involvement includes participation in 
management of water resources; design, planning, and 
delivery of water and sanitation services in both formal 
and informal roles; water-sharing arrangements; and 
strategies to reduce water-related risks. Addressing 
gender dynamics in water management can accelerate 
equitable water security in Asia and the Pacific 
and globally. Addressing gender equality with an 
intersectional lens will ensure other dimensions of 
marginalization and inclusion are also given attention.

The gender strategy of the Asian Development Bank 
(ADB) for 2019–2024 commits to scale up gender 
mainstreaming in operations across sectors and to 
integrate a transformative gender agenda (ADB 2019); 
and one of the five guiding principles of ADB’s 
Water Sector Directional Guide 2030 is “promoting 
inclusiveness and gender equality” (ADB 2022). 
While ADB’s Asian Water Development Outlook series 
provides an established approach to measuring water 
security in Asia and the Pacific, this report provides the 
basis for evolving that approach to better differentiate 
water security with respect to gender or inclusion.

Box 1: Gender and Water at a Glance
•	 Globally, 2 billion people lack access to safely 

managed water services and 3.6 billion people 
lack access to safely managed sanitation services 
(JMP 2021). Access to water and sanitation 
reflects significant differences between rural and 
urban populations and across wealth categories 
(JMP 2019).

•	 In 7 out of 10 households, women and girls are 
primarily responsible for water collection (JMP 
2023) and each day, women and girls spend  
200 million hours collecting water around the world 
(UNICEF 2016).

•	 Women represent only 18% of workers within 
water utilities (World Bank 2019) and 17% of the 
water and sanitation workforce more broadly (IWA 
2014). Women comprise only 7% of graduates in 
engineering and construction (World Economic 
Forum 2022).

•	 A survey of 117 transboundary river basin 
organizations worldwide found that women made 
up fewer than one-third of their staff and fewer than 
one-fifth of staff in the highest leadership positions 
(Best 2019).

•	 While 80% of the world’s food is produced by small-
scale farming, and women make up on average 43% 
of this agriculture labor in developing countries, the 
benefits of irrigation do not accrue equally to men 
and women (FAO 2021; Pearl-Martinez 2017).



II.	� Rationale—Why Consider  
Women’s Water Security?

There is significant evidence that women experience 
greater impacts of water insecurity than men and 
are underrepresented in formal and informal water 
management and service delivery institutions. These 
differences arise from broader gender inequalities and 
marginalization of particular groups within the relevant 
societies. There are six main reasons why women and 
water security is important:

(i)	 Water insecurity has stronger impacts 
on women than on men. For instance, in 
male-dominated cultures, women take the 
workload of collecting water (Dickin and 
Caretta 2022; JMP 2023). Water insecurity 
also brings negative health impacts on women 
(Grasham, Korzenevica, and Charles 2019). 
Women also experience worse impacts 
from water-related disasters (Jagnoor et al. 
2019; Moayed et al. 2020) and higher risks 
of violence (Nunbogu and Elliott 2022). 
Further, households headed by women are 
more vulnerable to climate change (Alhassan, 
Kuwornu, and Osei-Asare 2019). 

(ii)	 Women can benefit significantly when 
water security is improved. Evidence 
points to improved economic, physical, 
psychological, and relational well-being 
of women and girls when water security is 
improved (Winter, Darmstadt, and Davis 
2021). These improvements are stronger for 
women, girls, and other marginalized groups 
than men (Caruso et al. 2022; De Guzman 
et al. 2023), and therefore are socially 
differentiated. 
 

(iii)	 Women are integrally connected to 
the management and stewardship of 
water. Globally, in 80% of water-deprived 
households, women and girls are the primary 
collectors of water for domestic uses (UN 
Women 2018). Each day, women and 
girls spend 200 million hours collecting 
water around the world (UNICEF 2016). 
Additionally, in many societies, women hold a 
rich spiritual connection with water as water 
stewards (Awume, Patrick, and Baijius 2020). 

(iv)	 Women’s expertise and knowledge with 
respect to water security are underutilized. 
Women are underrepresented in leadership 
roles in river basin and water resources 
management organizations (Sehring, 
ter Horst, and Zwarteveen 2022) and 
utilities (World Bank 2019). They are also 
underrepresented in private sector and 
entrepreneurship roles, for instance, in water 
and sanitation businesses (Grant, Willetts, 
and Huggett 2019; Indarti et al. 2019; 
Soeters et al., 2020). However, evidence 
shows that the involvement of women can 
lead to improved functionality of water 
systems (Mommen, Humphries-Waa, and 
Gwavuya 2017). 

(v)	 The water security field has so far 
maintained a biophysical, material focus 
that is depoliticized and overlooks gender 
inequalities. A new thinking based on 
feminist theory, political economy, and 
political ecology offers pathways to address 
this deficiency and give attention to socially 
differentiated experiences that underpin 
water insecurities (Truelove 2019). Experts 
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emphasize the importance of applying the 
human capabilities approach to water security 
(Jepson et al. 2017a), and linking gender, 
poverty, and discrimination to water security 
inequalities, particularly in the face of climate 
change (Fröhlich et al. 2018; Grasham, 
Korzenevica, and Charles 2019).

Studies and tools for gendered aspects of water 
security are limited. Octavianti and Staddon’s (2021) 
recent review of water security assessment tools did 
not include any reflections on gender. Reviews also 
have noted the absence of evidence, for instance, on 
gendered inequalities in water security in Sub-Saharan 
Africa (Grasham, Korzenevica, and Charles 2019) 
and the lack of interlinkages between gender equality 
(Sustainable Development Goal 5) and urban water 
security (Grant, Willetts, and Huggett 2019; Tandon 
et al. 2022).

1	 FAOLEX is a database of national laws, regulations, and policies related to food, agriculture, and natural resources management. The 
database also includes indexing information such as abstracts and keywords compiled by the FAO.

A review of policy keywords across 58 national water 
resources management and water and sanitation 
revealed that policies and laws in Asia and the Pacific 
have limited mention of gender and equity, and no 
mention of equality nor inclusion (Figure 1). Policy 
keywords were identified in the FAOLEX Database of 
the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO); and the most common keywords 
are water supply, potable water, water resource 
management, and policy and/or planning.1

Addressing these inequalities, including access to 
safely managed water supply and sanitation and 
water resources, as well as ensuring that women are 
well represented as water leaders, policymakers, and 
professionals, are essential steps to accelerate progress 
on water security and drive resilience in the face of 
climate change.

Figure 1: Coverage of Gender and Inclusion in Policy Keywords

Policy/
planningPollution

control

Water
supply

Gender
12 policies

Potable
water

Sustainable
development

Water
resources

management

Equity
15 policies

Note: The size of the circle is proportional to the number of times a term came up in the keyword search. The larger the circle, the more 
a keyword was cited. 
Source: University of Technology Sydney’s Institute for Sustainable Futures. 
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Water labor. Women are often responsible for water 
collection and management within households  
(photo by Ariel Javellana/ADB).



III.	�Conceptual Framework  
for Gendered Water Security

Why a new framework? Most historical frameworks 
for water security adopt a macro perspective 
integrating national or basin-level water security 
and foregrounding water resources (Butte et al. 
2022). More recent frameworks include a focus 
on households, taking a human-centric capability 
approach (Jepson et al. 2017a). However, to date, 
there is limited conceptualization of gendered 
water security that addresses socially differentiated 
individual and intra-household experiences. Since 
conceptualizations translate into ideas about aspects 
to plan, monitor, measure, and evaluate water security 
(Octavianti and Staddon 2021), there is a need for 
a broader, socially differentiated view to ensure that 
gendered dimensions are given attention.

This chapter presents a conceptual framework 
for gendered water security (Figures 2 and 3). 
The framework identifies the conditions through 
which socially differentiated water insecurity may 
manifest, and its subsequent gendered impacts on 
well-being.

This conceptual framework defines important 
dimensions for planning and assessing gender 
and inclusion aspects of water security. It will be 
useful to water professionals in program design and 
measurement, as well as at the policy level where it can 
inform the breadth of areas where targets may be set 
and where progress can be tracked. For example, the 
following scenarios are possible:

Figure 2: Gendered Water Security Framework

RESOURCES 

Individual
Characteristics
• Gender Identity
• Socioeconomic
 Status
• Ability or Disablity
• Race
• Class, Ethnicity
 or Caste
• Life Stage
• Literacy 

WATER
AVAILABILITY

Stability, Adequacy,
Redundancy

Socially Differentiated

AGENCY

Institutional Context For Water Management and Service Delivery
(Gender and Diversity in Participation, Voice and Leadership in Workforce, Platforms and Forums)

Societal Context
(Gendered Sociocultural, Economic, and Political Structures)

Domestic
Productive

Cultural

WATER ACCESSIBILITY
Affordability, Remoteness

Acceptability,
Appropriateness, Safety

Socially Differentiated
WATER USE

Socially Differentiated
WELL-BEING

Physical, Psychological,
Relational, Economic

Socially Differentiated

Domestic
Productive

Cultural

Domestic
Productive

Cultural

Domestic
Productive

Cultural

Water-related Disasters
(Gendered Resources, Agency and Outcomes with Respect to Disaster

Preparation, Response, Recovery)

Environmental and Biophysical Context
(Water Quality, Water Quantity, Climate Change)

Source: University of Technology Sydney’s Institute for Sustainable Futures.
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•	 During program design. The framework 
can be used to identify key areas where a 
program has important gendered aspects 
that need consideration, whether in relation 
to the societal and institutional context; 
gendered aspects of water availability, 
accessibility, use, and well-being outcomes 
in relation to domestic, productive, or 
cultural purposes; or gendered aspects of 
water-related disasters.

•	 Defining scope and dimensions of gender 
analysis. Since the framework covers the 
full extent of possible gendered aspects, a 
subset of framework aspects that are most 
relevant to a given program can be chosen for 
further analysis.

•	 Informing monitoring and evaluation. 
The framework provides important ideas 
for monitoring and evaluation, particularly 
with respect to unintended outcomes, 
ensuring that monitoring and evaluation 
captures the experiences and outcomes for 
diverse people.

The framework is informed by gender and development 
theory and the work of Kabeer (1999; 2018), who 
identifies resources, agency, and outcomes in the 
context of “structures of constraint” as a way to consider 
human capabilities and achievements (Figures 2 and 3). 
These gendered aspects are overlayed with common 
dimensions of water security (availability, accessibility, 
and water use for different purposes) and resultant 
well-being—all of which are contingent on an individual’s 
characteristics within the given societal and institutional 
context of the water sector—and are thus “socially 
differentiated.” Similarly, the gendered experiences of 
preparing and responding to water-related disasters 
are shaped by the societal and institutional context and 
individual characteristics and relative access to resources 
and agency with differentiated outcomes.

Next, we describe each component of the gendered 
water security framework and provide justification 
for a socially differentiated and intra-household 
gendered perspective, drawing on academic literature, 
including review papers and specific studies on 
aspects of water security.

