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Literature review

This paper analyses knowledge in social sciences about the conditions for and the process of institutional change
in the urban sanitation sector in the Global South. We conducted a literature review of 148 papers. This review is
organised around the six steps of institutional change proposed by Greenwood et al. (2002). Most studies focus
on conditions and barriers to change, on the “legitimacy” of social or technological innovations, and the actors
promoting change. The change process is rarely analysed from a long-term perspective, nor at the city scale,
calling for further research.
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1. Introduction

According to the latest international statistics, 3.5 billion people
worldwide still lack access to “safely managed sanitation facilities”
(JMP, 2023). Among them, at least 419 million people continue to
practice open defecation (op. cit.). Moreover, more than 80% of indus-
trial and municipal wastewater is released into the environment without
treatment (UN-Water, 2018). Deficiencies in sanitation raise risks for
infectious diseases and mortality, especially for children, and translate
into a broad range of livelihood and environmental issues (Cairncross
2018; Fawcett 2016). It also puts women at particular risk of aggression
and shame (JMP, 2023).

This situation is a paradox. While the benefits of sanitation are
known and scientifically proven, sanitation continues to suffer under-
investment and underdevelopment compared to water." To explain this
paradox, an increasing number of experts and academics are calling for a
shift in attention from technological and financial issues to institutional
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ones (Chenguelly, 2019). International, national and local actors have
promoted diverse technological innovations to sustainably improve ac-
cess to sanitation and, more broadly, the sector’s performance in the
Global South (Kokko and Fischer, 2021). Unfortunately, many of them
have failed (Muller 2020). Developing the sanitation sector requires
appropriate technology, funding and management mechanisms, as well
as institutional change. Institutions are the rules, representations, and
norms that frame actors’ actions and support the sector’s development.

This paper aims to assess current social science knowledge about the
change process needed within institutions to enable them to develop
sanitation services. Sanitation here refers to collecting, transporting, and
treating wastewater produced by human activities (water, solid waste
management and drainage excluded). Institutional change is the process
by which rules, values and norms are modified or created so that actors
are given legitimacy, power, resources, and capacities to play their roles
(Greenwood et al., 2002). We focus on two questions: 1) what are the
initial conditions for change? and 2) who leads change, what changes
are made, and through what process?

We conducted a literature review of 148 papers published in peer-
reviewed social science journals to do so. Literature review here is
defined as “published materials that provide an examination of recent or
current published literature” (Grant and Booth, 2009: 97). We suggest

E-mail addresses: heloise.valette@univ-tlse2.fr (H. Valette), marine.colon@agroparistech.fr (M. Colon).
1 For example, the Millennium Development Goal 7 water target was met in 2010, but not the sanitation one (JMP, 2021). Today, the UN estimates that if nothing

changes, 2.8 billion people will not have access to sanitation by 2030 (UN, 2022).
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that even if there is a growing interest in these questions, further
research on institutional change in the field of sanitation is required to
increase our knowledge on how to foster the development of the sector.

This paper is composed of five sections. Section 2 describes the main
concepts considered and explains the need for this shift toward institu-
tional change. Section 3 presents the research approach and the meth-
odology used to analyse the papers. Section 4 presents the main findings
organised around the steps of institutional change defined by Green-
wood et al. (2002). Section 5 outlines the limitations and strengths of the
study and opens perspectives for further research.

2. Urban sanitation in the Global South and institutional change
2.1. The face of urban sanitation in the Global South

Sanitation embraces two models that co-exist in many cities. The
“gold standard” (Truffer, 2022: 11) is the leading model promoted
worldwide and consists of a network of pipes collecting faeces from flush
toilets. The sewer system transports wastewater up to a treatment plant
from where treated water is released into the environment. Sludge is
either reused or burnt. Many sewer systems in cities of the Global South
date back to the colonial era and do not cover large portions of the urban
population (McFarlane and Silver, 2017; Rijke-Epstein, 2019; Schramm,
2016; Swanson, 1977). Today, many rapidly growing cities struggle to
invest in this capital-intensive infrastructure, particularly in the Global
South. In sub-Saharan Africa, only 16% of the urban population can
access sewered sanitation, and only 30% of sludge reaches a wastewater
treatment plant (JMP, 2021).

Consequently, the only options available to many people are open
defecation or on-site sanitation. On-site sanitation is the collection of
faeces in latrines that are evacuated by emptiers, who transport the
sludge to faecal sludge treatment plants when these exist. While sewers
are usually operated by formal operators, either public or private,
depending on the location, latrine emptiers are entrepreneurs who are
often informal operators (Zhang and Friedman, 2019). In most cases,
on-site sanitation lacks economic, public health and environmental
regulation, funding, and capacity, leading to poor sanitary conditions for
urban dwellers, pollution, and difficult working conditions for sanitation
workers (World Bank, ILO, Wateraid, WHO, 2019). In some places, small
decentralised sewerage systems have been set up as an alternative to a
centralised network and on-site sanitation (Muzioreva et al., 2022). The
World Bank and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation have promoted
the concept of Citywide Inclusive Sanitation by which urban sanitation
policies and services should embrace not only centralised sewerage but
also decentralised sewerage and on-site sanitation. This approach fuels
the long-lasting debate about the appropriate sanitation model and its
legitimacy. Beyond planning for these models at the city scale, attention
should be paid to institutional issues: how sanitation infrastructures and
attached services should be funded or financed and governed (Lawhon
and McCreary, 2023; Lawhon et al., 2022).

