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Executive summary

Sanitation workers are central to public health, yet across Sub-Saharan
Africa, they continue to face stigma, unsafe working conditions, and low
pay despite their essential role in preventing disease and supporting
sustainable cities. While sanitation research has traditionally emphasized
infrastructure and technology, this study examines the behavioral and
social dimensions that shape workers’ dignity, identity, and motivation.

Using a qualitative, participatory research design, the study engaged
workers, managers, and sanitation consumers in Kenya, Ghana, and
South Africa through qualitative participatory methods. We selected
urban locations as they offer diverse sanitation systems and have a

high demand for sanitation services. The findings highlight three main
barriers. Public stigma and social exclusion diminish workers’ dignity and
contribute to internalized shame. Low and inconsistent pay signals social
undervaluation and undermines motivation. Unsafe working conditions
and inadequate protective equipment expose workers to significant health
and psychological risks. Nonetheless, workers consistently demonstrate
pride, commitment to community health, and strong peer solidarity.
Positive interactions with managers and consumers, as well as moments
of recognition, serve as powerful motivators that reinforce identity and
purpose.

Through participatory co-design, the study generated twelve behavioral
intervention prototypes aimed at strengthening dignity, identity, and
motivation. These prototypes fall into four thematic areas: recognition
and stigma reduction, worker well-being and support systems,
professionalization and empowerment, and community engagement.
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Together, they offer a practical starting point for reshaping public
perceptions, improving working conditions, and elevating sanitation work
as a respected profession.

This groundwork set the foundation for future research to test and

refine developed prototypes across contexts using mixed-methods and
implementation research. Priorities include assessing effectiveness,
understanding contextual variation, and identifying pathways for scaling
and institutional integration. Partnerships among governments, private
operators, civil society, and research institutions will be essential.

Strengthening dignity, identity, and motivation is both a moral and
operational imperative. Embedding behavioral and participatory
approaches within sanitation programs provides a pathway to more
resilient, equitable, and human-centered sanitation systems.
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Introduction

Sanitation work is very crucial for public health. Poor sanitation can lead
to the transmission of diseases and ultimately result in death. According
to the World Health Organization (WHO) (2023), access to safe Water,
Sanitation, and Hygiene (WASH) services prevents 1.4 million deaths
worldwide annually. Further, proper sanitation can add disability-adjusted

life years (DALYs) each year (World Health Organization (WHO), 2023).

Increased urbanisation demands more sanitation work to maintain a
hygienic environment (Adugna, 2023).

Sanitation workers play a crucial role towards achieving Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) 6 on clean water and sanitation, SDG 8 on
decent work and economic growth, SDG 3 on good health and well-being,
and SDG 10 on reduced inequalities. Despite their critical role, they are
among the most undervalued workforce members in Sub-Saharan Africa
(Philippe et al., 2022). These workers encounter numerous challenges,
including health-related risks, low compensation, legal vulnerability, and
social stigma. Research in Burkina Faso, Nigeria, Tanzania, and Zambia has
reported that informal workers engaged in manual emptying are the most
vulnerable (Philippe et al., 2022). These challenges highlight structural and
policy gaps, as well as the behavioral and social dynamics that influence
how sanitation work is regarded and supported.

Research has previously focused on improving sanitation outcomes through
infrastructure, technology, and regulatory interventions. However, recently,
research on sanitation work has increasingly focused on both structural and
human factors (psychosocial and behavioral). Although structural measures
are helpful, they fail to address workers’ well-being, which impacts service
delivery adequately (Njee et al., 2022).

6
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Understanding sanitation workers’ perspectives on dignity, identity, and
motivation, as well as the interplay among these factors, provides a
behavioral lens that can help design and implement systemic change.
Dignity primarily focuses on the respect (from self and others) and self-
worth that sanitation workers experience in their role (Kristen, 2017).
Workplace identity is the self-concept individuals form based on their
affiliation and role within an organization and occupation, guiding their
behavior and sense of belonging at work (Walsh and Gordon, 2008).
Motivation encompasses both internal drivers (such as pride and social
contribution) and external factors (including fair and consistent pay and
job security) that sustain workers’ engagement. Together, these factors
influence both worker retention and the quality of sanitation services.