Women carry water on their heads in Jaisalmer, India  
(photo by TMAX - stock.adobe.com).
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Gender Equality

This framework incorporates three important dimensions of women’s empowerment and the capability approaches’ 
theory of gender equality for human development (Kabeer 1999; Nussbaum 2000). Recent iterations of Kabeer’s (1999) 
framework highlight how structures of constraint and freedom influence equality (Robeyns 2005), and these “structures” 
are described below under “societal context.” This individual‑centric framework includes the resources, agency, 
and outcomes that support the flourishing of individuals and therefore society:

•	 Resources. Access to, use of, and control of the tangible and intangible materials, and human and social resources. 
These resources are gained and exchanged through social relationships (Kabeer 1999). In this framework, the relevant 
resources include the availability of the water resource at required water quality to relevant individuals and its 
accessibility, as well as resources that offer individuals protection from the impacts of water-related disasters.

•	 Agency. The ability to define goals and act upon them through processes of decision-making, bargaining and 
negotiation, and resistance (Kabeer 1999). In this framework, agency pertains to how women, men, and other genders 
access and use water in different ways (including for personal, domestic, and productive purposes) and how their 
agency effectively prepares for, responds to, and recovers from water-related disasters.

•	 Outcomes. Also known as achievements, the multidimensional outcomes of individual human flourishing or well-
being (Kabeer 1999; Robeyns 2005). In this framework, the outcomes are well‑being outcomes, including well-being 
in terms of health and economic prosperity.

Women are collecting water. ADB-supported initiatives  
help provide access to clean water supply (photo by 
Samir Jung Thapa/ADB).
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Figure 3: Gendered Water Security Framework—Explanation of Dimensions
Societal Context Institutional Context

Gender Equality

Individual Characteristics

The intersectional characteristics
that shape patterns of insecurities
and inequalities, based on the
societal and institutional context.
This includes aspects of
gender-identity, class, race,
religion, ethnicity, life stage/age,
ability/disability, socioeconomic
status, literacy, occupational status,
and residential status.

Environmental and Biophysical Context

The water cycle, including surface and groundwater, and their respective
water quality and quantity. This environmental context and hydrological
cycle is a�ected by climate, including trends and events and water-related 
disasters. The dimension of the framework is not gendered, as it represents 
the physical aspect. 

Socially Di�erentiated
Water Availability

Socially Di�erentiated
Water Accessibility

Gendered resource, agency, and outcomes related to experiences of water-related disasters.
• Preparation (relative opportunity to access skills and resources and make decision to prepare for disasters, 

including differential access to early warning systems, communications, swimming skills, etc.)
• Response (differences in mobility, decision making authority, and ability to meet individual needs potentially 

leading to compromised safety and exposure to violence)
• Recovery (extent of pyschological trauma, stress, and relative access to resources and decision making to 

recover and improve resilience)

Socially Di�erentiated Water Accessibility

Socially Di�erentiated
Water Use

Socially Di�erentiated
Well-being Impacts

Shaped by societal context,
access through diverse mediums
such as wells, pipes, taps, and irrigation:
• Affordability (ability to pay for water
 in ways that do not compromise 

other personal or household resource 
needs, differentiated willingness 
to pay)

• Remoteness (individual experience
 of distance of acceptable water
 sources to the home and the
 opportunity cost of time spent
 on water collection)
• Acceptability (individual perceptions
 of water quality, color, smell, 
 and taste)
• Appropriateness (acceptable water,
 sanitation, irrigation, and other 
 technologies and their usability by
 all genders)
• Safety (personal safety while
 acquiring water or during defecation
 and the safety of water for use and
 consumption)

Diverse and seasonal priorities
and patterns of water use 
and reuse.
• Personal (personal hygiene 

for washing, bathing, 
defecation, menstrual 
hygiene and drinking)

• Domestic (household-related 
chores often gendered 
including care work, cooking, 
and amenities)

• Productive (livelihood uses 
related to gendered roles in 
irrigation, agriculture, livestock 
rearing, gardens, and other 
income-earning activities)

• Cultural (gendered spiritual, 
ceremonial, and recreational 
uses)

• Wastewater exposure 
and reuse (differential 
exposure to risk or benefit)

Positive or negative gendered
impacts on personal 
well-being and flourishing.
• Physical (impacts through 

food security, nutrition, 
water quality, water carrying, 
and pollution)

• Psychological (impacts on 
mental health through 
shame, fear, anger, 
frustration, embarrassment, 
negative identity and 
marginalization; or positive 
mental health outcomes)

• Relational (interactions with 
other individual, conflict and 
violence or harmony)

• Economic (income, financial 
security, and educational 
impacts)

Beyond the environmental and 
biophysical context and shaped by the 
societal context:
• Stability (reliable availability of 

consistent water without seasonal 
or other disruption)

• Adequacy (availability of enough 
water to meet diverse water needs 
of different individuals)

• Redundancy (availability of multiple 
sources of water supporting 
individuals and their households to 
better absorb economic, political, 
and climatic shocks)

An individual and human development 
approach to equality and empowerment. 
• Resources (gendered access to, use of, and 

control of tangible and intangible support 
preparedness for water-related disasters)

• Agency (gendered ability and confidence to 
define goals and act upon them through 
decision making and negotiation)

• Outcomes (gendered achievement of human 
flourishing and well-being)

Water management and governance shape 
diversity in the workforce and informal 
institutions, including for basins and 
transboundary water governance,  irrigation, 
as well as water and sanitation service delivery.
• Participation (meaningful inclusion paid and 

unpaid in workforce, platform, forums)
• Voice (rights, citizenship, and land/natural 

resource access)
• Leadership (financial dependencies, 

livehoods, and employment)

Gendered structures that impact how water is governed, managed, 
accessed, and used by di�erent individuals. 
• Sociocultural (taboos, social norms, beliefs, and customs)
• Political (rights, citizenship, and land/natural resource access)
• Economic (financial dependencies, livehoods, and employment)

Source: University of Technology Sydney’s Institute for Sustainable Futures.
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Societal Context

The “structures of constraint and freedom” described in the gender and development field in this framework are 
represented as “societal context.” The societal context contains the economic, sociocultural, and political environments 
that produce and sustain gender roles, norms, and dynamics, underpinned by power dynamics. These structures can 
include institutions and socialization processes in the home, workplace, and broader society.

•	 Sociocultural. The traditions, norms, beliefs, and customs that shape the interrelations between social structures 
and patterns of water security (Crow and Sultana 2002; Fröhlich et al. 2018). This includes the patriarchal gendered 
division of labor that compels women to be primarily responsible for household-level water and sanitation tasks and 
men to be primarily responsible for community-level water and sanitation tasks, which is particularly prevalent in rural 
agrarian communities (Dickin and Caretta 2022; Tantoh et al. 2021). Cultural identity also shapes the stewardship of 
water resources, and in some cultures, women remain the stewards of water resources (Awume, Patrick, and Baijius 
2020). In other sociocultural systems, women are made more vulnerable to water-related disasters because of 
sociocultural norms, taboos, and beliefs related to mobility and skill sets such as swimming (Moayed et al. 2020). 

•	 Political. The legal dimensions that shape water security include rights, citizenship, and land access. Truelove (2019) 
describes this as “everyday practices and politics, in relation to both governance and citizens.” Additionally, limited 
legal access to resources and restricted formal rights, such as land tenure, result in a lack of access and control 
of resources by women and other marginalized groups (Imburgia 2019; Tantoh et al. 2021). For example, on the 
Texas‑Mexico border, immigration status affected water security more than any other socioeconomic factors (Jepson 
and Vandewalle 2016). Women are also often politically restricted from participating in decision-making forums for 
water management (Imburgia 2019; Leya 2019). In many contexts, political dimensions lead women to have higher 
vulnerability during water-related disasters, including restricted access to resources and support, which can lead to 
greater risk of violence and abuse (Moayed et al. 2020).

•	 Economic. The formal and informal dimensions that shape economic opportunities, such as financial dependencies, 
livelihoods, and employment (De Guzman et al. 2023; Grasham, Korzenevica, and Charles 2019). At the macro 
level, the water sector demonstrates weak gender parity, with men being dominant in water utilities, particularly in 
leadership roles (World Bank 2019), and with women facing barriers as entrepreneurs (Grant et al. 2019; Indarti et al. 
2019; Rautanen and Baaniya 2008) and in wider water management organizations (Cleaver 1998; Grant et al. 2017; 
van Wijk-Sijbesma 1997). At the micro level, economic systems shape the roles and responsibilities for household 
financial security and women’s financial independence (De Guzman et al. 2023). There are also strong interactions 
between poverty and water security, exacerbated by climate change (Grasham, Korzenevica, and Charles 2019; 
Nunbogu and Elliott 2022).

Institutional Context

Embedded within the societal context are the formal and informal institutions and systems that manage water resources and 
deliver water services (including for domestic water, sanitation, and hygiene needs; for irrigation; and for broader agriculture, 
income-generation, or industrial purposes) and that are influenced by sociocultural, political, and economic structures. 

•	 Participation. The meaningful inclusion, both paid and unpaid, of diverse individuals that manage and deliver water 
services in platforms and forums (Agarwal 2001; Cornwall 2003; Girard 2014). Paid participation of women in the 
management and delivery of water remains weak in utilities (World Bank 2019) and in more localized entrepreneurship 
(Grant et al. 2019; Indarti et al. 2019; Rautanen and Baaniya 2008). In some cases, where men are paid for their 
participation, women are expected to do the work as volunteers (van Wijk-Sijbesma 1997). Whether paid or unpaid, 
women’s participation is often at risk of being tokenistic (Das 2014; O’Reilly 2004), but their participation has also been 
shown to improve water system performance (Mommen, Humphries-Waa, and Gwavuya 2017).

•	 Voice. The ability for diverse individuals to meaningfully influence the management and delivery of water services 
(Cornwall 2003; Dickin and Caretta 2022). In this aspect, it is not merely enough that women are invited to the table, 
but it is important that their voices are also heard in the management and delivery of water and sanitation (Dickin and 
Caretta 2022; Megaw and Winterford 2020; van Koppen et al. 2021).

•	 Leadership. The meaningful representation of diverse individuals in positions of decision-making authority and 
influence within platforms and forums that manage and deliver water services (Agarwal 2001; Cornwall 2003). In the 
water and sanitation sectors, women and other marginalized groups are underrepresented in formal positions of 
sector leadership and decision-making (World Bank 2019; Worsham 2021).
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Socially Differentiated Water Availability

Multiple authors argue that the availability of water is socially differentiated, and goes beyond the environmental and 
biophysical context, as it is also deeply connected to societal factors stated in Tallman et al. (2022). This is true for water 
for domestic, productive, and cultural purposes. For example, poverty and immigration status can directly influence 
the availability of stable and reliable water (Jepson et al. 2017b; Jepson and Vandewalle 2016). Such intersectional 
characteristics interact with gender dimensions and result in social differentiation in terms of the following three areas:

•	 Stability. The reliable availability of water consistently without seasonality or disruptions (Elliott et al. 2019; 
Young et al. 2021a). Stable and reliable availability can be met through multiple sources or through sources that 
are more able to overcome seasonal constraints such as boreholes (Elliott et al. 2019). However, the stability of 
water sources is also related to increasing demand, overextraction, and climate change (Jain et al. 2021). Poor and 
marginalized individuals are often more at risk of having unstable water access influenced primarily by economic 
and political factors (Jepson and Vandewalle 2016).

•	 Adequacy. The availability of sufficient water to meet diverse water needs (Elliott et al. 2019; Narain and Roth 2002; 
Thompson et al. 2001). This principle highlights the value of thinking beyond drinking water to also include water for 
cleaning, household maintenance, construction, livestock, and irrigation (Elliott et al. 2019; van Koppen et al. 2021). 
Poor and marginalized individuals are often at risk of only getting enough water to meet basic needs, usually provided 
through subsidy programming (Thompson et al. 2001).

