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The Abstract 

Developing Standard WASH Practitioner Competencies 

 

Does the humanitarian WASH sector need to enhance its practitioners in order to be more 

accountable to all stakeholders? This question is answered and methods in which to do this 

are explored as well as the challenges faced by the sector in its endeavour to enhance the 

capacity of its practitioners. Professionalisation is discussed as a structure in which the 

sector can develop and core competencies were identified as a cornerstone to congruent 

development and eventual professionalisation. Consequently, the WASH Practitioners’ 

Competency Framework is developed and undergoes three testing phases. Feedback and 

adjustments are captured and discussed culminating in into a possible viable tool that can 

assist in the enhancement of WASH practitioners’ capacity building as well as a host of 

other benefits and uses. 
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Executive	Summary	
 

1.1	 Introduction	

The humanitarian sector was borne from altruistic people wanting to answer the call for 

relief from millions of people victim to humanitarian emergencies. Originally viewed as an 

anomaly in comparison to the private and public sector with regards to certification, 

standards, qualification and perhaps even accountability due to the austere environments, 

sparse salaries and dangerous circumstances these early humanitarians worked in. 

However, the humanitarian can perhaps be considered as an industry today given the 

amount of money, countries, politics and ultimately lives involved. Together with the growth 

of this industry, a greater call for accountability, standards, transparency and 

professionalism is being made by governments, donors and the people also known as ‘all 

the stakeholders’. 

 

The current trend towards professionalising the humanitarian sector in order to be more 

accountable to our stakeholders, most importantly our beneficiaries, have seen a 

humanitarian sector wide effort to establish mechanisms to manage, utilise and enhance 

our resources. The focus of this report is our most valuable resource – our human resource. 

The report explores the requirement to build the capacity of our human resources, the 

options and the challenges faced in this endeavour. A common thread throughout the report 

is the requirement for standards that humanitarians can develop against and be 

accountable to. The Sphere Project(The Sphere Project 2016) is a celebration of 

accountability and professionalism in the humanitarian sector, but those standards are for 

service delivery and not for those who deliver them. The report explores what standards for 

humanitarians entail as there are a number of clusters that have or are developing their 

specific core / technical standards. The focus of this project is the deficiency of standards 

in the Water, Sanitation and Hygiene sector and the possible consequences thereof and 

explores options in order to enhance capacity building of Water, Sanitation and Hygiene 

Promotion practitioners. 
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1.2	 Background	

 

There are many negative consequences due to the lack of competency standards in the 

Water, Sanitation and Hygiene sector, and one area where it is visible is in the human 

resource department. For example, a non-governmental organisation may advertise for a 

‘Water, Sanitation and Hygiene Promotion specialist’ and they have to specify exactly what 

this position will entail according to their view of what a ‘Water, Sanitation and Hygiene 

Promotion specialist’ is as seen on recruiting websites and the varied profiles for the same 

job titles amongst different organisations. In contrast, advertising for a paediatrician, the 

organisation only lists additional task that will be required external to the core competencies 

of a professionally recognised paediatrician.  

 

Those that apply for the Water, Sanitation and Hygiene Promotion specialist job may have 

done their training at an institution that the recruiting organisation have never heard of, even 

though it was high quality training, consequently disregarding the applicant’s training. 

Others that apply might have done specialist courses that appear well on paper but the 

training cannot be applied to the local context. It is difficult for Water, Sanitation and Hygiene 

Promotion organisations to then be accountable to their stakeholders by not having an 

accredited, qualified and credibly competent WASH specialist. There is no generally 

accepted handrail / guiding mechanism and recipe for these practitioners to ultimately 

become the ‘perfect’ force-multiplying practitioner. A force multiplier is a practitioner who is 

not only competent in the tasks s/he conducts and carries out but has the ability to teach 

and build capacity in those around them-creating a ripple effect of capacity building.  

 

There are university degrees that are expensive and not accessible to all. There are 

vocational routes but they are largely poorly validated and accredited. There is also no 

generally accepted and useful agreement on the different Water, Sanitation and Hygiene 

Promotion ‘professions’ and the skills required in order to fulfil the different types of Water, 

Sanitation and Hygiene Promotion positions (Russ 2012). This incoherent situation 

undermines the way in which Water, Sanitation and Hygiene Promotion practitioners are 

viewed and this could be one of the reasons the sector struggles to attract adequate human 

resources and possibly even funding.  
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1.3	 The	Objectives		

 

1.3.1	Research	Goal		

The goal of this research project is to enhance the capacity of the humanitarian WASH 

practitioner by increasing the accountability of WASH practitioners and consequently 

WASH organisations to all their stakeholders. 

1.3.2	Research	Aim		

The aim of this project is to identify and a concept or tool that will aid in enhancing the 

capacity of WASH practitioners. The scope of this study will be the humanitarian WASH 

practitioners but it can also be relevant to those WASH practitioners working in 

development. 

1.3.3	Research	Objectives	

To meet the aim, two objectives were initially set out. These objectives provided the 

structure for the planned research project as well as a structured framework to appraise 

how well the aim was being addressed. Interestingly, the research objectives changed 

throughout this project as a result of the findings. Consequently, two additional research 

objectives are identified and introduced in the Results Chapter. Each objective has a series 

of research questions to support the process. 

 

Research Objective 1: Investigate the need to build capacity in humanitarians, 
specifically WASH practitioners.: Research questions: 
• Do we need to enhance the capacity of humanitarians and specifically WASH 

practitioners? Why? 

• What are the challenges to capacity building in the humanitarian and especially the 

WASH sector? 

• Is professionalisation a valid opportunity for the enhancement of the sector and what 

are its challenges? 

 

Research Objective 2: Identify a viable tool / concept for enhancing capacity 
building in WASH practitioners? Research questions: 
• What are the existing WASH practitioners’ capacity building initiatives and options? 

• Determine which option will add the most value? 

• What is required in order to professionalise WASH practitioner? 

 

Research Objective 3: Identify the inputs and develop the framework. Research 
questions: 



 

 

X 

• Can the structure of the framework be designed through a review of existing 

competency frameworks?  

• Can inputs for the framework be identified? For example, essential WASH 

competencies, domains and levels?  

 

Research Objective 4: Test and adjust the framework. Research questions: 
• Do stakeholders agree with the framework?  

• Can the framework be adjusted to consider all feedback?  

 

1.4	 Literature	Review	

A logical literature search method was used based on exploring the first objectives and 

planning on identifying literature sources and concepts for further investigation. It aimed to: 

• review the knowledge on capacity building in humanitarian human resources  

• review the knowledge on capacity building in water, sanitation and hygiene 

practitioners specifically 

• identify options and initiatives for capacity building for WASH practitioners 

• discover the research gaps of the topic under study 

 

1.5	 Methodology	

Exploratory questions were investigated constituting objective 1 & 2 which provided the 

foundation for the identification of the remaining two objectives. Mostly, standard mixed 

methods were used, with the largest part of the methodology consisting of the three testing 

iterations that The Framework underwent. Data collection methods overlapped and 

supported each other for two reasons. The first was that was good for triangulation and 

secondly due to the sometimes sparse nature of data found. For example, if data was 

collected from literature, the practical applications were then checked through the extensive 

network of collaborations and/ or through interviews and questionnaires. Only in the rare 

occasions, where the data could not be verified through another source, (but the data came 

from a credible source i.e. WEDC MSc course material) was only one source used.  
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1.6	 Results	

 

The first objective was answered with a resounding “yes” in the Literature Review Chapter 

supported by reports from the International Water Association (DeVette, Williams 2014) and 

the Global Water, Sanitation and Hygiene Promotion cluster that show how undermanned 

(in quality and quantity) developing countries are in their human resources. This Water, 

Sanitation and Hygiene Promotion human resource gap impacts on the delivery of 

successful Water, Sanitation and Hygiene Promotion interventions in an aggravating 

context of staff shortages, funding, regulations, variable quality of training, politics and other 

limiting factors. Notwithstanding, with the new Sustainable Development Goals, Water, 

Sanitation and Hygiene Promotion practitioners will have to become even more multi 

skilled, versatile and competent in order to achieve these very necessary, but ambitious 

goals.  

 

These standards could serve a variety of useful purposes for example; being used to 

measure the performance of Water, Sanitation and Hygiene Promotion practitioners; 

allowing recognition of their quality and competencies regardless of how they came to 

achieve them thus allowing for more accessibility and equity in the sector. 

The second objective was achieved through the Literature Review Chapter and qualified by 

the valuable feedback from respondents. It was through the combination of these two 

objectives that the main finding was made, which was that for any organised and 

sustainable advancement of the Water, Sanitation and Hygiene Promotion practitioner, a 

form of competency standards are required.  

 

The main finding inspired research objective 3 and the investigation into this objective 

allowed the conception, design and metamorphosis of the Water, Sanitation and Hygiene 

Promotion Practitioners’ Competency Framework. The Framework underwent three testing 

iterations in partial fulfilment of research objective 4. The eventual ownership, uses and 

essential future additions to The Framework is addressed as well. 

 

1.7	 Conclusion		

 

Although initially, there was significant resistance to the idea and possibility of a Water, 

Sanitation and Hygiene Promotion Practitioners’ Competency Framework, it was created 

and tested with the support and collaboration with actors in the Water, Sanitation and 
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Hygiene Promotion and training sectors.  The future of The Framework is still uncertain but 

it does provide a tool that can be developed upon or at least spur further research and 

initiatives to enhance Water, Sanitation and Hygiene Promotion Practitioners in order to 

ultimately move towards professionalisation as well as being more accountable to their 

stakeholders, but mostly – to their beneficiaries.  
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Chapter	1:	Introduction		 	 	 	 	

  

1.1	 Introduction	
The accomplishment of success in water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) interventions in 

development and emergencies are profoundly important. When WASH fails, development is 

stunted, emergency relief is undermined and in far too many cases, people die. To have a 

positively lasting and sustainable effect on WASH, the general humanitarian human resource 

(HR) capacity to deal with WASH development and emergencies has to be enhanced. 

Accountability to all the stakeholders also need to improve in order to advance the WASH 

profession and consequently the WASH cause. 

 

  “The only limitless resource is human potential” (Fiorina, 2014) and by focusing on 

building our WASH practitioners’ capacity we are tapping into invaluable and vast potential. How 

do we measure this capacity against the needs of the sector in order to build the capacity 

required? These standards against which to measure a WASH practitioners’ competency- do 

not exist. This lack of standard impedes WASH practitioners becoming accredited, accountable, 

recognisably capable and credible WASH professionals. With a standard for WASH 

competencies, the professional development of WASH practitioners can be structured and they 

can ultimately function as a WASH force multiplier. A WASH force multiplier is a WASH 

practitioner who is not only competent in the tasks he conducts and carries out but has the 

ability to teach and build capacity in those around him-creating a ripple effect of capacity 

building.  

 

Recent reports from the International Water Association (IWA) (DeVette, Williams, 2014) and 

the Global WASH cluster show how undermanned (in quality and quantity) developing countries 

are in their WASH human resources. This WASH HR gap impacts on delivering successful 

WASH interventions in an aggravating context of staff shortages, funding, regulations, variable 

quality of training, politics and other limiting factors. Notwithstanding, with the new Sustainable 

Development Goals, WASH practitioners will have to become even more multi-skilled, versatile 

and competent in order to achieve these very necessary, but ambitious goals.  

 

But what is competence in the WASH sector and why, given that it is so important, are 

there no competency standards?  
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1.2	 Background	
Currently, there seems to be no training or certification currency and no generalised competency 

standards in the humanitarian WASH sector. Lack of consistency in skills and competencies 

undermine the ability to deliver sustainable solutions and minimise potential harm. In addition, 

this lack of standards leads to service delivered to subjective standards assumed by whoever 

delivered that service and not to a set of acceptable standards or methods.  

 

There are university degrees that are expensive and not accessible to all. There are vocational 

routes but they are largely poorly validated and accredited. There is also no generally accepted 

and useful agreement on the different WASH ‘professions’ and the skills required in order to 

fulfil the different types of WASH positions (Russ, 2012). This incoherent state of affairs 

undermines the way in which WASH professionals are viewed and this could be one of the 

reasons the sector struggles to attract adequate human resources and possibly even funding.  

 

This lack of recognised WASH standards might have the following consequences: 

• people without the required skills and training could be entrusted to complete tasks that 

they cannot effectively deliver on 

• these unknowing practitioners might have a lasting negative impact due to 

competencies that they did not possess, or did not know to possess 

• some might be technically competent but do not know how to teach or assist in the 

beneficiaries’ (of the WASH service being delivered) understanding of the engineering 

intervention being completed (Hammond, 2015). Consequently, the beneficiaries of the 

new engineering intervention do not know how to maintain or repair it correctly 

• WASH practitioners not only require hard skills but also more soft skills that incorporate, 

amongst others, the ability to convey knowledge to others (Global WASH Cluster, 2015). 

These soft skills are often missed with negative consequences. 

 

Through feedback and conversations during the literature review, it seems that organisations 

have unique ideas and standards in what they require in a potential WASH employee. This 

varied approach does not allow for the global advancement of WASH practitioners and their 

‘professional’ capacity building. For example, a medical aid organisation will ask for an 

anaesthetist with 2 years’ experience. They know exactly what they require and the technical 

skills and competencies that the anaesthetist must possess will not need to be explained. 

Likewise, in the UK, a National Body awards a qualification based on agreed standards of 

attained skill and competency that has international recognition. This then allows organisations 

to be easily accountable to their stakeholders as they have assurance in their HR assets. 
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1.3	 Research	Goal		
The goal of this research project is to enhance the capacity of the humanitarian WASH 

practitioner by increasing the accountability of WASH practitioners and consequently WASH 

organisations to all their stakeholders. 

1.4	 Research	Aim		

The aim of this project is to identify a concept or tool that will aid in enhancing the capacity of 

WASH practitioners. The scope of this study will be the humanitarian WASH practitioners but 

could be relevant to those working in development. 

1.5	 Research	Objectives	
To meet the aim, two objectives are set out. These objectives provide the structure for the 

planned research project as well as a structured framework to appraise how well the aim is 

being addressed. It is imperative to note that the research objectives changed throughout this 

project as a result of the findings, as such two additional research objectives will be introduced 

in the Results Chapter. Each objective has a series of research questions to support the 

process. 

 

1.5.1		Research	Objective	1:	Investigate	the	need	to	build	capacity	in	humanitarians,	

specifically	WASH	practitioners.	

Research	questions:	

• Do we need to enhance the capacity of humanitarians and specifically WASH 

practitioners? Why? 

• What are the challenges to capacity building in the humanitarian and especially the 

WASH sector? 

• Is professionalization a valid opportunity for the enhancement of the sector and what 

are its challenges? 

 

1.5.2		Research	Objective	2:	Identify	a	viable	tool	/	concept	for	enhancing	capacity	

building	in	WASH	practitioners?	

Research	questions:	

• What are the existing WASH practitioners’ capacity building initiatives and options? 

• Determine which option will add the most value? 

• What is required in order to professionalise the WASH practitioner? 
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1.6	 Limitations	
The most significant limit of this research project is the number of people that responded to the 

initial questionnaire and subsequent testing iterations. However, although more respondents 

would have been valuable, the people who did respond are highly regarded, experienced and 

competent people. More input was also expected from the WASH community but the concept 

was sometimes met with cynicism and resistance that might possibly have hampered the 

number of respondents. The other limitations are elaborated upon in Chapter 3 and 5. 

1.7	 Structure	of	the	report	
Initially, there were more research objectives, however, through the course of the research it 

became apparent that there was an essential aspect missing and that I could not develop my 

research without addressing the gap. The focus of the research then shifted to address that 

gap, hence the revised research objectives. Therefore, the initial two research objectives are 

addressed in the Literature Review, Methodology and Results Chapters. The additional 

research objectives 3 and 4 are introduced and addressed in the Results Chapter. All the 

research objectives are discussed and analysed in Chapter 5 and the research paper is 

concluded in Chapter 6. 
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Chapter	2:	Literature	Review	 	

 

This literature review aims to: 

• review the knowledge on capacity building in humanitarian human resources  

• review the knowledge on capacity building in water, sanitation and hygiene practitioners 

specifically 

• identify options and initiatives for capacity building for WASH practitioners 

• discover the research gaps of the topic under study 

2.1	Sources	reviewed	
The logical literature search method (Fisher, Reed, 2012) was applied following a method 

whereby certain questions needed to be answered and their answers spurred further questions. 

The answers built on each other and completely shaped my research in the end with unexpected 

outcomes. Although the reasons behind using the different sources below overlap, they are 

roughly set out in order of the literature review aims.  

Source / Type of 
Information 

Search Strategy Justification of approach 

Expert led 

research 

Brian Reed provided the initial bulk of 

documents and literature as well as 

recommended a number of further resources. 

This bulk of resources was collected for an 

unrelated project regarding capacity building in 

developing countries. Brian Reed is very well versed 

in capacity building in WASH and recommended a 

number of key informants and further resources.   

WEDC Resource 

Centre 

 

The resource centre was searched for any 

source containing ‘capacity building’, it was 

then narrowed down to ‘capacity building’ + 

‘WASH’/ ‘water’/ ‘sanitation’/ ‘hygiene 

promotion’ as the initial search yielded too 

many results. The subsequent search terms 

provided more focused results. Terms such 

as ‘career + portfolio + development’, ‘human 

+ resource + development’ were used as 

well.  

I was physically present at the WEDC resource 

centre for my initial meeting with my mentor. As a 

starting platform the resource centre of one of the 

most renowned water engineering development 

centres proved a good starting point. 

Electronic Library 

catalogue 

The terms ‘capacity + building’ + WASH did 

not yield any results but ‘capacity + building’ 

+ ‘humanitarian’ + ‘worker’ did. To get more 

specific results, a variety of synonyms and 

combinations of terms were used. Terms 

such as ‘capacity + training’, ‘WASH + 

worker’, ‘capacity + development’, ‘WASH + 

capacity + development’.  

The majority of results for ‘capacity’ + ‘building’ dealt 

with local capacity building/affected populations, 

therefore the terms used became more specific to 

find documents that dealt with capacity building in 

humanitarian workers. 
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Dissertation/ 

Theses  

With the assistance of the WEDC resource 

centre manager, all the previous student 

reports were searched for topics containing 

‘capacity building’/ ‘capacity building’ + 

‘WASH’/ ‘water’/ ‘sanitation’/ ‘hygiene 

promotion’. None were related to WASH 

specifically. 

To establish whether the topic has been dealt with 

before or has been touched upon by previous 

students and would thus assist me in focusing my 

research.  

Google/ Google 

scholar 

‘Capacity building’ had too many hits thus the 

search was narrowed down to ‘capacity 

building’ + ‘WASH’/ ‘water’/ ‘sanitation’/ 

‘hygiene promotion’. I also searched ‘capacity 

building in/of WASH practitioners’ as a 

wildcard but then had to adjust combinations 

of search terms as my research took shape. 

The sources discovered up to this point dealt with 

capacity building of developing states/ people in 

those developing states. I wanted sources on 

capacity building of humanitarians/ WASH 

practitioners. Google scholar/ Google had a lot more 

relevant documents than online library searches. 

Another aim was to identify the need for HR 

capacity building as well as attempt to find literature 

that contradicts this. Finally, I reviewed ‘capacity 

building gap’ literature. 

Personal contacts Due to a lack of experience in the WASH 

sector, I wanted to understand how relevant 

WASH capacity building reports and 

publication were to those people in the field 

and what they considered credible 

documents that has had an impact in their 

sector.  

There seem to be a disparity between documents 

published for a specific sector and those people 

within that sector actually reading and assimilating 

it. I wanted to gauge that disparity in the WASH 

sector but also use the documents/ literature 

sources that they were using. Whilst developing the 

framework, collaboration with influential learning 

organisation were sought to share ideas and to 

attempt to avoid duplication of effort. 

Technical briefs 

(Publication type 

not source) 

Initially, all relevant WEDC technical briefs 

were scanned. The search was then 

broadened to include briefs from the WASH 

cluster website and a variety of NGO 

websites like Oxfam. Humanitarian learning 

organisations’ briefs were also read.  

In order to establish what competencies WASH 

practitioners ought to have, a large number of 

organisational and academic technical briefs were 

consulted. This was also done to triangulate data. 

As briefs are often written as capacity building tools 

addressing skills gaps, they were deemed as a 

concrete source.  

Conference 

proceedings 

(Publication type 

not source) 

Some conferences were not planned on 

being discovered but did surface due to 

previously existing subscriptions to ICRC’s 

webinars/ conferences, The Crises Group, 

The Sphere Project and Chatham House 

Conference proceedings mostly deals with factual 

topics and during the proceedings, peer review 

takes place as people agree, disagree and 

substantiate issues. It is a credible form of brain 

storming by a group of experts. 

WASH / 

Humanitarian 

Courses 

The most pertinent points relating to the 

research objectives were absorbed and 

helped contextualise issues raised by the 

literature reviewed.  

These courses delivered by RedR and Liverpool 

School of Tropical Medicine were part of the 

capacity building in humanitarians /WASH 

practitioners that the research is concerned with. 