This study was conducted in Kenya, Ghana, and South Africa, representing
diverse sanitation systems and the underexplored social and behavioral
aspects of sanitation work. In Kenya, sanitation work is decentralized,
largely informal (Ngatia et al., 2023). On the contrary, South Africa is
predominantly formal through the municipal model; however, informal
employment also exists (Philippe et al., 2022). Meanwhile, Ghana’s mix of
Metropolitan Assemblies (public) and private operators illustrates a mixed
system (Mansour and Esseku, 2017). Across these contexts, sanitation
workers continue to operate under conditions that undermine their

social and psychological well-being. Yet, despite these challenges, they
consistently demonstrate resilience, pride, and solidarity. These adaptive
strengths are not just coping mechanisms; they represent powerful entry
points for change. When harnessed through participatory approaches,
these attributes can form the foundation for sustainable improvements in
dignity, motivation, and working conditions.
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This paper presents insights from a participatory behavioral research study
conducted across three countries that explored the barriers and enablers
to sanitation workers’ dignity, identity, and motivation. The research
combined qualitative diagnostics with co-design workshops involving
workers, managers, and community representatives. It generated a set

of intervention prototypes, ranging from public recognition campaigns to
managerial accountability tools, aimed at improving worker well-being and
social status. These findings provide a foundation for a research agenda

to test and adapt these behavioral prototypes across varied contexts.

By integrating behavioral science and participatory design, the study
contributes to a growing effort to reimagine sanitation work as a dignified,
respected, and sustainable profession essential to public health.

Research questions

The study aimed to answer one central question:

How can participatory behavioral research inform interventions that
enhance the dignity, identity, and motivation of sanitation workers in Sub-
Saharan Africa?

The secondary research questions for the study were:

1. What behavioral barriers and enablers affect worker well-being?

2. How can co-design methods generate actionable intervention
prototypes?
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Methods

Research design

In this study, we used a qualitative, participatory research design to under-
stand the behavioral, social, and emotional experiences of dignity, identity,
and motivation among sanitation workers in Kenya, Ghana, and South Af-
rica. We chose qualitative and participatory methods because they allowed
participants to speak in depth about their lived experiences, reveal nuances
that structured research tools often miss, and directly shape the direction
of the inquiry. By integrating behavioral science principles with co-design
workshops, the study not only explored daily realities but also enabled par-
ticipants to generate and refine solutions rooted in their own contexts.

The research was conducted in urban areas across the three countries,
where sanitation systems differ significantly, from informal to formal mu-
nicipal models. Urban locations were selected not only to capture diverse
institutional arrangements and worker experiences, but also because rap-
id population growth creates a high demand for sanitation services and a
concentrated workforce. Comparing these settings helped reveal how local
environments shape workers’ well-being and highlighted opportunities for
participatory, behaviorally informed interventions to strengthen dignity, rec-
ognition, and motivation.

Sampling approach

We engaged three levels of respondents based on their interaction with the
sanitation ecosystem: sanitation workers (who directly handle waste and
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cleaning-related activities), sanitation managers (who supervise sanitation
operations performed by the workers), and sanitation consumers (individ-
uals and households that use sanitation services). The research employed
a combination of two sampling methods: stratified random sampling and
snowball sampling, to ensure both diversity and relevance of perspectives.
Through identified subgroups, this approach fostered engagement with indi-
viduals who regularly interact with sanitation systems in various capacities,
thereby capturing the distinct social and behavioral dynamics within each

group.

Each country had 70 respondents, comprising 30 sanitation workers, 30
consumers, and 10 managers, resulting in a total sample of 210 participants
across the three countries. Participant selection prioritized diversity in gen-
der, job role, and work context, aiming to generate rich, comparative insights
rather than statistical representation.

Data collection and analysis in the formative
stage

In the formative qualitative research stage, we conducted in-depth inter-
views with sanitation workers, managers, and consumers. In this phase, we
explored participants’ perceptions of dignity, identity, stigma, motivation,
and recognition in sanitation work, identifying the barriers and enablers that
influence worker motivation and well-being. We analyzed the qualitative
data inductively to identify emerging patterns across roles and geographies.
We developed personas and journey maps to represent archetypal sanita-
tion workers, managers, and consumers, illustrating the lived experiences
and behavioral drivers shaping sanitation work.

