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Executive summary 
 
A system-wide approach is essential to achieve the Sustainable Development Goal 
(SDG) targets of universal and equitable access to safe water, sanitation and 
hygiene (WASH) for all. The right metrics, applied in the right way, can help track 
progress towards these targets and incentivise system strengthening behaviour 
among donors, governments and implementing partners. Enhancing current 
approaches to monitoring systems, to capture important drivers of system 
performance in a dynamic, complex sector, is therefore critical to accelerate 
progress towards the SDGs. 
 
To date, most approaches proposed for monitoring WASH and health sector 
systems are based on ‘building blocks’ – elements or sub-systems that are usually 
defined around broad functions, such as policy setting, financing, capacity 
development, and accountability. These approaches have provided a structure for 
discussing the different actors, roles, resources and institutions at work in a sector 
system, and the related challenges or bottlenecks.  
 
However, practical applications of building block frameworks for ongoing, routine 
monitoring have been limited. So far, they have more often been used to support 
one-off diagnostic or review exercises. And experience from the WASH and health 
sectors suggests that when these frameworks are used for monitoring sector 
systems there are four key risks: 

 

1. Building blocks, and indicators used to measure them, encourage a focus on 
what a sector system should look like. But a focus on ‘form’ may not say 
much about, or incentivise, improved ‘function’ within the system. 

2. A building block approach involves dividing up the WASH system into more 
manageable component blocks. This may overlook the interactions 
between different sub-systems and across governance levels that are vital 
drivers of sector performance, such as learning, coordination and political 
commitment. 

3. Building block frameworks can encourage a static view that does not 
adequately recognise, capture or measure unpredictable changes, which are 
often a feature of complex systems. 

4. Most building block frameworks aspire to be comprehensive, but this does not 
necessarily help tackle complex problems. A lack of focus on the binding 
constraints on system performance leads to undue attention on marginal 
issues and encourages over-complex responses.  
 

Several building block frameworks, as well as adapted or alternative approaches to 
monitoring systems change, acknowledge these risks and point to possible 
responses. These range from efforts to frame indicators that stress institutional 
function rather than form and develop supplementary tools that focus on systems 
interactions and relationships, to more drastic responses such as problem-driven 
iterative adaption.  
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At country level, Indonesia has used results-based funding mechanisms to refine 
indicators that can incentivise system strengthening, as well as triggering payment, 
but this has also shown the challenges in doing so. Ethiopia’s WASH and health 
sectors provide examples of emerging indicators aimed at monitoring system 
strength, but also highlight the possibility for system strengthening efforts to be 
sustained in the absence of robust routine monitoring of system performance.  
 
Analysis of these different approaches leads to the following recommendations: 
 
1) WASH donors and implementing partners should continue to use building 
block frameworks, but with greater emphasis on using and improving them for 
recurrent monitoring of sector performance. 
 
2) To address the possible risks and limitations of monitoring systems with 
building blocks, donors and implementing partners should work together on 
the following priorities: 
 

 Carry out research to build understanding of the core building blocks 
that capture, at a high level, the key ingredients or binding constraints 
for performance of a given type of WASH sector or subsector system. 

 Empower local stakeholders to define the detailed indicators for 
monitoring progress in each of these core building blocks, as well as 
any additional, locally-specific building blocks, according to the context.  

 Fund small-scale reform ‘experiments’, backed by monitoring with rapid 
feedback, to iteratively sharpen the focus on what should be prioritised 
for reform and further monitoring.  

 Select indicators to track how institutions function, rather than just what 
they look like – ranging from quantitative proxies for performance such 
as non-revenue water, to measures of user satisfaction. 

 Further develop, test and simplify methods to capture and track system-
level dynamics and interactions, for example, approaches that map and 
measure the strength of networks between actors or relationships 
between issues. 

 Leave space to capture unpredicted, emergent issues within results 
frameworks, balanced with ground rules to define what counts as 
significant. 

 Promote recurrent reviews of each system monitoring framework, to 
ensure they are kept as relevant as possible to the system in question. 

 
These predominantly technical responses will be a move in the right direction, but 
greater political awareness and agility is also needed. Governments and 
development partners must exploit whatever political space they have, to look 
beyond narrow definitions of results that reduce everything to infrastructure or 
anonymous beneficiaries. They must tell human-centred stories about how stronger 
WASH systems make a real difference to people. And they must continue to foster a 
culture of learning and evidence-informed decisions based on monitoring data.  
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1 Introduction 
 
The Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) targets on water supply, sanitation and 
hygiene (WASH)1 will not be achieved without a system-wide approach. 
Governments must be supported to strengthen the core constraints in the sector, so 
they can deliver and sustain services to all citizens. Compared to the Millennium 
Development Goal (MDG) targets, the SDG WASH targets require a much higher 
level of service, for everyone, that is sustained over time. These dimensions of the 
SDG WASH targets – quality, universality and sustainability – demand a step-
change in how donors and governments approach WASH.  
 
At the same time, a move to this system-wide approach is both practically and 
politically challenging; nowhere more so than in how progress is measured and 
communicated. Throughout the MDG period, an emphasis on first-time access to 
improved water supply and sanitation facilities provided a simple measure of 
progress. Against this, donors and governments had a practical way to measure their 
contribution, and it was politically straightforward to communicate that contribution to 
the tax-paying or donating public.  
 
However, the MDG WASH access targets and indicators also created some harmful 
incentives, including biasing funding towards new infrastructure and the easiest 
people to reach. SDG targets 6.1 and 6.2, and their corresponding indicators, 
attempt to adjust these incentives, by requiring universal access to safely managed 
WASH services. However, it can take years for an increase in finance, or a policy 
reform, to translate into WASH services. To tell whether a WASH sector is going in 
the right direction, it is necessary to track changes in the service delivery system 
itself, not just the services it eventually delivers. And, all the while, donors and the 
governments they fund face increasing demand for robust and easily communicable 
results of their aid programmes. 
 
To date, most efforts to understand weaknesses across an entire WASH sector 
system – whether at national or more local levels – have taken ‘building blocks’ as 
their organising principle. For the purposes of this paper, we adopt the definition 
proposed by IRC, which focuses on the production of key functions for services, and 
acknowledges the role of both actors and factors (human and non-human elements) 
in a WASH system: 
 
A building block is a recognisable (and widely recognised) sub-system within 
the larger WASH system, whose actors and factors work together to perform a 
key function.2 
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Definitions used in this report 
 
Throughout this report, the term ‘WASH system’ is used to refer to the entire 
WASH sector, which is understood to involve multiple levels, stakeholders, 
relationships and interactions, both within the sector and in relation to the broader 
context. Some WASH stakeholders may think of a physical water or sanitation 
network when hearing the term ‘WASH system’ – as did several WASH 
representatives whom we interviewed. However, we feel the wider utility of 
‘systems thinking’, and concepts such as ‘system strengthening’ in fields including 
health, justify using the term in this more encompassing way. 
 
By ‘monitoring WASH systems’ we mean a deliberate, regular process in which 
defined aspects of the system are tracked, enabling an assessment of change 
over time and/or comparison with other systems that might be monitored in a 
similar way. 
 
Monitoring WASH systems is distinct from monitoring WASH outputs and 
outcomes – the infrastructure or services that the system is expected to deliver. A 
distinction can also be made between monitoring a WASH system and diagnosis 
or assessment of the system, which might be undertaken as a one-off exercise to 
inform planning, as well as periodic review of the system, in which a changing set 
of issues are discussed. Examples of the former could include a bottleneck 
analysis, while joint sector reviews often fall into the latter category.  

 
As this report makes clear, building block frameworks have played, and continue to 
play, an important role in supporting WASH system strengthening efforts: particularly 
to inform policy and investment decisions through one-off analyses. To a much 
lesser extent, they have also informed ongoing monitoring of progress, whether at 
the level of international policy (e.g. UN-GLAAS), national and international 
commitments (e.g. SWA), or individual aid programmes and projects.  
 
However, this report argues that dividing a complex sector system into constituent 
building blocks overlooks some of the most important aspects of its behaviour as a 
system. In turn, this can create incentives that do little to help donors and 
governments to strengthen the system. We identify four key risks of using building 
block frameworks to assess and monitor WASH systems: (i) focusing attention on 
the presence of certain, prescriptive institutional forms, rather than how they actually 
function; (ii) emphasising individual elements, rather than interactions within the 
system; (iii) being insensitive to the emergence of unforeseen issues; and (iv) 
encouraging comprehensiveness, rather than selectively identifying which factors 
matter most for the performance of the system.  
 
The report also finds that while these are justifiable concerns, it is not clear that any 
single alternative approach would address all four risks effectively. Instead, it is likely 
that elements of different approaches can be combined to make building block 
approaches more effective, to monitor and incentivise system strengthening. 
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To arrive at this conclusion, the report takes stock of existing and emerging 
frameworks and approaches to assess WASH systems and measure changes in 
them. This includes a range of building block type frameworks, but also alternative 
and adapted approaches used by donors and recipient governments to track and 
incentivise system-level change – including results-based funding and periodic 
sector review mechanisms. Across these different approaches, we assess how 
drivers of change are identified, progress is monitored, and further progress 
incentivised. We focus on how donors monitor systems, and the incentives this 
creates for them and the governments they provide funding to. However, using 
country case studies, we also consider how donor and government monitoring of 
sector systems might evolve together, creating a more complex web of incentives for 
both parties. 
 
The report aims to support WASH sector stakeholders focused on sector 
performance – first and foremost, development partners and global and regional 
initiatives, but also developing country governments – to maintain financial and 
political attention on the key drivers of sector performance. Four key questions guide 
the analysis throughout, and we return to them in the conclusion: 
 

1. How is sector/system strengthening currently being monitored by donors, 
governments and the international community? 

2. What sort of behaviours, activities and programmes does this incentivise? 
3. To what extent does this align with what we know about complex and dynamic 

nature of systems change? 
4. What innovations in monitoring complex systems could be usefully applied to 

maintain a focus on the key drivers of sector performance in a dynamic 
WASH sector?  

 
The report builds on a previous study3 and is based on qualitative research, 
including a desk study and key informant interviews (see Annex 1) carried out 
between October 2018 and January 2019. Based on the sum of the evidence 
collected, including two case studies (Indonesia and Ethiopia) and sectors (WASH 
and health), it offers a set of core principles and recommendations. 
 
The rest of the document is structured as follows. In Section 2, we outline the 
evolution of frameworks for monitoring system strengthening in WASH and health, 
which have principally used building blocks as their organising principle. Through this 
analysis, we explain in more detail the four key risks of creating perverse incentives, 
which arise from using a building block lens to monitor the strengthening of complex 
and dynamic systems. Section 3 considers how building blocks, as well as adapted 
or alternative approaches, have tried to manage these risks, focusing on approaches 
originated by donors and international organisations. To ground this analysis in the 
experience of specific sectors, in specific countries, Section 4 looks at how system 
monitoring has been approached in the WASH sector in Indonesia and Ethiopia, as 
well as in Ethiopia’s health sector, and the incentives at work. Here, the focus is on 
approaches that have co-evolved between government and donors/international 
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organisations. In Section 5, the report concludes with an overarching assessment of 
the evidence, and a set of recommendations. 
 
2 Building blocks in WASH and health: Experience and risks 
 
2.1 Evolution of building block frameworks in the WASH sector 
 
Building block frameworks applied to WASH have evolved for over a decade (see 
Annex 2 for a timeline). Three major international initiatives have done much to 
popularise building block frameworks as a way to understand and, to a lesser extent, 
monitor WASH systems: the World Bank’s Country Status Overview (CSO) series; 
the UN-Water Global Analysis and Assessment of Sanitation and Drinking-water 
(GLAAS), implemented by the World Health Organization (WHO); and UNICEF’s 
WASH Bottleneck Analysis Tool (WASH BAT).  
 