Pertinent and topical concepts added to the depth of 

the research and framework development. 

Specialised 

WASH databases 

This search started at the WASH cluster 

website that led to a number of water-specific 

and sanitation-specific websites. The GLAAS 

reports were instrumental.  

Mainly to find out whether general competencies 

exist for WASH practitioners, but other relevant 

information was then also unexpectedly garnered. 
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These databases were also used as indirect 

evidence but useful for triangulation. 

Bibliographies Once a useful source was discovered, the 

bibliographies were scrutinised for more 

relevant sources. 

Using sources that was used by a credible report, 

allows for a more confident search of credible 

sources 

WEDC course 

material 

The module material used was the 

emergency water supply and emergency 

sanitation as well as the ‘Hygiene promotion’ 

book by Ferron et al that was part of 

compulsory reading.(Ferron, Morgan et al. 

2007). Using a MSc programme as the base 

for competencies was thought to be a 

dependable start  

During the WASH practitioner competency search, it 

became clear that organisations had unique ideas of 

what constituted adequate skills, training and 

experience as seen through their HR recruiting 

criteria and competency frameworks or similar. I 

reverted back to the most comprehensive set of 

WASH skills and training that I knew existed and 

that had significant credibility in the WASH sector. 

Competency 

frameworks/ 

minimum 

standards/ 

mandates of 

organisations  

Starting with familiar frameworks like the 

military competency validation framework to 

similar frameworks in NGOs, learning 

institutions, sectoral organisations (CILT) and 

professional/ membership organisations. 

To establish the status of a WASH practitioners’ 

competency framework and if it did not yet exist, I 

wanted to establish what ought to be in such a 

competency framework with regards to domains, 

levels, indicators and basic content.  

Fig 2.1 Research focal point diagram 

 

 
                                                                       RESEARCH FOCAL POINT 

Competencies 

Humanitarian 

 

Capacity Building 
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2.2	 Enhancing	capacity	in	humanitarian	workers	

The literature review has two main sections. The first is a review of knowledge on capacity 

building in humanitarian workers generally and the second is a review on WASH practitioners 

specifically.  The sections comprise of definitions, the current situation, challenges, options and 

professionalisation. 

 

2.2.1	Definitions	

2.2.1.1	 Capacity	building/capacity	development	

In the international development community there seems to be agreement that “capacity 

development or capacity building is the engine of human development and as such is now an 

officially declared key objective of international development” (UNDP 2010). Capacity building 

has become a catchphrase and so widely used that there is a danger of it losing potency and 

meaning. However, it is so essential, that all large developmental organisational aims and 

objectives will incorporate it. Although the English Oxford Dictionary do not have a definition for 

capacity development, many development and aid organisations have similar working 

definitions. The one common thread through all the definitions found of capacity development 

is sustainability. Thus capacity building “starts from the principle that people are best 

empowered to realise their full potential when the means of development are sustainable, home 

grown, long term, and generated and managed collectively by those who stand to benefit” 

(UNDP, 2009) . 

 

What is capacity building / capacity development? UNHCR defines it as “a process by which 

individuals, institutions and societies develop abilities, individually and collectively, to perform 

functions, solve problems and set and achieve their goals” (ReliefWeb, 2008).  

 

The Urban Capacity Building Network (GDRC, 2015) elaborates further and argues that 

capacity building is much more than training and includes the following: 

• ‘Human resource development, the process of equipping individuals with the 

understanding, skills and access to information, knowledge and training that enables 

them to perform effectively 

• Organizational development and elaboration of processes and procedures 

• Institutional and legal framework development, making legal and regulatory changes to 

enable organizations, institutions and agencies at all levels and in all sectors to enhance 

their capacities.’ (GDRC 2015) 
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2.2.1.2	 Humanitarian	workers	

Generally speaking, capacity building in the humanitarian sector refers to building local capacity 

or building capacity of those that are affected. Thus building the local capacity of the people in 

the developing world or in disaster affected communities. It also consists of local level staff that 

might work for governmental departments or local NGOs and national and international level 

technical professionals/ engineers/ practitioners that specialise in emergency response and/ or 

development. 

 

This research project refers specifically to building capacity within the ranks of those that 

constitutes the human resource response to emergencies - the humanitarian worker. OCHA 

states that it includes “all workers engaged by humanitarian agencies, whether internationally 

or nationally recruited, or formally or informally retained from the beneficiary community, to 

conduct the activities of that agency” (ReliefWeb 2008). Humanitarian workers constitute a 

plethora of specialisations that mirror professions in the private or public sphere. Humanitarian 

specialisations include health, logistics, nutrition, education, shelter and non-food items, water 

sanitation and hygiene promotion, development, emergencies, preparedness and prevention. 

 

2.2.1.3	 Enhancing	humanitarian	response	capacity	

“Enhanced Response Capacity can be defined as a process whereby people, organisations and 

the international humanitarian community as a whole unleash, strengthen, create and maintain 

capacity to identify and meet humanitarian needs in a timely, efficient and effective manner” 

(ECHO EU 2010).  In the majority of detailed definitions of capacity building three levels of 

capacity building are identified: 

• “Individuals: Their ability to learn; gain knowledge and skills that can be expanded when 

new opportunities arise 

• Organisations: two sub levels are identified: local organisations (including local 

authorities) and international organisations and European NGOs 

• Systems: these extend beyond the individual and organizational levels to systems of 

organizations, their interfaces and the institutions that guide them” (ECHO EU 2010). 

 

Capacity building at organisational and systemic level are essential, but this report will focus on 

the individual level that ought to ultimately set the standard and basis to enhance capacity at 

organisational and then systemic level. Organisations are made up of people and therefore the 

essential building blocks are individuals. Conversely, the systemic level can also set the 

standards for individual capacity building in the case of professions. 
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2.2.2		Current	 situation:	 Do	 we	 need	 to	 enhance	 the	 capacity	 of	 humanitarian	

workers?	Why?	

 

The ideal situation is encapsulated in the 17 Global Sustainable Development Goals which aim 

to end poverty, protect the planet and secure prosperity for all in the next 15 years. (United 

Nations 2015). Although the emergency phase / sector is distinct from the development phase 

/ sector they are interlinked as the one has direct and indirect consequences for the other. For 

example, a lack in local development of services and livelihood tends to increase a population’s 

vulnerability to cope with disasters. 

 

The Global Humanitarian Assistance (GHA) report 2015 demonstrates “that poverty and 

vulnerability to crises are intrinsically linked and that international humanitarian assistance 

continues to go predominantly to long-term recipients. This emphasises the need to build 

resilience, address the underlying causes of crisis and meet the long-term needs of people 

affected by crisis. For this to happen, a shared responsibility between humanitarian, 

development, climate change and other actors is critical as is the mobilisation of other resources 

beyond humanitarian assistance”(Swithern, Sardiwal 2015). 

 

Therefore, although the developmental goals are ambitious and relates globally, they must be 

taken into account when planning an emergency intervention. That planning and 

implementation is done by a very small humanitarian workforce that play an instrumental part, 

thus enhancing their capacity is imperative in order to eventually reach these goals. 

 

The requirement for enhancing humanitarian professionals have been echoed by many. The 

UK Government’s Department for International Development’s (DFID) Humanitarian 

Emergency Response Review, highlighted that “the uneven quality of personnel is a major 

limiting factor in humanitarian response” and that the “overall level of professionalism in the 

humanitarian sector needs to be raised through better investment and skills” (DFID 2011).  

 

2.2.3		Capacity	building	initiatives	

Capacity building initiatives and approaches were identified during the literature search for 

example, those initiatives born from RedR, Mango, The World Association for Disaster and 

Emergency Medicine (WADEM) and Professionals in Humanitarian Assistance and Protection 

(PHAP)(Walker, Russ 2010). Many initiatives were conceived in response to the Humanitarian 

Reform in 2005, especially in the setting of standards for example the ‘Core Humanitarian 

Standard on Quality and Accountability (CHS) which was a direct result of the Joint Standards 

Initiative (JSI) in which the Humanitarian Accountability Partnership (HAP) International, People 
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In Aid and the Sphere Project joined forces to seek greater coherence for users of humanitarian 

standards(Walker, Russ 2010).  

 

Initiatives aimed at enhancing humanitarian human resources range in breadth and depth as a 

result of the immense effort that has been put into human resource capacity building in the 

global development community. Many of these initiatives are frequently produced through 

frameworks to make the concepts and approaches to capacity building user-friendly and 

structured. 

 

In depth, the initiatives range from globally applicable frameworks like the Humanitarian Action 

Qualification framework (Aardema, Muguruza 2014) which is a reference system based on 

learning outcomes and it acts as a translating tool for qualification levels and systems to capacity 

building frameworks developed and used by single issue, small NGOs or learning institutions. 

In breadth, the initiatives range from general initiatives like the Consortium of British 

Humanitarian Agencies’ (CBHA) Core Humanitarian Competency Framework (Rutter 2011) that 

covers all general competencies of the humanitarian worker to specific technical capacity 

building initiatives/ frameworks like the Standing Committee on Engineering Capacity Building’s 

guidebook and compendium initiative (Clinton, Wall et al. 2010) that focus on engineering 

human resource capacity, amongst others. The Humanitarian Leadership Academy aims to 

“work with the humanitarian sector and new partners from the technology industry, private sector 

and universities to help communities become more resilient in the face of disaster and give them 

the training and skills to respond to crises in their own countries” (HLA 2016).  

 

Other initiatives include the Emergency Capacity Building (ECB) Project, the Emergency 

Capacity Building (ECB) Project and the Public Health Preparedness and Response Core 

Competency Development Project.(Walker, Russ 2010) 

 

However, it also came to light that despite an impressive range of ‘capacity building’ initiatives, 

the sector lacked the professional architecture and systems that could deliver in this desire’ 

(Walker, Russ 2010). The initiatives are implemented but not in a sustainable structure that 

could support it. There is no strategic framework or institution that oversees the united effort in 

capacity building in the humanitarian workforce. Could the professionalisation of the 

humanitarian sector provide this architecture and enabling systems? 

 

2.2.4	Professionalisation	of	the	humanitarian	worker	

Professionalisation is being explored as a mechanism in which the humanitarian sector can 

enhance holistically. Many options and initiatives do share aspects of professionalisation but 
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exist independently of each other with little collective effort to constructively enhance overall. 

Professionalisation is the architecture, not an initiative.  

 

2.2.4.1	 Defining	‘professionalisation’	

The English Oxford Dictionary states that a ‘professional person is connected with a job that 

needs special training or skill, especially one that needs a high level of education, professional 

qualifications, professional standards and practice. There is usually an opportunity for 

professional development’ (OED 2016). Hall differentiates between the structural and the 

attitudinal attributes of professions.

 

Structural attributes include ‘such things as formal education 

and entrance requirements’(Hall 1968). Attitudinal attributes are more concerned with the 

‘sense of calling of the person to the field’. A similar distinction between systems and attitudes 

is made by Cruess, Cruess and Johnston (2004). They argue that the core of a profession is 

‘possession of a specialized body of knowledge and commitment to service’. They explain that 

‘because knowledge is used in serving others, professions are identified as being altruistic and 

value laden’. They identify four main attributes of professions: 

• a monopoly over the use of specialized knowledge 

• knowledge used in an altruistic fashion 

• autonomy to establish and maintain standards of practice and self-regulation to assure 

quality 

• responsibility for the integrity of knowledge, its expansion and proper  

 

As a result of the Cruess, Cruess and Johnston (2004) paper, their proposal for the definition of 

a profession is 

 “an occupation whose core element is work based upon the mastery of a complex body 

of knowledge and skills. It is a vocation in which knowledge of some department of science or 

learning or the practice of an art founded upon it is used in the service of others. Its members 

are governed by codes of ethics and profess a commitment to competence, integrity and 

morality, altruism, and the promotion of the public good within their domain. These commitments 

form the basis of a social contract between a profession and society, which in return grants the 

profession a monopoly over the use of its knowledge base, the right to considerable autonomy 

in practice and the privilege of self-regulation. Professions and their members are accountable 

to those served and to society.”(Cruess, Johnston et al. 2004) 

 

A commonality of professions is a shared set of core competencies and this topic is address in 

section 2.2.5.1 Core competencies below. 

 

2.2.4.2	 Is	professionalisation	a	feasible	solution?	
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Fig 2.2 Results from ELRAH survey on the support for an International Humanitarian Profession 

The findings from the first survey (Fig 2.2) and the consequential recommendations that Walker 

and Russ (2012) made spurred further academic research and attention was given to the 

development of professional systems for the humanitarian sector. In the second ELRHA study, 

a number of advisory groups ‘hubs’ were set up in different regions across the world to find out 

how a system for the humanitarian professional development could be achieved. This 

culminated in a survey designed through collaboration with these hubs and with more 

correspondents from Africa and Asia and field based respondents than the initial survey, making 

it more inclusive and internationally representative.  

 

The findings from the second survey identified many hindrances to training and professional 

development and the authors called for agreement that the situation is unsatisfactory. However, 

they acknowledged many initiatives that are striving to improve the situation. For example, 

competency frameworks to humanitarian training, growth in accreditation of training courses 

and the development of cross-organisational capacity building. Of interest, 85% of respondents 

endorsed the initially proposed humanitarian competencies (these have developed and became 

the CBHA Core Humanitarian Competencies), a concept for a learning and development 

passport were developed and a potential professional association for humanitarian workers 

spurred great debate but requires further investigation (Russ 2012). 

 

From the literature reviewed it is clear that many of the elements of professionalisation are in 

place or are developing. Training providers are seeking to make their training more 
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internationally recognisable and global codes of ethics and standards of competence exist in 

some sectors (Walker, Russ 2011). However, there are still a number of challenges that needs 

to be addressed in order to achieve model professionalisation and accountability in the sector.  

 

2.2.4.3	 Arguments	against	professionalisation	

Professionalisation has become an emotive word in the sector, dividing those who view the term 

‘professional’ as describing a ‘person who does something with a high level of competence, 

commitment or expertise in a particular activity’ (OED 2012) and those who feel that a stronger 

focus on the description above might sacrifice humanitarian values and the vital human 

connection to affected communities. Consequently, there is a fear that professionalisation 

comes at the expense of altruistic volunteering (Carbonnier 2015). 

 

The two definitions do not need to be mutually exclusive and the literature quoted in the previous 

survey suggested that this would not be the case, as survey respondents’ comments emphasise 

a ‘belief in service’ and a ‘sense of calling’ as key characteristics of professionals in addition to 

doing it to a high level of competence (Russ 2012).  

 

“Although some professions (i.e. law and medicine) do exhibit tendencies of using a 

profession for materialistic gain, others like education do not. Walker and Russ (2011) reiterated 

that creating a profession does not exclude others and support staff and local volunteers are 

vital to the humanitarian profession’ (Walker, Russ 2010, Walker, Russ 2011). 

 

Only one explicit document was found arguing against the professionalisation of the 

humanitarian sector. It only argues “that professionalisation ought to be approached with 

caution and he identifies three potential weaknesses of professionalisation; 

• the distance of the relief worker from the beneficiary 

• barriers to entry into the humanitarian sector 

• adding to risk aversion and a decline in innovation”. (James 2015) 

 

Professionalisation is not the answer to all problems in the sector for example, it does not 

necessarily address funding issues directly or tensions between humanitarian actors and state 

and non-state actors. It does however allow for more ‘accountability and the possibility of 

consistently high quality aid deliver’ (Walker, Russ 2011). 

 

2.2.5		Challenges	 to	 capacity	 building	 and	 the	 professionalisation	 of	 humanitarian	

workers	
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When something needs to improve, it follows that it constitutes a challenge. Walker and Russ 

(2011) identifies five critical areas for advancement;  

• core competencies 

• systems of certification 

• apprenticeship and experiential learning 

• professional associations  

• accreditation and accountability 

Other challenges like inequality, inaccessibility, high staff turnover and lack of funding  

will also be addressed but the focus of this research paper is core competencies. 

 

2.2.5.1	 Core	competencies		

 

Fig 2.3 What is a competency? 

 

Being competent involves having the values, knowledge and skills required to effectively 

practise your profession or trade. It is the basis of most professions and from a standard set of 

competencies, the other building blocks like training, certification, associations, accreditation 

and accountability can develop.  

 

“Training should be based on comprehensive core competencies that providers must 

demonstrate in addition to their skill-specific competencies. Competencies specific to 

humanitarian sector training should be practice- and application-oriented, teachable, and 

measurable. Competency-based, standardised programs should be used to select 

humanitarian workers deployed in future crises and to guide the professionalisation of this 

discipline.”(Johnson, Idzerda et al. 2013) 

 

‘By establishing an internationally accepted set of core competencies on which to base training, 

as well as establishing an internationally accepted way of certifying training courses and accredit 

training institutions- the field of humanitarian training could be opened up to competent 

Knowledge

Skill

Experience
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institutions worldwide. No longer will aid workers feel compelled to seek out expensive training 

from traditional institutions’ (Walker, Hein et al. 2010). Therefore, a set of common core 

competencies is required for any sector aspiring to be truly credible, accountable and 

professionally essential. The core competencies for the humanitarian worker in general have 

been developed but not those for a number of sectors of ‘professions’ like WASH and shelter 

(Rutter 2011).  

 

2.2.5.2	 Systems	of	certification	

Training in the humanitarian sector is ultimately ad hoc, unstructured, unregulated and has no 

currency in the sector. Master degrees have currency but they incorporate their own 

interpretation of the essentials of humanitarianism as there are no core curriculum available and 

very few of the master programs have any practical component which is essential in most 

humanitarian jobs (Russ 2012). The argument against this is that every humanitarian 

intervention is unique and that what works in one situation does not necessarily work in another, 

but equipping the humanitarian workforce with as many skills and competencies as possible will 

allow them to more effectively assess what approaches can be applied to which situations.  

 

A degree is very rarely sufficient and does not necessarily indicate competency. Master and 

bachelor degrees cannot be accessed by many people due to cost and geographic location but 

seeing as it is one of the few measurable qualifications, people with a bachelors or more 

preferably, a masters are preferred above someone with years of experience because at least 

a masters is relatively measurable and recognisable. This could cause the humanitarian 

‘profession’ a lot of damage as people are put in positions that they might be ‘qualified’ for but 

are not competent in and some competent people without qualifications are undervalued for the 

same reasons(Russ 2012). On the flipside, some humanitarians with a lot of experience may 

have major knowledge gaps as they might be used to using a proven method but there have 

been major advances in knowledge which they do not know about and consequently cannot 

apply(Reed 2016).  

 

The humanitarian sector does incorporate many different professions which in turn have their 

own affiliations to professional bodies that often miss “the core competencies deemed 

necessary to be fit to operate in the humanitarian field. In a sector that is growing at a projected 

6% per year, there is a need to ensure that its infrastructure and support systems are fit for 

purpose and serving beneficiaries in as efficient a way as possible”(Russ 2012). 

 

Having established the challenge of core competencies and systems of certification, how will 

these be implemented? Russ (2012) discusses the concepts and the challenges to 

apprenticeships, experiential learning and the possibility and use of professional associations.  
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2.2.5.3	 Apprenticeships,	experiential	learning	and	professional	associations	

A challenge for all professions, is gaining experience as a newcomer. That is why 

apprenticeships and internships have been designed to alleviate this complication. It allows for 

experience to be gained in a safe environment through a well-structured programme. They 

incorporate a well-defined system of monitoring and have systems for correcting and assessing 

development. ‘a very small number of humanitarian agencies provide anything similar and this 

might be one of the biggest gaps in the humanitarian community’ (ECHO EU 2010). 

 

’The reality of humanitarian interventions is often overshadowed by capacity 

shortcomings due to operational pressures to deal with the ongoing humanitarian 

responses’. (ECHO EU 2010)  

  

Professional associations ensure standards and disciplines unprofessional and incompetent 

behaviour. They serve as a platform for the advancement and regulation of the profession. In 

the absence of some form of humanitarian association with agreed standards, professionalism 

arises in an ad hoc manner through the best efforts of individuals and employers. Walker and 

Russ (2011) identify a set of functions that a possible association would have that will allow the 

promotion of aid worker competencies, develop their career pathways, provide professional 

independence and safeguard the profession’s reputation’. There are associations that are 

professional but not humanitarian e.g. British Medical Association (BMA) and the Institute for 

Civil Engineers (ICE). Is it possible for them to include the humanitarian sector engineers for 

example as some of them are already doing to some extent? Or could they provide the structure 

upon which a humanitarian professional body can be modelled upon? 

 

Some humanitarian clusters or sectors do have associations that exhibit attributes of a true 

professional association. These include the World Association for Disaster and Emergency 

medicine (WADEM), the Humanitarian Logistics Association (HLA), The International 

Humanitarian Studies Association (IHSA) and the Professionals in Humanitarian Assistance 

and Protection (PHAP) (Russ 2012). 

 

2.2.5.4	 Accreditation	and	accountability	

Russ states that  

“Following a decade in which the humanitarian sector has sought to develop global 

standards, codes and representative bodies, there is growing momentum to explore the 

potential for creating a unified system of professional development, accreditation and 

association, which could increase accountability, raise the quality and consistency of 

humanitarian service, open up the profession to talented new recruits, and raise the status 
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of the humanitarian service provider to a level on a par with other professional groups.” 