10
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Examples of emerging themes included emotional stress, identity negotia-
tion, and coping mechanisms. To enhance validity, we triangulated perspec-
tives across stakeholder groups, focusing on the interplay between dignity
and identity and its implications for workers’ morale. Participation in the re-
search was voluntary, and confidentiality was maintained throughout the
study.

Participatory co-design workshops

Following the diagnostic phase, we shared the findings through participato-
ry validation and co-design workshops involving sanitation workers, man-
agers, behavioral scientists, implementing partners, and external partners.
In these workshops, participants engaged in validation, brainstorming, pri-
oritization, and prototype generation sessions guided by behavioral science
principles (e.g., social norms, feedback loops, and motivation framing). This
iterative process yielded 12 interventions focused on stigma reduction, struc-
tural incentives, community engagement, and managerial accountability.

11
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Results

Barriers to dignity, identity, and motivation

Stigma and social exclusion hinder the dignity and identity of sanitation
workers across Kenya, Ghana, and South Africa. These were deeply rooted
in cultural and work-related hierarchies. Sanitation workers were frequently
looked down upon, with their work often perceived as a low-status, dirty job,
leading to negative stereotypes and social stigma, despite its crucial role in
public health. This resulted in deteriorating worker morale and low worker
retention, which in turn affected the quality of service. In Kenya, workers, es-
pecially pit emptiers, reported that they get excluded from community gath-
erings and are avoided in public spaces due to perceptions that their work is
dirty or shameful.

“This person deals with waste, so somehow he/she isn’t okay; something
is wrong with the person.”
28 year old, sanitation logistics supervisor, male, Kenya

In Ghana, sanitation workers are looked down upon and sometimes even
mocked and called names like ‘selem piagra’ (toilet washer) by children.

“Oh, I'm mistreated here. I'm suffering in people’s hands. A whole lot of
verbal abuse, | get it here. Just that I'm used to that, and [ don’t mind them.
| just decided to ignore their negativity, or else | would go through a lot
here.”

30 year old, sanitation worker, male, Ghana

12
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In South Africa, sanitation work is seen primarily as a male-dominated en-
vironment, and for people from low educational backgrounds, with societal
expectations making it uncommon to find women in these roles.

“| often get the impression that most people despise us. Initially, when |
was younger, it really used to get to me. Now that | am older, it doesn’t
particularly upset me because | am clear about my goals and why |
am here. | do believe that these misconceptions stem from a lack of
knowledge.”

35 year old, municipal supervisor, female, South Africa

The negative public stigma stemming from society’s attitude, beliefs, and
lack of knowledge about sanitation work results in lower self-stigma. This
means workers internalise public stigma, which lowers self-esteem and self-
worth, and creates a belief that they are inherently flawed. Such challenges
can lead to feelings of shame and isolation, as observed in both Kenya and
Ghana, where workers engage in alcohol abuse. With low respect and rec-
ognition and a lack of a sense of belonging, the workers are demoralized.

Low pay and inconsistent income consistently undermined workers’ morale
across all contexts. Sanitation workers frequently face delayed or missed
payments, which can impact their financial stability. Many workers em-
phasised the importance of permanent employment, higher salaries, and
comprehensive insurance coverage as key factors that would enhance their
well-being and ensure they are treated with dignity and respect.

“The government should recognize the sanitation workers and offer us
permanent jobs where we get to earn better pay.”
29 year old, sanitation worker, female, Kenya

13
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“Some people have told me they wouldn’t do a challenging job for such a
low salary. If there were a salary increase or any other help to make the
job more appealing, | believe more people would join us. Many people look
down on us because of our low wages and often mention that other jobs
pay more daily than what we earn.”

35 year old, sanitation worker, male, Ghana

Low remuneration is interpreted not only as an economic issue but as a form
of social undervaluation, reinforcing the belief that sanitation work “does not
deserve” respect or fair compensation.