2.2. The shift towards considering institutional change for sanitation

Technical, managerial, and financial factors are frequently cited to
explain the sector’s underdevelopment. Developing sanitation services
involves high capital investment costs (Fischer et al., 2021). According
to the World Bank, around $70 billion per year would be necessary to
achieve SDG 6.2, namely access to adequate and equitable sanitation
and hygiene for all and end open defecation (Hutton and Varughese,
2016). However, sanitation receives insufficient attention and inade-
quate funding (Criqui, 2019). The funding model often uses donors’
funds for investment, while service management is supposed to be

2 The “Sustainable Development Goals,” adopted by the United Nations in
2015.
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covered by user fees. However, there is insufficient cost recovery linked
to a lack of investment and an unwillingness or incapacity on the part of
households to pay for the service (Paterson et al., 2007; Perard, 2018). In
addition, the sanitation sector faces major technical and managerial is-
sues, such as a lack of maintenance (Tumwebaze et al., 2013),
non-functional infrastructure (Andersson et al., 2016; Silveti and
Andersson, 2019; Whittington et al., 2020), and inadequate facilities
that cannot meet users’ needs (Fischer et al., 2021; Joshi et al., 2011;
Peprah et al., 2015; Simiyu 2016).

However, previous studies have highlighted that the core obstacles
to developing sanitation beyond technical and financial issues are
institutional (Colon and Rieu, 2022; Francois et al., 2021; Ménard, 2018;
Valette and Colon, 2022). As Chenguelly (2019) notes, international
funding agencies and NGOs are allocating more and more resources to
institutional issues, which are vital to development. The concept of
"institution" has several meanings. In everyday language, we generally
refer to institutions to designate public organisations that play roles in
policy design and implementation. Institutional economists add to this
the idea that institutions are rules that govern social interaction. In-
stitutions may be formal (laws and regulations) or informal (norms)
(North, 1991). We argue that for sanitation, one must also consider
representations, norms and beliefs that shape behaviours. Therefore, we
will refer to the sociological concept of institutions defined by Scott
(1995: 48) as “social structures that have attained a high degree of
resilience [and are] composed of cultural-cognitive, normative, and
regulative elements that, together with associated activities and re-
sources, provide stability and meaning to social life.” Hence, institutions
have three dimensions: cognitive, normative, and regulative.

Institutions are taken for granted and, therefore, are difficult to
change. The sanitation sector here is apprehended as a field (Scott,
1995), meaning a set of actors interacting frequently and sharing com-
mon meanings. Formal rules, organisations, and funding are mainly
directed to centralised network models within this field. Some authors
argue that decentralised sanitation, including on-site sanitation, lacks
formal rules, standards for building latrines, treatment, price controls,
where sludge is disposed of, and protection rules for informal workers
who empty and transport sludge (Mason et al., 2020). There may,
however, be informal institutions that are also difficult to change.

This literature review enabled us to identify three main institutional
barriers to the development of sanitation, detailed below.

(i) A key explanation of the underdevelopment of sanitation deals
with the cognitive and normative dimensions of institutions.
Sanitation is surrounded by taboos and remains a private and
intimate aspect of social life (Black and Fawcett, 2010; Rosen-
quist, 2005) or even a problem (Oberg, 2019); hence, a social
demand emerges uncomfortably (Criqui, 2019). While providing
water to supply cities is perceived as a collective problem and has
led to the development of public water services, in many places,
managing faeces remains an individual problem that public au-
thorities do not tackle. Regarding sanitation as a private issue, it
creates substantial public health and environmental problems
(Chidambaram, 2020). The taboo surrounding sanitation may
explain the lack of political will and commitment, a central bar-
rier to the sector’s development (Criqui, 2019; Cummings et al.,
2016; Mara, 2012).

(i) A consequence of considering sanitation as a private problem is a
legal framework that is limited, incomplete, and lacking means
for enforcement or corruption control, i.e., the regulatory
dimension of institutions (Francois et al., 2021; Lerebours et al.,
2021; Weststrate et al., 2019). For instance, some decentralisa-
tion reforms have transferred responsibility for sanitation to local
government levels without transferring resources (Mason et al.,
2020). Overlapping rules and responsibilities hamper the coor-
dination and cooperation needed between actors (Mara et al.,
2007; Seroa da Motta and Moreira, 2006). Typically, legal
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frameworks for on-site sanitation are particularly limited or
inadequate (Mason et al., 2020). The informal character of
sanitation workers and urban dwellers living on property with no
formal land tenure adds another layer of complexity (Scott et al.,
2015; Sinharoy et al., 2019). In addition, as sanitation is a local
issue, rules defined at the national level might not fit local con-
texts and prevent local solutions from emerging, such as opting
for decentralised systems (Vélez-Ramirez et al., 2022).