This would support the infrastructure for career paths with lifelong learning opportunities 

and support the retention of humanitarian workers over decades to come. This also 

prepares for the forecasted increases in natural and complex disasters where large 

swathes of civil society in many countries will necessarily be involved in relief work.”(Russ 

2012)  

 

2.2.5.5	 Inequality	and	inaccessibility	

The five identified topics were discussed above. In addition, indicators, inequality, staff turnover 

and funding will be reviewed.  

 

A general complaint from humanitarian workers in the south is that the system is biased towards 

candidates from the north who can access available expensive professional qualifications. 

Access to a system of accreditation and qualification ought to be more equitable and based 

more on merit (Walker, Russ 2011). Geographical location of training centers will need to be 

revised, especially to the more rural areas.  

 

2.2.5.6	 Indicators	

Indicators in the humanitarian sector can mean donor set indicators that signify when an 

organisation has achieved what the donor intended the money for and can also mean indicators 

that show if someone is competent in their job and is exhibiting the behavioural indicators that 

officially prove this. Indicators thus makes competencies or results measurable. If something is 

not measureable, how can you credibly develop it? In the case of the humanitarian sector, there 

are donor prescribed or programme / project indicators but not always indicators to ensure that 

their staff are competent or developing their competency (Morgan 1997). 

 

When there are no inter-agency basic indicators amongst all sectors, people develop impromptu 

according to a subjective set of aims and indicators. Indicators should focus on process and 

behavioural change and not just be inputs-outputs based(Morgan 1997). It is recognised that 

identification, assessing, monitoring and measuring of capacity and its ultimate impact is difficult 

(ECHO EU 2010). 

 

2.2.5.7	 High	staff	turnover	

‘Rapid staff turnover has been identified as one of the major constraints on both staff capacity 

building and organisational learning. A study undertaken for Oxfam GB (Richardson 2006) 

supports previous findings that traditional human resource practices in the humanitarian field, 
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with many staff employed on short-term contracts, have inhibited skills development and 

constrained programme and organisational learning’.  

 

“High staff turnover impedes organisational learning. It is quicker to send in experienced 

expatriate staff than to build local/ organisational capacity”(ECHO EU 2010).  

 

2.2.5.8	 Lack	of	funding	

Financing for capacity building is scarce and investments are often used to 'pilot' new 

approaches and ideas, implying greater risks (in terms of achieving results) than more 

conventional projects (ECHO EU 2010). Donor money is mostly earmarked and even though 

for example, we know how important ‘preparedness’ is, organisations struggle to secure 

adequate funding for it. The same goes for funding for capacity building in the humanitarian 

workforce as there is a lack of concrete outputs with training and long term investment. 

 

2.2.6		Humanitarian	 sectors	 moving	 towards	 professionalisation	 through	 core	

competencies	and	establishments/	associations	

‘Initiatives to professionalise and identify the intellectual base of all of the different sectors in 

humanitarian aid (health, logistics, etc.) are surfacing in Europe and the United States. These 

efforts began after a series of widely publicized disaster responses (the 2004 tsunami in 

Southeast Asia, Hurricane Katrina in the United States in 2005, and the 2010 earthquake in 

Haiti) that raised questions about the effectiveness, cost, coordination, and impact of such 

responses’ (Walker, Hein et al. 2010).  

 

“These efforts were focused on strengthening three aspects of the aid business: 

institutional capacity to deliver services; governance, management structures, systems and 

policies; and professional skills and competencies of staff” (Walker, Hein et al. 2010).  

 

The main contributors and developers to professionalise the sector are the Active Learning 

Network for Accountability and Performance (ALNAP), the Sphere Project, People in Aid, the 

Humanitarian Accountability Project (HAP International). They all promote notions of 

professionalism but through the agency of the employing institution. 

 

(James 2015) proposes a model for understanding professionalisation. His analysis compares 

six other professions against the same criteria to argue that the humanitarian community already 

constitutes a profession.  
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Sectors are recognising the need to enhance capacity respectively and are using a variety of 

tools to achieve this. It seems that establishing a core set of competencies is one of the initial 

steps for these sectors. The nutrition sector acknowledges that 

 

“competency frameworks are an important tool for human resource development and 

have been developed for several other humanitarian sectors. We therefore developed a 

technical competency framework for practitioners in nutrition in emergencies”.(Meeker, 

Perry et al. 2014) 

 

(Kovács, Tatham et al. 2012) developed a conceptual framework for skills in the field of 

humanitarian logistics, and evaluates the framework through a content analysis of job 

advertisements. The logistic sector now also has a “Guide to the Certification of Humanitarian 

Logistics” that was sponsored through the Fritz Institute and awarded through the Chartered 

Institute for Logistics and Transport (UK) (Kene, Pack et al. 2009).  

 

The health sector has many examples of core competencies required for professional 

humanitarian health workers. Kene et al (2009) found through their survey of humanitarian 

health workers, that “humanitarian health workers self-identify as professionals in humanitarian 

assistance and as technical experts. A professional organization with specific support functions 

would be of interest to many humanitarian health professionals.”(Kene, Pack et al. 2009) 

 

The Standing Committee on Engineering Capacity Building of the World Federation of 

Engineering Organisations (WFEO) launched its first edition of a guidebook in October 2010. 

This guidebook sets out suggestions for human resource and capability building approaches 

and presents a collection of good practice, programmes and initiatives of a range of 

engineering professionals and organisations.(Clinton, Wall et al. 2010) 

 

In their “Developing professional competencies for humanitarian engineers.” paper, Reed and 

Fereday (2016) provides the  

“rationale for recognising the specific skills of engineering professionals in the 

humanitarian field, describing current initiatives, concepts, challenges and ways that may 

be useful in providing a sustainable framework. Whilst a set of competencies is valuable 

for employers, these also enable professionals to benchmark their own level of knowledge 

and expertise, so they can judge if they are competent to offer expert humanitarian 

assistance.”(Reed, Fereday 2016) 
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2.3	 Enhancing	capacity	in	WASH	practitioners		
The sections above reviewed literature on capacity building in humanitarian workers as a whole 

and the initiatives and the respective challenges to capacity building. This following section aims 

to review literature relating to the WASH sector and those that work within that sector - WASH 

practitioners. 

 

2.3.1		Defining	the	WASH	Cluster	and	WASH	practitioners	

2.3.1.1	 WASH		

WASH is an acronym for water, sanitation and hygiene. The acronym encapsulates many public 

health related issues as the impacts of inadequate provision in these areas overlaps strongly. 

The WASH movement is largely about creating access for people to water, sanitation and 

hygiene. Success in WASH is an area that is key to ensure many areas of development can 

function. 

 

2.3.1.2	 WASH	Cluster	

“The Global Water Sanitation and Hygiene Cluster, or Global WASH Cluster (GWC) is a 

partnership grouping 32 partners aimed at improving the coordination and the humanitarian 

response in the WASH Sector. The Global WASH Cluster (GWC) was formed in 2006, building 

upon the successes of an existing Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) humanitarian sector 

working group. It is managed through a governance system designed to facilitate the 

achievement of the GWC Strategic Plan in a transparent and efficient manner. The primary 

purpose of the cluster is the delivery of water, sanitation and hygiene promotion assistance to 

affected populations during emergencies through improved coordination of the response at all 

levels” (WASH Cluster 2016). Could the WASH cluster be the beginnings of a professional 

association? 

 

2.3.1.3	 WASH	Practitioner	

A WASH practitioner is a person that works in the water, sanitation and hygiene promotion 

sector. A WASH practitioner is not necessarily an engineer but anyone that works towards the 

advancement of access to adequate water, sanitation and in mobilising communities towards 

sufficient hygiene for sustainability of hardware. It has been recognised the hardware 

(engineering structures like toilets) is not sustainable without the software (community 

understanding and acceptance of the hardware) (Global WASH Cluster 2015). 

 

2.3.2		Global	WASH	emergency	and	development	situation	
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The UN-Water Global Analysis and Assessment of Sanitation and Drinking-Water (GLAAS) 

2014 report states that although advancement has been made, there is lots of room for 

improvement. As an overview ‘2.5 billion people lack access to improved sanitation, 1 billion 

people practice open defecation, 748 million people lack access to improved drinking water (1.8 

billion people use a source that is faecally contaminated) and millions of people have no access 

to soap and water to wash their hands-an act that will help them to prevent the spread of 

disease’ (UN Water, WHO 2014). Sanitation was the most widely missed MDG target and with 

the ambitious Sustainable Development Goal targets, a significant improvement has to be 

made.  

 

The GLAAS report had 10 key findings and presents data from 94 countries, 23 external support 

agencies, and represents over 90% of official development assistance (ODA). An increase in 

capacity building would address many of the issues but key finding 6 states that the “lack of 

human resources constrains the sector” (World Health Organisation, UN Water 2014). 

 

In a recent case, a WASH practitioner had to vet people to take over from her when she moved 

on to another position. Regardless of her recommendations the person appointed was a 

chemical engineer who had no experience in WASH. But seeing as ‘chemical engineer’ was 

something the HR department could measure as a concrete indicator, the wrong person was 

appointed to the job (Hammond 2015). This undermines the credibility of the organisation and 

the WASH sector as there have been no concrete measures for competency in WASH, so HR 

has to select the nearest measurable indicator. 

 

2.3.3	Challenges	to	capacity	building	in	WASH	and	WASH	practitioners			

Training for those in the WASH sector is unstructured, ad hoc and unregulated. In a WEDC 

case study, Coates (2010) noted that The Joint Sector Programme, Training for Real projects’ 

stakeholders including senior members of government, met to discuss lack of planning and 

strategic direction in WASH capacity building and the predominance of “fire-fighting” and supply- 

led, short-term training interventions. 

 

“They agreed that a scatter gun effect was doing little to develop a robust, multi-dimensional 

specialist workforce, able to support current service delivery or meet new targets in the future. 

Evidencing an absence of well-structured training programs, lack of accreditation for 

universities, poor continuing professional development options and limited training capabilities 

in the private sector.” 
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The group then heard from the Chartered Institute of Water and Environmental Management, 

UK (CIWEM), further convincing them that accreditation and association are central to 

meaningful professional development”. (Coates 2010) 

 

The results are that there is a brain drain to organisations outside of the WASH sector, high 

staff turnover in the water supply and sanitation sectors and professionals working in temporary 

capacity or project linked tasks, rather than in fulltime employment. This leads to a heavy 

reliance on volunteers and interns to fill the human resources gaps (Global water for 

sustainability n.d.) 

 

‘Relevant professional qualifications for WASH professionals are varied (e.g. engineers, social 

sciences, environmental or public health related disciplines), thus the professionalisation of 

humanitarian WASH workers may be a challenge. Moreover, many of these professionals are 

frequently certified through other professional organisations usually at a national 

level.’(Johnson, Idzerda et al. 2013) 

 

 “The information on course curricula that was analysed was limited to that available on 

searched websites. Therefore, it was not possible to identify and distil common points with 

regards to core competencies being developed and how they are being delivered. However, 

given the broad spectrum of relief activities that are included under the WASH acronym, it may 

be challenging to find a consensus with regards to core competencies in this theme.”(Johnson, 

Idzerda et al. 2013) 

 

2.3.4		 WASH	capacity	gap	mapping	

There has been a variety of capacity mapping initiatives in water and sanitation respectively, 

some included successfully tested mapping tools that can be promulgated in other countries 

and sectors for example the Water and Sanitation Programme’s capacity mapping tools. 

However, the most credible and inclusive reports were those from CAWST, IWA and GLAAS 

(2015). 

 

CAWST (2015) has learned from 14 years’ experience working with their 800 clients in 68 

countries that a few key components need to be in place to ensure sustainability in WASH 

programs. In each of those components, two factors are essential for successful planning and 

implementation; human capacity and financing. This was not the first time the lack of HR 

numbers and quality have been identified as a problem. In an International Water Association 

(IWA) (2015) report, the gap of 787,200 WASH professionals was identified that were needed 

to be filled in order to reach universal WASH coverage just in the 15 developing countries 

studied (CAWST 2015). 
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IWA’s publication ‘An Avoidable Crises: WASH Human Resource Capacity Gaps in 15 

Developing Economies’ (DeVette, Williams, 2014)had 6 key findings, 5 of which heavily 

influence the direction and focus of this research project namely;  

1) “Sanitation services are significantly undermined by a poor supply of professionals 

when compared to water services. 

2) Low levels of access to and inadequate coverage of courses in tertiary education 

institutes is a significant bottleneck to meeting human resource demands. 

3) Operation and maintenance of water and sanitation systems are chronically neglected, 

with human resources inadequately allocated.  

4) Education and skills development requirements to operate and maintain specific 

technologies have not been appropriately assessed; such assessments would greatly 

benefit the WASH sector.  

5) The dependence on communities, volunteers and semi- skilled workers in rural areas 

is not sustainable without adequate institutional and operational support from local 

government and structured, formalised support from the professional sector”(DeVette, 

Williams, 2014) 

 

“All of these sustainability components hinge on having human resources in place, with the right 

knowledge and skills. We must therefore first tackle the massive shortage in the number of local 

WASH sector workers and their skills. The case for the impact of the human capacity gap on 

WASH sustainability was bolstered by the previously mentioned IWA report and the GLAAS 

report. (CAWST, 2015) 

 

2.3.5		Applying	capacity	building	models	to	WASH:	The	DG	ECHO	Guidelines	

2.3.5.1	 Evaluating	capacity	building	in	the	WASH	sector	using	the	Enhanced	Response	

Capacity	model	

The European Commission's department for Humanitarian Aid (DG ECHO) proposed Enhanced 

Response Capacity guidelines to increase the impact of its investments through Enhanced 

Response Capacity to facilitate a joint donor approach; and to provide a longer term framework. 

These guidelines will be used as a model to identify global response needs which ought to be 

tended to if real capacity building is to take place. These requirements are; 

• Adequate resources: The WASH sector has always struggled getting enough funding 

for all resources. This could always be improved.  

• Coordination and roll out of the cluster approach: The WASH cluster is young and fought 

hard to be recognised as a sector. However, it is gaining momentum and it has been 

noted that the WASH cluster are one of the more active of the 11 clusters.  
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• Needs assessment and related methodologies: The WASH sector generally invests 

heavily in their needs assessments due to the consequences and money wasted of not 

doing so.  

• Emergency preparedness, disaster risk reduction and early warning: Although this is 

recognised as very important, but funding is rarely secured for this as donors want to 

see what their money is doing. 

• Local capacity building: Many studies and initiatives are addressing local capacity 

building. But without building sustainable capacity in a structured framework approach 

based on a set of standards, how can it really be measured, compared and therefore 

effectively enhanced? 

• Quality, accountability and respect of humanitarian principles and laws: Literature 

indicates that those in the sector endeavour to do this but struggles to do so due to a 

lack of supporting systemic architecture. 

• Logistics and other needs: If the funding and coordination is in place, logistics and other 

needs generally is taken care of. But similar to everything else in the humanitarian 

sector, every situation and intervention is different.  

 

2.3.6		WASH	specific	capacity	building	initiatives	

In a review of capacity building organisations, Ngai et al found that there are hundreds of 

organisations that build capacity including universities, resource centres, private consultancies, 

foundations and development banks, yet the situation remains bleak (Ngai, Mills et al. 2013).  

This is a gap in quantity as well as quantity. 

 

2.3.6.1	 WASH	 Cluster	 development:	 Developing	 a	 strategic	 operational	 framework	

(SOF)	

The WASH cluster is the most comprehensive form of WASH response coordination. The 

cluster strategic plan aims to coordinate and structure the development of the sector through 

core functions, outcomes and initiatives. The SOF delves into detail about operational ways of 

working through an adjustable framework. 

 

2.3.7		Professionalisation	of	WASH	practitioners		

2.3.7.1	 Is	WASH	a	profession	and	do	WASH	practitioners	want	to	professionalise?	

 

To establish whether the WASH sector is on its way to being a profession or is one already, it 

will be compared with the prerequisites for a profession identified by Cruess, Cruess, and 

Johnston. They argue that the core of a profession is the ‘possession of a specialized body of 
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knowledge and commitment to service’. They explain that ‘because knowledge is used in 

serving others, professions are identified as being altruistic and value laden’ (Cruess, Johnston 

et al. 2004). WASH arguably has a specialised body of knowledge.  All the wider engineering 

knowledge that were gained in the engineering profession were significantly adapted and 

adjusted. It repeatedly happens that when any engineering is applied without comprehensive 

social engineering and consideration, it fails. The WASH sector definitely has a monopoly on 

hygiene promotion knowledge. This review failed to uncover any evidence of a lack of 

commitment to serve in the WASH sector.    

 

Two additional main attributes of a professions are: 

• the autonomy to establish and sustain standards of practice and  

• self-regulation to assure quality and accountability for the integrity of knowledge, its 

expansion and proper use (Walker, Russ, 2011).  

 

The WASH sector and the many WASH learning institutions are definitely trying to apply the 

standards set by Sphere, local government, programmes, foundations etc. But it does not yet 

seem to have autonomy to establish and maintain standards of practice. When that standard is 

lacking it follows that self-regulation cannot take place and neither can the sector assure quality 

and responsibility for the integrity of knowledge.  

 

The only study found that can indicate the willingness of the humanitarian sector to 

professionalise is the ELRHA survey that indicated that of over a thousand aid workers 

questioned, 92% indicated that they supported notions of professionalising the work and 

structure of humanitarian aid. Literature focusing on the wishes of the WASH practitioner was 

not found.  

 

“For almost 4 decades, WEDC has been involved in research that has influenced the agenda 

of the water and sanitation sector. Throughout this time research partners, alumni and 

professional collaborators have identified the need for greater emphasis on supporting the 

development of institutional capacity through research programme frameworks, financing 

mechanisms, standards setting, profession-building and outreach- building network” 

(Coates, 2010)  

2.4 The	knowledge	gaps		
The aims of this literature review were to assess the current state of knowledge on capacity 

building in the humanitarian response workforce, focussing on those in the WASH sector.  

Options for capacity building, specifically for those working in the WASH sector were identified 

as anticipated. Nonetheless, they were found to be disjointed and no commonly agreed upon 
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knowledge base or guiding standards were found upon which these capacity building options 

could be constructed on.  

 

It is difficult to prove that ‘there is nothing there’ and difficult to categorically state that there are 

definitely no standards for WASH practitioners that can be applied to all contexts. However, if 

none were found in this literature review, how should WASH practitioners find standards against 

which to measure themselves and against which to develop? 

 

Although it is not clearly stated in the literature reviewed, it seems that in order to enhance the 

sector and develop as a whole (not in an uncoordinated, fragmented fashion that have been 

prevalent until now) creating a set of core competencies for each sector is the obvious starting 

point. It has been done my other sectors, why not the WASH sector? 

2.5	Conclusion	
The literature review gives a strong indication that there is a need for the enhancement of 

humanitarians’ response capacity, especially in light of the need for accountability to all 

stakeholders. There is an endeavour to address that need by a number of capacity building 

initiatives, but the endeavour is tempered by a lack of formal architecture to support the career 

and competency progression in most humanitarian ‘professions’.  

 

Literature regarding professionalisation of the sector was reviewed as a potential institution that 

could provide the architecture for the setting of standards, competencies and formal career 

professional development. The challenges to professionalisation as well as how far some 

sectors have advanced towards professionalisation, whether intentionally or not, was reviewed. 

The picture painted was promising and indicated the resilience and drive of humanitarians and 

contributing organisations to advance the sector notwithstanding the plethora of challenges.  

 

In the review of the current WASH sector there are some indications that it is trailing behind 

other sectors in the establishment of standards, core competencies and formal career 

development - even though the WASH cluster is regarded as one of the more active clusters. 

The literature reviewed gave us an indication of the magnitude of the situation in terms of how 

WASH human resources we need in terms of quantity, but little is mentioned of enhancing the 

quality and competency levels of those existing WASH practitioners. Neither was it clear 

according to which standards the WASH practitioners were held accountable to or validated 

against. Could the reason be the lack of WASH practitioner competency standards as an 

essential building block for WASH practitioner competency development and accountability? 

These questions and possibilities will be explored in subsequent chapters, but firstly the 
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methodology that was followed to address objective 1 and 2 will be discussed in the next 

chapter. 
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Chapter	3:	Methodology	 	

3.1	 Introduction	
The literature review revealed the requirement and benefits of enhancing the capacity of the 

WASH practitioner. Options and initiatives that could support the WASH practitioner’s 

development were identified with significant input from Walker and Russ (2011).  In this chapter 

the activities and methods taken to answer and address the research objectives and questions 

will be discussed in search of the most viable option to develop further. 

 

Importantly, there were significant changes in the research objectives as the project matured 

and gaps were identified that did not allow the process to take the originally intended path. 

These changes are summarized in Appendix 4.1 in the Results Chapter. Although it might have 

been useful to have that paragraph in this chapter, in order to stay true to the process that this 

project underwent, it is rightly placed in the Results Chapter as the changes were as a 

consequence of the results of the first two objectives. 