Unsafe and undignified working conditions, exposure to waste, inadequate
protective equipment, and lack of sanitation facilities while working create
unsafe environments that affect both physical and psychological well-be-
ing. In Kenya and Ghana, workers often lack the necessary gear, including
personal protective equipment (PPE), which poses significant health risks. In
South Africa, the lack of sufficient shower facilities and access to clean pro-
tective gear makes it challenging for workers to maintain hygiene, which, in
turn, affects public perceptions of them.

“Providing them with proper gear, like coveralls, face masks, and gloves,
will make their work more efficient and flexible. They won’t have to wait
until midnight to start their tasks if they are well-equipped. When they
wear the appropriate protective clothing, they can work more comfortably
and at any time.”

45 year old, sanitation manager, male, Ghana

14
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Enablers of dignity, identity, and motivation

Pride in work, fostered by strong family responsibilities and a sense of pur-
pose and commitment, motivates workers. They take pride in maintaining
cleanliness and public health, often setting personal standards for their
work. Workers felt proud to contribute to community cleanliness and envi-
ronmental improvement.

“It helps me to cater for my own needs and also pay bills... When you
remove the waste, the toilets become clean, and that reduces the risk of
diseases.”

30 year old, sanitation worker, male, Kenya

“Yes, | have established my own guidelines. Even if | don’t receive formal
appreciation from the assembly, | take pride in making the facility look
good.”

24 year old, sanitation worker, male, Ghana

“Dignity is important because if | do my work and keep doing it well,
making sure that communities are clean all the time, when people see us
sanitation workers, they respect us because they know that we respect
our job/work.”

35 year old, sanitation worker, male, South Africa

Social support from sanitation managers and consumers played a crucial
role in encouraging workers to take pride in their work and improving their
performance.

15
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“As | see it, people take it as good work, as it has its benefits. They've
prevented people from getting sick and from living in a dirty environment
because we have people who take this work seriously. So they nicely
perceive them, they’re welcoming to them because they know that they’re
coming to help them with their lives.”
49 year old, consumer, male, Kenya

Recognition provides psychological resilience and a sense of belonging,
countering broader social exclusion.

“What can we do? People will talk, but you have no choice. Some people
respect us while others do not. For instance, someone who recognized my
hard work and sacrifice even bought me a mobile phone as a reward for
the good work | am doing.”

49 year old, sanitation worker, female, Ghana

“I always feel that | am helping them when | remove that thing there, and
it brings happiness to my heart because that person has paid me, but
on the other hand, those people can also stay in a good place when that
thing has gone down, and the flies are also not there, and the environment
is also good.”

50 year old, sanitation worker, male, Kenya

16
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Outputs: Behavioral prototypes for worker
dignity, identity, and motivation

We translated the qualitative insights into opportunities for behaviorally in-
formed intervention design through insights validation. Using a human-cen-
tered, co-design approach rooted in empathy and collaboration, we held
workshops in Kenya and South Africa. These sessions were conducted in
participants’ preferred languages, documented through notes and record-
ings, and upheld voluntary participation and confidentiality.

Participants produced more than 100 raw ideas, which we clustered into
thematic groups using affinity mapping. Through multiple rounds of synthe-
sis and review, we condensed the ideas into 66 refined concepts, which we
evaluated against the Acceptability, Relevance, Ease of understanding, Ap-
peal, Clarity, and Human-centeredness (A-REACH) criteria. From these, we
prioritized 12 prototypes for further refinement and validation (on the fol-
lowing page). More details on the prototypes can be found in the appendix.

17
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Table 1. List of prototypes

Leveraging Trusted
Messengers as Sani-
tation Advocates

Campaigns Driving
Sanitation Dignity

Loss Framing Aware-
ness Campaigns

Championing Sanita-
tion at Home

Stepping Into Sanita-
tion Workers’ Shoes

Faces of Sanitation:
Visual Storytelling

Improvised Sanita-
tion Worker Training
Modules

Supportive Supervi-
sion for Sanitation
Workers

Prototype title Description / Core features

Community leaders host forums and “Sanitation Cham-
pion Day” events to build respect for sanitation workers
by leveraging authority, social capital, and effective
framing.

Community-driven initiatives, such as “Sanitation
Spotlight Mapping,” that respect pledges and use visual
scorecards help counter stigma and elevate pride.