•	 Redundancy. The availability of multiple sources of water supporting households to better absorb economic, political, 
and climatic shocks (Elliott et al. 2019; Thompson et al. 2001). The availability of multiple sources has been shown to 
improve water security for poor people (Cleaver 1998; Elliott et al. 2019).

Environmental and Biophysical Context

The overall environmental and biophysical context concerns the water cycle, including surface water and groundwater and 
their respective water quality and quantity. This dimension of the framework is not gendered, as it represents the physical 
reality of the water resource in its environmental context. A key driver in this context is climate change, which is creating 
major changes in the hydrological cycle (IPCC 2023).

Individual Characteristics

Individual water security is underpinned by the intersectional characteristics that shape patterns of insecurities and 
inequalities (Myrttinen 2017; Narain and Roth 2002; Soeters et al. 2019; Thompson 2016; Truelove 2019). This includes 
intersectional aspects of gender identity, class, race, religion, ethnicity, life stage and/or age, ability and/or disability, 
socioeconomic status, literacy, occupational status, and residential status (Collins 2015).

Water innovation. A hand pump and water containers in rural India 
(photo by Ecoview - stock.adobe.com).
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Socially Differentiated Water Accessibility

Once water is available, it is then important to explore the socially differentiated accessibility of the sources obtained 
through various sources, such as taps, wells, manual water collection, vendors, and pipes. Water accessibility is influenced 
by social, cultural, economic, and political aspects (Crow and Sultana 2002; Jaren, Leya, and Mondal 2022; Young et al. 
2021a), and across domestic, productive, and cultural purposes.

•	 Affordability. The “ability to pay for water in ways that do not compromise other household resource needs” 
(Tallman et al. 2022, 2). Financial affordability relates to relevant tariffs, and can include capital expenditures, 
operation and maintenance, and pay-for-use.

•	 Remoteness. This is related to the distance of acceptable water sources to the home and the opportunity cost of 
time spent on water collection (Pouramin, Nagabhatla, and Miletto 2020). Irrigation programs that do not consider 
women and marginalized people’s access to land and land tenure arrangements may end up excluding women and 
other vulnerable groups (Theis et al. 2016). 

•	 Acceptability. The socially differentiated acceptability of the perceived water quality, including aspects such as color, 
taste, and perceived quality, which can vary by gender (Crow and Sultana 2002; Genter et al. 2023). 

•	 Appropriate technology. From a technical perspective, water and sanitation technologies themselves must also be 
acceptable and usable by all genders (Elmendorf and Buckles 1980; UNICEF, WaterAid, and Water and Sanitation for 
the Urban Poor 2018). For instance, irrigation treadle pumps in Zambia have not been effective, as they were deemed 
inappropriate for women to use (iDE 2020). There have been assumptions that transferring irrigation technologies 
to women will give them control. However, this was not always the case due to  gender dynamics at the household, 
intra‑household, and community levels (Theis et al. 2016).

•	 Safety. “Both personal safety while acquiring water and the safety of water for use and consumption” (Tallman et al. 
2022, 2). Firstly, safety in accessing water is socially differentiated. Around the world, women and children are the 
primary collectors of water and are often at risk of physical, sexual, psychological, and structural violence (Bisung and 
Elliott 2017; Nunbogu and Elliott 2022; Tallman et al. 2022). This can also include the sexual extortion of women 
while accessing water (Merkle, Allakulov, and Gonzalez 2022; United Nations Development Programme—Stockholm 
International Water Institute Water Governance Facility 2017). Secondly, vulnerable populations are more at risk of 
having poorer quality water with contamination such as salinity, arsenic, and fecal matter (Crow and Sultana 2002; 
Genter et al. 2023).

Fetching water. Water collection using a wheelbarrow in arid West Africa 
(photo by stock.adobe.com).
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Socially Differentiated Water Use

Once water is accessible, individuals also have socially differentiated priorities for water use and different seasonal 
use patterns (Cleaver 1998; Crow and Sultana 2002; Varua et al. 2018). This includes personal, domestic, productive 
(economic), and cultural uses (Crow and Sultana 2002; van Koppen et al. 2021).

•	 Personal. Personal uses of water include aspects of personal hygiene (washing, bathing, and menstrual hygiene) and 
water for drinking (Thompson et al. 2001). These are socially differentiated and vary across life stages.

•	 Domestic. Domestic uses of water center around the running of a household and are strongly gendered (Cleaver 
1998; Crow and Sultana 2002). Women are traditionally responsible for most domestic (sometimes referred to as 
“reproductive”) activities such as cooking; washing dishes; cleaning; caring for subsistence gardens and livestock; 
and caring for children, the sick, and older people (Bryan and Lefore 2021; Thompson et al. 2001). Men are noted 
in some cultures as using water not only within a homestead but also outside the physical home for activities 
such as construction, washing of vehicles, and watering of lawns—referred to as “amenity” uses in other literature 
(Thompson et al. 2001).

•	 Productive. “Productive” or “economic” uses of water include livelihood and income-generating activities related to 
irrigation, agriculture, livestock raising, beer brewing, and income-earning gardens (Thompson et al. 2001). Women 
derive more of their income from productive water use than men (van Hoeve and van Koppen 2005; van Houweling 
et al. 2012; Marks et al. 2016). As this framework focuses on individual scale, wide-scale industrial use is not included, 
but only localized individual uses. Notably, the “gendered patterns of participations and benefits” from small-scale 
irrigation are not guaranteed and require more research (Bryan and Lefore 2021).  

•	 Cultural. Often overlooked, cultural uses of water include spiritual, ceremonial, and recreational purposes 
(Baker et al. 2015; Jepson and Vandewalle 2016; Tesfaye et al. 2020); and these purposes are often gendered. 
Cultural uses can also include the aesthetic value of water (Baker et al. 2015) and opportunities to create 
aesthetically beautiful spaces such as flower gardens (MacArthur et al. 2022a). Cultural flows or cultural water are 
water resources and water conditions informed by Indigenous Peoples to sustain and benefit them, improving their 
spiritual, cultural, environmental, and economic conditions. These uses are likely to be influenced by gender norms 
specific to the context.

•	 Wastewater exposure and reuse. Water use for different purposes is also associated with wastewater and pollution 
(Forsey and Bessonova 2020; Kelm et al. 2017), to which there may be differential exposure to associated risks. For 
example, women’s additional contact with polluted water has been shown to create more waterborne infections than 
men (Adelodun et al. 2021), and women are exposed to skin irritations and infections because of their work producing 
vegetables and meals (Ungureanu, Vlăduț, and Voicu 2020). Equally, studies have found boys to have higher exposure 
to fecal contamination than girls in urban slums because of bathing in contaminated water (Chua et al. 2021). Women 
and men also have differential opportunity to derive potential benefit where wastewater or its contents (for example, 
nutrients) are recycled for additional purposes, with calls to increase a focus on women and gender roles (Drechsel, 
Qadir, and Galibourg 2022; Taron, Drechsel, and Gebrezgabher 2021).

Unsafe water. A woman fills a water jug at a compromised water source 
(photo by Evgeny - stock.adobe.com).
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Socially Differentiated Well-Being Impacts

Water security also impacts the ability of individuals to flourish—what is known in the capability approach as “achievements.” 
These impacts are socially differentiated, with women and vulnerable groups often facing disproportionate negative health 
impacts, exacerbated in water-related disasters such as drought and flood. This includes (but is not limited to) impacts 
on physical, psychological, relational, and economic well-being that arise from differentiated experiences with respect to 
domestic, productive, cultural water availability, accessibility, and use.

•	 Physical. Impacts on physical well-being in relation to nutrition, water quality, and water carrying are strongly socially 
differentiated with women who are disproportionately affected by water insecurities. Food security and nutrition are 
directly related to water security through irrigation and water for cooking (Stevenson et al. 2016; Young et al. 2021a), 
with women and girls often the last to eat, leaving them more at risk of malnutrition (Hathi et al. 2021). Water quality 
issues also disproportionately impact women. Women have higher rates of cancer, anemia, fertility issues, and skin 
diseases than men when exposed to poor quality water (Canipari, De Santis, and Cecconi 2020; De Guzman et al. 
2023). Water carriers, primarily women, are also susceptible to water-carrying injuries to the neck, spine, and knees, 
as well as to uterine prolapse and miscarriage (Dickin and Caretta 2022; Hanrahan and Mercer 2019; Kayser et al. 
2019; Meierhofer et al. 2022).

•	 Psychological. Impacts on well-being related to mental well-being and stress (Bisung and Elliott 2017). This stress can 
include feelings of “shame, fear, anger, frustration, embarrassment, feelings of negative identity and marginalization” 
related to water quality, quantity, or stability (Nunbogu and Elliott 2022, 6). Water-related stresses, such as scarcity 
for small-scale farming, livelihoods, and fishing, have significant impacts on women who may be dependent on 
these activities for food, feeding of their families, and livelihoods. Socially differentiated, stresses can also be related 
to displacement impacts from the construction of hydropower systems in which women are disproportionately 
impacted by forced migration (Earle and Bazilli 2013).

•	 Relational. Impacts on well-being related to interactions with other individuals, including conflict and violence. 
This can include intrapersonal conflict and backlash within the home or community, which can escalate to physical 
violence (Bryan and Mekonnen 2023; Caruso et al. 2021; Nunbogu and Elliott 2022). Importantly, potential 
negative relational impacts are more potent in water-related projects aiming to empower women (Bryan and 
Mekonnen 2023).

•	 Economic. Impacts on well-being related to economic and financial security. This can include positive impacts related 
to income derived from water-connected activities such as irrigation or livestock rearing, and it can also include 
negative impacts during seasons of drought or water insecurity (van Hoeve and van Koppen 2005; Elliott et al. 2019). 
An often-overlooked economic aspect is related to education and the opportunity costs that students (primarily girls) 
face during menstruation and times of water insecurity when water collection is more time-consuming (Agol and 
Harvey 2018; Swaraj and Maheshwari 2022).
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Water-Related Disasters

•	 Resources for disaster preparedness, response, and recovery. Many authors point out the gendered and social 
differences in access to resources to prepare for water-related disasters. In the face of climate change, various 
authors point out how existing gendered dependence on natural resources and gender division of labor can result 
in worsening burdens for women and marginalization of certain groups in crises (Sultana 2009; Myrttinen 2017). 
In particular, in rural areas, households headed by women have been identified as more vulnerable to disasters 
(Alhassan, Kuwornu, and Osei-Asare 2019). Other authors describe how early warning systems lack a gender lens 
and engagement of women in their design and decision-making, meaning that women may be the last to receive or 
understand information (Tandon et al. 2022). Differential access to skills—such as the ability to swim (Jagnoor et al. 
2019)—as well as to transport and communication and to health facilities (Moayed et al. 2020) also create gendered 
vulnerabilities with respect to disasters. Authors call for a better understanding of differential impact, which needs to 
be underpinned by gender and age inequality-informed data (Brown et al. 2019).  

