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PREFACE
Access to safe water, sanitation and hygiene and sound water resource management
are at the very heart of health, sustainable development, environmental sustainability
and poverty reduction. Although water is our most critical resource, billions still live
without access to safe and sustainable water. Sustainable Development Goal 6 –
“Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all”
– aims to address issues relating to drinking water, sanitation and hygiene, as well as
the quality and sustainability of water resources worldwide. However, we are falling
behind in the achievement of the SDG 6 targets, and at current rates, these targets
will not be met by 2030.
The United Nations system and its development bank partners have been working to
support governments and communities to reach the eight SDG 6 targets through a
diverse array of programmes in WASH and integrated water resource management.
There have been significant efforts to measure progress towards the achievement
of SDG 6 targets and indicators through several initiatives, notably spearheaded by
the UN-Water Integrated Monitoring Initiative. Until now, however, there has been
no complementary conjoined effort to systematically examine the body of evaluative
work in this area. While there have been several single-agency evaluation syntheses,
these largely pre-date the adoption of the agenda and no inter-agency evaluation
syntheses have been conducted; this represents a significant gap, considering the
criticality of partnerships and coherence in achieving SDG 6 targets.
With a view to filling this gap, UNICEF led this evaluation synthesis of United Nations
and development bank work towards the achievement of SDG 6. Its aim was to
inform decision makers on what has been achieved, which challenges and facilitators
have affected targeted outcomes, and what remains to be done to move the agenda
forward. It also contains lessons for future evaluations of SDG 6 by mapping
coverage and helping determine potential future areas of inquiry. The evaluation
synthesis not only provides useful and actionable results and recommendations; it is
also a model for the conduct of future SDG-focused evaluation syntheses.
This synthesis was conducted by a two-person team, consisting of Travis Yates as
lead researcher and author, and Anna Murray, with support from Langley Topper.
I am grateful for their significant efforts in producing a high-quality report.
The success of this exercise is largely due to the constructive and active engagement
of SDG 6 partner agencies. I would like to thank the synthesis Reference Group for
their excellent inputs throughout this project, specifically: Natalia Acosta (UNEP),
Alice Aureli (UNESCO), Riccardo Biancalani (FAO), Franck Bouvet (UNICEF/GWC),
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Alan Fox (UNDP), Guy Hutton (UNICEF), Ramachandra Jammi (World Bank),
Marianne Kjellén (UNDP), Sonja Koeppel (UNECE), Sasha Koo-Oshima (FAO), Aurelie
Larmoyer (FAO), Ahmedou Ould Abdallahi (FAO), Riccardo Polastro (UNICEF),
Monica Ramos (UNICEF/GWC), Luciana Scrinzi (UNESCO), Anand Sivasankara Kurup
(WHO), Tina Tordjman-Nebe (UNDP), and Yasmine Zaki Abdelaziz (IOM).
I would like to acknowledge and sincerely thank Mona Fetouh of the UNICEF
Evaluation Office for her significant work in managing this exercise, as well as Beth
Ann Plowman for her overall supervision and Mariel Kislig for her additional support.
Finally, I would like to thank Celeste Lebowitz, Geeta Dey and Dalma Rivero, who
provided excellent administrative support to this important exercise.

Robert McCouch
Director of Evaluation
UNICEF
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ACRONYMS
AAP			
AQUASTAT		
CLTS			
EBRD			
FAO			
FGD			
GEMStat		
GEROS 		

accountability to affected populations
Global Information System on Water and Agriculture
community-led total sanitation
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
focus group discussion
Global Freshwater Quality Database
Global Evaluation Reports Oversight System

GLAAS 		
Global Analysis and Assessment of Sanitation and Drinking-Water
GWC 		
Global WASH Cluster
IOM			
International Organization for Migration
IPC			
infection prevention and control
IMI-SDG6		
UN-Water Integrated Monitoring Initiative for SDG 6
IWRM			
integrated water resources management
JMP 			
Joint Monitoring Programme
KII			
key informant interview
MDG 		
Millennium Development Goal
NGO			non-governmental organization
OECD-DAC		
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development-Development 		
			Assistance Committee
PPP			public–private partnership
QA			Quality Assurance
RCT			
randomized control trial
SDG 			
Sustainable Development Goal
SDG 6			
Sustainable Development Goal 6 (Water and sanitation)
ToR 			
terms of reference
UNDP 		
United Nations Development Programme
UNHCR		
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
UNECE			
United Nations Economic Commission for Europe
UNEG 			
United Nations Evaluation Group
UNEP			
United Nations Environmental Programme
UNESCO		
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
UN-Water		
United Nations Water
UN Women		
United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women
WASH 		
water, sanitation and hygiene
WHO			
World Health Organization
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

INTRODUCTION
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
was adopted by all United Nations Member
States in 2015 as a global partnership to
achieve sustainable peace and prosperity.
Among the 17 Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) is SDG 6: Ensure availability
and sustainable management of water and
sanitation for all. Available and sustainable
water and sanitation is essential for leading
healthy and dignified lives, and is intrinsically
linked to health, poverty reduction, education
and environmental sustainability objectives.
SDG 6 greatly increased the ambition for
global water and sanitation coverage beyond
what was established under the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs) and included
the sustainable management of water, waste
water and water ecosystems, as well as
acknowledging the importance of cooperation,
local capacity-building and partnerships. In
total, SDG 6 includes eight specific targets
around these themes.
At current rates of progress, SDG 6 targets will
not be achieved by 2030, and SDG 6 has the
greatest capacity gap of all 17 SDGs. Meeting
the SDG 6 targets is critical for the overall
success of the SDGs. SDG 6 is one of the most
central goals – indicating that it is a necessary
foundation to many of the other goals and
operates at the nexus of the environment,

society and the economy. Five years into the
2030 Agenda and with increased attention
on SDG 6 status, there is an opportunity
to take stock of what has been achieved to
date, identify facilitating factors and existing
challenges, and inform a path forward on what
remains to be done.
The overall objective of this work is to assess
the current evaluative situation, synthesize
key findings from these evaluations for
learning, develop recommendations for future
programming and support future planning of
evaluations related to SDG 6.

METHODS
The evaluation synthesis was designed to
address key research questions centred
on the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development-Development
Assistance Committee (OECD-DAC) criteria
of effectiveness, efficiency, relevance,
sustainability and coherence and then
complemented by key informant interviews
(KIIs). The scope of investigation focused on
SDG 6-relevant work evaluated by a United
Nations entity or development bank between
2015 and 2021. Searching was conducted in
two rounds, September 2020 and February
2021. Documents were gathered from United
Nations and development bank websites using
searching key terms and filters; additional
documents were also requested from Reference
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Group members. Documents underwent a
double screening by two team members
against a set of inclusion criteria (i.e., project
dates, scope, quality). After screening, data
were extracted from included documents using
Distiller SR and Microsoft Excel. Qualitative
themes were processed with the NVivo
software into key themes. These findings were
summarized and organized thematically to
address the evaluation research questions.
A total of 15 key informants were interviewed
about the current status and direction of SDG
6 from either a programme or evaluation
perspective. Interviews were coded using NVivo
and summarized into themes to complement
and contextualize the synthesis results.

RESULTS
Significant effort has been made by United
Nations entities towards the achievement of
SDG 6 targets, though more is required. Overall,
15 United Nations entities and development
banks were included in the search, covering
21 websites and databases. A total of 569
documents were collected then screened
against inclusion criteria, resulting in 90
evaluations included in the synthesis.
Evaluation coverage
Evaluations were identified from 11 United
Nations and development bank entities and
covered interventions spanning 79 unique
countries (not including the evaluations with
large regional or global focus). All geographic

FIGURE 1

Map representing the countries with evaluations
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regions were represented by at least one
evaluation; however, evaluations were clustered
mostly in Europe and Central Asia and in the
African regions.
Most evaluations (76 per cent) were conducted
in a development (stable) context and
geographically 6 per cent had a global focus,
18 per cent were regional, 41 per cent were
at a national level, and 36 per cent had a
subnational focus. The average duration of all
evaluated interventions was 4.3 years (range: 7
months–15 years).
Evaluations were separated into two groups to
contextualize projects that started years before
the SDGs (Transition era) and those that started
after 2014 (SDG era). With these definitions,

FIGURE 2

Venn diagram of SDG 6 targets
6.1 Drinking
Water (37)

6.2 Sanitation
and hygiene
(35)

6.5 Water resources
management (44)

6.6 Water
ecosystems (15)

6.4 Water
efficiency (19)

6.3 Water
quality (12)

the 90 included documents were separated
into 50 evaluations from the SDG era and 40
evaluations from the Transition era.
As the SDG 6 agenda is highly interdisciplinary,
the majority of the evaluations (79 per cent)
covered multiple SDG 6 targets, with an average
of 2.4 targets per evaluation (range: 1–6). The
highest representation from the evaluations
were integrated water resources management
(IWRM) (Target 6.5, 49 per cent), drinking-water
(Target 6.1, 41 per cent) and sanitation and hand
washing (Target 6.2, 39 per cent). To illustrate
the overlap among various SDG targets, these
have been plotted in figure 2 to display which
targets were reported concurrently. The specific
SDG indicators mirrored the targets, with the
IWRM Target 6.5.1 being the most described
indicator, and the safe drinking-water (6.1.1) and
sanitation (6.2.1.a) targets being close behind.
It is unknown if the quantity of evaluations
is proportional to the amount of funding or
programming implemented by United Nations
entities on those targets; however, the number
of evaluations for each target type is largely
consistent with the number of organizations
working towards each target. It is possible
that Target 6.5 (IWRM and transboundary
cooperation) has been over-evaluated, while
Target 6.3 (Water quality) has been underevaluated.
Research questions
The majority of evaluated SDG 6 interventions
were rated as effective. Overall, nearly all
evaluations described programmes as relevant
to beneficiary needs. IWRM interventions
were more commonly concurrent with other
types of programming, such as climate change
and agriculture. Nine out of ten evaluations
were efficient, though only half of evaluated
programmes were likely to be sustained.
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Commonly identified project facilitators
included strong staff capacity and high
community involvement, while barriers
included lack of political will, bureaucracy
and over-ambitious project scopes. The
synthesis identified the need for SDG
6-related programmes across all disciplines
to improve project coordination, stakeholder
engagement, knowledge management and
monitoring and evaluation, and to include clear
communications and role definitions. Each
research question is briefly described below.

PRIMARY RESEARCH QUESTIONS

To what extent have United

Significant achievements have been made towards SDG 6 targets as

Nations agencies contributed to

demonstrated by the evaluative evidence. The majority of interventions

progress towards the eight SDG

were effective where strong coordination, clear roles and strong

6 targets?

monitoring and evaluation were in place.

What are the most common
facilitating and hindering
factors identified?

Strong staff capacity and high community involvement were primary
facilitators for SDG 6 projects. A lack of political will with challenging
bureaucracy was a major barrier, as were project scopes that were too
large and complex.

Improving coordination was the most common recommendation and
What lessons from these

lesson learned, in particular including the correct stakeholders and

evaluations can be applied to

improving the quality of stakeholder relationships. Clear communication

future interventions?

and role definition, supporting stronger monitoring and evaluation, and
better knowledge management were also identified as key lessons.
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SECONDARY PRIMARY RESEARCH QUESTIONS
How well-aligned were

Evaluations were found to be relevant to SDG 6, but with a known

interventions with SDG

selection bias, though nearly all were relevant to individual project

6 targets and with key

objectives. IWRM-related activities were more likely to be linked to SDG

commitments?

targets beyond SDG 6 (i.e., agriculture, climate change).

Gender: Results on gender integration and/or focus were mixed with
examples of good and poor programming. Most commonly, gender
considerations were found to be too shallow and needing reinforcement
Were gender, equity and AAP

throughout the project design. Tracking of gender outcomes is also

integrated into interventions?

needed.
Equity and accountability to affected populations (AAP): There is not a
strong focus on equity or AAP. Broad considerations are described, but
without dedicated activities.

What did the evaluations find

While the SDG 6 accelerators are relatively recent, several themes were

regarding the five SDG

present in the evaluations. Specifically, there is a strong need to improve

6 accelerators?

data and information and support for capacity development.

To what extent was there
evidence of United Nations and
sister agencies coordinating
and linking efforts between the
SDG 6 target areas?

WASH and IWRM are pillars of SDG 6 activities that most commonly
overlap with other targets. There are examples of projects linking efforts
between WASH, climate and IWRM; however, large and overly complex
projects have been difficult to manage and evaluate.

What does evaluative evidence

Projects were generally efficient across targets and regions. Efficiency

say about how efficiently

concerns were primarily related to initial project delays or project

interventions were conducted?

extensions.

To what extent are the
evaluated interventions
sustainable or likely to be
sustained?

Of the evaluations assessing sustainability, only half noted that
interventions were ‘likely’ to be sustained. Projects without a clear
handover or exit strategy were determined to be unlikely to be
sustainable. Pay structure types were often discussed in terms of
sustainability, though no type was clearly identified as most successful.
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KII perspectives – One of the most consistent
themes described in nearly every interview was
dissatisfaction with the SDG 6 indicators – with
indicators either being difficult to measure or
insufficient for the complexity of the activities.
Another key finding was the majority of interviewees described a challenging relationship
between evaluators and programme staff,
especially if evaluation efforts are not fully supported by management. About one third of the
interviewees described the institution’s evaluation culture as challenging or not a priority.

CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS
This review of SDG 6 evaluations by United
Nations entities and development banks was
completed to synthesize SDG 6 evaluation
learnings and support a path forward
for the achievement of SDG 6 by 2030.
Recommendations were developed following a
workshop with the Reference Group and based
within the wider context in which SDG 6 targets
are falling behind. Related recommendations
are noted here with each conclusion but the full
list is in Section 4.

Conclusion 1:
Stakeholder engagement – Better coordination and expanding stakeholders engagement
were strong and consistent themes across all evaluations. Ensuring high involvement from
a variety of stakeholders was a key component for success, as was defining clear roles and
expectations.
Related recommendations:
• Ensure that all relevant stakeholders are meaningfully engaged. It is recommended that
programmes place greater emphasis on defining roles and responsibilities of
stakeholders early in the project.
• A strong theory of change was shown to be a best practice to communicate project
expectations and clarify roles and relationships with stakeholders. It is recommended that
all SDG 6 programmes draft and utilize a theory of change when designing the
programme approach and revise as needed.
• Knowledge exchange and management are critical for strong communication,
stakeholder involvement, ensuring future learning and sharing lessons learned. Best
practices for knowledge management should be developed and quickly adopted across
organizations working around SDG 6. A working group on knowledge management
should be formed with representatives of SDG 6 implementing agencies.
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Conclusion 2:
Complex synergies – Water is embedded into a wide range of SDG targets (e.g., health,
nutrition, climate change, agriculture). This centrality has potential for synergies between
SDG 6 and other goals that may result in large diverse projects. Project synergies will be
critical to achieve the SDGs that require a new and more streamlined ways of coordinating.
Related recommendations:
• Increased synergies between projects and organizations are needed to more efficiently
meet targets and optimize outcomes. Agencies should use existing networks to develop
and increase joint opportunities where appropriate.
• UN entities and development banks should seek to increase joint evaluations when
possible, as a way to leverage resources and more readily exchange lessons learned
across the sector while avoiding duplication and evaluation fatigue.

Conclusion 3:
Effectiveness and SDG 6 attainment – The majority of evaluations reported projects to
be highly or mostly effective – leading to an expectation that SDG 6 would be seemingly
achievable at the current rate. However, SDG 6 is falling further behind. This raises questions about project goals possibly not considering the wider context or aligning with global
needs; moreover, this suggests that the scale of current programming is too small to reach
SDG 6 targets. Political will and acceleration of funding efforts is also needed.
Related recommendations:
• It is clear that continuing current levels of normal programming will not achieve SDG
6 by 2030. While current interventions are rated as effective, scale-up, innovation and
greater efficiencies are critical to close the gaps. Scaling up programming will also
require increased investment.
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Conclusion 4:
Relevant indicators – Key informants commonly noted the difficulty working with the SDG
6 indicators. The practical measurement and reporting of specific SDG 6 indicators are
complicated with many different entities and varied reporting expectations.

Conclusion 5:
Evaluation gaps – SDG 6 Targets 6.3, 6.4 and 6.6 were the least evaluated of all SDG 6
targets. Additionally, the majority of evaluations were from limited number of organizations
despite a wider number of organizations being very involved with SDG 6 programming.
Related recommendations:
• Investigation is needed to confirm if these evaluation gaps match with programming
or funding gaps for SDG 6. Organizations with limited SDG 6 evaluations must invest in
strengthening their evaluation knowledge base.
• SDG 6 evaluation were predominately in development settings. An increased focus on \
evaluating humanitarian programming related to SDG 6 is recommended.

Conclusion 6:
Funding gaps – There is no comprehensive SDG 6-wide tracking of the funding status by
target; thus, it was difficult to adequately assess programming gaps compared to evaluation
gaps. In addition, there was no evaluation that addressed how to improve funding limitations
or address the funding gaps with respect to SDG 6 interventions and targets. Greater
investment is required to accelerate progress by 2030.
Related recommendations:
• Global funding is insufficient to meet current needs, let alone the increasing demands
created by climate change and political instability. Significant increases in funding levels
are urgently required, including increasing unearmarked funds.
• Advocate and contribute to a system for tracking global funding related to SDG 6 by target.
• Implementors and donors must ensure an understanding of how funding and projects
complement national government plans.

Conclusion 7:
Sustainability – Sustainability was one of the weakest findings among the evaluations
and was identified as a consistent challenge. To ensure true impact, the importance of
sustainability remains and cannot be overshadowed during the push for acceleration.
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Related recommendations:
• Clear and dedicated focus on sustainability should be considered from the project design
or elevated for ongoing projects. SDG 6 implementing agencies should ensure that
projects include handover and exit strategies from the design phase, which are reviewed
annually.
• Sustainability checks (already in use with some organizations) should be emulated by
other organizations and or/expanded throughout the sector.
• Donors may also play a role in facilitating sustainability by accepting longer-term projects
and emphasizing the need for capacity-building of local partners.
• An emphasis on localization is needed to increase and improve sustainability. National
governments and other local actors are critical and must have strong engagement for
long-term success.
• The private sector, including public–private partnerships, were not widely described
through evaluations included in the synthesis but remain a key stakeholder in local
involvement and sustainability. Identifying mutually beneficial roles and responsibilities
during project design is needed.
• Encourage direct donor support of local actors in SDG 6 sectors.

Conclusion 8:
Slow change – Change is slow with long-term projects, and adoption of new policies and
initiatives also takes time. Rapid change and acceleration is needed; however, the urgent
need for change is in tension with the findings and recommendations for longer-term
projects needed for sustainable and successful outcomes.

Conclusion 9:
Innovation – The current pace and scale of innovation is insufficient for the radical changes
that are needed to achieve SDG 6. Innovation was mentioned in most evaluations, but
evaluations generally stopped short of suggesting a path for real change or scale-up of
innovative programmes.
Related recommendations:
• Implementing agency senior management should create an environment that enables
new approaches and pilot programming to scale up best practices.
• Seek innovation in evaluation tools and strategies as well. There are examples of data
collection with remote sensing that could save time and funding through the adoption of
real-time monitoring, SMS, phone surveys and big data.
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Conclusion 10:
Methodology – Within evaluation methodologies, WASH-related evaluations are more likely
to have household surveys and focus group discussions (FGDs), whereas IWRM projects
are more regularly scoped towards interviewing key informants working on the project or
government. These approaches have feedback gaps that could influence the evaluation
results and programmes overall.
Related recommendations:
• Currently, some United Nations entities have a quality rating system, and others do not. If
organizations do not have a quality assurance metric, one should be adopted.

Conclusion 11:
Gender – Projects with a strong gender component were often more successful and
sustainable, whereas a weak gender focus was a common missed opportunity described
by evaluators. About half of the evaluations recommended a need to improve gender and
equity considerations in programming.
Related recommendations:
• Programmes should consider the needs of women and girls and more commonly
incorporate meaningful programmatic components that specifically address those needs.
Women should also be incorporated as stakeholders at various stages of programming.
• Persons with disabilities and other marginalized groups must also be represented in
project design and decision-making. Ensure that equity considerations for water and
sanitation use, access and distribution are regularly incorporated into project design.
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INTRODUCTION
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was adopted
by all United Nations Member States in 2015 as a global
partnership to achieve sustainable peace and prosperity. Among
the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is SDG 6: Ensure
availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation
for all. Available and sustainable water and sanitation is essential
for leading healthy and dignified lives, and is intrinsically linked
to health, poverty reduction, education and environmental
sustainability objectives.
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1.1

Scope of SDG 6

SDG 6 built on the work done within the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), specifically
MDG 7: Ensure environmental sustainability.
MDG 7 included reversing environmental loses,
improving biodiversity and ecosystems, and
halving the proportion of the population without sustainable access to safe drinking-water
and basic sanitation. Several environmental targets were achieved, and the safe drinking-water
target was met; however, the sanitation target
was not achieved by the end of the MDGs in
2015.1
SDG 6 greatly increased the ambition for global
water and sanitation coverage beyond what
was established under the MDGs and included
the sustainable management of water, waste
water and water ecosystems, as well as acknowledging the importance of cooperation,
local capacity-building and partnerships. In total, SDG 6 includes eight specific targets around
these themes. Each of the targets has one or
two indicators to track progress towards achieving this goal (see table 1).

1.2

SDG 6 progress tracking and
evaluation efforts

There are substantial efforts to measure and
track progress towards the achievement of
SDG 6 targets and indicators through multiple

1
2
3

global United Nations initiatives, consolidated
in the UN-Water Integrated Monitoring Initiative
for SDG 6 (IMI-SDG6). The IMI-SDG6 supports
countries by (1) monitoring water- and sanitation-related issues within the framework of the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, and
(2) compiling country data to report on global progress towards SDG 6.2 The IMI-SDG6 is
made of multiple agency-specific initiatives, including the Joint Monitoring Programme (JMP)
with the World Health Organization (WHO) and
UNICEF; Global Analysis and Assessment of
Sanitation and Drinking-Water (GLAAS) from
United Nations Water (UN-Water), Global
Freshwater Quality Database (GEMStat) with
the United Nations Environmental Programme
(UNEP); and the Global Information System on
Water Agriculture (AQUASTAT) from the Food
and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations (FAO) – each of which are among the
custodians of individual SDG 6 indicators.
Countries play a vital role in indicator tracking;
however, on average, Member States are only
reporting two thirds of the SDG 6 indicators
required.3
In addition to these progress tracking efforts,
there have been substantial efforts by United
Nations agencies and development banks to
evaluate interventions that contribute towards
SDG 6. Each of these works have a specific
purpose and are intended to collectively track
and improve programme measures towards the
achievement of SDG 6.