Each of these has a slightly different selection of building blocks or constituent sub-
criteria, and they also differ in terms of how building blocks are grouped and themes 
therefore prioritised (see Annex 3 for an assessment of common and distinct 
themes).i This reflects the fact that each framework is, to a large extent, a normative 
product, reflecting the perspectives of a limited group of people. There are numerous 
overlaps, however, given extensive dialogue and joint-working between the leading 
agencies. More recently, a set of five building blocks were adopted by the Sanitation 
and Water for All (SWA) partnership, comprising sector policy & strategy; institutional 
arrangements; sector financing; planning, monitoring and review; and capacity 
development.4 In addition to the frameworks mentioned above, the SWA building 
blocks also build on research and proposed frameworks developed by other 
partners, including WaterAid5 and IRC.6  
 
The international community may be moving towards consensus on the core WASH 
building blocks. For example, the SWA framework now underpins UNICEF’s second 
version of the WASH BAT tool. Nonetheless, other agencies continue to develop 
their own building block frameworks, including Water for People,7 IRC,8 WaterAid9 
and Water and Sanitation for the Urban Poor (WSUP).10,ii This continued evolution 
reflects the intuitive appeal of a building block framing to analyse sector systems, 
and the increasing interest in systems-oriented approaches in WASH, more 
generally. Donors also continue to signal their interest in this space – several have 
released WASH-related strategy documents with system strengthening at the 
centre.11 Our interviews confirmed that several donors are developing monitoring 
approaches to accompany their increased focus on systems change.  
 

                                            
i The GLAAS initiative tends not to use the term ‘building block’, though the questions included in its 
biennial survey to country governments on different aspects of the WASH system overlap with the 
questions used in the CSOs and WASH BAT, and they are organised according to similar thematic 
categories. 
ii We highlight some of the more recent examples. For an older but more comprehensive assessment, 
see Schweitzer et al (2014), which looks at frameworks and tools through the lens of sustainability 
rather than systems in general, but covers many building block type frameworks used at sector, 
project and other scales. 
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However, the newer WASH building block frameworks released in 2017 and 2018 
reflect the difficulty in establishing agreement about what the essential building 
blocks are, how they combine to constitute a WASH system, and how they should be 
measured. While the newer frameworks may prioritise a few new issues (both 
WaterAid and IRC’s most recent frameworks,12,13 for example, have water resources 
management as a dedicated building block) they generally acknowledge and build 
on existing models and tools. Their intended application is somewhat different too; 
most are intended to be used at a more local level (for example, a district or 
municipality) as well as, or instead of, the entire national WASH system. 
 
Across most of the frameworks, a crucial observation is that they have not yet been 
applied for recurrent monitoring of WASH system strength over time, at either a 
national or sub-national level. More often, they have been used as a diagnostic tool 
that provides an opening for policy dialogue or a basis for planning. While two 
rounds of CSOs were conducted in Africa, the framework was developed 
substantially, and more countries included for the second round, limiting the viability 
of monitoring progress over time. In some cases, such as IRC’s framework, 
baselines have been established with the intention of conducting recurrent 
monitoring. UNICEF’s WASH BAT has been used more than once in four countries 
(Madagascar, Nigeria, Pakistan and Vietnam) but the tool was developed between 
the first and second assessments. Pakistan initiated application of the new version of 
the WASH BAT annually at both national and subnational levels from 2017, and 
there is an intention to make recurrent assessments using WASH BAT in more of the 
35 countries that have used the tool to date (with 10 more expected to do so for the 
first time in early 2019 – interview data). Other examples of monitoring using the 
same building block-type framework more than once, at a regular interval, include 
GLAAS at the international level, and Water for People’s framework at the national 
and subnational levels – so far, the latter has been used in 2017 and 2018, in 26 
districts across nine countries.  
 
2.2 Learning from building blocks in the health sector 
 
The importance of a systems approach is arguably longer established in the health 
sector, driven by, among other things, the need to move away from disease-specific 
approaches and to ensure that vulnerable groups benefit. The health sector has 
been using building block approaches to assess and monitor health system 
strengthening for some time, seemingly with more discussion of the risks and 
possible responses. Given the enthusiasm with which building block frameworks 
have been adopted in WASH, it is worth considering what lessons can be learned 
from health.  
 
The most well-known and widely applied building block framework in health is that 
proposed in 2010 by WHO and its global partners. This defined a health system as 
all the organisations, institutions, resources and people whose primary purpose is to 
improve health.14 The framework comprises six core building blocks: service 
delivery; health workforce; health information systems; access to essential 
medicines; financing; and leadership and governance. Leadership and governance, 



 

  

  

  

www.washmatters.wateraid.org 
 

WaterAid is a registered charity: Australia: ABN 99 700 687 141. Canada: 119288934 RR0001. India: U85100DL2010NPL200169. Japan: 特定非営利活動法人ウォーターエイドジャパン(認定NPO法

人) WaterAid Japan is a specified non-profit corporation (certified NPO corporation). Sweden: Org.nr: 802426-1268, PG: 90 01 62-9, BG: 900-1629.  

UK: 288701 (England and Wales) and SC039479 (Scotland). US: WaterAid America is a 501(c) (3) non-profit organization 
 

10 

and health information systems, are framed as cross-cutting components that 
provide the basis for the overall policy and regulation of the other system blocks. 
Financing and the workforce are key input components, while medical 
products/technologies and service delivery reflect immediate system outputs. For 
each of the building blocks a set of core indicators was selected to measure 
progress, alongside a methodology to monitor the indicators.  
 
Since its development, several challenges have been identified. A first is around the 
ability of building block approaches to capture dynamism and complexity. While the 
selection of indicators for the building blocks was guided by the need to detect 
changes and progress,15 it has been argued that there is insufficient attention to the 
properties of health systems as complex adaptive systems, made up of dynamically 
changing and interconnected elements.16 There is also insufficient attention paid to 
the fact that different elements in the systems may interact in different ways, 
according to different contextual factors or historical moments.17 
 
Another criticism is that the building block approaches under-value important 
interrelationships between and within systems. By drawing a relatively narrow 
boundary around the health sector, they may miss interactions and linkages with 
other sectors (including WASH). Underlying social and economic determinants may 
also be missed, such as the influence of gender inequities and education on health 
behaviours and outcomes.18 Relatedly, they may not lend themselves to an 
understanding of system strength as being made up of interactions at different 
levels, for example, with respect to leadership and governance. 
 
Finally, the quality of services that health systems can deliver has also emerged as 
an increasing concern, with the drive towards universal health coverage. While the 
WHO building block framework includes indicators for quality, a recent Lancet 
Commission proposes a much greater focus on the views of the people the system 
serves. This would require monitoring both user experience and user confidence in 
the system.19 
 
There have been various attempts to address the shortcomings of building block 
approaches in the health sector, of which the proposals of the Lancet Commission 
are one example. Another is the work of the Health Systems Governance 
Collaborative to find more appropriate ways to conceptualise and measure 
governance. Proposals include assessing a range of measures for governance 
structures, processes and outcomes, at a range of scales from an individual 
organisation or facility to the wider political economy.20 Broadly, however, the health 
sector has not yet progressed to mainstreaming these solutions into widespread 
practice. 
 
2.3 Four risks arising from monitoring with building block frameworks 
 
The lessons learned from the health sector suggest that, for all the enthusiasm for 
building block frameworks in WASH, there are certain risks with using them to 
understand and monitor sector systems. If building blocks miss certain features of 



 

  

  

  

www.washmatters.wateraid.org 
 

WaterAid is a registered charity: Australia: ABN 99 700 687 141. Canada: 119288934 RR0001. India: U85100DL2010NPL200169. Japan: 特定非営利活動法人ウォーターエイドジャパン(認定NPO法

人) WaterAid Japan is a specified non-profit corporation (certified NPO corporation). Sweden: Org.nr: 802426-1268, PG: 90 01 62-9, BG: 900-1629.  

UK: 288701 (England and Wales) and SC039479 (Scotland). US: WaterAid America is a 501(c) (3) non-profit organization 
 

11 

the system, or focus attention on unimportant issues, they could in turn incentivise 
investments, policies and programming that do little for, or even detract from, system 
strength. Based on this learning, as well as assessment of the many approaches in 
WASH (Annex 2), we identify four key risks whereby monitoring using building blocks 
could result in perverse incentives. 
 
Risk 1: Encouraging isomorphic mimicry, by focusing on form over function 
 
It is usually easier to assess whether something exists than how it performs. The 
risk, however, is ‘isomorphic mimicry’ – which ‘conflates form and function: “looks 
like” substitutes for “does”… Appealing budget documents count even if they don’t 
determine spending outcomes.’21 In the WASH sector, other examples could include 
a model sanitation policy document that is published, but not implemented, or a 
regulatory agency for water supply that is set up but unable to enforce regulation. 
Prescriptive building block frameworks that set out what the WASH sector should 
look like, according to international ‘best practice’, are vulnerable to conflating form 
and function. Being prescriptive about the ideal form for building blocks, through 
standardised indicators, can be desirable for donors who seek to aggregate and 
compare results across countries, or governments who want to do so between 
subnational jurisdictions. But as we shall see, it should be possible to design 
indicators so they better assess how the system actually functions and performs. It 
should also be possible to provide for comparability at a high level, while allowing the 
detail of specific metrics to be defined locally, recognising the unique web of 
behaviour and incentives that make up a WASH sector, as a social-political system. 
 
Risk 2: Promoting siloed responses, by emphasising individual blocks rather 
than system-level interaction 
 
By definition, a building block approach involves dividing up the WASH system’s 
complexity into more manageable component blocks. This is pragmatic, but 
intuitively at odds with the idea of complex systems being ‘characterised by 
interconnected and interdependent elements and dimensions’.22 Issues such as 
‘learning’, ‘coordination’ or ‘leadership’ are a particular concern. These could be 
assessed by looking at individual entities or sub-systems which have a designated 
role for learning and leadership. However, both phenomena arise as the product of 
multiple interactions across all parts of the wider system. Research on political drive 
in the sanitation sector, for example, underscores how leadership needs to manifest 
across sectors and at different tiers of government, not just as high-level political 
commitment in a ministry or president’s office.23 
 
Risk 3: Overlooking emergent issues, by encouraging a static rather than 
dynamic view of the system 
 
Change in complex systems is unpredictable, and action in one part of the system 
can have unexpected effects elsewhere. Pre-determined building blocks and rigidly 
fixed indicator sets can encourage stakeholders to view change as a linear process, 
rather than one which is ‘emergent’ (whereby ‘the behaviour of systems emerges – 
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often unpredictably – from the interaction of the parts’24). As a key characteristic of 
complex systems, emergence is a subset of the preceding challenge, of monitoring 
the behaviour of a system as a whole, as opposed to its component parts. However, 
we give it special attention because of this study’s interest in the ability of system 
strengthening monitoring to capture dynamism (see Research question 3, Section 1). 
As for Risk 1, there may be a balance to be struck between leaving room to capture 
unexpected but important phenomena and maintaining a base level of consistency to 
allow comparison, both between jurisdictions and over time. 
  
Risk 4: Prioritising issues that are less important for, or even detrimental to, 
system strength, by privileging comprehensiveness at the expense of focus. 
 
There can be a temptation to address complexity, or at least complication, by being 
comprehensive. Most attempts to describe a WASH system in terms of constituent 
building blocks have struggled to keep the total number of distinct, underlying 
indicators below 20. Variants and additions are also often introduced in recognition 
of the essential differences between WASH subsectors (urban/rural; water 
supply/sanitation/hygiene). Comprehensiveness is perhaps an advantage when 
building blocks are used to frame a one-off, discursive exercise to inform planning, 
but the time-cost adds up when regularly assessing indicators as part of recurrent 
monitoring and evaluation. More importantly, monitoring that does not identify which 
failures within a system matter most could paralyse reform efforts, lead to undue 
attention to marginal issues, or encourage over-complex responses. Tools to help 
understand and monitor complex systems should help to simplify, by identifying the 
core, binding constraints that really matter for system strengthening. 
 
The above four risks are especially relevant given the general direction of aid 
spending across many sectors, including WASH. Several of our interviewees 
reflected on a prevailing trend back towards projectised approaches, focused on 
narrow, easily counted and attributable results, and away from more programmatic 
approaches to sector support. Without robust metrics for performance of WASH 
sector systems, there is a risk that the associated investments could be rolled back. 
Nonetheless, it is important to recognise that many building block frameworks 
already recognise and try to address these risks, as do adapted and alternative 
approaches that are emerging. We turn to these efforts in the next section.   
 