3.2	 Research	design	

Originally during the search of a research project topic, the author’s paradigm and prior 

experience led to considering creating a tool to validate WASH practitioners’ competencies and 

therefore strongly considered an action research strategy to address a perceived practical 

problem. It was assumed that standards existed on which to build the validation tool on but then 

found that they didn’t. During the initial literature review it became clear that a basic element 

was absent. The element had to be identified and created using a variety of sources and could 

not be limited in any way, thus the mixed methods strategy proved more suitable for the direction 

the research had taken. 

 

The nature of this research project is complex. It sometimes required unconventional resourcing 

methods and consistency between the various components was not necessarily achieved, as 

this project aims to introduce a new concept to the WASH sector, a concept that is not 

automatically welcomed by the WASH practitioners it is aimed at. Resistance to the concept 

might be from a fear of restriction of practitioner freedom, bureaucracy or lack of understanding 

of the practical application. Consequently, the design and methodology aims at softening 

resistance by increasing understanding through encouraging participation and communication 

during the research process from its inception through to the ‘final’ product.  

This research builds on a constructivism and Interpretivist paradigm and it is also qualitative in 

nature. The purpose is to achieve a ‘holistic understanding of complex reality processes’ (Fisher, 
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Reed 2012) . The aims are of an exploratory nature and there will not be a constraint on data 

collection methods. The intention is to ‘enhance already existing knowledge by sifting, guiding 

and analysing it into a practical tool that can positively alter’ the professional development of 

WASH practitioners and WASH organisations (Denscombe, 2010). 

 

The author endeavours to identify and develop a too l/ concept that can assist with addressing 

an identified problem. The mixed methods strategy places emphasis on practical approaches 

to research problems, it will assist the author in avoiding single method bias and optimise the 

accuracy of findings as triangulation by different methods is an explicit focus of this strategy 

(Denscombe,  2010).   

 

 

 

Table 3.1 Research objectives 1&2, actions, indicators and outputs (Fisher, Reed 2012) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research objectives Action Indicator Output 
 

Goal: Enhance the 

capacity of WASH 

practitioners 

Communication, 

implementation and 

feedback cycle 

Recommendations from 

users and wider 

implementation and use 

of tool/concept 

Tested and workable 

tool/concept = wisdom 

Aim: Find a workable 

tool/ concept in order to 

enhance capacity 

building for WASH 

practitioners 

Critical thinking and 

judgement supported by 

literature and research 

findings 

Discussion and consider 

respondents’ critical 

thinking 

Basic tool/ concept = 

knowledge 

Research objectives 
 
2) Identify a viable 

tool/concept for 

enhancing capacity 

building in WASH 

practitioners? 

 

1) Investigate the need to 

build capacity in WASH 

practitioners 

Data analysis 
 

2) Analyse feedback from 

respondents and 

information gained from 

literature review  

 

1) Sift through literature 

to establish the need or 

lack thereof 

Analysis/ results 
 

2) Option identified or not 

 

1) Literature found in 

support of need 

Information 
 

2) Explore suitable 

options. Methodology 

chapter and Discussion & 

analysis chapter 

 

1) Continue with research 

in literature with more 

focus & bulk of Literature 

Review chapter 

 

Data collection 
 
2) Literature review, 

question most WASH 

organisations  

 

1)Literature review and 

interviews 

 

Data collection 
 

2) Review literature and 

send 200+ emails 

 

1)Extensive literature 

review & collaboration 

Results/Inputs/ 
feedback 
 
2) Feedback/ 

recommendations/ 

information  

 

1) Is there a need yes or 

no? 

 

Data 
 

2) Option identified or 

not? 

 

1) A clear yes or no 
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Research Objective  Research Questions 

1. Investigate the need to build capacity in 
humanitarians, specifically WASH 
practitioners. 

1.1 Do we need to enhance the capacity of humanitarians and 

specifically WASH practitioners? Why? 

1.2 What are the challenges to capacity building in the 
humanitarian and especially the WASH sector? 

1.3 Is professionalisation a valid opportunity for the enhancement 
of the sector and what are its challenges? 

2. Identify a viable tool/concept for 

enhancing capacity building in WASH 

practitioners? 

 

2.1 What are the existing WASH practitioners’ capacity building 

initiatives and options? 

2.2 Determine which option will add the most value? 

2.3 What is required in order to professionalise WASH 
practitioners? 

Table 3.2 Research objectives 1&2 with supporting research questions  

3.3	 Data	collection	methods	

A great extent of the data was drawn from correspondence with WASH organisations and 

WASH learning and research organisations.  A number of sources were used to ensure the data 

collection methods were valid, including lecture notes from the University of Nijmegen 

(Schuurman, 2014), ‘How to write dissertations and project reports’ (McMillan, Weyers, 2011), 

‘The good research guide’ (Denscombe, 2010) and ‘Choosing research methods’(Pratt, Loizos, 

2007).  In order to maintain perspective of the consequences, the system thinking approach 

was considered throughout this research project as it is essential to do so ‘if we are going to 

initiate real change’ (Messina, 2015).  

 

“As systems thinking is about understanding the environment and complex interactions 

between different components in the environment – it often leads to radically different methods 

of service delivery” (Selwyn, 2012).  

 

Therefore, an effort was made for data collection methods to overlap and support each other to 

allows for decent triangulation. For example, if data was collected from literature, the practical 

applications were then checked through the extensive network of collaborations and/ or through 

interviews and questionnaires. Only in the rare occasions, where the data could not be verified 

through another source, (but the data came from a credible source i.e. WEDC MSc course 

material) was only one source used.  

 

Different combinations of data collection and analytical methods were used for the different 

research objectives. The combinations used in each objective will be elaborated upon below. 
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3.3.1	Data	collection	methods	for	research	objective	1:	Investigate	the	need	to	build	

capacity	in	humanitarians,	specifically	WASH	practitioners	

At first the plan was to establish correspondence with key informants and conduct unstructured 

interviews in order to establish a rough understanding of the state of play with regards to 

capacity building in the WASH sector. The sample selection included representatives from the 

humanitarian sector, academic sector, private sector and the training provider sector. The 

informants included one of the capacity building experts from WEDC, Brian Reed, a former 

WEDC student Victoria Hammond who is currently working in the sector, Kirsten de Vette from 

the International Water Association (IWA) and Candice Rojanschi and Lisa Mitchell from the 

Centre for affordable water and sanitation technologies (CAWST).  

 

The data gained from these key informants, together with an extensive literature search of 

former WEDC dissertations, the internet, textbooks, publications and published research 

findings provided the clarification required to start narrowing the focus. The ICRC conference 

was a powerful influence during this data collection stage (ICRC and IFRCRC, 2015). During 

this conference they discussed the idea of adding ‘accountability’ to the four existing 

humanitarian principles. That generated the query: how are we as WASH practitioners 

accountable to our stakeholders? 

3.3.2	Data	collection	methods	for	research	objective	2:	Identify	a	viable	tool/concept	

for	enhancing	capacity	building	in	WASH	practitioners?	

The literature search was conducted using the WEDC library catalogues, electronic databases 

and the internet using Google and Google Scholar to identify reasonable options. Some sources 

were recommended by subject matter experts. One project led by Peter Walker and Catherine 

Russ (2011), was particularly helpful as their ELRHA survey’s findings identified a number of 

workable options. The survey was the second major global survey of the humanitarian workforce 

that was undertaken by ELRHA. 

A questionnaire (Appendix 3.1) was sent electronically to addressees that included people 

working for WASH organisations in the Global WASH Cluster (GWC), most WASH learning and 

training organisations, scientist and authors who published papers on capacity building in the 

humanitarian sector and some NGOs outside of the GWC that has a WASH function.  
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3.4	 Research	procedure	

The sources and tools used for data collection is mentioned above, the process and method 

planned will be presented in this section. 

 

The author’s paradigm was built on a training background in a military medical capacity, during 

which time it was observed how much capacity increased with good structured training, resulting 

in competencies and being validated on those competencies. It is also a paradigm developed with 

the inherent belief that capacity building is absolutely essential in the developing world and for 

those who work within it to assist with capacity building at every opportunity. From the onset the 

author wanted to contribute to capacity building in WASH, but how? 

3.4.1	Research	 procedure	 for	 research	 objective	 1:	 Investigate	 the	 need	 to	 build	

capacity	in	humanitarians,	specifically	WASH	practitioners	

The research questions to research objective 1 are: 

• Do we need to enhance the capacity of humanitarians and specifically WASH 

practitioners? Why? 

• What are the challenges to capacity building in the humanitarian and especially the 

WASH sector? 

• Is professionalisation a valid opportunity for the enhancement of the sector and what 

are its challenges? 

 

These research questions were set to map out the initial research plan and process. The 

literature review was structured along these questions that followed logically from each other. 

As the review answered these questions, it ultimately achieved the first objective. Findings were 

also triangulated with key informant views and collaborators as mentioned above.  

 

3.4.3	Research	procedure	for	research	objective	2:	Identify	a	viable	tool	/	concept	for	

enhancing	capacity	building	in	WASH	practitioners?	

 

The first research objective was addressed and the next step was to identify a tool or concept 

to address research objective two. During the research process for objective two, the WASH 

sector was wholeheartedly engaged as well as a variety of other methods in order to identify 

the most viable option for enhancing capacity in WASH practitioners. ELRHA’s second survey, 

the “Global Survey on Humanitarian Professionalisation”(Walker, Russ 2010) questioned 938 

respondents and valuable options came to light. Together with the ELRHA identified options 
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and others identified through other literature sources, a selection was narrowed down and 

incorporated into a questionnaire e-mail (Appendix 3.1). Over 200 emails were sent to 

organisations within the Global WASH Cluster (GWC) as well as learning and research 

establishments that are engaged in the WASH sector. Emails were sent to various people within 

the following organisations: 

 

Table 3.3 Organisations contacted with questionnaire 

Responses came from the following sources (Less than 50% were humanitarian):  

 

Victoria Hammond (ACTED) John Paul (Shelter) 

Kerstin Danert & Sean Furey (Swiss Resource Centre and 

Consultancies for Development) 

Dan Clark and Blake (International Development 

Enterprises) 

Harriet Purchas (RedR) Regine Skarubowiz (WSUP) 

Paul Knox (ALNAP) Lisa Mitchell (CAWST) 

Kirsten de Vette (International Water Association) Manfred Arlt (NCA). 

Table 3.4 Questionnaire responders  

The results, discussion and analysis of these responses can be found in Chapter 4 and 

Chapter 5. 

3.5	 Data	processing,	analysis	and	limitations 

The qualitative nature of this research did not allow for a singular method of data processing 

and analysis. The number of correspondents throughout this process were also less than would 

have been optimal. It is possible that if there were more respondents, there might have been 

more variety in WASH practitioner responses. However, this was one of the greatest struggles 

throughout this research project and due to the lack of optimal number of correspondents and 

a single method for data processing and analysis, great care had to be taken to prevent biased 

opinion and singular unbalanced thought, to affect the process. To combat this danger, each 

WaterAid Water for people International Rescue Committee (IRC) UNICEF 

Rotary Concern Worldwide Water and Sanitation for the Urban Poor Terre Des Hommes 

Plan Samaritan’s Purse Strengthening Humanitarian action through 

evaluation and learning (ALNAP) 

Global Medic 

Acted CARE International SNV Netherlands Development Organisation RedR UK 

Oxfam MEDAIR World Vision International (WVI) Merci Corps 

PATH Welt Hunger Hilfe International Development Enterprises (iDE) Islamic Relief 

Tearfund Save the Children International Water Association (IWA) Solidarité International 

International 

Medical Corps 

Norwegian Refugee 

Council (NRC) 

Centre for affordable water and sanitation 

technologies (CAWST) 

Catholic Relief 

Service 

Rural Water 

Supply Network 

Norwegian Church Aid   
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directional decision and input was compared with the aim of the project as well as discussed 

and analysed through correspondence with the different collaborators.  

3.6	 External	and	internal	validity	

The external validity of this research project is uncertain due to a number of reasons. This study 

will not necessarily reflect similar outcomes elsewhere even if the data collection and analysis 

process is replicated. This is because the respondents have subjective points of view that are 

possibly influenced by their respective organisations and a great many other factors. Their views 

and experiences will potentially be significantly different from those WASH practitioners that 

have not sent their responses or have not been asked, but this cannot be validated. It is also 

very difficult to know who will participate in the next GWC meetings and what topics will be 

discussed. There is currently a global drive towards organisational and individual accountability 

and professionalism but the conversation might be redundant in a decade and then external 

validity of this project might be null.  

 

However, validity can be assured through the following measures that were taken. Triangulation 

was applied wherever possible and results were viewed from at least more than one 

perspective. Participants and correspondents were sought as widely as possible and have been 

questioned repeatedly to ensure clarification, consequently their points of views were captured 

100% accurately. Repeated e-mails and attempts were made to gather information, opinions 

and inputs to ensure that the most varied voices were heard. Every point of view and input 

received have been penned in this report and discussed in order to ensure optimal transparency 

and validity of this project. 

3.7	 Ethical	considerations	

Due to the benign nature of this research, there are none to minimal risk to participants 

pertaining to experimental treatment or exposure to physical or psychological harm. This study 

was judged to be one of minimal risk to participants and that the probability and degree of harm 

or discomfort expected in the research will not be greater than any generally faced in daily life. 

Care was taken to ensure that participants fully understood the nature of the study and that 

participation was entirely voluntary. Ethical permission was sought from the University of 

Loughborough to conduct data collection. Ethical clearance was given and can be found at 

Appendix 3.2. All the participants mentioned by name in the research project were asked 

permission in order to use their names and were explicitly asked to which extent their responses 

and opinions may be used in this report. However, identification of participants will not be 

available in any further publications of this report. 
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3.7		Conclusion	

This research project did not follow the path that was intended at its inception. However, this is 

also its strength. The research methodology was adapted and tailored during the trailing of 

information that came to light. As a result, this research project went much further than initially 

anticipated and in a direction that was not foreseen. As seen from the data collection methods 

and process discussed in this chapter, many different methods were used and relentless 

collaboration allowed for a triangulated product, but there is definitely a limitation in the amount 

of people that responded and participated. Many alternative questions were raised as a result 

of the research that allowed for third and fourth order analysis of the main topics which are 

discussed in Chapter 4 and 5.  
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Chapter	4:	Results	
 

The goal of this research project is to enhance the capacity of WASH practitioners and the aims 

are to find the most appropriate and effective way to do so. Research objective 1 explores the 

validity of this goal and research objective 2 explores the options identified in the literature 

review. This chapter is divided into two parts, Part A will include the results from research 

objective 1 and two as well as the main finding that transpired as a result of these research 

objectives. As a result of the main finding, two additional research objectives were established.  

Part B will include the additional two research questions, their conception, literature review, 

methodology and results.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 4.1 Structure of Results Chapter 
 

 

Results:	Part	A	 	
4.1	 	Results	for	research	objective	one:	Investigate	the	need	to	build	
capacity	in	humanitarians,	specifically	WASH	practitioners	
 

Research objective 1 was addressed and the research questions answered entirely in the 

Literature Review Chapter. In brief the questions are recapped below. 

 

 

 

Research 
Objectives 1&2 

Research 
Objective 4 

 

Mini-Literature Review Literature 
Review 

 

Main 
Finding 

 

Research 
Objective 3 

 

Mini-Methodology 

Results 

Mini-Methodology 

Mini-Methodology 

Mini-Methodology 

PART A PART B 
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4.1.1		Research	question:	Do	we	need	to	enhance	the	capacity	of	humanitarians	and	

specifically	WASH	practitioners?	Why?	

Yes. Humanitarian emergencies are increasing in numbers and complexity, demanding much 

more from the humanitarian workforce (Walker, Russ 2010), especially in terms of the skills and 

competencies required. The requirement for enhancing humanitarian professionals have been 

echoed by many as seen in the literature review. 

 

4.1.2		Research	 question:	 What	 are	 the	 challenges	 to	 capacity	 building	 in	 the	

humanitarian	and	especially	the	WASH	sector?	

With record high migration, the consequences of drought, perpetually destabilising politics 

and the growing rich poor divide, the humanitarian is challenged; especially in light of the new 

ambitious Sustainable Development Goals. A sector that was historically set up out of ad hoc 

professions, skill and goodwill, are now expected to function as total professionals delivering 

the highest level of services in the most frugal and challenging environments.  

 

In a 2010 Dew Point report, Coates mentioned that rough estimates suggest that 2.5 million 

additional engineers, technicians and health promoters were needed to meet the MDG targets 

(Coates, 2010). How do we measure the quantity and quality of those existing WASH human 

resources? According to which standards? Maybe we do not need as many as 2.5 million, but 

just need to increase the competency and quality of those already in the sector? 

 

The entire WASH sector can be uplifted, pragmatically generalised and consequentially be more 

knowingly accountable to all the stakeholders in their projects. A number of options on how this 

potentially can be achieved have been identified below in the results for research objective 2. 

 

4.1.3		Research	 question:	 Is	 professionalisation	 a	 valid	 opportunity	 for	 the	

enhancement	of	the	sector	and	what	are	its	challenges?	

The humanitarian enterprise has grown in size and complexity over the past generation. Modern 

systems of scrutiny and accountability demand a higher level of accountability than ever before, 

both to programme beneficiaries and to donors. This, we believe, puts pressure on the system 

to become more professional and on aid workers to consider the establishment of a formal 

profession of humanitarian aid.  We are thus seeing an evolution of humanitarian action from 

an ad hoc, emotive-based, largely Western-driven system to a more global system of defined 

service delivery, which is increasingly pressured to define and regulate its competence, 

coverage, and purpose (Walker, Russ 2011). 
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In addition, challenges are posed by inequality, inaccessibility, high staff turnover, lack of 

funding; lack of core competencies; inadequate systems of certification; disjointed 

apprenticeship and experiential learning; lack of professional associations; accreditation and 

accountability. 

4.2	 	Results	 for	 research	 objective	 two:	 Identify	 a	 viable	 tool	 /	
concept	for	enhancing	capacity	building	in	WASH	practitioners?	
 

All the direct quotes in this section are anonymous except for where a respondent gave 

permission for their name to be used in connection to the comment. 

 

4.2.1	Research	question:	What	are	the	existing	WASH	practitioners’	capacity	building	

initiatives	and	options?	

The most practicable options identified in the Literature Review Chapter, mainly from the 

ELRHA report were: 

• WASH Learning and Development passport 

• WASH Competency Validation programme 

• WASH Apprenticeship programme 

 

4.2.2	Research	question:	Determine	which	option	will	add	the	most	value?	

In the quest to identify the most viable option from the three identified, an initial e-mail (Appendix 

3.1) that was sent out to over 200 recipients in order the field opinions. Ten people responded 

and a summary of their responses are below in Table 4.1, followed by their additional comments 

in detail. This section is structured by the questions asked in the questionnaire e-mail.  

 

Question Response % of total responses 

Do you think there is a real requirement for a 

‘WASH Learning and Development passport”?  

 

Yes     

No          

Neutral   

70% 

10% 

20% 

Do you know of a competency validation 

program that is used in the WASH sector?  

 

Do you think that it is best practice to have 

regional/national programmes instead of 

somehow standardising them to be utilised 

globally? 

Yes      

No       

 

National  

Global     

Neutral    

0% 

100% 

 

10% 

80% 

10% 

Which one of the options available to me would 

you suggest? 

a) Designing a WASH Learning and 

Development passport 

All options  

 

Only option A 

Only option B 

50% 

 

10% 

20% 
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b) Designing a WASH apprenticeship 

programme as the base of the passport 

c) Create a competency validation programme to 

be used throughout the WASH world 

Only option C 

Option A&C 

 

None of the options 

0 % 

10% 

 

10% 

 

Table 4.1 Initial research phase fielded responses (Electronic Mail)  

 

4.2.2.1	Responses	to	question	1	in	questionnaire:	Do	you	think	there	is	a	real	requirement	

for	a	‘WASH	Learning	and	Development	passport”		

Responses: 90% of the respondent said that they thought there was a real requirement, with 

10% disagreeing.  

 

Additional comments in favour of the passport were: 

• We have a duty of care to the beneficiaries to employ competent people. 

• There is a requirement for a global standard 

• Development pathways should be developed for WASH practitioners 

• The question “why is there not a master’s degree in hygiene promotion?”  was asked 

• The reverse was proposed in that the passport could set minimum standards to control 

the quality of training.  

 

Other comments included that the “way WASH practitioners are viewed and valued and the 

preconceived idea that you have to be an engineer in order to be a WASH practitioner is an 

obstacle for capacity building”.  Being an engineer does give you technical skills but the transfer 

of this information, management of teams, HR, finance and capacity building does not always 

come with a degree. Serious mistakes are made by these engineers because “they do not 

understand why they are doing something; they just know they should do it”. Not appreciating 

the context inhibits the transfer of knowledge from engineer to beneficiary and flexibility and 

initiative cannot take place. The belief that you need to be an engineer is shared by HR 

organisations in that if you are an engineer you will be paid more and if you are not an engineer, 

you are automatically a hygiene promoter. This not only disrespects the skill and knowledge of 

the hygiene promoter but it assumes that people either have hard or soft skills. The passport 

could bring soft and hard skills together in a more effective WASH practitioner.  