WHO/UNICEF JMP for Water Supply and Sanitation, 2015 Annual Report <https://washdata.org/report/jmp-2015-annual-report>
UN-Water, ‘Integrated Monitoring Initiative (IMI-SDG6)’, <www.sdg6monitoring.org/about/integrated-monitoring-initiative>, accessed 15
September 2021.
United Nations Water, ‘Summary Progress Update 2021: SDG 6 – Water and Sanitation for All’, UN-Water, 2021, <www.unwater.org/publications/sum
mary-progress-update-2021-sdg-6-water-and-sanitation-for-all>, accessed 15 September 2021.
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TABLE 1

SDG 6 targets and indicators
TARGET

26

INDICATOR

6.1

Achieve universal and equitable access to
safe and affordable drinking-water for all

6.1.1 Proportion of population using
safely managed drinking-water services

6.2

Achieve access to adequate and equitable
sanitation and hygiene for all and end
open defecation, paying special attention
to the needs of women and girls and
those in vulnerable situations

6.2.1 Proportion of population using:
(a) safely managed sanitation services
(b) a hand-washing facility with soap and
water
6.3.1 Proportion of waste water safely
treated

6.3

Improve water quality by reducing
pollution, eliminating dumping and
minimizing release of hazardous chemicals
and materials, halving the proportion of
untreated waste water and substantially
increasing recycling and safe reuse globally

6.4.1 Change in water-use efficiency over
time

6.4

Substantially increase water-use efficiency
across all sectors and ensure sustainable
withdrawals and supply of fresh water to
address water scarcity and substantially
reduce the number of people suffering
from water scarcity

6.3.2 Proportion of bodies of water with
good ambient water quality

6.4.2 Level of water stress: freshwater
withdrawal as a proportion of available
freshwater resources
6.5.1 Degree of integrated water
resources management implementation
(0–100)

6.5

Implement integrated water resources
management at all levels, including through
transboundary cooperation as appropriate

6.6

Protect and restore water-related
ecosystems, including mountains, forests,
wetlands, rivers, aquifers and lakes

6.6.1 Change in the extent of waterrelated ecosystems over time

6.a

Expand international cooperation and
capacity-building support to developing
countries in water- and sanitation-related
activities and programmes, including
water harvesting, desalination, water
efficiency, wastewater treatment,
recycling and reuse technologies

6.a.1 Amount of water- and sanitationrelated official development assistance
that is part of a government-coordinated
spending plan

6.5.2 Proportion of transboundary basin
area with an operational arrangement for
water cooperation
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6.b

1.3

Support and strengthen the participation
of local communities in improving water
and sanitation management

Purpose and scope of the
evaluation synthesis

The United Nations General Assembly adopted
a resolution in December 2016 in support of
achieving SDG 6, the International Decade for
Action – Water for Sustainable Development
(2018–2028). However, at current rates of
progress, SDG 6 targets will not be achieved by
2030, and SDG 6 has the greatest capacity gap
of all 17 SDGs.4,5 The monitoring and evaluation
requirements for SDG 6 have also increased
in complexity compared to the MDGs with the
wider scope related to water and sanitation
targets.6 To address these gaps, the SDG 6
Global Acceleration Framework was launched
in 2020 and intends to scale up and unify
international support to achieve SDG 6 targets.

4
5
6
7

6.a.1 Amount of water- and sanitationrelated official development assistance
that is part of a government-coordinated
spending plan
6.b.1 Proportion of local administrative
units with established and operational
policies and procedures for participation
of local communities in water and
sanitation management

Meeting the SDG 6 targets is critical for the
overall success of the SDGs. SDG 6 is one
of the most central goals – indicating that
it is a necessary foundation to many of the
other goals7 and operates at the nexus of the
environment, the society and the economy.
The connection between water, sanitation and
hygiene (WASH) and health and WASH and
nutrition are well established. Water resource
management also crosses several other SDGs,
from energy and agriculture production to
sustainable cities. SDG 6 interlinkages with
other SDGs show that it is essential (see figure
3), underpinning the potential for achieving
sustainable development.

United Nations Water, ‘SDG 6 Synthesis Report on Water and Sanitation’, UN-Water, 2018, <www.unwater.org/publications/sdg-6-synthesis-report2018-on-water-and-sanitation>, accessed 15 September 2021.
Dahlberg, ‘System-Wide Outline of Functions and Capacities of the UN Development System: Consultant’s report’, 2017, www.un.org/ecosoc/sites/
www.un.org.ecosoc/files/files/en/qcpr/sg-report-dalberg_unds-outline-of-functions-and-capacities-june-2017.pdf>, accessed 15 September 2021.
‘External Mid-Term Review of GEMI Review Report’, 2018.
United Nations Water, ‘SDG 6 Synthesis Report on Water and Sanitation’, UN-Water, 2018.
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FIGURE 3

SDG 6 relationship to other goals
Related SDG
Good health – SDG 3
Quality education – SDG 4
Gender equality – SDG 5
Affordable energy – SDG 7
Sustainable communities – SDG 11
Responsible consumption & production – SDG 12
Life on land – SDG 15
Partnerships – SDG 17

Five years into the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development and with increased attention
on SDG 6 status, there is an opportunity to
take stock of what has been achieved to date,
identify evaluation gaps, recognize facilitating
factors and existing challenges, and inform
a path forward on what remains to be done.
A comprehensive, inter-agency evaluation
synthesis offers a critical foundation to the
evidence base on the achievement of SDG
6, as well as identifying gaps, and is an
opportunity to inform future programming
and policymaking. The scope covers
evaluations from 2015 to the Spring of 2021
at all geographical levels (global, regional and
country). All SDG 6 targets and indicators are
within the scope; however, the evaluations were

8
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Example associated activity
Impact of water-related diseases
Under nutrition
Water and sanitation in schools
Safe and easy access to water and sanitation
Resource management
Water and sanitation for urban
Irrigation water for crops
Land and soil management
Transboundary water agreements

limited to United Nations and development
bank entities8 and evaluations with sound
methodology.
The overall objective of this work is to assess
the current evaluative situation, synthesize
key findings from these evaluations for
learning, develop recommendations for future
programming and support future planning of
evaluations related to SDG 6.
Target audience – This work is intended to
identify evaluation gaps within SDG 6 and
then inform decision makers on the evaluative
status of SDG 6, including those working in the
United Nations system and development banks,
as well as national counterparts, donors and

UNICEF, FAO, WHO, UNESCO, UNEG, UNHCR, GWC, AfDB, World Bank, Asian Development Bank, Inter-American Development Bank, UN-Water,
IOM, UNEP, UNDP, EBRD.
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non-governmental organizations (NGOs). It is
intended for staff and partners of these entities
working in both technical and evaluation areas
related to SDG 6.
Reference Group – To accommodate the
broad-reaching scope of SDG 6 and the
many agencies involved in the related work,
a Reference Group was created to guide the
research effort and encourage buy-in across the
United Nations system. The Reference Group
comprised nine United Nations agencies and
one development bank. The Reference Group
members advised the finalization of the terms
of reference (ToR), reviewed the inception
report, participated as key informants and
provided feedback on draft versions of any
reporting. The Reference Group members also
have a key role in dissemination and follow-up
related to the report recommendations.

TABLE 2

1.3.1

Research questions

The evaluation synthesis has been designed to
answer multiple research questions, organized
by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development-Development Assistance
Committee (OECD-DAC) criteria. The initial set
of questions was outlined in the ToR, revised
with Reference Group input and finalized in
conjunction with the inception report.
To ensure a focus on priority lines of inquiry, the
research questions were separated into primary
and secondary research questions. The primary
questions are centred on several questions that
apply to the effectiveness criteria and represent
the overall objective of this evaluation synthesis
work (see table 2). The synthesis approach was
designed to gather the evidence needed to
address these primary questions.

Primary research questions
PRIMARY QUESTIONS
1) Based on evaluative evidence, to what extent have United Nations agencies
contributed to progress towards the eight SDG 6 targets? Under what conditions were
interventions most effective?

Effectiveness

2) What are the most common facilitating and hindering factors identified?
3) What lessons from these evaluations can be applied to future interventions to
contribute towards reaching SDG 6 targets by 2030?
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TABLE 3

Secondary research questions
SECONDARY QUESTIONS

Relevance

a) How well-aligned were interventions with SDG 6 targets and with key
commitments?
b) How well were gender, equity and accountability to affected populations (AAP)
integrated into interventions?

Effectiveness

Efficiency

d) What does evaluative evidence say about how efficiently interventions were
conducted?

Coherence

e) To what extent was there evidence of United Nations and sister agencies
coordinating and linking efforts between the SDG 6 target areas (WASH, climate,
water resource management)?

Sustainability
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c) What did the evaluations find regarding the five SDG 6 accelerators (optimized
financing, improved data and information, capacity development, innovation and
governance)?

f) To what extent are the evaluated interventions sustainable or likely to be sustained?
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METHODOLOGY
The evaluation synthesis was designed to address the research
questions through a review of current evaluations as well as input
from relevant actors. The primary approach employs a synthesis
methodology, complemented by key informant interviews (KIIs).
Synthesis and KII components are described separately below
in sections 2.1 and 2.2, respectively. Limitations are described in
Section 2.3.
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2.1

Evaluation synthesis

A rigorous review methodology was used
to ensure a comprehensive and consistent
approach to the synthesis. The methodology
was based on the review process outlined in
the Cochrane Handbook,9 and a standalone
protocol was developed for the synthesis. Only
a summary of the synthesis methodology is
presented in this section, with the full protocol
in Annex 2.
Eligible evaluations for this synthesis were
drawn from specific sources most likely
to have evaluations related to SDG 6: the
United Nations Evaluation Group (UNEG)
database, United Nations and development
bank evaluation databases, and solicitation of
the Reference Group members. The protocol
contains the full list of databases and the search
strategy validated by the Reference Group.
Identified documents were screened first by
title, then executive summary and finally the full
text. After the title screen, a document was only
excluded if two researchers agreed it did not
meet the inclusion criteria.

Emphasis on quality – Evaluations were
expected to adhere to OECD-DAC and/or UNEG
norms and standards. Quality criteria were
further defined as meeting quality assurance
definitions of at least satisfactory on the Global
Evaluation Reports Oversight System (GEROS)
UNICEF rating, or equivalent for other agencies
(e.g., United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) and UNEP also have quality assurance
metrics). Any document with a lower quality
rating was not eligible for inclusion. If a
document had no equivalent quality rating or
no rating system by the implementing agency,
a modified Bond Checklist was used utilized
to rate the quality. The full description on the
Bond Checklist used for inclusion is described
in Annex 2. A comparison of the quality
assurance metrics used are shown in table 5.
The Bond checklist was not intended to replace
or represent any other quality metric, but used
only to provide a measure for evaluation quality
where none previously existed.
Data from evaluations that met inclusion criteria
were extracted and coded by the Synthesis
Team. Detailed descriptive information of each

The scope of investigation focused on SDG
6-relevant work evaluated by a United Nations
entity or development bank between 2015 and
2021.10 Inclusion variables were defined a priori
with slight modifications suggested by the
Reference Group during the inception report
phase; final inclusion criteria are outlined in
table 4.

9

Cochrane, ‘Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Reviews of Interventions’, 2021 <https://training.cochrane.org/handbook/current>, accessed 15
September 2021.
10 The original scope focused on United Nations system work only; however, a decision was taken to include development banks, as key multilateral
partners of the United Nations in SDG 6 implementation. Other partners (governments, NGOs) are included only insofar as they are implementing
partners of United Nations SDG 6 programming and thus covered by United Nations evaluations.
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TABLE 4

Document screening inclusion and exclusion criteria

C AT E G O R Y
Geographic
Year
Intervention
activity year

Report type

Quality

(Described below)

Implementing
agency

Topics

Language

11

INCLUSION

EXCLUSION

Global, regional, national, subnational

No relevant criteria for exclusion

Evaluations completed 2015–2021

Evaluations completed prior to 2015

The intervention activity must be more
than 50% implemented after January 2014,
or extend to at least January 2016

Less than 50% of intervention activity was
after January 2014

Evaluation of an SDG 6-related
intervention, or study meeting evaluative
evidence standards

Needs assessments, country evaluations,
marketing tools, toolkits, gap analyses,
monitoring data or reports, regular
reporting, theoretical or conceptual pieces,
systematic reviews, studies without a
clearly defined intervention

Satisfactory or higher GEROS rating or
equivalent standards from comparable
quality assurance methodology.

Fair or lower quality assessment according
to GEROS standards or equivalent rating
methodology

UN Agencies and multi-lateral
development banks

NGOs, government agencies, universities,
research groups11

SDG 6 (WASH, water management, water
quality and related cooperation)
Multisectoral evaluations with a clear
SDG 6 focus, methodology and separate
findings/conclusion.

• Non-SDG 6 related
• Multisectoral evaluations where SDG
6 topics, methodology or findings are
indistinguishable from other sectors

English, French and Spanish

Any other language

NGO and government entity work is captured when in partnership with United Nations agencies or development banks.
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CATEGORY RATINGS

TABLE 5

Summary of quality assurance measures

UNICEF GEROS

UNEP

UNDP

Highly Satisfactory

Highly
Satisfactory

Highly
Satisfactory

Satisfactory

Satisfactory

Mostly
satisfactory

Mostly
satisfactory

Mostly
unsatisfactory

Mostly
unsatisfactory

Satisfactory

Fair

Unsatisfactory

Unsatisfactory

Highly
unsatisfactory

Highly
unsatisfactory

evaluation was collected with the Distiller SR
software in conjunction with Microsoft Excel. A
full list of descriptive information categories can
be found in Annex 2 (Protocol Annex 3: Data
extraction variables), which cover topics such
as methods of evaluation, SDG 6 activities and
project countries as examples.
Qualitative analyses were done with the
NVivo software focused on four sections of
the evaluations: (1) project components; (2)
evaluation results and conclusions; (3) lessons
learned; and (4) recommendations.12 The
qualitative synthesis was iterative to improve
and refine key themes. Initial qualitative
themes were outlined in the protocol with the
qualitative synthesis framework (see Annex 2:
Protocol Annex 5). The qualitative framework
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PASS

DECISION

Eligible for
inclusion

Not eligible
Unsatisfactory

12

BOND

FAIL

was the initial set of categories sought for data
collection. As themes became more or less
dominate, sub-themes were adjusted for more
or less detail based on the volume and richness
of the identified data. Overall, themes were
refined to represent the findings as accurately
as possible. Data were then summarized to
address the primary and secondary research
questions.

2.2

Key informant interviews

KIIs were designed to capture relevant
perspectives on SDG 6 evaluations from both
United Nations entities and development
banks. Depending on the role of the interviewee
(evaluation or programme staff), one of two
interview guides was used, containing seven

Analysis of transition era evaluations (described in Section 3.2) focused on recommendations only.
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or eight questions (see Annex 3). A total of 15
persons were targeted based on their respective
entity and position related to SDG 6, primarily
these persons were also part of the Reference
Group. The intended interviewees represented
ten different United Nations entities and
the World Bank Group. A single researcher
conducted all the interviews for consistency.
Notes were taken during the interview, then
transcribed and coded by question and
theme using the NVivo software. Analysis
was initially coded separately depending
on the interviewee’s role (evaluation versus
programme) but. when themes were similar,
they were combined. Names and organizations
are intentionally omitted to provide anonymity
as much as possible. Comments may have been
paraphrased and, thus, no direct quotes are
attributed to any person or organization.

2.3

•

The search process covered 15 different
United Nations entities and development
banks, each with their own standards
and evaluation procedures that did not
always align with the defined criteria in the
protocol.

•

Multisector evaluations, project extensions
or delays, and inconsistent reporting within
the evaluations presented a challenge
during data extraction, leading the
Synthesis Team to interpret the inclusion
criteria more than expected. These
challenges were mitigated by using doublescreening criteria, in which two team
members reviewed documents for inclusion
criteria.

•

This review does not capture the totality
of work towards SDG 6 by United Nations
entity and development actors; the review
herein is focused on evaluations of SDG
6-related projects, which represent a smaller
sample of projects.

•

Financial reporting by SDG 6 target was
sought but not identified; this limited
contextualizing activities and results.

•

The timing of this evidence synthesis
did not allow for inclusion of COVID-19
response programme evaluations, but a
non-evaluative overview of WASH response
to COVID-19 is included in Box 4

Limitations

The approach for this synthesis aligns with a
traditional systematic review; however, several
limitations were encountered over the project.

•

the number of evaluations.

A significant challenge for this review was
finding a balance between evaluations that
were specific to the SDG 6 efforts, while
structuring the protocol to include and learn
from as many different sources as possible.
Many projects designed and started since
the release of the SDGs in 2015 have
not finished or have not been evaluated.
However, evaluations from programmes
starting 5 or even 10 years before the SDGs
would likely have very low relevance to
the targeted SDG goals. The date inclusion
criteria was adjusted to include as many
relevant documents as possible. Relaxing
the criteria by one year greatly increased

Despite these limitations, the overall result of
the synthesis is believed to be representative
of the body of SDG 6 evaluations completed to
date.
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03

RESULTS
The results include a process overview (Section 3.1), an evaluation
coverage and mapping (Section 3.2), research questions
(Section 3.3) and additional findings (Section 3.4). Key informant
perspectives are presented among the other results, but are clearly
labelled as to maintain transparency of results.
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3.1

Process overview

were collected and screened against inclusion
criteria, resulting in 90 evaluations included in
the synthesis (see figure 4).

The following section includes the results of
the evaluation search and screening, and a
summary of the KII process.

The list of included evaluations is presented
in Annex 1. Out of all the reasons to exclude
documents during the screening, the date
of intervention was the most common one.
Irrelevant scope was the second most common,
although it should be noted that the scope
was initially targeted in the search terms, and
documents were only collected if they had the
potential to be SDG 6 related.

Searching was conducted in two rounds, in
September 2020 and February 2021. Overall,
15 United Nations entities and development
banks were included in the search, covering
21 websites and databases. Database filters
and keywords were used to narrow the scope
towards SDG 6 evaluations; 569 documents

FIGURE 4

IDENTIFICATION
SCREENING
INCLUDED

IDENTIFICATION

PRISMA flow diagram

a) Databases: United Nations and development banks
b) Reference Group members

Round 1

371

Round 2

198

Total documents
569
Duplicates
Documents screened
413

Included documents
90

156

Records excluded
323

Through title, executive summary
and full text screening
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This synthesis was focused on evaluations;
thus, some seemingly relevant documents did
not meet inclusion criteria and were excluded.
For instance, SDG monitoring work, such as
JMP summary documents, SDG reviews and
bottleneck analyses, were excluded because
monitoring efforts were specifically not included in this evaluation synthesis. Information
from some key non-evaluative documents is
still described through blue text boxes throughout the results and discussion to complement
the results of the synthesis. Additionally, the
screening process identified many projects that
could be SDG relevant but were not specific
to SDG 6. For instance, improving irrigation
networks could be considered water efficiency
but if the project only identified food production
increases and relevance of activities towards
SDG 12 (Responsible production and consumption), then it was not included. Similarly, there
were examples of climate change projects that
could be applied to SDG 6 but were not directed
or reported towards any specific SDG 6 target
and therefore not included.
The number of included documents increased
significantly between the first round (n = 41)
and the second round of search (n = 90) despite
only being four months later. This was due
to two primary factors: (1) the date inclusion
criteria were intentionally widened following
discussions with the Reference Group with
the hope to increase the number of included
documents to better represent longer term
development bank projects and have a more
robust evidence base; and (2) the inclusion of
19 evaluations that were completed in late 2020
and early 2021.
With the increased number of included
evaluations for the synthesis, the research team
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categorized all evaluations into one of two
groups: the SDG era or the transition era. The
separation into two distinct groups was done to
help identify activities that would be influenced
by the adoption of SDGs, compared to projects
that were designed and primarily in the MDG
time period, pre-2015. This is further discussed
in Section 3.2.1 below.
KIIs – Overall, 13 of the 15 attempted interviews
were completed, where the 13 interviews
included 18 persons. All interviews were
carried out through Zoom and lasted between
30–60 minutes, with longer interviews
typically involving multiple participants. Seven
interviews (54 per cent) followed the evaluationstaff questionnaire, and six interviews (46 per
cent) used the programme-staff questionnaire.
Interviewee roles varied, as intended,
capturing perspectives from evaluation officers
(evaluation staff), WASH officers (programme
staff) and global policy advisors and
coordinators – all having some relation to SDG
6 achievement. The KII results are presented
in parallel to the evaluation synthesis results,
intending to complement and provide context
to the findings.

3.2

Evaluation coverage

The following section presents the results of
the mapping of evaluative evidence by entity,
geographic area, context, methodology, timing
and SDG 6 target. Of the 90 included evaluation
documents, 83 are in English (92 per cent),
six (6.7 per cent) are in French, and one is in
Spanish. The majority of included evaluations
are from UNDP (35 per cent) and UNICEF (32
per cent), while 11 per cent are from FAO, 9
per cent from UNEP, and <5 per cent were
from United Nations Economic Commission

EVALUATION SYNTHESIS OF UNITED NATIONS SYSTEM AND DEVELOPMENT BANK WORK TOWARDS SDG 6

for Europe (UNECE), the World Bank Group,
the Asian Development Bank, the African
Development Bank, International Organization
for Migration (IOM), United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) and United Nations Entity for Gender
Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN
Women) (see figure 5). Most evaluations were

final evaluations made after completion of the
project intervention (74 per cent), while 20 per
cent were midterm evaluations and 6 per cent
were evaluations of regional strategies, policies,
thematic or a summary of several projects (see
figure 6). If midterm and final evaluations were
both identified in the review, only the final
evaluation was kept for review.

FIGURE 5

FIGURE 6

Evaluation type

Evaluation documents by implementing
agency
Strategy, policy,
or multi-country
evaluation
6%

UNEP
9%
FAO
11%

Midterm
Evaluation
20%

Final
Evaluation
74%

UNICEF
32%

UNECE
4%

UNDP
35%

UN
WOMEN UNESCO
1%
1%

IOM
1%

ADB
2%

AfDB
1%

WBG
3%
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3.2.1

Geographic and context coverage

Region in 22 per cent of the evaluations, West
and Central Africa Region in 17 per cent of
evaluations and the Middle East and North
Africa Region in 17 per cent. Fewer evaluations
were identified from the Latin America and the
Caribbean Region and the South Asia Region.
As the regional and global evaluations spanned
multiple geographic regions, there are more
than 90 listings in table 6.

Of the 90 included evaluations, 6 per cent
had a global focus, 18 per cent were regional,
41 per cent were at a national level, and 36
per cent had a subnational focus. Half of the
regional evaluations were targeted within
a few neighbouring countries – often for
transboundary water resources management
– while the other half were focused on
interventions across larger regions: one being
the African continent (focusing on 52 of 54
countries) and one including 12 countries from
the East Asia and Pacific Region.

In total, evaluations covered interventions
spanning 79 unique countries (not including
the evaluations with large regional or global
focus, such as an evaluation spanning 52
African countries). The map below (see figure
7) displays countries in which evaluations
were focused, where darker shades represent
locations with more interventions from the
included evaluations.

All geographic regions13 were represented by
at least one evaluation; however, evaluations
were clustered mostly in the Europe and Central
Asia Region (19 per cent) and in the African
regions, with the Eastern and Southern Africa

TABLE 6

Included evaluations by geographic region; multiple regions possible (n = 90)
REGION

12

40

COUNT

%

Global

5

6%

South Asia

3

3%

Latin America and the Caribbean

6

7%

East Asia and the Pacific

15

17%

Europe and Central Asia

17

19%

West and Central Africa

15

17%

Middle East and North Africa

15

17%

Eastern and Southern Africa

20

22%

For the purposes of this review, the UNICEF programming regions have been used (https://data.unicef.org/regionalclassifications/), although there is
recognition that different SDG 6 partners use different regional definitions.