3 Addressing the risks of monitoring systems with building blocks and other 
approaches 
 
Using illustrative examples, this section considers how, and how far, the risks and 
corresponding incentive issues have been managed, by those advancing building 
blocks, as well as other adapted or alternative approaches.  
 
3.1 Incentive risk 1: Isomorphic mimicry 
 
The first and simplest response to this risk is to take more care in how building block 
indicators are identified and interpreted, to ensure attention to function rather than 
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form. This is the approach adopted by several existing building block frameworks. 
The second round of CSOs, for example, tried to capture policy implementation, if 
not the performance of that implementation, in assessment of each building block. 
This was done through qualitative indicators (for example, whether institutional roles 
are not only defined, but also operationalised) and more quantitative indicators (such 
as the percentage of budgets used).25 IRC meanwhile recommend framing indicators 
that stress institutional function (e.g. regulation) rather than form (e.g. an 
independent regulatory agency – interview data).  
 
It is still likely, however, that normative views about how the system should look, 
based on internationally accepted blueprints, can have an influence on what gets 
monitored and prioritised.  
 
A second response would be to use complementary incentive mechanisms to ensure 
system monitoring is locally owned and grounded. A possible example is the 
Directorate-General for International Cooperation (DGIS) of the Netherlands’ use of 
three complementary mechanisms to monitor and incentivise the sustainability of its 
WASH investments: the sustainability clause, check and compact. Although the 
emphasis is on sustainability, the three-part approach has a system strengthening 
ethos, insofar as it tries to encourage system-level interventions in support of 
sustainable services:  
 

 The sustainability clause requires the implementer ‘to ensure service delivery for 

10 years after project completion’.  

 The sustainability check is a periodic, mandatory assessment of service 

functionality, as well as the ability of the system to sustain services, carried out by 

an independent third party and requiring a management response.  

 The sustainability compact is an agreement developed locally between the 

implementing agency and others, setting out ‘the roles and responsibilities of 

local stakeholders, including local government, beyond the project period’.26 

The sustainability check includes what is essentially a building block assessment, in 
which monitoring of the system’s ability to sustain services is assessed under 
financial, institutional, environmental, technological and social headings. Like other 
building block frameworks, there is little inherent to the design of the checks that 
prevents a focus on form over function, incentivising isomorphic mimicry.  
 
By adding the sustainability clause and compact, however, DGIS appears to be 
making a more direct attempt to make the check, and subsequent follow-up, more 
relevant to the specific system and its functional strengths and weaknesses. 
Because the financial penalty in the clause can occur after considerable time, it may 
encourage more serious consideration of which locally specific system failures are 
most important, and what can be done to address them in collaboration with local 
stakeholders. If the penalty were set in the nearer term, the implementing party might 
be able to avoid it by plugging a gap in the system itself. Yet, this is less likely to 
provide a viable solution over the course of 10 years. The compact, meanwhile, 
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complements this effect, by encouraging local institutions to take ownership of the 
reforms needed to address system weaknesses, which could undermine 
sustainability. 
 
These effects are somewhat theoretical, however, and there are various challenges 
to rebalancing the incentives in this way. The first issue is that while the clause has 
some financial and legal ‘teeth’, there are no cases to date where a financial penalty 
has been exacted on a grant recipient, for failure to ensure sustainability.iii A second 
issue is that the compact lacks such teeth altogether, and ownership on the part of 
other signatories is therefore far from guaranteed. What’s more, even if there is 
some moral leverage, through the signing of the compact, this does not mean 
signatories take ownership of specific actions identified through the monitoring 
(checks). Nor will it have much effect on important non-signatories, such as 
subnational government. Both issues were identified in a review of UNICEF’s 
experience applying bottleneck analysis, compacts and checks (and implicitly, the 
clause) in eight West African countries under DGIS-funded WASH programmes.27 
 
A third, more drastic, response is to overhaul not only how system monitoring is 
undertaken, but how interventions seeking to reform systems are approached 
altogether. Problem-driven, iterative adaptation (PDIA), for example, calls for 
strategies ‘that begin with generating locally nominated and prioritised problems, and 
that work iteratively to identify customised “best fit” responses’.28 Similar principles 
have been advocated under the banner of ‘adaptive development’ and ‘doing 
development differently’.29 Focusing on the monitoring aspects, these approaches 
imply (i) a much tighter loop between implementation, monitoring and adaptation; (ii) 
a need to attempt, and monitor, several small-scale reform strategies in parallel, 
iterating continuously to discover ‘what works’; and (iii) a greater willingness on the 
part of donors to fund and measure over longer timescales. It is relatively early days 
for the application of such approaches, though there are significant investments in 
research and learning, such as the UK and US-funded Global Learning for Adaptive 
Management initiative.30 We did not identify any examples of WASH programmes 
doing so explicitly, though some agencies have expressed their interest. 
 
A final response to shape monitoring systems around locally nominated priorities and 
functional performance is to invest in strengthening countries’ own monitoring 
and regulatory systems, so that they themselves can identify and monitor metrics 
of system performance. Many donors have supported the development of country 
WASH sector monitoring and management information infrastructure and capacity. 
However, examples of this support leading to better systems monitoring, and of 
generating data that donors can themselves use to track and justify their 
investments, appear to be rarer.  

                                            
iii DGIS has reportedly so far found the ‘threat’ that implementing partners could lose their preferred 
partner status sufficient, rather than needing to enforce a legal/financial penalty. Remedial action has 
been encouraged in this way, when checks have revealed problems – for example, when sanitation 
facilities in Mozambique did not qualify as sustainable because fly covers were missing, this was 
addressed by the partner (interview data). 
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As an example, over two decades and in several countries, the German Corporation 
for Development Cooperation (GIZ) has supported national regulators or other 
agencies to carry out utility performance monitoring and oversight.31,iv Some of the 
data generated by the supported country-level monitoring and regulatory systems 
can, in principle, be aggregated, to provide proxy measures of system strength – for 
example, levels of cost recovery among utilities. However, GIZ reportedly still retains 
parallel monitoring frameworks as a tool for project managers to steer investments, 
rather than relying exclusively on the data generated by the local regulator or 
monitoring system (interview data). The example also underscores that donors face 
different political constraints on their system strengthening activities, and what they 
need to monitor and report on to justify them. For example, Germany appears to 
have relative political freedom to make these kinds of investments over the long 
term, and may face less demand for regular, aggregated results – whether at output, 
outcome or system level – than some other donors. It is also still possible that the 
provision of technical assistance does itself involve promotion of best-practice 
blueprints about what the sector system, and indeed monitoring systems, should 
look like.    
 
3.2 Incentive risk 2: Siloes, not system 
 
Again, the simplest response to the risk of overlooking interactions, relationships and 
other system-level phenomena is to apply care when using building blocks for 
monitoring: ‘maintaining a whole systems perspective’, while using building blocks to 
simplify ‘to a practical level that can support action’.32 Software could help this 
endeavour to some extent; for example, UNICEF’s WASH BAT online tool allows the 
identified causes of a given bottleneck to be replicated and assigned to other 
bottlenecks.33 One step further could be to assign specific building blocks to capture 
some of the more ‘system-level’ phenomena. IRC, for example, includes a building 
block on ‘learning and adaptation’ in its framework, which assesses processes such 
as joint sector reviews and interaction between stakeholders at different levels 
(interview data). 
 
We identified limited convincing examples that go beyond this. Proponents of 
applying complexity theory to international development point to the importance of 
complex system characteristics that can only really be understood at the system 
level, such as interdependence, feedback loops, non-linear behaviour, self-
organisation and co-evolution.34 Yet, the development community, not only in WASH, 
is still grappling with how to operationalise these concepts and find ways of 
measuring ‘systemic’ characteristics and behaviour over time.  
 
The most promising examples originate with USAID, which has been developing 
conceptual and operational tools for understanding and monitoring complex systems 

                                            
iv GIZ is not a donor, but implements projects funded by the Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (BMZ), often in partnership with the grant and soft-loan provision of 
the German development bank, KfW. 
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for some time.35 A four-year strategic programme on analysing complexity and 
evaluating complex systems (SPACES-MERL) comes to an end in 2019.v Its 2016 
white paper on systems and complexity identified 24 systems tools and approaches 
for monitoring, evaluation and learning, categorising these into visualisation methods 
(making a further distinction between ‘mapping’ and ‘modelling’), narrative-based 
approaches and indicator-based approaches.36 
 
A handful of such tools have since been applied in USAID-funded programmes in the 
WASH sector, specifically. The 2016-21 USAID-funded Sustainable WASH Systems 
Learning Partnership (SWS) is the main example, which is testing systems 
approaches in different WASH subsectors (rural and small town) across Uganda, 
Ethiopia, Kenya and Cambodia.vi SWS applies a range of approaches to monitor 
specific country activities and compiles data at programme level.  
 
Among these, innovative supplementary approaches that could help sharpen the 
focus on system interactions and relationships include organisational network 
analysis and factor mapping. The former is being applied ‘to identify patterns of 
interaction in the network, well-connected and influential (as defined by their 
network) actors and groups, and network gaps or opportunities’.37 The latter is a 
systems tool for identifying the ‘factors that influence systems, and mapping all 
possible influences that exist between these factors in systems diagrams’.38 So far, 
baseline analyses have been conducted in the project’s local areas and, in the case 
of network analysis, there is an intention to repeat analyses and measure changes 
(interview data). This itself opens up important questions about what key variables 
will be measured and how changes, e.g. in ‘network strength’, will be assessed.vii 
Moreover, as USAID notes, ‘Mapping techniques that capture systems change over 
time can be powerful tools when linked to adaptive project implementation 
modalities’.39 This requires simpler methodologies and easily intelligible summaries 
of what results mean. The SWS partners have reportedly worked to reduce the 
complexity of network analyses, which will be essential if they are to be useful for 
monitoring and evaluation in rapid cycles that can inform adaptive programming.  
 
3.3 Incentive risk 3: Overlooking emergence 
 
A straightforward response adopted by some building block frameworks, is to allow 
for the inclusion of new blocks or indicators. For example, WaterAid’s Sector 
Strengthening Programme Design Toolkit encourages collective identification of 
‘critical sector processes and functions required for service sustainability’ before 
these processes are grouped under seven pre-defined building block headings, while 
also encouraging discussion of ‘processes that don’t fall neatly under a building 
block’.40 This flexibility presents obvious tensions with the central need for 

                                            
v See www.usaid.gov/GlobalDevLab/MERLIN/SPACES-MERL. 
vi See www.globalwaters.org/SWS. 
vii There are accepted metrics within network analysis scholarship for variables such as cohesion, 
density and the strength of ties within a network, though they require expertise for proper analysis. 

 

http://www.usaid.gov/GlobalDevLab/MERLIN/SPACES-MERL
http://www.globalwaters.org/SWS
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monitoring, as opposed to one-off assessments or periodic reviews, to use 
consistent metrics that enable analysis over time (see box, Introduction). As 
emergent behaviour is invariably unique to a particular system, it is also unlikely that 
indicators that capture emergent behaviour can be compared between national or 
subnational jurisdictions. These tensions apply to all monitoring frameworks, not just 
those based on building blocks. In principle they can be managed by maintaining a 
consistent core of indicators within the overall set, while allowing some new 
indicators to be incorporated to track emergent properties (and other redundant 
indicators, potentially, to be dropped).  
 
A more challenging question is how to ‘spot’ emergent properties if they are not 
being measured in the first place – there is a lack of robust methodologies to do this 
across all sectors.41 One response is to provide a clear structure and set of prompts 
for stakeholders to identify emergent properties. For example, the SWS project is 
also using outcome mapping as another approach to monitor systems change, with 
space to record unexpected changes, as well as changes stakeholders would 
‘expect’, ‘like’ and ‘love’ to see (interview data).  
 