(iii) A consequence of the previously identified barriers is key actors’
lack of capacity, resources, and power to play their roles. Local
authorities in charge of sanitation often lack capacity and re-
sources (Chenguelly, 2019; Vélez-Ramirez et al., 2022). Working
conditions and social recognition are limited, and the field suffers
from a lack of attractiveness. The overlaps and competition
around sector leadership, especially at national and decentralised
levels (Mason et al., 2020), and more broadly, a lack of coordi-
nation between public authorities as well as among donors, is
denounced (Sinharoy et al., 2019; WSP, 2011). Finally,
improving the “voice” of users and encouraging the participation
of community-led organisations through the coproduction of
public action to manage sanitation infrastructure may be, for
some authors, a way to build agency for the development of the
sector (Francois et al., 2021; McFarlane, 2023; McGranahan,
2015; McGranahan and Mitlin, 2016). In this process, like for
water supply, among users, women play a specific role in the
sanitation chain that must be considered to set up adequate and
legitimate sanitation solutions (Panchang, 2021). Institutional
barriers to developing the sector can only be overcome through
an institutional change process.

2.3. Institutional change

Tackling the issue of institutional change for the development of
sanitation relies on analysing the process by which infrastructure and
associated rules, organisations, professional associations, representa-
tions, beliefs, norms, and news practices become institutionalised,
meaning taken for granted and not disputed. As explored by Kokko and
Fischer (2021), innovation in sanitation services may be new practices
and representations of what has to be done associated with a new
technology, in their case, the “peepoo bag,” as an alternative to latrines.
Institutional change is supposed to address institutional barriers high-
lighted in the previous section. How can changes be brought about when
tackling rules, representations, and norms?

Neo-institutional sociologists have conceptualised an institutional
change process (Greenwood et al., 2002). They suggest that institutional
change unfolds in six steps.

- Step 1: An initial shock initiates change, such as social or techno-
logical innovation, crisis (war, epidemics), new regulations, and new
social expectations.

Step 2: New actors emerge, strive to lead change, and try to promote
new institutions. They are called “institutional entrepreneurs”
(DiMaggio and Zucker, 1988).

- Step 3: Institutional entrepreneurs develop their innovation and try
to prove its technical viability.

Step 4: Theorization phase through which a discourse is built to give
the innovation “pragmatic legitimacy” (functional superiority of the
innovation, such as flush toilets considered as functioning better than
pit latrines in some cities).

Step 5: Diffusion by which the innovation gains “cognitive legiti-
macy” (that is it becomes, undisputed, and taken for granted, such as
having toilets at home in some countries).
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- Step 6: Institutionalising the innovation that becomes something
taken for granted (or vanishes like “fads and fashions™).

Some authors characterise the institutional change process as messy
and complex and probably not as linear as presented by theoreticians
(Chenguelly, 2019; Colon, 2018). We will focus on the following items of
the process: how it is initiated (step 1), who the institutional entrepre-
neurs are and the conditions needed for them to convince others (steps 2
and 3), what innovations are promoted and their conditions to gain
legitimacy (steps 3 to 5), and how the process of change may unfold.
This conceptual framework is used in this paper to analyse the literature
review.

3. Research approach

The paper draws from a review of 148 works of sanitation literature.
This section first exposes the rationale for this additional literature re-
view. We then detail the methodology used to conduct the literature
review. By accounting for current knowledge, we aim to identify gaps to
open perspectives for further research. The methodology is presented by
referring to the SALSA framework, which provides a sequence of steps:
search, appraisal, synthesis, and analysis (Grant and Booth, 2009).

3.1. The relevance of an additional literature review

Earlier literature reviews gathered major social science works on
sanitation (Muzioreva et al., 2022; Rosenqvist et al., 2016; Sinharoy
et al., 2019; Van Vliet et al., 2011). Some of them deal with particular
issues, namely on-street sanitation facilities in Northern contexts
(Moreira et al., 2021), decentralised wastewater system practices
(Muzioreva et al., 2022), and community-led total sanitation policies in
Southern contexts (Venkataramanan et al., 2018). We aim to grasp a
more comprehensive approach to developing sanitation services. Rose-
nqvist et al. (2016) provide insights into how the notion of sanitation has
been transformed over time, introducing several perspectives on sani-
tation, which have ranged from a focus on basic human needs in the
1980s to a focus on sustainable sanitation systems in the mid-2000s.
Although this work provides valuable insights into lexical change over
time, it does not focus on conditions for change in the sector. The main
review mentioning institutional issues is that of Sinharoy et al. (2019).
They discuss the key drivers and barriers to water supply and sanitation,
including institutional ones. Their approach to institutional factors
mainly focuses on formal rules and coordination among donors and
public actors, one of the aspects we also consider here. The main review
tackling the change issue is that of Van Vliet et al. (2010). They highlight
three topics relevant to the sanitation challenge: the nature of “socio--
technical change”, the issue of multi-level governance and the role of the
citizen-consumer. Tackling institutional change enables one to articu-
late these three issues, as change in institutions relies on changing a
socio-technical system, change may occur at micro, meso, and macro
levels of governance, and change involves users who will ultimately
legitimate the innovation. The paper aims to draw on these existing
studies, focusing on institutional change processes in urban sanitation in
the Global South.