•	 Agency in disaster preparedness, response, and recovery. Literature points to gender differences in capacity to seek 
help and support during disasters, such as (i) inadequate authority and confidence to make decisions during crises 
(Jagnoor et al. 2019) and (ii) limited mobility because of caregiving roles (Moayed et al. 2020). Equally, other authors 
point to promising developments where women are increasingly recognized for valued roles in flood risk reduction 
and response, for active roles in early warning systems, and to support water management during scarcity (Tandon 
et al. 2022; Gero, Chowdhury, and Winterford 2022). A growing body of literature asserts the importance of tapping 
women’s knowledge and capabilities for disaster preparedness and response. For example, studies highlight that 
women’s income sources should be diversified especially during post-disaster periods; yet women’s activity remains 
confined within or close by their village and is conditional on fulfilling their expected roles such as caregiving or 
household work (Howard 2023).

•	 Well-being impacts of disasters. The death toll among women caused by typhoons, cyclones, and tsunamis is 
significantly higher than men (Brown et al 2019). There are extensive reports of risks to women’s well-being as 
a result of disasters, particularly with respect to violence and safety (Jagnoor et al. 2019; Moayed et al. 2020). 
Studies have also shown that women may be more susceptible than men to psychological trauma from disasters 
(Jagnoor et al. 2019; Moayed et al. 2020). The extreme drought caused by El Niño in 2015–2016 created significant 
challenges for the people of Vanuatu in accessing safe drinking water, especially affecting women and children. 
Community consultation highlighted that women carry the largest burden during a drought, as they are responsible 
for collecting water for themselves and their children, and for household duties. Unlike men, who could bathe publicly 
during the 2015–2016 drought, women were unable to maintain basic hygiene because of cultural and safety concerns 
(Grant, Willetts, and Huggett 2019).

A water-secure future for all. Water insecurity disproportionately 
impacts women and girls (photo by Samir Jung Thapa/ADB).



IV.	Toward Transformational Practices

This section presents case studies that can inform the 
design of initiatives supporting women’s inclusion in 
countries where women’s water security and gender 
equality require attention. Integration of gender into 
water security can be done up to different extents 
(Figure 4) (MacArthur et al. 2023). This gender 
integration framework overlays four categories of 
gender integration with associated motivations and 
tendencies. The framework demonstrates different 
available entry points for design or implementation 
teams and related stakeholders to discuss during 
program design. Depending on the level of stakeholder 
buy-in, skills, and resources to address gender 
integration, approaches can be designed to be gender 
sensitive, gender responsive, or gender transformative.

•	 As a minimum, moving from gender-
insensitive to gender-sensitive approaches. 
When the main focus of program outcomes 
is on technical aspects of water security 
rather than on social or gender outcomes, 

gendered aspects are often approached 
with an “instrumental” tendency aligned 
to motivations of welfare and efficiency. 
When this is the case, as a minimum, it 
should be a key priority to shift from gender-
insensitive to gender-sensitive approaches 
that acknowledge and work within existing 
gendered norms, dynamics, and structures 
with sensitivity and awareness.

•	 Taking up opportunities for transformative 
change. For programs interested in leveraging 
the transformative potential of water security 
programs to achieve wider gender and social 
outcomes, and where high-level commitment, 
budget, and expertise are available, gender-
responsive and gender-transformative 
approaches can be adopted. These 
approaches are motivated by a focus on 
equity, empowerment, and equality, and they 
seek to question, address, and shift existing 
gender norms, dynamics, and structures.

Figure 4: A Framework Toward Gender-Transformative Practice
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Box 2: Do No Harm
Regardless of the category or motivation, all gender-integrated approaches are at risk of causing backlash and potential 
harm to participants and communities. As such, it is important to adopt a robust “do no harm” strategy that purposefully 
interrogates potential unintended harm and incorporates mitigation measures. In some cases, poorly implemented 
transformative approaches may be more harmful than well-considered sensitive approaches, as it is not always 
appropriate to engage transformative change unless the relevant skills and resources are available. Transformative 
approaches require appropriate staff training and more complex forms of monitoring and evaluation. 

Source: ADB.

All efforts to address gender inequality can result in 
resistance and backlash; hence, gender-sensitive, 
gender‑responsive, and gender-transformative 
approaches should be accompanied by robust “do no 
harm” strategies (Boxes 2 and 3).

In subsections 4.1–4.4, 33 example case studies of 
gender integration are provided and categorized as 
gender sensitive, responsive, or transformative. The 
case studies include information about the adopted 
strategy, relevant outputs, and outcomes. These case 
studies were identified through a literature exploration 
process and in consultation with the Inclusion 
Roundtable that was launched at Stockholm World 
Water Week in 2022 hosted by ADB. Priority was given 
to published and publicly available case studies, with 
a focus on identifying a breadth of relevant strategies. 
This list is not intended to be exhaustive but illustrative 
of the different modalities for integrating gender into 
water security programs. 

The case study examples cover four key areas 
relevant to water security: security: (i) enhancing 
women’s water and sanitation access (subsection 4.2; 

Tables 1 and 2), (ii) reducing women’s vulnerability 
to water-related disasters (subsection 4.3; Table 3), 
(iii) improving equitable water management and 
access to irrigation water (subsection 4.4; Tables 4 and 
5), and (iv) strengthening women’s employment in 
water organizations (subsection 4.5; Tables 6 and 7).

Summary of Gender Integration Strategies
The 33 cases represent programming that adopts one 
or more of the five broad strategies. Many of the cases 
align with multiple strategies as a best practice. 

Embed gender thinking in policy considerations. 
This reflects the significance of gender within issues of 
water security and includes work to strengthen policies 
for inclusive infrastructure design (case 3), urban 
master plans (case 6), disaster early warning systems 
(cases 13 and 14), roles in water use committees and 
clubs (cases 18 and 21), and utility policies (cases 24 
and 25).

Box 3: Gender-Transformative Approaches
The water sector is increasingly adopting approaches toward the “transformative” end of the gender-integration 
framework (Figure 3). Transformative water security practices require focus on both water security and gender equality 
objectives. A gender-transformative approach is often characterized by five tenets (MacArthur et al. 2022b):

•	 Why—starting from a purposefully gender-transformative agenda toward social change
•	 Where—engaging with structural systems and not just the symptoms of inequalities
•	 What—maintaining a focus on strategic gender interests beyond practical gender needs
•	 Who—recognizing and valuing diverse identities through an intersectional perspective
•	 How—adopting participatory, collaborative, and intentional methodological approaches 

Source: ADB.
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Promote meaningful engagement, promote 
codesign and participation, and address barriers. 
Promote meaningful engagement of women, girls, 
and other marginalized individuals, and avoid harmful 
token participation. This can include the participatory 
design of infrastructure, products, standards, 
programs, and services (cases 1, 2, 3, 4, and 23), 
participatory implementation (cases 5, 7, 9, 12, 15, 16, 
17, 18, 19, 20, 21, and 24), and participatory monitoring 
and evaluation (cases 8 and 13).

Increase women’s voice, leadership, and decision-
making in water and sanitation service provision 
and wider water management. Doing so empowers 
women working and volunteering in water and 
sanitation service provision through support of their 
leadership, voice, and decision-making. This includes 
activities in the private sector (cases 22, 31, 32, and 33), 
the public sector (case 25), civil society (case 28),  
and communities (cases 5, 16, 17, and 18).

Address systemic inequality within organizations. 
This can be done within formal and informal water-
related organizations through analysis (cases 29 and 30),  
dialogue and training such as unconscious bias  
(cases 14 and 26), strategic partnerships (case 10),  
and celebration of champions (cases 27 and 28).

Monitor and evaluate gendered outcomes and 
impacts, both intended and unintended. These 
actions pertain to impacts on programs, policies, 
activities, and institutions. These processes include 
and go beyond sex-disaggregated data and include 
intersectional aspects, practical gender needs, and 
women’s strategic gender interests. This requires a 
foundation of strong gender analysis (cases 4 and 6) 
to look at individual impacts (cases 8, 11, and 13) and 
institutional trends (case 29), as well as pay attention 
to unintended outcomes.

Enhancing Women’s Access  
to Water Supply and Sanitation
As women and girls are traditionally responsible 
for household water and sanitation tasks, there are 
significant opportunities to partner water supply and 
sanitation interventions with gender equality and 

inclusion initiatives. Such incentives address water 
security aspects like water availability, access, and use, 
while being cognizant of the societal and institutional 
contexts. Examples are provided about facility and 
infrastructure design and the integration of gendered 
thinking into community water, sanitation, and hygiene 
(WASH) activities. 

Embed gender considerations in facility and 
infrastructure design and implementation

There is potential to meaningfully include women and 
marginalized community members in the design of 
WASH facilities and infrastructure through human-
centered and codesign processes. The examples 
below are all gender sensitive, as they do not aim to 
explicitly empower women nor transform gender 
norms and structures. However, women’s involvement 
in facility and infrastructure design can enable gender 
transformation. For instance, the first case in Table 1 
also included engagement with governments across 
multiple countries, which has the potential to shift 
broader norms in facility design.

Enhancing women’s 
access to water. 
Women are often 
responsible for 
water collection 
and management 
within households 
(photo by  
Al Benavente/ADB).
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Table 1: Enhancing Women’s Access to Water Supply and Sanitation—Embed Gender 
Considerations in Facility and Infrastructure Design and Implementation

No. Objective Key Areas Category
1 Promote codesign 

of water, sanitation, 
and hygiene (WASH) 
infrastructure with 
and for women—Fiji 
and Indonesia
(Leder et al. 2021)

•	 �Strategy. The Revitalising Informal Settlements and their Environments 
(RISE) program codesigned drainage and sanitation systems in informal 
settlements with community members taking an intersectional gender 
perspective.

•	 �Outcomes. The tool kit was piloted in 24 informal settlements across 
Indonesia and Fiji with adjustments made to designs based on diverse 
inputs. The tool kit includes a policy brief to support other countries in 
adopting codesign processes. 

•	 �Resources. A tool kit in English and Bahasa Indonesia and an example 
process of including diverse individuals in the development of complex 
sanitation infrastructure.

Gender sensitive

Codesigning community 
infrastructure aimed to 
meaningfully include the 
voice of women and other 
marginalized community 
members.

2 Leverage human-
centered design 
(HCD) strategies 
to design inclusive 
facilities—
Bangladesh, 
Cambodia, and 
Zimbabwe
hcdforwash.org

•	 �Strategy. In Bangladesh, Cambodia, and Zimbabwe, PRO-WASH and 
iDE have supported the integration of gender-sensitive HCD to support 
handwashing behavior change strategies, tube-well platform designs, and 
latrine design.

•	 �Outcomes. For example, 10,000 innovative low-cost tube-well platforms 
were sold in Bangladesh during 2014–2019.

•	 �Resources. The HCD for WASH online tool kit provides additional case 
examples, tools, and templates to promote HCD activities within the 
WASH sector.

Gender sensitive

Gender-sensitive HCD 
aims to meaningfully 
include women and other 
marginalized community 
members in the design of a 
variety of WASH products 
and strategies.

3 Normalize female-
friendly toilets 
through standards 
and guidance—
Bangladesh, India, 
Nepal, and Tanzania
(UNICEF, WaterAid, 
and Water and 
Sanitation for the 
Urban Poor 2018)

•	 �Strategy. The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), WaterAid, 
and Water and Sanitation for the Urban Poor created a guide to 
support planners and decision-makers in the design and operation and 
maintenance of female-friendly public and community toilets. The guide 
was collaboratively developed with women in four countries.

•	 �Outcomes. The guide outlines essential and desirable features that make 
toilets female friendly and has been used in four countries to encourage 
policy change.

