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1. Human rights to water and sanitation 

Whilst the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was agreed in 1948 and the International Covenant on 
Economic and Social Rights came into force in 1966, it was not until 2002 and then 2010 that water and then 
sanitation were formally recognised as human rights.  

Fig 1 -  Progress to the rights to water and sanitation in international law 

 
(Ref: WASH United, WaterAid, Institute for Sustainable Futures – University of Technology Sydney) 

 

 

“The human right to sanitation entitles everyone, without discrimination, to have physical and affordable 
access to sanitation, in all spheres of life, that is safe, hygienic, secure, socially and culturally acceptable and 

that provides privacy and ensures dignity.” 

“The human right to safe drinking water entitles everyone, without discrimination, to have access to 
sufficient, safe, acceptable, physically accessible and affordable water for personal and domestic use.” 

(UN General Assembly Resolution 70/169, 2015) 

 

There has been increased recognition of the human rights to water and sanitation in policy and strategy 
documentation within countries, which are documents developed and used by the Executive branch of 
government. However for substantial progress to be made to attaining these rights for all, the human rights 
to water and sanitation need to be incorporated into the laws of each country as established by the 
Legislative branch of government and these laws enforced.  
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Fig 2 -  Legal instruments  

 
(Ref: WASH United, WaterAid, Institute for Sustainable Futures – University of Technology Sydney) 

 

2. Terminologies and definitions – human rights and associated terms  

 

Table 1 -  Terminologies and definitions – human rights and associated terms  

Term Description Other / notes 

Human rights 
based 
approach 

Human Rights-Based Approach  

A human rights-based approach builds on “a conceptual 
framework for the process of human development that is 
normatively based on international human rights standards 
and operationally directed to promoting and protecting 
human rights.”  

A human rights-based approach is guided by human rights 
standards and principles. The main human rights principles 
are:  

• Equality and non-discrimination  
• Participation  
• Transparency and access to information  
• Sustainability  
• Accountability  

 Universality 

A human rights-based approach identifies rights holders and 
their entitlements and duty bearers and their obligations. It 
works towards strengthening the capacity of rights-holders 
to participate in decision-making and claim their rights, and 

Adapted from: WSSCC 
(2016) Concepts and 
Definitions for Equality and 
Human Rights Towards a 
Common Understanding in 
WSSCC, Equality and Non-
Discrimination Team  
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Term Description Other / notes 

that of duty-bearers to meet their obligations. 

Universality This is the principle that everyone has equal rights as human 
beings. In the WASH context, universality requires that 
services are provided to everyone—including those hardest 
to reach. 

Adapted from: Concepts 
and definitions for equality 
and human rights: Towards 
a common understanding 
in WSSCC 

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

For example: The refusal to let people who are from the 
lowest caste to use a water point is discrimination. Not 
allowing women to participate in masons training or become 
pump mechanics, or putting them down when they try to 
speak and share their views are examples of discrimination.  

HR term based on 
Albuquerque, C (2014) 

Non-
discrimination 

This legal principle prohibits the less favorable treatment of 
individuals or groups, or detrimental impacts on such 
individuals or groups based on prohibited grounds. 

For example: An example of non-discrimination is where an 
organisation has an equal opportunity policy and pays 
particular attention to ensuring that it does not discriminate 
against people in its recruitment or employment practices.   

HR term based on 
Albuquerque, C (2014) 

Prohibited 
grounds 

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

HR term based on 
Albuquerque, C (2014) 

Indirect or 
unintended 
discrimination  

Indirect or unintentional discrimination is that which may 
occur when additional, sometimes hidden barriers prevent 
people, from taking up their rights.     

For example: Some groups may be ‘invited’ to an event in a 
general sense, in that an invitation is considered to be for 
everyone and inclusive, but in fact there may be reasons why 
particular groups cannot attend or participate or do not feel 
comfortable or safe doing so. In such cases, specific effort 
needs to be made to ensure that those people are invited and 
know they are invited, and that they are genuinely welcomed 
and valued in the space. 
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Term Description Other / notes 

Equality The legally binding obligation to ensure that everyone can 
enjoy her or his rights equally.  

Equality does not imply treating people who are unequal 
equally; it does not indicate identical treatment in all cases. 

For example: Where people with disabilities and older people 
and youth are all able to participate in programme processes 
and gain equal benefit from the programme.  

HR term based on 
Albuquerque, C (2014) 

Substantive 
equality 

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

For example: Where mentoring is provided for women and 
people from minority groups to build their confidence and 
capacity to participate equally with men and people from 
majority groups. 

HR term based on 
Albuquerque, C (2014) 

Affirmative 
action 

Measures required to redress existing discrimination and to 
ensure the equal participation of all, or the redistribution of 
power and resources to groups and individuals who 
experience discrimination. 

For example: Where transport is provided to people with 
disabilities and mobility limitations to be able to attend 
meetings and participate in activities; or where additional 
support is provided to people who are not able to construct a 
latrine themselves.  