Visual art and interactive dashboards highlighting costs
of poor sanitation (e.g., health, economy) to increase
urgency and respect.

Certification and recognition for households demon-
strating good sanitation practices, leveraging pride and
social norms.

Empathy-building campaigns using PhotoVoice, grat-
itude walls, and VR/AR booths to highlight workers’
lived experiences.

Worker-created photo stories, videos, and exhibitions to
humanize sanitation work and shift perceptions.

Skills training on communication, safety, and digital
literacy, with certification as a sanitation worker.

Mentorship and reflection circles to boost morale, peer
learning, and motivation.

18
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n Prototype title Description / Core features

Support Network for
Sanitation Workers

Building Sanitation
Worker-Led Groups

Empowering Sanita-
tion Management

Rethinking Formali-
sation of Sanitation
Work

“Care Cards,” PPE distribution, and mental health ser-
vices to promote well-being and community support.

Savings groups, financial literacy sessions, and cooper-
atives to enhance economic security and advocacy.

Joint committees and communication platforms (e.g.,
WhatsApp, noticeboards) to foster accountability and
collaboration.

Uniforms, ID cards, certifications, and access to social
protection/microfinance to legitimize workers.

They were subsequently grouped into four thematic areas, each targeting
dignity, identity, and motivation through specific behavioral drivers.

19
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Table 2. Prototypes main themes

Themes

Example

prototypes

Core behavioral
focus

How it operates
across prototypes

1
Recognition
and Stigma
Reduction

2

Worker
Well-being
and Support
Systems

]
Profession-
alization

and Em-
powerment

4
Community
Engagement
and Collab-
oration

Faces of Sani-
tation, Stepping
into Sanitation
Workers’ Shoes,
Campaigns
Driving Sanitation
Dignity

Supportive Super-
vision, Support
Network, Work-
er-Led Groups

Training Modules,
Formalization of
Sanitation Work,
and Empowering
Sanitation Man-
agement

Trusted Messen-
gers as Advo-
cates, Champion-
ing Sanitation at
Home, Loss-Fram-
ing Awareness
Campaigns

Empathy, visibili-
ty, and reframing
of sanitation
work to shift
public perception
and enhance
worker pride.

Emotional sup-
port, peer belong-
ing, and safety
reinforcement are
key elements to
improve morale
and retention.

Skill-building,
certification, and
formal recogni-
tion to elevate
professional
identity and legit-
imacy.

Strengthening
community
responsibility and
social respect

for sanitation
services.

20

Public acknowledge-
ment and storytelling
normalize respect for
sanitation workers (rec-
ognition & visibility).

Visual and emotional
tools humanize sanita-
tion work and reduce
stigma (empathy &
storytelling)

Peer and worker-led
initiatives build social
identity and pride (be-
longing & solidarity).

Training, certification,
and formal identity
enhance legitimacy and
self-efficacy (profes-
sionalization).

Supervisory and com-
munity reinforcement
sustain motivation

(support & feedback).
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Together, these prototypes represented a structured approach to restoring
the social, psychological, and institutional foundations of sanitation work.
Each prototype uniquely reinforces dignity (through respect and recogni-
tion), identity (through belonging and self-worth), and motivation (through
engagement and pride) by leveraging behavioral drivers such as recognition,
empathy, a sense of belonging, and feedback. Two low-fidelity prototypes
were rapidly tested in Kenya through focus group discussions with consum-
ers, which emphasized the need to consider contextual adjustments before
pilot testing.

The cross-country analysis reveals that although the forms of stigma and
undervaluation differ across Kenya, Ghana, and South Africa, the underlying
behavioral mechanisms remain consistent. Workers’ dignity and motivation
are influenced mainly by three factors: recognition (the visibility and social
validation of their contributions); reciprocity (the degree to which institutions
and communities acknowledge and respond to their efforts); and respect
(the fairness and empathy reflected in managerial and social interactions).
Through participatory co-design, workers were able to articulate these
mechanisms in their own terms, generating contextually grounded solutions
that integrate behavioral principles, such as social norms, feedback, and
identity framing, with broader system-level reforms.