•	 �Resources. Guidance around the design of female-friendly community 
latrines in English, French, and Spanish and a replicable process of actively 
including women in the design of female-friendly infrastructure.

Gender sensitive

This toilet guidance 
development process 
aimed to meaningfully 
include women to meet 
their practical toilet needs.

4 Utilize tools and 
guidelines for analysis, 
monitoring, and 
evaluation of gender 
mainstreaming in 
infrastructure— 
Burkina Faso, India, 
Mozambique, 
Senegal, and Tanzania

•	 �Strategy and resource. The Japan International Cooperation Agency’s 
Reference Material for Gender Mainstreaming in the Water Resources 
Sector provides guidance for Japan International Cooperation Agency’s 
grant aid, official development assistance loans (soft loans), and technical 
cooperation projects (all infrastructure and capacity development). The 
guideline outlines aspects such as social and gender analysis, action plans, 
establishment of indicators, gender monitoring, and gender evaluation. 
Similar tools have also been created by the World Water Assessment 
Program for gender analyses and the collection of sex-disaggregated 
water data.

•	 �Outcomes. The guideline has been used in supporting the development 
of rural water supply facilities in African and South Asian countries such 
as Senegal, Mozambique, India, Burkina Faso, and Tanzania. Specific case 
examples are included in the guideline.

Gender sensitive,  
gender responsive

Gender analysis 
processes enable teams 
to foster inclusivity and 
empowerment.

5 Foster inclusive and 
gender-focused, and 
sustainable water and 
sanitation service 
delivery—Nepal

•	 �Strategy. In Nepal, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) has helped 
provide quality water and sanitation services in small towns. The project 
supported the construction and upgrades of intake, reservoirs, 
water pipes, treatment facilities, and household connections, as well as 
septic tanks, drainage, and public awareness campaigns. The process 
aimed to meaningfully involve women and other marginalized groups in 
planning, implementation, and evaluation.

•	 �Outcomes. The project had practical and strategic gender equality 
benefits. Practical benefits included improvements in access to water 
supply and sanitation infrastructure. Strategic benefits included women’s 
economic empowerment, and more equal decision-making, leadership, 
and leisure time.

•	 �Resources. The project has produced case studies on the gender equality 
results as well as the service delivery model.

Gender responsive

The meaningful 
engagement of women and 
vulnerable groups led to 
empowerment impacts and 
other strategic outcomes.

continued on next page

https://www.rise-program.org/
https://www.rise-program.org/
https://www.rise-program.org/publications/inclusive-design-resources-for-wash-infrastructure
https://hcdforwash.org/examples-and-inspiration/
https://hcdforwash.org/examples-and-inspiration/
https://hcdforwash.org/
https://washmatters.wateraid.org/publications/female-friendly-public-and-community-toilets-a-guide-for-planners-and-decision-makers
https://washmatters.wateraid.org/publications/female-friendly-public-and-community-toilets-a-guide-for-planners-and-decision-makers
https://www.jica.go.jp/Resource/activities/issues/gender/materials/ku57pq00002hdtvc-att/guidance_04_water_eng.pdf
https://www.jica.go.jp/Resource/activities/issues/gender/materials/ku57pq00002hdtvc-att/guidance_04_water_eng.pdf
https://www.unesco.org/en/wwap/gender
https://www.unesco.org/en/wwap/gender
https://protect-au.mimecast.com/s/ZwsICOMKZohVwAjGFE94g-?domain=adb.org
https://protect-au.mimecast.com/s/IG_VCP7LYpFYZ4Rli00UV_?domain=adb.org
https://protect-au.mimecast.com/s/IG_VCP7LYpFYZ4Rli00UV_?domain=adb.org
https://protect-au.mimecast.com/s/83mBCQnMOqCG96pxfMPrVK?domain=adb.org
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Support gender-integrated community activities  
and expanded monitoring

Community water and sanitation activities are a 
common strategy to influence behavior and foster 
lasting WASH change. As highlighted in cases 7 to 9, 

community water and sanitation activities can be 
adapted to promote gender-transformative change 
by actively aiming to address gender inequalities in 
household or community discussions.

No. Objective Key Areas Category
6 Support improved 

municipal service 
delivery and urban 
governance in project 
towns through gender 
action planning—
Bangladesh, Georgia, 
Cambodia, and 
Tajikistan

•	 �Strategy. To support better integration of gender into municipal water 
infrastructure, gender action plans have been developed to help plan, 
implement, and monitor gender outcomes. The plans have been used to 
support water infrastructure in Bangladesh, Cambodia, and Tajikistan.

•	 �Outcomes. For example, in Bangladesh, the process has led to gender-
inclusive urban master plans in 17 towns, improved capacity of local 
governments to support urban service delivery, and the development of 
gender- and climate-responsive municipal infrastructure.

•	 �Resources. This ADB series of five quick guides is designed to support 
staff and consultants in implementing gender action plans. An example 
action plan for Bangladesh provides details of an action plan for water 
infrastructure.

Gender responsive

Gender action plans 
identify opportunities 
to increase women’s 
meaningful participation in 
project activities, including 
planning, implementation, 
and monitoring of 
infrastructure.

Source: ADB.

Table 2: Enhancing Women’s Access to Water Supply and Sanitation— 
Support Gender‑Integrated Community Activities and Expanded Monitoring

No. Objective Key Areas Category
7 Encourage 

participatory 
activities within 
dialogue groups to 
transform gender 
roles—Fiji and 
Vanuatu 

(Halcrow et al. 2010)

•	 �Strategy. In Fiji and Vanuatu, Live and Learn and World Vision utilized a set 
of participatory activities to encourage community dialogue around gender 
inequalities. These were documented in a resource guide for future use.

•	 �Outcomes. The use of the activities encouraged communities to explore 
decision-making and participation, and to value gender differences within 
and beyond water and sanitation management.

•	 �Resources. The Working Effectively with Women and Men tool kit includes 
a resource guide, poster, flash cards, and detailed case examples from Fiji 
and Vanuatu.

Gender transformative

Participatory community 
water, sanitation, and 
hygiene (WASH) 
activities actively aimed 
to transform gender 
norms and dynamics.

8 Promote 
transformative 
monitoring of gender 
dynamics to raise 
awareness and 
monitor outcomes—
Viet Nam

(Leahy et al. 2017; 
Lee et al. 2018)

•	 �Strategy. In Viet Nam, Plan International developed a tool to raise 
awareness on gender roles and responsibilities and evaluate change as part 
of sanitation programming.

•	 �Outcomes. Reported benefits included changes in household workloads, 
increased confidence for women, improvements in communication, and 
more women occupying leadership roles.

•	 �Resources. The Gender and WASH Monitoring Tool can be used to spark 
community discussions about gender inequalities and to monitor change.

Gender transformative

This gender-focused 
monitoring tool actively 
aimed to transform 
gender norms and 
dynamics.

9 Facilitate gender-
focused discussions 
in community-led 
total sanitation 
(CLTS)-triggering 
activities—
Timor‑Leste

(Grant and Megaw 
2019)

•	 Strategy. In Timor-Leste, WaterAid facilitated gender-focused discussions 
to provide opportunities for community and household dialogue on gender 
inequalities alongside water management and CLTS activities.

•	 Outcomes. Undertaken in 56 locations, the dialogues led to increased 
valuing of gendered workloads, increased status of women in communities, 
and renegotiated water- and sanitation-related roles. University of 
Technology Sydney’s Institute for Sustainable Futures has undertaken an 
evaluation of the approach.

•	 Resources. WaterAid has produced a discussion manual on how to 
integrate gender into WASH activities and lead gender discussions 
in communities.

Gender transformative

These adapted CLTS 
and water management 
activities actively aimed 
to transform gender 
norms and dynamics.

continued on next page

Table 1   continued 

https://www.adb.org/documents/tip-sheet-no-3-implementing-gender-action-plans-roles-and-responsibilities
https://www.adb.org/projects/39295-013/main
https://www.adb.org/results/women-challenge-gender-stereotypes-rural-cambodia
https://www.adb.org/projects/50347-002/main
https://www.adb.org/documents/tip-sheet-no-1-understanding-and-applying-gender-mainstreaming-categories
https://www.adb.org/projects/documents/ban-39295-038-gap
https://www.adb.org/projects/documents/ban-39295-038-gap
http://www.genderinpacificwash.info/guidance-material.html
http://www.genderinpacificwash.info/guidance-material.html
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13552074.2017.1331530
https://www.plan.org.au/publications/gender-and-wash-monitoring-tool/
https://washmatters.wateraid.org/sites/g/files/jkxoof256/files/review-of-the-implementation-of-wateraids-gender-manual-and-facilitated-sessions-in-timor-leste_0.pdf
https://washmatters.wateraid.org/sites/g/files/jkxoof256/files/review-of-the-implementation-of-wateraids-gender-manual-and-facilitated-sessions-in-timor-leste_0.pdf
https://washmatters.wateraid.org/publications/exploring-gender-aspects-of-community-water-sanitation-and-hygiene-in-timor-leste
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Reducing Women’s Vulnerability  
to Water-Related Disasters
Women, girls, and marginalized groups are often 
disproportionately impacted by water-related disasters 
and often lack resources and agency; they therefore 
experience fewer positive outcomes. Four community 
resilience examples are provided, which highlight 
the value of participatory activities in preparing 
for disasters. The examples include both gender-
responsive and gender-transformative initiatives, with 
gender-transformative initiatives partnering resilience 
and gender programming.

Improving Equitable Water Management 
and Access to Irrigation Water
There is significant evidence that improvements in 
economic security for women and marginalized groups 
are connected to improved agricultural productivity 

and irrigation in rural communities. However, irrigation 
water is often mechanized and managed by men. 
As such, there are significant opportunities to increase 
women’s meaningful involvement in the management 
and design of irrigation and multiple use systems.

Support community-led management 
for irrigation

As explored in these cases, the meaningful 
involvement of women in irrigation activities can 
be implemented at macro, meso, and micro levels. 
The extent to which the activities were gender 
transformative has been directly related to the 
program theories of change and the degree to which 
societal change was pursued.

No. Objective Key Areas Category
10 Partner with 

rights holder 
organizations—Asia 
and the Pacific region

(Water for Women 
2022b)

•	 �Strategy. The Water for Women Fund has promoted the value of 
partnerships between WASH organizations and rights holder organizations. 
Rights holder organizations, which are made up of advocates for 
marginalized groups, are key to ensuring that this happens. They include 
organizations that support the rights of diverse women, people with 
disabilities, sexual and gender minorities, ethnic minorities, or the 
economically disadvantaged.

•	 �Outcomes. Increased empowerment and involvement of marginalized 
people, and strengthening of the organizations that represent these 
communities, leading to more inclusive WASH outcomes.

•	 �Resources. This Water for Women guide provides recommendations to 
strengthen interorganizational partnerships.

Gender transformative

The Water for Women 
Fund’s partnership 
approach aimed to 
transform gender norms 
within organizations.