HR term based on 
Albuquerque, C (2014) 

Equity The moral imperative to dismantle unjust differences, based 
on principles of fairness and justice. It requires a focus on 
the most disadvantaged and the poorest individuals and 
groups. 

From a human rights perspective, relying on equity carries 
risks because its definition is malleable and not legally 
binding. Equity may dilute rights claims if considered 
separately from equality and non-discrimination. 

For example: Providing additional finances or other support 
to minority groups, over and above what is provided to 
people from majority groups,  to enable to them to access 
WASH services.  

HR term based on 
Albuquerque, C (2014) 

Equality vs 
Equity 

The terms Equality and Equity should not be used 
interchangeably but achieving equality (in human rights 
terms) often relies on using equitable approaches that try to 
address unfairness in society. 

 

HR term based on 
Albuquerque, C (2014) 
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Fig 3 -  Understanding equality 

 
(Source: unknown) 

In this image all three people have 
been given the same or an equal 
sized box to stand on.  

But this has not resulted in an 
equal outcome for all three 
people as one of the group is still 
not able to see the game.   

Equality does not imply treating 
people equally.  

In this image, the three people 
have been given boxes relative to 
their height. A box has not been 
given to the tallest person and 
instead two have been given to 
the smallest person.  

This has been an equitable or 
‘fair’ distribution of the boxes and 
has resulted in an equal outcome 
that all can watch the game.    

The action of re-distributing 
power or resources within the 
group when barriers persist is also 
known as ‘affirmative action’ and 
results in what is known as 
‘substantive equality’.  

In this image, the barrier that 
stopped all three people seeing 
the game equally depending on 
their height (or their ability to see 
over a specific height barrier) has 
been removed.  

Removal of the barrier has led to 
equality in outcome and all being 
able to enjoy their rights to see 
the game without the need for 
additional support.  

 

Term Description Other / notes 

Equality and 
non-
discrimination 
(EQND) 

The legally binding obligation to ensure that everyone can 
enjoy her or his rights equally, that no individuals or groups 
are treated less favorably, and no detrimental impacts 
occur on such individuals or groups based on prohibited 
grounds. Such grounds include (but are not limited to) race, 
colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, 
national or social origin, property, birth or other status 
such as disability, age, health status and economic and 
social situation.  

For example: Ensuring that people with mental health 
conditions are not treated unfairly and are not put at risk as 
part of WASH programmes and that they are able to 
benefit equally from the outcomes of the programme.   

HR terms adapted from 
Albuquerque, C (2014) 
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Term Description Other / notes 

Gender 
equality  

The state of equal access to resources, rights and 
opportunities for males and females and people who are 
sexual and gender minorities (SGM).  

For example: Women and people who are SGM are all able 
to make decisions on WASH related issues and have equal 
opportunities to employment as men and people who are 
not SGM. 

Adapted from: Water for 
Women Fund (WfW), 
Department for Foreign 
Affairs and Trade (DFAT), 
Australian Aid, Investment 
design document1 

Gender equity  Refers to the processes by which gender equality may be 
achieved: gender mainstreaming for example is a gender 
equity strategy.  

DFAT-WfW Fund Investment 
design document 

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

For example: Minority groups who are routinely not invited 
to community meetings and offered support or inputs that 
other members of a community are offered, or where 
activities are not facilitated in the local language. This 
marginalizes people who cannot speak the national 
language which often disproportionately affects women 
and older people.   

HR term based on 
Albuquerque, C (2014) 

Marginalised 
individuals and 
groups 

Are those people who are excluded from social, economic, 
cultural and political life, including water and sanitation 
service provision because of who they are or where they 
live.  

In some countries, marginalised individuals and groups can 
include a significant proportion of the population; for 
example, women. This term can also refer to a cultural or 
ethnic minority, or people suffering from particular 
stigmatised diseases.  

For example: The poorest people in a village may live on the 
outskirts of the village away from water services, or in the 
most remote regions where transport costs are significantly 
higher, or in high density urban slums which are deprived of 
land tenure and WASH services.   

HR term based on 
Albuquerque, C (2014) 

 

Exclusion The most extreme form of marginalisation. 

People who are denied access to a place, group, privilege 
or service; also implies a power dynamic where others are 
doing the excluding. 

For example: Girls and women who are not allowed to 
undertake specific activities during their menstrual period, 
such as cooking or undertaking religious activities. Some 

HR term based on 
Albuquerque, C (2014) 

                                                           
1 The Water for Women Fund is a fund set up by the Department for Foreign Affairs and Trade of the Australian Government, 2017, which has the 
empowerment of women and social inclusion at the centre of its goals.   
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Term Description Other / notes 

are even excluded from the family home during this time 
each month. People who undertake dangerous or 
stigmatizing forms of income generation such as people 
who empty latrine pits and empty septic tanks, or those 
who scavenge from solid waste tips for recycling, or those 
undertake sex work, may be excluded from all forms of 
community process and treated violently when trying to 
participate.      

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

All individuals may sometimes be vulnerable, requiring 
help to realise their human rights.  

By emphasising the situation that makes individuals 
vulnerable, rather than assigning entire populations groups 
that status, the concept of vulnerability becomes less 
patronising and victimising. 