A similar approach could be adopted by donors in developing programme project 
logframes and results frameworks, by including indicators that are more loosely 
defined. DFID’s 2016-20 Urban Sanitation Policy Programme, for example, 
implemented by WSUP, includes as an output indicator within the logframe: the 
‘number of significant policy changes catalysed as a result of this programme’. A 
degree of structure is provided: ‘significant’ and ‘catalysed’ are defined up front, and 
claims are to be assessed as part of independent evaluations of the programme.42 In 
principle, this does allow system strengthening activities and outcomes that are not 
predicted at the start of a programme to be monitored, given some value, and 
therefore incentivised. At the same time, this may bring its own risks; for example, 
the lack of specificity could allow partners to push inappropriate or unneeded policy 
change – which could itself encourage isomorphic mimicry. To mitigate this, partners 
could be encouraged to justify the inclusion of any emergent policy change, captured 
in this way, against an overall theory of change. 
 
Going a step further than including a single category or indicator for capturing 
emergent change are methodologies that work largely retrospectively. Usually, these 
seek to identify significant outcomes, trace back to establish a narrative for how the 
change occurred, and then identify the role of the intervention within that process. 
Most significant change (MSC), for example, is a methodology that moves away 
from the use of indicators altogether. MSC encourages the identification of broad 
‘domains of change’, the collection of narrative stories about changes, and 
prioritisation of these by panels of stakeholders (quantitative data can also be 
collated to evidence each story).43 Outcome harvesting works on similar principles, 
though relevant outcomes can be identified as and when they emerge, with teams 
working backwards to establish how the intervention has contributed, directly or 
indirectly. Experience applying such techniques in WASH reveals the need for 
careful design and implementation at different stages, to maintain integrity.44  
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The incentives arising for recipients from monitoring in this way could be less 
immediate, in that during implementation it may be less clear what will ultimately be 
a significant change or harvested as an outcome, and therefore what actions should 
be prioritised. Donors, too, may face challenges in justifying funding decisions if 
there are no pre-determined expected outcomes or impacts. The techniques 
therefore seem likely to serve as complements, rather than replacements, for 
conventional monitoring, which forecasts results, change pathways and indicators up 
front. Cumulatively, however, the techniques could encourage an ethos of 
experimentation, and help to build a collective, evidence-based understanding of 
how change has happened, and a programme’s contribution to it. 
 
3.4 Incentive risk 4: Misplaced effort 
 
If the retrospective techniques just described will not be sufficient on their own, it 
remains important to select the optimal indicator set, in advance. Understanding 
what the most important metrics are to focus on when trying to monitor system 
change avoids misplaced effort in monitoring unimportant issues, and, more 
important, misdirecting reform effort on the basis of misplaced monitoring. 
 
To date, most building block frameworks have addressed this by aiming to reduce 
building blocks and indicators to a focused list based on norms and consensus.45 
Scoring systems are also often normative – most of the frameworks mentioned in 
Section 2 involve some kind of scoring or categorisation of the strength of a building 
block or underlying indicators. Evidence also plays a part: assessment of existing 
studies and reports has reportedly informed indicator selection in some cases.viii Yet, 
the general lack of evidence about what institutional forms have supported what 
outcomes in WASH, through what pathways, has made this difficult.  
 
A first broad group of responses to improve the empirical basis for selecting 
indicators involve ex-ante analysis. Quantitative comparative analysis could use 
existing datasets, for example, comparing GLAAS data on changes in WASH 
systems with JMP data on outcomes (initially access but potentially also services as 
further SDG indicator data are collected). More qualitative comparative analysis is 
also possible, such as the World Bank’s WASH Poverty Diagnostics46 and the CSO 
synthesis reports.47 However, these did not seek to trace the relationship between 
specific interventions in systems and system-level outcomes.  
 
More in line with this latter idea, GIZ recently commissioned an independent 
assessment of various urban water sector reform processes that unfolded from 2005 
to 2015 in five countries in Africa. The study confirms the importance of general 
themes such as corporate governance for utilities, enabling policy and regulatory 
frameworks, leadership, and functional information systems (with external verification 
and auditing of reported data an important sub-component). It also notes, however, 
that this does not equate to a blueprint of certain institutional models (linking back to 
Risk 1: Isomorphic mimicry). For example, separate regulatory agencies were found 

                                            
viii The second CSO report, for example, cites 15 country and regional studies to explain the choice of 
indicators introduced over and above the first round. (AMCOW, 2011) 
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to have been useful in some contexts, but their functions could also be effectively 
fulfilled through other arrangements.48  
 
Innovative research methods can also be used to improve robustness when looking 
across existing case study evidence, to identify important cause-effect relationships 
in certain generic types of WASH system. For example, ‘fuzzy-set qualitative 
comparative analysis’ has been applied ‘to identify the combinations of causal 
conditions associated with successful long-term functioning’ of various rural water 
supply setups – including piped networks, self-supply and community-managed 
water points. Drawing on more than 8,000 articles, narrowed to 20 case studies, the 
research found good financial management and user participation in project 
decisions were important across all setups.49 Again, these types of analysis could 
provide a starting point for deciding what are the most important areas or building 
blocks to monitor in equivalent WASH setups or systems. 
 
These forms of more robust comparative analysis can help to refine the most 
important binding constraints across generic types of WASH sector or subsector 
systems, including as a basis for reducing the number of themes or building blocks. 
However, this must simultaneously leave space for stakeholders to tailor their 
monitoring, and interventions, in response to variations in local context. Otherwise, 
addressing Risk 4 could exacerbate Risk 1, i.e. promote best practice blueprints that 
incentivise internationally accepted ‘form’, not locally relevant ‘function’. It is 
therefore equally important to empower those embedded within the system to 
prioritise and select some building blocks, and certainly the detail of specific metrics 
to be monitored, based on locally identified problems. Problem-driven analysis has 
an important role here. The Hilton Foundation is reportedly moving in this direction, 
in agreeing system change objectives and key indicators with its grantees. Grant 
recipients are asked to identify just two to three key dysfunctions that prevent the 
desired outcome from being achieved; the underlying causes, with evidence; and 
which of these they can address. This selection then provides a basis for monitoring 
(interview data).  
 
This requires donors to relinquish some control over what will be prioritised and 
monitored to recipients – which some donors may struggle with. A final option is 
therefore for the donor to specify one or more desired result, but to do so some way 
down the causal chain, leaving the recipient to work out how to get there. The 
incentive could be sharpened by attaching funding to the monitoring and 
achievement of those results: the principle behind many variants of results-based 
funding (including both results-based aid – contracting a government, and results-
based financing – contracting an NGO).50  
 
In WASH, there is mounting experience with result-based modalities that specify 
service outputs and outcomes as the payment results, for example, DFID’s WASH 
Results Programme or the Global Partnership for Output Based Aid. There is debate 
about whether results-based funding can incentivise system strengthening in 
practice. Much depends on what results are specified, who is responsible for 
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achieving them, and whether they can be achieved by bypassing systems more 
cheaply and effectively than by strengthening them.51  
 
Given the doubts, there is increasing interest in attaching financing to changes in the 
system, rather than the outputs or outcomes it produces. For example, GIZ and 
WSUP have separately investigated similar concepts for results-based funding, in 
which utilities would be able to access sequenced financing if they meet thresholds 
for sound management and governance.52 Similar approaches are being initiated in 
Indonesia (discussed in the next section). By themselves, these approaches don’t 
solve the problem of how to select which properties in the system to monitor, as the 
basis for payment. Indeed, as GIZ notes, the concept is predicated on ‘identifying the 
key leading indicators that reveal the conditions for sound governance substance 
(rather than form), and their opposite (compromised governance)’.53 Nonetheless, 
over time, the approach could accumulate useful and rigorous datasets on which 
types of system strengthening intervention have been most effective for improving 
performance. This could then provide a basis for focusing subsequent monitoring 
efforts, results for payment, and corresponding system strengthening activities.  
 
4 Monitoring sector systems in practice: Country case studies 
 
The preceding section focused on various innovations that have predominantly 
originated from donors and international agencies. However, in practice, approaches 
to asses and monitor systems tend to co-evolve among the actors concerned with a 
given sector, as a product of collaboration and negotiation. Arguably, the most 
important group of actors are national and subnational governments, who are 
ultimate custodians of the sector systems. This section considers the co-evolution of 
approaches between government, donors and others in three sectors – WASH and 
health in Ethiopia, and WASH in Indonesia – before comparing how the four key 
incentive risks have been addressed across the three contexts.  
 
4.1 Indonesia’s WASH sector 
 
Indonesia’s WASH sector features several important innovations relevant to system 
strengthening. Given the focus on system monitoring, however, this case study 
focuses on Indonesia’s comparatively rich experience with results-based funding in 
the urban water and sanitation subsectors,ix and how this has progressively acquired 
greater focus on systems-related elements. The experience demonstrates the 
challenges of finding robust indicators that satisfy both as a financial tool (as a 
trigger for payment) and as a governance tool (as an incentive for system 
strengthening), as well as some interesting potential solutions. 
 
Indonesia is of interest because while the main results-based funding innovations 
have generally come from donors, they have been enthusiastically adopted by the 

                                            
ix While there has been more experimentation on the urban side, one of the longest established 
example is in the rural subsector. The Water Supply and Community Based Sanitation Program, 
PAMSIMAS, has been running since 2008 in rural and peri-urban areas, with support of the World 
Bank. 
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national government, as a way to encourage local governments to strengthen their 
WASH systems. Indonesia’s wider political context is marked by rapid and far-
reaching decentralisation since 2001. This has provided significant authority and 
autonomy to the second tier of subnational government, the kabupaten (regencies) 
and kota (cities) (hereafter, both are referred to as districts). In practice, however, 
many districts fail or are unable to take on these responsibilities, for example, in 
following up investments in water or wastewater treatment plants made by the 
national level, with piped water or sewerage networks. Subnational expenditure on 
WASH is low, relative to requirements, and the central government has limited 
mainstream instruments with which to encourage more, and more considered, 
spending on WASH by the districts. Central government also has limited ability to 
monitor how those transfers that can be earmarked to particular purposes (a small 
share the total) are actually spent, and what is achieved with these funds.54  
 
A first example, from urban water supply, is the hibah scheme.x This is an output-
based aid modality, first piloted in 2010 with support from the Australian 
Government, and more recently mainstreamed by the Government of Indonesia. The 
scheme operates by reimbursing district governments an agreed amount for verified 
water supply connections, targeted at low-income households. As payments are 
made on the basis of connections, the scheme monitors system outputs, rather than 
system strength. However, the original objective was more systems-oriented: to shift 
the incentives for local governments to invest in their water utilities (interview data). 
A recent evaluation found that the hibah has succeeded in encouraging local 
government to allocate its own budgets to WASH, and that it may have had other 
incidental system strengthening effects, such as improving accountability for funds 
and the efficiency of intergovernmental transfers.55  
 
However, progress in extending connections is a crude and imperfect proxy for 
performance, and in some cases the focus has led to unintended consequences and 
even declining service outcomes. Eligibility for financial assistance under the hibah 
schemes is restricted to districts with stronger WASH systems, judged based on 
various technical and performance metrics collected by a central government 
auditing agency56. Poorer performing utilities, with high non-revenue water, have 
nonetheless been able to take part. Where they expand connections without first 
enhancing bulk water supply, it has resulted in a drop in service levels for those 
already connected (interview data). 
 
The output-based emphasis of the original hibah schemes reflects a wider 
prioritisation of access within Indonesia’s WASH monitoring. Mainstream monitoring 
mechanisms in the WASH sector, such as the national WASH MIS (NAWASIS), still 
focus predominantly on access and infrastructure development. However, several 
interviewees reflected on the need to move towards a more ‘system-oriented’ 
approach to monitoring that can track strengthened governance. In line with this, the 
Governments of Indonesia and Australia, as well as the World Bank, are planning to 
move to ‘performance-based grants’ for districts, which would be released based on 

                                            
x There are also variants of the hibah scheme for sanitation, for example, reimbursing local 
government for increasing sewerage connections. 
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assessment of elements of the WASH system, rather than service outputs. In the 
new National Urban Water Supply Project (NUWSP), prepared under the 
Government’s National Urban Water Supply (NUWAS) framework in collaboration 
with the World Bank, the payment indicators are restricted to two measures of 
operational performance that can be assessed straightforwardly and quantitatively: 
reduction in non-revenue water; and improvement in energy consumption. To avoid 
the unintended consequences mentioned above, these metrics are to be cross-
checked against service quality (e.g. pressure) and number of connections.57 
 
The programme supported by the Australian Government, however, plans to 
supplement these operational performance payment indicators with ones that look 
more directly at aspects of system strength, such as governance. These include 
existence and frequency of reviews by utility oversight boards; and evidence of a 
water utility business plan being approved by the head of local government – as well 
as financial indicators, such as operating ratio and billing efficiency (interview data).  
 