11 Monitor gender-
differentiated 
impacts on water 
security—Global 

(Carrard et al. 2022; 
Jepson et al. 2017b; 
JMP 2023; Sinharoy 
et al. 2023; Young et 
al. 2021b; Young et al. 
2019)

•	 �Strategy. The Joint Monitoring Programme of UNICEF and the World 
Health Organization highlights the importance and challenges of monitoring 
gender and socially differentiated impacts on water security, sanitation, 
and hygiene at the household level. The program provides standardized 
indicators suitable for use for global reporting and suggests the use of tools 
and strategies beyond sex-disaggregated data at a global scale. Examples of 
such tools include the Household Water Insecurity Experiences (HWISE) 
and Individual Water Insecurity Experiences (IWISE) scales (Young 
et al. 2019; Young et al. 2021b); the WASH-Gender Equality Measure 
(GEM) (Carrard et al. 2022); and the Agency, Resources, and Institutional 
Structures for Sanitation-Related Empowerment (ARISE) scales (Sinharoy 
et al. 2023), which offer opportunities to measure gender-related impacts 
on water and sanitation programming.

•	 �Resources. The Joint Monitoring Programme conducted a review of 
gender-related measures, providing an inventory and a report. The 
household and individual water security experiences measures are covered 
in HWISE/IWISE resources. The WASH-GEM resources and training 
materials support the implementation of this tool at the local level. 
The ARISE scales are described here.

Gender sensitive,  
gender responsive,  
gender transformative

Tools to monitor 
gender‑differentiated 
impacts range 
from sensitive to 
transformative, focusing 
on aspects of inclusion, 
empowerment, and 
norms change. 

Source: ADB.

Table 2   continued 

https://www.waterforwomenfund.org/en/news/partnerships-for-transformation-guidance-for-wash-and-rights-holder-organisations.aspx
https://www.waterforwomenfund.org/en/news/partnerships-for-transformation-guidance-for-wash-and-rights-holder-organisations.aspx
https://washdata.org/monitoring/inequalities/gender
https://washdata.org/monitoring/inequalities/gender
https://washdata.org/sites/default/files/2021-10/jmp-2021-gender-review-inventory-tools-measures.xlsx
https://washdata.org/sites/default/files/2021-10/jmp-2021-gender-review-final-report.pdf
https://www.ipr.northwestern.edu/wise-scales/
https://waterforwomen.uts.edu.au/wash-gem/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0305750X23000013
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Table 3: Reducing Women’s Vulnerability to Water-Related Disasters

No. Objective Key Areas Category
12 Utilize participatory 

activities to 
address complex 
vulnerabilities—
Kenya, Peru, and India

(Nyukuri, Naess, 
and Schipper 2016; 
Arana, Quezada, 
and Clements 2016; 
Sogani 2016)

•	 �Strategy. In Kenya, India, and Peru, participatory activities aimed to 
address the complexity of climate risks and vulnerability. This included 
the strengthening of self-help groups to understand vulnerability and 
participatory planning processes. Innovation in monitoring and evaluation 
ensured appropriate tools, and progress indicators included aspects such 
as gender-based violence, gendered unemployment, accessibility to 
services and opportunities for both genders, and skills transfer.

•	 �Outcomes. Improvements in well-being, productivity, and living 
conditions for diverse populations and increased participation of women 
in program activities and planning processes. In India, activities increased 
confidence between community members and volunteers to address 
weak social cohesion, which exacerbates gender inequalities.

•	 �Resources. Building on these experiences, the Climate and Development 
Knowledge Network’s Advancing Gender Equality and Climate Action 
practical guide supports programs integrating gender into climate change 
programming. The guide is supplemented with a gender training resource 
pack for practitioners and program teams.

Gender responsive 

Participatory activities 
aimed to empower women 
and other marginalized 
community members to 
mitigate climate risks.

13 Foster gender-
transformative early 
warning systems—
Philippines, Peru, and 
Nepal

(Brown et al. 2019; 
AASCTF 2021)

•	 �Strategy. Programs in Nepal, Peru, and the Philippines adopted a gender-
transformative approach to early flood warning. The projects applied a 
participatory story collection methodology to support the design of a 
smart flood early warning system alongside the goal of transforming social 
norms such as decision-making and participation.

•	 �Outcomes. The process led to the development of a multipronged early 
warning system including redesigned shelters and improved testing 
of materials.

•	 �Resources. The Missing Voices story collection methodology can help 
project teams listen to marginalized gender groups and more effectively 
respond to intersectional needs.

Gender transformative

The innovative process 
led to the design of a 
flood warning system that 
also aimed to transform 
social norms. 

14 Encourage raised 
critical consciousness 
and consensus from 
resilience consortium 
leadership—Ethiopia 
and Burkina Faso

(McOmber, Audia, 
and Crowley 2019)

•	 �Strategy. The Building Resilience and Adaptation to Climate Extremes 
and Disasters (BRACED) program conducted a series of workshops with 
consortium partners to build critical consciousness of program teams and 
to create a shared understanding of a gender-transformative perspective 
of resilience. This foundation is critical for changing gender norms and 
transforming organizations.

•	 �Outcomes. The workshops led to harmonized consortium perspectives 
around the importance of gender-transformative approaches and 
development of targeted activities.

•	 �Resources. While not used in the BRACED program, the Water for 
Women Fund’s Gender Equality and Social Inclusion Self-Assessment 
Tool can be used by organizations to internally assess critical 
consciousness.

Gender transformative 

The consortium focused 
on transforming gender 
norms and structures 
within the implementing 
organizations.

15 Form gender-
transformative 
early warning 
committees—
Ethiopia and 
Burkina Faso

(McOmber, Audia, 
and Crowley 2019)

•	 �Strategy. In Burkina Faso and Ethiopia, a consortium of organizations 
through the BRACED program aimed to address inequalities between 
men and women alongside and through resilience-building initiatives. This 
included supporting women’s income generation and establishing early 
warning committees that meaningfully engaged women.

•	 �Outcomes. The early warning committees increased women’s capacity, 
visibility, and involvement in village-level activities.

Gender transformative

The process of establishing 
early warning communities 
was conducted to both 
empower women (gender 
responsive) and transform 
the role of women 
in society.

Source: ADB.

https://cdkn.org/themes/gender-2
https://cdkn.org/resource/genderequality
https://cdkn.org/resource/resource-gender-in-climate-action-training-pack-a-resource-for-practitioners
https://cdkn.org/resource/resource-gender-in-climate-action-training-pack-a-resource-for-practitioners
https://wrd.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2021-11/GENDER~1_1.PDF
https://events.development.asia/materials/20210921/aasctf-policy-brief-policy-and-practice-recommendations-gender-transformative
https://practicalaction.org/knowledge-centre/resources/missing-voices-approach-manual-executive-summary/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30945766/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30945766/
https://www.waterforwomenfund.org/en/learning-and-resources/towards-transformation-in-wash-gender-equality-and-inclusion-self-assessment-tool.aspx
https://www.waterforwomenfund.org/en/learning-and-resources/towards-transformation-in-wash-gender-equality-and-inclusion-self-assessment-tool.aspx
https://www.waterforwomenfund.org/en/learning-and-resources/towards-transformation-in-wash-gender-equality-and-inclusion-self-assessment-tool.aspx
http://www.braced.org/resources/i/?id=4a717cea-f889-4100-8bc7-c6d4b96f000f
http://www.braced.org/resources/i/?id=4a717cea-f889-4100-8bc7-c6d4b96f000f
https://public.wmo.int/en/resources/world-meteorological-day/world-meteorological-day-2022-early-warning-early-action/empowering-women-in-early-warnings-early-action-to-reduce-disaster-risk
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Table 4: Improving Equitable Water Management and Access to Irrigation Water-Support 
Community-Led Management for Irrigation

No. Objective Key Areas Category
16 Engage women in 

managing aquifer 
recharge projects—
India

•	 �Strategy. In Gujarat and Rajasthan, the Managing Aquifer Recharge and 
Sustaining Groundwater Use through Village-level Intervention (MARVI) 
project, led by Western Sydney University, is engaging and empowering 
communities in India to monitor, use, and manage groundwater. 
Community training has helped fill knowledge gaps and empower 
decision-making at the village level.

•	 �Outcomes. The MARVI project has been successful in ensuring the active 
participation of women, highlighting women’s voices as critical to this 
success.

•	 �Resources. The MARVI website includes strategy documentation; a 
resource library; and community stories in English, Hindi, and Gujarati.

Gender responsive

The MARVI project was 
effective in amplifying the 
voices and participation 
of women within the 
community management 
structures.

17 Promote women’s 
involvement in 
community-
led watershed 
management—India

(Padmaja, Leder, and 
Garg 2018; Swaraj and 
Maheshwari 2022)

•	 �Strategy: In Central India, the community watershed project of the 
International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics and the 
Central Research Institute for Agro-Forestry aimed to increase drought 
resilience of farming through groundwater recharge and agroforestry 
interventions. The community-led watershed management approach 
actively aimed to include women and marginalized individuals in the 
management process.

•	 �Outcomes. The process had positive impacts of women’s empowerment 
and productivity and anticipates impacts on girls’ school absenteeism.

Gender responsive

The community-led 
management processes 
aimed to promote women’s 
empowerment and 
meaningful involvement.

18 Support women 
in water user 
committees—Peru

(De Nys et al. 2013)

•	 �Strategy. In Peru, the Ministry of Agriculture aimed to strengthen the 
role of women in water user committees through a participatory gender 
diagnostic, dialogues, and collaborative target setting. The gender 
diagnostic operated as a gender analysis to explore the gender norms, 
challenges, and opportunities for irrigation.

•	 �Outcomes. The gender diagnostic and subsequent refinement of the 
water committee led to improvement in women’s technical skills, self-
esteem, and positions in the water users’ organizations. The process 
also “raised awareness among the community members about women’s 
specific needs and expectations related to water management for irrigated 
agriculture.”

Gender responsive

The Government of Peru 
sought to empower women 
as active participants in 
water user committees.

19 Leverage 
participatory tools 
to strengthen 
partnerships and 
community trust—
Zambia

(Poutiainen and Mills 
2014)

•	 �Strategy. In Zambia, the Irrigation Development Support Programme 
promoted partnerships among communities, the private sector, and 
the government for large-, medium-, and small-scale irrigation using 
participatory activities such as checklist questions to identify constraints 
to women’s participation. The activities encouraged diverse and 
transparent participation from communities and enabled women to 
articulate challenges and opportunities to male relatives and project staff.

•	 �Outcomes. Sensitization of communities on gender issues in irrigation led 
to increased participation of women as well as policy recommendations 
regarding affirmative action and land ownership. Another outcome was 
increased recognition from irrigation leadership of the value of women’s 
involvement in the sector.

•	 �Resources. In English and Spanish, the Gender in Agriculture Sourcebook 
provides activities, case studies, and frameworks that the Zambia team 
drew upon to strengthen partnerships.

Gender transformative

The collaborative 
partnership activities 
aimed to transform gender 
norms within communities 
and within participating 
organizations.

20 Strengthen 
community 
leadership for small-
scale irrigation—
Ethiopia

(CARE International 
2022)

•	 �Strategy. In Ethiopia, CARE International’s Water for Food Security, 
Women’s Empowerment and Environmental Protection (SWEEP) project 
supported women’s community leadership in small-scale irrigation 
alongside action committees, infrastructure development, savings groups, 
and collaboration platforms.

•	 �Outcomes. The project saw an increase in household incomes by 8.5 
times, higher levels of food security, and time savings for women. The 
project also increased participation of women in major household 
financial decisions, increased acceptance of women’s leadership in 
communities, and increased male involvement in domestic chores.