For example: Older people and children may be vulnerable 
because they are physically less able to protect themselves 
and to raise an income to support themselves. A 
community which lives in a flood prone area is vulnerable 
to the flood events that may damage latrines, water 
systems and their houses.    

HR term based on 
Albuquerque, C (2014) 

Stigma Can be understood as a process of dehumanising, 
degrading, discrediting and devaluing people in certain 
population groups; it is often based on a feeling of disgust.  

Stigma attaches itself to an attribute, quality or identity 
that is regarded as ‘inferior’ or ‘abnormal’.  

Stigma is based on a socially constructed ‘us’ and ‘them’, 
which serve to confirm the ‘normality’ of the majority 
through the devaluation of the ‘other’.  

Stigma often lies at the root of discrimination; it is a 
rationale for discrimination. It provides a ‘justification’, so 
that discrimination comes to be seen as natural, necessary 
and desirable.  

Stigma plays an insidious role in making systemic 
discrimination possible. 

For example: People who are sexual and gender minorities 
often face a high level of stigma because of their sexual 
orientation or gender identity or expression. They may be 
prevented from using gender-segregated toilets or face 
harassment of violence when using them. People who are 
from the lowest castes and people who undertake manual 
scavenging have a high level of stigma against them.   

HR term based on 
Albuquerque, C (2014) 
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Term Description Other / notes 

Disadvantaged Disadvantaged individuals and groups is a useful term to 
refer to all people who are discriminated against, 
experience inequalities or inequities, or are marginalised, 
vulnerable or stigmatised. 

HR term based on 
Albuquerque, C (2014) 

 

Potentially 
disadvantaged 
individual or 
group 

Those who are ‘potentially disadvantaged’ or those who 
‘may be disadvantaged’ (which includes individuals and 
groups who may be vulnerable, marginalised, excluded or 
actively discriminated against, or experiencing inequities, 
inequalities or stigma)’.  

For example: People who may be disadvantaged will vary 
context to context but might include older people, people 
with disabilities, people from minority groups, people who 
are ultra-poor or in marginal and dangerous occupations 
such as migratory workers working in illegal occupations. 
But not all people within these groups will actually be 
disadvantaged. For example people with disabilities, or 
older people or people from minority groups, may have 
businesses or savings and are able to pay for the 
construction of an accessible latrine. For example 
pastoralists may be a minority group but some may have 
large herds of cattle and own farm land.      

Adapted as part of the 
Global Sanitation Fund 
Equality and non-
discrimination study2 - This 
aligns with the 
recommendation by De 
Albuquerque (2014), but 
with slight modifications 
including adding the words 
‘potentially’ or ‘may be’ to 
recognise that not all people 
who may be considered to 
be in a disadvantaged 
position actually are. 

Social inclusion Social inclusion is the process of seeking the participation 
of all persons in any setting, regardless of gender, age, 
ability or impairment, ethnicity, religion, caste, sexual 
orientation and gender expression, poverty level or other 
factors. 

Adapted from: DFAT-WfW 
Fund Investment design 
document  

Gender 
equality and  
social inclusion  

 

Gender equality is the state of equal access to resources, 
rights and opportunities for men and women and people of 
sexual and gender minorities.  

Social inclusion is the process of seeking the participation 
of all persons in any setting, regardless of gender, age, 
ability or impairment, ethnicity, religion, caste, sexual 
orientation and gender expression, poverty level or other 
factors. 

Adapted from: DFAT-WfW 
Fund Investment design 
document 

Mainstreaming  The consideration and integration of a particular issue into 
all institutional and programmatic processes and activities.    

For example: Developing behaviour change communication 
strategies and materials to be inclusive of people of 
different genders and from different social groupings, such 
as people with disabilities and people of different ethnic 
and religious backgrounds. All messages and 
communication strategies pro-actively aim to promote 
positive role models and avoid stereotyping and consider 
the different communication needs of different people.  

 

                                                           
2 House et al, 2017 
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Term Description Other / notes 

Universality This is the principle that everyone has equal rights as 
human beings. In the WASH context, universality requires 
that services are provided to everyone—including those 
hardest to reach. 

For example: People living in remote mountainous areas 
and in urban high density low-income areas are entitled to 
the same rights to water and sanitation as people living in 
middle class urban suburbs.   

Adapted from: Concepts and 
definitions for equality and 
human rights: Towards a 
common understanding in 
WSSCC 

Accountability  Accountability stresses that certain actors (principally 
States) have human rights obligations that they must 
comply with. They are answerable on how they realise 
their obligations and can be held to these obligations 
through various mechanisms. 

For example: Accountability involves States being held to 
account through legal processes to ensure that services 
have been provided.   

HR term based on 
Albuquerque, C (2014) 

Is the process of ‘using power responsibly’ and of taking 
account of and being held accountable by different 
stakeholders, including primarily those who are affected by 
the exercise of that power. Being held accountable means 
that when staff do not fulfil their responsibilities as 
reflected in their code of conduct or policy, that sanctions 
can be applied against them. Being accountable to affected 
populations, helps to make better use of resources, helps 
to make people safer and helps to ensure that solutions are 
better suited to people’s needs and ultimately helps people 
to attain their rights. 