3.2. Methodology

3.2.1. The search step

The search step entails finding the items relevant to the question. The
relevance was based on the following five criteria: papers published in
peer-reviewed journals, in social sciences, drafted in English, up to
2020, considering urban areas of the Global South and sanitation.
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Corpus WoS
[1975-2020]
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Topic: “sanitation” AND Title: “sanitation” OR “toilet*” OR “poo*”

203 papers excluded
Unfindable papers, irrelevant
papers, non social sciences papers,
papers only on rural areas
Papers without any institutional
dimensions

22 papers included
Seminal papers and books, recent
relevant papers

% OR “shit” OR “cesspool*” OR “defecation”
2 Excluded :
S * Books, other scientific items, non academic papers
2
s « Title: "WASH" OR "water and sanitation" OR "water, sanitation”
v * Papers on Northern contexts
* Non social sciences papers and journals
¢ Journals with an H-index < 20
329 papers
~ 126 papers
[
o
v
©
&
©
=
o
o
<
148 papers

Fig. 1. Search and appraisal process.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF URBAN AND REGIONAL...
JOURNAL OF AFRICAN HISTORY
DEVELOPMENT POLICY REVIEW
ANTIPODE
WATER POLICY
GEOFORUM
WORLD DEVELOPMENT
UTILITIES POLICY
HABITAT INTERNATIONAL
ENVIRONMENT AND URBANIZATION

Fig. 2. The top ten journals represented in the corpus (number of selected papers per journal).

We created a corpus with the help of the Web of Science database, a
well-recognised scientific platform. The search string TOPIC with the
keyword “sanitation” and TITLE keywords “sanitation” OR “toilet*” OR
“poo*” OR “shit” OR “cesspool*” OR ‘“defecation” was applied. We
excluded books, other scientific items and non-academic literature. We
also excluded the keywords "WASH" OR '"water and sanitation" OR
"water, sanitation" in the title search to analyse the specificity of papers
on sanitation issues. Indeed, when sanitation is not the sole focus in most
of the papers, it is under-addressed compared to water issues (Ellis and
Feris, 2014). A challenge was to identify which papers are considered
social science papers. To tackle this, we checked the option in the Web of
Science “Social Sciences Citation Index” and excluded the Web of Sci-
ence categories, which did not deal with social science aspects such as
medical, epidemiological, and biological literature. We also excluded
non-social sciences journals based on each journal’s “subject area and

category” indicated in the Scimago Journal and Country Rank.® We
dismissed papers on Northern contexts. Finally, we assumed that pub-
lication in peer-reviewed journals would guarantee the scientific quality
of studies, and we selected journals with an H-index of more than 20 to
keep only ranked publications. This initial search gave 329 results (see
Fig. 1 hereafter).

3.2.2. The appraisal step

The appraisal step does not involve an assessment of the quality of
selected items but an assessment of the relevance of the selected items.
We defined exclusion and inclusion criteria to ensure the relevance of
the selected items to our question.

3 Scimago Journal & Country Rank (scimagojr.com).
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Fig. 3. Distribution of selected papers in time (1977-2020).

Central Asia, 4% Middle East North Africa,

Southern Africa, 6%

Sub-saharan Africa, 8%

South Asia, 28%
South East Asia, 8% ’

Latin America & the
Carribean, 8%

Fig. 4. Distribution of items according to geographical areas (excluding aspa-
tial items).

We excluded papers that were unavailable, papers irrelevant to our
topic, and papers dealing mainly with water issues. We also dismissed
papers without any institutional dimensions. This screening reduced the
number of papers from 329 to 126 papers. Following the snowball
sampling method, we manually reinserted relevant papers on the subject
into the database or quoted many times in papers included in our
database (Noy, 2008). We finally obtained a corpus of 148 papers (see
Fig. 1).

3.2.3. The synthesis step

Data are extracted from the WoS database and entered into an Excel
spreadsheet. We added the following categories per item to proceed with
the synthesis and analysis of the materials. First, since most papers are
empirical, the first criterion was to locate the case studies. For each item,
we attached geographical area(s) (ex. South East Asia) and country(ies).
Secondly, since the focus was on urban areas, we characterised the type
of urban space of the case study(ies) (poor urban areas, city scale studies,
aspatial, others) (see Fig. 6). We identified general trends from this
corpus.

The top ten journals represented in the corpus are presented in Fig. 2.

Over the last 15 years, there has been a significant rise in interest in
sanitation issues in social science literature (Fig. 3). This period co-
incides with several events related to sanitation, such as the 2010
recognition of the human right to water and sanitation by the United
Nations General Assembly and the MDG assessment in 2015, which
revealed that the access to sanitation target had not been met, unlike the
water target.

Total
--------- Linear (Total)
Mm < 1N W K~ 0 0O O
— — — - — o o
o O O O © O O o
N N N NN N NN
Senegal Zimbabwe China

3% 3% 3% Indonesia

3%

South Africa
8%

Fig. 5. Top countries represented (excluding aspatial) in selected items.