EVALUATION SYNTHESIS OF UNITED NATIONS SYSTEM AND DEVELOPMENT BANK WORK TOWARDS SDG 6

FIGURE 7

Map representing the countries with evaluations

Notes:
•
Five evaluations with global focus are excluded from the map.
•
One evaluation covering 12 East Asia/Pacific countries is excluded from the map.
•
One evaluation covering 21 Near East/North African countries is excluded from the map.
•
One evaluation covering 52 of 54 African countries was excluded from the map.

In terms of context, most evaluations (76
per cent) were conducted in a development
(stable) context, while 15 per cent were in a
development mixed with a small emergency
context, and 9 per cent were in an emergency
setting (see figure 8). The emergency contexts
included: internally displaced persons,
refugees, disease outbreaks, floods or droughts,
protracted crises and complex conflicts.

36 per cent spanned multiple settings – for
example, a country-level intervention spanning
both urban and rural contexts. Additionally, 4
per cent were conducted in peri-urban settings,
3 per cent were in small towns, and 6 per cent
were either unclear or did not have a specific
intervention in a geographic setting that could
be categorized (see figure 9).

The settings of the evaluated interventions
varied. Approximately half of the evaluations
(51 per cent) focused on rural areas only, while
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Identified gaps – The majority of evaluations
were in the Europe and Central Asia Region
and the three African regions. The South Asia
Region and Latin America and the Caribbean
Region were clearly the regions of lesser focus.
There were also fewer evaluations covering
humanitarian and emergency contexts, potentially reflecting timing and type of humanitarian
evaluations within the review window.

FIGURE 8

Evaluation contexts

Emergency*
only
9%
Development
and emergency
15%

Development only
76%

*Emergencies include: internally displaced persons, refugee,
drought, disease outbreak, conflict, and fragile state settings

FIGURE 9

Intervention setting for the included
evaluations
Peri-Urban
4%

Multiple
Settings
36%
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3.2.2

Other or
Unclear
6%

Small Town
3%

There were some challenges in determining
the context and intervention setting. The setting was sometimes not well described in the
evaluation, thus requiring the Synthesis Team
to assess the setting based on other descriptions in the evaluation document. Moreover,
the definition between rural and peri-urban
likely does not have a consistent understanding
among evaluations, or there were large programmes that covered multiple settings without
further explanation. Additionally, for integrated water resources management (IWRM) and
transboundary evaluations, the setting was best
described by the watershed or ground water basin, which is not well represented in the defined
categories.

Rural
51%

Implementation timing and type

Following the inception report, the date
inclusion criterion was relaxed to provide a
more inclusive evidence base for the synthesis,
which resulted in significantly more documents
being screened (90 in total, up from 41 in the
initial search and screening). To accommodate
the magnitude of increase and in an effort
to focus on evaluations most relevant to the
SDG 6 agenda, evaluations were separated
into two groups: ‘SDG era’ and ‘Transition era’
evaluations.
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•

SDG era – Project started after 1 January
2014, and more than 50 per cent of project
activities occurred after 1 January 2015.

per cent) and 40 evaluations in the Transition
era (44 per cent).

•

Transition era – Project started before 2014,
but the duration of activities extended into
the SDG era while other inclusion criteria
were also met.

The average duration of all evaluated
interventions was 4.3 years (range: 7
months–15 years) (see figure 10). Overall,
Transition era evaluations were statistically
significantly longer than SDG era evaluations
(mean 5.9 years versus 3.8 years, 2-sample
t-test, p < 0.001). This is to be expected, as the
SDG agenda was only adopted in 2015, and the
document screening for this review occurred in
early 2021, so there was limited opportunity to
include long SDG era programmes at the time
of this review.

These definitions were rationalized by the SDGs
being adopted in late 2015, so projects starting
nearly two years before the SDG adoption
would not likely have the same focus and scope
as those starting after adoption. With these
definitions, the 90 included documents were
separated into 50 evaluations in the SDG era (56

FIGURE 10

Box plots for duration of intervention implementation (in months)
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FIGURE 11

Included evaluations by intervention start and end year
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The start and end dates of all 90 evaluated
interventions are displayed in figure 11; with
those falling into the SDG era identified in blue
and those in the Transition era identified in
orange. As the figure plots only the years and
not months, it may appear that some are not at
least 50 per cent in the SDG period; however,
when considering the months of intervention
start and end dates, they are at least 50 per cent
post-2014 for the Transition era evaluations,
and 50 per cent post-2015 for the SDG era
evaluations.

Included evaluations spanned a variety
of intervention types, which have been
categorized as direct programming – such
as hardware construction or directly training
beneficiaries – and indirect programming – such
as policy development or capacity-building of
partners and governments.
Three quarters of interventions included
multiple of these intervention types. The
quantity of evaluations that included each
programming type is displayed in figure 12.

FIGURE 12

Intervention programming type (multiple responses are possible for each evaluation)
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Identified gaps – Fewer than one third of the
evaluated programmes (31 per cent) both
started and were evaluated during the SDG era;
thus, criteria for inclusion dates impacted the
selected evaluations. The date inclusion criteria
likely skewed included evaluations away from
development bank work that tends to be long
term (five or more years) and towards shorter
projects and evaluations of United Nations
agencies. Similarly, the type of programming
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related to SDG 6 targets lends to different
expected time frames (i.e., longer) and may
not have been evaluated in the limited time
frame (2015–2021). For example, ecosystem
improvements tend to be long-term projects,
so these targets are naturally difficult to meet
the inclusion window over the past 5 years,
whereas water and sanitation infrastructure are
often shorter-term projects.
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As for programming types, the included evaluations covered a range of programme approaches, so no gaps were identified in this regard.
Further breakdown of SDG 6 targets and indicators are described below in Section 3.2.4.

3.2.3

Evaluation approach and
methodology

Most included evaluations were at a single time
point (91 per cent), common with midterm or
final evaluations, whereas 9 per cent covered
the project duration with counterfactual
approaches (quasi-experimental (7 per cent)
and experimental designs (2 per cent)).
Quasi-experimental and experimental (e.g.,
randomized controlled trials (RCTs)) results
typically compare intervention and nonintervention groups over a time period (i.e., one
year), resulting in robust high-quality evidence
on the impact of an intervention; however,
the time required and overall cost usually
associated with these types of evaluations are
substantial hurdles. Of the eight evaluations

using an RCT or quasi-experimental design,
all were focused on Target 6.2 (Sanitation and
hand washing).
For specific data collection methods, most
evaluations employed mixed methods. Nearly
all (98 per cent) used KIIs, 92 per cent included
document reviews (secondary analysis), 61
per cent included observations or site visits,
and 57 per cent used focus group discussions
(FGDs). Additionally, 22 per cent included
household surveys to collect data, and 8
per cent used online surveys (see figure 13).
Other less common methods included school
surveys, student attendance record reviews,
a caregiver quiz, self-assessments and
secondary reviews of videos or websites. One
key difference between programme types was
the use of beneficiary input, such as FGDs and
household surveys. Methodology for water
and sanitation evaluations (Targets 6.1 and 6.2)
were considerably different than that for other
evaluations of projects falling under Targets
6.3–6.6, with far more use of household surveys

FIGURE 13

Methods used in included evaluations (multiple responses possible)
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and FGDs. Water and sanitation evaluations
used household surveys 43 per cent of the
time compared to 2 per cent for other project
evaluations and used FGDs 75 per cent of the
time compared to 39 per cent for non-water and
sanitation evaluations.
The median of KIIs per evaluation was 44
(range: 1–421), and the median of FGDs was 15
(range: 1–90, an additional 16 were unclear).
The median of documents reviewed was 29
per evaluation (range: 7–600, an additional
26 were unclear). The median of household
survey responses in included evaluations
were 659 (range: 30–7,000) and the median
of online survey responses was 39 (range:
11–109). The unclear description by the
Synthesis Team originates from imprecise
descriptions within individual evaluations; for
example, an evaluation may state that FGDs
and KIIs were used but only presented the
combined number of persons. Confusion was
also apparent over a definition between FGDs
and interviews with multiple persons present’
The unclear description was used only when
the information in the evaluation could not be
rationally categorized.
Identified gaps – The methodologies of the
included evaluations were largely consistent –
focusing on KIIs, desk reviews of documents,
interaction with beneficiaries in FGDs and
infrastructure observations. These are common
methods employed for project evaluations
and are thus expected. Evaluations utilizing
counterfactual designs (RCT and quasiexperimental methods) were not common,
but this is also expected, as these methods
are difficult to employ and often not needed
for the type of projects covered in SDG 6.
RCT and quasi-experimental methods were

used to identify effectiveness of sanitation
(e.g., community-led total sanitation (CLTS) in
schools) where attendance is already known
and can be controlled for comparisons. An
observed gap in terms of the reporting of
methods was the absence or the difficulty to
locate the details within the evaluation reports
of how many documents were reviewed or how
many FGDs were conducted (and with how
many participants). Approximately one third of
evaluations with document reviews and FGDs
did not have this information available.

3.2.4

SDG 6 targets and indicators

Overall, the targets with the highest
representation from the evaluations were
Target 6.5, WRM & Transboundary (49 per cent
of evaluations), Target 6.1 Safe water (41 per
cent of evaluations), and Target 6.2 Sanitation
and hygiene (39 per cent of evaluations).
Additionally, 39 per cent of evaluations were
relevant to Target 6.a Cooperation and capacitybuilding. The relevant targets are displayed in
figure 14.
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FIGURE 14

SDG 6 targets relevant to included evaluations
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FIGURE 15

SDG 6 indicators relevant to included evaluations
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Note: It was common for evaluations to address several indicators per evaluation:
90 evaluations covered 272 indicators.
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The specific SDG indicators mirrored the targets, with the IWRM Target 6.5.1 being the most
described indicator, and the safe drinking-water
(6.1.1) and sanitation (6.2.1.a) targets being
close behind (see figure 15). Ecology and water
quality related indicators were least described,
as were the targets. Indicators 6.a.1. and 6.b.1
were also commonly relevant to the identified SDG 6 evaluations. These indicators are
cross-cutting and may be relevant to projects
that are primarily focused on any of the other
SDG 6 indicators.

FIGURE 16

Relationships between SDG 6 targets
among included evaluations
6.1 Drinking
Water (37)

6.2 Sanitation
and hygiene
(35)

6.5 Water resources
management (44)

6.6 Water
ecosystems (15)

6.4 Water
efficiency (19)

6.3 Water
quality (12)

Note: There is some small overlap between Target 6.4 (Water efficiency)
and Targets 6.1 (Drinking-water) and 6.2 (Sanitation and hygiene), which
is not represented in the figure. SDG 6.a and 6.b have not been displayed
in the overlapping figure for clarity reasons, as they were always
concurrent with additional targets and would thus completely overlap
with other targets.

The targets also varied geographically, where
the WASH targets (SDG 6.1 and 6.2) were most
relevant to Africa, East Asia and the Pacific,
as well as Europe and Central Asia, while the
IWRM target (SDG 6.5) was more geographically dispersed, including in Latin America and
the Caribbean. Figures 17 and 18 display which
countries were represented within the evaluations and which SDG 6 targets were relevant in
which location(s). In cases where evaluations
spanned multiple targets, the primary ones
were chosen for display. These maps have been
separated into two: one map for evaluations related to drinking-water, sanitation and hygiene
intervention evaluations (Targets 6.1 and 6.2)
(see figure 17), and one map for water quality,
water efficiency, water resources management
and ecosystem evaluations (Targets 6.3, 6.4, 6.5
and 6.6) (see figure 18).
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FIGURE 17

Focus countries for drinking-water, sanitation and hygiene evaluations

Notes:
•
One evaluation with global focus is excluded from the map.
•
One evaluation covering 12 East Asia/Pacific countries is excluded from the map.
•
One evaluation covering 52 of 54 African countries was excluded from the map.
•
*Signifies the country
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FIGURE 18

Focus countries for water quality, water efficiency, water resource management and
ecosystem evaluations

Notes:
•
Two evaluations with global focus for Water Resources and Water Efficiency are excluded from the map.
•
One evaluation covering 21 countries for Water Efficiency is excluded from the map (near east and North Africa).
•
*Signifies the country has more than evaluation focused there.
•
** Some evaluations focusing on targets 6.3 and 6.5 were located in countries too small to appear on the map, including: Cape Verde, Sao Tome &
Principe, Comoros, Maldives, Mauritius, Seychelles, Palestine
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Identified gaps – In comparing evaluation
volumes, some gaps appear in evaluations of
programmes targeting water quality (Target
6.3), water efficiency (Target 6.4) and water
ecosystems (Target 6.6). However, it is possible
that the relative quantity of evaluations
may correspond to the relative amount of
programming for each of the targets since the
start of the SDG agenda.
To fully determine where evaluation gaps
exist, a comparison of evaluations vis-à-vis
programming per target would be required.
Unfortunately, a search for SDG 6 funding
or programming data per target yielded
no results. Nevertheless, a 2019 UN-Water
Inventory14 document listing UN-Water

members and partners with special status
working on each SDG 6 target was used as
a proxy for this comparison. The relative
percentage of evaluations for each target type
is largely consistent with the percentage of
organizations working towards each target
(see figure 19). Targets 6.1 and 6.2 listed
10 entities, followed by Target 6.5, with 6
organizations working on the target. Targets 6.3,
6.4 and 6.6 had fewer, with five, four, and two
organizations, respectively. According to the
relative comparison of organizations working
on the individual targets and the identified
evaluations for each target, Target 6.5 (IWRM
and transboundary cooperation) appears to be
slightly over-evaluated, while Target 6.3 (Water
quality) appears to be under-evaluated.

FIGURE 19

Identified evaluations relative to the number of United Nations entities working
on each target
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Note: Number of entities was identified from the 2019 UN-Water Inventory.
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United Nations Water, ‘UN-Water Inventory: An overview of the UN-Water family’s work on water and sanitation’, UN-Water, 2019, <www.unwater.
org/publications/un-water-inventory-an-overview-of-the-un-water-familys-work-on-water-and-sanitation>, accessed 16 September 2021.
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3.3

Findings by research question

The primary research questions are described
in Section 3.3.1, and the secondary research
questions are described in 3.3.2. Input from
KIIs was generally not used to address research
questions but used to add perspective or
emphasize a point; KII descriptions are explicitly
titled.
Significant effort is being made by United
Nations entities towards the achievement
of SDG 6 targets, where the extent of
organizations and geographies covered are
described in Section 3.2. Significant effort is
being made by United Nations entities towards
the achievement of SDG 6 targets, where
the extent of organizations and geographies
covered are described in Section 3.2.
Of the 50 included SDG era evaluations in this
review, 34 (68 per cent) included an assessment
of intervention effectiveness as part of the
evaluation. Of those 34, evaluators considered
6 (18 per cent) as highly effective, 15 (44 per
cent) as effective, 12 (35 per cent) as partially
effective, and 1 (3 per cent) as not effective (see

3.3.1

figure 20). Effectiveness was typically assessed
by the evaluator against the project objectives;
however, the ratings for ‘highly effective’ and
‘effective’ projects varied and were not always
clear. In some cases, ‘highly effective’ projects
did not meet all objectives, while others rated
as ‘effective’ did meet or exceed all project
objectives. As a result, these two categories
have been combined in further descriptions
below.
Intervention effectiveness and other
characteristics presented herein were also
explored by the intervention’s primary SDG 6
target, which was determined by the Synthesis
Team during the synthesis analysis. As
displayed in figure 16, the included evaluations
often included more than one concurrent
target. Nevertheless, most could be grouped
into one of three categories: WASH (relevant
to Targets 6.1 and/or 6.2), IWRM (relevant to
Target 6.5) and other (relevant to only Targets
6.3, 6.4 and 6.6). The WASH and IWRM targets
were the most common targets included in the
evaluations and also served as useful groupings
to anchor other targets for further analysis.

Primary research questions
QUESTION 1

KEY FINDINGS

SOURCES

Based on evaluative evidence, to what
extent have United Nations agencies
contributed to progress towards the
eight SDG 6 targets? When and where
were interventions most effective?

Significant achievements have
been made towards SDG 6
targets as demonstrated by the
evaluative evidence. The majority
of interventions are effective where
coordination, clear roles and strong
monitoring and evaluation were
factors associated with success.

• Evaluation mapping
• Conclusions
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FIGURE 20

Effectiveness of SDG era evaluations
Not Effective
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Of the 50 included SDG era evaluations in this
review, 34 (68 per cent) included an assessment
of intervention effectiveness as part of the
evaluation. Of those 34, evaluators considered
6 (18 per cent) as highly effective, 15 (44 per
cent) as effective, 12 (35 per cent) as partially
effective, and 1 (3 per cent) as not effective (see
figure 20). Effectiveness was typically assessed
by the evaluator against the project objectives;
however, the ratings for ‘highly effective’ and
‘effective’ projects varied and were not always
clear. In some cases, ‘highly effective’ projects
did not meet all objectives, while others rated
as ‘effective’ did meet or exceed all project
objectives. As a result, these two categories
have been combined in further descriptions
below.
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Intervention effectiveness and other
characteristics presented herein were also
explored by the intervention’s primary SDG 6
target, which was determined by the Synthesis
Team during the synthesis analysis. As
displayed in figure 16, the included evaluations
often included more than one concurrent
target. Nevertheless, most could be grouped
into one of three categories: WASH (relevant
to Targets 6.1 and/or 6.2), IWRM (relevant to
Target 6.5) and other (relevant to only Targets
6.3, 6.4 and 6.6). The WASH and IWRM targets
were the most common targets included in the
evaluations and also served as useful groupings
to anchor other targets for further analysis.
Rated intervention effectiveness is displayed
by primary SDG 6 target in figure 21 and by
further target grouping in figure 22. Several
targets have low sample sizes (fewer than
three evaluations with effectiveness ratings),
so figure 21 must be interpreted with caution.
Grouping targets into larger categories
revealed that there were no major variations
in effectiveness between WASH-related
programmes and IWRM-related programmes.
In both cases, about two thirds of projects
were evaluated as effective. Projects that were
solely related to Targets 6.3, 6.4 and 6.6 were
less often described as effective (33 per cent),
but the sample size was small, with only three
evaluations.
Evaluation effectiveness in context of global
SDG 6 progress – UN-Water reports show that
global progress towards SDG 6 is behind and,
to date, no SDG 6 target is on track to meet
the 2030 timeline. Key descriptions from the
Summary Progress Update 2021: SDG 6 –
Water and sanitation for all are described in
Box 1.15 Effectiveness of the evaluated SDG
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6 programmes was examined alongside the
findings of the global Summary Progress
Update 2021. Small sample sizes of evaluations
relevant to individual SDG 6 targets made
it difficult to make strong comparisons by
SDG 6 target (see figure 21); however, some
general similarities were found. For example,
no evaluations with effective ratings were
identified for Target 6.3 alone (Water quality),

and there is also insufficient global data to
estimate the progress towards Target 6.3. While
two thirds of evaluations of WASH (Targets 6.1
and 6.2) and IWRM (Target 6.5) interventions
were rated as ‘effective’, global progress for
those targets is shown to need to double or
triple in rate of progress in order to meet the
goals.

FIGURE 21

FIGURE 22

Effectiveness by SDG 6 target
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United Nations Water, ‘Summary Progress Update 2021: SDG 6 – Water and Sanitation for All’, UN-Water, 2021, <www.unwater.org/publications/
summary-progress-update-2021-sdg-6-water-and-sanitation-for-all>, accessed 15 September 2021.
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BOX 1: SUMMARY PROGRESS UPDATE 2021: SDG 6 - WATER AND SANITATION FOR ALL
The latest global update on SDG 6 progress was published in March 2021; the JMP released an update on
Targets 6.1 and 6.2 in July 2021. No SDG 6 target is on track to meet the 2030 SDG timeline, and large data
gaps exist. As of 2021, the average United Nations Member State only has data to report on two thirds of
the SDG 6 indicators.
Progress has been made with several indicators, but there remain substantial gaps that jeopardize the
overall achievement of SDG 6. Each target is briefly described in the table below. Please refer to the SDG
6 indicator table (see table 1 in the Introduction section) for the full corresponding indicator definitions.

TARGET

INDICATOR

BASELINE GLOBAL
INDICATOR STATUS
(YEAR)

CURRENT GLOBAL
INDICATOR STATUS

6.1.1
(Drinking-water)

70% (2015)

74% (2021)

6.2.1a
(Sanitation)

44% (2015)

48% (2021)

6.2.1b
(Hand-washing)

70% (2015)

70% (2015)

Insufficient data

Insufficient date

6.4.1
(Water use efficiency)

US $17.3 per m3 (2015)

US $18.9 per m3 (2018)

6.4.2
(Level of water stress)

18.1% (2015)

18.4% (2018)

6.5.1 (Integrated water
resources)

49% (2017)

59% (2020)

6.5.2 (Transboundary
cooperation)

59% (2017)

59% (2020)

6.6

6.6.1 (Riber basins)

12% (2016)

21% (2020)

6.a

6.a.1 (Official development
assistance received)

US $8.98 billion
(2015)

US $9.25 billion
(2019)

6.b

6.b.1 (High level of
participation)

1 country (2016)

14 countries (2019)

6.1

6.2

DESCRIPTION

(YEAR OF LATEST DATA)

Water, sanitation and hand-washing targets
require between a fourfold and sevenfold
increase in progress to meet the SDGs.

6.3.1
(Domestic waste water)

6.3

6.3.2
(Industrial waste water)

No indicator within Target 6.3 has enough
data to assess global trends.

6.3.3
(Ambient waste water)

6.4

6.5
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Target 6.4 has improved reporting but
regional differences highlight the extreme
variability in priority, with some regions
withdrawing up to 10 times beyond the
sustainable amount.
Some progress has been made with Target
6.5 but focused effort is needed in key
regions. Globally, the rate of prgress needs
to double to meet the goal.
There have been rapid changes to surface
water in about 20% of the world’s river
basins that effect water ecosystems and
Target 6.6.
Funding has increased globally, but the
funding gap has grown to US $2.6 billion.
Gaps around Target 6.b remain significant
and challenging. In rural
area especially, three quarters of countries
report insufficient financial resources to
support the population.
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Examples of effectiveness – Projects evaluated
as highly effective typically described ones that
exceeded expectations, especially with respect
to community aspects. For example, a WASH
project in Syria described ‘knock on effects’
that were catalysts for local markets, improved
safety and supported social cohesion. A highly
effective WASH project in Eastern Europe
completed tangible outputs, but also improved
awareness and stakeholder capacity. An IWRM
project was assessed as highly effective due to
its focus on community willingness to change,
greater connectivity between institutions
and a ‘hands on approach’ to community
development. In a water supply project in the
Solomon Islands, the project was extremely
effective at improving water security and
resilience to climate change by diversifying the
water supply. The effectiveness was attributed
to “very close consultation and coordination,
and also hard work from the beneficiary
communities,” even being described as a
best-practice model for similar projects.
Partially effective interventions described
projects that included multiple components,
where either success varied among different
components or other external factors impacted
the effectiveness. For example, in a microwatershed project in Cambodia, many of the

QUESTION 2

What are the most common
facilitating and hindering factors
identified?