For example: Being accountable means that organisations 
ensure they employ staff with adequate capacity who are 
able to use financial resources effectively with minimum 
wastage.   

Adapted from: CHS Alliance, 
The Sphere Project and 
Group URD (2015) Core 
Humanitarian Standard; CHS 
Guidance Notes and 
Indicators,  

Sexual and 
gender based 
violence 
(SGBV) 

And  

Gender based 
violence (GBV) 

And  

Violence 
against women 
(VAW) 

Sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) refers to any act 
that is perpetrated against a person's will and is based on 
gender norms and unequal power relationships. It includes 
physical, emotional or psychological and sexual violence, 
and denial of resources or access to services. Violence 
includes threats of violence and coercion. Certain groups in 
a population may be particularly at risk of SGBV: older 
persons, persons with disabilities, adolescent girls, 
children, SGM persons, and female heads of household. 

Gender based violence (GBV) is increasingly a more 
common term being used by those working in the 
protection sector. It is considered to also include ‘sexual’ 
violence although some organisations (such as UNHCR) 
prefer to keep using SGBV.   

Violence against women (VAW) tends to mainly be used 

Adapted from: Sexual and 
gender based violence 
(SGBV) prevention and 
response UNHCR 
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Term Description Other / notes 

by organisations working specifically on women’s rights. 
The argument for using this term is that women are the 
most likely to face violence and hence by specifically 
stating women, it highlights this fact. However, it is not so 
commonly used within the broader protection sector, as it 
excludes violence against people who are SGM and males 
(as well as not specifically noting violence against girls). 
Violence against males, whilst understood to be much 
lower than against women, and when it occurs is also often 
perpetrated by other males, it is also understood to be 
highly under-reported because of the high level of stigma 
associated with it which contradicts the social norm that a 
male should be strong.     

For example: Women and girls may face harassment or 
sexual violence when going for open defecation after dark 
or in a remote location. Girls and sometimes boys may face 
violence in school toilets. Women may face domestic 
violence if they take too long to bring home the water or do 
not bring home enough for their husband’s needs. Women 
staff may be harassed in the workplace or be expected to 
have sexual relations with their superiors in order to keep 
their job or be promoted. People who are sexual and 
gender based minorities face multiple risks to violence 
because people do not agree with their sexual orientation 
or gender identity or expression.    



14 
 

3. The participation ladder  

Participation of individuals within communities can be at different levels. The participation ladder below 
provides a visual representation of the different levels that provide increasing or decreasing levels of 
participant power, influence and control. The table which follows provides descriptions of the different 
levels.   

The blue box to the right is a simple guide that can be used to question ourselves as to what goals we have 
when we are considering people who may be most disadvantaged? Are we just aiming to ensure they have 
access to a toilet or water supply considering it as an act of charity? Or are we aiming for the same but as a 
right? Or are we aware that there are possible risks of doing harm and focussing on making sure this does 
not happen? Or are we aiming to encourage people who may be disadvantaged to take an active part in 
their own development and to collaborate or aiming to encourage them into leadership positions or 
empower them in other way? And how much are we respecting that they also have useful skills, experiences 
and knowledge that others may also benefit from?    

Fig 4 -  Participation ladder and goals in relation to people who may be most disadvantaged3  

 

 

                                                           
3 Adapted from: House et al, 2017 
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Table 2 -  Definitions - Participation ladder4 

Terminology Definition 

Empowerment Is the process of becoming stronger and more confident, especially in controlling one's life 
and claiming one's rights; and includes enabling people to be involved in decision-making 
and making decisions for themselves, but not at the expense of and to the detriment of 
others. It is a journey not a destination and can happen at an individual and group level. 
Empowerment leads to greater confidence, insight, understanding, trust, caring and 
tolerance for all – not just for some at the expense of others. It is transformational in that 
it aims to alter the structural inequalities that lead to and perpetuate marginalization and 
exclusion. 

Collaboration Implies partnership and working together to achieve mutually defined goals 

Involvement Implies limited engagement in defining goals and the means to achieve them 

Consultation Seeking community members view points on proposals and plans that have already been 
drawn up 

Inform Information about previously devised plans is shared with the community 

 

The following variation in the participation ladder in Fig 5 - covers the steps of the ladder above in Fig 4 - 
from the step of ‘involvement’ to ‘empowerment’. The ultimate stage shows how a person or an institution 
or organisation with a partnership, are making decisions, setting their own rules and ultimately have 
ownership and control. It provides a clearer picture of the sub-steps that are involved in moving from passive 
to active participation. This is particularly relevant for the participation of women, people with disabilities 
and other people who may be disadvantaged. 