Across Kenya, Ghana, and South Africa, sanitation workers’ experiences re-
veal a shared struggle for recognition and security amid diverse institutional
contexts. Stigma, low pay, and unsafe conditions remain key barriers, while
pride, solidarity, and community contribution serve as enduring motivators.
The prototypes developed offer a practical roadmap for testing behavioral
interventions that strengthen dignity and motivation, laying the groundwork
for a more inclusive and resilient sanitation workforce across Sub-Saharan
Africa.

21
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From prototypes to practice:
A research agenda for scaling
behavioral solutions

Next steps: Testing and customizing prototypes

The formative research and participatory stages of the study generated
twelve behavioral prototypes that address the main barriers to dignity, iden-
tity, and motivation, namely stigma, poor working conditions, and inconsis-
tent pay. The focus of the research moving forward should be testing, refin-
ing, and adapting these prototypes across diverse sanitation contexts.

Experimental studies should assess whether combined interventions yield
better outcomes in terms of dignity, identity, and motivation, for example,
recognition campaigns, peer support circles, or managerial accountabili-
ty frameworks. Field implementation should adopt an iterative testing ap-
proach, combining rapid-cycle experimentation with structured pilot eval-
uations to ensure effective implementation. This would allow for real-time
learning and adaptation, ensuring that behavioral insights remain grounded
in local realities.

Future research should employ a mixed-methods approach that combines
behavioral science with implementation research to evaluate the impact of
interventions on sanitation workers’ well-being. Quantitative measures can
track shifts in motivation, dignity, identity, and job satisfaction, while qual-
itative methods capture the lived experiences and contextual factors that

22
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shape change. Small-scale randomized or quasi-experimental pilots can test
causal impacts, complemented by longitudinal qualitative studies to examine
how dignity and identity evolve. Embedding participatory evaluation frame-
works, in which workers help define what “success” and “respect” mean in
their own contexts, and integrating behavioral metrics such as recognition
perception or social norms indicators will strengthen comparability and en-
sure that findings remain both rigorous and grounded in real-world practice.

Emerging questions
Key questions from this groundwork study include:

1. Scalability: How can dignity-enhancing interventions, such as public
recognition campaigns or peer networks, be scaled across cities or re-
gions without losing authenticity?

2. Sustainability: What institutional arrangements are needed to embed
these behavioral interventions into existing sanitation programs and
budgets?

3. Context variation: How do cultural norms, gender, and employment
structures influence the effectiveness of behavioral interventions in dif-
ferent urban settings?

4. Policy integration: How can findings inform broader frameworks on
decent work, occupational safety, and public health outcomes in the
sanitation sector?

Answering these questions will require collaboration across research, policy,

and implementation ecosystems to ensure that behavioral approaches tran-
sition from pilot innovations to systemic practice.

23
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Partnerships and implementation pathways

Advancing this research agenda will require strong, multi-level collaboration
across policy, practice, and research. Governments and municipal authorities
should lead the integration of dignity and motivation initiatives into sanita-
tion workforce programs and urban development strategies. Private sanita-
tion firms and social enterprises can pilot and scale behavioral prototypes,
particularly those that promote recognition, professional growth, and peer
support. Civil society organizations and worker associations play a key role
in facilitating participatory engagement, amplifying worker voices, and sus-
taining advocacy for systemic change.

At the research and funding level, coordinated partnerships among devel-
opment agencies, behavioral science labs, and implementation partners will
ensure that prototype testing generates rigorous, policy-relevant evidence.
The long-term goal is to generate evidence and knowledge on the well-be-
ing of sanitation workers, fostering collaboration and shared learning across
Sub-Saharan Africa.

This research agenda positions dignity, identity, and motivation as core com-
ponents of adequate and equitable sanitation systems. Testing the behavior-
al prototypes developed through this participatory process offers an oppor-
tunity to move beyond descriptive evidence toward actionable change. By
embedding learning within partnerships and policy systems, future research
can transform sanitation work from a stigmatized need into a respected pro-
fession that upholds human dignity while advancing public health.