16

outputs were achieved, but start-up delays
drastically affected the timing of activities,
which reduced the effectiveness and long-term
sustainability. The only intervention plainly
described as not effective was a CLTS project
in Burkina Faso that described technical errors,
modest results and weak project logic.
Analysis of the evaluations did not reveal
a particular activity or outcome to be more
effective than another, but did identify that
strong coordination, clear definition of roles,
beneficiary engagement and good monitoring
and evaluation execution were critical factors
for success. These and additional factors are
described in the sections below.
KII perspective – When asked to describe the
successes of SDG 6 to date, the primary KII
responses centred around the relative success
of drinking-water and WASH programmes.
WASH programmes were often described as
going in the right direction, despite being off
track for achievement of the target. In general,
interviewees listed specific programmes or
global reviews that also described successful
activities, such as Thirst for Change,16 bi-annual
reports (e.g., UNEP water–climate nexus) or
other thematic evaluations.

KEY FINDINGS
Strong staff capacity and high
community involvement were primary
facilitators for SDG 6 projects. A
lack of political will with challenging
bureaucracy was a major barrier, as was
project scopes that were too large and
complex.

SOURCES
•
•
•
•

Lessons learned
Recommendations
Conclusions
Limitations

World Bank Group, ‘Thirst for Change: An evaluation of the World Bank Group’s support for water supply and sanitation with focus on the poor’,
World Bank, 2018, <https://ieg.worldbankgroup.org/evaluations/water-sanitation>, accessed 16 September 2021.
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Project facilitators and barriers were assembled
through the lessons learned, recommendations
or conclusions sections of the included
evaluations. The combined analysis supported
the identification of key themes without
limitations due to the structure of any one
specific agency template. Overall, evaluations
described twice as many hindering factors
compared to facilitating factors for project
implementation. As a myriad of themes were
identified, only prominent themes are described
below.
Project facilitators – Facilitating factors of
the SDG era evaluations were disparate,
with the strongest facilitators centred around
staff capacity (26 per cent) and stakeholder
relationships (28 per cent). Strong leadership
by project staff, including management
positions and steering committees, was
identified as a successful factor in overcoming
challenges and adapting plans to meet project
objectives. Project teams that demonstrated
high competency, strong collaboration and
flexibility were also provided as successful
examples in many evaluations. For example,
in a programme in Afghanistan, the primary
factor for effective outcomes was directly
attributed to “competent project teams able
to work effectively in difficult operational
environments.” In a Sudan programme, field
staff were described as “instrumental to the
success of the project” as they bridged effective
communication between government officials
and local communities.
Strong relationships between various
stakeholders was another consistent facilitator
described. In Ghana, intensive engagement
at all levels of government was effective
to deliver capacity-building, accountability
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…The role of the two implementing partner
organizations and their staff in the field was
instrumental to the success of the project. They
related very well to both government officials
and local communities and kept effective
communication channels with the project
leadership…
				

– Evaluation in Sudan

and knowledge sharing. High community
involvement was the clearest example of
strong stakeholder relationships having a good
impact on project outcomes. For example, in
Peru, a project actively involved with more
than 100 communities to create management
and co-management plans was a strong
success. In Sudan, communities and a variety
of stakeholders were brought together at
several levels (state, local, village); those
interviewed during the evaluation stated that
the project success was due “its inclusiveness
and responsiveness to tangible needs [based on
thorough involvement].” In Tanzania, positive
results were attributed to a “very high degree of
collaboration and coordination” that was built
on strong senior management. Similarly, in the
Solomon Islands, success in one water sector
evaluation was “very much dependent on very
close consultation and coordination [among
stakeholders].”
Project barriers – The number and variety of
project barriers were substantially greater
than the facilitators described, with a greater
distribution of themes (i.e., many themes were
described by a few evaluations but these were
not frequent enough to be developed into major
themes). Barrier themes were also disparate
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(see figure 23). Detailed analysis on barriers
according to project types showed that barriers
were generally consistent between WASH and
IWRM projects, and not isolated to a specific
target. Political challenges were the most
commonly described theme, which included
low political will for the project, difficult
frameworks between government agencies
and other stakeholders, and bureaucracy.
Examples of low political will were described
in Afghanistan, where higher security priorities
with ongoing conflict resulted in ‘limited
interest’ in the project and, in Myanmar, where
evaluators described an absence of government
support for the project owing to a lack of
political will. Government-related bureaucratic
hurdles were also commonly described, such
as excessive time needed for approvals or
difficulty working within government structures.
Bureaucracy and difficult political frameworks
were also noted in several examples, such
as ‘political delays’ for a Maldivian project
and requirements for official invitation letters
required for district officials to participate in a
project meeting in Indonesia.
Projects where the scope was too big, too
ambitious or too complex was another primary
theme identified with WASH and IWRM related
projects. Projects related to IWRM described
the natural complexity of water resource
management, such as “sectorial divisions
undermining a holistic vision” in South America
and a project in Tanzania with an ambitiously
high number of outcomes, outputs and
activities. In China, the IWRM-related project
was also described as ‘overly ambitious’ and
did not appreciate the slow legal process
needed to the “very complex discipline [IWRM
and water ecosystems].” Ambitious WASHrelated projects typically described complex

needs that were difficult to address while
requiring significant coverage. In Sudan, one
WASH project found it difficult to manage the
multisectoral approach required.
Missed opportunities with project synergies
was also regularly described – where similar
activities or scope could be leveraged
across different projects. WASH-related
projects that described missed opportunities
were in emergencies focused on a specific
compartmentalized need that could have been
better linked to other sectors. IWRM-related
projects described the need for added effort,
additional time or more focus on synergies
specifically. For example, in Turkmenistan, weak
synergy was described as “could do better
in utilizing synergies both with other UNDP
projects” and, in Ghana, “significant efforts
[are needed] for a better integration of the 3
components and better measurement of the
progress.” This could be attributed to there
being some expected synergies with IWRM,
which were not realized as intended.
Other major themes described by ten or more
evaluations included poor communication, a
weak theory of change and weak knowledge
management. Each of these topics is also
described in other research questions below.
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FIGURE 23

Frequency of project barriers (major themes only)
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QUESTION 3
What lessons from these
evaluations can be applied
to future interventions
to contribute towards
reaching SDG 6 targets
by 2030?

20

10

KII perspective - The type of interventions
common with SDG 6 presents a challenge
for traditional monitoring and evaluation
methods. Only five years into the SDG era, the
sector is still trying to determine how to best
measure and monitor some SDG 6 targets
and indicators. The majority of the indicators
describe situations beyond basic service
delivery metrics and remain difficult to assess
across countries and contexts (e.g., cooperation
and partnerships and equity data) with one
respondent describing the SDG 6 indicators as
both qualitative and complex. Less prominent
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themes from the KIIs described challenges
with project scope and political will. Scope
challenges originated from projects being too
small for real impact (considering SDG 6 is
falling behind) but others noting that the scope
could be too large with too many components
and a short time horizon. The political will for
SDG 6 may also be limited due to poor progress
and bad optics. Increased monitoring (even
real-time monitoring) can be a political concern
when coverage is low and progress is not being
made. Moreover, some countries choose to not
participate because of other priorities.

KEY FINDINGS
Improving coordination was the most common
recommendation and lesson learned, described as
including the correct stakeholders and improving
the quality of stakeholder relationships. Clear
communication and role definition, supporting
stronger monitoring and evaluation, and knowledge
management were also identified.

SOURCES

• Lessons learned
• Recommendations
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Among all 90 included evaluations, 87 per cent
included a recommendations section while 54
per cent of the 50 SDG era evaluations also
described lessons learned. The findings from
these two sections were highly consistent and
have therefore been combined and presented
here together, described primarily as lessons
learned to be applied for reaching SDG 6.

… Coordination at the national level
with all players in the sector has borne
fruit in improving the complementarity
of projects …

			 – Evaluation in Mali
			

(translated from French)

Coordination and stakeholder engagement –
Coordination was by far the most commonly
described theme within the evaluation lessons
learned and recommendations. Where
coordination worked well, it was a significant
enabler and, where coordination challenges
were present, there were weaker overall results.
In Zimbabwe, good coordination was described
as enhancing the quality and timeliness of the
project. Improving stakeholder relationships
was a major theme across all 90 included
evaluations (62 per cent). Evaluations frequently
recommended adding stakeholders, including
other sectors or government partners, to have
a more holistic approach. Projects with good
coordination that involved the community and
local government with clear communication
concluded with positive results. For example, a
water resource management project in Yemen
described the need to continue “sufficient

resources and ample time for beneficiary
consultation and participatory planning,” which
helped information flows. Another example
of strong coordination from Kyrgyzstan was
described as follows:
“Project successes were directly linked
to the ability to create new connections
and channels of communication across
the community between individuals and
institutions. Connections strengthened results
within individual components, and broke
down traditional power structures around age,
gender, and social status.”
Projects lacking strong stakeholder engagement
or where roles or responsibilities were unclear
had weaker results. A WASH in Schools
project in Zimbabwe lacked involvement of
local leadership, which ultimately suggested
the need for inception meetings to enhance
community mobilization and ownership. In
Eastern Europe, the lack of coordination and
low awareness among stakeholders was a
significant barrier for a water supply project
requiring more specific input.
Additional lessons learned related to
coordination were related to local government
engagement. Government involvement
was absolutely necessary for most projects,
particularly early on in the project and during
the planning phase. Similarly, identifying local
champions to be a part of the project was
another strong factor in success. Getting the
right people involved in a project is necessary,
but those people must also show stability, as
low staff turnover influenced the effectiveness
of these champions.
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Communication – Improving communication,
including developing a communication
strategy, was consistently recommended in
evaluations as a way to improve stakeholder
involvement and transparency. Of particular
note, the need for strong communication to
clarify roles was described in approximately 30
per cent of evaluations as a factor in improving
coordination. For example, in South America,
the communication strategy was described
as a critical need in project planning, with its
“design and implementation as an integral part
of the project.” In Israel, a recommendation
stated the importance of clear communication
and expectations to “clarify the roles at the
beginning of the project as integral part of the
project’s document and project’s governance
structure.” Similarly, in Cambodia and Viet
Nam, evaluators recommended to “develop a
detailed strategy for stakeholder engagement
and clarify roles and responsibilities” and
“define mandate, roles and responsibilities
at regional and provincial level to strengthen
multisectoral coordination.” Another commonly
noted theme was the need to improve
knowledge management, which was viewed as
a critical tool for improved communication and
transparency among stakeholders.
Monitoring and evaluation – Increasing and
improving monitoring and evaluation was
a common recommendation across all 90
included evaluations (85 per cent). Specific
recommendations included the need to
improve outcome monitoring, inclusion of an
evaluation plan or creating a theory of change
(mentioned in 60 per cent of evaluations). Many
projects did not have a clear logic model for
project activities or how those activities would
be monitored or evaluated. For example, in
Ecuador, the evaluator recommended defining,
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“a clear and coherent intervention logic”
while, in Afghanistan, it was recommended
“to have integrated outputs and outcomes
to produce a consolidated impact on project
beneficiaries in a realistic time frame.” A clear
rationale is needed to align monitoring and
evaluation efforts with the project activities
and outcomes. For example, in a watershed
project, a recommendation was specific to
linking monitoring and evaluation within the
overall scope of the project, stating that projects
“should have monitoring and evaluation
systems that are anchored in a project theory of
change.” SDG era documents also specifically
described using geographic information
systems and online tools such as Skype and
Zoom as improving reporting, monitoring and
evaluation, and coordination.
Differences between targets – Overall, lessons
and recommendations were consistent and proportional between WASH-related and IWRM-related projects, with limited exceptions. Recommendations were more heavily weighted for
IWRM-related projects on improving outcome
mapping and/or use of a theory of change.
IWRM-related evaluations were twice as likely
to recommend improving the start-up phase of
the project and having specialized dedicated
staff. IWRM-related projects were about three
times as likely to recommend better financial
reporting and longer project terms, often with
no-cost extensions. WASH-related projects
were slightly more likely to recommend more
gender involvement and to continue the project
(to increase coverage with additional funds and
time). Only WASH-related projects recommended alignment and focus towards meeting the
SDG targets.
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Gender and capacity-building were two additional themes that were strongly represented in
the evaluations. Both are further described in
sections below.

3.3.2

Secondary research questions

Secondary research questions describe the
components for OECD-DAC evaluation criteria:
relevance, effectiveness, coherence, efficacy
and sustainability.

RELEVANCE

How well-aligned were interventions
with SDG 6 targets and with key
commitments?

and outputs described for the programmes.
Within the individual evaluations, relevance
was commonly assessed as one of the OEDCDAC criteria, as it appeared in 70 per cent of
the SDG era evaluations. Of those 35, 97 per
cent described projects as ‘relevant’ to ‘highly
relevant’. Relevance terminology within a
project tended to describe the relationship
between project activities and beneficiary needs
(i.e., needs of the local population, government
partners or donors).

KEY FINDINGS
Evaluations were found to be relevant
to SDG 6, but with a known selection
bias, though nearly all were relevant
to individual project objectives. IWRMrelated activities were more likely to be
linked to SDG targets beyond SDG 6 (i.e.,
agriculture, climate change).

In most cases, evaluations failed to state the
direct relevance to specific SDG 6 targets.
Of the 50 SDG era evaluations, 16 (32 per
cent) mentioned SDG 6, and only 2 (4 per
cent) mentioned SDG 6 within the relevance
section. Global commitments, such as Water
for Sustainable Development, were also not
well described but, as they were more recent,
the timing would have been prohibitive with
evaluations covering long project cycles. Project
relevance was assessed very favourably but
with an inherent bias. Due to the synthesis
selection process described in Section 2.1, only
evaluations relevant to SDG 6 were included;
however, in many cases the Synthesis Team
were required to determine the relevant
SDG 6 targets and indicators for individual
evaluations. The relevance and inclusion were
based on descriptions of the types of outcomes
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KII perspective – Alignment of SDG targets with
other objectives was a prominent discussion
point among KII respondents, who often
mentioned the disconnect between the SDG
targets and agency-specific objectives and
activities. Alignment of agency activities with
SDG 6 targets has not always been very explicit
in programme documents, and respondents
noted that SDG 6 indicators often do not
match project indicators, making tracking more
difficult. The need to meet multiple and varied
expectations was another challenge identified;
accelerators, priorities, resolutions and goals
are all expected to be addressed, but it has been
a hurdle to bring them all together. This tends
to create conditions that are overly complicated
and may not fit any single objective or indicator
(see figure 24). Moreover, water is a critical
component of many other SDGs, as water-
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related activities are embedded within health,
nutrition, agriculture, climate change and other
sectors. Because of this fragmentation, at a
global level, the indicators related to water are
sometimes not fully recognized or identified
because they may be reported with activities
or indicators relevant to other goals. For
example, quality health care and education
require water and sanitation access, and IWRM
has a clear foundation for food production
and peacebuilding in water scarce regions.
The water-related impacts are sometime so
foundational that it is easily overlooked. Similar
challenges arise when agencies have a stronger
connection to a different SDG (i.e., FAO is also
prominent in SDG 12) or when agencies are not
a custodial agency despite having a significant
work focus. All agencies have a responsibility
to support the SDGs; however, the expectations
are different with custodial agencies compared
to non-custodial agencies with reporting and

ensuring progress. Agencies more aligned with
emergency and humanitarian response also
lack a strong connection to the general scope
of SDGs, with sustainability being a secondary
focus compared to meeting basic immediate
needs. For example, the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), IOM and
the Global WASH Cluster (GWC) all prioritize
service delivery components, but these are
also often shorter-term solutions. Humanitarian
response activities are more likely guided
through the Sphere standards than the SDGs.

FIGURE 24

Generic example of project activities aligning with myriad of expectations
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EFFECTIVENESS

Were gender, equity and AAP
integrated into interventions?

KEY FINDINGS
Gender: Results of the gender focus
are mixed with examples of good and
poor programming. Most commonly,
gender considerations are too shallow
and should be reinforced throughout
the project design. Tracking of gender
outcomes is also needed.

SOURCES
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•
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Activities described
Conclusions
Lessons learned
Recommendations

Equity and AAP: There is not a
strong focus on equity or AAP. Broad
considerations are described, but are
without dedicated activities.

Gender – Gender was regularly described in
most SDG era evaluations (84 per cent) and
had a dedicated activity in about a quarter of
projects (26 per cent). However, the impact of
gender programming was inconsistent. Gender
considerations were described as strong in 45

FIGURE 25

Gender components in SDG era evaluations
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per cent of the identified evaluations, with 22
per cent of evaluations describing some gender
considerations, often limited to only reporting
gender disaggregated data (see figure 25).
Projects that embraced gender programming
throughout the design and implementation
tended to be more successful and more
sustainable. Projects that did not have
favourable gender components described a
lack of specific gender targets or outcomes.
Some gender components were not integrated
into the project plan, which introduced
avoidable gaps in implementation.
Analysis of project lessons learned and
project recommendations also showed
that gender programming was regularly
present in the projects, but the focus was
insufficient, suggesting a need for increased
emphasis in the programme design or better
tracking of gender-related data. Similarly,
recommendations to improve gender and
equity were present in approximately half of
all evaluations (n = 90). Recommendations to
track gender and equity data were described in
10 per cent of the SDG 6 era recommendations.
One positive example was a project in Sudan,
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where cultural hurdles were overcome as the
project successfully integrated women at all
levels of the project while enabling them to take
on leadership roles within the community.
While equity was mentioned in two thirds of
the SDG era evaluations (66 per cent), more
than half of these (17) were specific to ‘gender
equity’ and was considered with the gender
description above. Non-gender equity and AAP
considerations were not routinely included

17
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in conclusions, recommendations or lessons
learned sections of the evaluations. Discussions
of equity regarding disabled, poor or children
beneficiaries were described in seven
evaluations (14 per cent) but, even among
these, equity was generally not a strong project
component. AAP17 was only identified in two (4
per cent) evaluations and, in these cases, it was
limited to general observations (i.e., “access
to WASH services would be improved, which
would greatly benefit those that are disabled”).

AAP and ‘accountability to affected populations’ were searched independently.
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EFFECTIVENESS
What did the evaluations find
regarding the five SDG 6 accelerators
(optimized financing, improved
data and information, capacity
development, innovation and
governance)?

KEY FINDINGS
While the SDG 6 accelerators are
relatively recent, several themes were
present in the evaluations. Specifically,
there is a strong need to improve data
and information and support for capacity
development.

The SDG 6 accelerators were put forth in 2020,
so while there was limited opportunity for
interventions to embrace the added focus, an
assessment of how these have been factored
into work thus far is below.
Optimized financing – Financing for the sector
was not a focus of the included evaluations.
No evaluations specifically described ‘optimized
financing’ using that terminology. However, the
need for streamlining funding processes was
noted in many evaluations. Start delays were
common in more than a quarter of evaluations,
often due to regulations and required approvals.
Improving data and information – As discussed
above, knowledge management and improving
monitoring and evaluation was one of the
most consistent themes identified as critical
to a project’s success and sustainability. Weak
knowledge management and information
sharing was described in 36 per cent of the
SDG era evaluations, while strong knowledge
management was less common – present in
10 per cent of the assessed evaluations. An
example of strong information sharing is from
an UNEP project where:
“The web portal is operational and supports the
objectives of the project by providing access to
tools and methodology. Multiple stakeholders
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commented on the clarity and ease of use of the
portal that was effectively supported by training
and awareness raising.”
Capacity development – Recommendations to
support capacity development nearly doubled
between Transition era (38 per cent) and SDG
era evaluations (71 per cent). It is unclear
whether this increase is linked to a greater focus
on capacity-building within the SDGs or simply
a greater need for capacity development.
Specifically, recommendations in the SDG era
evaluations detailed additional workshops/
trainings (27 per cent) and supporting staff skills
(22 per cent). The importance of key personnel
was also described as a project facilitator
(described above), while low staff capacity was
a barrier described in 14 per cent of SDG 6 era
evaluations.
Innovation – Innovation terminology is often
used; however, most SDG 6 activities do not
exhibit clearly innovative activities. ‘Innovation’
appeared in more than 80 per cent of the
SDG era evaluations but, in most cases, this
was mentioned in terms of needing further
innovation and idea sharing. The number of
described innovations described were balanced
between WASH and IWRM; although WASH
innovations were more likely to have innovation
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challenges (i.e., scaling-up). Good examples
of activities that demonstrated innovation
included a market-oriented mechanism for
ecological compensation in China and vertical
integration of irrigation needs with upstream
planning and management in Turkmenistan.
Challenges to innovation were also described
in several instances – notably difficulty in
scaling-up pilot projects and resistance to
quick change among the community. For
example, Kyrgyzstan farmers were sceptical
with irrigation innovations, requiring more
project effort to support proposed changes.
Another concern is that ‘innovation’ is
expected or required in reporting, which may
encourage mislabelling common activities
as innovations. For example, among the
evaluations, innovations described ‘short-cuts’
with tendering contractors, consideration of
hygiene needs for women and girls, multiple
NGOs working with communities on the same
projects or IWRM [itself]. Context is important
for innovation, but a clearer definition for
describing innovation may be required. The
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expectation of innovation, such as reporting the
number of innovations in an outcome matrix,
may be counterproductive for the awareness of
truly innovative projects.
Governance – There is wide appreciation
that watersheds require broad support by
local, national and international stakeholders.
Collaboration across countries and regions was
primarily shown through eight transboundary
and IWRM-related projects (16 per cent).
There are limited examples of cross-boundary
collaboration but, in Eastern Europe,
“twinning” was successful – described as a way
to connect groups from different water basins in
an effort to share knowledge and best practices.
Alternatively, cross-boundary information
sharing was described as ‘politically sensitive’
by one IWRM evaluation. The importance
of governance with WASH projects through
institutional mandates and private sector
participation, as examples, is apparent but often
less explicit in the outputs and outcomes of the
projects.
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COHERENCE

KEY FINDINGS

To what extent was there evidence
of United Nations and sister
agencies coordinating and linking
efforts between the SDG 6 target
areas (WASH, climate, water
resource management)?

WASH and IWRM are pillars of SDG 6
activities that most commonly overlap
with other targets. There are examples
of projects linking efforts between
WASH, climate and IWRM; however,
large and overly complex projects can
be difficult to manage and evaluate.