Fig 5 -  Stages in participation in institutional partnerships or community activities5 

 

 

                                                           
4 Adapted from: House et al, 2017 
5 Halcrow, G., C. Rowland, J. Willetts, J. Crawford and N. Carrard, 2010 
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4. Methods for influence – acceptable and unacceptable 

There are different methods that can be used for influence within WASH programmes including in relation to 
influencing positive water, sanitation and hygiene behaviours. There is a line over which the methods of 
influence can become unacceptable and risk abusing people’s human rights. The table below provides an 
overview of the definitions of different methods of influence6.  

Table 3 -  Definitions - methods for influence  

Terminology Definition 

Persuasion Is a process in which communicators try to reason with and convince others to change 
their attitudes or behaviour in the spirit of free choice. 

For example: By explaining the benefits of hand-washing with soap such as smelling nice, 
health benefits, not eating each others’ faeces.   

Coercion Is a technique in which someone in a position of relative power or authority seeks to 
control and influence the other person by fear through the use of force, threats, 
manipulation or intimidation. There are various forms of coercion that have different 
legal, social and ethical implications. 

For example: Where people are made to pay a fine if they do not build a toilet within a set 
time period. 

Difference 
between 
persuasion and 
coercion 

When people believe that they are free to reject the communicator’s position, as a 
practical matter they are free, then the influence attempt falls under the persuasion 
umbrella. When individuals perceive that they have no choice but to comply, the 
influence attempt is better viewed as coercive. 

Convince Cause someone to believe firmly in the truth of something – persuade someone to do 
something.  

Manipulate/ 

manipulation 

Control or influence a situation cleverly – often unscrupulously – control something or 
someone to your advantage – often at another’s expense. Manipulation usually involves 
elements of persuasion and coercion.  

For example: By arguing that a person will get a particular benefit from an action when 
the benefit is not true, for example, they will be paid a significant sum of money when it is 
completed, when this is not true.  

Intimidation To frighten or threaten someone, usually in order to persuade them to do something that 
you want them to do. To compel or deter, often with the use of threats. Unlawful act of 
intentional coercion. 

For example: Where the police or community members threaten other community 
members with being put in jail of they do not build a latrine. 

Social justice Respecting and valuing diversity and difference; challenging oppressive and 
discriminatory actions and attitudes; addressing power imbalances between individuals, 
within groups and society; committing to pursue civil and human rights for all; seeking 
and promoting policy and practices that are just and enhance equality whilst challenging 
those that are not.  

 

 

                                                           
6 Adapted from: House et al, 2017 

http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/frighten
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/threaten
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/order
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/persuade
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/want
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The following is suggested as a guide for setting the limits on what is an acceptable level of influence7: 

 Persuading and convincing different individuals and groups are acceptable communication techniques - 
if people are accorded ‘free’ choice and given the option of disagreeing with the proposition.  

 Physical coercion (i.e. threats of or actual violence) is never acceptable.  

 Coercion, as a means to force community members against their will to safely dispose of faeces should 
be used with caution and should ensure that those who might be vulnerable are not made more so e.g. 
fining/punishment of the most vulnerable. It is about recognising that we may do harm by using 
coercion – any type of coercion – coercion creates dependency, helplessness, powerlessness, but it may 
sometimes be justified. It is important to be aware of the harm it can cause and only use it where 
absolutely necessary and where there is no alternative or where we have exhausted the alternatives.   

Safeguards need to be in place to ensure that methods employing coercion (such as fining) are used 
responsibly and that excessive use of coercion is not employed on anyone, but with particular care with 
respect to people who are the most disadvantaged who are likely have less ability to respond. 

Recognition/discussion of the risks of the harmful use of coercion could go some way to limiting excessive 
use and recognising its impact. 

Programmes should establish practical suggestions for: a) persuading those who do not understand why it is 
important to stop open defecation even after triggering; b) overcoming resistance from different people, c) 
taking into consideration different forms of disadvantage; and d) assisting the most disadvantaged who are 
unable to construct, maintain and sustain a toilet or associated facilities or pay for the same. 

 

                                                           
7 From: House et al, 2017 
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5. Terminology related to specific individuals or groups of people  

5.1 General principles8 

The following general principles are likely to be useful when trying to determine the most appropriate 
terminology to use to speak about particular groups of people.  

 

General principles: 

1. Nothing about us without us!  

Ask people who may be disadvantaged what terms they prefer to be used to refer to them. Don’t make 
assumptions.  

2. Putting the person first is likely to be more respectful  

When discussing particular impediments, in general if you put the person first you are more likely to be 
respectful. For example if you use the term... “A person with... a speech impediment, a mental health 
condition etc.” or “A person who uses... a walking aid, a wheelchair etc.”  

3. Tone  

The way that we speak to people and the tone of our voice is important. 

4. Take the time to establish the most respectful words in each language  

Even if you establish a respectful term in one language, it can sometimes be difficult to get equivalent 
words in other languages. Also a word in one location and context may be considered respectful but in 
another location or context considered offensive. Hence dedicate time to establish a set of respectful 
terms to be used in each project area, through discussions with people or representatives of people who 
may be disadvantaged, for example specialist and representative organisations such as disabled persons 
organisations (DPOs) and SGM organisations.  