Aspatial, 10%

/Rural & urban, 9%

Urban (poor

areas), 53%
Urban, 27%

Fig. 6. Distribution of selected items according to the type of space (urban
versus rural) targeted in papers.

Second, we observe an over-representation of some geographical
areas (South Asia, East Africa) and countries (India, Kenya) (Fig. 4. &
Fig. 5.). One explanation could be that these countries are large English-
speaking countries, and the corpus was created in English.

Thirdly, most of the papers (53%) on urban areas are focused on poor
areas, such as informal settlements or slums (Fig. 6.).

We also identified key research areas. We intentionally broadened
our analysis to encompass various social science disciplines to incor-
porate multidisciplinary research into our study and highlight outcomes
beyond disciplinary analysis. Development studies dominate this
corpus, followed by geography and environmental studies (Fig. 7.).
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Management, 2%

Development
Studies, 24%

Environmental Studies,
14%

Political Science, 2%
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Public Administration,
2%
History, 4%

Area Studies, 4%

Environmental Sciences &
Ecology, 5%

Water Resources, 7%
Economics, 8%

L Urban Studies,
14%

Fig. 7. Distribution of collected items according to research areas.

3.2.4. The analysis step

The analysis of the selected items relies on the conceptual framework
of institutional change (see section 2.3). A short synthesis of what we
learn from each step of institutional change was drafted for each paper.
We see how institutional change unfolds, but we also include limitations
due to the location of case studies.

4. Findings
4.1. Step 1: Initiating institutional change

While accounts of sanitation development in Northern cities have
highlighted the role of initial shocks such as wars, epidemics, and new
reforms (Barraqué, 2014; Geels, 2006), surprisingly, few studies of
Southern cities have considered such factors. An exception would be
studies of sanitation reform in India in the 19th century, driven by ep-
idemics, the deterioration of sanitary conditions of urban dwellers, and
rapid urbanisation (Chaplin,1999).

The primary impulse for change outlined in the literature involves
promoting new governance models by exogenous actors (donors, NGOs).
These models represent what needs to be done based on ideas legitimated
in their realm. They often promote not only new technology, mainly off-
grid systems, but also the introduction of new rules and representations.
For example, the World Bank strongly promotes wastewater and faecal
sludge recovery through a circular economy approach and establishing a
sanitation market to initiate a process of institutional change (Moya et al.,
2019; Oberg et al., 2014; Rao et al., 2017; Rodriguez et al., 2020). In this
sense, Oberg et al. (2014) argue that the sector will develop once sewage
is considered a resource, not waste, and waste is considered a generator of
revenue rather than costs. This call for a change in mindsets may be
considered the starting point of institutional change processes. Other
papers analyse the enabling conditions for establishing a sanitation
market with cost recovery (Rao et al., 2017). However, Moya et al. (2019)
point out that barriers are linked more with sludge collection manage-
ment and regulatory restrictions on using human waste as fertilizer than
with beliefs or representations, hence the need to change the formal rules.
However, few papers on this type of attempt to initiate an institutional
change have reported on what happens once new models are promoted in
various countries.

Institutional change may also be initiated through new institutional
arrangements. This area is mainly covered by studies of the role of the
private sector as an opportunity to develop sanitation services (Mara
et al., 2007; O’Keefe et al., 2015). Concerning sewage networks and
decentralised sanitation systems, this topic is well-studied in some
countries, such as Brazil (Sabbioni, 2008; Saiani and de Azevedo, 2018;
Seroa da Motta and Moreira, 2006). Seroa da Motta and Moreira (2006)
show that the territorial scale of sanitation management explains the
sanitation sector’s productivity better than the service provider’s

ownership structure. Finally, without appropriate regulatory frame-
works, the private sector’s contribution appears limited to implementing
new large-scale sanitation systems.

Surprisingly, few changes have been initiated through the emergence
of new expectations by urban dwellers, with the notable exception of
poor urban dwellers fighting for their civil rights in middle-income
countries (South Africa, Argentina) (del Carmen Morales et al., 2014;
McFarlane and Silver, 2017; Robins, 2014). In these cases, the social
demands are for the same type of flush toilets as those in more well-off
areas (see step 3.).

Finally, the lack of political will to push through reforms is often seen
as one of the main barriers to initiating change (Criqui, 2019). Sur-
prisingly, we found few works on the impact of sanitation reforms in
urban areas of India, even though ambitious policy programmes have
been initiated (Swachh Bharat). Most focused on rural areas and were
not included in the corpus.

4.2. Steps 2 and 3: The key role of institutional entrepreneurs (step 2 and
3

Several case studies show that the development of sanitation systems
in low and middle-income countries occurs through the intervention of
institutional entrepreneurs. Institutional entrepreneurs may be
community-based organisations, NGOs, experts, international networks,
political leaders, or donors. In transitions and innovation studies,
institutional entrepreneurs are studied as intermediaries contributing to
the generation, diffusion, and use of a what they call a new “socio-
technical innovation” (Van Welie et al., 2020; van Welie and Romijn,
2018). They aim to remove institutional barriers and increase the
legitimacy of innovation through articulating needs from a long-term
perspective and facilitating a project or the learning process (op. cit.).