A second example comes from urban sanitation. Here, improvements in district 
sanitation governance are tracked to determine eligibility for financing from central 
government. One example of such ‘readiness criteria’ is the presence of a city 
sanitation strategy. Such strategies have been promoted in successive urban 
sanitation programmes for over a decade. On one level, this has been successful – 
more than 450 districts now have such a strategy and implementation plan, and the 
approach is fully embedded within Government of Indonesia processes. However, 
there are persistent challenges with the quality and implementation of the strategies, 
especially in the absence of strong political commitment from the elected district 
head, and clear legal status for the strategies themselves (interview data). Case 
study research suggests that, at least in some instances, the strategies are prepared 
solely to access funding and never implemented.58 This implies that the risks remain, 
of both isomorphic mimicry (Risk 1) and of overlooking key system-level issues (such 
as political commitment at different levels – Risk 2). 
 
Among various responses, the World Bank and UNICEF have been working on an 
assessment model for tracking local government readiness for urban sanitation 
investment, at the invitation of the Indonesian Government. The model is based on a 
building block approach, drawing on the SDA/CSO service delivery pathway for its 
overall framing, with building blocks related to enabling, developing and sustaining 
services. For more detailed indicators, it builds on those developed in a USAID-
funded project working with 32 local governments across Indonesia.  
 
The framework includes 18 indicators, ranging from the type of institution managing 
domestic wastewater,xi to the ratio of tariff to operating cost. Scoring thresholds are 
quantitative wherever possible, and where they are qualitative they are highly 
specific. This could imply the same risk of promoting isomorphic mimicry, though the 
indicator assessment criteria are closely tailored to Indonesia’s existing institutional 
context (interview data). For example, for the type of institution managing domestic 

                                            
xi The term ‘wastewater’ is frequently used in Indonesia to distinguish both water-borne and onsite 
sanitation from solid waste management, which is also considered part of sanitation (‘sanitasi’). 
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wastewater, progressively higher scores are obtained for having one of eight, legally 
recognised, institutional forms, each with a greater degree of autonomy from the 
local government. While a draft has been trialled in 16 cities, the framework has not 
yet been operationalised as a basis for targeting and accelerating investments. 
However, there are suggestions that it could be backed by a range of funding 
mechanisms, combining standard direct grants with incentive grants that would be 
released based on indicators such as those mentioned, as well as indicators of 
service performance. As with the building block approaches discussed in Section 2, 
there is an intention to use the framework for ongoing monitoring of progress as well 
as an initial assessment of investment readiness (interview data). 
 
In summary, the various approaches across Indonesia’s WASH subsectors indicate 
the enthusiasm of both the Government of Indonesia and its development partners to 
find ways of incentivising WASH system strengthening on the part of the districts, 
and to move beyond output-oriented forms of results-based funding to do so. The 
search is underway to find a set of measures that can better satisfy as both financial 
and governance tools. It should be noted, however, that neither the performance-
based grants for water supply nor the more sophisticated readiness criteria in urban 
sanitation have been implemented at scale or for any length of time. It remains to be 
seen whether these can counteract the prevailing emphasis on infrastructure 
development in both political priorities and budgeting in Indonesia, which continues 
to exert a strong influence on district governments.  
 
4.2 Ethiopia’s WASH sector 
 
Following significant achievements in the last decade or so, Ethiopia is often cited as 
a key example of system strengthening in the WASH sector. The 2005 Universal 
Access Plan, and its 2011 successor, provided a high-level statement of ambition 
and were key to galvanise financial and political support to the sector, including by 
making a link to poverty reduction. This laid a path for the One WASH National 
Programme (OWNP), a sector-wide approach (SWAp), which was launched in 2013. 
Together with several other reforms and policy developments, this has resulted in a 
marked consolidation of the WASH ‘system’. Preparations for the second phase of 
the OWNP are well underway, updating and aligning it with the latest national 
development strategy (the Second Growth and Transformation Plan, GTP II).59 
 
As we discuss below, progress in system strengthening has so far been achieved 
and sustained without any robust routine monitoring of system strength. In terms of 
what has driven and shaped the effort to date, interviews pointed to the importance 
of politically valuable ‘results’, such as announcement of the achievement of the 
MDG target on water supply in 2015. To a lesser extent, reduction in open 
defecation has also been important in giving confidence that the sector is moving in 
the right direction. 
 
This is not to say there is no consideration of system-related issues. More-or-less 
annual review processes tied to the OWNP cycle have played a role in helping all 
parties – government, donors and others – to identify general trends in system 



 

  

  

  

www.washmatters.wateraid.org 
 

WaterAid is a registered charity: Australia: ABN 99 700 687 141. Canada: 119288934 RR0001. India: U85100DL2010NPL200169. Japan: 特定非営利活動法人ウォーターエイドジャパン(認定NPO法

人) WaterAid Japan is a specified non-profit corporation (certified NPO corporation). Sweden: Org.nr: 802426-1268, PG: 90 01 62-9, BG: 900-1629.  

UK: 288701 (England and Wales) and SC039479 (Scotland). US: WaterAid America is a 501(c) (3) non-profit organization 
 

24 

strengthening. These include a joint technical review (JTR) conducted by 
government and partners and a multi-stakeholder forum (MSF) for discussion and 
agreeing actions. In principle, these also allow specific system-level weaknesses to 
be identified and responses jointly developed. Since this is done on a rolling basis, it 
might address the challenge of spotting and addressing emergent challenges (Risk 
3). However, there are difficulties in following up on agreed actions in the absence of 
a formal accountability mechanism – in effect, this undermines the prospect of 
addressing any identified challenge, whether old or new (interview data).60 The MSF 
and JTR are also largely restricted to national level – instituting equivalent, and more 
regular, processes at regional and woreda level is a recognised priority for OWNP 
Phase II.61 
 
The review mechanisms associated with the Consolidated WASH Account (CWA) 
appear to be more effective in this regard.xii While the CWA involves only a subset of 
the sector’s development partners, woredas and expenditure, the system to agree 
follow-up actions and check these each year is reportedly stronger. CWA data also 
dominates the second of only two OWNP-wide reports produced to date, in 2015/16 
and 2016/17 (interview data). This seems to suggest that the joint commitment of 
funding may be helping to strengthen reporting and mutual accountability. 
 
Rather than an explicit ‘building blocks’ approach, the OWNP documents have 
provided the main framing and structure for how the system is conceptualised and 
reviewed, if not monitored in the routine sense. For example, the OWNP review 
reports are organised according to the four main pillars of the OWNP – rural WASH, 
urban WASH, institutional WASH, and programme management and capacity – with 
additional chapters on emergency WASH and sector investments. There is 
consideration of more process or systems-oriented elements, though most of the 17 
key performance indicators (KPIs) of the OWNP are for service outcomes (e.g. 
access, performance) and impacts (e.g. health, education, time savings). Among the 
OWNP KPIs there are a handful of indicators relating to institutional issues, for 
example, the presence of active community-based management structures, and 
levels of cost recovery. However, in both cases, limited data on these were available 
in the two OWNP reports released to date.62  
 
This reflects a wider focus on monitoring what the system delivers, rather than its 
strength, in Ethiopia’s WASH sector. It also presents some uncertainties as to how 
effectively the more than 70 indicators in the OWNP Phase II results framework will 
be monitored and used.  
 
 
 

                                            
xii A mechanism to pool contributing partner funds and route these through the Ministry of Finance and 
Economic Cooperation (MoFEC) system. Currently financed by the UK and Finnish governments, the 
African Development Bank, UNICEF and the World Bank, the CWA covers approximately a third of 
woredas – several donors continue to use their own financing and implementation modalities (GoE, 
2018a). 
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The latest programme plan presents many more indicators that appear to be aimed 
more at monitoring system strength, though they are designated at output level.63 
These include: 
 

 Enabling environment and good governance: 

o Number and % of WASH committees with legal status 

o Number and % of quarterly WASH review meetings held by level 

 Efficient use of resources 

o % reduction in per capita investment costs in town, cities and rural 

areas 

o Number and type of pilot/demonstration activities scaled up  

 Strengthened capacity of WASH sector actors for achieving and sustaining 

results 

o % of post-construction support units established and functioning  

o Number and % of water quality laboratories supported and 

operational  

As with some of the examples of governance indicators in Indonesia mentioned 
above, the emphasis on counting certain institutional forms or processes leaves a 
residual risk of isomorphic mimicry (Risk 1) – for example, meetings being held but 
not resulting in any meaningful decisions. The large number of indicators may also 
not just be overly ambitious but lead to a loss of focus (Risk 4). 
 
The wider systems for routine monitoring are better suited to tracking service outputs 
and outcomes than system strength. They do, however, provide some lessons for 
future efforts to enhance systems-oriented monitoring. Foremost is the challenge of 
ensuring coherence across the many sectors participating in WASH in Ethiopia, as 
elsewhere. Data is sourced from the health and education management information 
systems, household surveys and other monitoring efforts led by the Ministry of 
Water, Irrigation and Electricity, such as the second round of the National WASH 
Inventory (NWI2), which will focus on water supply schemes.xiii Where data are 
successfully obtained, they are also used more for upward reporting and periodic 
planning (e.g. the five-year cycle), than for regular performance monitoring or course 
correction.64 
 
Interviewees identified limited cases of externally derived building block frameworks 
being used at national level, though a workshop-based analysis was undertaken 
using the WASH BAT tool as part of the final review of OWNP Phase I and 
preparation for Phase II.65 Examples of progress monitoring using building blocks 
were not identified at national level in the WASH sector – the closest being IRC and 
WaterAid, both of whom are attempting to use their respective building block 
frameworks to inform their system strengthening activities at woreda level.66 Also of 
interest, albeit as yet at a small scale, are the activities of the SWS programme in 
Ethiopia. A baseline ‘local systems analysis’ in two small towns includes 

                                            
xiii See Annex 3 ‘New initiatives’ in GoE (2018) for a full list of monitoring and review initiatives. 
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organisational network analysis and factor mapping, mentioned in Section 3.2.67 This 
was a rare example identified in the case study of an attempt to consider system 
level dynamics (Risk 2). However, it remains to be seen how the baseline will be 
updated for progress monitoring purposes. 
 
To conclude, effort to strengthen Ethiopia’s WASH sector on the part of various 
ministries and donors has been sustained, so far, in the absence of a methodical 
approach to system monitoring. The key question is whether that effort could be 
more effective, with better and more regular data on the system strength. An 
established cycle of sector reviews do consider institutional elements. However, the 
focus of these changes over time, and there is a lack of follow-up (there seems to be 
slightly more accountability where there is money on the table, in the CWA). 
Consideration of systems-related elements is minimal in the current SWAp KPIs and 
the relevant data has been difficult to obtain. There are plans to introduce more 
indicators of this kind for phase 2. Initial indications are that these may be quite 
superficial in nature, measuring institutional form rather than function. At district 
level, there are some interesting innovations supported by NGOs, including some of 
the methodologies identified in Section 3, to monitor system-level interactions.  
 
4.3 Ethiopia’s health sector 
 
Ethiopia’s experience of monitoring its health system shows several parallels with 
the WASH sector. Monitoring of system strength is again done more through 
successive and evolving five-year plans, around which there are well-established 
joint-sector review and reporting processes, than through routine monitoring 
systems. As in WASH, the Government can exert a firm hand over the activities of 
development partners, coordinating reporting under the principle of ‘one plan, one 
budget, one report’.68 Progress at the macro-level in terms of health outcomes has 
also helped reinforce donor commitment, for example, around key health-related 
MDGs, notably under-five mortality and maternal mortality. 
 