 

A similar argument was made by a respondent saying that there are logisticians / infrastructure 

professionals who ‘side-step’ into WASH as they have construction knowledge but who do not 

understand why a latrine is built the way it is, causing very basic errors. Therefore, some kind 

of modular accreditation from a formal/professional body would be beneficial as it could be used 

to ‘top up’ existing skills and knowledge and bridge the gap between their existing experience 

and WASH. Enhancement of quality would take place if WASH practitioners’ learning on the job 
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could follow a passport system enabling them to learn the “proper methodologies of correct 

WASH implementation and then less time would be spent on errors and futile attempts to 

reinvent the wheel” as they would be following clear guidelines. 

 

Respondents mentioned challenges to the idea as follows: 

• Maybe the sector is too small and questioned whether people would invest their time in 

getting qualified?  

• The lack of funding for research in the WASH sector to promote and evaluate trends 

and practices to establish whether they work or not, is limiting.  

• Who would accredit this passport?  

• WASH covers a wide range of activities and it might be difficult to establish a global 

passport. Also, it will constantly need to be updated to reflect most recent approaches 

etc. 

 

The one respondent that disagreed with the passport option said that the existing educational 

system does exist for this in MScs and BScs and vocational training, and that the WASH sector 

is too diverse thus requiring a too diverse set of skills to certify and train as a whole.  

 

More than half of respondents said that it would be more useful to have a competency 

framework first that can be used as a reference to organisations with a WASH function and to 

assist current and aspiring WASH practitioners to develop. Respondents did caveat this with 

the fact that the framework ought to be adjustable to local context, standards/ international 

standards and should not be limiting to people and organisations.  

 

4.2.2.2	Responses	to	question	2	in	questionnaire:	Do	you	know	of	a	competency	validation	

program	that	is	used	in	the	WASH	sector?		

None of the respondents knew of a competency validation programme that is used throughout 

the WASH sector. However, CAWST has a competency validation program for certain WASH 

roles that is used through most of the WASH world that greatly contributes to the professional 

development of the people who do use it as it ensures a high standard of quality in their work. 

The closest concept in the UK is the Chartered Water and Environmental Manager (CIWEM) 

and there are some internationally agreed ‘standards’ in Sphere etc. The International Water 

Association has already started work on competency validation in researching its usefulness.  

 

One of the responses mentioned that it all comes down to experience because experience is 

the only way to measure the capacity of a WASH expert and there is no exam that would be 

able to judge the capacity/competency of a WASH expert based on globally accepted standards. 
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“Interestingly, there are standards e.g. WHO, SPHERE for ‘things’ but there are no standards 

for our biggest resource-people.” 

 

4.2.2.2.1	Responses	to	“Do	you	think	that	it	is	best	practice	to	have	regional/national	programmes	

instead	of	somehow	standardising	them	to	be	utilised	globally?”	

 

80% of respondents said a standard for such an important sector of people ought to be global 

in order to have an impact on quality and enhancing accountability. 10% thought that it should 

be regional and the other 10% was neutral on the matter. 

 

 “WASH Practice should be similar to other careers like Chartered Accountants, thus a 

global organisation should have the mandate of standard setting with national organisations 

adopting and adjusting the guidelines according to their context without compromising on the 

standards.”  

 

The programmes can then be verified by a national body and members can register according 

to accreditation of ‘Competency Agencies/ Institutions. 

 

4.2.2.3	Responses	to	question	3	in	questionnaire:	Which	one	of	the	options	available	would	

you	suggest?	

a) Designing a WASH Learning and Development passport 

b) Designing a WASH apprenticeship programme as the base of the passport 

c) Create a competency validation programme to be used throughout the WASH world 

 

Of the respondents 50% stated that all the options would add value. One respondent voted for 

option A, two for option B and none for option C. One respondent thought that none of the 

options would be beneficial. Below are a few additional comments made by the respondents. 

  

The first respondent questioned the concept of choosing between the options asking “Can you 

have one without the other? A programme would end in a passport; a passport would require a 

record of competency. Are they not all inter related? I think the validation programme is required 

before the passport can be designed.” 

 

Another respondent believed that a competency validation programme would enable the 

identification of the characteristics needed by a WASH expert. Once the characteristics and 

standards are identified, the passport can be developed. The problem is that the proof is in the 
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results the individual receives (and competency that is developed) and not the course attended 

itself. 

 

“An apprenticeship will not work, it’s similar to an internship which is currently happening and 

there are opportunities available”.  Although some thought that it would work because too often 

the people in the sector have very fragmented knowledge and skills. However, an 

apprenticeship programme, if well-structured and lasting a couple of years could help. The 

problem is that “development spending is currently focussed on services rather than the people 

who build them. This is extremely short sighted.” 

 

 “People cannot continue to study unrelated subjects at university and then consider themselves 

WASH experts. It is almost irritating!” 

 

4.2.3	 Research	 question:	 What	 is	 required	 in	 order	 to	 professionalise	 WASH	

practitioners?	

In the struggle to answer this question and establishing where the WASH sector stood in terms 

of professionalising, the lack of common standards did not allow for accurate measurement of 

the functions and features of professionalisation. There are aspects of professionalism in the 

sector but they are not measurable as there are no common objectives or aims regarding our 

required competencies. This was the final evidence, or lack thereof, needed to realise the main 

finding. 

 

4.3	The	Main	Finding		
During the analysis of the results of research objective 1 and confirmed by the results of 

research objective 2, it became clear that there was no standard for WASH practitioner 

competencies and therefore none of the options initially identified would credibly work as there 

is no set standards to build either of the options on.  

 

The additional comments by the respondents had a common thread- the lack of HR practice 

standards across WASH. This gap prevented the development for a WASH Learning and 

Development passport as there were no standard to create the passport against. It would be 

similar to having a passport not knowing where you need to go in order to reach your destination- 

a lack of direction and itinerary. The WASH apprenticeship programme as the base of the 

passport would be futile as a sustainable method as each organisation would value dissimilar 

competencies and still there will not be an increase in accountability and certification currency 

between different programmes, countries and organisations. A competency validation 
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programme would be created on a subjective vacuum as you cannot validate a competency 

without having a standard to validate it against. Even if you have an organisational standard, 

what is its credibility outside of your organisation? 

 

Given the data, information and insight gained throughout the research project, the sensible 

solution to address this gap is the creation of a set of WASH practitioners’ competencies. By 

creating these standards, the repetition of yet another ad hoc capacity building initiative would 

be avoided and it could possibly assist the WASH sector to advance in a more professional 

direction answering the call for more accountability and a quality increase in service delivery.  

 

As a result of the findings above, especially the Main Finding, there were significant changes in 

the research objectives that were set out initially. These changes and the discussion can be 

found at Appendix 4.1.  
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Results:	Part	B	
As a result of the main finding, the research objectives changed as discussed in the previous 

paragraph. The research project gained two new research objectives in order to explore the 

possibility of creating a viable WASH practitioners’ competency framework and to test it.  As 

these objectives were not envisaged at the project’s inception, a mini literature review and mini 

methodology will accompany objective three and a mini methodology will be presented for 

objective four. 

 

Research objectives Action Indicator Output 

Goal: Enhance the 

capacity of WASH 

practitioners 

Communication, 

implementation and 

feedback cycle 

Recommendations from 

users and wider 

implementation and use of 

tool/concept 

Tested and workable 

tool/concept = wisdom 

Aim: Find a workable 

tool/ concept in order to 

enhance capacity 

building for WASH 

practitioners 

Critical thinking and 

judgement supported by 

literature and research 

findings 

Discussion and consider 

respondents’ critical 

thinking 

Basic tool/ concept = 

knowledge 

Research objectives 
4)Test the tool 

3) Identify inputs to the 

tool 

2)  Identify a viable 

tool/concept for 

enhancing capacity 

building in WASH 

practitioners? 

 

1) Investigate the need 

to build capacity in 

WASH practitioners 

 

Data analysis 
4) Import feedback into 

framework 

3) Use course literature 

and other information 

2)   Analyse feedback 

from respondents and 

information gained from 

literature review 

 

1) Sift through literature 

to establish the need or 

lack thereof 

Analysis/ results 
4) Framework more 

developed 

3) Framework materialising 

& developing 

2) Option identified or not 

 

 

 

 

1) Literature found in 

support of need 

Information 
4) Tested and workable 

framework 

3) Developing the 

framework & adjusting 

2) Main finding. 

Methodology, Results 

and Discussion & 

analysis chapter  

 

1) Continue with research 

in literature with more 

focus & bulk of Literature 

Review chapter 

Data collection 
4)Send tool to WASH 

experts 

3)Review existing tools 

and frameworks 

2)Literature review, 

question most WASH 

organisations  

Data collection 
4)Three testing iterations 

3)Review WASH 

resources 

2) Review literature and 

send 200+ emails 

1)Extensive literature 

review & collaboration 

Results/Inputs/ feedback 
4)Feedback/ 

recommendations cycle 

3) Find existing tools and 

inputs 

2)Feedback/ 

recommendations/ 

information  

Data 
4) Have more than one 

testing cycle 

3)Existing tools available 

thus pool information 

2) Option identified or 

not? 

1) A clear yes or no 
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1)Literature review and 

interviews 

 

1) Is there a need yes or 

no? 

 

Table 4.2 Research objectives 1-4, actions, indicators and outputs (Fisher, Reed 2012) 

4.4	 Research	 Objective	 3:	 Identify	 the	 inputs	 and	 develop	 the	

framework	 	
Research questions: 

• Can the structure of the framework be designed through a review of existing 

competency frameworks? 

• Can inputs for the framework be identified? For example, essential WASH 

competencies, domains and levels? 

 

4.4.1	Mini	Literature	Review:	Overview	of	competency	frameworks	

4.4.1.1	Why	use	a	competency	framework?	

In Thompson’s (2015) mind tool on “Developing a Competency Framework” she raises the 

questions ‘How do you define the skills behaviours and attitudes that workers need to perform 

their roles effectively? How do you know if they are qualified for the job? How do you know what 

to measure?’ She offers that although we formerly had many ways to measure this through 

education, on the job training and experience that the more complete way of approaching these 

questions is to link individual performance to the goals of the organisation or programme. These 

are a culmination of knowledge, skill, judgements and attributes that people need to perform a 

job effectively (Thompson, 2015).  

 

“The quality of an organisation’s staff and management is widely recognised as key to the ability 

of an organisation to deliver against its stated vision and strategies, yet few organisations 

actively create a culture and environment to enable their staff to contribute to their maximum 

potential. One factor that has been widely recognised as important to achieve this, is the 

clarification of what competencies the organisation expects its staff to demonstrate and what 

exactly that looks like in behavioural terms. By clarifying these, and explaining how they link to 

the organisation’s ability to deliver impact, an organisation is able to send clear messages about 

what is expected to be successful and attain personal and organisational excellence.” (Rutter, 

2011). This resource amongst many, confirms the importance of increasing capacity through 

HR and that despite the numerous calls and recommendations, this is an area that is still gravely 

undeveloped.  
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4.4.1.2	Review	of	general	inputs	and	structure	in	competency	frameworks	

Ten widely used and thoroughly designed competency frameworks were reviewed in order to 

establish if there are general essential inputs for a competency framework. In competency 

frameworks, the knowledge, skills and attributes needed ought to be defined. To streamline 

these competencies most effectively they need to be designed in line with the purpose of the 

organisation/ programme. The CIWEM Mandatory Competencies were mapped to those of the 

Engineering Council, Science Council and Society for the Environment which is useful in 

creating competencies similar to those of organisations with similar purposes to yours. This will 

help avoid duplication of effort and reinventing the wheel. (CIWEM 2012) 

 

Generally, competency frameworks start off with establishing the context from a broader 

perspective. This includes competencies that equip workers to carry out an assessment, attain 

awareness of wider issues and understand the context that they have to function and perform 

in. Planning is generally the second main topic that includes the identification of what needs to 

be achieved and how it will be achieved and according to which standard.  

 

The competencies involved in implementing the planned strategy or actions then follows with 

emphasis on evaluating progress and ability to adapt and adjust to circumstances. The 

competencies defined so far includes generic and technical competencies and range from 

general like the CBHA humanitarian competency guide to very detailed depending on the 

outcome that the organisation is aiming for. Some frameworks like the humanitarian action 

qualification framework delves into the detail of each competency by dividing each one into 

knowledge, skills and responsibility/autonomy. (Aardema, Muguruza 2014) 

 

Competence in the safe execution of all tasks and adhering to health and safety standards are 

evident in all the competency frameworks reviewed. In addition, the ability to constantly evaluate 

your own performance, those that you manage and the performance of the plans/actions being 

implemented are essential.  

 

There is strong advocacy for ensuring sustainability of plans/actions as well as seizing 

opportunities for capacity building and training. Being competent to drive your own personal 

development and self-awareness in order to achieve personal and professional growth is also 

an arising competency that is gathering importance very quickly. This links in with the growing 

global need for soft skills / interpersonal skills (communication, management of stress, 

leadership, listening etc.) for workers in all professions to enhance the overall performance of 

organisations. 
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Once all the competencies have been identified (note that these frameworks are constantly 

evaluated and adjusted), behaviour indicators are then developed for each competency in order 

to help gauge performance and level of competency of the worker. These behavioural indicators 

also help with identifying problem areas and limiting behaviour.  

 

4.4.1.3	WASH	Specific	Competency	Frameworks	

Sansom and Coates (2011) informs which competencies are required for senior managers and 

engineers responsible for water utility change programmes. They state that competency 

frameworks are now seen as an “essential vehicle for achieving organisational performance 

through focussing and reviewing the individual’s capability and potential” (Coates, Sansom 

2011). 

 

The British Army Environmental Health (EH) compendium of training delves into detail of what 

is expected from the respective disciplines in their EH cadre and how those competencies and 

skills are validated (Ministry of Defence, 2012). Although this document will not be, as legally 

required, reproduced outside of the MOD, it does provide a source by which the data can be 

triangulated. Notably, there is very little on community mobilisation due to the target population 

that the military cater for (Ministry of Defence, 2012). 

 

CAWST has competency assessment forms for a number of WASH roles like water quality 

testing technicians, community health worker, bio-sand filter technician etc. so down to a fine 

level of detail. The assessment form is divided into domains (e.g. water quality) and each title 

is then divided into competencies (e.g. describe sanitation issues and explain different 

contamination ways). There is a weighing mechanism that culminates in a level achieved. 

CAWST works with four different levels (one being the lowest and four being the highest). The 

individual being assessed has to achieve at least a level three overall.  

  

Oxfam has a very well developed essential guide known as ‘MR-WASH’: Minimum requirements 

for WASH Programmes. These requirements aim to provide clarity and support about what 

Oxfam does and how to do it well; it compliments but does not replace external standards such 

as Sphere and the ‘Good Enough Guide’. The MR-WASH is divided into three parts. Part A 

delves into individual responsibilities of WASH staff, teamwork and working with stakeholders. 

Part B describes minimum requirements for technical Oxfam WASH activities, and part C details 

some of the essential crosscutting quality issues for WASH programmes. It does not however 

translate the actions into competencies and it does not have a measuring mechanism for staff 

performance.  
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4.4.2	Mini	Methodology:	Data	collection	methods	

Identifying the inputs for the framework, required a more academic approach. E-mails were sent 

to WASH training and research organisations and participation was kindly requested from them 

in identifying the inputs into the proposed framework, these included Kirsten De Vette and her 

interns from IWA, Lisa Mitchell from CAWST, Tim Kent from Knowledge Point, Harriet Purchas 

and Selma Scheewe from RedR, Save the Children-Ethiopia, Regine Skarubowiz from Water 

and Sanitation for the Urban Poor (WSUP), International Development Enterprises (iDE), Kristie 

Ulrich from World Vision, John Paul from Concern Worldwide and Louis Boshoff from the World 

Food Programme in Syria.  

 

A number of unstructured interviews with Harriett Purchas and Selma Scheewe from RedR took 

place at the inception and during the development of the framework. The literature search 

included WEDC course material, specifically Emergency Water Supply(Reed 2012), Emergency 

Sanitation(Reed, Scott 2014) and Hygiene Promotion(Ferron, Morgan et al. 2007) was 

extensively used as the academic back bone. It was supplemented by the RedR Training 

Competency Framework, CIWEM, CERAH, EUPHRA, British Army Environmental Health 

competencies, Consortium of British Humanitarian Agencies (CBHA) humanitarian competency 

framework, CAWST’s competency validation frameworks, CILT frameworks, CIWEM 

membership requirements, Global WASH Cluster website resources, and a variety of NGOs’ 

website resources like OXFAM’s minimum requirements for WASH programmes. 

 

These sources were used to gather data about; 

• which type of competencies would be useful; functional, generic, technical 

• what the competency domains ought to be; water, sanitation, hygiene  

• what the competency sub-domains ought to be for example sanitation; excreta 

management, vector control etc.  

 

We also needed to establish which competencies were required to achieve success in each 

domain/ sub-domain. Data was also required to establish what a competency consists of for 

example a name, competency description, competency measures/validation, behavioural 

indicators and which competency levels would be practicable. 

 

A Google search for “developing a competency framework” yielded a useful document from the 

MindTools website (Thompson, 2015) which helped with the structured building of the 

framework. It was recognised through the research results that there were a number of very 

good competency frameworks, organisational documents and guidance documents available 

and that it was not necessary to create something completely new. Thus humanitarian training 

organisations (RedR, ELRAH, ALNAP, CAWST, IWA) were contacted asking if they were 



 51 

developing anything similar and if they were not, they were asked if we could develop it as a 

collective thereby strengthening its credibility and potential future application. Initial literature 

used included WEDC course material, RedR Training Competency Framework, CIWEM, 

CERAH, EUPHRA, British Army Environmental Health competencies, CBHA humanitarian 

competency framework, and CAWST Competency validation frameworks.  

4.4.3	Mini	Methodology:	Research	procedure	

Firstly, information was collected coming from all the sources mentioned above and the 

identification of the inputs for the framework commenced. The domains were identified and what 

each domain would consist of. The first attempt was to use an existing framework and then build 

on that. However, the initial frame of the framework was inspired by a military competency 

validation framework and this soon proved inadequate as the main layout was structured 

according to the different WASH professions and as will be discussed in Chapter 5, is not yet 

feasible in the humanitarian WASH sector.  

 

Back at the drawing board, lengthy discussions with learning organisations especially with RedR 

took place. It was recommended to change the main layout and instead of using WASH 

professions as the main domain divide, to use the functions of WASH. The process then seemed 

to become clear and relatively straight forward.  In line with academic work in the humanitarian 

sector with regards to core competencies, the CBHA’s core competencies were used as a base 

to start the framework from. 

 

Competencies “involve values, knowledge and skill. They can exist at an entry level to a 

profession and be expanded upon and become more expert in nature as professionals gain 

more experience” (Walker, Russ 2011). 

 

The WEDC course material for Emergency Water Supply (Reed, 2012) and Emergency 

Sanitation (Reed, Scott 2014) and a prescribed textbook “Hygiene Promotion” (Ferron, Morgan 

et al. 2007) was used as the academic back bone for the framework. Each domain was then 

divided into the different functions that ought to take place within each domain, therefore water 

was broken down into programming, excreta management wastewater treatment etc. Each of 

them where then divided into competency areas in turn and finally competencies were identified 

that would enable that competency area to be accomplished successfully. The sources 

mentioned above were all used to build the domains, competency areas and the individual 

competencies.  
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4.4.4 Results	for	research	objective	3	

Research questions 

• Can the structure of the framework be designed through a review of existing 

competency frameworks? Yes. 

• Can inputs for the framework be identified? For example, essential WASH 

competencies, domains and levels? Yes. 

 

The framework developed through 12 official versions and the intention for this framework is to 

keep developing and for each organisation using it to tailor it to their needs and context initially. 

The scope of this project is to get it to a workable state so that it can be used. 

 

The path started with an experienced use of a military competency validation framework. This 

framework was used to validate each soldier’s competencies in order to establish their 

readiness for deployment. It assisted the commanders to evaluate their soldiers individually and 

collectively against set competency standards. In the medical corps, clinicians underwent 

clinical validation and received a red, yellow or green depending on their performance during 

the validation exercise. Their commanders would then know which soldiers were a risk and if 

they were deployed, they tended to be paired with another soldier that achieved a green to 

mitigate risk. 

 

From the literature and frameworks reviewed and the information gained from the WEDC course 

material the main inputs identified were: 

• The level of staff or the function; field worker, team supervisor and manager level (Walker, 

Russ 2011), for engineers it will be engineering technicians, incorporated engineers and 

chartered engineers 

• Generic requirements for a humanitarian professional. (Understanding the nuances of 

humanitarian work/ the humanitarian context – a lot of work has already been done in the 

CBHA Framework) (Rutter, 2011) 

• Generic requirements for a WASH professional and hard/ technical skills required  

• Identification of the competency domains (Water, Hygiene, and Sanitation), sub-domains 

(HWTS, waste water management, personal hygiene) and the competencies required to 

achieve success in each sub-domain 

• Soft skills and social aspects (management, report writing, budget etc.) 