•	 �Resources. CARE International’s Social Analysis and Action Global 
Implementation Manual provides practical guidance for programs 
adapting action committees to address gendered community challenges 
(e.g., irrigation).

Gender transformative

Leveraging social analysis 
and action processes 
aimed to transform gender 
norms within communities 
and empower women and 
other marginalized groups 
as leaders in small-scale 
irrigation.

continued on next page

https://waterpartnership.org.au/tag/marvi/
https://waterpartnership.org.au/tag/marvi/
https://www.marvi.org.in/marvi-publications
http://oar.icrisat.org/11101/1/WLE-Gender%20and%20watersheds-Report-Draft-for%20review.pdf
http://oar.icrisat.org/11101/1/WLE-Gender%20and%20watersheds-Report-Draft-for%20review.pdf
http://oar.icrisat.org/11101/1/WLE-Gender%20and%20watersheds-Report-Draft-for%20review.pdf
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/722401468088459634/empowering-women-in-irrigation-management-the-sierra-in-peru
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/474461468350180137/mainstreaming-gender-in-the-irrigation-development-support-program-case-study-zambia
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/6603/461620PUB0Box3101OFFICIAL0USE0ONLY1.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.care-international.org/stories/how-does-irrigation-help-women-be-heard
https://www.care-international.org/stories/how-does-irrigation-help-women-be-heard
https://www.careevaluations.org/wp-content/uploads/Annex-10_SWEEP-Final-Evaluation-Report_032021.pdf
https://www.fsnnetwork.org/resource/social-analysis-and-action-global-implementation-manual
https://www.fsnnetwork.org/resource/social-analysis-and-action-global-implementation-manual
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Promote multiple-use water systems

Multiple-use water systems offer opportunities to 
address both domestic and economic challenges in 
water access and use. The two examples provided 
are gender responsive as they aim to empower 
diverse voices in the processes of design, uptake, and 
management of water systems. However, programs 
could become gender transformative if they actively 
aim to address gender norms, dynamics, or structures 
in the community more broadly.

Strengthening Gender Equality  
in Water Organizations
This last category of case studies explores the formal 
and informal employment of women in water and 
sanitation organizations harmonizing with wider 
objectives of increasing women’s representation in 
government and the private sector. Employment in 
formal institutions is directly shaped by institutional 
and societal contexts, while informal employment 
such as entrepreneurship is shaped by water security 
more broadly alongside societal influences.

No. Objective Key Areas Category
21 Promote informal 

groups to foster 
community 
discussions 
around irrigation 
management—Sub-
Saharan Africa

(FAO 2019)

•	 �Strategy. Supported by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO), Dimitra Clubs are voluntary informal groups for women, 
men, and youth that discuss and advance agriculture, climate change, 
education, health, infrastructure, nutrition, peace, and women’s rights.

•	 �Outcomes. Impact has been assessed in many areas, including but not 
limited to food security and nutrition, gender equality and women’s 
leadership, resilience, peace, and climate change adaptation.

•	 �Resources. This collection of reports, cases, and webinars provides 
examples and evidence of the value of Dimitra Clubs.

Gender transformative

Dimitra Clubs have 
successfully transformed 
gender norms within 
communities toward 
equality.

Source: ADB.

Table 5: Improving Equitable Water Management and Access  
to Irrigation Water Promote Multiple-Use Water Systems 

No. Objective Key Areas Category
22 Encourage uptake of 

multiple-use water 
systems for enterprise 
development—
Senegal

(van Houweling et al. 
2012)

•	 �Strategy. In Senegal, the World Bank utilized community activities to 
encourage the development and uptake of multiple-use water systems 
with an explicit goal of supporting women-led water-based enterprises.

•	 �Outcomes. Multiple-use systems aided in expanding and diversifying 
women’s livelihoods through time savings and greater quantities of water. 
Notably, women strengthened existing enterprises and started new ones.

Gender responsive

Multiple-use water systems 
aimed to strengthen 
women’s economic 
empowerment through 
enterprise development.

23 Promote codesign of 
multiple-use water 
systems to support 
women’s decision-
making—Nepal

(van Koppen et al. 
2021)

•	 �Strategy. In Nepal, the International Water Management Institute 
engaged diverse community members, including women, in the codesign 
of multiple-use water systems and management strategies. Similar 
strategies have also been used by iDE in Nepal.

•	 �Outcomes. Participatory processes that actively engage women have led 
to increased women’s involvement in decision-making and codesign of 
systems. This has led to more women-friendly technical designs and better 
collaboration regarding household income and water-related activities.

•	 �Resources. The iDE Guidelines for Planning, Design, Construction and 
Operation of Multiple Use Water Systems (MUS) builds on more than a 
decade of multiple-use water system activities in Nepal.

Gender responsive

Codesign processes 
aimed to include 
women in the design of 
multiple-use systems 
(gender sensitive) and 
management structures. 
This approach explicitly 
aimed to empower women 
as decision-makers in 
the process.

Source: ADB.

Table 4   continued 

https://www.fao.org/in-action/dimitra-clubs/en/
https://www.fao.org/in-action/dimitra-clubs/en/
https://www.iwmi.cgiar.org/publications/iwmi-working-papers/iwmi-working-paper-203/
http://www.braced.org/resources/i/?id=9fa1057d-9d3c-4659-bbfc-fab011e6eb6b
http://www.braced.org/resources/i/?id=9fa1057d-9d3c-4659-bbfc-fab011e6eb6b
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Encourage participation in formal institutions 
and the workforce

Changing harmful norms related to women’s 
involvement in the water-related workforce requires 
attention and action at every stage of the career cycle 

and starts in childhood. Examples of responsive and 
transformative practice include encouraging girls to 
study subjects related to roles in the water sector, 
deliberately addressing unconscious bias in recruitment, 
and addressing barriers to career advancement for 
people who need to take time off for family care roles.

Table 6: Strengthening Gender Equality in Water Organizations—Encourage Participation  
in Formal Institutions and the Workforce 

No. Objective Key Areas Category
24 Community-based 

water management 
in urban 
poor settlements—
Manila, Philippines​
​

•	 �Strategy. The Pag-asa sa Patubig (Hope in Water) Partnerships 
water-for-the-poor program adopts a community-based approach 
in the management of bulk water systems in urban poor settlements. 
Community members, mostly women, are trained to become officers of 
cooperative-based water associations that run the day-to-day operation 
of these community systems. 

•	 �Outcomes. Apart from overcoming financial, legal, and technical 
obstacles in bringing affordable potable water to urban poor settlements, 
women members of these communities now enjoy improved hygiene 
conditions and increased productivity with the convenience of better 
water access. The engagement also provides women the opportunity to 
establish themselves as community leaders and mobilizers.

Gender sensitive ​

Actively involving women 
in community-based 
water projects allows 
them to heavily influence 
decisions and policies 
about water access and 
related needs such as 
hygiene management. ​
 

25 Water-focused social 
entrepreneurship—
Manila, Philippines
MWSS (2023)

•	 �Strategy. Complementing the bulk water system that Maynilad 
established in the urban poor settlement of Riverview, the company 
engaged the women of the community for the Green Badge Uniform 
Upcycling Program. This augmented the income of the women, mostly 
housewives, and allowed them to continue to afford the basic needs of 
the household, including water.

•	 �Outcomes. The pilot implementation of the Green Badge program in 
2017 allowed the women to earn ₱2,000–₱4,000 ($36–$72 as of 2017) 
per transaction with Maynilad. This gave the housewives more financial 
independence from their husbands, as they were able to spend the money 
on water, additional food, the schooling needs of their children, and 
modest personal leisure.

Gender responsive

Combining a water access 
project with a livelihood 
program enhances the 
sustainability of both 
interventions, which have 
significantly improved 
the welfare and agency 
of women in these 
communities.

26 Provide unconscious 
bias training to 
water institutions 
to address systemic 
inequalities—
Melbourne, Australia

(Melbourne Water 
2022)

•	 �Strategy. Melbourne Water provides education and training to all 
managers on unconscious bias, its impacts at work, and how they can 
amend their behavior to manage biases.

•	 �Outcomes. Employees and leaders increase their understanding of 
unconscious bias, its impacts at work, and how they can amend their 
behavior to manage biases.

•	 �Resources. Melbourne Water has drawn on the University of Technology 
Sydney’s Institute for Sustainable Futures (UTS-ISF) inclusive workforce 
guidance and its own inclusivity strategy. UN Women also provides online 
self-paced courses to aid teams in addressing knowledge and bias barriers.

Gender responsive

Bias training proactively 
aims to address barriers 
within water organizations, 
creating more inclusive 
workplaces.

27 Celebrating diverse 
leadership in the 
water, sanitation, and 
hygiene (WASH) 
workforce—Global

(IWA 2022)

•	 �Strategy. The International Water Association Gender Diversity and 
Water Award acknowledges and celebrates female leadership by 
recognizing women working in the field of water who, through their 
demonstrated leadership, have had a significant positive impact on the 
development of the industry.

•	 �Outcomes. Achievements include promoting positive role models and 
measuring their impact on gender diversity advancement (e.g. number 
of people, scale of transformation) in connection with relevant policies, 
programs, and other activities.

•	 �Resources. The International Water Association provides case studies on 
each year’s winner.

Gender responsive 

Celebration of diverse and 
empowered leadership 
creates role models and 
pathways for future 
leaders.

continued on next page

https://www.melbournewater.com.au/media/16791/download
https://waterforwomen.uts.edu.au/inclusive-workplaces/
https://waterforwomen.uts.edu.au/inclusive-workplaces/
https://www.melbournewater.com.au/media/16791/download
https://portal.trainingcentre.unwomen.org/unw-catalog-mobile/
https://portal.trainingcentre.unwomen.org/unw-catalog-mobile/
https://iwa-network.org/iwa-gender-diversity-water-award/
https://iwa-network.org/iwa-gender-diversity-water-award/
https://iwa-network.org/iwa-gender-diversity-water-award/
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No. Objective Key Areas Category
28 Support 

transformative 
leadership for 
inclusive WASH—
Bhutan

(Gonzalez et al. 
2022)

•	 �Strategy. In Bhutan, SNV aimed to build potential for transformative 
leadership in the Ministry of Health’s Rural Sanitation and Hygiene 
Programme. The project invested in women’s leadership skills, established 
networks, and worked with men to increase women’s voice and influence 
in the WASH sector.

•	 �Outcomes. The project saw personal outcomes for individual leaders, 
increased critical consciousness, and examples of leaders taking 
transformative action to support equality and inclusion.

•	 �Resources. The experience was documented in a journal article. The project 
also created a series of seven videos to inspire transformative leadership.

Gender transformative

Transformative leadership 
in water and sanitation 
demonstrates how leaders 
can influence gender 
norms, structures, and 
dynamics.

29 Foster opportunities 
to deepen gender 
dialogue and support 
inclusion in the water 
sector—Global

(World Bank 2019)

•	 �Strategy. The World Bank has created the Equal Aqua collaborative 
platform, which aims to deepen the dialogue on gender diversity and 
inclusion in water sector jobs by (i) connecting utilities, associations, 
and representatives from the private sector, academia, and local and 
international organizations; and (ii) benchmarking gender inclusion in 
water organizations.

•	 �Outcomes. The platform has brought together 19 organizations to share 
knowledge, best practices, and support.

•	 �Resources. The Equal Aqua report highlights the challenges of gender 
parity and diversity inclusivity in the sector across the globe.

