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Global Waters Radio: You are tuned in to Global Waters Radio, a podcast series produced 
by the Water Team at the US Agency for International Development. The series offers listeners 
insights from USAID officials, development partners, thought leaders, and experts from across 
the water sector, as they discuss current USAID water programming and cutting-edge research 
from around the world. 
 
This week on the podcast, we are going to be talking with Jesse Shapiro and Jeff Albert about 
their involvement with the USAID-supported Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene Partnerships and 
Learning for Sustainability program, better known by its acronym, WASHPaLS. Jesse Shapiro is a 
senior WASH advisor at USAID and Jeff Albert is WASHPaLS’ Deputy Director, and both have 
been closely involved with the program since its launch in 2016. We’re going to hear their 
insights on how this initiative has been identifying, researching, and sharing best practices for 
WASH service delivery and sustaining WASH behavior change, and today we are going to be 
focusing in particular on the program’s work related to sanitation.   
 
So welcome to you both, and Jesse, let’s start with you. For our listeners 
who may not be familiar, can you explain a bit more about the type of work 
WASHPaLS does? 
 
Jesse Shapiro: It's primarily focused on research and learning through partnership. And what 
that means is we're trying to conduct research and learning activities that are both globally 
relevant and locally relevant to WASH sector stakeholders across the world, and focuses in on 
the sanitation and hygiene sectors.  
 
The project has a number of components. The first being it is able to take investments from our 
USAID missions and do on-demand research and learning activities in countries. We also have a 
set of core-funded research priorities that focus in on the areas of community-led total 
sanitation (CLTS), market-based sanitation, and clean play spaces for infants and young children. 
The third component of the project focuses on a small grants project looking for hygiene 
innovations in behavior change. And the fourth component of the project is focusing on both 
that global level and local level partnership in all our research activities.  
 
GWR: So Jesse, WASHPaLS identifies evidence gaps and generates 
knowledge to help the WASH sector improve the sustainability of sanitation 
services. Can you describe how research uptake—or in other words, utilizing 
research evidence produced by implementers, practitioners, and others—
drives the program? 
 
JS: So research uptake is fundamentally central to the WASHPaLS project and drives everything 
we're doing. As USAID thought about conceptualizing this project, we really were trying to 
think about research in the sector and how that has driven policy decisions and implementation 
in the past. Often, research reports and learning is generated, compiled into a report, and then 



sits on the shelf collecting dust. And so, as we developed WASHPaLS, we really wanted to 
create something that avoided this challenge. And so we did this by thinking about how our 
research actually engages with those making policy decisions and those implementing programs, 
and in that way it drives everything we do. 
 
GWR: Jeff, let’s bring you in here. Is there anything you would like to add in 
terms of the role research uptake has played in WASHPaLS programming? 
 
Jeff Albert: The project began through the identification of these evidence gaps and 
producing desk reviews on three subjects. One was on CLTS, another was on market-based 
approaches to sanitation, and then a third again on this question of infant and young child risks 
via eating dirt and mouthing contaminated objects in the home and risks from domestic animal 
husbandry.  
Those three desk reviews were widely disseminated, actively disseminated, and are now cited 
frequently by implementers and researchers alike as having laid out the state of knowledge in 
these areas.  
 
But in terms of the generating of evidence, as Jesse said, the partnership aspect of WASHPaLS is 
really central and all of our field research span 10 different countries. They are all occurring in 
close collaboration with implementers, and with government stakeholders as well. So the 
applied research element of WASHPaLS is really important. It's not pure research by a long 
shot. It's very much applied research. 
 
GWR: So are there any specific examples you can share to give listeners a 
sense of why research uptake has been so important to shaping WASHPaLS’ 
work and driving the project’s overall progress?  
 
JS: So a specific example of this is our advisory board—a collection of sector leaders, both 
organizations and individuals that help us focus our research questions and help direct where we 
might take up those research questions, what countries and what partners may be most 
interested in answering this question and is most relevant to their current policy dialogue and 
decisions that need to be made. So that advisor board acts as sort of a starting point for us to 
think about uptake and who may benefit most from a particular research question. 
 
GWR: And Jeff, are there some additional examples from the sanitation 
sector you would like to highlight, maybe with regard to CLTS or market-
based sanitation? 
 
JA: So I'm not an economist, but it's worth noting that there's been some recent commentary 
published in response to a few high-profile published health trials of different WASH 
interventions. And that commentary basically argued that the questions we should be asking 
aren't whether a particular intervention does or doesn't work, but rather, what are its 
influences on its successes and failures? What are the settings under which it works well? What 
are the settings under which it may face challenges? And what are the costs? And how are the 
costs compared to the various benefits? And that's very much an applied question.  
 
Governments, for example, throughout the developing world have adopted CLTS as part of 
their national sanitation strategies and policies, and our desk reviews helped to reveal that 
there's considerable variability and uncertainty about how well CLTS has succeeded in changing 
the open defecation behaviors, increasing toilet ownership, improving child health and growth. 
Our fieldwork thus tries to focus on understanding where CLTS has succeeded, where its faced 



challenges, and why. And does that, it seeks to do that, through both large randomized 
experiments in which we actually are testing modifications of the approach in a very controlled 
way, as well as sort of big data science efforts to understand what contextual influences there 
are on these programs and their successes.  
 