24
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Conclusion

Sanitation workers are the backbone of urban hygiene and disease preven-
tion, yet their work remains undervalued and stigmatized. Strengthening
their dignity, identity, and motivation is not only a moral imperative but also
a practical necessity for building effective, resilient sanitation systems. When
workers feel recognized, respected, and supported, service quality improves,
communities engage more positively, and public health outcomes are sus-
tained.

This study demonstrates the value of using participatory and behavioral
approaches to surface the lived realities of sanitation workers and co-cre-
ate solutions that address the social and psychological barriers underlying
their challenges. Moving forward, multi-level collaboration: spanning local
governments, private enterprises, civil society, and research institutions, is
essential to test, refine, and scale these behavioral prototypes. Such collab-
oration can generate robust evidence on what drives dignity and motivation
in different institutional and cultural contexts.

Embedding these efforts within broader WASH and decent work agendas
offers a pathway to reframe sanitation not as a low-status occupation but
as a dignified public service. By integrating behavioral science with partici-
patory practice, future initiatives can ensure that those who sustain our cities
every day are afforded the recognition, safety, and respect they deserve.

25
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Appendices

Sanitation worker prototypes

Prototype Faces of Sanitation: Visual Storytelling

m This intervention focuses on amplifying sanitation workers’ voices
through storytelling platforms, enabling them to share their personal
experiences with employers, colleagues, and the community. This is

to highlight their lived experiences, foster empathy, and build respect
across workplaces and communities.

Behavioral focus: Stigma, low public awareness, and limited self-
advocacy platforms

Intended outcomes: Humanize sanitation workers and build public
respect and worker pride

Behavioral mechanisms: Empathy activation; social norms change;
positive framing

Photo stories and portraits
Workers document and share
their own stories through
photography, photo stories,
and art that highlight their
daily lives, challenges, and
contributions to sanitation.

These stories can be shared
across various platforms
(Facebook, Twitter, Ins-
tagram, YouTube) using
hashtags like #SanitationHe-
roes and #OurStories to am-
plify their voices and increase
public visibility.
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ABOUT prOJECTS — BLOGS — TEAm FoLLOW CONTACT

A day in the
life of my job
as a sanitation
worker.

By John Mwangi

‘diam nonummy nibh euismod tincidunt ut iaoreet.

Short videos and
documentaries

Workers create short videos
and mini-documentaries that
offer an authentic glimpse
into their lives and the essen-
tial work they do in sanitation.

These visual stories can

be shared across social
media platforms using
campaign hashtags such

as #BehindTheClean and
#WorkersWithPride to foster
public recognition and build
empathy.

Blogs and written stories
Individuals can craft written
stories or blog posts to high-
light workers’ lived experienc-
es, challenges, contributions,
and aspirations.

These narratives can be
published on digital plat-
forms such as websites or
e-magazines, and shared on
social media using hashtags
like #WorkersWithWords or
#ReadOurReality to foster
empathy and public recog-
nition.
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Prototype tation Worker Training Modules

This intervention aims to strengthen public perception and sanitation
uptake by enhancing sanitation workers’ professional identity, building
on existing training structures to ensure low cognitive effort and minimal
opportunity cost for participation.

Behavioral focus: Low professional recognition and skills development
opportunities

Intended outcomes: Professionalize sanitation work and strengthen
dignity and motivation

Behavioral mechanisms: Identity reframing; peer influence; visible
signaling

Structured modules covering
respectful communication,
service quality, and communi-
ty interaction to improve how
sanitation workers engage
with the public.

Illustrator 2025

Improved engagement with
community members is
likely to enhance workers’
reception, cooperation, and
motivation.
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Groundwork
Official certification is
i s displayed on vehicles using
PN stickers to help the communi-

We are fully trained and certified!

‘ ty identify workers who have
‘ received training.
|

This helps to build credibility
and trust within the commu-
nity while recognising work-
ers’ efforts and qualifications
after training.

100% 100%
CERTIFIED CERTIFIED

Provide formal certifica-
tion for workers who have

. i undergone training (in safety,
CERTIFICATE ] digital literacy, and financial
¢ of achievement ! planning) to establish sani-

THIS CERTIFICATE (s PRESENTED TO.