 

The following table identifies some terms that are not considered appropriate in English and others where 
differences of opinion exist. There will also be words that are considered acceptable in one location or 
context which are considered offensive in another location or context, so care needs to be taken to 
understand what they are and to not use them in each and every context in which you engage (see Section 
5.2 below).   

Table 4 -  Terms that are not considered appropriate in English or on which differences of opinion exist 

 Terminologies 
 

Not appropriate  
Backward 
Barren women 
Cripple 
Deformity 
Dumb 

Lunatic 
Mentally retarded 
Spastic 
Stutter 

Differences of 
opinion exist 

Blind 
Deaf 
Differently-abled  

Disabled person [rather than person with 
disabilities] 
Elderly   

                                                           
8 Adapted from: House et al, 2015 (WSSCC and IDS)  
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5.2 People with disabilities9 

Approaches to disability:  

There are three main models / approaches commonly used in relation to disability10:  

 The charity model / approach – This is where the person with disability is treated as a passive object 
of kind acts or of welfare and the targets of pity and are not considered to be able to support 
themselves. Under this model people with disabilities are disempowered, not in control of their lives 
and no not tend to participate in decisions affecting their lives or the wider community. Disability is 
considered an individual problem.    

 The medical model / approach – This focuses on the person’s impairment, where the aim is for the 
person with disability to be ‘fixed’ through medicine or rehabilitation. To be considered to be able to 
support themselves, it is considered that they first need to be cured. Disability is considered an 
individual problem.     

 The social model of inclusion / approach – This considers that disability results from the interaction 
of the individual with an environment and a society that do not accommodate the individual’s 
differences. It is this lack of accommodation that impedes the individual’s participation in society. 
Inequality is due to society not eliminating the barriers that cause problems for people with 
disabilities, not due to the impairment.  

The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) is based on the human rights of people with 
disabilities and supports the social model of inclusion.   

Terminologies for people with disabilities: 

There are differences of opinion on what terms are most appropriate in relation to people with disabilities 
which tends to vary across countries and contexts.  

Some people use ‘People living with disabilities’ (PLWD) or ‘People with disabilities’ (PWD), or a few use 
‘Disabled people’. The British government and disability organisations in the UK still use ‘disabled people’ as 
they consider that people are disabled by society, the environment etc. But many people find this term 
offensive and do not like the term because it can be interpreted as the person as a whole not having 
abilities, rather than simply having a particular impairment. Most people tend to prefer ‘People living with 
disabilities’ or ‘People with disabilities’.  

‘People with special needs’ is a term often used in education – including for those who need additional 
support – both because they are behind with their learning or are ahead of others. But it is not seen as a 
positive term that supports the rights of people with disabilities11. The term ‘special’ is seen as more in line 
with the charity or medical approaches to disability, which can result in separation in education into ‘special 
schools’ or being  put into medical institutions such as psychiatric or other institutions, which can lead to 
isolation from society rather than having the right to live in and be part of society. It is not a term that the 
CRPD supports the use of as the use of this term can lead to marginalisation.     

 

                                                           
9 Adapted from: House et al, 2015 (WSSCC and IDS) 
10 United Nations Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights (2014) 
11 United Nations Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights (2014) 
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Some terminology is clearly unacceptable across contexts (such as retarded, dumb, spastic), but for others 
there may be differences in opinion. For example: 

 In Nepal the WASH sector has been trying to be respectful and has been using the term ‘differently-
abled’, but many people with disabilities and people representing disabled people’s organisations, do 
not appreciate this term. This is because it implies that they are not ‘normal’ but ‘different’. 

 Internationally some people are promoting the use of ‘hearing impaired’ rather than deaf. But a 
representative of an organisation representing people who are deaf and hard of hearing in Nepal 
confirmed that deaf is an acceptable term and the World Council of the Deaf still use the term. Also in 
the Philippines guidance from the disability sector is that the word ‘impairment’ is not considered an 
acceptable term.     

Focus on difficulties at undertaking tasks rather than on the impairment: 

The Washington City Group Questions that were developed for collecting data on disabilities in censuses 
focus on establishing the difficulties that people may have in undertaking different activities, rather than on 
specific impairments. The activities are: seeing; hearing; walking or climbing steps; remembering or 
concentrating; self care such as washing all over or dressing; and communicating. It is recommended that 
wherever possible consider what difficulties that people have in undertaking specific tasks related to WASH, 
rather than trying to establish people’s disabilities. This may reduce some of the risks related to stigma 
around the term disability and also focuses on the specific task that the information is needed for. For 
example can a person or their family build a latrine? Can they collect water and fill up their hand-washing 
container?  

Acronyms: 

The use of acronyms such as PLWD and PWD on a regular basis is not encouraged by the disability sector as 
it loses the person in the description and hence can become disrespectful. It is OK to use the acronym for 
example to head a column if other acronyms are also being used, but in general the acronym should not be 
used regularly.       

 

5.3 Older people, elderly people 

Organisations working with older people tend to no longer use the term ‘elderly’ (as it is considered to have 
some negative connotations around older people being frail and without capacities), although the term 
‘older person’ is not yet widely used consistently.  