The first condition for institutional entrepreneurs to bring about
change is to gain local and political legitimacy (Fischer et al., 2021;
Kokko and Fischer, 2021). The local legitimacy issue has been well
explored in the literature on participation (Davis et al., 2019; Hen-
driksen et al., 2012; Nance and Ortolano, 2007; Spronk, 2009). It em-
phasises the central role of local actors in the sustainable use and
management of sanitation systems. Trust in and the social capital of
intermediary organisations and actors are essential to successfully
implementing sanitation systems (Chidambaram, 2020; Tomlinson,
2015). In contrast, an ex-nihilo development project without local
legitimacy is likelier to fail. Chenguelly (2019) even argues that insti-
tutional change requires local authorities’ full ownership and leadership
of the project. For example, Tomlinson (2015) analyses the success of
the sustainable implantation of block toilets in the slums of Pune (India)
thanks to the involvement of institutional entrepreneurs, named
“champions,” one of whom was a local political leader. However, this
experience failed when the model was scaled up at the national level
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through the National Urban Sanitation Policy because key actors
changed, and the innovation lacked local legitimacy. Institutional en-
trepreneurs must also gain legitimacy from political leaders and
decision-makers. Fisher and her colleagues (Fischer et al., 2021; Kokko
and Fischer, 2021) have studied the failure of a niche innovation, the
“peepoo bag,” a biodegradable toilet bag that absorbs and breaks down
pathogens that can be used in densely populated settlements where
people engage in open defecation. The adoption and institutionalisation
of this innovation failed because it was not promoted by intermediaries
nor given legitimacy by actors with political influence, more precisely,
development aid actors. This perspective aligns with many authors’
view that political commitment is the key to successful change in the
sector (Mara, 2012; Mitlin, 2015). It also encourages institutional en-
trepreneurs who are not local to avoid bypassing local authorities.

4.3. Steps 3 to 5: The legitimacy of the innovation promoted: a focus on
acceptable toilets

According to our conceptual framework, a condition for institutional
change is the legitimacy of the innovation, first pragmatic, meaning
proof that it really works better, and then cognitive in that it is
acceptable to users. The body of literature addressing the issue of
earning “pragmatic legitimacy” focuses on access to toilets in vulnerable
areas. The papers highlight that to achieve pragmatic legitimacy, an
innovation must meet users’ needs and be feasible. The needs mentioned
in the literature are well established. These include safe, easily acces-
sible, well-located (distance, open day and night), and clean facilities
(Chidambaram, 2020; Simiyu, 2016), with privacy (Bardosh, 2015;
Mitlin, 2015; Muller, 2020; Prabaharyaka, 2020; Satterthwaite et al.,
2015a). These needs vary according to individual factors (gender, age),
geographical factors (sparsely or densely populated territories, lowland
or rugged areas) (Satterthwaite et al., 2015b), socioeconomic factors
(belonging to a marginalised group, income level, social status) or ac-
cording to the season (Bardosh, 2015; Simiyu, 2016). Many case studies
show failures of institutional change in the sanitation sector due to a
mismatch between the innovation promoted and the needs of house-
holds (Fischer et al., 2021; Joshi et al., 2011; Peprah et al., 2015; Simiyu,
2016). In addition to meeting needs, and as we mentioned in section
2.1., the innovation must be recognised as being feasible from a tech-
nical, managerial, financial and land tenure perspective (Perard, 2018;
Tumwebaze et al., 2013). In informal settlements, tenure insecurity is
the main barrier to setting up toilets (Joshi et al., 2011; McFarlane,
2023; Satterthwaite et al., 2015a; Scott et al., 2015). The risk of eviction
by the local government or by a landowner renders households reluctant
to invest in sustainable sanitation solutions (McGranahan, 2015; Sat-
terthwaite et al., 2015b; Scott et al., 2015; Sinharoy et al., 2019).

Another issue related to gaining legitimacy involves cultural-
cognitive institutions attached to technology. Many studies show that
the cognitive barrier is significant in developing sanitation (Fawcett,
2016; Kokko and Fischer, 2021). Scholars have identified flush toilets
within homes as an ideal of modernity or citizenship and a symbol of
dignity (del Carmen Morales et al., 2014; McFarlane and Silver, 2017;
Robins, 2014), which may explain the failure to promote on-site sani-
tation systems. In some cases, the ideal of modernity contributes to the
shift from a “pragmatic legitimacy” to a “cognitive legitimacy”. Some
case studies note that there is a social demand for the state to get
involved in developing wastewater and sludge management as sanita-
tion becomes a public rather than a private issue. Non-flush toilets, often
promoted in poor areas by donors, are a synonym for underdeveloped
and backward lifestyles because they require manual sludge manage-
ment in areas where mechanical emptying is not feasible due to lack of
space. Here, the ideal of modernity clashes with other representations,
partly explaining the abandonment of facilities. More recent works
temper these findings by pointing to a progressive acceptance of het-
erogeneous off-grid systems beyond the modern/anti-modern ideal,
particularly with the introduction of technologies such as gulpers (i.e., a
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small pump to withdraw faecal sludge from latrines) (Lawhon and
McCreary, 2023; Lawhon et al., 2022). Thus, effective sludge collection
services seem essential for overcoming cognitive barriers to accepting
non-flush toilets (Silveti and Andersson, 2019).