• Teaching skills. The ability to transfer information to local counterparts in order to build 

local capacity. These teaching skills are of imperative importance when creating a WASH 

force multiplier 

• Consider possible overlaps and coordination with other sectors. 
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The first framework designed for this research project was structured by ‘domain’ of WASH 

competencies required. Version 1 of the WASH Practitioners’ Competency Framework can be 

seen in Figure 4.2 below. 
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 Competency/Skill                 

Implement Organisational Principles         

Implement  Environmental  Health Protection X X X X X X   

Deliver deployed Environmental FP X X X X X X   

Assess health risks X  X X X X   

Integrate health risk intervention into EHP process X  X X X X   

Audit the effectiveness of EHP measures  X X X X X   

Establish environment health capabilities      X   

Provide health advice on Health and Safety issues and control measures      X   

Identify EH issues from Medical Intelligence      X   

Advise on quality of water supply      X   

Undertake water sampling from raw sources and distribution systems      X   

Carry out microbiological and chemical testing of water supplies using field test kits      X   

Interpret results of bacteriological and chemical analysis of water      X   

Implement appropriate interventions      X   

Advise on health related aspects of Force Water Plan      X   

Ensure compliance with food safety legislation      X   

Provide advice on food safety      X   

Carry out food safety audits      X   

Advise on suitability of local food contractors      X  

 

Manage disease outbreaks      X   

Investigate disease outbreaks  X  X X X   

Advise organisation on outbreak control measures  X  X X X   

Produce an outbreak report      X   

Implement field sanitation X  X X X X   

Conduct Field Sanitation surveys      X   

Assist with field sanitation planning      X   

Advise on field sanitary appliances      X   

Advise on waste disposal including clinical waste X  X X X X   

Advise on human and animal remains disposal  X  X  X   

Control disease vectors and pests X  X X X X   

Implement vector and pest control measures X  X X X X   
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Advise on vector and pest control measures      X   

Train and supervise pest control teams/ Locally employed      X   

Assist veterinary staff in the control and management of feral animals      X   

Implement health surveillance system for population at risk X  X X X X   

Provide Advice on bio security         

 
Figure 4.2 Version 1 WASH Practitioners’ Competency Framework 
 

Research	Objective	4:	Test	and	adjust	the	framework	

Research questions 

• Do stakeholders agree with the framework?  

• Can the framework be adjusted to consider all feedback?  

 

4.5.1	Mini	Methodology:	Data	collection	

The data for research objective 4 were collected mainly from the three iterations of testing. In 

addition, valuable data was also gained from two WASH related courses (WASH in 

Emergencies -RedR and Diploma in Humanitarian Assistance-Liverpool of Tropical Medicine) 

and the Global WASH Cluster meeting in Nairobi in 2015.  

 

4.5.2	Mini	Methodology:	Research	procedure	

The final objective was centred on testing the framework’s viability. Again, a literature search 

was conducted to ensure that if something had been developed since the initial literature review, 

it would be incorporated. Then the framework underwent three testing iterations during its 

development. The initial testing iteration included RedR, CAWST and IWA. The second testing 

iteration included a variety of GWC participants, ranging from WASH experts with almost 30 

years’ experience in the field to WASH practitioners that only had a year of experience. Twenty-

four people were rallied to participate and eight people responded. It was during this time that 

there was a request from CAWST’s Aarron Tanner for UNICEF Ghana and UNICEF Nigeria to 

use the draft framework and send feedback back along the way. Permission was given by the 

collaborators and WEDC and the draft framework version 9 was sent to CAWST to share with 

UNICEF Ghana and Nigeria. The third iteration of testing consisted of feedback from Dominique 
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Porteaud from the GWC Standing Advisory Group (SAG), Lisa Mitchell from CAWST, IWA, 

WSUP, Harriette Purchas from RedR. These people were chosen as they have extensive 

experience in either developing competencies for the humanitarian sector, in WASH or both.  

 

A case study (Appendix 4.2) was conducted to observe a competency framework in a similar 

environment.  

 

The following alternative methods will be used to triangulate the initial information found; 

interviews, electronic literature review, a collection of established frameworks from a large 

variety of sources, electronic correspondence, reports, conference notes, university resources 

(published and unpublished), electronic WASH organisation resources and correspondence. 

 

The sample area includes all WASH cluster members, WASH research institutions, university 

projects, military medical cadres, WASH organisations and individuals in WASH that have 

published resources in WASH and capacity building.  

The framework developed from Version 1, a rudimentary table that was principally divided by 

the different jobs/ professions in the WASH sector to Version 12, which is principally divided by 

the functions of water, sanitation and hygiene promotion and incorporates inputs from a vast 

number of sources and current WASH practitioners. During the development of the framework, 

close collaboration between the author, CAWST, RedR and IWA allowed for subtle testing, 

inputs and adjustments to be made after which the framework underwent three formal testing 

iterations. The results and adjustments of each of the three testing iterations will be discussed 

below. 

4.5.3	Results:	First	Testing	Iteration	

The first test was completed by Harriet Purchas from RedR who, together with Selma Scheewe, 

is currently developing the RedR competency framework for their RedR membership 

competency criteria. The most significant changes that the framework underwent during the first 

testing iteration was that Harriett Purchas suggested that the framework ought to be divided 

according to the functions of WASH and not the respective WASH roles and jobs. Also, it was 

deemed more useful to add different levels (for example; technician, manager and consultant) 

to the framework. The framework took on a format and levels that is echoed by the CBHA’s 

framework format. These findings and decisions are discussed in detail in Chapter 5.   

 

The annual Global WASH Cluster (GWC) meeting was approaching and it presented a good 

opportunity to test the framework with the audience it is ultimately intended for. Due to a short 

time frame, the framework had to be developed and formatted in to a testable quality. Jeme’ 
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Putter, an industrial engineer consultant in Stellenbosch, South Africa consulted and assisted 

with the format of the framework for optimal practicality. The information gathered up until the 

1st of October 2015 was then incorporated and the water and sanitation parts of the frameworks 

was completed. Harriet Purchas examined the draft product before it was printed for the second 

testing phase at the GWC meeting in Nairobi, Kenya. 

  

It is important to note that the hygiene promotion section of the framework could not be 

developed in time for the first and second testing phase. This was unfortunate as it meant that 

the hygiene promotion framework would not undergo as many testing phases as the water and 

sanitation sections of the framework. This is a limit and it means that the respective parts of the 

framework were not initially tested as a whole. This shortcoming will be minimised through the 

final (third) testing iteration where some of the most revered WASH specialist and WASH 

training organisations will securitize the framework as a whole.  

First	Testing	Adjustments	

• The framework was divided and structured according to the functions of WASH and not 

the respective WASH roles and jobs 

• Different levels were added for all competencies for example; technician, manager and 

consultant that corresponded to Level 1, Level 2 and Level 3. 

 

4.5.4	Results:	Second	Testing	Iteration	

The 2015 Annual Global WASH cluster meeting provided an excellent platform to discuss, test 

and develop the concept of the framework and the framework itself. Most of the pertinent points 

that were raised during the lectures, talks, discussions and coffee break conversations were 

added to the framework. Very good discussion also took place around the topic of accountability, 

credibility, professionalism and more. These discussions are further explored in Chapter 5. 

The feedback and points gathered during the three day GWC meeting included topics from the 

presentations that were raised as points for development and as WASH challenges. There were 

a number of WASH challenges that were repeated on the majority of the presentations and 

those were all incorporated into the framework. The agenda for the GWC is included as 

Appendix 4.3 for an overview of the variety of the GWC’s meeting presentation topics. There 

were a number of group discussions that provided a platform for in depth discussion on topics 

such as ‘Ensuring the quality of response; accountability and monitoring’. 

During the GWC meeting many people were approached to discuss the WASH competency 

framework. These people included WASH experts, WASH coordinators, academics, donor 

representatives, governmental representatives and NGO representatives. There were ready 
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printed copies (Appendix 4.4) of the draft framework and some people did express interest in 

the printed version but the majority requested that the framework be sent to them in electronic 

format. Consequently, 24 people agreed to look at the framework (these WASH practitioners 

were from UNICEF, UNHCR, BIOFORCE, USAID, OXFAM, WASHnet, UNHABITAT, Word 

Vision, ACF, GOAL, ACTED, International Medical Corps and NRC) and provide feedback, only 

seven people responded officially. Thus the second testing iteration incorporated feedback from 

eight correspondents. The eight contributors were; the author taking points during the GWC, 

Charlie F-A (Acted), John Collett (World Vision), Kate Brogan and Seyd Munsoor (International 

Medical Corps), Jonathan Parkinson (Oxfam), Guy Mbayo (UNICEF) and Aaron Tanner 

(CAWST). 

 

The discussions and input provided at the GWC meeting as well as all the feedback from the 

correspondents are delved into thoroughly in Chapter 5.  

 

Before the third testing iteration, the case study (Appendix 4.2) was completed where a similar 

framework was used to train and validate medical personnel in the British Army in order to 

deploy on a humanitarian operation, specifically to assist with an infectious disease outbreak. 

These soldiers and officers have a competency framework that corresponds with their specific 

role/profession. They are then deployed to an austere and unfamiliar environment and they get 

tested in a very realistic simulation exercise. Their competencies then get validated by senior 

personnel thought the platform of this simulated exercise. This case study was undertaken in 

order to establish whether a competency framework is viable in similar circumstances. It proved 

successful once again and validated the reason that the military use these frameworks. 

Second	Testing	Adjustments	

One of the initial framework versions included the Sphere standards at each function in order 

to clarify the standard that the programmes should be aiming at. This was removed from the 

framework after the GWC meeting. The WASH SAG also mentioned the importance of transition 

in the programmes, thus knowing when to move from one phase of the disaster cycle to the 

next and adjusting the programmes accordingly. In the framework this has been incorporated 

under the Level 3 competency as it is essential for WASH practitioners at that level to be able 

to instigate the transitions between the different phases but more importantly how that will 

manifest within the programme or project. The “Markets in Crises” presentation highlighted the 

importance of indirectly supporting the community by supporting the markets, whether that is 

through cash grants or simply using the markets to distribute products through. This 

consideration was added to the framework, mostly in the programming domain. 
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The factors identified at the GWC meeting and the consequent responses from the testing 

participants have become essential additions to the framework. The main themes were 

administration / project management skills, capacity building skills, leadership skills and more 

‘soft skills’. The competencies that were included were; management skills, financial 

management, costing, hiring and developing programme staff, report writing, negotiation skills, 

communication, mindfulness, community mobilisation, considering sustainability, local 

preparedness, transitioning, leadership skills (decision making, clarifying team members’ roles 

and responsibilities) understanding different indicators used by donors, ability to analyse data, 

apply health data and adjust programming accordingly, vulnerability mapping, cross sector 

coordination (for example using health data during programming and programming adjustments 

and public health). 

 

A cover letter (Appendix 4.5) accompanied the second testing phase framework to aid 

understanding of the framework and it also defined the three current levels: Level 1, Level 2 and 

Level 3. There were a number of other significant points raised but that have not been fed into 

the framework. These are discussed in Chapter 5.  

4.5.5	Results:	Third	Testing	Iteration	

The third testing iteration had a target audience as the framework has been developed to a 

viable standard and had to be scrutinised by the most influential and experienced WASH entities 

that could be garnered for participation. This audience also included the people and 

organisations that were collaborated with during the development stages. The target audience 

consisted of Dominique Porteaud (the GWC lead), RedR and CAWST. An additional four key 

informants were approached but did not respond.  

 

The product of the responses, criticisms and advice from this target audience was then 

incorporated into the framework and Version 12 was created. Version 12 is the version 

submitted as part of this research project as the main output as seen in Fig 4.3 at the end of 

this chapter. 

Third	Testing	Adjustments	

The responses were kept in their original versions as much as possible for future scrutiny and 

discussion.  

 

CAWST Response: Summary 

• In the water treatment and specifically household water treatment and safe storage 

(HWTS) section - one of the competencies at Level 2 or Level 3 should be to be ‘able 
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to select an appropriate HWTS technology for a specific user/ group of users’ as well 

as a competency on ‘advising or supporting users in the appropriate selection of 

HWTS’ 

• At Level 1 they should be able to conduct effective end user education, this is implied 

in some of your other steps, but could be missed. ‘Assist in campaign’ could be seen 

as broad social marketing whereas user education can include more of a 1 on 1 

dimension. ‘Assist in capacity building with chlorine’ only covers one technology 

• At one of the levels they should be ‘able to troubleshoot problems with HWTS 

technologies’. The person that interacts most directly with end users or the community 

agents interacting with this should be able to do this 

• In the water quality analysis section - Level 1 assists with core, secondary and 

treatability tests, should Level 2 be able to do them independently?  Clarification 

required on what is meant by core, secondary and treatable so perhaps this is the 

wrong assumption, but maybe the skill set of’ conducting basic microbiological and 

chemical tests’ needs to reside somewhere 

 

 

RedR Response: Summary 

• Large Scale Water Storage-Is this security of water supply or safety? Or both? Safety - 

protection of the water quality and resource plus safe operation/physical safety of the 

users 

• Some competencies relate to specific technologies. The framework needs to be more 

general so it can encompass all technical options 

 

Mr. Dominique Porteaud Response: Summary 

• There is a different structure between Water/ Sanitation and Hygiene promotion, why? 

There seems to be no technical component to hygiene promotion? There is no 

competency on capacity building for HP. Programming should not be different 

between the 3 different areas 

• Consider Level 3, people are less and less technical and much more manager / 

coordinator and consequently need to have leadership skills. In addition, Level 2 need 

similar skills to manage a team of 10-20-100 people (mostly national staff). As 

CEO/CD (Coordinator / Level 3) you are required to ‘develop strategy/ have a vision’ 

which is missing. Consider the framework(UNICEF, 2014) we are using for Cluster 

coordinator, where most of the soft skills referred to are mentioned 

• L1 and L2 are not expected to monitor the implementation of the work and quality 

control, this might be an oversight and should be added 
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• It might be good to distinguish between large/medium/small scale ‘piped system 

design and distribution’. You would not expect L1 to design a water supply of 100,000 

people but maybe 5,000 people. The same applies for sewer system and wastewater 

treatment. 

• On water there is nothing about rain water collection: small scale (household) to major 

dam. Also nothing about emergency related (wind/solar/etc) 

• There is nothing about WASH NFI (soap/sanitary materials) this could be in the 

hygiene promotion section 

• One aspect that might be in the HP section, is the aspect of accountability to affected 

population and feedback mechanism from the design through the implementation to 

the monitoring and evaluation 

• Programming: add ‘promote cross sectorial collaboration’ and ‘ability to review budget 

and monitor it and conduct asset management’ at Level 2. 

 

Research questions for objective 4: 

• Do stakeholders agree with the framework? No one disagreed and those that 

responded were positive, but it all depends on further implementation in the sector and 

if that might happen. 

• Can the framework be adjusted to consider all feedback? No, the cast majority of 

feedback were included but some were outside the scope of this project. 

 

4.6	Other	issues	raised	
During this research process, a number of important questions were asked by respondents as 

well as questions that arose as a result of the research. These will be discussed further in 

Chapter 5, but it is noteworthy that although they were not part of addressing the objectives 

directly, they added significant value and the discussion they prompted allowed for much deeper 

analysis of the concepts. They are briefly discussed below. 

 

4.5.1	Ownership	

The intent is for this framework to be constantly evolving. Most importantly the question arose 

as to who will take ownership of this framework to ensure it reflects current best practice. 

Eventual ownership of the framework was a consideration from the initial data collection phase 

and through a variety of discussions it became clear that at some point ownership will have to 

be given to an umbrella/ neutral organisation. However, this was never settled and it is still being 

discussed but clearly organisations will only be interested to take ownership once they believe 

it is a workable tool. As a start, organisations can use the framework, test and adjust it to their 
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needs. If it does become more prominent and more widely used, the adjustments will be more 

concrete as it will then have been tested in the field by a variety of organisations.  

 

4.5.2	The	uses	for	the	framework	

Thompson(Thompson 2015) stated that with a framework you can ensure that;  

• your people demonstrate sufficient expertise 

• recruit and select new staff more effectively 

• evaluate performance more effectively 

• identify skill and competency gaps more efficiently 

• provide more customised training and professional development 

• plan sufficiently for succession 

• make change management processes work more efficiently 

 

4.7	Conclusion	
In this chapter the four research objectives were positioned according to the process that took 

place during the research project. In Part A the first objective was answered with a clear 

resounding “yes” in the Literature Review Chapter, the second objective was accredited by the 

Literature Review Chapter and the data collection e-mail. It was the combination of these two 

objectives that the main finding was made.  

 

Part B encapsulates the conception, design, metamorphosis and ‘final’ version of the WASH 

Practitioners’ Competency Framework. Following the structure of research objective three and 

four the framework underwent many adjustments and there are still many to be made if the 

support can be garnered to do so. The chapter concludes with practical questions that arose 

namely; who will take ownership of the framework and what are the uses for the framework? All 

of the results will be discussed further in the next chapter. 
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Figure 4.3: WASH Practitioners’ Competency Framework 
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Chapter	5:	Discussion	and	Analysis	
 

The aim of this chapter is to discuss and analyse concepts that were investigated further during 

the research project. It is structured around the four final research objectives with additional 

issues that were raised at the end.  

5.1	Discussion	and	analysis	of	 research	objective	1:	 Investigate	 the	
need	 to	 build	 capacity	 in	 humanitarians,	 specifically	 in	 WASH	
practitioners		
 

The struggle and victory to be recognised as a sector and as a cluster was a good starting point 

but we are still not professionally recognised as practitioners. There are significant disparities 

between the significant value WASH practitioners add to an emergency and the way they are 

viewed. This has an effect on funding, credibility, and ultimately wielding power. Yet, during the 

questionnaires and literature search, no evidence was found of a WASH practitioner 

professional development pathway and there is no training certification currency to allow quality 

freedom of movement within the sector; supporting the WASH practitioner’s development.  

 

The literature review did produce a very clear indication that there is in fact a need to build 

capacity within the humanitarian and more specifically the WASH practitioner cohort. This was 

also echoed in the 2015 GWC meeting in Nairobi as a result of a group discussion titled 

‘Ensuring the quality of response; accountability and monitoring’.  During this group discussion 

a number of options to address the issue were produced, one option was the creation of a set 

of agreed upon WASH competencies. 

 

There is a need for “agreement on the core competencies (of WASH practitioners) and 

providing the necessary training to make sure these competencies can be reached. Equally 

important is the need for practical skills guidance – capacity building. The development of private 

sector partnerships (such as the Red Cross and the Veolia foundation) could also be a means 

of addressing the lack of proficiency in the sector” (Global WASH Cluster, 2015). 

 

5.2	Discussion	and	analysis	of	research	objective	2:	Identify	a	viable	
tool/concept	for	enhancing	capacity	building	in	WASH	practitioners?	
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There are capacity building opportunities for WASH practitioners, but they are ad hoc and 

incongruous with no global currency. As there is no set standard of required competencies of 

WASH practitioners, the training courses are built on subjective knowledge of what sufficient 

WASH competency entails. The formal education options (diploma, masters) requires a high 

level of time and financial investment. Bolt-on short courses are often: 

• Too expensive 

• Short and intense so you have to use knowledge straight away 

• Not always pitched at the right level as they cannot match the course to individual needs 

 

The first global survey on professionalisation by ELRHA in 2010 made the humanitarian sector 

aware of its “uneven provision and fragmented and uncoordinated approach to developing 

people and teams” (Russ, 2012). DFID (Department for International Development) further 

confirmed this stating in their Emergency Response Review published in 2011, that “the uneven 

quality of personnel is a major limiting factor in humanitarian response” (Russ, 2012). 

 

This lack of professional recognition undermines the credibility and our accountability to 

stakeholders. “Anyone can currently end up as a WASH specialist regardless of their 

background’ (Paul 2015). During an ICRC conference where the effectiveness of the 

humanitarian principles was discussed, Ambassador Lomónaco commented that international 

humanitarians need to consider their exit strategy and legacy, considering the adverse 

consequences that may occur after they leave. On the issue of accountability, Dr. Antonio Donini 

said that although no one questions the existing four humanitarian principles “there is a 

movement that argues that accountability should be added to the principles” (ICRC and 

IFRCRC, 2015). 

 

As seen in respondents’ feedback people’s opinions vary on what they deem makes an effective 

humanitarian professional / WASH practitioner. Some think formal education is a reliable 

measure in certain situations while others believe more in on-the-job training and experience. 

Some argue that personal characteristics hold the key to effective work behaviour. Catherine 

Russ acknowledges that through her Global Survey on Humanitarian Professionalisation, all of 

these are important (Russ, 2012), but none seems sufficient to describe an ideal set of 

behaviours and traits needed for any particular role. Nor do they guarantee that individuals will 

perform to the standards and levels required by the organization. In WASH, these standards do 

not even exist. How then can we be accountable to our stakeholders, build on our credibility and 

grow towards a profession in the sector?  