Evaluations described programmes that
focused on multiple SDG 6 targets (with an
average of 2.4 SDG 6 targets per evaluation),
and only 21 per cent of the total evaluations
were relevant to a single SDG 6 target. As
previously discussed, the most common
groupings of targets used to anchor others
were IWRM (Target 6.5) and WASH (Targets 6.1
and 6.2).
There are limited examples of United Nations
and sister agencies working jointly on specific
projects. Only four projects (8 per cent of SDG
era evaluations) were supported by more than
one United Nations entity. UNECE was part of
three of the four evaluations (one with WHO
and two UNDP projects); the fourth evaluation
addressed a multisectoral project in Sudan
supported by FAO, UNICEF and WHO.
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United Nations entities linking efforts
between target areas was partially witnessed.
Evaluations were categorized by WASH, IWRM
and climate change, then grouped by United
Nations entity (see figure 26).
UNICEF is predominately WASH focused, while
UNDP and FAO (and other United Nations
entities) more commonly address multiple
target areas. UNDP projects were more likely to
link multiple SDG 6 target areas with IWRM and
climate change projects overlapping in scope.
Climate smart agriculture, as demonstrated by
FAO, is a good example of programming across
SDG targets (see box 2).
While the interrelationship of various target
areas within programmes is often seen as
positive, a barrier described above (under
research question 2) was that some projects
were overly complex and with scopes that were
too ambitious.
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FIGURE 26

Evaluations by United Nations entity and target area (duplicates possible)
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BOX 2: CLIMATE-SMART AGRICULTURE AND THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS
(FAO, 2018)

The FAO’s climate smart agriculture (CSA) approach has three pillars: (1) increase agricultural productivity
and incomes; (2) build resilience and adapt to climate change; and (3) reduce and/or remove greenhouse
gas emissions, where possible. The CSA approach is used to develop the agricultural sector in a sustainable way. While the CSA approach is mostly closely aligned with SDG 13 (Take urgent action to combat
climate change and its impacts) and SDG 2 (end hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and
promote sustainable agriculture), it can be used to support the achievement of all 17 SDGs and related
targets. This report includes an assessment and mapping of synergies and interlinkages between the CSA
pillars and all SDGs. In terms of linkages to SDG 6, sustainability of food system production is shown to
be closely linked to Targets 6.1, 6.3, 6.4, 6.5, 6.6 and 6.a.
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FIGURE 27

Activities beyond SDG 6
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WASH

Project outputs and outcomes outside of SDG
6 were also categorized to see where activities
aligned with other works. Each WASH-related
project (Targets 6.1 and 6.2) had an average
of 1.4 additional activities outside of WASH
activities. IWRM-related projects, however, had
double the outside activities (2.8 additional
activities per evaluation) (see figure 27).
Agriculture projects were more likely to be
carried out alongside IWRM-related projects,
while health and nutrition were only carried
out with WASH-related projects. Supporting
livelihood and climate change were more likely
linked with IWRM-related projects, while gen-

IWRM

Other

der specific activities were more likely to be
WASH-related. Capacity-building, cooperation
and coordination, and information sharing as
project activities were more closely related to
IWRM projects.
KII perspective – Within the context of SDG 6
discussions, interviewees often expressed the
limitation of their perspective to the scope of
their respective agency, which could indicate a
silo between United Nations entities. However,
there is an expectation to work with other United Nations entities – welcomed in theory but
challenging to implement, according to several
respondents.
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EFFICIENCY

What does evaluative evidence
say about how efficiently
interventions were conducted?

KEY FINDINGS
Projects were generally efficient across
targets and regions. Efficiency concerns
were primarily related to initial project
delays or project extensions.

Sixty per cent of SDG era evaluations included
a specific section or clear discussion of project
efficiency, making it among the less frequently
evaluated criteria.
The majority of those with an efficiency
conclusion were evaluated as moderately
to strongly efficient (90 per cent) (see figure
28). The majority of evaluations had strong
or positive descriptions for project efficiency
(57 per cent), whereas aspects of efficiency of
WASH-related projects were more likely to be
positively described (see figure 29).
Positive descriptions included “the project
strategically allocated resources to achieve and
exceed the planned outcomes within the parameters of the budget” and a description of a
project being cost-effective, although it did not
describe a cost-effective metric. Efficiency concerns were most frequently described as issues
with project timing (start-up delays or project
extensions) described in more than a quarter
of evaluations (28 per cent). Project extensions
were required in 20 per cent of evaluations,
often with no-cost extensions. The delays and
extensions were commonly between one and
two years, representing a substantial portion of
the original project duration. For poor efficiency, examples include a “backlog of execution
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[project expenditure]” that required a no-cost
extension and one example of blatant unaccounted overspend.

FIGURE 28

Efficiency summary
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FIGURE 29

Aspects of efficiency described in SDG era evaluations
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KII perspective – Key informants commonly
described funding in terms of efficiency and
how to best leverage the available funds for
greater outputs. There has been a recent focus
to secure private funds for development (i.e.,
private capital investment and public–private
partnerships (PPPs)), yet these types of
relationships have not regularly materialized.
Additionally, private funds often are made
available in smaller amounts with shorter
timelines, which do not allow sufficient time
or adequate funds to achieve larger-scale,
sustainable outcomes; major investments of
that scope are often secured from governments
and development banks. Revised funding
structures and proposed project time frames
were noted as aspects that could lead to
greater efficiency. Donors have significant
leverage for how projects are structured and

Moderate

Poor

carried out; one interviewee noted that this
has for example led to disproportionate focus
on acceleration when sustainability should be
the real driver. Longer projects (i.e.,10 or 20
years) would allow improved flexibility for more
sustainable systems but, to date, most donors
have supported shorter-term projects. Similarly,
another interviewee described that much of the
‘low-hanging fruit’ has been addressed when it
comes to water-related projects, which leaves
more complex and challenging projects that
may require longer durations and more funds.
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SUSTAINABILITY

To what extent are the evaluated
interventions sustainable or
likely to be sustained?

KEY FINDINGS
Of the evaluations assessing sustainability,
only half noted that interventions were
‘likely’ to be sustained. Projects without
a clear handover or exit strategy were
determined to be unlikely to be sustainable.
Pay structure types were often discussed in
terms of sustainability, though no type was
clearly identified as most successful.

Most SDG era evaluations (78 per cent)
included some description of sustainability
through the OECD-DAC criteria. Of those 37
evaluations with a sustainability rating, half
(51 per cent) were described as ‘likely’ or ‘very
likely’ to be sustained, a quarter (25 per cent)
were ‘conditionally likely’ or had a mixed
assessment of sustainability (i.e., they may
require additional inputs before becoming
sustainable), and a quarter (24 per cent) were
‘unlikely’ to be sustained (see figure 30).

Summary of sustainability

Unlikely
24%

Likely
51%

Projects likely to be sustained often included
suggestions for scaling up project and
knowledge management tools created during
the project that would be utilized by partners
moving forward. Examples were also described
where information sharing and knowledge
management was organized near the end of
the project – meeting the planned output but
effectively limiting the sustainability. Projects
that were unlikely to be sustained described an
unclear exit strategy, often lacking handover
responsibilities or continued financing.

… The process of tariff calculation and
implementation was not accomplished.
Evaluators noticed that local authorities
(municipal and village councils) are not aware
of the right procedures for its endorsement …
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A primary component of financial sustainability
was described through fees, payments
and cost recovery. Water management and
transboundary evaluations discussed the
potential and implication of sustainability
through tariffs and willingness to pay, but
successful pay structures were rare. PPPs

FIGURE 30
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were mentioned in seven evaluations (14
per cent). A project in Somalia reported that
PPPs were essential to sustainability, but the
other examples noted the misalignment of
priorities between a private company and
other stakeholders. Evaluations of water
and sanitation interventions warned of the
dangers of compensating beneficiaries, leading
to dependence and hampering the wider
response. A review by the World Bank also
indicated renewed effort was needed with tariff
collection to promote sustainability among
other key efforts to support SDG success (see
box 3).

evaluations of SDG 6 interventions. These
findings were garnered from qualitative
analysis of project barriers and facilitators
as listed by evaluation reports, and were
augmented by KII responses.
Barriers to evaluations – Barriers specific to
the evaluation were often described. These
were self-described limitations by the evaluator
identifying factors that impacted the evaluation
methodology or quality. The most prominent
themes included:

BOX 3: A THIRST FOR CHANGE: AN EVALUATION OF THE WORLD BANK GROUP’S SUPPORT
FOR WATER SUPPLY AND SANITATION WITH FOCUS ON THE POOR (WORLD BANK, 2018)

The World Bank provided US$30.3 billion to client countries for water supply and sanitation work
throughout 2007–2016. This evaluation of World Bank-supported water supply and sanitation projects in
this time period concluded that, given that progress is behind moving into the SDG agenda, “the nature
and degree of World Bank Group engagement with water supply and sanitation so far cannot be the sole
guide for the future.” The evaluation highlighted the need to better address disparities (both within and
between countries); create a more robust evidence base on water supply and sanitation service delivery
– considering indicators of reliability, affordability and quality rather than simple access measures;
re-engage with governments on tariff reforms to promote financial viability of service providers; better
address cross-sectoral and environmental issues such as groundwater over-abstraction and resilience to
climate-induced events; and enhance knowledge sharing.

3.4

Additional findings relevant
to evaluating SDG 6
interventions

Although this evidence synthesis was designed
to address specific questions about the
effectiveness, relevance, coherence, efficiency
and sustainability of SDG 6 interventions
implemented by the United Nations system,
there were additional findings relevant to

•

Incomplete and weak data – Potentially
relevant project data were not collected
or simply not available for the evaluator.
For example, key informants critical
to the evaluation were not available
for interviews or projects did not have
baseline information to set expectations.
Weak data collection was described with
inherent biases that could not be
overcome, although evaluators typically
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stated there was little impact on the
evaluation results.
•

Short allotted evaluation time – The
amount of time given for an evaluation
was too short to fully cover the expected
scope. The majority of these comments
referred specifically to time in the field
being too short.

•

Travel restrictions – Travel restrictions
were most commonly due to security
threats, but also due to weather
conditions. COVID-19 was described
in two evaluations, restricting travel and
access to some populations in mid-2020.

•

Weak support from host offices – An
evaluator is often hosted by the country
office and supported with logistics and
staff time. The stated limitations
included: staff turnover, difficulty
organizing meetings and the office not
being forthcoming with project data.

KII perspectives: SDG 6 indicators – One of the
most consistent themes identified described
in nearly every interview was dissatisfaction
with the SDG 6 indicators. SDG 6 indicators
are challenging simply because activities are
inherently difficult to measure, such as water
resource management and transboundary
cooperation. The shift away from access to
drinking-water for populations using safely
managed drinking-water is another example of
challenging indicators with ‘use’ being complex
and difficult to assess. Five years into the
SDG era, the sector is still trying to determine
how to best measure and monitor some SDG
6 targets and indicators. The majority of the
indicators describe situations beyond basic
service delivery metrics and remain difficult
to assess across countries and contexts (e.g.,
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…SDGs established a global
language for common goals…
– KII respondent

cooperation and partnerships and equity
data). Often these challenges were described
directly after praising the success of monitoring
drinking-water and sanitation access. However,
even the current drinking-water and sanitation
metrics have their shortcomings, as they do
not address long-term service and actual use.
SDG 6 indicators were also described as not
representing wider programme expectations,
where SDG 6-related activities also far exceed
the scope of what is actually being measured
with the SDG 6 indicators. Another risk with
global indicators is that the indicator itself may
become a greater a priority at the expense of
making good management decisions for the
project.
KII perspective: Evaluation culture – The
relationship between evaluators and
programme staff was described as a major
hurdle to evaluating the SDGs. There was clear
acknowledgement that project managers have
large workloads; thus, supporting additional
evaluation activities can be seen as a burden
difficult to accommodate. The majority
of interviewees described a challenging
relationship between evaluators and
programme staff, especially if evaluation efforts
are not fully supported by management. About
one third of the interviewees described the
institution’s evaluation culture as challenging
or not a priority. Without a clear and explicit
effort for evaluation and buy-in from leadership,
“projects don’t learn, they just go.” Evaluation
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…people are skeptical of evaluation…
– KII respondent

staff described colleagues as sceptical of
evaluation and suggested that independent
consultants regularly “tell us what we want to
hear” instead of being objective and providing
constructive feedback for future programmes.
There is an understanding that negative
findings from an evaluation could have lasting
impacts and affect future funding. Interviewees
also widely described that ‘evaluation culture’
is improving; however, change is slow. The
evaluation culture must improve to support
lessons learned and future project designs in
order to meet SDG 6 targets by 2030.

access to the field has accelerated the adoption
of alternative monitoring efforts such as the
use of satellite data, SMS survey tools and
geographic information systems. These are also
expected to continue into the future, even as
travel is restored. Some described benefits are
that remote sensing can be done faster and at
a fraction of the cost of in-person evaluations,
possibly issuing a new normal for monitoring
and evaluation. COVID-19 has forced some
creativity for monitoring and evaluation, which
may result in more efficient and sustainable
data collection moving forward.

COVID-19 – The WHO declared the COVID-19
outbreak to be a Public Health Emergency of
International Concern on 30 January 2020. In
addition to infection prevention and control,
the global pandemic response focused on
hygiene and hand-washing promotion, as well
as continuity of other WASH services. These
activities are in alignment with the SDG 6
WASH Targets 6.1 and 6.2 and complement
other ongoing WASH activities around the
world. The timing of this evidence synthesis did
not allow for inclusion of COVID-19 response
programme evaluations, but a non-evaluative
overview of WASH response to COVID-19 is
included in Box 4. Interviewees mentioned
COVID-19 impacting evaluations with travel
restrictions and overall reduced access. In many
countries, the Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey
(MICS) was paused due to COVID and will
cause a data gap. In some cases, the reduced
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BOX 4: COVID-19

Overview of Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) COVID-19 Responses from Governments, Regulators,
Utilities and other Stakeholders in 84 Countries (UNICEF, 2020)
This technical note includes a summary of measures and initiatives employed by WASH stakeholders
across 84 countries in response to COVID-19, as compiled by UNICEF and the Stockholm International
Water Institute in July 2020.
UNICEF’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic included three main areas of response: (1) hand-washing
and hygiene promotion; (2) infection prevention and control (IPC); and (3) continuity and affordability
of essential WASH services and products. To cover those three areas of response, five specific targets
were used to measure the progress of the response: (1) intensify awareness-raising campaigns for
hand washing with soap and water and efficient water use in the household; (2) strengthen IPC in the
household and in institutions; (3) preserve the ability of all people, including the most vulnerable, to meet
their basic WASH needs; (4) guarantee the continuity, affordability and safety of water and sanitation
services; and (5) provide technical and financial support to utilities.
Countries across all geographic regions focused most on hand-washing and hygiene promotion
(Target 1). About two thirds of surveyed countries included interventions in this area, including hygiene
promotion and combating misinformation, though with a lesser focus on household hygiene supplies and
infrastructure. The second most common area of intervention within the surveyed countries was infection
prevention and control (Target 2), including WASH services at health-care facilities. Ensuring basic WASH
needs, WASH service continuity and support to water utilities were less commonly implemented among
the surveyed countries. Despite most countries taking actions to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic,
regional and national disparities also persist.
Hygiene: UN-Water GLAAS findings on national policies, plans, targets and finance (UN-Water, 2020)
In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the UN-Water Global Analysis and Assessment of Sanitation
and Drinking-Water (GLAAS) – led by WHO – compiled information on how governments and external
support agencies are addressing hygiene to enable hygiene promotion, facilities and hand-washing
behaviours. The primary findings were that:
1. Countries have national policies and plans for hygiene; however, they lack the financial and 		
human resources to fully implement them.
2. Governments report insufficient funding for hygiene to achieve national targets.
3. Household expenditures are high compared to government expenditure.
4. Hygiene data are limited in availability and quality.
5. The lack of an internationally agreed-upon definition of hygiene provides challenges for reporting on
and comparing hygiene data.
Investments in hygiene infrastructure must be considered in order to prevent and respond to public health
crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic, and better tracking of hygiene planning and expenditure data will
help governments to support hygiene behaviours.
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04

CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS
This review of SDG 6 evaluations by United Nations entities and
development banks was completed to synthesize SDG 6 evaluation
learnings and support a path forward for the achievement of SDG
6 by 2030. It is also presented within the context of other global
monitoring efforts.
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Evaluations of SDG interventions were
identified from 11 entities in the United Nations
and development bank systems, with a wide
geographic scope covering all global regions.
Included evaluations covered all SDG 6 targets
and indicators to some degree. Interventions
under Target 6.5 (IWRM and transboundary
cooperation) were the most common type
evaluated, followed by WASH-related
activities such as water supply and sanitation
programming – falling under Targets 6.1 and
6.2. Interventions related to Targets 6.3, 6.4 and
6.6 (Water quality, Water efficiency and Water
ecosystems) were less widely evaluated. There
is a lack of comprehensive fund tracking for
these entities across the sector, so it is unclear
if the quantity of evaluations identified per
target is proportional with SDG 6 funding and
projects overall.18 However, it appears that
Target 6.3 (Water quality) is under-evaluated,
as are interventions occurring in humanitarian
settings.
Considerable effort is being made by United
Nations entities towards the achievement
of SDG 6 targets, yet notably more work
remains to be done. Effectiveness was the
most frequently evaluated criterion, and the
majority of evaluated SDG 6 interventions
were rated as effective. Overall, nearly all
evaluations described programmes as relevant
or highly relevant to beneficiary needs. IWRM
interventions were more commonly coherent
with other types of programming, such as
climate change and agriculture. Nine out of ten
evaluations rated interventions as moderately

18
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As listed in the 2018 UN-Water Inventory.

or strongly efficient, while only half of evaluated
programmes were likely to be sustained.
Commonly identified project facilitators
included strong staff capacity and high
community involvement, while barriers
included lack of political will, bureaucracy
and over-ambitious project scopes. The
synthesis identified the need for SDG 6-related
programmes across all disciplines to improve
project coordination, stakeholder engagement,
knowledge management, strengthen
monitoring and evaluation, and include clear
communication and role definitions. In addition
to addressing the research questions above,
specific conclusions are also discussed below.

4.1

Specific conclusions

Conclusion 1: Stakeholder engagement –
Among the strongest and most consistent
themes across all evaluations were the need to
improve coordination and expand stakeholders
– ensuring that this expansion involves the right
stakeholders. Findings revealed that greater
consideration was needed to understand how
a programme fits together operationally with
respect to varied expectations for partners,
governments, and beneficiaries. Ensuring high
involvement from a variety of stakeholders
was a key component for success. Increased
stakeholder involvement also reinforces the
need to ensure clear roles and expectations of
individuals or organizations involved. Projects
must also guarantee the right balance between
greater stakeholder involvement with potential
additional administrative burdens.
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Conclusion 2: Complex synergies – Water is
embedded into a wide range of SDG targets
(e.g., health, nutrition, climate change,
agriculture). This centrality has potential for
synergies between SDG 6 and other goals that
may result in large diverse projects; however,
it can also lead to projects that are overly
complex and too ambitious. Similarly, joint
programming with several United Nations
entities is often encouraged to leverage
diverse expertise, but stakeholders noted that
working across United Nations entities can be
challenging. This points to a need for continued
and expanded collaboration requiring clearly
delineated roles and responsibilities. Project
synergies will be critical to achieve the SDGs
that require a new and more streamlined ways
of coordinating.
Conclusion 3: Effectiveness and SDG 6
attainment – The majority of evaluations
reported projects to be highly or mostly
effective. Alignment with project goals was
also reported to be high. With generally high
reported effectiveness and alignment, there is
an expectation that SDG 6 would be seemingly
achievable at the current rate. Nevertheless,
SDG 6 is falling further behind. This raises
questions about project goals possibly not
considering the wider context or aligning
with global needs; moreover, this suggests
that the scale of current programming is too
small to reach SDG 6 targets. Political will
and acceleration of funding efforts, noted in
Conclusion 6, is also needed.

19
20
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Conclusion 4: Relevant indicators – One of the
most commonly mentioned statements from
key informants was the difficulty working with
the SDG 6 indicators. The practical measurement and reporting of specific SDG 6 indicators
are complicated with many different entities
and varied reporting expectations. Similarly,
but on a wider scale, some water-related programmes may not be closely aligned with SDG
6, but instead may be considered more closely
aligned with other SDGs and may not be included or considered under the umbrella of SDG 6.
Conclusion 5: Evaluation gaps – SDG 6 Targets
6.3, 6.4 and 6.6 were identified as the least
evaluated of all SDG 6 targets.19 Additionally,
the majority of evaluations were from limited
number of organizations despite a wider number of organizations being very involved with
SDG 6 programming. These factors suggest
that additional evaluations are needed for specific targets and that more entities working with
SDG 6 must scale up evaluation activities.
Conclusion 6: Funding gaps – From a global
perspective, there is no comprehensive SDG
6-wide tracking of the funding status by target; thus, it is difficult to adequately assess
programming gaps compared to evaluation
gaps.20,21 Considering the lobbying effort for
global funding by the United Nations and other
organizations, there was no evaluation that addressed how to improve funding limitations or
address the funding gaps with respect to SDG 6
interventions and targets.

These targets specifically may be more often evaluated by national governments, donors or the private sector, which were beyond the scope of this
synthesis. They may also contain longer-term projects that are not yet completed and thus may have not yet undergone evaluation to date.
The UN-Water GLAAS survey does receive some country data for Targets 6.1 and 6.2.
The United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs tracks funding by sector but is limited to humanitarian funds – often specific to
Targets 6.1 and 6.2.
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Conclusion 7: Sustainability – Sustainability
was one of the weakest findings among the
evaluations and was identified as a consistent
challenge. In the evaluation synthesis, only half
of the evaluated programmes were assessed as
likely to be sustained, which illustrates the need
for increased sustainability focus. Evaluations
often recommended scaling-up and continuing
projects but failed to specify how this could be
accomplished. The main hurdles noted were
resource limitations and difficulties expanding
projects beyond a pilot phase. To ensure true
impact, the importance of sustainability remains and cannot be overshadowed during the
push for acceleration.
Conclusion 8: Slow change – Only a third of
evaluations included in the synthesis were
started and evaluated within the SDG era, with
an average project duration of about four years.
Therefore, there are few full project cycles to
design, implement and evaluate within the 15year SDG time frame. Change is slow with longterm projects, and adoption of new policies and
initiatives also takes time. This is compounded
by SDG 6 falling behind. Rapid change and
acceleration is needed; however, the urgent
need for change is in tension with the findings
and recommendations for longer-term projects
needed for sustainable and successful outcomes. Lasting change takes time and investment, which may not align with shorter-term
project cycles striving for outputs.
Conclusion 9: Innovation – Innovation is another avenue for change. The current pace and
scale of innovation is insufficient for the radical
changes that are needed to achieve SDG 6.
While innovation was mentioned in most evaluations, evaluations generally stopped short of
suggesting a path for real change or scale-up of
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innovative programmes. When it comes to innovation in evaluation, this was often described
through advances in evaluation methodology
to improve remote data collection, such as SMS
surveys or satellite imaging. Accepting new
remote evaluation options could save both time
and limited evaluation resources but must be
balanced with potential challenges in obtaining
communities’ perspectives.
Conclusion 10: Methodology – Within evaluation methodologies, there is a clear distinction
between WASH-related and IWRM-related interventions. WASH-related evaluations are more
likely to have household surveys and FGDs,
whereas IWRM projects are more regularly
scoped towards interviewing key informants
working on the project or government. These
approaches have feedback gaps that could influence the evaluation results and programmes
overall: WASH-related interventions are often
missing information on the influence of governance and enabling conditions, while IWRM-related interventions tend to overlook beneficiary
input.
Conclusion 11: Gender – Projects with a strong
gender component were often more successful
and sustainable, whereas a weak gender focus
was a common missed opportunity described
by evaluators. About half of the evaluations
recommended a need to improve gender and
equity considerations in programming.
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4.2

Recommendations

Recommendations were developed following
a workshop between the Synthesis Team and
the Reference Group. The recommendations are
based within the wider context in which SDG 6
targets are falling behind; implementing agencies must make drastic changes to meet SDG 6
targets.
Recommendations are grouped by
programme and evaluation areas.
Programme recommendations are targeted
to programme and technical staff as well as
senior management of SDG 6 implementing
agencies, and Recommendation 6 is targeted
to donors. Evaluation recommendations are
targeted primarily to evaluation units of SDG 6
implementing agencies.
Recommendations are intended to be
considered by both individual organizations,
and also holistically if considering inter-agency
approaches. Each entity represented in the
Reference Group is encouraged to develop
their own agency-specific actions based on the
recommendations. A joint action plan between
active entities may also be managed and
monitored by an appropriate network, such as
UN-Water for programme recommendations
and UNEG for evaluation recommendations.