We also are aware, for example, that market-based approaches have been adopted on a pretty 
widespread basis, that engaging the private sector to deliver sanitation services is going to be 
critical to scaled success. And it occurred to us through our desk review that there's a lot of 
uncertainty about the ability of small businesses to be viable and sustainable over the long term. 
And if we're expecting the private sector to be filling a lot of the service gaps that we observe in 
the field, we really need to understand what it is that drives their success and failure so that we 
can help foster these businesses and support them in the right ways. And so some of our 
fieldwork, in places like Bihar in India, Cambodia, and in Nigeria, has been focused on very 
careful financial analysis of small enterprises to understand the drivers of their profit, of their 
viability, and of their sustainability. So again, this is all intended to be very practical knowledge 
generation to influence both practice and policy. 
 
GWR: So looking back over WASHPaLS’ work since the project’s launch in 
2016, what are some of the big-picture accomplishments or findings that the 
team and its partners find the most noteworthy? And what WASHPaLS-
generated evidence and global best practices promoted by USAID would you 
say have been the most relevant and impactful? 
 
JS: I think really the two biggest successes I've seen from WASHPaLS thus far is the ability to 
grow a partnership with other key sector stakeholders on the behalf of USAID through this 
work. As I mentioned before, we've deliberately tried to dedicate some effort to developing 
these partnerships and that has been quite successful in the project through both the advisory 
board and the individual research initiatives. This has led to somewhat of a symbiotic 
relationship between what we're trying to produce and what other organizations are planning in 
the sector, making the overall sector more efficient about investing resources where they're 
most needed.  
 
One specific example of this is the guidance that Jeff just spoke about around market-based 
sanitation has led directly to a set of guidance documents that other organizations are helping to 
prepare, particularly UNICEF, and our research and learning will feed directly into that guidance 
that they're preparing.  
 
And I think the other big success is that we have seen uptake of our research and learning thus 
far. Those initial global desk reviews, and some of the follow-on activities, like producing some 
market-based sanitation guidance and tools, we've already seen, started to see some good 
uptake of that, making it into guidance as I mentioned before, making it into a cross-sectoral 
rural sanitation guidance, as well as direct use of some of the tools in USAID and other 
implementing partner programs across the world. One specific example of that is the 
WASHPaLS project developed a market-based sanitation game based on a framework that had 
[been] outlined in the global desk review on market-based sanitation. That game has now been 
adapted by multiple programs around the world, translated into other languages, and localized 
to include local sanitation products or local sanitation approaches. And so to me, that's been the 
biggest success of WASHPaLS thus far. 
 
GWR: Great. And Jeff, your thoughts on some of the WASHPaLS 
accomplishments that you are the most proud of so far? 



 
JA:  Just to reiterate, this work on market-based sanitation and this focus on understanding 
firm-level economics I think will become a really important contribution to the sector. This is 
not something that prior to WASHPaLS received a whole lot of attention, to really understand 
how these businesses perform, what kind of drivers of profit operate in different contexts, and 
how the supporters of those businesses, whether they be development supporters or 
government supporters, can help, and whether it's at the firm level or at the market level to 
change or adjust rules in the market to make these businesses more viable and thereby deliver 
services more efficiently and in perpetuity.  
 
But I'd also draw attention to a couple of other things. We're in the planning stages of a study of 
consumer demand of sanitation products that's due to occur in Ethiopia, which will establish a 
demand function for a particular set of products, which is really a core part of understanding the 
business proposition for market-based sanitation, how much consumers value different kinds of 
products and what they're willing to pay, which then drives choices like how much they may 
need to be subsidized in order to get widespread adoption. So that's something I'm really 
excited about. I'd also highlight a couple of other studies for which we now have some data back 
as part of a large randomized trial in Ghana  that's looking at the role of partial subsidies to 
vulnerable households to expand sanitation coverage. We've performed what I would call the 
definitive CLTS sustainability study, in which we've got a full census of 100 villages that were 
triggered under CLTS and declared ODF [open-defecation free]. We've surveyed those 
households several years post, and we'll be reporting how sustainability has looked in those 
programs in Ghana, and what's driven success and failure.  
 
And then last, we also supported a study of subsidies on top of CLTS in Laos, and we have some 
interesting findings there that are going to inform how we target the most vulnerable and how 
we most efficiently can deliver financial assistance. Again, those studies have publication pending, 
so I can't say much more about them, but very excited for them to become public in the coming 
months and years. 
 
GWR: Last but not least, engagement with the broader WASH sector is 
another critical aspect of WASHPaLS’ success. Why is it so important for 
your project to prioritize engagement, and can you share any specific aspects 
of the project’s engagement strategy that have proven successful in gaining 
buy-in to WASHPaLS programming? 
 
JS: Yeah, as we've mentioned, the engagement is critical to the success, and really critical to the 
uptake. I think without that engagement, we can't do research that is policy relevant, decision 
relevant, implementation relevant. We have to bring on the partners that are working in the 
field or have responsibility for managing these activities. And in that way, it's absolutely critical 
to what we do. It's really about building relationships and maintaining relationships with others. 
However, the project did, at its inception, try to be deliberate about its strategy and 
engagement and actually outlined what we call the engagement strategy into a number of steps 
and processes that we would at least consider every time we engage in a different research 
question. So part of this engagement is really making yourself dependent or reliant on others. 
We can't just drive this research on our own. It's fully dependent on others. 
 
GWR: Well, thanks so much to both Jesse Shapiro and Jeff Albert for taking the time to speak 
with us. For more information and resources related to USAID’s WASHPaLS program, including 
the market-based sanitation game referenced during the podcast, take a look at the links below. 



And as usual, be sure to follow the USAID Water Team on Twitter @USAIDWater and visit us 
online at Globalwaters.org. 
 
This is Global Waters Radio. 