 

Strikingly, many experienced WASH practitioners did not consider the possibility of the WASH 

sector having these standards, not even WASH academics. Often, their argument entailed that 
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the WASH sector is a mixed professional group and therefore it is not feasible to have one 

regulator, standard, association or platform for measuring human resource quality. Is it possible 

though that this is also the reason why the standards of WASH provision across organisations 

are so varied and why unnecessary harm is being done by unknowing WASH practitioners?  

 

It was also suggested to design whatever option was decided upon and only then present it to 

the WASH cluster as a finished product, “otherwise the process will take forever!” (Anonymous 

,2015). 

5.3	Discussion	and	analysis	of	 research	objective	3:	 Identifying	 the	
inputs	and	developing	the	framework	
 

An important consideration was not to reinvent the wheel but to capture the knowledge already 

produced and aggregate it in a useful framework. It was recognised that there are valuable 

frameworks and organisational WASH competency documents that could assist with building a 

standard, general framework that could be used by many organisations and practitioners. Hence 

the inclusion of humanitarian training organisations in the process to ensure that there was no 

duplication of effort. This collaboration allowed for triangulation of data and collective 

development of the framework. The development of the framework is detailed in Chapter 4. 

 

The process was much more gruelling and the idea was received with more hesitation and 

suspicion than ever anticipated. It was almost confusing in light of how important WASH is and 

how much effort is put into making the sector better with constant innovation, training and 

advancement conferences and so forth. The people who did collaborate and support the 

development were excellent, but they were the minority.  

 

The development of the Hygiene Promotion section was the most difficult for two reasons. One, 

the WEDC MSc programme the author undertook did not have a separate module on hygiene 

promotion as it did for water and sanitation. Two, because harnessing a hygiene specialist to 

collaborate with was not achieved even with three rounds of numerous e-mails sent to garner 

participation and support. A peculiar situation given how much emphasis is placed on hygiene 

promotion and how ‘hardware’ is not effective nor sustainable without the ‘software’.  

 

5.4	 Discussion	and	analysis	of	research	objective	4:	Test	and	adjust	
the	framework		
 

With regards to the research question ‘Do stakeholders agree with the framework?’, one of the 

responses during this phase was that “I can see how useful it is to have an international standard 



 77 

but many other professions struggle to practice in countries they did not train in (Anonymous, 

2015)”. That is the liberty of the humanitarian and WASH practitioner. There are very few 

geographical boundaries to the WASH practitioner and anyone that is deemed fairly competent 

have worked and can work in a variety of countries and situations. It is definitely not a sector 

bound by nation states and borders and neither should our standards be bound by them. 

 

5.4.1	First	testing	iteration	

 

The first testing iteration (during the development of the framework, close collaboration between 

the author, CAWST, RedR and IWA allowed for subtle testing, inputs and adjustments to be 

made) developed from a table / framework (Figure 4.2 Version 1 WASH Practitioners’ 

Competency Framework) that the UK military used to validate their soldiers’ competencies, to a 

framework that attempted to define and express the competencies of all the different WASH 

professions.  

 

The theory behind Version1 of the framework was that if you wanted to be a bio sand filter 

engineer you could look at the competencies that one ought to possess to be a credible bio 

sand filter engineer and use it as a development handrail. It could also be used to measure the 

competencies of your bio sand filter engineer and identify their training needs. The framework 

also allows people without a formal education to get recognition/credibility and eventually 

accreditation by achieving the set competencies for that specific profession. 

 

After thorough discussion with Harriet Purchas and Selma Scheewe from RedR, it became 

apparent that the framework at the time was fairly limiting to the average WASH practitioner and 

that it does not recognise the versatile and fluid functions of WASH practitioners in general. 

Harriette Purchas then suggested that the framework ought to be structured according to the 

functions of WASH. For example, water’s main functions are planning, implementation, 

monitoring and evaluation. Within each of those functions there are tasks that ought to be 

completed accurately in order to achieve success within that function of water. This allowed 

WASH practitioners freedom to explore, gain and be recognised for a great number of different 

competencies within WASH. It was suggested that the framework follow the CBHA’s Core 

humanitarian competencies framework and that inserting levels in each competency would be 

even more realistic.  

 

5.4.2	Second	testing	iteration	and	feedback	
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The second testing iteration started at the GWC meeting in Nairobi and continued through the 

consequent responses gained from attendees who evaluated the framework after the GWC 

meeting. The following paragraphs will discuss inputs into and changes to the framework as a 

result of this testing iteration structured around on feedback from the GWC and then 

respondents. Feedback inciting changes to the framework and feedback omitted from the 

framework will also be discussed. 

 

At the GWC, the author was interested to find out why the creation of these competencies, given 

the perceived requirement, were not being coordinated. It was surprising and unexpected how 

resistant key players were to change even though those same people declared how important 

social mobilisation for development and capacity building were in the affected communities that 

they worked in. Yet they were reluctant to apply those principles to themselves and some 

attendees were rather confrontational about the idea that standards might be applicable to them 

as they are to doctors, public bus drivers and other professions. 

 

5.4.2.1	Feedback	inserted	into	framework	form	GWC	meeting	

The following paragraphs discusses the competencies drawn from the GWC and inserted into 

the framework as part of the second testing iteration.  

 

Exit	strategy,	transitioning	and	transitioning	indicators	

The GWC Standing advisory group (SAG) repeatedly mentioned that when organisations plan 

and implement their projects and programmes they are not giving enough thought to their exit 

strategy and that is not only cause more harm than necessary but it is also nurturing unwanted 

dependency. They also stated that we as a WASH cohort ‘were not very good at transitioning’. 
It was during this discussion that the national WASH coordinators requested support from the 

SAG in the form of tools, guidelines and frameworks to aid them with transitioning (Global WASH 

Cluster, 2015). The ability to tailor programmes in line with the disaster cycle and not allowing 

the programme to become stagnant was echoed and is a Level 2 and Level 3 competency. 

These Level 2 and 3 WASH practitioners will enhance the process if they adapt programme 

indicators to the second and third tier of indicators thus moving through to the transition period 

and making the transition and exit easier on those that remain. The exit strategy topic included 

capacity building of local platforms, empowering people to take ownership of the sustainability 

of their own welfare eventually. 

 

Markets	in	Crises	

Markets in Crises was one of the most notable presentations at the GWC and they advocated 

for markets to be supported in all contexts. By implementing market based programming, it can 

assist recovery of the market system in three ways: 
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• The first was market integrated relief through local and regional procurement for in kind 

distributions and cash for work 

• The second was indirect support through markets by targeting support to market actors 

(grants, loans, transport subsidies and temporary storage) and cash for work 

(restoration of major supply routes) 

• The third was market strengthening and development through employment creation, 

development of hygiene items supply chains (Pereira, Stone, 2015).  

 

Humanitarian benefits cited were; improved dignity by not just handing out non-food items (NFIs) 

and food items (FIs) to the affected community but to enable them to resume a resemblance of 

‘normal’ as promptly as possible; empowerment; assisting with power transfer and giving the 

user choice and flexibility thus engendering more ownership (Global WASH Cluster, 2015). 

 

Soft	Skills	

Soft skills are essential for the success of programmes, this was evident through the emphasis 

placed on it by the literature review, the RedR course WASH in Emergencies, the LSTM PG Dip 

in Humanitarian Assistance, the 21st GWC meeting and the respondents’ feedback. Although 

the framework developed as a WASH practitioners’ technical competency framework, omitting 

the soft skills was one dimensional and does not acknowledge the vast diversity of competencies 

and skills an effective WASH practitioner required today. Most of the respondents did comment 

on the lack of soft skills amongst engineers in WASH and that this fissure causes a breakdown 

in communication and understanding and can lead to programme failure.  

 

The competencies identified at the GWC (Global WASH Cluster, 2015) that required 

development in the WASH sector were: 

• Negotiation skills 

• Information management 

 

 

• Local preparedness 

• Transitioning 

 

• Vulnerability mapping  

• Mindfulness 

• Ability to analyse data 

 

• Apply health data and adjust programming accordingly 

• Understanding different indicators used by donors 

• Using health and public health data during programming adjustment 
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Management	functions	

Acknowledging the CBHA Core Humanitarian Competencies Framework (Rutter 2011), the 

Core Competencies have not been repeated in this WASH Practitioners’ Competency 

Framework but certain competencies have been elaborated upon or have been tailored to fit the 

WASH context. In addition, not all management functions can be extrapolated across all sectors 

and some management functions are unique to WASH as some are unique to the medical 

sector, therefore unique WASH management competencies were added to this framework 

(Coates, Sansom 2011). 

 

Adaptive	engineering	and	self-awareness	

“WASH engineers are not good at adaptive engineering and they are not always good at 

team work, improvisation and knowing when to compromise. Engineers are sometimes narrow 

minded”  (Anonymous , 2015) 

 

Some respondents acknowledged that a large number of WASH engineers have a “complete 

lack of self-awareness and some even mechanise the soft skills”. The ability of being “able to 

move between sectors and functions and optimising opportunities amongst these sectors 

through basic social skills and listening to others is an invaluable competency for our 

organisation” (Anonymous, 2015). Other areas identified as requiring improvement are 

encouraging behavioural change and conducting formative research. 

 

Leadership	

Leadership was added to the framework; it might mistakenly be interpreted in that the framework 

seems to suggest that the penned competencies are required in order to be a successful leader. 

This is not the case and the author acknowledges leadership comes in a variety of forms and 

competencies. The competencies that were added to the framework were those mentioned at 

the GWC meeting and by the respondents as competencies that could make a leader even more 

effective. These included effective team decision making, healthy risk taking, self-awareness 

and conscientious communication skills.  

 

5.4.2.2	Feedback	inserted	into	framework	from	respondents	

Hygiene	promotion	

Three respondents mentioned that the framework lacked hygiene promotion, this was an 

oversight in the cover note of the second testing iteration where it was not explained. Hygiene 

promotion was always going to be part of the framework but it was not completed in time for the 

second testing phase.  
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Soft	skills		

Soft skills were mentioned by every respondent at the GWC, the literature and at every course 

attended. This was one of the main reason that the framework morphed from a purely technical 

competencies framework to including the soft skills as well. In addition to all the soft skills already 

mentioned stakeholder engagement was added.  

 

Communication	skills	

This was a thread running throughout the second testing phase’s responses. Interestingly 

respondents pointed out that it is important to just listen initially and not talk and try to be heard. 

Through listening, the WASH practitioner can build up their understanding of the situation and 

if all the stakeholders are involved, the practitioner can also gain knowledge of the culture, 

previous failed attempts and their reasons. Consequently, a few ready solutions can surface if 

the WASH practitioner does communicate, avoid jargon, slang or speaking too fast. Also, clearly 

articulating decisions or points of view and effectively disseminating the message is essential 

(Brogan, 2015). 

 

Sustainability	

Dr. Aaron Tanner (CAWST) said that the sustainability of projects definitely need to be built into 

the framework in that WASH practitioners need to consider which systems remain in place post 

funding and how. On the issue of accountability, Ambassador Lomónaco also added that 

international humanitarians need to consider their exit strategy and legacy, considering the 

adverse consequences that may occur after they leave (ICRC and IFRCRC, 2015). 

 

The	term	‘engineers’	

“The term ‘engineers’ does not acknowledge all those WASH practitioners that are not 

technically engineers”  (Anonymous, 2015). 

The author acknowledges the fact that many people running or contributing to projects are not 

engineers and it was suggested to change the approach and ‘move away from the term 

‘engineer’ or find a way to discriminate between competencies that need technical skills vs. 

those that need project manager skills. On the initial framework cover page, the term ‘engineers’ 

were used to explain the different levels but it also included the terms ‘field level workers’, ‘team 

supervisors’ and ‘technical staff’. Although those same terms are still being used to help define 

the levels, the term ‘WASH practitioner’ is now used to incorporate all those that practice in the 

WASH sector. The second option to discriminate between the different competencies is 

unrealistic and does not recognise the complexity of the WASH practitioner’s function and was 

therefore disregarded.  
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Assessment	and	analysis		

These competencies were elaborated upon because the WASH practitioners should also 

consider cross sector assessments to minimise the impact on the affected community and to 

avoid duplication of effort. In addition, consideration of cross sector assessment findings and 

the ability to analyse those were added. For example, during the analysis of health data, when 

a spike in diarrhoea is noticed, it should trigger an increase in hygiene promotion activities. The 

“WASH practitioner at Level 2 and 3 have to be able to analyse and triangulate data and not just 

be good at gathering it” (Brogan, 2015). 

 

Programming		

Dr. Jonathan Parkinson, senior WASH programme development strategist for OXFAM GB 

recommended that a section is required on programming and that in comparison to the other 

areas it has not been given the weight and development that is required due to its importance. 

Subsequently, the project management section was included and the ‘programming’ section 

was expanded and more competencies were added: to hire and train staff, programme 

adjustment as a result of M&E results, financial planning, costing and being able to develop the 

programme in line with the disaster cycle phases. 

 

Report	writing	

Dr. Parkinson and Kate Brogan from the IMC specified that report writing is a previously 

undervalued but necessary skill that takes a lot of time and effort. It requires understanding from 

the team so that they know which indicators to focused on and what their roles are in compiling 

the reports to the various stakeholders. It is also within this competency that ‘understanding 

different indicators used by donors’ are required.  

 

Capacity	building	

A section dedicated to capacity building was added in acknowledgement of its significance. It is 

evident, in many cases, that WASH practitioners automatically incorporate capacity building and 

it is engineered into most of their programme planning and execution. The capacity building 

section therefore serves as triggers to remind practitioners to consider the sustainability of the 

programme and to start thinking about the transition of the programme to local platforms post 

funding. One respondent argued that in order to execute effective capacity building, the WASH 

practitioner must listen and understand the local culture and context and then identify how to 

target the local national staff for capacity building.  

 

A popular vehicle for capacity building is training, and managers in any capacity ought to be 

able to facilitate training sessions. Developing preparedness is a skill that have been repeatedly 
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mentioned and although it is recognised that funding for preparedness is a major obstacle, we 

must always seek opportunities for it.  

 

5.4.2.3	Feedback	that	prompted	change	

Sphere	Standards	

‘You cannot always apply the Sphere standards, it would be better to decide on the most 

acceptable and appropriate standards to use by combining governmental, practical, 

organisational and Sphere standards’. Through the MSc programme at WEDC and other 

courses, a lot of emphasis was placed on using Sphere standards. During the GWC emerged 

that although it was almost gold standard, it was not necessarily the most appropriate standard 

to applied. This was due to the cultural, religious or country specific standards that has to be 

upheld and respected in certain contexts. You cannot provide a better standard than what the 

people are used to or that the government can provide as this might undermine the government 

and might also upset the balance amongst the aid organisations.  

 

“Sphere primarily gives direction on the levels of service, not necessarily its quality or quality of 

achievements”.(Global WASH Cluster 2015) 

 

Why was one approach (log frame) selected over another? The logical framework was an 

example approach and one that yield from the WEDC course work. This has been addressed in 

the cover note to explain that these are only guidelines and examples. 

 

5.4.2.4	Feedback	omitted	from	framework	

The majority of these points are crucial to the future development of the framework. They were 

regrettably outside the scope of this project but these suggestions must eventually be added to 

the framework. 

 

The	frameworks	require	at	least	one	more	level	

The levels were questioned and there was consensus that at least one more level was required 

to acknowledge the locally employed people’s value and essence in WASH projects. The 

biggest advocate of this was Dr. Aaron Tanner from CAWST who recommended that a fourth 

level ought to be added.  

 

 “All the major WASH implementation strategies at the moment end up with some cohort at 

the community level that volunteer or are paid a stipend but do most of the work. This is true for 

Water Safety Planning, Hygiene Improvement Frameworks, CLTS and Water committees. Often 

this cohort are the doers, motivators, supporters, first line of technical support and know how. 
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Thus a failure to recognise this group would be a failure to identify the training need and 

effectively map the capacity gap.”  

 

The addition of this level was earnestly considered but due to a lack of information, experience 

and mostly responses from informants about what competencies this new Level 1 would 

comprise of, it was regrettably deemed outside the scope of this research project. Dr. Tanner 

recommends that the levels be as follows: 

• Level 1- Field-level workers with up to 18 months’ experience 

• Level 2- Engineering technicians/ field level workers with up to 18 months’ experience 

• Level 3- Incorporated Engineers / team supervisors (2-5 years’ experience) 

• Level 4- Chartered Engineers /national/international level technical staff (over 5 years’ 

experience) (Walker, Russ 2011). 

 

Walker and Russ (2012) substantiate the inclusion of such a level through their survey findings 

as respondents stated that “issues that hampered capacity building for locally employed staff 

were that there is a reluctance to trust and give responsibility to national staff”. They called for 

“systematic change in that organisations ought to place more emphasis on recognising talent 

and increasing the trust and responsibility to national staff” (Russ, 2012) . 

 

Measuring	the	competencies	

The other vital issue that was correctly highlighted by five correspondents were that there is no 

mechanism to measure the competencies. The comments included “how do you rate these 

levels or is it by demonstration of the understanding of these concepts or the ability to practically 

apply these concepts and how do you measure if someone completed a cycle with merit?”. Dr. 

Jonathan Parker mentioned that “measuring competency in terms of ‘show awareness of…’ is 

a bit vague because how does someone demonstrate awareness”. He also asked for 

clarification regarding scoring and how it translates into an overall score that is then converted 

into a level.  The creation of overall verification indicators/ validation framework / measuring 

mechanism is the natural advancement of the WASH Practitioners’ Competency Framework 

and as such is included in the formal scope for further study as it was outside of the scope of 

this project. 

 

5.4.3	The	third	testing	iteration	and	feedback	

The responses from the third iteration were detailed and possessed great value. As the 

framework was fairly developed for this iteration it might have eased evaluation thereof for the 

respondents, consequently harnessing these high quality results. 
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Therefore, all but one recommendation from the third testing iteration were implemented. Mr. 

Dominique Porteaud‘s recommendation to distinguish between large / medium / small scale 

‘piped system design and distribution’ were not implemented as it would require a level of detail 

that would necessitated significant experience in the field to create. Also, by inserting this level 

of detail into the framework there was a risk of being too prescriptive to organisations that might 

use this framework, as each organisation have different capacities and therefore expectations 

from their different levels of practitioners. For example, a large organisation that have a mandate 

to deliver piped water to a 300 000 people would be able to reflect this recommendation. 

Conversely, a smaller NGO that are only delivering to 5 000 people will not require that 

competency from their practitioners. The flexibility in the framework provides triggers for 

required competencies but does not prescribed all the details. Organisations can apply their own 

detail initially until further testing and development has taken place to concrete those 

competencies in more detail.  

 

5.5	Discussion	on	the	practical	implementation	and	ownership	of	the	
WASH	Practitioners’	Competency	Framework	
 

5.5.1	Practical	functions	and	implementation	of	the	Framework	

The main intended function of this framework is to enhance the WASH sector by proposing a 

foundation for a credible move towards more accountability and professionalisation. Specifically, 

the framework can be used as follows: 

• As an organisation that has secured funding to fulfil a function/s in an emergency, the 

framework could be used to ensure that the people with the necessary competencies 

are sent by referring to the framework and evaluating the intended practitioners against 

the required competencies to successfully complete the task 

• As a WASH practitioner, organisation or sector, the framework can be used to establish 

what the training needs or capacity gaps are at the individual or organisational level and 

to what extent. This will inform targeted capacity building/ training taking place 

• HR leads in recruiting and this may occasionally cause tension as HR are not technical 

specialists. The framework can assist HR to more accurately and effectively select 

possible candidates for employment 

• The framework may help determine peoples’ salaries according to their competency 

level and not necessarily based on the qualifications that they do not have which 

undervalues staff 

• The framework may inform an organisational decision matrix to acknowledge 

competency  
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• It is a handrail for practitioners’ development. The intention is not to create another 

hurdle for WASH practitioners but a simple handrail for them to follow in order to develop 

into a 'holistic' practitioner. For others already well experienced in a different profession 

(logistics/ engineering), it can be used to bridge the gap between their experience and 

their movement into WASH 

• RedR mentioned that the framework could potentially assist with Knowledge point by 

fielding specific questions to the correct areas of specialisations/ competencies of the 

responding experts or fields. 

 

5.5.2	Ownership	

The intent is for this framework to evolve and develop. The question arose as to who will take 

ownership of this framework to ensure it reflects current best practice. Eventual ownership was 

considered from the initial data collection phase and through a variety of discussions it became 

clear that at some point ownership will have to be taken by an umbrella/ neutral organisation. 

However, this was never settled and it is still being discussed but clearly organisations will only 

be interested to take ownership once they believe it is a workable tool.  

 

What type of qualities are required from the organisation that would take ownership? (Reed, 

2016). Do you select an organisation with no conflict of interest like a training organisation 

(CIWEM, ICE) but probably do not have the expertise or how do you balance the technical with 

the managerial expertise? Or it could possibly be achieved by using a variety of existing 

institutions. Thus ‘licencing’ of these existing institutions to award these competency validations 

against the WASH competency framework. ALNAP was asked if they would be the type of 

organisation to accredit/ assist with this type of endeavour. They stated that “they do not accredit 

but they produce guidance”. These questions will need further investigation by possible future 

research projects. 