There are some differences, however. Arguably, the ability to ensure all development 
partners submit to the ‘one report’ is greater than in WASH, which may be related to 
having a single ministry in charge of the sector. The SWAp in the health sector, and 
related monitoring systems, have also had longer to evolve – initiated in 1997 with 
the first five-year Health Sector Development Plan, the approach has evolved 
through three further cycles, currently culminating in the 2015-20 Health Sector 
Transformation Plan (HSTP). 
 

Although they are more of a review mechanism than a monitoring system, the well-
established cycle of annual performance review reports, meetings, and joint 
government and partner missions provide an update on trends in service delivery, 
but also examine progress in system strengthening. The 2016/17 report, for 
example, provides updates on the four ‘transformation agendas’ of the HSTP: equity 
and quality of health care; woreda transformation; the information revolution; and a 
compassionate, respectful and caring health workforce.69 
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The successive five-year plans themselves also provide a thematic structure and 
inform which issues are looked at, rather than any wider or longer-term 
conceptualisation of the health system using building blocks or another framing. 
More substantive review processes are undertaken to inform the development of 
each new five-year strategy, and each strategy is also reviewed in some depth at 
mid-term. However, building blocks have been applied in planning exercises; the 
WHO health system building blocks provided a framework for costing of HSTP, and 
reportedly informed both USAID and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation in their 
approach to supporting the health sector in Ethiopia. UNICEF also plans to integrate 
an online version of its health bottleneck analysis tool into the health management 
information system, which is currently being overhauled (interview data). Examples 
of progress monitoring using building blocks were, again, not found at national level. 
 
Looking in more depth at the indicators in the current HSTP, just over a third of the 
176 specified are related to health system performance. Some do attempt to 
measure ‘function’ rather than simply ‘form’ (Risk 1), and system-wide aspects such 
as governance and learning (Risk 2). As in the case of some of the sanitation 
governance indicators proposed in Indonesia, some are prescriptive but use locally 
relevant standards and criteria. This may improve the prospect that they will 
encourage relevant ‘forms’, even if they don’t always look at function. Indicators 
include: 
 

 Indicators related to an improved regulatory system, for example: 

o 133 ‘Number of licensed, ethical and competent health professionals’  

o 136 ‘Number of healthcare facilities meeting healthcare facility 

standards’  

 Indicators of improved research and evidence for decision making, for 

example: 

o 157 ‘Proportion of health institutions that met minimum information use 

standards/criteria (regular performance review with plan vs 

achievements, root cause analysis, charts/figures display, action plans, 

shares responsibility and track implementation of endorsed plan)’ 

o 158 ‘Proportion of synthesised evidence-based information utilised for 

decision making’  

Other indicators also measure dimensions related to community engagement, equity, 
efficiency and effectiveness.70 
 
However, according to interviewees, the service output and outcome indicators, 
which dominate the list, are also the focus for decision makers. A possible exception 
is the World Bank-managed SDG Performance Fund,xiv a Programme for Results 
(results-based aid modality) in which disbursements are linked to several indicators. 

                                            
xiv Formerly the MDG Performance Fund. The MDG Performance Fund includes 8 Disbursement-
Linked Indicators (DLIs) and 12 sub-indicators. The SDG Performance Fund restructures, changes 
and adds DLIs for a total of 15 with 20 sub-indicators. 
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These mainly relate to service outcomes, but include some on system aspects, for 
example, ‘number of health centres reporting HMIS data on time’ and ‘undertaking 
surveys and disclosing results with actions to address weaknesses’. 
 
More generally, monitoring in Ethiopia’s health sector raises two important broader 
points around the political economy, which would be just as relevant for more 
systems-oriented monitoring. Firstly, although policy attention is focused more on 
indicators of service outputs and outcomes, the data is not necessarily used for 
routine decision making. HSTP indicators are intended to draw on a range of 
sources, including the Ethiopian Health Management Information System (HMIS), 
periodic surveys and administrative reports. However, discrepancies have emerged 
between the different data sources and efforts to rationalise are underway.71 
Interviews suggested that data from household surveys are generally seen as more 
trustworthy, and that the discrepancies had a corrosive effect on stakeholders’ ability 
to trust, and therefore use, the HMIS data. 
 
Secondly, political ideology can play an important role in decisions about system 
reform, sometimes trumping evidence. For example, the belief that health insurance 
schemes will be able to address a substantial share of the gap in finance for health 
has been argued to be ‘based on a leap of faith – rather than strong evidence’, 
because it resonates with core socio-political ideals like ‘the importance of everyone 
contributing what they can and the resistance to anyone receiving support without 
contributing something in return’.72  
 
In both cases, this implies that even if indicators of system strength are better 
designed and used, stakeholders need to be wary of the politics around monitoring; 
data of any kind needs to be verified if it is to be trusted, and ideology can often play 
as great a role in decisions as evidence.  
 
In summary, the monitoring framework for the current plan, the HSTP, includes some 
interesting examples of system-related indicators. However, upward reporting of 
service output and outcome data reportedly dominates officials’ attention, even if use 
of this data for effective decision making is undermined by discrepancies between 
different sources and the strong role of ideology. As in Ethiopia’s WASH sector, the 
apparent lack of effective routine monitoring of system strength has not prevented 
donors from sustaining their commitment to the sector, over a longer timeframe. The 
review mechanisms and periodic revision of plans have again played a role, offering 
confidence that the system strengthening journey is generally progressing (and 
helping identify, over time, where it needs to be adjusted), but also face the same 
problem of not constituting a framework for structured monitoring over multiple years 
and programme cycles. 
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4.4 Addressing the incentive risks in country-level system monitoring 
 
How, then, do the mechanisms described in each sector address the key risks by 
effectively incentivising a focus on function, system-level interactions, and emergent 
and salient issues? 
 
Incentive risk 1: Isomorphic mimicry 
 
Examples of indicators that measure how an institution is functioning, as opposed to 
how it looks, are somewhat in evidence in Ethiopia’s health sector. They are also 
proposed in some cases for future variations of results-based funding in Indonesia’s 
WASH sector. In both cases, however, interviews would suggest they hold less 
political importance than indicators relating to service outputs and outcomes. The 
best examples would appear to assess whether an organisation is doing what it is 
meant to be in some objectively verifiable way – publishing minutes or approving 
plans, for example. Some examples specify the form that institutions should take in 
much greater, locally relevant detail. While this is unlikely always to show how 
institutions are really performing, it does mitigate the risk of isomorphic mimicry by 
increasing the likelihood that the desired form is appropriate for the local context. In 
Ethiopia’s WASH sector, meanwhile, there are limited examples in the current 
SWAp, and those proposed for the second phase seem mainly to assess institutional 
form. 
 
Incentive risk 2: Siloes not system 
 
Few convincing examples of indicators or monitoring approaches to tackle this 
aspect were identified across the cases studies. Network analysis and factor 
mapping have been used to assess system interrelationships as part of the USAID-
funded Sustainable WASH Systems Learning Partnership activities in Ethiopia’s 
WASH sector. It is too early to assess how viable or effective these approaches will 
be for periodic monitoring as opposed to initial diagnostics. In Ethiopia’s health 
sector, some interesting indicators are included in the HSTP which seek to measure 
system-level phenomena, for example, around the use of research and evidence. 
Indicators proposed for measuring local governance and commitment in Indonesia’s 
urban water sector could offer similar inspiration, though they are as-yet untested. 
 
Incentive risk 3: Overlooking emergence 
 
In both Ethiopia’s WASH and health sectors, the periodic, five-year planning cycle 
and more frequent sector reviews are, at one level, well suited to identifying 
emergent issues. New priorities for system strengthening can be set with every 
iteration. However, this also makes it harder to track the same issues over the long 
term, which would help ensure institutional memory and allow for more systematic 
prioritisation of resources and reform effort. Additionally, the lack of accountability for 
follow-up, raised as an issue for the WASH sector review process at least, 
undermines their effectiveness for remedying both emergent and long-standing 
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failures within the system. No convincing responses to this risk were identified in the 
Indonesia case study. 
 
Incentive risk 4: Misplaced effort 
 
The monitoring frameworks for the HSTP in Ethiopia’s health sector features 176 
indicators, with the result that there is less scope to pay attention to some of the 
more interesting, systems-oriented indicators. A more focused set has been adopted 
for the results-based SDG Performance Fund, suggesting some effort has been 
made to identify the most important proxy indicators for system strength. In WASH, 
the smaller set of KPIs for the OWNP looks to be expanded significantly for Phase II. 
While systems-related indicators are more in evidence, it seems likely that this 
expansion will amplify existing challenges of data collection. Limited decision making 
based on even output-level monitoring data does not offer much confidence that the 
new indicators will be used. Indonesia’s evolving approach to selecting indicators for 
results-based funding in WASH has yielded more focused indicator sets, since 
excessively numerous indicators would make verification and payment much more 
complicated. So far, the relevant indicators appear to have been selected based on 
theory and discussion. However, given the diversity of existing and planned 
approaches, the opportunity arises for a more empirical approach: comparing data 
across different mechanisms and between different districts, to identify the most 
salient proxy indicators for system strength.  
 
 
5 Ways forward: Conclusions and recommendations 
 
5.1 Conclusions 
 
In terms of how WASH system strengthening is currently being monitored (research 
question one) most systems-oriented monitoring frameworks promoted by donors 
and NGOs are based on building blocks. While there is some emerging consensus in 
the international community, for example, around the Sanitation and Water for All 
building blocks, several new frameworks have been developed in the last two years, 
particularly at the subnational level. However, despite continued enthusiasm for 
building block frameworks, to date, their use for monitoring, as opposed to 
diagnostics, has been limited. Some NGOs, for example, Water for People, as well 
as WaterAid Ethiopia, have conducted more than one round of assessment at the 
subnational level. At the national/international level, GLAAS continues to monitor 
systems-related elements. This has built a multi-year dataset, but it did not appear, 
from interviews, that this was being used by donors to monitor the system 
strengthening impact of their investments. At the same time, GLAAS may play a 
larger role in helping country governments, who report against the indicators, to 
consider their WASH systems’ strength in a regular, structured format. In the country 
case studies, building block frameworks did not appear to be used at sector level by 
either the governments or donors for monitoring – though in Ethiopia’s WASH and 
health sectors, frameworks have been used as diagnostic tools to support planning 
and budgeting. 
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There is also limited evidence to date that analyses of sector strength, whether as 
one-off diagnoses or ongoing monitoring, have a major influence on strategic policy 
or investment decisions by donors. DGIS’s sustainability checks, which include a 
scorecard assessment grounded in FIETS categoriesxv, is a possible exception. The 
accompanying sustainability clause draws a relatively clear line between the 
assessment and finance. This is not quite the same as results-based funding, where 
payment is only allocated if something is achieved (rather than a theoretical financial 
penalty if something fails later). Most results-based financing instruments in WASH 
identified by this study trigger payment on the basis of output or outcome results, 
rather than system-level changes, though efforts to explore performance-based 
funding modalities, including in Indonesia, suggest that this is starting to change. 
 
This is not to say that donors are ignoring systems altogether – we have highlighted 
numerous examples of investments to understand and strengthen WASH sector 
systems. However, it is not clear that monitoring of systems, as yet, plays a major 
role in shaping incentives for investment within specific programmes or portfolios. 
Where system-related indicators are monitored, they appear to be, at most, a 
supplement or addition; the main indicators that matter remain access or coverage. 
The SDG indicators may move the conversation beyond purely household-level 
infrastructure, but the results that matter most still tend to be those that can be 
counted in terms of beneficiaries. 
 