Few scholars seem to have studied how to convince sanitation au-
thorities that the perceived legitimacy of innovation is crucial for
acceptance.

4.4. How is innovation institutionalised?

Considering the stages of institutional change proposed by Green-
wood et al. (2002), no case study considers the entire institutionalisation
process of the sanitation sector (except Tomlinson, 2015). The
assumption is that few cities have successfully created fully functional
public sanitation services over their entire territory. In most cases, the
first steps of institutional change occur (emergence of new institutional
entrepreneurs, promoting an innovation, steps 2 and 3, respectively),
and sometimes, the process of the legitimacy of the innovation is
ongoing (step 4). Institutional change for sanitation development may
start with promoting an innovation involving new institutions (such as
organisational arrangements, rules, practices, representations, and
norms). Some case studies explore the conditions needed for scaling up
innovations, especially technological ones (Cameron et al., 2019; Rey-
mond et al., 2018; Tomlinson, 2015). Not one but a combination of
prerequisites are needed to scale up: political commitment, financial
resources, legitimacy of the innovation, legitimacy of institutional en-
trepreneurs, favourable institutional arrangements, and sustainability of
the management model. According to Davis et al. (2019), community
participation in the identification of sanitation priorities, the involve-
ment of local authorities and actions targeting behavioural change are
conditions for scaling up.

Regarding community participation, some authors argue that the
involvement of communities in decision-making processes and their
ability to influence political leaders are essential for the effective devel-
opment of the sanitation sector, the maintenance of functional toilets, and
the sustainable management of infrastructure (Dickin et al., 2017;
McGranahan, 2015; Nance and Ortolano, 2007). The development of
on-site toilets also depends on the participation of communities in oper-
ation and maintenance activities throughout the sanitation chain (Davis
et al., 2019; Simiyu, 2016; Tumwebaze et al., 2014). However, commu-
nity participation is bound to be limited when scaling up innovations.

Fewer studies have analysed the adoption of new institutional ar-
rangements, although these are widely documented as the first step of
change. In addition to implementing new technology, institutionalisa-
tion requires adjustments to formal rules, the development of norms and
representations, and the recognition of sanitation workers.

5. Conclusion
5.1. Limitations

This literature review has three main limitations. One relates to the
corpus’ composition. Grey literature has not been systematically
included, even though operational work relates to institutional change
within the sanitation sector (WSP, 2011). It also only includes papers
written in English, resulting in an over-representation of some countries
(India, South Africa, East African countries) and an
under-representation of other geographical areas, notably Arab, French,
Portuguese-speaking African and Latin American countries. The
over-representation could coincide with ambitious national sanitation
programs (such as the Swachh Bharat program in India) or research
programs (such as the PROVIDES program on urban sanitation in East
Africa™).

* www.provideafrica.org.
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In contrast, the under-representation of the Middle East and North-
ern Africa in the English-language literature could be explained by the
fact that sanitation may also be considered less worthy of interest than
other subjects that have reconfigured societies, such as the Arab Spring.
A perspective would be to conduct case studies in such countries to
provide insights into whether such gaps are attributable to publication
process issues (language, choice of journals) or political and academic
indifference. In addition, Grant and Booth (2009) highlight a bias
inherent in the composition of the corpus in literature reviews: the fact
that the authors’ conclusions may omit significant parts of the literature,
particularly by selecting literature that supports their view. This review
synthesises a wide range of literature on sanitation development in the
Global South. However, we acknowledge that this review is inherently
incomplete.

Secondly, investigating institutional change entails analysing a dy-
namic process, whereas a literature review is based on papers that do not
necessarily investigate processes but rather the state of the sector at a
given time. Therefore, the process of institutionalisation might be more
comprehensive in practice than in the papers in the corpus. The tem-
poral dimension is also a challenge because research programs typically
run over a few years, which rarely matches the timeframe of institu-
tional change. Long-term citywide studies are challenging also for it
requires to collect data on large territories over a long period of time.

Finally, this review focuses on institutional change, while few papers
explicitly target this issue. Indeed, due to the methodological choice to
encompass all social science disciplines dealing with sanitation, many
cognitive and normative change papers do not refer to the concept of
institution.

5.2. Strengths and perspectives

One strength of this literature review is its original approach, which
considers the conditions for change and the process of institutional
change in the sanitation sector, an issue that has been neglected
compared to the drinking water sector in the Global South (Criqui, 2019;
Ellis and Feris, 2014). While the literature has identified the barriers to
developing sanitation, our paper highlights the lack of research on
change processes in urban areas.