 

5.4  People with mental health conditions 12 

People with mental health conditions may find it more difficult to participate in WASH programmes and to 
change their behaviours in line with the behaviours being promoted.  

This section provides a brief introduction to common overview terminology related to mental health and a 
few notes on the types of issues that may be faced in WASH programmes. Much more work is needed to 
learn about this issue and good practices in working with people with mental health conditions on WASH 
interventions and programmes.    

                                                           
12 Cavill et al, 2017 and WHO, 2010 and WHO, 2016 
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Table 5 -  Mental health terminology and introduction to mental health and WASH 

Term Description / notes 

Mental health The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines mental health as a state of well-being 
in which every individual realizes his or her own potential, can cope with the normal 
stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a 
contribution to her or his community.  

Mental health 
conditions 

Mental health conditions are “characterized by a combination of abnormal 
thoughts, perceptions, emotions, behaviour and relationships with others” (WHO, 
2016).  

Commonly used 
overview terms 

 Mental health conditions – this term is being recommended as probably being 
one of the simplest and most easy to understand and used in a respectful 
manner by people outside the mental health field  

 Mental disorders  

 Mental illness 

 Mental problems  

 Psychosocial conditions  

Types of mental 
health conditions 

There are many different mental health conditions, including for example:  

 Depression  

 Bipolar affective disorder  

 Schizophrenia and other psychoses  

 Dementia  

 Developmental conditions - including intellectual disabilities and those on the 
autistic spectrum  

 Intellectual disabilities - such as Down’s Syndrome 

Simple descriptions of the types of symptoms that may occur due to a mental health condition13 

Depression Depression is characterized by sadness, loss of interest or pleasure, feelings of guilt 
or low self-worth, disturbed sleep or appetite, tiredness, and poor concentration. 
Sufferers may also have multiple physical complaints with no apparent physical 
cause. Depression can be long-lasting or recurrent, substantially impairing people’s 
ability to function at work or school and to cope with daily life. At its most severe, 
depression can lead to suicide.  

Bipolar affective 
disorder 

This condition typically consists of both manic and depressive episodes separated by 
periods of normal mood. Manic episodes involve elevated or irritable mood, over-
activity, pressure of speech, inflated self-esteem and a decreased need for sleep. 

Schizophrenia and 
other psychoses  

 

Psychoses, including schizophrenia, are characterized by distortions in thinking, 
perception, emotions, language, sense of self and behaviour. Common psychotic 
experiences include hallucinations (hearing, seeing or feeling things that are not 
there) and delusions (fixed false beliefs or suspicions that are firmly held even when 
there is evidence to the contrary). 

                                                           
13 WHO, 2016 
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Term Description / notes 

Dementia Dementia is usually of a chronic or progressive nature in which there is deterioration 
in cognitive function (i.e. the ability to process thought) beyond what might be 
expected from normal ageing. 

Developmental 
conditions - including 
intellectual 
disabilities and those 
on the autistic 
spectrum 

Developmental disorder is an umbrella term covering intellectual disability and 
pervasive developmental disorders including autism. 

Symptoms of pervasive developmental disorders, such as autism, include impaired 
social behaviour, communication and language, and a narrow range of interests and 
activities that are both unique to the individual and are carried out repetitively.  

Intellectual 
disabilities - such as 
Downs Syndrome  

Intellectual disability is characterized by impairment of skills across multiple 
developmental area such as cognitive functioning and adaptive behaviour. Lower 
intelligence diminishes the ability to adapt to the daily demands of life. 

 

Table 6 -  Introduction to relevance of mental health to WASH programmes 

Term/ issue Description / notes 

Vulnerabilities  According to WHO (2010), people with mental health conditions are recognised as a 
vulnerable group: 

 They are subjected to stigma and discrimination  

 Experience extremely high rates of physical and sexual victimization  

 Face disproportionate barriers in exercising their rights as well as in participating in 
public life and accessing public services  

 Vulnerability itself is also an important risk factor for developing mental health 
conditions: stigma and marginalization generate poor self-esteem, low self-confidence, 
reduced motivation, and result in less hope for the future as well as isolation  

Gender and age 
factors 

 Mental health conditions affect people differently at different points in their life. 
Adolescents may face a variety of challenges in growing up that lead to stress-related 
conditions, while deteriorating mental health often accompanies aging.   

 Mental health has a gender component, with women more likely to be affected by 
depression, but a larger proportion of men are successful in attempts to commit 
suicide.  

 Mental health is therefore a ‘jeopardy’ factor, which adds another layer on top of 
existing vulnerabilities, such as age, gender and poverty. 

Key challenges 
for sanitation 
programmes 

1. Where people have a cognitive impairment that affects how they process behaviours 
that require reflection - and may be influenced by rational knowledge, emotions, 
social norms – which CLTS and other sanitation motivational approaches target – as 
well as reflexive habits that are unconscious (i.e. those that are done by reflex action). 
For example: 

a. Those with severe dementia will be less capable of being ‘triggered’ and then 
forming positive habits.  

b. Excreta related behaviours can sometimes occur in several conditions, 
including intellectual disability, dementia and psychoses (for instance, eating, 
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Term/ issue Description / notes 

smearing, or throwing faeces or involuntary faecal incontinence). Many 
people with mental conditions find this extremely distressing.  

c. Intentional defecation in inappropriate places, when bowel control is 
normally expected, is also associated with several psychiatric conditions.  