4.2.1

Programme recommendations

There are eight recommendations listed below
aimed at SDG 6 programme areas.
Recommendation 1: Closing the gaps – It
is clear continuing current levels of normal
programming will not achieve SDG 6 by
2030. While current interventions are rated

as effective, scale-up, innovation and greater
efficiencies are critical to close the gaps. To
date, the degree of innovation and the current
scale of programming have not materialized
into advancing the sector.

•

Scaling up programming will
require increased investment (see
Recommendation 6) but also new
strategies and increased innovation.
Implementing agency senior management
should create an environment that
enables new approaches and pilot
programming to scale up best practices.

•

Increased synergies between projects
and organizations are needed to more
efficiently meet targets and optimize
outcomes. Agencies should use existing
networks to develop and increase joint
opportunities where appropriate.

Recommendation 2: Sustainability –
Sustainability was one of the weakest findings
among the evaluations and was identified
as a consistent challenge. With SDG 6
progress falling behind, the conversation
often shifts towards acceleration. Acceleration
is still needed; however, the importance of
sustainability remains and should not be
overshadowed.

•

SDG 6 implementing agencies should
ensure that projects include handover
and exit strategies from the design phase,
which are reviewed annually.

•

Sustainability checks (already in use with
some organizations) should be emulated
by other organizations and or/expanded
throughout the sector. They should be
used during project implementation to
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identify potential challenges and to pivot
resources and approaches to ensure
projects are as sustainable as possible.
Recommendation 3: Stakeholders – Ensuring
that all relevant stakeholders are meaningfully
engaged was identified as a critical component
to programme success; this was true
across most types of projects and contexts.
Specifically, stronger stakeholder relationships
are needed, as is ensuring diversity and that
the right stakeholders are involved. Given these
findings, it is recommended that:

•

•

•

•

22
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Programmes should actively review
current partnerships, identify gaps and
increase outreach to potential partners to
broaden the stakeholder base. Particular
focus on national and local government
engagement is critical for success and
sustainability.
Programmes should place more emphasis
on defining roles and responsibilities
of various stakeholders early on. The
ultimate goal should be meaningful
stakeholder engagement with consistent
involvement throughout the project. A
stakeholder analysis is recommended
that identifies appropriate levels of
involvement and overall expectations.
Persons with disabilities and other
marginalized groups must also be
represented in project design and
decision-making.
Ensure that equity considerations for
water and sanitation use, access and

distribution are regularly incorporated
into project design.22
Recommendation 4: Theory of change – A
strong theory of change was shown to be a best
practice across this synthesis to communicate
project expectations and clarify roles and
relationships with stakeholders; it also outlines
a framework for evaluations. It is recommended
that all SDG 6 programmes:

•

Revisit and revalidate existing theories
of change with stakeholders to clarify
expected outcomes and impacts under
defined expectations and circumstances;

•

Draft a theory of change or similar results
framework if one is not already in place,
and ensure that this is integrated into the
design of the programme approach;

•

Incorporate intermediate or phased goals
for longer-term projects (e.g., longer than
five years) that can be adapted within the
scope of the theory of change;

•

Utilize and update theories of change
through regular review of programme
objectives vis-à-vis the theory of change
and regular testing of assumptions and
drivers;

•

Ensure gender and equity considerations
are identified throughout the theory of
change.

Recommendation 5: Knowledge exchange –
Knowledge exchange and knowledge
management are critical for strong
communication, effective stakeholder

Equity includes different user groups, geographic areas and marginalized communities.
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involvement and ensuring future learning
and sharing lessons learned. Knowledge
management was described as a facilitator to
strong programming if done well, but also a
barrier when not properly considered.

•

•

Best practices for knowledge
management should be developed and
quickly adopted across organizations
working around SDG 6.
A working group on knowledge
management should be formed with
representatives of SDG 6 implementing
agencies to review current practices
and develop a strategy to better share
best practices, boost south-south and
triangular cooperation, and learn from
failure.

Recommendation 6: Adapting funding – While
SDG 6 interventions have been largely rated
as effective, current rates of progress are not
enough to meet SDG 6 targets. The current
scale of programming and funding may not
be adequate to meet the increasing needs and
current gaps.

•

•

Global funding is insufficient to meet
current needs, let alone the increasing
demands created by climate change and
political instability. Significant increases
in funding levels are urgently required,
including increasing unearmarked funds.
Partners and donors alike should
acknowledge that in many circumstances,
the easier projects or ‘low hanging fruit’
have been addressed to some extent;
projects that remain may require greater
investment.

•

Donors may also play a role in facilitating
sustainability by accepting longer-term
projects and emphasizing the need for
capacity-building of local partners.

•

Advocate and contribute to a system for
tracking global funding related to SDG 6
by target.

•

Implementors and donors must ensure
an understanding of how funding
and projects complement national
government plans.

Recommendation 7: Gender – The existence
of strong gender components and meaningful
engagement of women and girls was seen as
key to successful programming.

•

Programmes should consider the needs
of women and girls and more commonly
incorporate meaningful programmatic
components that specifically address
those needs. Women should also
be incorporated as stakeholders at
various stages of programming. While
opportunities for female involvement in
WASH is relatively established, it is far
less common with IWRM-projects.

Recommendation 8: Localization – An
emphasis on localization is needed to increase
and improve sustainability. Exit strategies,
project handovers and capacity development
are often insufficient to achieve long-term
goals. Localization must be approached in
several ways:
• National governments and other local
actors are critical and must have strong
engagement for long-term success.
• The private sector, including PPPs, were
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not widely described through evaluations
included in the synthesis but remain a
key stakeholder in local involvement
and sustainability. Identifying mutually
beneficial roles and responsibilities during
project design is needed.

•
4.2.2

Encourage direct donor support of local
actors in SDG 6 sectors.

Evaluation recommendations

There are four recommendations suggested for
evaluations of SDG 6-relevant programmes.
Recommendation 1: Evaluation gaps – There
were evaluation gaps identified throughout the
synthesis that should be addressed:

•
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SDG 6 Targets 6.3 (Water quality),
6.4 (Water efficiency) and 6.6 (Water
ecosystems) were identified as the
least evaluated of all SDG 6 targets.
Investigation is needed to confirm if these
evaluation gaps match with programming
or funding gaps for SDG 6.

•

The majority of evaluations included
in this synthesis were from a few
organizations, despite relevant
programming from more organizations
involved with SDG 6. These organizations
acknowledged work within SDG 6 but
simply had a lack of accompanying
evaluations. Organizations with limited
SDG 6 evaluations must invest in
strengthening their evaluation knowledge
base. 					

•

The included evaluations were
predominately in development settings.
An increased focus on evaluating

humanitarian programming related to
SDG 6 is recommended. Humanitarian
SDG 6 projects are more likely to be
WASH-related, but remain underevaluated. Limited funding, time restraints
and restricted access are major challenges
for humanitarian evaluations. Remote
sensing and other evaluation innovations
described above are critical tools to meet
the humanitarian evaluation gap.
Recommendation 2: Quality standards –
Currently, some United Nations entities have
an evaluation quality rating system and others
do not. While it is not practical to adopt a
consistent quality scale across all United
Nations agencies, it is recommended that
organizations without a quality assurance
metric adopt one to help define expectations
for evaluators and programme staff interpreting
evaluation results.
Recommendation 3: Evaluation synergies –
United Nations entities and development
banks should seek to find synergies between
organizations and increase joint evaluations
when possible. Improved learning, knowledge
sharing and comprehensiveness could be
realized by combining evaluation efforts.
For example, there are several examples of
organizations utilizing one consultant for
combined evaluations in a similar region
or scope (e.g., evaluating two projects with
similar time frames in adjacent countries). Joint
evaluations, more common in humanitarian
settings, are encouraged as a way to leverage
resources and more readily exchange lessons
learned across the sector while avoiding
duplication and evaluation fatigue.
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Recommendation 4: Evaluation innovation –
Seek innovative evaluation tools and strategies.
There are examples of data collection with
remote sensing that could save time and
funding. Other examples from the 2021 JMP
report23 include the adoption of real-time
monitoring, SMS, phone surveys and big
data. The impact of COVID-19 also has shown
that a new normal in evaluation is possible
with remote interviews with Zoom or other
communication platforms. To ensure that
increased use of remote means does not
neglect community engagement in evaluation,
use of national consultants or community
members is also encouraged. Greater
acceptance with these methods could also
reduce costs and the duration of international
consultants in the field needed for more
traditional evaluations.

4.3

Lessons learned from the
synthesis

This is the second SDG-level evaluation
synthesis to date,24 but there are plans for
more within the United Nations system.
The Synthesis Team identified five lessons
learned to inform future multi-agency evidence
syntheses of work towards other SDGs.
Scope – The scope of each SDG is broad. Any
SDG evidence synthesis will face a challenge
in effectively covering all work relevant to the
full goal, while maintaining enough specificity

23
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to draw actionable recommendations. In this
synthesis, the team identified two pillars of
SDG 6 where most programmes could be
categorized into one of those two groupings
– WASH and IWRM-related projects. One
alternative to a full evidence synthesis of the
entire SDG 6 would have been to subdivide
the review into two or more groupings and
synthesize the evidence of those groups
separately. There are potential drawbacks,
however, as focusing on IWRM or WASH may
not present the wider complexities of a project.
For example, a water resource management
project could have the intended purpose to
secure water supply for a town or region. Other
SDG syntheses should identify the variation of
common projects and consider the implications
of whether processing those evaluations as
one synthesis or multiple smaller syntheses
would better address the research goals.
Small syntheses within a region or similar
programming could also be used to increase
relevance without the time and resources for a
global review.
Timing – A consistent reflection from the
Synthesis Team was the need to understand
the limitations around evaluation timing in the
context of the SDG implementation period. This
synthesis started in August 2020, approximately
5 years into the 15-year SDG period. One
reason for this timing was that the syntheses
is intended to inform SDG 6 programming
throughout the remaining 10 years. However,

World Health Organization and the United Nations Children’s Fund, ‘Progress on Household Drinking Water, Sanitation and Hygiene 2000–2020:
Five years into the SDGs’, WHO and UNICEF, 2021, <https://data.unicef.org/resources/progress-on-household-drinking-water-sanitation-and-hy		
giene-2000-2020>, accessed 17 September 2021.
UNESCO 2019 report Making Evaluation Work for the Achievement of SDG 4 Target 5: Equality and inclusion is the only SDG evaluation synthesis
that was completed before this work, but it focused on only one target within SDG 4.
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as described in the findings above, there were a
limited number of programmes that both began
after the SDG period and were evaluated prior
to this synthesis. The Synthesis Team, after
consultation with the reference group, widened
the date inclusion criteria to allow a wider
selection of evaluations, but this also limited
the interpretation of findings from programmes
specifically designed to target SDG 6. For future
evidence syntheses, it is important to carefully
consider the timing of the synthesis, both in
terms of balancing availability of evidence and
desire to inform ongoing programming.
Use of supplemental information – This
synthesis focused on evaluations of SDG 6
projects, effectively excluding monitoring
and many other documents describing SDG
6 programmes. The use of supplemental
information (KIIs, peer-reviewed journal articles,
etc.) is encouraged to set the synthesis in the
wider context, but also bring out nuanced
detail that may not appear in the findings.
Well-defined inclusion criteria creates a hard
line for what is included and how seemingly
relevant works are excluded. While this is
important to maintain rigour and establish a
standard of evidence, it also presents some
challenges regarding user expectations of
including potentially relevant documents, as
well as reducing the overall evidence base of
the synthesis. Future syntheses should also
recognize this limitation early in the process
and identify ways to include those additional
perspectives or documents to augment the
findings of the synthesis as appropriate. For
example, this synthesis summarized other
relevant documents in boxes herein and
completed KIIs to complement the synthesis
findings.
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Strong Reference Group – The success of a
large multi-agency synthesis is dependent on
an engaged and active reference group, from
which this synthesis greatly benefited. While
some included entities did not have many
evaluations to contribute, their participation
and review provided constructive feedback
and actionable suggestions at several stages
throughout the process. It was also critical
to include both programme and evaluation
members. For future SDG synthesis activities, it
is recommended to engage a similarly inclusive
reference group to guide the process, provide
constructive feedback and ensure buy-in and
actionable recommendations.
Recommendation implementation – The
involvement of more than 10 United Nations
and development bank entities in the synthesis
was beneficial, but also included challenges
due to different expectations and focus of
work. This also presented challenges in
recommendation development, implementation
and follow-up owing to the lack of a governing
body and the responsibility for a management
response not falling to any one entity. In future
SDG-level syntheses, it is recommended that
recommendation implementation plans be
defined early in the process.
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Annex 1: Included references
SDG ERA DOCUMENTS
YEAR

TITLE

ENTITY

COUNTRY

PRIMARY
TARGET

1

2021

Strengthening the Adaptive Capacity and
Resilience of Rural Communities using
Micro Watershed Approaches to Climate
Change and Variability to Attain Sustainable
Food Security in Cambodia

FAO

Cambodia

6.5 IWRM & 6.6
Ecosystems

2

2020

Summative Evaluation of the Enhanced and
Accelerated WASH Programmes Programme
Evaluation – Final report

UNICEF

Ghana

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

2020

Global Evaluation of UNICEF’s WASH
Programming in Protracted Crises, 2014–19

UNICEF

Global–casestudies for
Cameroon,
Lebanon,
Somalia,
South Sudan

4

2020

Building Adaptive Capacity to Catalyze
Active Public and Private Sector
Participation to Manage the Exposure and
Sensitivity of Water Supply Services to
Climate Change in Sierra Leone

UNDP

Sierra Leone

6.1 Drinking-water

5

2020

Enhancing Agriculture Production through
Irrigation System Improvement and
Strengthening Institutional Capacity

FAO

Afghanistan

6.4 Efficiency
& 6.5 IWRM

6

2020

Monitoring Water Productivity by Remote
Sensing as a Tool to Assess Possibilities to
Reduce Water Productivity Gaps

FAO

21 Countries

6.4 Efficiency

2020

Integrated Water Resources Management in
the Puyango-Tumbes, Catamayo-Chira and
Zarumilla Transboundary Aquifers and River
Basins

UNDP

Ecuador
and Peru

6.5 IWRM

3

7
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YEAR

TITLE

ENTITY

COUNTRY

PRIMARY
TARGET

UNDP

Palestine

6.3 Water quality
& 6.5 IWRM

2020

Transboundary Wastewater Pollution
Control Project

2020

Water Harvesting and Good Agriculture
Practices for Improved Livelihood and
Increased and Sustained Production in
Matrouh Rain-fed Agricultural Areas

FAO

Egypt

6.5 IWRM

2020

A New Green Line: Mainstreaming
biodiversity conservation objectives and
practices into China’s water resources
management policy and planning

FAO

China

6.5 IWRM &
6.6 Ecosystems

2019

Improving Children’s Access to Water and
Sanitation in Somalia (2015–2018) Final
Evaluation

UNICEF

Somalia

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

12

2019

Formative Evaluation of the UNICEF WASH
Regional and Country Programming
Strategies in the East Asia and the Pacific
Region 2014–2017/18

UNICEF

East Asia
and Pacific
Region (12
countries)

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

13

2019

Évaluation du Programme WASH à l’École
au Mali (2014–2017) [French]

UNICEF

Mali

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

14

2019

Water Sanitation and Hygiene Project in
Satellite Schools

UNICEF

Zimbabwe

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

2019

Effectiveness of Integrating Sanitation and
Nutrition (SanNut) Programmes: Evidence
from an RCT in Kitui, Kenya

UNICEF

Kenya

6.2 Sanitation &
hygiene

6.5 IWRM

6.5 IWRM

8

9

10

11

15

16

2019

Enabling Transboundary Cooperation and
Integrated Water Resources Management in
the White Drin and the Extended Drin Basin

UNDP

Albania,
North
Macedonia,
Montenegro,
(Greece,
Kosovo)

17

2019

Advancing IWRM Across the Kura River
Basin

UNDP

Azerbaijan,
Georgia
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YEAR

ENTITY

COUNTRY

PRIMARY
TARGET

2019

Basic and Social Services & Infrastructure
Restoration to Enhance Community
Resilience

UNDP

Syria

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

19

2019

Development of Tools to Incorporate
Impacts of Climate Variability and Change,
in Particular Floods and Droughts, into Basin
Planning Processes

UNEP

Global

6.5 IWRM

20

2019

Promoting Peace over Natural Resources in
Darfur and Kordofan

UNEP

Sudan

6.1 Drinking-water

2019

Payment for Watershed Services in the
Chishui River Basin for the Conservation of
Globally Significant Biodiversity

UNDP

China

6.6 Ecosystems

2019

Capacity Development for Implementing Rio
Conventions through Enhancing Incentive
Mechanism for Sustainable Watershed/
Land Management

UNDP

Indonesia

6.5 IWRM

2019

Addressing Climate Change Risks on Water
Resources & Food Security in the Dry Zone
of Myanmar

UNDP

Myanmar

6.5 IWRM & 6.6
Ecosystems

24

2019

Increased Resilience to Climate Change in
Northern Ghana through the Management
of Water Resources and Diversification of
Livelihoods

UNDP

Ghana

6.5 IWRM

25

2019

Integrated Area-based Development of Osh
Province

UNDP

Kyrgyzstan

6.1 Drinking-water

26

2019

Supporting Vulnerable Communities in
Maldives to Manage Climate Changeinduced Water Shortages

UNDP

Maldives

6.1 Drinking-water

27

2019

Integrated Water Resources Management in
Titicaca-Desaguadero-Poopo-Salar de
Coipasa (TDPS) System

UNDP

Bolivia/Peru

6.5 IWRM

28

2019

Solomon Islands Water Sector Adaptation
Project

UNDP

Solomon
Islands

6.5 IWRM

18

21

22

23
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YEAR

TITLE

ENTITY

COUNTRY

PRIMARY
TARGET

29

2019

Enabling Transboundary Cooperation and
Integrated Water Resources Management in
the Chu and Talas River Basins

UNDP

Kazakhstan
and
Kyrgyzstan

6.5 IWRM

30

2019

Mid-term Evaluation of Phase VIII of
the UNESCO International Hydrological
Programme (2014–2021)

UNESCO

Global

6.5 IWRM

2018

Strengthening Governments’ and Water
Operators’ Capacity to Ensure Equity of
Access to Water and Sanitation in Countries
with Economies in Transition in the
Economic Commission for Europe region,
with a particular focus on small-scale water
supplies and sanitation in rural areas

UNECE

14 Countries
(Eastern
Europe)

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

2018

Strengthening Cooperation on Hydrology
and Environment Between Tajikistan and
Afghanistan in the Upper Amu Darya River
Basin (Pyanj River)

UNECE

Afghanistan
and
Tajikistan

6.5 IWRM

UNECE

Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan,
Turkmenistan
and
Uzbekistan

6.3 Water quality

FAO

Ecuador

6.6 Ecosystems

31

32

33

2018

Strengthening Cooperation on Water Quality
Management in Central Asia

34

2018

Management of Chimborazo’s Natural
Resources

35

2019

UNDP Uzbekistan Sustainable Development
Cluster Sustainable Water management in
Rural Areas in Uzbekistan

UNDP

Uzbekistan

6.4 Efficiency
& 6.5 IWRM

36

2018

Decentralized Supply and Water Use
Management in the Sana’a Basin to Sustain
Water Resources and Rural Livelihoods

FAO

Yemen

6.4 Efficiency
& 6.5 IWRM

2018

Project Strengthening the Capacities of Rural
Water Supply Associations (ASADAS) to
Face Climate Change Risks in Communities
with Water Stress in Northern Costa Rica

UNDP

Costa Rica

6.1 Drinking-water

37
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YEAR

ENTITY

COUNTRY

PRIMARY
TARGET

38

2018

Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy
for Sustainable Water Management in
Turkmenistan

UNDP

Turkmenistan

6.4 Efficiency
& 6.5 IWRM

39

2018

Technology Transfer for Climate Resilient
Flood Management in Vrbas River Basin

UNDP

Bosnia and
Herzegovina

6.5 IWRM

40

2018

Securing Watershed Services Through SLM
in the Ruvu and Zigi Catchments (Eastern
Arc Region), Tanzania

UNDP

Tanzania

6.5 IWRM

41

2018

Climate Change in Seychelles

UNDP

Seychelles

6.6 Ecosystems

42

2018

Securing Livelihoods for Vulnerable
Women, Men and Children, through their
Participation in Community Governance of
Water Resources, and Enhanced Ability to
Use Water Efficiently October 2015–June
2018

UN
Women

Kyrgyzstan

6.1 & 6.2 WASH
& 6.4 Efficiency

43

2018

Final Evaluation of the Joint Resilience
Project in Kassala

FAO

Sudan

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

44

2017

Evaluation of International Organization for
Migration (IOM) South Sudan Health and
WASH response: 2014–2016

IOM

South Sudan

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

45

2017

Real Time Rapid Evaluation of the
Government of Viet Nam and UNICEF
Emergency Response Supporting Children
and Women in 10 Provinces in Viet Nam
Affected by Drought and Salt Water
Intrusion Crisis

UNICEF

Viet Nam

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

46

2017

Évaluation du Projet sur la Promotion d’EAH
dans les Structures de Soin au Mali [French]

UNICEF

Mali

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

47

2017

Effectiveness and Impact Evaluation of
a WASH in Schools Intervention in Laos,
2014–2017: A randomized controlled trial

UNICEF

Lao

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

2017

Implementing Priority Adaptation Measures
to Build Resilience of Rainfed Farmer and
Pastoral Communities of Sudan, Especially
Women Headed Households to the Adverse
Impacts of Climate Change

UNDP

Sudan

48
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TITLE

6.5 IWRM &
6.6 Ecosystems
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YEAR

TITLE

49

2016

Renforcement des Services d’Hygiène et
d’Assainissement de Base et Amélioration
des Pratiques d’Hygiène Nutritionnelle en
Milieu Familial dans 8 Régions du Burkina
Faso [French]