This finding opens up several perspectives for further research,
another strength of the analysis. A first perspective addresses the need to
better understand the shift from studying small-scale on-site sanitation
to embracing the process of setting up institutions to manage various
sanitation options at the city scale. There is a growing interest from some
international institutions and donors, such as the World Bank and the
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, but also from some scholars, to
promote the City-Wide Inclusive Sanitation approach, in line with the
achievements of the SDG 6 on water and sanitation (Liithi et al., 2020;
Scott et al., 2015). This approach invites cities to develop comprehen-
sive approaches to sanitation improvement that encompass long-term
planning, social and technological innovations, institutional reforms,
and financial mobilization at the entire city scale. However, most papers
focus mainly on urban poor areas and slums. Probably because of
practical feasibility, few works (Lawhon et al., 2022; Scott et al., 2015;
Scott and Cotton, 2020) provide insights into the coherence of the entire
sanitation system at the city scale and even beyond where wastewater is
discharged. It also means that the role of formal operators in providing
sanitation services in coordination with small-scale actors is often
overlooked. This recent attention by the international agenda may
represent an opportunity to revitalize research on institutional change at
this scale. Lawhon et al. (2022) similarly explore new institutional ar-
rangements between the primary sanitation operator and other sanita-
tion actors. They note a shift in the way heterogeneous urban
infrastructure is governed. Analysing the governance of polycentric
socio-technical systems, designating the coexistence of a sewer with a
dedicated operator, and decentralised sanitation systems and on-site
sanitation in a system is a way forward (Truffer, 2022). It raises issues
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regarding regulation, funding mechanisms for sustainability, and safe
management of the multiple sanitation services provided in a city.
Finally, analysing the city scale also provides a way of thinking about the
whole sanitation chain, including faecal sludge management from
collection to treatment, rather than simply access to toilets.

From an institutional change perspective, considering the entire
sanitation service chain also implies questioning how informal workers
may be integrated into formal systems. The institutionalisation of the
sanitation sector relies on the professionalisation of sanitation workers
and the regulation of working conditions. This topic has recently fallen
under the spotlight of international organisations (World Bank, ILO,
Wateraid, WHO, 2019) and in academic papers (Holm et al., 2018;
Lawhon et al., 2022; Xess and Zérah, 2017; Zaqout et al., 2020; Zhang
and Friedman, 2019). A need exists to understand how the shift from an
informal or illegal activity to a more formalised activity unfolds. Con-
cerning basic human rights, improvements in livelihoods, and working
conditions of sanitary workers are also crucial.

Another perspective relies on the nature of innovation analysed in
the literature. Most institutional change analyses focus on how in-
stitutions have evolved to manage existing infrastructure, such as
sewers, or how new technological solutions may become institutional-
ised and co-exist with sewers. We argue that organisational and insti-
tutional change associated with the development of sanitation
infrastructures should be considered and analysed using a long-term
perspective. Transitions studies and socio-technical approaches (Geels,
2006; Van Welie et al., 2020) seem relevant to better understand what
the diffusion of technological innovation implies so that it can be scaled
up and how it can be articulated with other sanitation services within
cities. These approaches could be enriched with institutional approaches
to decipher how to better organize existing sanitation services, espe-
cially when it comes to on-site sanitation, and with analyses on the
various existing regulations, including those related to the environment,
public health, and economics.

Beyond the diffusion of socio-technical innovations, we call for more
case studies on the institutionalisation process of new rules, institutional
arrangements, norms and representations. While many case studies have
explored this issue in the water sector, much less work has been done on
the sanitation sector. Urban areas have a wide diversity of sanitation
providers and many market opportunities (Holm et al., 2018). We need
to better understand the conditions for this economy to develop. The
private sector plays a substantial role. We note that there is much less
controversy and debate about private sector participation in the sani-
tation sector than in the water sector literature. In practice, the chal-
lenge is to engage the public sector as part of its mission to provide
sanitation services in partnership with operators.

A fifth perspective could enrich further studies on the institutional
change of the sector. The influence of global crises, especially the
COVID-19 pandemic, as an external shock on the institutional environ-
ment, could be studied in the development and the institutionalisation of
sanitation systems. Climate change is another influential global crisis,
forcing cities to elaborate adaptation strategies to improve their resil-
ience. Sanitation is critical when it comes to extreme events such as
flooding and drought, and it should contribute to either protecting water
resources or providing alternative water sources.

Finally, gender specificities could be better analysed in works on
institutional change. Indeed, although gender inequalities regarding
access to sanitation are well identified (Kohler et al., 2013), and even
though women are considered crucial actors of change, we surprisingly
found very few studies that specifically address sanitation and gender in
urban contexts (Panchang, 2021).

We recommend conducting longitudinal and in-depth case studies at
the city scale level regarding practical implications. This approach
might include qualitative surveys involving sanitation actors from the
macro (institution creators), meso (translators of rules into operational
action), and micro levels (urban decision-makers and operators). This
research could focus on different stages in the sector’s development.
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Archival work may help to conduct a historical approach. Looking at the
city scale implies mapping infrastructure development, either for on-site
sanitation decentralised or centralised sewerage. Socio-technical ap-
proaches seem relevant in identifying how institutions evolve along with
infrastructure development.
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