For governments, meanwhile, our conclusions are limited by scope – this research 
considered only two countries. Indonesia, as a middle-income, highly decentralised 
country, is embracing opportunities to use finance to incentivise subnational 
government and utilities according to different measures. Together with donors, the 
focus has to date been more on rewarding improvements in access (e.g. the water 
and sanitation hibah) or simplistic measures of institutional strength (e.g. completion 
of city sanitation plans as a readiness criterion for investment). Yet there are signs 
that the Government and development partners are identifying and starting to apply 
more sophisticated metrics of sector strength. Ethiopia, meanwhile, has anchored its 
assessment, review and monitoring of the strength of both the health and WASH 
sectors in its own sectoral strategies, rather than any external building block 
framework. At one level this represents a locally owned, adaptive and inclusive 
process. At another, the review processes appear to have a constantly evolving 
focus. The current health SWAp plan, and the next one for WASH, include some 
examples of systems-oriented indicators. These appear more carefully thought 
through in health. However, to date, the focus of attention in both sectors is on 
service output and outcome indicators. Reviews, particularly in WASH, have also 
offered ample opportunity for diagnosing problems, but fewer hard incentives for 
specific actors to own or follow up on addressing these problems. 
 
Noting that monitoring of systems is not currently a primary factor shaping donor, 
government or implementing partner decisions does not reduce the need to answer 

                                            
xv The FIETS approach outlines five areas of sustainability: financial, institutional, environmental, 
technical and social. 
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the other research questions: What sort of behaviours/activities/programmes does 
system monitoring incentivise? To what extent does this align with what we know 
about the complex and dynamic nature of systems change? What innovations in 
monitoring complex systems could be usefully applied to maintain a focus on the key 
drivers of sector performance in a dynamic WASH sector? It is early, but not too 
early, to be asking these questions. Many donors have committed to increasing their 
investments in system strengthening. If the WASH SDG targets are to be achieved, 
donors and country governments will need robust approaches to monitoring, to track 
progress and direct further effort. 
 
In answer to the second and third research questions, we have identified four key 
issues that building blocks, and alternative and adapted approaches to systems 
change, need to address if they are to incentivise constructive behaviour from 
donors and governments in support of complex and dynamic WASH systems. 
Because actual examples of coherent WASH system monitoring are so limited, these 
are framed as risks of incentivising certain behaviour, rather than behaviours that are 
already widely incentivised. The incentive risks that we identified are in most cases 
already acknowledged by those advocating building block type frameworks, and 
those innovating other approaches are grappling with equivalent issues. These 
examples of innovations from international agencies, as well as some developed at 
country sector level between government, donors and NGOs, help to address the 
fourth question. 
 
Before turning to the four incentive risks, it is worth making four preliminary points. 
Firstly, any critique of building block approaches in this paper does not mean they 
should be dismissed. There is no single approach that appears more credible and 
effective, in either health or WASH. It will be more productive to consider how to 
adapt and combine a range of approaches to framing, understanding and monitoring 
sector systems, than to claim that approach a or b is best. 
 
Secondly, the wider context for system strengthening is challenging. Despite donor 
commitment to system strengthening on paper, several interviewees reflected that 
the political space for systems building is diminishing – with a retreat from budget 
support, both sectoral and general, in favour of projectised approaches. There is 
therefore a clear and urgent need for donors and governments to develop credible 
mechanisms to demonstrate that money spent on system strengthening is money 
well spent. This is not to say that enhancing system monitoring is the only way to 
catalyse investments in system strengthening – some system strengthening 
investments occur, even in the absence of widespread effective monitoring of the 
systems themselves. However, where this occurs it has often been attributable to 
specific political economy factors. An example is donor and government commitment 
to system strengthening in Ethiopia without a structured, routine monitoring effort. 
Here, confidence in Ethiopia’s general capacity to deliver services, for example, 
through effective decentralisation, has arguably sustained initial commitment to 
systems building through the SWAps, until outcome results could be demonstrated. 
In any case, to direct investments in system strengthening, as opposed to just 
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catalyse them, donors and governments will need more detailed and systematically 
organised evidence of system-level changes. 
 
Thirdly, the case studies also show that the actual effectiveness of any framework for 
monitoring systems will be determined as much by the political economy of data use 
in each jurisdiction, as the careful design of indicators. Examples include 
discrepancies between sources eroding confidence in data in Ethiopia’s health 
sector; the challenge of finding simple metrics that can create the right incentives in 
Indonesia; and the greater likelihood of effective accountability where money is on 
the table in Ethiopia’s WASH sector. Although these examples all arise in relation to 
output or outcome-oriented data, they would also influence how system-oriented 
monitoring would be undertaken, and the data used.  
 
Finally, the general emphasis on output and outcome-level data observed in both 
Ethiopia and Indonesia points to a broader challenge: getting stakeholders to take 
indicators of ‘soft’ progress, such as governance, learning or leadership, as seriously 
as they do measures of more tangible or visible progress in increasing access or 
use. 
 
Considering this context, we draw the following conclusions for each of the four key 
incentive issues identified: 
 
For the risk of encouraging isomorphic mimicry, by focusing on form over 
function, a priority is to design indicators or building blocks around locally agreed 
priorities, rather than internationally accepted, yet largely normative blueprints. This 
will be more challenging where an objective is comparison or aggregation between 
jurisdictions – which is certainly a concern for many donors. But this is a tension that 
must be managed, for example, by specifying a core set of key themes but allowing 
the detail of indicators, and supplementary themes, to be defined through local 
deliberation. Measures that identify how well institutions really function will also be 
crucial. Three promising avenues are identified from our review:  
 

 Quantitative performance indicators, for example, levels of budget 
utilisation, or non-revenue water, as proposed in Indonesia 

 Qualitative indicators assessed in a participatory or multi-stakeholder way, 
or against locally-tailored criteria that describe what an institution or 
process needs to do (not just look like) – for example, indicators relating to 
performance of utility board oversight or approvals from local political 
heads, proposed in Indonesia’s urban water sector 

 Measures of user experience – for example, the indicators of user 
confidence and satisfaction proposed to measure health systems 

Looking beyond indicators, encouraging closer attention to how institutions need to 
function in a given system may require an entirely different approach to funding and 
implementation, as well as monitoring. Methods like problem-driven iterative 
adaptation or adaptive development have yet to be used extensively in WASH 
programmes. They would require much more nimble, diverse and long-term 
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approaches to reform, deploying multiple, smaller value reform experiments – 
dropping the least promising examples and scaling up the most promising. Related 
monitoring systems would need to be capable of rapid feedback and potentially 
monitoring multiple system strengthening efforts simultaneously. 
 
The risk of promoting siloed responses, by emphasising individual blocks rather 
than system-level interaction, is one for which answers are not yet readily 
apparent. Existing building block frameworks have made tentative steps towards 
addressing this risk by including blocks and/or indicators relating to ‘system level’ 
phenomena, such as coordination and learning. However, these are also some of 
the hardest areas in which to measure function over form. It is relatively easy to 
identify if there is a sector review or learning mechanism. It is less easy to tell how 
well learning is happening and how it shapes the sector, for better or worse. Issues 
such as political commitment and drive also need to permeate throughout a WASH 
system, but are similarly hard to measure. Here, it is likely the innovations supported 
by USAID, for example, in the SWS programme, will provide the most relevant 
lessons in the near term. Methods such as network analysis are intuitively appealing 
for measuring the strength of relationships and interaction across a system. 
However, there is an urgent need to demonstrate that they can be used for 
monitoring rather than research and diagnosis, both at reasonable cost, and in a way 
in which results can be easily interpreted by non-specialists. 
 
The third risk, of overlooking emergent issues, by encouraging static rather 
than dynamic understanding of the system, is also one in which clear answers are 
yet to emerge. At one level, Ethiopia’s locally owned WASH and health review 
mechanisms, by allowing the topics of focus to evolve, are well suited to 
incorporating emergent issues. However, this flexibility also means issues are not 
effectively monitored over the long term. Also, there are still few robust methods to 
identify unanticipated issues in good time (ideally, before they have become a 
problem). Outcome harvesting and most significant change are possible exceptions 
but require careful design and management. At a simpler level, it is necessary to 
encourage a process of reflection at regular intervals to ask, “Is this set of indicators 
capturing everything we need to know?” Donors could encourage this kind of 
thinking by putting greater value on non-predicted outcomes in their results 
frameworks – as DFID has attempted to do by including more loosely specified 
policy-influencing objectives in WASH logframes – though they will need to specify in 
some detail what counts as sufficient. 
 
The final risk we highlight is of incentivising misplaced effort, by failing to focus 
on the functions within a system that matter most for outcomes. Here, we 
identify several approaches that could help. It may be possible to move towards a 
more evidence-based list of broad priorities for system strengthening, and 
monitoring, across a range of jurisdictions, using comparative analysis of both 
qualitative and quantitative data. This could assist with identifying high-level 
correlations between certain institutional forms and better outcomes. Analysis of 
country-level datasets would arguably be more useful for this, and less likely to lead 
to isomorphic mimicry, for example, that which may be assembled in Indonesia’s 
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urban water sector through the new performance-based grants that use a wide range 
of performance and governance payment indicators. However, to really avoid 
encouraging isomorphic mimicry, and yet more focus on best practice blueprints, any 
effort to identify generally important themes needs to be matched with local, 
problem-driven approaches. These should encourage the stakeholders working 
directly within and on the system to identify the most important issues that they can 
influence, and to tailor metrics and monitoring to these. This could be done by each 
donor with their recipients (as the Hilton Foundation is doing) or through sector-wide 
discussion platforms.  
 
5.2 Recommendations 
 
In line with these conclusions, we recommend the following: 
 
WASH donors and implementing partners should continue to deploy building 
block frameworks, but with greater emphasis on using and improving them for 
the purposes of recurrent monitoring. This research did not identify any fatal 
flaws to using building blocks to conceptualise WASH systems, but there are some 
important risks to be aware of when using them for monitoring. Currently the bigger 
issue is that they have not been extensively used for ongoing monitoring, especially 
at country level and below, despite many intentions to do so. Further applications, 
together with research and evaluation, are therefore needed. The number of different 
frameworks now available is potentially a strength, if agencies work together to share 
learning about what is most effective in designing and using them. Within individual 
countries, however, agencies should consider how to synthesise or align frameworks 
over time to avoid creating confusion for other stakeholders. 
 
As a starting point towards addressing the risks and misaligned incentives 
arising from monitoring systems with building blocks, donors and 
implementing partners should work together on the following priorities: 
 

 Funding mixed-methods research using datasets that assemble 
evidence on institutional performance in WASH sectors over time, to 
identify what matters most for WASH outcomes. This could be 
international in scope, for example using UNICEF’s WASH BAT analyses, 
or national, such as Indonesia using results-based funding datasets. Over 
time, this could provide a stronger basis to select a more focused core set 
of building blocks or sub-blocks which link to the binding constraints for a 
WASH sector (or more likely subsector) system. This could also allow for 
some international comparability, provided blocks are defined with enough 
constructive ambiguity to allow detailed metrics to be defined at local level. 
 

 Tailoring the detail of indicators to local context, based on 
stakeholder consensus, as far as possible. As implied, even while a 
core set of building blocks for a given WASH sector type could be 
progressively refined and reduced, the specific metrics to assess each 
building block should be developed at a local level, between stakeholders 
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working directly within the system. 
 

 Piloting approaches that allow for iterative adaptation and small-
scale experiments to identify what is most effective for system 
strengthening, with accompanying investment in flexible monitoring 
and rapid-feedback. To support this effort, WASH stakeholders should 
establish more links with the growing PDIA and Adaptive Development 
communities. 
 

 Designing indicators that capture how institutions function, rather 
than just what they look like. This entails quantitative measures of actual 
performance, but also well-designed qualitative metrics that look at 
whether key tasks are performed, and perception-based metrics, 
especially ones that incorporate user perspectives. 
 

 Further developing and testing methods to capture system-level 
dynamics such as network strength. Methodologies like network 
analysis and factor mapping have so far been mainly used as a diagnostic 
or research tool. Much needed work is underway to simplify these as tools 
for routine monitoring and ensure results can be communicated to non-
specialists. This effort could, however, be supported by a wider range of 
donors and partners. 
 

 Leaving space for unpredicted, emergent outcomes within results 
frameworks. These may need to be bounded with guidance and criteria to 
establish what counts as a significant emergent outcome, to avoid 
encouraging institutional or policy change for its own sake.  
 