50

2016

Increased Resilience to Respond to
Emergency Situations Project

ENTITY

COUNTRY

PRIMARY
TARGET

UNICEF

Burkina Faso

6.2 Sanitation
& hygiene

UNDP

Serbia

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

TRANSITION ERA DOCUMENTS
YEAR

TITLE

ENTITY

COUNTRY

PRIMARY
TARGET

1

2021

Évaluation Sommative de la Composante
Assainissement du Programme
d’Hydraulique et d’Assainissement pour le
Millénaire (PHAM) en Côte d’Ivoire (2013–
2018) [French]

UNICEF

Côte d’Ivoire

6.2 Sanitation
& hygiene

2

2021

Évaluation Conjointe a mi Parcours du
Programme GSF au Togo [French]

UNICEF

Togo

6.2 Sanitation
& hygiene

3

2020

Summative Evaluation of the Enhanced and
Accelerated WASH Programmes in Ghana –
Final report

UNICEF

Ghana

6.1 Drinking-water

4

2020

Evaluation of Nigeria’s Government &
UNICEF Water, Sanitation and Hygiene
(WASH) Programme 2014–2017

UNICEF

Nigeria

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

2020

Approache de l’Assainissement Total
Piloté Par la Communauté (ATPC) dans les
Zones d’Intervention du Project Aerca en
Republique Centre Africaine de 2013–2018
[French]

UNICEF

Central
African
Republic

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

2020

Mobilizing Resources for a Water Secure
Africa: An independent evaluation of the
Africa water facility (2005–2018)

AfDB

Africa – 52
countries

6.1 & 6.2 WASH &
6.5 IWRM

2020

Armenia: Water supply and sanitation sector
project

Armenia

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

5

6

7

Asian
Development Bank
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YEAR

TITLE

ENTITY

COUNTRY

PRIMARY
TARGET

2021

Promoting Climate Resilience in the Rice
Sector through Pilot Investments in AlaotraMangoro Region

UNEP

Madagascar

6.4 Efficiency & 6.6
Ecosystems

9

2021

Kalahari-Namib Project: Enhancing decisionmaking through interactive environmental
learning and action in the Molopo-Nossob
River Basin in Botswana, Namibia and
South Africa

UNEP

Botswana,
Namibia,
South Africa

6.6 Ecosystems

10

2019

Evaluation of the Community Led Total
Sanitation and Hygiene Programme in
Malawi

UNICEF

Malawi

6.2 Sanitation &
hygiene

2019

Evaluation of UNICEF’s Response to the
Water, Sanitation and Hygiene Needs in
Jordan as a Result of the Syrian Refugee
Crisis (July 2012 to July 2017)

UNICEF

Jordan

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

12

2019

DFID-funded Government of Zambia
Sanitation and Hygiene Programme (2011–
2018)

UNICEF

Zambia

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

13

2019

An Evaluation of the Small Towns WASH
Programme (STWP) in Zimbabwe (2012–
2018)

AfDB

Zimbabwe

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

14

2019

Irrigation and Drainage Interventions to
Support the Agriculture Sector

World
Bank

Uzbekistan

6.4 Efficiency &
6.5 IWRM

15

2019

World Bank Support for Irrigation Service

World
Bank

Global

6.4 Efficiency &
6.5 IWRM

China

6.5 IWRM

UNEP

Cabo Verde,
Sao Tome
and Principe,
Comoros,
Maldives,
Mauritius,
Seychelles

6.3 Water quality
& 6.5 IWRM

UNEP

Argentina,
Bolivia, Brazil,
Paraguay,
Uruguay

6.5 IWRM

8

11

16

17

18
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2019

Delivery
People’s Republic of China: Risk Mitigation
and Strengthening of Endangered
Reservoirs in Shandong Province Project

2019

Implementing Integrated Water Resources
and Wastewater Management in Atlantic
and Indian Ocean SIDS

2019

Sustainable Management of the Water
Resources of the La Plata Basin with Respect
to the Effects of Climate Variability and
Change

Asian
Development Bank
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YEAR

TITLE

ENTITY

COUNTRY

PRIMARY
TARGET

UNDP

Eritrea

6.4 Efficiency
& 6.5 IWRM

19

2019

Climate Change Adaptation Programme in
Water and Agriculture in Anseba Region,
Eritrea

20

2018

End line Evaluation of GARIMA Project in
Uttar Pradesh

UNICEF

India

6.2 Sanitation
& hygiene

21

2018

Joint P&DD & Unicef Country-led Evaluation
of the Clean Drinking Water for All (CDWA)
Project (Balochistan Component)

UNICEF

Pakistan

6.1 Drinking-water

22

2018

Rehabilitation of Two Piped Water Systems
in Mozambique – Final evaluation

UNICEF

Mozambique

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

23

2018

Evaluation of UNICEF Viet Nam Rural
Sanitation and Hygiene Programme (RSHP)
2012–2016

UNICEF

Viet Nam

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

24

2018

Armenia — Municipal water project

World
Bank

Armenia

6.1 Drinking-water

25

2018

Capacity Development of the Irrigation
Department of the Ministry of Agriculture,
Irrigation and Livestock of the Islamic
Republic of Afghanistan

FAO

Afghanistan

6.4 Efficiency &
6.5 IWRM

26

2018

Transboundary Waters Assessment
Programme (TWAP)

UNEP

N/A

6.5 IWRM

27

2017

Improving WASH in Solomon Islands
(IWASH-SI) Project

UNICEF

Solomon
Islands

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

28

2017

Evaluation of the Water, Sanitation and
Hygiene (WASH) Programme within the
UNICEF Country Programme in Lebanon
(2013–2016)

UNICEF

Lebanon

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

29

2017

Évaluation du Programme WASH UNICEF
Cameroun 2013–2016 [French]

UNICEF

Cameroon

6.1 & 6.2 WASH

30

2017

Indonesia National Sanitation (Sanitasi Total
Berbasis Masyarakat) Programme

UNICEF

Indonesia

6.2 Sanitation
& hygiene

2017

Ecosystem Based Adaptation Approach to
Maintaining Water Security in Critical Water
Catchment in Mongolia

UNDP

Mongolia

6.4 Efficiency
& 6.5 IWRM

31
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YEAR

ENTITY

COUNTRY

PRIMARY
TARGET

32

2017

Adapting Water Resource Management in
the Comoros to Expected Climate Change

UNEP

Comoros

6.1 Drinking-water

33

2017

Programme for Improvement of Irrigation
Systems in Kabul, Bamyan and Kapisa
Provinces – Final evaluation

FAO

Afghanistan

6.4 Efficiency

34

2017

Integrating Climate Change Risks into Water
and Flood Management by Vulnerable
Mountainous Communities in the Greater
Caucasus Region of Azerbaijan

UNDP

Azerbaijan

6.5 IWRM

35

2017

Fostering Co-operation on Water
Management between the Palestinian
Israeli, and Jordanian Water Authorities

UNDP

Israel,
Palestine,
Jordan

6.4 Efficiency
& 6.5 IWRM

36

2016

Outcome Evaluation of Community-led Total
Sanitation and Hygiene (CLTSH) Program in
Ethiopia from 2012–2015

UNICEF

Ethiopia

6.2 Sanitation
& hygiene

2016

Programa de las Naciones Unidas para
el Desarrollo (PNUD, Oficina en Cuba)
proyecto No. 12188 Fondo para el Medio
Ambiente Mundial (FMAM) proyecto No.
PIMS 1443 [Spanish]

UNDP

Cuba

6.3 Water quality

6.5 IWRM &
6.6 Ecosystems

37

38

39

40
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TITLE

2016

Mainstreaming Groundwater Considerations
into the Integrated Management of the Nile
River Basin

UNDP

Burundi, DR
Congo, Egypt,
Ethiopia,
Kenya,
Rwanda,
Sudan,
Tanzania and
Uganda

2016

Adapting National and Transboundary
Water Resources Management to Manage
Expected Impacts of Climate Change in
Swaziland

UNDP

Swaziland

6.5 IWRM

2015

Terminal Evaluation of Promoting
Climate-Resilient Water Management and
Agricultural Practices in Rural Cambodia
(NAPAFU Phase2)

UNICEF

Cambodia

6.5 IWRM
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Annex 2: Protocol
Evidence synthesis methodology
To achieve the synthesis objectives, a
systematic review methodology was used
to ensure a comprehensive and consistent
approach. Adhering to this methodology
provided transparency for the project and
interpretation of findings. The methodology
was separated into three main sections:
document search and selection, data extraction
and processing, and deviations from the
protocol. Each are described below.

Document search and selection
Relevant evaluations were identified and
selected for inclusion in the review according to
the following inclusion criteria, search strategy
and document screening methodologies.

Inclusion criteria
Defining a priori the Populations, Interventions,
Comparisons, Outcomes and Study Types
(PICOS) increased the transparency as to how
and why studies were selected. The PICOS
variables for this review are described in detail
below. Additional details about study inclusion
criteria are also displayed below.
Populations – The populations of interest
were those that were targeted through
interventions aimed to address the SDG 6
targets. Often, these populations were from
low- and middle-income countries (LMICs),
but are not limited to LMICs. The scope
is global with appreciation for regional,
national or subnational focus. Women, men

and children were considered among the
‘target population.’
Interventions – The interventions must
be clearly related to one of the SDG 6
targets, describing WASH, water resource
management, water-related ecosystems or
the need for international cooperation for
water and sanitation management.
Comparisons – No specific comparisons
were required for inclusion. Evaluations
with control groups or counter-factual
evidence were specifically described.
Outcomes – The outcomes of interest
are those related to SDG 6 targets and
indicators (see Table 1).
Study types – The study types are limited
to evaluations adhering to OECD-DAC
and/or UNEG norms and standards, while
targeting SDG 6 interventions. With the
breadth of SDG 6 targets, there is no
defined included or excluded study type;
thus, all methodological designs for
evaluations are eligible for review, as long
as they investigate real-world interventions.
The intervention must have more than
50 per cent of activities implemented
between 2014–2021 to be considered or
activities active in 2016 or later. Systematic
reviews, syntheses or other non-evaluation
documents were not included; however,
these types of documents were summarized
in the reports in clearly identified ‘blue
boxes’ indicating they were not part of the
review.

Information sources and search strategy
Evaluations for this synthesis were drawn
from three key sources most likely to have
evaluations related to SDG 6: the UNEG
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database, United Nations and sister-agency
databases, and the Reference Group members.
Please see the full list of databases in Protocol
Annex 1.
Each database was searched using thematic
filters and keywords. For instance, in databases
where evaluations are coded by relevant SDG
or themes such as water or environment, filters
were used. Additionally, keyword searches
were completed to identify evaluations related
to SDG 6 topic and targets. Simple keyword
searching was used, such as, ‘hand washing’ or
‘sanitation.’ A list of keywords specific to each
SDG 6 indicator is found in Protocol Annex 2.
Searching was conducted using English, French
and Spanish search terms.
The initial search was conducted in September
and October 2020, then a follow-up in February
2021 was completed to ensure that the most
recent evaluations are included. Following each
search period, the list of included documents
that passed the abstract screening were sent
to the Reference Group for validation with
a request for additional documents to be
screened for inclusion that may not be widely
available.

Information sources and search strategy
Identified documents were screened for
inclusion with a three-step process: title
screen, abstract screen and full text screen.
In each screening step, documents were
rejected if it was clear that they did not meet
any inclusion criteria. If adherence to the
inclusion criteria was not clear, they were
moved to the subsequent screening step for
further investigation. The title screen focused
on basic inclusion criteria: the relevant topic
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of SDG 6; year of publication and intervention;
and evaluations pertaining to United Nations,
United Nations sister agencies or development
banks. The abstract screen focused on the
aforementioned criteria, plus quality and
methodology (e.g., adherence with Global
Evaluation Report Oversight System (GEROS)
or other quality scoring metric appropriate to
the evaluation). Finally, in the full text screen,
the evaluation was screened against all
inclusion criteria (see table A1).

Emphasis on quality
Evaluations were expected to adhere to OECDDAC and/or UNEG norms and standards.
Quality criteria were further defined as meeting
quality assurance definitions of at least
satisfactory on the GEROS UNICEF rating, or
equivalent for other agencies (e.g., UNDP and
UNEP also have quality assurance metrics).
Any document with a lower quality rating
was not eligible for inclusion. If a document
had no equivalent quality rating or no rating
system by the implementing agency, a modified
Bond Checklist was used to rate the quality.
The full description on the Bond Checklist
used for inclusion is described in Annex 2. A
comparison of the quality assurance metrics
used are shown in Table 5. The Bond checklist
was not intended to replace or represent any
other quality metric, but used only to provide
a measure for evaluation quality where none
previously existed.
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TABLE A1.

Document screening inclusion and exclusion criteria

CATEGORY

INCLUSION

Geographic

Global, regional, national, subnational

No relevant criteria for exclusion

Evaluations completed 2015–2021

Evaluations completed prior to 2015

The intervention activity must be more
than 50% implemented after January
2014, or extend to at least January 2016

Less than 50% of intervention activity
was after January 2014

Evaluation of an SDG 6-related
intervention or study meeting evaluative
evidence standards

Needs assessments, country
evaluations, marketing tools, toolkits,
gap analyses, monitoring data or
reports, regular reporting, theoretical or
conceptual pieces, systematic reviews,
studies without a clearly defined
intervention

Satisfactory or higher GEROS rating or
equivalent standards from comparable
quality assurance methodology.

Fair or lower quality assessment
according to GEROS standards or
equivalent rating methodology

Implementing
agency

United Nations agencies and multilateral
development banks

NGOs, government agencies,
universities, research groups

Topics

• SDG 6 (WASH, water management,
water quality and related cooperation)
• Multisectoral evaluations with a clear
SDG 6 focus, methodology and separate
findings/conclusion

• Non-SDG 6 related
• Multisectoral evaluations where SDG
6 topics, methodology or findings are
indistinguishable from other sectors

English, French and Spanish

Any other language

Year

Intervention
activity year

Report type

Quality
(described below)

Language

The title review was conducted by one reviewer,
but two reviewers were used for the abstract
and full text screens to ensure completeness
and consistency. If consensus of inclusion or
exclusion was not made by the reviewers, a
third reviewer (the UNICEF Evaluation Manager)
was consulted for the final decision.

EXCLUSION

Quality of the evaluation documents was
important to provide confidence in the
findings. Each included evaluation must have
gone through a quality assessment by the
commissioning agency and meet ‘satisfactory’
or greater standards (or equivalent rating)
according to the commissioning agency
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CATEGORY RATINGS

TABLE A2.

Quality assurance measures summary

UNICEF GEROS

UNEP

UNDP

BOND

DECISION

Highly Satisfactory

Highly
Satisfactory

Highly
Satisfactory

PASS

Eligible for
inclusion

Satisfactory

Satisfactory

Mostly
satisfactory

Mostly
satisfactory

Mostly
unsatisfactory

Mostly
unsatisfactory

FAIL

Not eligible

Unsatisfactory

Unsatisfactory

Highly
unsatisfactory

Highly
unsatisfactory

Satisfactory

Fair

Unsatisfactory

protocol. If the commissioning agency did
not utilize a quality assurance protocol, the
Bond Quality Checklist was used.25 The quality
assessment was included as part of the full text
screening.

Data extraction and processing
Processing the included documents is described
through: data extraction, synthesis and data
processing, and addressing research questions.

Data extraction
Evaluations included in the review were coded
by the Synthesis Team. Information recorded
from each evaluation described: author and
publication details, type of evaluation, type of

25
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interventions, context of the intervention, study
design, evaluation quality, programme and
economic outcomes and indicators, relevant
SDG 6 targets, qualitative information and
evaluation recommendations. See Protocol
Annex 3 for full a full list of data collection
variables. A sample of 10 included studies was
used to pretest the coding variables with two
reviewers, which wwas compared and refined
before commencing the full review.
Detailed criteria from all included studies (both
quantitative and qualitative) was extracted by
one Synthesis Team member and reviewed by
a second team member, using the DistillerSR
systematic review software in conjunction with
Microsoft Excel.

https://www.alnap.org/help-library/principles-and-checklist-for-assessing-the-quality-of-evidence
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Quality – Quality assurance assessments were
key to ensure that strong and robust evaluations
were included. As an example, most UNICEF
evaluations were scored with GEROS, an
agency specific metric for quality assurance;
however, some organizations did not utilize
quality assurance systems or some evaluations
were not scored. Where an evaluation was
not assessed for quality assurance through an
organization-specific quality scoring, a version
of the Bond Checklist26 was used to assess
quality of an individual evaluation. The original
checklist was condensed from 20 questions
down to 10 questions, with scores 1–4 per
questions (Protocol 4 below). A score of 25, out
of a possible 40, was considered passing and
eligible for further review of other inclusion
criteria. This checklist was piloted with five
evaluations against known GEROS results
and found to be adequate in representing a
basic quality assurance. This measure was not
intended to replace or represent GEROS or any

26

other quality metric, but used only to provide
a transparent measure for evaluation quality to
be included in this evaluation synthesis where
none previously existed.

Synthesis and data processing
The separate project phases allowed for a
two-stage synthesis effort. For phase 1, the
results were presented in a narrative format,
accompanied by relevant figures and tables to
visualize how the evaluations cover the scope
of SDG 6 targets.
For phase 2, the synthesis effort provided
a summary key results and a qualitative
summary of recommendations from the
included evaluations with a narrative synthesis
approach. Direct quotations were used to
highlight key results. When possible, the results
were described by geographic region or other
breakdown depending on the evaluations
included.

Bond Checklist - https://www.alnap.org/help-library/principles-and-checklist-for-assessing-the-quality-of-evidence
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FIGURE A1.

Search, screen and selection process

IDENTIFICATION

SOURCES: UNEG database, United Nations and sister-agency databases
and Reference Group members
Evaluations identified
in initial search

Documents identified in
January 2021

Titles with duplicates
removed
Records excluded

SCREENING

TITLE SCREEN
• Topic (SDG 6)
• Year (2015-2020)
• Source (UN or sister-agencies)
Records excluded
ABSTRACT SCREEN
All criteria from title screen, plus:
• Report type (evaluation, other)
• Quality (if documented)

DATA EXTRACTION

INCLUDED

Records excluded
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FULL TEXT SCREEN
All inclusion criteria
(see Table A3)

Phase 1: Data extraction
SDG 6 target, coverage,
evaluation methodologies
INCLUDED DOCUMENTS

Phase 2: Data extraction
Synthesis of findings and
recommendations

EVALUATION SYNTHESIS OF UNITED NATIONS SYSTEM AND DEVELOPMENT BANK WORK TOWARDS SDG 6

For both phases, the Stata statistical software
was used for quantitative data analysis where
appropriate; however, there was not sufficient
quantitative results to combine as a meta-analysis. For qualitative data, we combined related
qualitative research material by theme and
re-coded data (if necessary) using qualitative
analysis programme NVivo or DistillerSR. The
initial framework for the qualitative synthesis is
presented in Protocol Annex 5.

Addressing the research questions
Throughout the screening and data collection
process, adherence to the scope and focus
of the research questions was critical. The
inception report was an opportunity to
describe the identified evaluations, geographic
coverage and scope of SDG 6 targets. The
research questions were primarily answered
through the synthesis report (see figure
A2). The relationship of extracted data with
primary and secondary research questions
is described below in figure A3. The primary
research questions were general overarching in

TABLE A3.

scope and thus are expected to have sufficient
clarity on conclusions. The secondary research
questions were more specific sub-themes
that may or may not have sufficient evidence
for conclusions. Analysis was focused on the
primary research questions, then secondary
questions were addressed where possible.

State of evidence
The state of evidence provided an overview of
the findings for each SDG 6 target by assessing
three metrics: the geographic coverage,
consistency of results and quality of evaluations
included. With three or more people in open
discussion, each criterion was assessed as
‘positive’ (+1), ‘negative’ (-1) or ‘neutral’ (0) for
that criteria, and then the total summed for an
overall trend for the target (see Table A3). The
state of evidence was intended to serve as a
guide to the current trend of evidence around
SDG 6, with respect the scope of work herein.
An evidence map was created based on the
results.

State of evidence guide

CRITERIA AND DESCRIPTION
Coverage – Quantity of evaluations;
variety of different countries and
geographical regions

POSITIVE (+1)
10+ evaluations;
7+ countries;
4+ regions

NEUTRAL (+0)
Some combination of
positive and negative
aspects

NEGATIVE (-1)
<10 evaluations;
<7 countries;
<3 regions

Consistency – Results and impact
across multiple evaluations are
similar to indicate consistent
expectations

Minimal differences between
results, acknowledging
county-specific differences

Findings have some
alignment, but are not overly
consistent

Results vary by
implementor, country
or other factor without
clear explanation for
differences

Quality – Evaluation methodology
is higher than average (GEROS,
Bond, etc.) with counterfactual
evidence in multiple cases.

Impacts are verified with
multiple quality evaluation
approaches; counter-factual
and Gold Standard methods
for assessment used in
several contexts

Methodology is acceptable,
but not particularly strong
to give robust assurance in
results

Methodology is not
particularly strong and
generally weak in most
evaluations
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The analysis framework (see Figure A2) was
separated into the two phases of the overall
project, with the inception and mapping report
directly feeding into the synthesis report.

FIGURE A2.

Summarized review data were the cornerstone
to both phases and key informant interviews
(KIIs) complemented the findings and
recommendations.

Analysis framework

INCEPTION AND MAPPING REPORT
DECEMBER 2020
IDENTIFIED EVALSUATION

COVERAGE OF INCLUDED EVALUATIONS

Evaluations relevant to SDG 6 and inclusion
criteria

Descriptive statistics were used to define:
• SDG 6 targets & indicators
• Country/regions
• Date of activities
• Method of evaluation
• Agency or organization
• Quality assessment (GEROS, Bond or other metric)

SYNTHESIS REPORT
APRIL 2021
SYNTHESIS OF QUALITATIVE DATA

SUMMARY OF EVIDENCE

Qualitative summary was primarily based on the
included evaluations from the systematic review.
Review data were collected and summarized by
theme with qualitative techniques and Nvivo
software. Each individual evaluation question was
assessed.

The state of evidence table or figure was used to provide general
summary of findings for SDG 6 targets (and indicators). The
summary was based on collective assessment of the SDG target:

Key informant interviews were not a primary data
source but added commentary and direction for
future priorities to the evaluation dataset.

Blue boxes were used to highlight other relevant
work to SDG 6 but were not specifically included
in the review data.
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• Coverage (# of evaluations, geographic coverage)
• Consistency of qualitative summary
• Quality of evaluations

Evidence summary map was created to further describe the
summary of evidence with other additional factors.

Recommendations for future programmes and evaluations were
assessed across all SDG 6 review data findings and key informant
interviews.
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Research questions were categorized into
primary and secondary questions based on
importance and likelihood to adequately
address the questions. Primary questions were
focused on effectiveness and likely to be fully
addressed, while the secondary questions
cover the five OECD-DAC themes and may be
too specific to be sufficiently addressed by
the limited number of evaluations identified.
Figure A3 outlines the general data collection
leading to primary and then secondary research
questions. Key commitments and other nonevaluative data were used to support and
orient results within the wider scope of SDG 6
monitoring and evaluation.

