Briefing Note
Training Session on Strengthening the Enabling Environment:
What does it really mean and how do you go about it?
Background
Many interventions in the WASH sector do not always have the impacts that we would hope for
and even where these are successful, they can remain as isolated pilots and are not translated
into scaled up, permanent solutions. The reasons why we do not see comprehensive progress
are myriad, and reflect the complexity of the sector in which we operate. Success relies on the
right combination of institutions and organisations working together at different levels – from
end users, private sector suppliers and local and central governments – as well as a range of
elements being in place, including sustainable financing, effective markets, appropriate
technologies, monitoring, regulation, learning and innovation and strong coordination.
Collectively this is often referred to as the ‘enabling environment’.
What is the Enabling Environment and how is it defined in the WASH sector?
The concept of an Enabling Environment (EE) is not new one and is commonly utilised for
example in the education sector; a useful definition of the enabling environment for
development can be adapted from the work of the World Bank in the social sector:
The enabling environment is a set of interrelated conditions –legal, organisational, fiscal,
regulatory, informational, political and cultural – that impact on the capacity of development
partners, including national governments, donors and NGOs to engage in developmental
processes in a sustained and effective manner.
Source: adapted by the author from Thindwa (2001) i

Despite the WASH sector becoming more proficient at delivering infrastructure for first time
access (e.g. pumps, pipes and toilets), attention has increasingly shifted to the other ‘soft’
dimensions of the entire system that is able to keep infrastructure working and delivering
sustainable services. It is important to recognise however that because the WASH sector does
not exist in isolation, many aspects of the EE are also influenced, to a greater or lesser extent,
by broader conditions in any given country. For example, efforts to improve the capacity of a
cadre of local government WASH staff will be dependent on the effectiveness of wider public
administration procedures; likewise, the level of involvement of private operators will be
influenced by national reforms relating to private sector participation and public-private
partnership arrangements. A useful way to visualise these layers of complexity is shown in
Figure 1 below.
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Source: adapted from UNICEF (2016) and Allan (2001)

Over some years’ various organisations have invested in defining and capturing the EE as part
of attempts to improve their strategic understanding of how their work fits within a broader
context. Whilst there are variations between these definitions they share a set of common
elements which cut across both the core WASH sector and the broader governance context
(the two inner concentric levels from Figure 1 above). Several examples are given in the table
below, but it should be noted that this is not an exhaustive list and that some of these
approaches were developed to assess specific programme interventions, most notably for
sanitation.
Table 1: Elements of Enabling Environment frameworks utilised by different organisations
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Monitoring progress in the Enabling Environment
As well as defining what is meant by the EE, some progress has also been made to measure
changes in the EE over time. To date these have largely been applied at national level, but they
include useful pointers and tools for assessing elements of the environment which can be
applied at lower levels. The principal examples are:
Table 2: Overview of example Enabling Environment frameworks
Tool
Organisational
Function
lead
WASH Bottleneck
UNICEF
Provides an analysis of bottlenecks for WASH service delivery and
Analysis Tool (WASHgenerates costed, prioritized action plans that are developed with
BAT)vii
the consensus of all major sector players
Service Delivery
Water and
Provides a summary of WASH sector progress, benchmarks service
Assessment (SDA,
Sanitation
delivery pathways and identifies issues that might be inhibiting
previously called
Program (World progress. The tool scores progress in three areas (or pillars) of
Country Status
Bank)
service delivery: enabling service delivery, developing services and
Overviews)viii
sustaining services.
Global Analysis and
World Health
Provides standardised data on sector inputs (finance, institutions,
Assessment of
Organisation/UN human resources etc.) to enable policy makers at all levels to make
Sanitation and
Water
informed decisions about sanitation and drinking water
Drinking-Water
(GLAAS)ix
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