2. Where people’s reflective and reflexive cognitive faculties (which relate to processes 
of perception, memory, judgment and reasoning) are functional, but their 
participation in social life and decision-making is affected by mental health conditions 
(anxiety, depression, for example); these mental health conditions may be less visible 
to facilitators, the community, or both: 

a. People with depression are less likely to participate during sanitation activities 
or else may not have the motivation to build a latrine or to change their 
behaviour, due to low mood or a lack of interest.  

b. People with anxiety may find it difficult to attend the triggering or other 
community meetings due to panic attacks or wanting to avoid people. This 
could be the result of a combination of low self-esteem, feelings of isolation, 
disconnection (opting out of participation) or social stigmas.  

c. Toilet anxiety and fears of public urination are also recognized conditions.  

3. Families with people with mental health conditions may also be poorer than their 
peers, because of lack of ability to earn an income due to the mental health condition 
or having to care for someone with a mental health condition.  

Stressors 
associated with 
a lack of 
sanitation  

Gender specific risk factors for common mental disorders that disproportionately affect 
women include poor sanitation leading to stress, fear and anxiety around using sanitation 
facilities which disproportionately affect the most vulnerable, marginalized, and stigmatized 
women. The following may be the stressors:  

 Environmental (barriers to access, discomfort at defecation site, animals and insects)  

 Sexual (peeping, revealing, sexual assault)  

 Social (privacy, social restriction, social conflict). 

 

5.5 Sexual and gender minorities 

There is a need to recognise the very high level of discrimination and marginalisation that people who are 
sexual and gender minorities (SGM) face and to ensure that all staff and partners respect human rights and 
do not support discrimination or violence against any people. Service delivery must be non-discriminatory 
and respect the inherent dignity and value of all people, even in countries where it is not safe to discuss 
issues of SGM openly.  

All staff and partners should realise people who may be SGM can be present in communities and should be 
treated with respect and included equally with others. But it is important to also understand that heightened 
visibility on people who are SGM can make them more vulnerable, including in some contexts to lead to 
severe violence, incarceration or even death. Hence there is a critical need for staff and partners to 
understand that as common practice it is recommended to not pro-actively seek people who are SGM out or 
make them reveal their identity. The level of disclosure of a person’s status must be controlled by the person 
themselves.  

Before starting to work on SGM issues organisations should engage with specialist SGM organisations to 
establish a clear picture of the legal situation in the specific country, to establish how daily life might be 
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different to how the law says and to gain guidance on the appropriate and safe methods to work with people 
who are SGM in the particular country context in WASH interventions and programmes.    

Table 1 -  Terminologies for sexual and gender minorities 

Term Description Other / notes 

LGBTIQ 

[a number of 
variations of 
this acronym 
also exist] 

The acronym ‘LGBTIQ’ encompasses a wide range 
of people’s identities that fall outside of societal 
norms due to their sexual orientation and/or 
gender identity.  

 Lesbian: A woman who is attracted to other 
women  

 Gay: A man who is attracted to other men. The 
term can be used to describe both gay men and 
lesbians  

 Bisexual: An individual who is attracted to both 
men and women  

 Transgender: People whose gender identity 
and/or gender expression differs from the sex 
they were assigned at birth  

 Intersex: Bodily variations including male and 
female variations at the level of chromosomes, 
gonads and genitals 

 Questioning [or sometimes indicated as Queer 
or both]: An individual who is unsure about, or 
who is exploring, their sexual orientation or 
gender identity  

Adapted from:  

 IASC (2015) Guidelines for 
Integrating Gender-Based 
Violence Interventions in 
Humanitarian Action  

 WaterAid (2013) Terminology 
guidelines to support 
WaterAid’s equity and inclusion 
framework 

Sexual 
orientation 
and gender 
identity & 
expression 
(SOGIE)  

SOGIE is the inclusive interpretation of LGBTIQ, 
referring to people not by a specific label but 
recognising their diverse sexual orientation and 
gender identity & expression (SOGIE).  

SOGIE as a term also holds less resistance than 
LBGTIQ in low and middle-income contexts as 
LBGTIQ is seen as a ‘western’ concept.   

UNHCR & IOM (2015) Working with 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, transgender 
and Intersex (LBGTI) Persons in 
Forced Displacement, Training 
Package:  
http://www.unhcrexchange.org/top
ics/15810 

And advice from a SGM organisation 

Sexual and 
gender 
minorities 
(SGM) 

Sexual and gender minorities – similar reasoning to 
SOGIE above but simpler terminology.  

Advice from a SGM organisation  

 

http://www.unhcrexchange.org/topics/15810
http://www.unhcrexchange.org/topics/15810