 Promoting recurrent reviews of a given system-level monitoring 
framework (whether explicitly divided into building blocks or not) to 
ensure it is still relevant to the system in question – including whether 
it captures emergent issues. Supplementary, retrospective methods such 
as outcome harvesting and most significant change, can be used to cross-
check whether key issues have been overlooked, but may not provide 
strong, ex-ante incentives to work in certain ways. 

Finally, donors and governments need to approach monitoring of systems 
change as a political, not just technical, endeavour. The above suggestions are 
predominantly technical responses, around building block selection, indicator design, 
and monitoring methodologies. The bigger challenge is for development partners 
and governments to exploit all their available political room to look beyond the 
narrow results, which reduce everything to infrastructure or anonymous 
beneficiaries. To help with this, they also need to tell convincing, human-centred 
stories about how stronger WASH systems make a real difference to people. And 
they need to continue to foster a culture of learning and evidence-informed decisions 
based on monitoring data, whether that data relates to the strength of WASH 
systems themselves, or the services they produce. 
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Annex 1: List of organisations consulted 
 
Global level 

Department for International Development, UK Government 

DAI 

Directorate-General for International Cooperation, Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, Government of the Netherlands 

Environmental Incentives 

German Corporation for Development Cooperation 

IRC WASH 

Stanford University 

United Nations Children’s Fund 

United States Agency for International Development, US Government 

Water for People 

World Bank 

 
Ethiopia – Health case study 

University of Gondar 

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation 

World Health Organization 

Jimma University 

United Nations Children’s Fund 

United States Agency for International Development, US Government 

 
Ethiopia – WASH case study 

Department for International Development, UK Government 

IRC WASH 

Ramboll Finland 

United Nations Children’s Fund 

United States Agency for International Development, US Government 

WaterAid Ethiopia 

Wollo University 

 
Indonesia – WASH case study 

Bappenas, Government of Indonesia 

DAI 

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Government of Indonesia 

Indonesia Australia Partnership for Infrastrucure (KIAT) 

Royal Haskoning DVH 

SNV Netherlands Development Organisation 

United Nations Children’s Fund 

United States Agency for International Development, US Government 

World Bank 
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Annex 2: Timeline of international building block initiatives in WASH 
 

2006xvi A first round of Country Status Overviews under the auspices of the 
African Ministers’ Council on Water (AMCOW), supported by the 
Water and Sanitation Programme (WSP) of the World Bank, is 
undertaken for 16 countries in Africa. It introduces a ‘sustainability 
scorecard… designed to provide an assessment, in a quantitative 
form, of overall sector and sub-sector sustainability, looking beyond 
simple coverage figures to predict whether access, once provided, 
will endure.’ The scorecard is based on a series of questions ‘relating 
to generally accepted success factors in the institutional and financial 
aspects of the sector’, posed to sector leaders in each country.73 
 

2008 The GLAAS Pilot Report is released, which combines existing data 
on WASH finance and coverage with new information gathered 
through a supplementary survey for countries and external support 
agencies (development partners). The pilot covers seven countries 
and is intended as proof of concept for ‘a possible global, periodic, 
comprehensive reporting mechanism to inform policy-making in the 
sanitation and drinking-water sectors’.74 The country questionnaire 
includes questions on WASH status and need, policy and institutions, 
and resources and finance. GLAAS has repeated the survey and 
reporting on a two-year cycle; the most recent one (2018/19) is 
currently underway. The questionnaire has evolved, and questions 
are now grouped under four categories: governance, monitoring, 
human resources, and finance. The 2016/17 cycle covered 75 
countries.75 
 

2009 WaterAid releases a paper, in support of Sanitation and Water for All, 
on ‘aid compacts’ build around national plans. This is anchored in a 
set of five building blocks: policy/strategy, sector coordination, 
institutional arrangements, sector finance, and performance 
monitoring.76 
 

2011 Second round of country status overviews, again undertaken for 
AMCOW with support from WSP, develops and extends the 
scorecard and applies it to 32 countries in Africa. It frames the 
‘success factors’ as ‘building blocks and supplements the first CSO’s 
set ‘with additional factors drawn from country and regional analysis’. 
It also visualises the building blocks according to a ‘service delivery 
pathway’, whereby the blocks are arranged according to a logical 
‘pathway’ representing how finance translates to services.77 An 
accompanying costing tool is used to assess availability of finance to 
meet national WASH targets. The scorecard analysis has 

                                            
xvi All years are the year the first report in the relevant series was released; methodologies were often 
developed, and analysis undertaken, one to two years before publication. 
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subsequently been rolled out in equivalent country studies in Asia 
(where the reports were known as Service Delivery Assessments 
[SDAs])78 and in Latin America (where the initiative is known as 
MAPAS, the acronym in Spanish for Monitoring Country Progress on 
Drinking Water and Sanitation).79 
 

2012 UNICEF applies the WASH Bottleneck Analysis Tool (BAT). The tool 
uses both the preceding building block approaches specific to 
WASH, notably the CSOs, and integrates these into a methodology 
developed in the health sector to identify bottlenecks to achieving the 
health and nutrition MDGs, and to facilitate identification of 
investments needed to remove the bottlenecks (the Marginal 
Budgeting for Bottlenecks [MBB] tool; Ryan, 2014). The WASH BAT 
is applied in over 15 countries as an Excel tool from 2012-15. 
 

2016 The Sanitation and Water for All (SWA) global partnership adopts a 
set of five WASH sector building blocks at its 2016 Meeting of WASH 
ministers, based on existing frameworks used by partners. The 
building blocks are accompanied by four ways of working or 
‘collaborative behaviours’ to which SWA partners, including country 
governments and development partners, had previously committed:80 
(1) enhancing government leadership of sector planning processes; 
2) strengthening and using country systems; 3) using one information 
and mutual accountability platform; and 4) building sustainable water 
and sanitation financing strategies.xvii 
 
In 2016, the WASH BAT also re-launches as an open-access online 
tool.xviii The tool is structured according to a set of ‘governance 
functions’ developed by UNDP and SIWI81 and grouped according to 
the SWA building blocks. The tool is accompanied by a facilitation 
guide for participatory workshops designed to score governance 
functions for a selected subsector and jurisdiction;xix identify 
bottlenecks and underlying causes preventing progress; and define 
activities, costs and responsibilities to remove bottlenecks. The tool 
guidance suggests that progress can be reviewed after 1-2 years, 
and the bottleneck analysis updated accordingly.82 
 

                                            
xvii See http://sanitationandwaterforall.org/priority-areas/the-four-swa-collaborative-behaviours/ for 
more information. The collaborative behaviours are themselves being monitored by SWA at country 
level with an intention that they become ‘as a tool for ensuring SWA partners hold each other 
accountable for system strengthening behaviours’ (Battle, 2018). Although focused on system 
strengthening behaviours, there is considerable overlap with efforts to monitor system strengthening 
itself. 
xviii www.washbat.org  
xix The tool facilitates the scoring of ‘criteria’, which together provide a score for an overarching 
‘governance function’. In most cases, several governance functions are grouped under each SWA 
building block. ‘A criterion is like an indicator, stated in a positive way, that when progress is made on 
it, it contributes to achieving sector outcomes.’ (UNICEF, 2018, p29). 

http://sanitationandwaterforall.org/priority-areas/the-four-swa-collaborative-behaviours/
http://www.washbat.org/
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2017-2018 Various agencies continue to develop their own building block 
frameworks and use these for assessments in various countries: 
  

 In 2017 and 2018, Water for People apply a sustainable services 
checklist in 26 district-level WASH programmes across nine 
countries.83 This is one of the few examples where more than one 
baseline assessment has been conducted and there is now 
ongoing monitoring data available. Several changes were 
identified in the eight component indicators (effectively the 
building blocks) and 34 underlying metrics (individual, measurable 
indicators). 

 Water and Sanitation for the Urban Poor’s framework, released in 
2018, comprises 21 indicators, grouped into seven categories and 
varying for water vs. sanitation, to represent the organisation’s 
‘understanding of a functional sector and the building blocks 
required’.84 The resulting framework has been applied to 
undertake ‘baseline sector functionality assessments’ in six 
countries.  

 IRC has identified nine building blocks of the WASH system, 
developing and applying its thinking over the last decade.85 It has 
undertaken a baseline in its six programme countries at national 
and municipal/district levels using a question and scoring system 
to assess the ‘strength’ of each building block to be scored.86 

 WaterAid has developed a framework of seven building blocks, 
which informs its process for designing programmes focused on 
sector strengthening, principally at district or city level. Among 
various participatory exercises, participants are encouraged to 
discuss and identify how the state of the building blocks in the 
district or city compare to a set of statements, which describe the 
‘typical’ state of the building block in four contexts (‘emergency’, 
‘fragile but strengthening’, ‘transitional’ and ‘fully transitioned’).87 

 The World Bank has continued to adapt building block 
frameworks, for example, using five building blocks to assess and 
score the enabling environment for sustainability of different 
models for rural water and sanitation services, in 16 countries 
globally88 and then in seven countries in the Danube region.89 
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Annex 3: Principle themes in international WASH building block frameworks 
 

Policy & Strategy Institutional clarity Accountability Financing Planning Equity

Monitoring, 

evaluation & 

learning

Service delivery Markets Capacity Political leadership Decentralization Social norms

CSO/ SDA/ 

MAPAS
Institutional framework | 

Policy

Institutional framework | 

Budget

Sector development | 

Expenditure

Institutional framework | 

Planning

Sector development | 

Equity

Sector development | 

Output 

Sustainability | 

Maintenance (water supply 

only)

Sustainability | Expansion 

(water supply only)

Sustainability | Up-take 

(sanitation only)

Sustainability | Use 

(sanitation only)

Sustainability | Markets 

(sanitation only)

WASHBat
Sector policy & strategy | 

Sector policy & strategy

Institutional arrangements | 

Coordination

Institutional arrangements | 

Service delivery 

arrangements

Institutional arrangements | 

Accountability & regulation

Budgeting & financing | 

Budget & expenditure

Budgeting & financing | 

Financing

Planning, monitoring & 

review | Planning

Planning, monitoring & 

review | Monitoring, 

evaluation & learning

Service providers | Service 

providers

Capacity development | 

Capacity development

Broader enabling 

environment | Political 

leadership

Broader enabling 

environment | 

Decentralization

Broader enabling 

environment | Social norms

GLAAS

Governance | Human rights 

to water and sanitation

Governance | Policy and 

plan development 

processes and effectiveness

Governance | National 

policies and plans

Governance | National 

target-setting process

Governance | National 

targets

Governance | Coordination 

between actors

Governance | Coordinating 

with development partners

Governance | Institutional 

roles and responsibilities 

and lead agencies

Governance | National 

regulations and standards

Monitoring | Regulation of 

drinking-water and 

sanitation/wastewater 

services

Monitoring | Functions of 

drinking-water regulators

Monitoring | Functions of 

sanitation/wastewater 

regulators

Governance | Community 

and user participation

Finance | Budgets for WASH

Finance | Financial 

reporting

Finance | Absorption of 

external funds

Finance | Domestic 

absorption

Finance | Financing plan

Finance | Cost recovery 

strategies

Finance | External funding

Finance | Sufficiency of 

financing

Finance | Financial flows

Governance | National 

development plans

Finance | Equity

Finance | Affordability

Governance | Vulnerable 

groups in national WASH 

policies and plans

Governance | Vulnerable 

groups in national WASH 

targets

Monitoring | National 

assessments and joint 

sector reviews (JSRs)

Monitoring | Use of 

monitoring data

Monitoring | Management 

information systems

Monitoring | Monitoring 

national targets

Monitoring | Monitoring 

vulnerable populations

Monitoring | Performance 

indicators

Monitoring | Drinking-

water quality surveillance

Monitoring | Wastewater 

effluent surveillance

Governance | Progress on 

national targets

Human resources | Human 

resources needs 

assessments

Human resources | WASH 

training 

institutions/programmes

Human resources | Human 

resources for WASH 

operations and 

development
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