Gender sensitive,  
gender responsive,  
gender transformative

The collaborative platform 
creates opportunities for 
inclusion, dialogue, and 
systemic change within 
water organizations.

30 Diagnose and 
shape gender 
dynamics within 
water and sanitation 
institutions—Global 

(Kumar, Grant, and 
Willetts 2021)

•	 �Strategy. Guidance and resources have been developed to support 
inclusive workplaces in the water sector, including diagnosis of gender 
parity and gender dynamics, and strategies to address attraction, 
recruitment, retention, and advancement of diverse employees, 
particularly women and other marginalized groups.

•	 �Resources. UTS-ISF has compiled a database of inclusive WASH 
workforce strategies and guidance to strengthen inclusivity in WASH 
organizations.

Gender sensitive,  
gender responsive,  
gender transformative

Diagnosing and addressing 
specific inclusion barriers 
against the whole career 
cycle aim to actively 
make organizations more 
inclusive. Strategies include 
sensitive, responsive, and 
transformative approaches.

Source: ADB.

Table 6   continued 

Gender-inclusivity in water projects. As women 
and girls are traditionally responsible for household 
water and sanitation tasks, there are significant 
opportunities to partner water supply and sanitation 
interventions with gender equality and inclusivity 
initiatives (photo by Chor Sokunthea/ADB).

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/frwa.2022.1050103/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/frwa.2022.1050103/full
https://www.uts.edu.au/sites/default/files/2021-09/ISF-UTS%20and%20SNV%20-%20Aug%202021%20-%20Research%20Report%20-%20GTL%20in%20WASH%20during%20COVID.pdf
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/frwa.2022.1050103/full
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL1oZtXroJSPKlfTS1rfnGHhh9lmN3u8OP
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/water/brief/inclusive-water-institutions-platform
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/water/brief/inclusive-water-institutions-platform
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/water/brief/inclusive-water-institutions-platform
https://waterforwomen.uts.edu.au/inclusive-workplaces/
https://waterforwomen.uts.edu.au/inclusive-workplaces/
https://waterforwomen.uts.edu.au/inclusive-workplaces/
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Support women in enterprises  
and entrepreneurship

There is an increasing number of opportunities for 
small-scale enterprise and entrepreneurship in WASH 
and research shows low participation of women. 

There are strong imperatives to involve women and 
marginalized peoples as part of an inclusive approach, 
to ensure the needs of the whole community are 
addressed, and so that women may access jobs and 
leadership and economic opportunities offered 
through water and WASH enterprises.

Table 7: Strengthening Gender Equality in Water Organizations—Support Women  
in Enterprises and Entrepreneurship 

No. Objective Key Areas Category
31 Support women 

in piped-water 
enterprises—
Cambodia

(Grant et al. 2017; 
Grant et al. 2019) 

•	 �Strategy. In rural Cambodia, women have established piped-water 
enterprises, and research has shown that technical and financial support, 
capacity development, and networking can aid in empowering women 
entrepreneurs to run successful businesses and transform gender norms 
within the communities they service with piped water.

•	 �Outcomes. The Cambodian Water Association has provided training and 
support for piped-water enterprises. Related research notes that this can 
(but does not always) support empowering outcomes.

•	 �Resources. This synthesis of women’s water, sanitation, and hygiene 
(WASH) entrepreneurship in Cambodia includes examples of piped-
water enterprises.

Gender responsive

Targeted training and 
support for women who 
deliver piped-water 
enterprises can enhance 
empowerment outcomes.

32 Support women in 
WASH enterprises—
Cambodia and 
Indonesia

(Indarti et al. 2019; 
Soeters et al. 2020; 
Water for Women 
2022a)

•	 �Strategy. Similarly, across Southeast Asia, a variety of organizations have 
been supporting women in starting or expanding small WASH enterprises. 
An example is a partnership between WASH organizations and SHE 
Investments, a business incubator that supports female entrepreneurs 
in Cambodia. SHE Investments provided business training, mentoring, 
financing, and networking opportunities for women from all business sizes 
and sectors, including WASH.

•	 �Outcomes. In Cambodia, women-focused training found that incomes 
for women and their families were increased and that all business owners 
were regularly tracking finances after the program. Savings were increased 
and debts were reduced. Women’s confidence and decision-making 
power improved, with increased networking opportunities created 
and female leadership encouraged. In Indonesia, attention to women’s 
empowerment and to intersectionality has resulted in more diverse 
women achieving business success.

•	 �Resource. This synthesis of efforts of multiple organizations in Cambodia 
highlights examples of women-focused support.

Gender responsive

Targeted training and 
support aim to empower 
women-led WASH 
enterprises.

33 Transform wife–
husband sanitation 
businesses—
Cambodia

(MacArthur and Koh 
2022; Soeters et 
al. 2020; Water for 
Women 2022a)

•	 �Strategy. Building on the previous example, iDE Cambodia, in partnership 
with SHE Investments, has been supporting women and men (often in 
husband–wife partnerships) in operating sanitation enterprises. The 
support involves supporting women and men differently, with an aim of 
transforming social norms alongside strengthening sanitation businesses.

•	 �Outcomes. The jointly run Cambodian businesses have seen not 
only improvements in business sustainability and success, but also 
improvements in wife–husband collaboration and communication as 
documented in this “photovoice” study (“photovoice” is a participatory 
photography approach that encourages participants to take photos 
through their own “lens”). 

•	 �Resources. This synthesis of efforts of multiple organizations in Cambodia 
highlights examples of husband–wife support for sanitation businesses.

Gender transformative

Targeted training and 
support for wife–husband 
sanitation businesses 
aim to not only empower 
women entrepreneurs, but 
also to address household-
level gender norms, 
dynamics, and structures.

Source: ADB.

https://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/11/12/2541
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/11/12/2541
https://www.cwa.org.kh/
https://www.waterforwomenfund.org/en/learning-and-resources/resources/KL/2007-Cambodia-Enterprise-Synthesis.pdf
https://www.waterforwomenfund.org/en/learning-and-resources/resources/KL/2007-Cambodia-Enterprise-Synthesis.pdf
https://sheinvestments.com/
https://sheinvestments.com/
https://waterforwomen.uts.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/57/2020/06/Cambodia-Enterprise-Synthesis.pdf
https://sheinvestments.com/
https://beamexchange.org/uploads/filer_public/a7/bb/a7bb1106-d969-4f30-a570-0f16a239d857/smsu3-mid-term-report_march-2021.pdf
https://opus.lib.uts.edu.au/handle/10453/159765
https://waterforwomen.uts.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/57/2020/06/Cambodia-Enterprise-Synthesis.pdf


V.	 Conclusions and Recommendations

The conclusions of this report are threefold:

•	 A change in mindset and conceptualization 
of water security from a biophysical or 
macro-level construct to a social one that 
foregrounds the human dimensions of 
water security is fundamental to increased 
consideration of gender equality and inclusion 
in water security.

•	 Efforts are needed to shift monitoring 
approaches to better incorporate the gender 
dimensions of water security, including but 
not limited to sex-disaggregated data.

•	 New implementation strategies that 
demonstrate how gender can be better 
integrated into water security initiatives at all 
levels and scales are emerging. Moving from an 
unaware, harmful, gender-insensitive approach 
to more transformative practices enables more 
effective water security outcomes and supports 
changes toward wider gender equality.

Building on the development of the gendered water 
security framework and the identification of case 
studies of gender-sensitive, gender-responsive, and 
gender-transformative water security practices, this 
report offers four recommendations to strengthen the 
integration of water security and gender.

Build internal capacity to address gender equality 
in water-related international agencies and 
development partners. This should include roles 
that are primarily focused on technical aspects of 
infrastructure design. A critical element to introduce 
is do no harm strategies, which consider unintentional 
harm or backlash from any gender-related strategies that 
may be introduced. Self-assessment processes can be 
useful tools to reveal staff perspectives and identify gaps.

A woman at a village  hand pump to 
wash her kitchen utensils. A change in 
mindset and conceptualization of water 
security to a social one that foregrounds 
the human dimensions of water security 
is fundamental to increased consideration 
of gender equality and inclusion in water 
security (photo by Amit Verma/ADB). 
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Address gender equality across institutions 
responsible for governance and management. 
These include basins, irrigation, and water and 
sanitation service delivery across major forums, 
utilities, government departments, and civil 
society organizations. Efforts to shift gender 
parity in these institutions, particularly at senior 
levels (through measures such as quotas, and 
recruitment and retention strategies) could influence 
organizational culture and norms to be more inclusive 
and would support diversity in leadership roles and 
decision‑making.

Set targets for and monitor progress on gender 
equality in water security. This will require 
collaboration across organizations to build on existing 
efforts to strengthen monitoring of gender equality 
in Sustainable Development Goal 6 (clean water and 
sanitation for all) and investment in baseline data 
collection and analysis. Strengthened monitoring will 
require new or adapted measurement tools focused on 
intra-household experiences, meaningful involvement 
of women, and socially differentiated impacts.  

Research and data collection are needed to uncover 
barriers to women owning land and accessing finance, 
which may undermine their ability to participate in 
irrigation, water allocation programs, and integrated 
water resources management. Similarly, data on 
the economic and social consequences of women 
and girls lacking access to improved sanitation and 
menstrual hygiene facilities underpins increased and 
targeted investment in these areas of need, which are 
connected to transforming water-related institutions 
to being more inclusive.

Promote a shift toward gender-transformative 
practice in water security initiatives. This involves 
a focus on participatory and codesign processes 
with relevant groups, engagement across and 
between multiple levels (from local to national), and 
acknowledgment of intersectional opportunities and 
challenges. It will also be important to improve the 
knowledge base, collating and sharing transformative 
best practices, policies, and approaches to promote 
women’s inclusion in water security.

Meaningful involvement of women  
in water. ADB promotes a shift toward 
gender-transformative practice in  
water security initiatives (photo by  
Amit Verma/ADB).



Glossary

Empowerment is “the processes by which those who have been denied the ability to make choices 
acquire such an ability” (Kabeer 1999, 437). 

Gender equality is understood to be the “equal rights, responsibilities and opportunities of women 
and men and girls and boys [and individuals of diverse genders]” (Hannan 2001, 1). 
This definition purposefully adds the inclusion of other genders, recognizing a shift in 
thinking from binary to diverse genders.

Gender equity is the “fairness of treatment…” [for individuals of all genders] “…according to their 
respective needs” (UNESCO 2000, 5).

Intersectionality is the acknowledgment that many individuals experience intersectional categories 
of historical oppression (Crenshaw 1989). As such, intersectionality includes 
categories like “race, class…sexuality, gender identity, ethnicity, nation, ability, and age” 
(Collins 2015, 2). 

Water includes (i) water supply and sanitation; (ii) water resources; (iii) water for productive 
uses, including agriculture, industry, and energy; and (iv) water-related hazards, 
including floods and droughts. Water, sanitation, and hygiene activities can also be 
identified as water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) interventions. 

Water security is “the availability of adequate water to ensure safe and affordable water supply, 
inclusive sanitation for all, improved livelihoods, and healthy ecosystems, with reduced 
water-related risks toward supporting sustainable and resilient rural–urban economies 
in the Asia and Pacific region” (ADB 2022, xviii).



A water-secure future. To achieve SDG 6, it is imperative 
that gender and inclusion are meaningfully incorporated 
into policies, governance, and management processes 
(photo by Nozim Kalandarov/ADB). 
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