Deviations from the protocol
The protocol was developed before the
synthesis phase and was followed with
limited deviation. Areas where the protocol
was not followed or adjusted are listed below.
The Synthesis Team does not believe these
deviations to have had a significant impact on
the results or the synthesis overall.

• During the data analysis, the Synthesis
Team did not use the summary of
evidence tool developed in the protocol.
This was decided because several
components were already addressed in
the analysis with respect to geographic
gaps and quality.
• KIIs were intended to be a separate data
stream but were presented alongside
relevant results where possible. The KIIs
were still labelled, as to clearly distinguish
synthesis results from KII opinions or
feedback.
• An inclusion criterion with the dates of
activities was defined in alignment with
the ToR, but this resulted in a smaller
evidence base and was therefore revised
after discussions with the Reference Group
during the inception phase. Changing the
inclusion dates by only one year had an
overall impact on the number of included
documents.

• During the search, some websites had
a relatively few evaluations and, thus, the
Synthesis Team found that reviewing all
evaluations available was more strategic
compared to using keywords or filters.
• When the Bond checklist was used to
assess the document quality, one reviewer
scored the evaluation. Only if it failed did
a second reviewer also score the
evaluation.
• During the second round of data
extraction, data were entered by one
reviewer and not double screened.
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FIGURE A3.

Framework for answering evaluation questions
PRIMARY EVALUATION QUESTIONS

DATA COLLECTION

Project activities

Relevant SDG 6 targets
and indicators

Geographics Scope

Evaluation
methodology

SECONDARY EVALUATION QUESTIONS

1. To what extent have United Nations
agencies contributed to progress towards
the eight SDG 6 targets? When and
where were interventions most effective?
• Summary of evaluated
activities
• Alignment with SDG 6
targets
• Effectiveness of activities
described by evaluator
and separated by SDG 6
target

2. What are the most common
facilitating and hindering factors
identified?

Relevance: How well aligned were
interventions with SDG 6 targets
and with key commitments?

Effectiveness: How well were
gender, equity and AAP integrated
into interventions?

‘Key commitments’
and other non
evaluative data

• Summary of factors
described by individual
evaluations (i.e.,
limitations, key
successes)

Effectiveness: What did the
evaluations find regarding the five
SDG 6 accelerators (optimized
financing, improved data and
information, capacity
development, innovation and
governance)?

Efficiency: What does evaluative
evidence say about how efficiently
interventions were conducted?

Target population

Project barriers and
facilitators

Evaluation barriers and
facilitators

3. What lessons from these evaluations
can be applied to future interventions to
contribute towards reaching SDG 6
targets by 2030?
• Summary of
recommendations and
lessons learned identified
from individual evaluations

Coherence: To what extent was
there evidence of United Nations
and sister-agencies coordinating
and linking efforts between the
SDG 6 target areas (WASH,
climate, water resource
management)?

Sustainability: To what extent was
there evidence of United Nations
and sister-agencies coordinating
and linking efforts between the
SDG 6 target areas (WASH,
climate, water resource
management)?
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Protocol Annex 1: Websites and databases
AGENCY

SPECIFIC DATABASE LINK

UNEG

http://uneval.org/evaluation/reports

UNICEF

www.unicef.org/evaldatabase

WHO

https://apps.who.int/iris/

UNHCR

www.unhcr.org/en-us/evaluation-and-research.html

UN-Water

www.unwater.org/unwater-publications/
http://sdg.iisd.org/sdgs/goal-6-clean-water-sanitation/
www.sdg6data.org/

UNDP

https://erc.undp.org
www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage.html

UNEP

https://wedocs.unep.org/handle/20.500.11822/1

FAO

www.fao.org/evaluation/library/en/#
www.fao.org/aquastat/en/countries-and-basins/country-profiles

UNESCO

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/search/504596a9-5dea-45ee-8528-547869bdc6e3/
N-38516118-46a2-4622-aa79-dbfbc2065090

IOM

https://publications.iom.int/
www.iom.int/evaluation

DEVELOPMENT BANK

SPECIFIC DATABASE LINK

Africa Development Bank

www.afdb.org/en/documents/evaluation-reports/
http://idev.afdb.org/en/page/evaluations

Asia Development Bank

www.adb.org/what-we-do/knowledge

European Bank for
Reconstruction and
Development

www.ebrd.com/what-we-do/evaluation-overview.html

Inter-American Development
Bank

www.iadb.org/en/ove/evaluations

World Bank

http://ieg.worldbankgroup.org/ieg-search
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Protocol Annex 2: Key word searches
When possible, search filters were first used to
initially narrow the results to SDG 6, relevant
theme, document type (e.g., evaluation) and
publication year (2014–2020). Search terms
were then used to identify potential evaluations,
which were screened by hand. Where databases
allowed, keyword strings were used (see

table below). For example, a string for WASH
would be: WASH OR water OR sanitation OR
hygiene OR hand-washing OR ‘hand washing’
…etc. If combined keywords were not feasible,
keywords were searched individually. Keywords
were searched in three languages, English,
French and Spanish.

KEYWORDS AND SEARCH STRINGS
WASH

TARGETS 6.1 & 6.2

TARGETS 6.3

WATER RESOURCES
TARGETS 6.4 & 6.5

ECOSYSTEM &
COOPERATION

TARGET 6.6, 6.A, 6.B

WASH

‘Water quality’

Water resource
management

Ecosystem

Water

Pollution

Water use (water-use)

Cooperation (cooperation)

Sanitation

Hazardous

Efficiency

Sustainability

Hygiene

Waste water

‘Water stress’

Capacity-building

Hand washing
(handwashing, hand-washing)

Recycling

Transboundary (transboundary)

Local communities

Drinking-water

Ambient

Fresh water

Environment

Soap

Waste water
(wastewater)

Basin

Spending plan

Affordable

Reuse

‘Safely managed’

Desalination

‘Water scarcity’

Safely managed
(safely-managed)

Equitable
Latrine

Policy

Open defecation

Enabling environment

WinS
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KEYWORDS AND SEARCH STRINGS – FRENCH
WASH

TARGETS 6.1 & 6.2

WATER QUALITY
TARGETS 6.3

WATER RESOURCES
TARGETS 6.4 & 6.5

ECOSYSTEM &
COOPERATION

TARGET 6.6, 6.A, 6.B

EAH (Eau, Hygiène et
Assainissement

‘Qualité de l’eau’

‘Gestion des ressources
en eau’

Écosystème

l’eau/eaux

Pollution

‘l’utilisation rationnelle
des ressources en eau’

Copération

Assainissement

Dangereuses/
dDangereux

Efficacité

Durabilité

Hygiène

‘Eaux usées’

‘Stress hydrique’

Renforcement des
capacités

‘Lavage des mains’

Recyclage

Retrait

Communautés
locales/‘population
locale’

‘Eau potable’/‘eau de boisson’

Ambiant/ambiante

Transfrontière

Environnement

Savon

Réutilisation

‘Eau douce’

Plan de dépenses

Abordable

Bassin

Désalinisation

Equitable

‘Gérée en toute sécurité’

Politique

Latrine

‘La pénurie
d’eau’/’manque d’eau’

Environnement
favorable

Open defecation

‘Ressources en eau’

WinS
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KEYWORDS AND SEARCH STRINGS – SPANISH
WASH

TARGETS 6.1 & 6.2

TARGETS 6.3

WATER RESOURCES
TARGETS 6.4 & 6.5

ECOSYSTEM &
COOPERATION

TARGET 6.6, 6.A, 6.B

WASH

‘Calidad del agua’

‘Gestión de recursos
hídricos’

Ecosistema

Agua

Contaminación

‘Uso del agua’/‘Uso de agua’

Cooperación

Saneamiento

Peligroso(s)/
perligrosa(s)

Eficiencia/Eficiente/
‘utilización eficiente de los
recursos hídricos’

Sustentabilidad

Higiene

‘Aguas residuales’

‘Estrés hídrico’

Creación de capacidad

Lavado a mano
Lavarse las manos

Reciclaje/Reciclado

Retirada

Comunidades locales

‘Agua potable’/‘Agua para
beber’

Ambiente

Transfronteriza/
Transfronterizo

Medio ambiente

Jabón

Reutilización

‘Agua dulce’

Plan de gastos

Asequible/‘precio asequible’

Cuenca

Desalinización

Equitativo/Equitativa

‘Gestionada de forma
segura’

Política

Letrina

‘Escasez de agua’

Entorno propicio

‘Defecación al aire libre’

‘Recursos hídricos’

WinS
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Protocol Annex 3: Data extraction variables
GENERAL INFORMATION
Author(s)

Last name, first name

Year – publication
Year – intervention

(YYYY)
(YYYY–YYYY)

Author/evaluation affiliate(s)

UNICEF, UNHCR, WHO, UN-Water, UNESCO, UNDP, FAO, UNECE, IOM,
Africa Development Bank, Asian Development Bank
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development
Inter-American Development Bank, World Bank, Other

Commissioning body

Internally commissioned, External (donor) commissioned, Other

Scope

Global, National, Regional, Subnational

Focus

SDG 6, Multisector/target (SDG 6 and other SDGs)
Cross-cutting theme – (coordination, capacity-building, partnerships)
Other

Country(s)
Middle East and North Africa
South Asia
West and Central Africa
//

Region(s)

Latin America and the Caribbean
Europe and Central Asia
East Asia and the Pacific
Eastern and Southern Africa

Context

Development, Humanitarian

Setting

Rural, Urban, Peri-urban, Multiple settings

Intervention time period

(MM/YYYY–MM/YYYY)

Evaluation time period

(MM/YYYY–MM/YYYY)

Language

English, French, Spanish
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Evaluation type

RCT/experimental
Quasi-experimental
Cross-sectional – programme evaluation

Retrospective analysis
Case study
Desk review
Document review

Evaluation Method(s)

Key informants (#)
Focus groups (#)
Household surveys (#)

Document review (# documents)
Online surveys (#)
Other

Selection Process

Randomized samples
Other

Targeted (intentional)

SDG Target(s)

6.1
6.2
6.3
6.4

6.5
6.6
6.a
6.b

SDG 6 Indicator(s)

6.1.1 Proportion of population using safely managed drinking-water
6.2.1 Proportion of population using:
(a) safely managed sanitation services and
(a.1) basic water service
(b) a hand-washing facility with soap and water
6.3.1 Proportion of waste water safely treated
6.3.2 Proportion of bodies of water with good ambient water quality
6.4.1 Change in water-use efficiency over time
6.4.2 Level of water stress: freshwater withdrawal as a proportion of
available freshwater resources
6.5.1 Degree of integrated water resources management (0–100)
6.5.2 Proportion of transboundary basin area with an operational
arrangement for water cooperation
6.6.1 Change in the extent of water-related ecosystems over time
6.a.1 Amount of water- and sanitation-related official development
assistance that is part of a government-coordinated spending plan
6.b.1 Proportion of local administrative units with established and
operational policies and procedures for participation of local
communities in water and sanitation management
Other

Target Population

General population
Emergency affected
Women
Girls

Children (boys & girls, 5–15 ys)
Infants (0–60 months)
Special needs
Other

Situation / Context

Development
Displacement – Refugees
Displacement – Internally displaced persons
Disease outbreak
COVID-19 related
Protracted crisis

Flood
Earthquake
Tsunami
Typhoon/Cyclone
Complex - Conflict
Fragile state
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OUTCOMES AND IMPACTS
Intermediate outcomes/indicators
(other than the specific SDG indicators)
Economic impact
Coverage/service
Health impact
Water quality
Gender
Equality
Relevance – National and community
SDG 6 priorities
Water ecosystems (mountains, forests,
wetlands, rivers, aquifers and lakes)
Partnership and cooperation
Capacity-building
Support and strengthen local
communities in water and sanitation
management
Sustainability
Project barriers
Project facilitators
Evaluation barriers/limitations
Evaluation facilitators
Evaluation recommendations
Efficiency measures
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Protocol Annex 4: Modified Bond quality assessment metric

TRIANGULATION

APPROPRIATENESS

1
WEAK EVIDENCE

1. Are the data
collection methods
relevant to the
purpose of the
assessment and
do they generate
reliable data?

3
GOOD STANDARD
OF STANDARD

4
GOLD STANDARD
OF EVIDENCE

Methods of data
collection are relevant
to the purpose of the
assessment but there
is uncertainty about
the reliability of some
of the data.

Methods of data
collection are
relevant to the
purpose of the
assessment and
generate reliable
data.

Methods of data
collection are
relevant to the
purpose of the
assessment and
generate highly
reliable data; there
has been appropriate
quality control of
the data (e.g., spot
checks, training data
collectors)
Data are analysed
through a clear
and systematic
method that
produces convincing
conclusions in all
key areas; there is a
detailed analysis of
implications of the
conclusions.

2. Are the data
analysed in
a systematic
way that leads
to convincing
conclusions?

The method
through which the
data are analysed
is not clear and the
conclusions are not
convincing.

The data are analyzed
through a clear
method, but not every
conclusion is wholly
convincing.

Data are analysed
through a clear
and systematic
method that
produces convincing
conclusions in all key
areas.

3. Are there
different data
collection
methodologies
used and different
types of data
collected?

Only one data
collection method
is used.

One data collection
method is used with
reference made to
other existing data.

Two or more data
collection methods
and 2 or more types
of data are used.

Two or more
complimentary
and distinct data
collection methods
and types of data are
used.

Different stakeholder
perspectives have
been presented and
analysed.

All stakeholder
perspectives relevant
to the intervention
have been presented
and analysed and
how and why they
have been selected
is explained.

Divergent
perspectives and
conflicting findings
are presented and
explored.

Divergent
perspectives and
conflicting findings
are presented and
explored, and
there is an in-depth
analysis of their
implications for the
conclusions.

4. Are the
perspectives of
other stakeholders
compared and
analysed in
establishing if and
how change has
occurred?

5. Are conflicting
findings and
divergent
perspectives
presented and
explained in the
analysis and
conclusions?
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Methods of data
collection are NOT
relevant to the
purpose of the
assessment and/
or the data are
unreliable.

2
MINUMUM STANDARD
OF EVIDENCE

Different
stakeholder
perspectives have
not been presented.

Divergent
perspectives or
conflicting findings
are not presented.

Different stakeholder
perspectives have
been presented, but
not analysed.

Divergent
perspectives and
conflicting findings
are presented.
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1
WEAK EVIDENCE

TRANSPARENCY

CONTRIBUTION

6. Is a point of
comparison
used to show
that change
has happened
(e.g., baseline, a
counterfactual,
comparison with a
similar group)?

No data are
available to use
as a point of
comparison.

2
MINUMUM STANDARD
OF EVIDENCE

Data are available and
has been used as a
point of comparison.

3
GOOD STANDARD
OF STANDARD

4
GOLD STANDARD
OF EVIDENCE

Data are available
and has been
used as a point
of comparison. A
clear justification
exists for why
this is considered
appropriate.

Data are available and
has been used as a point
of comparison. A clear
justification exists for
why this is considered
appropriate. The data
provide a relevant and
high quality basis for
comparison.

7. Is the
explanation
of how the
intervention
contributes to
change explored?

No causal links
or assumptions
are explored.

Causal links or
assumptions are
explored.

Causal links between
the intervention
and outcomes
and underlying
assumptions are
explored.

All causal links between
the intervention
and outcomes and
underlying assumptions
are explored in depth;
the evidence provides a
clear picture of whether
the theory underpinning
the intervention’s
approach to change is
sound.

8. Are alternative
factors (e.g., The
contribution of
other actors)
explored to explain
the observed
result alongside
an intervention’s
contribution)?

Analysis does
not mention
or explore the
contribution of
factors outside
the intervention.

Analysis makes
reference to the
possible contribution
of other factors
outside of the
intervention.

Analysis explores
and analyses the
contribution of other
factors outside the
intervention.

Analysis provides a
comprehensive and
systematic analysis of
the relative contribution
of the other factors
outside the intervention.

9. Are the methods
used to collect and
analyse data and
any limitation of
the quality of the
data and collection
methodology
explained and
justified?

Methods for
data collection
and analysis are
inadequately
described.

Methods for data
collection and analysis
are described.

Methods for
data collection
and analysis are
described and
justified.

Methods for data
collection and analysis
are described and
justified, and all
limitations are disclosed.

10. Is there a
clear and logical
link between
the conclusions
presented and the
data collected?

Conclusions
do not follow
from the data
collected.

Conclusions follow
from the data
collected.

Conclusions follow
from the data
collected and the
steps linking them
are clearly explained.

Conclusions follow from
the data collected and
the steps linking them
are clearly explained;
analysis is transparent
about limitations of
conclusions.
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Protocol Annex 5: Qualitative synthesis framework
The qualitative synthesis was iterative to improve and refine key themes identified during the analysis. The framework below is the initial set of categories sought for data collection. As themes became
more or less dominate, the sub-themes were adjusted for more or less detail based on the volume and
richness of the identified themes.
INITIAL FRAMEWORK FOR QUALITATIVE SYNTHESIS
Coverage/service
Increase in drinking-water supply
Increase in safely managed sanitation
Increase in hand washing
Increased irrigation or non-drinking-water
Increased school attendance
Area safely managed (IWRM, pollution, other)
Decrease in coverage
Other themes (to be added)
Health impact
Improved
Less sickness (diarrhea, other)
Other themes (to be added)
Water quality
Improved water quality – chemical/pollution
Improved water quality – physical
Other themes (to be added)
Gender
Participation in workshops/training
Hiring/staff
Increased school attendance (girls specifically)
Improved safety or security
Gender-specific programming
Gender is mentioned but not a clear focus or effort
Gender is NOT mentioned
Other themes (to be added)
AAP
AAP is part of the project design and a dedicated activity
AAP is briefly mentioned – but maybe not an activity
AAP is NOT mentioned
Other themes (to be added)
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Equity
Equity is part of the project design and a dedicated activity
Equity is briefly mentioned – but maybe not an activity
Equity is NOT mentioned
Other themes (to be added)
6 Accelerators
Optimized financing
Improved data management
Capacity development
Innovation
Improved governance
Policy agreements (IWRM, pollution, other)
Other themes (to be added)
Economic impact
Financially efficient programme (assessed within evaluation)
Less poverty
Increased income
Less illness
Other themes (to be added)
Relevance – National and
community SDG 6 priorities
SDG 6 activities align with existing national priorities
National efforts will be made to align with SDG 6
Subnational alignment with SDG 6
No alignment with national or subnational policies
Other themes (to be added)
Partnership and cooperation
Increased WASH-related
Increased climate-related
Increased IWRM-related
Other themes (to be added)
Capacity-building
Increased WASH-related
Increased climate-related
Increased IWRM-related
Other themes (to be added)
Sustainability
Likely (sub-themes added)
Less or not likely (sub-themes added)
Other themes (to be added)
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Project barriers
Limited funding
Timeliness of funding (late)
Coordination with stakeholders
Staffing
Changing priorities
Climate change (impact not part of project design)
COVID-19
Shifting priorities of donor or government
Other themes (to be added)
Project facilitators
High need/relevance/importance
Strong governmental or organizational support
High staff capacity
Information management
Other themes (to be added)
Evaluation barriers/limitations
Short timing
Poor timing
Weak access – (people, locations, other)
Limited funding for evaluation
Evaluation not supported by staff or others
COVID-19 impact
Other themes (to be added)
Evaluation facilitators
Good participation
Staff/country office support
Ease of access (people, locations, other)
Other themes (to be added)
Evaluation recommendations
Increase time frame of project
Appeal to more stakeholders
Support government action
Increase gender focus
Increase funding
Increase coordination
Increase capacity-building
Increase staffing
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Increase scope of work
Other themes (to be added)
Efficiency measures
Value for money
Cost per beneficiary
Other themes (to be added)

Annex 3: Key Informant interview guide
KIIs were conducted at the global level with
staff, partners and national counterparts
of United Nations system agencies and
multilateral development banks. These were
intended to provide context, take a ‘pulse check’
among key stakeholders on priority issues and
learn about evaluation planning processes.
Depending on role, one of the question guides
was used (Questionnaire A for evaluation staff
or Questionnaire B for programme staff). Use
of the different section allowed more relevant
questions to be directed to the interviewee
while keeping the interview as short as possible
(lasting around 30 minutes).

Introduction for the interview
• Welcome and introduce the research team
• Give background on the synthesis exercise
• Describe how the KIIs fit into the synthesis
exercise
• Ensure confidentiality

• Ask permission to audio record the KII (for
accuracy in note taking)
• Any questions or concerns before we
start?

Questionnaire A: Evaluation staff
1. Can you very briefly describe your role
within [organization]?
2. Could you please describe your office’s
efforts to evaluate SDG 6 areas of work –
both recent and planned evaluations?
3. How do you work with technical staff in your
organization to support their evidence
needs?
4. What do you think the major gaps in
evidence are when it comes to SDG 6
related work?
5. What have your evaluations shown to be
the key successes and areas of improvement
related to SDG 6 work?
6. How does your office determine its work
plan – whether and what to evaluate?
7. Do you believe available evidence for SDG
6 progress is adequate? If not, what do you
recommend for future evaluative work?
8. Anything else you would like to add?

121

Questionnaire B: Programme staff
1. Can you very briefly describe your role
within [organization]?
2. SDG 6 covers water, sanitation, water
resources, water stress and ecology, as well
as coordination and partnerships. What are
some of the success related to SDG 6 or
areas/aspects of SDG 6 that you are
encouraged by? [If only some components
are relevant to your organization, please
focus on relevant components.]
3. What are some areas of SDG 6 that you
believe are falling behind or facing
particular challenges?

TABLE A4.

5. What aspects of SDG 6 are well covered
by monitoring and evaluation efforts, and
where are there evidence gaps? [Both in
your organization and more broadly]
6. What do you think your organization and
the system as a whole needs to do to
accelerate progress to achieve SDG 6 by
2030?
7. Anything else you would like to add?

List of primary interviewees

ORGANIZATION
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4. What are the main hurdles when it comes
to addressing SDG 6 challenges? [If
only some components are relevant to
your organization, please focus on relevant
components.]

NAME

TITLE

EVALUATION/
PROGRAME

FAO

Aurelie Larmoyer

Evaluation Officer

Evaluation

FAO

Sasha Koo-Oshima

Deputy Director, Land and Water
Division

Technical

UNICEF

Kelly Ann Naylor

Deputy Director, WASH

Technical

UNICEF/GWC

Monica Ramos

GWC Coordinator

UNICEF

Mona Fetouh

Evaluation Specialist

Evaluation

UNEP

Natalia Acosta

Evaluation Officer

Evaluation

UNDP

Alan Fox

Deputy Director, Independent
Evaluation Office

Evaluation

UNDP

Marianne Kjellén

Senior Water Advisor

WHO

Anand Sivasankara Kurup

Evaluation Officer

Evaluation

World Bank

Ramachandri Jammi

Senior Evaluation Officer

Evaluation

UNESCO

Alice Aureli

Chief Groundwater Systems and
Settlements Section

Technical

IOM

Yasmine Zaki Abdelaziz

WASH Officer

Technical

UNHCR

Emmett Kearney

Sr. Global WASH Officer

Technical

Technical

Technical
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Evalution Office
United Nations Children’s Fund
Three United Nations Plaza New York, New York 10017
evalhelp@unicef.org
www.unicef.org/evaluation
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