 

5.6	 Limitations		
Known and expected limitations included the lack of external validity of the data due to the 

qualitative nature as the main source of data were people and people are naturally subjective. 

The exploratory and uncertain nature of the project posed a limitation in that it could not be 

planned through to the end. Nevertheless, the writing up of the report was very difficult as there 

was little structure. Attempts to force the report it into a linear write up and have delineated 

chapters of methodology, literature review and results- failed. But therein also lies a strength 

and the unconventional structure of the report is witness to the authentic process and results of 

this project.  
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Unforeseen limitations have been touched upon and this was the lack of respondents and 

responses and the gap was greater than expected and therefore the research shifted to address 

the gap and not achieve wat was originally imagined. There were minimal of responses in all 

information requests sent out and all testing iterations. When support was sought to build the 

hygiene promotion section and to gain information to insert an addition level into the framework- 

there were no responses. The hygiene promotion section is largely created from literature and 

only a few feedback points but the extra never materialised even though it really should be in 

the framework but there simply was not enough information available to do so credibly. 

 

However, these uncertainties were mitigated by ruthless triangulation and collaboration. Each 

response was measured against the objectives that it related to and all other available data. The 

electronic mail responses for example were aggregated according to themes and topics. Points 

raised and the weight accredited to those points depended on the amount of times it was 

mentioned by different correspondents as well as the number of times the same theme, topic or 

point arose in other methods of data collection. However, all points and inputs gathered through 

the testing phases are mentioned in this project. Those points that have not been used to shape 

the final product are discussed and are unfortunately just outside the scope of this project. They 

will add value to potential future research projects and as such, have also been included in 

recommendations for further research.  

5.7	 Conclusion	

 

This chapter discussed and analysed the main aspects of the research objectives. The feedback 

of the second testing iteration was discussed in detail as it provided the majority of inputs and 

changes into the framework and produced the most discussion from respondents. The practical 

implementation and ownership were discussed as potential uses for the framework as well as 

starting the conversation on eventual ownership of the framework. 

 

The passion and care for the sector was palpable from all respondents their feedback received 

validated the information found in the literature review and added such significance to each 

competency added to the framework and the discussion thereof.  
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Chapter	6:	Conclusion	and	Recommendations	
 

6.1	 The	situation	
Pressure on the humanitarian sector is mounting and so are the complexities in which 

humanitarian action takes place. What used to be a fairly unregulated sector occupied with well-

intentioned and passionate individuals with perhaps sometimes questionable credentials is now 

becoming a sector apprehended by the same criterions as global professions and businesses. 

In a world where politics and social opinion is largely influenced by social media and worldwide 

popular opinion, stakeholders require more accountability, transparency and an increase in 

professionalism from the humanitarian sector. This change is taking place not only because 

humanitarians wishes to be more successful in their interventions, but the consequences of our 

actions do not remain local and can, within a few hours, be reported worldwide- influencing our 

funding, support and overall cause. 

 

The focal point of this research project is the WASH sector as an essential part of the 

humanitarian arena. With a goal of enhancing the WASH practitioners’ capacity in order to help 

them answer the call for more accountability and an increase in quality service delivery and 

ultimately professionalism.  

6.2	 The	Challenge	
There are many singular challenges to capacity building in the humanitarian sector and most of 

them echoed in the WASH sector.  Funding, the variable quality of practitioners, lack of common 

standards, high staff turnover and inaccessibility among others were explored in the literature 

review. However, even with initiatives to address these singular issues more challenges arise. 

For example, in the drive to increase capacity and competency through training we also have to 

provide ongoing relevant learning and enduring professional support. This support must offer 

sufficient assurance that the education and training programmes meet the quality standards 

established by the relevant professions and sectors. As seen throughout this report, these 

quality standards do not even exist for all the humanitarian sectors, specifically the WASH 

sector. 

 

Even then, “in the push to ‘do’ capacity building, recruit and deploy, it is unclear how much 

attention is being placed on accreditation, association and professionalisation. Without these 

assurances it will be difficult to judge the quality of personnel or the standard of education and 

training they are receiving” (Coates, 2010).  
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“This has led to an ad hoc training offering, with gaps in provision and a lack of pathways and 

progression routes for the sector, both for those wishing to enter the sector and those wishing 

to develop professionally within the sector”(Walker, Russ 2010). 

 

6.3	 The	possibilities	
The very extensive ELRAH report provides ample evidence of the multiplicity of standards, 

training, and capacity building initiatives that have been created over the last three decades by 

NGOs, learning providers and universities. The principle challenge that emerges through this 

study is not a need to generate commitment to the training and capacity building of humanitarian 

staff, but to address the lack of coordination and cohesion between the standards, training 

courses, and investment that are on offer (Walker, Russ 2010). 

 

There have been many endeavours in the WASH sector to enhance capacity in those delivering 

the services. However, there is no mechanism to coordinate these initiatives into a structure that 

allows for substantial and holistic development of WASH as a profession. Professionalisation 

does possess the architecture to allow for a structured and credible pathway to development 

but a fair bit of work and development is needed first. This project’s literature review and findings 

supports professionalisation as a credible institution through which all these endeavours and 

initiatives can congruently take place. 

 

6.4	 How	this	research	project	can	help	

 

In a sector that is dependent on funding for its survival, competition and the politics of staying 

afloat perhaps overshadows the reasons we initially entered the sector. The overwhelming 

humanitarian need and our passion to address it might sometimes be undermined by ‘the way 

things work’ and our energy is rather spent on ‘what we can do’ as opposed to ‘what we should 

do’. This research project is a call for ‘what we should do’ and that is to be more accountable to 

all the stakeholders but mostly the beneficiaries who trust that we are doing all we can to provide 

dignified assistance - in a sustainable manner and to the best of our abilities. Are we doing that 

and how are we doing that? We hold others accountable but perhaps do not want to be held 

accountable? The reasons might be risk aversion, donor requirements, corrupt government and 

many more. Sometimes the reasons are completely understandable and justified to the typical 

individual. However, in the humanitarian relief sector things are rarely understandable and 

justified and we are not typical individuals – we are taking on mostly impossible tasks and we 

sometimes even accomplish them. The sector deserves more recognition and credit, but we 
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have to advocate and work for it by constantly bettering ourselves, our accountability and our 

standards. 

 

At a minimum, this project may stimulate discussion on further congruent development of the 

WASH sector and its practitioners. It may bring organisations and practitioners closer together 

and even unite them in the battle to accomplish the Sustainable Development Goals and achieve 

more sustainable success in emergency WASH interventions. The WASH Practitioners’ 

Competency Framework may offer a tool to acknowledge the value and capacity of WASH 

practitioners regardless of how they have come to achieve them and might open the door to 

greater and more equitable empowerment of our most valuable resource - people. In turn, we 

can align ourselves with the global trend towards more accountability and standards in our 

service delivery.  

6.5	 Recommendations	and	Scope	for	future	work	
Four concepts are being recommended for future research. However, they aren’t mere 

recommendations but they are acknowledged as essential to the further development of the 

WASH Practioners’ Competency Framework and perhaps to the development of the sector as 

a whole. These concepts were discussed in detail in Chapter 5 and will be mentioned briefly 

below. 

 

6.5.1	Validating	and	measuring	competencies	

The development of a validation framework for the WASH Practitioners’ Competency 

Framework.  Perhaps in the format of objectively verifiable indicators? What would deem a 

WASH practitioner “competent”? Would you require 3 out of 7 competencies or 7 out of 7? And 

how do we balance breadth of competency with depth of competency? Having a set of core 

competencies are important but not having indicators might undermine the purpose of the 

competencies as indicators provides a mechanism of measuring them (Rutter, 2011). 

 

6.5.2	Ownership	

If the framework has a future as a tool used in the WASH sector, it will need to be dynamically 

updated to reflect current practice. This will need to be owned and managed.  A body in the 

Global WASH Cluster or in UNICEF (the lead organisation for the WASH cluster) might be a 

viable option or maybe an agreed upon training organisation. If ownership is taken, it would be 

useful to translate the Framework into at least a few languages like Arabic, French and Spanish. 
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6.5.3	Addition	of	levels	to	reflect	reality	

The addition of at least one more level to recognise the locally employed WASH practitioners, 

build their capacity and more accurately map capacity gaps was very well advocated by Dr. 

Tanner in Chapter 5 and was found to be essential to the framework’s validity through feedback 

from respondents. 

 

6.5.4	Detailed	competency	domains	

Further detail and fine tuning is required of the respective competencies after more testing, 

development, use and collaboration. Possibly to a similar extent as the Sphere Project, but for 

the competencies of humanitarian workers’ of all eleven clusters. 

 

6.6	 Reflection	on	objectives	
Investigating the need to enhance humanitarian and WASH practitioner capacity was relatively 

simple with the large amount of literature available on the topic. The second objective was more 

difficult to achieve due to the lack of standards according to which the initially proposed tools / 

concepts could be developed on. However, the gap identified did give the research new and 

exciting direction and with a narrower focus which reinvigorated the project. The resulting two 

objectives were achieved thanks to the people who supported and collaborated from the onset 

through to the final details of the framework.  

 

The resistance from the sector was unexpected and alternative methods during the second 

testing would have been sought had the author known that resistance would be that significant. 

The author would have approached the GWC SAG first and requested a briefing opportunity to 

be penned into the GWC agenda in order to discuss the matter on a bigger platform, facilitating 

more understanding.  With regards to testing the framework, it would have been valuable for 

one testing iteration to be done in one sitting with a number of WASH experts simultaneously to 

review each competency and discuss them. Perhaps more detailed competencies would have 

been achieved. Irrespective, all the actions and mitigating measures were taken to ensure the 

product was developed to its potential regardless of all the constraints.  The final framework is 

a product of relentless collaboration, research, effort and determination.  
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Appendices	

Appendix	3.1	 Initial	Electronic	Mail	Questionnaire	

 

 
I am focussing on capacity building in WASH, but more for the WASH 
'practitioners/professionals'. I am considering developing a specific facet in a ''WASH 
practitioner’s accreditation framework''. There is no training/ certification currency in the 
WASH world. There are university degrees that are expensive and not accessible to all of 
those that need the competencies and training. In order to have a lasting and sustainable 
effect on WASH, the national WASH capacity to deal with development and emergencies 
has to be enhanced. 
 
Instead of focusing on the beneficiary, I recommend focusing on the WASH practitioner, 
whether they are educated in the proverbial North or whether they still have to prove their 
competencies and skills by being validated. This could be achieved by a WASH 
apprenticeship program that could be accredited/ standardized globally. The WASH 
practitioner can be a professional practitioner with (?) internationally recognised 
qualifications accredited by a ‘consortium’ of WASH training organisations 
(IACET/ALNAP). Would it be useful to have an internationally recognised ‘Learning and 
Development Passport’ that includes all the competencies necessary to be an effective 
WASH practitioner but also an effective WASH capacity builder? Therefore, creating a 
method to certify and train the ''WASH force multiplier'.' 
 
My questions are: 
 
1) Do you think there is a real requirement for a ''WASH Learning and Development 

passport''   that enables Global WASH training currency in the International WASH 
Sector? The aim of which is to increase the accountability of those trained and the 
work they do. On a larger scale it can also aid the drive to professionalise the WASH 
sector in a similar manner as the Health sector? 

 
2) Do you know of a competency validation program that is used throughout the WASH 

world? Or do you think it is best practice to have regional/ national programmes instead 
of somehow standardising them to be utilised globally.  

 
3)  My options are:  

a) Designing a 'WASH Learning and Development passport' that enables Global    
    WASH training    currency in the International WASH Sector and/or 
 

       b) Designing a WASH Apprenticeship programme as the base of the learning and       
          development passport and/or 
 
       c) Create either a competency validation program that is used throughout the   
           WASH world? 
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Appendix	3.2	 Ethical	Clearance	from	WEDC	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ethical	update	

	

Ethical	update	

Derek	Thomson	
		
		
02/10/2015	
		

			
To:	jane_cilliers@hotmail.com	Cc:	Brian	Reed	

 
 
 

 
	
Hello	Jeanette,	

This	email	confirms	that	your	project	entitled	"Building	capacity	through	the	Rural	WASH	
competency	framework"	has	received	ethical	approval	at	the	School	level.	

Regards,	

Derek	Thomson	(cc'd	b.j.reed@lboro.ac.uk)	
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Appendix	4.1	 Summary	of	changes	in	research	objectives 

Research objective changes 
 
 
Significant changes took place in the content and direction of the research objectives as 
a result of the research process, especially the main finding. 
 
The original objectives identified after analysing the initial data were: 
 

1. Verify the need to build sustainable capacity and the need to increase 
professionalism, credibility and accountability in WASH to their stakeholders in 
WASH human resources? 
 

2. Determine which sphere of the WASH sector would currently benefit most from 
an increase in professionalism, credibility and accountability? Rural water, rural 
sanitation, urban water or urban sanitation? Ought the focus to be on 
emergencies, development or both? 

 
3. Evaluate options available to increase professionalism, credibility and 

accountability in WASH and identify most the beneficial option? 
 

4. Collect and list the different Rural WASH professions/roles. 
 

5. Which Core Rural WASH practitioner competencies ought to be developed and 
why?  

 
6. Which competencies are required?  

 
7. Which capacity development indicators/validation methods/ experience levels will 

be most appropriate? 
 
During the course of this individual research project, these objectives changed as more 
information surfaced and more opportunities presented itself. Notably the objectives 
reduced from 7 to 4, the first and third objective remained unchanged. Fundamentally, 
original objective 2 was removed as it became apparent that trying to determine which 
sphere of WASH would benefit most from an increase in professionalism, credibility and 
accountability was futile. This was because the need was relatively evenly spread and 
more importantly, it is not realistic to delineate between rural water, rural sanitation, urban 
water or urban sanitation because the functions of a WASH practitioner cuts across all 
those spheres and that delineating the spheres does not recognise the fluidity and 
complexity of the WASH practitioner’s utilities. 
 
Initial objective 4 attempted to use the different WASH professions as the main building 
block for the framework, thus developing the competencies required for each WASH “role 
or profession”, for example distinguishing between “WASH advisor, WASH Programme 
manager, WASH Project Officer etc. It rapidly appeared that this objective was not 
practicable as there were no generalised idea of WASH practitioners’ roles/ professions 
and that the definition depended on the different organisations’ mandate, perspective and 
WASH focus. Objective 7 was recognised as being outside the scope of this research 
project due to the emerging requirement that a standard first had to be develop and that 
without it, achieving objective 7 was not logically and credibly possible without addressing 
the gap identified as the Main Finding. 
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Appendix	4.2	Case	Study:	Medical	Military	Exercise	based	on	competency	framework	

CASE STUDY: BRITISH ARMY, ROYAL ARMY MEDICAL SERVICES, MEDICAL 
REGIMENT- 9-20 November 2015 
 
The aim of the exercise was to train a medical regiment in the successful response to a 

humanitarian response. Following the training phase, they would be deployed in a 

scenario where they will be judged on their competencies in order to establish whether 

they would be legally competency to fulfil their role as an individual as well as a group. 

The British Army has a Compendium of Training wherein every general and specialist 

required competency is detailed and broken into facets. 

 

The medical regiment deployed and started with refresher training in their core skills and 

special to arm skills. All personnel already had the qualifications to fulfil their roles thus 

were not being covered during this exercise. Prior to joining the regiment each individual’s 

qualifications are verified and logged on the training database. These included medical 

doctors, dentists, nurses, public health professionals, logistic specialist, chefs, 

communication specialists, medical technicians and various assistants. The qualifications 

ranges from medical registrations to two week qualifying courses. Some personnel were 

very experienced and for others it was their first opportunity to practise the qualification 

they have.  

 

General training: The group underwent training as a whole in competencies that they 

require in order to protect themselves and understand the context they will be working in. 

The general training incorporated skills and knowledge that everybody in the group 

required. 

 

STA Training: Following the general training the various groups divided into specialist 

area groups and underwent ‘special to arms’ training. The drivers underwent driver 

refresher and cross country training; the medics underwent refresher <C> ABC 

(Catastrophic bleed, Airway, Breathing, Circulation) training etc.  

 

Rehearsals: Once personnel have undergone general and special to arm training, they 

had the opportunity to practice their new/ refreshed skills and knowledge. Thus during the 

rehearsal of simulated scenarios they could bring together their qualifications, skills, 

knowledge and experience by practicing their competency during the given scenarios. 

They were then more aware of their individual competency level and as a group. During 

the whole process there are directing staff that lead the process but also offered 

assistance and advice throughout providing answers and clarification when anyone 

required it. 



 100 

Appendix	4.3	 Global	WASH	Cluster	Meeting	Agenda	Day	One	
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Appendix	4.4	Version	8	Tested	at	GWC	as	part	of	second	testing	iteration.	Page	4	of	4	
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Appendix	4.5	Cover	Note	to	the	Second	Testing	Iteration	Framework	

 

 

 

 

DRAFT: EMERGENCY WATER AND SANITATION TECHNICAL COMPETENCY 

FRAMEWORK 

 

 

The current trend towards professionalising the humanitarian sector in order to be more 

accountable to our stakeholders, most importantly our beneficiaries, have seen a sector 

wide effort to establish standards. These standards could serve a variety of useful 

purposes, for example being used to measure our performance as WASH practitioners 

and recognise our quality and competencies. This framework is in its infant draft stages 

and is being developed in collaboration with RedR and with input from IWA and CAWST. 

The framework is based on the CBHA Core Humanitarian Competencies Framework and 

in line with Professionalising the Humanitarian sector: A scoping study by Peter Walker 

and Catherine Russ the “three levels roughly correspond to the pattern of: 

 

Level 1- Engineering Technicians / field-level workers with up to 18 months’ experience 

Level 2- Incorporated Engineers / team supervisors (2-5 years’ experience) 

Level 3- Chartered Engineers / national/ international level technical staff (over 5 years’ 

experience)” (Walker and Russ 2010). 

The competency dimensions/ behaviours are purely examples at this stage. 

 

Your input, general or detailed, into this draft framework and thoughts around it would be 

greatly appreciated. You are welcome to answer anonymously or provide your details in 

order to be contacted.  

 

 

Jane Cilliers 

Jane_cilliers@hotmail.com 
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Appendix	4.6	Cover	Note	to	the	Third	Testing	Iteration	Framework	The current trend towards professionalising the humanitarian sector in order to be more accountable to our 

stakeholders, most importantly our beneficiaries, have seen a humanitarian sector wide effort to establish 

standards. These standards could serve a variety of useful purposes for example being used to measure 

our performance as WASH practitioners and recognise our quality and competencies regardless of 

academic qualifications that are not obtainable by a large number of WASH practitioners globally. This 

framework is in its third testing phase and is being developed in collaboration with RedR and with input from 

IWA and CAWST. 

 

The framework is based on a wide selection of existing but narrow focus frameworks. In line with 

recommendations from “Professionalising the Humanitarian sector: A scoping study” by Peter Walker and 

Catherine Russ the “three levels roughly correspond to the pattern of:    

Level 1 - Engineering Technicians / field-level workers with up to 18 months’ experience and entry level  

staff. 

Level 3 - Includes level 2 at this stage of the Humanitarian Leadership Academy’s definition.   Incorporated 

engineers, team supervisors (2-5 years’ experience), mid-level managers and team leaders/supervisors. 

Level 5 - Includes level 4 at this time according to the Humanitarian Leadership Academy’s definition, thus 

senior managers, technical advisors (heads of departments). Chartered Engineers and national/ 

international level technical staff (over 5 years’ experience)”. Very senior CEOs, CDs of large NGOs, heads 

of mission. As a level 5 you need to also have the competencies of a level 1 and 3. 

 

The framework is set out in the different functions of water, sanitation and hygiene promotion. Under each 

main function the competencies that are required to successfully execute that function is set out under the 

current three levels. For example, if you are an organisation that has secured funding to fulfil the solid waste 

management function in an emergency, the framework could be used to ensure that the people with the 

necessary competencies are sent. As a WASH practitioner / organisation or sector, the framework can be 

used to establish what your training needs or your capacity gaps are thus providing a handrail for personal 

and organisational development.  

 

These are just a few of the uses and benefits of this framework.  

The competency dimensions / behaviours are examples at this stage and are intended as triggers proposed 

guidelines as opposed to set requirements. The WASH sector, like everything else in humanitarianism, is 

incredibly fluid and complex and there are situations where a practitioner will have to fulfil the functions of 

all three levels. However, attempts need to be made to delineate responsibilities in order to become more 

professional and accountable.  

 

Currently there exists a strong intention to add another level in order to acknowledge locally employed 

people that play a significant part in WASH programmes but more information is required to populate that 

level thus any recommendations will be most welcome. It is also acknowledged that the measuring of these 

competencies are not currently addressed and it is essential to do so but only once a basic set of essential 

competencies have been agreed upon.  

 