)

3 :

Yol NMewange ,\\\

| W
R CouRETONOF T ST SECES DN,

-

=

tation work as a career path
rather than informal labour.
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Support Network for Sanitation Workers

m This intervention aims to improve the effectiveness, motivation, and
public image of sanitation workers by introducing structured mentorship
and supportive supervision, enabling them to deliver services with
confidence, consistency, and community trust.

Behavioral focus: Poor working conditions and limited social support
Intended outcomes: Strengthened worker well-being and community
solidarity

Behavioral mechanisms: Collective efficacy; trust; reciprocity norms

Supervisors guide/manual
designed to help supervi-
sors learn how to recognise
good work, get feedback,
and problem solve. This will
support trained supervisors
(Sanitation Support Leads)
during regular field visits,
helping maintain open com-
munication between workers
and the communities they
serve, fostering respect, and
improving services.

Image created by Midjourney V7, Photoshop & lllustrator 2025
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Reflection sheet/guide to be
used by workers in a monthly
Reflection Circle where they
can safely share their experi-
ences, challenges, and ideas.
This can help to improve
learning and support among
workers.

Welcome

members

\lidjourney V7, Photoshopi llliiStrdter 2025

Discuss Discuss

it
O
=t Community
x4 Reflection
5 Circle
4 challenges

At
Simple feedback track-

ing sheet such as this, can

be used on either paper or
mobile devices to track each
worker's progress, identify
any needs, and provide timely
feedback.

Image created by Midjourney V7, Photoshop & Illustrator 2025
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Building Sanitation Worker-Led Groups

This intervention aims to establish partnerships with local businesses,
community members, non-profit organisations, and civil society
organisations to provide more direct support to sanitation workers.

Behavioral focus: Financial instability and low resilience

Intended outcomes: Enhanced financial security and collective advocacy
Behavioral mechanisms: Commitment devices; goal gradient effect;
social proof

Communication materials
on care events

SANTATION WORKERS Promotional materials to
i A communicate about monthly
care events, locations, and
dates.

These events can be held at
accessible community venues
where workers can collect
protective equipment (such as
gloves, masks, and soap) and
access services like on-site
health check-ups, counsel-
ling, and financial literacy
workshops.
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CARE CARD

Whatit is and how to use it

‘CARRY YOUR CARD
WITH YOU, WHEREVER
Youco!

LOREM IPSUM
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Care event materials
Materials to be used at care
events to facilitate activities
on-site.

These include banners, volun-
teer badges/buttons, sign-in
sheets, simple handouts, and
care cards.

Tokens and coupons for ser-
vices and goods available at
local shops and businesses to
support sanitation workers.
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Sanitation manager interventions

Prototype Empowering Sanitation Management

m This intervention aims to highlight sanitation managers’ roles as
community connectors and advocates, enabling communities to

participate in identifying and solving sanitation challenges.

Behavioral focus: Weak accountability and limited community
collaboration

Intended outcomes: Increased managerial accountability and
community trust

Behavioral mechanisms: Collective efficacy; social identity; feedback
loops

Formation of joint
committee

Establishing inclusive com-
mittees of sanitation workers,
residents, and local leaders to
support managers in identify-
ing and escalating sanitation
issues. These committees
serve as an essential link be-
tween communities and mu-
nicipal authorities, fostering
regular dialogue, co-develop-
ing local solutions, addressing
grievances, and promoting a
deeper mutual understanding
of on-the-ground challenges.

Image created by Midjourney V7, Photoshop & Illustrator 2025
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Communication channels
Setting up community
WhatsApp groups, notice-
boards, and other accessible
platforms to report and track
sanitation issues, share
real-time updates, and foster
transparency. These chan-
nels enhance accountability,
keep residents informed, and
encourage ongoing commu-
nity engagement in sanitation
efforts.

Sanitation guidelines
Developing and disseminat-
ing government-mandated
sanitation guidelines, bylaws,
DTN ATREEaR ™ HRsTe and codes of conduct through
local media and community
groups. These resources es-
tablish clear expectations for
both workers and residents,
fostering respectful collabora-
tion and promoting consistent
sanitation practices.

SANITATION GUIDELINES

GOVERNMENT ISSUED
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Prototype Rethinking Formalisation of Sanitation Work

m This intervention focuses on improving consumer respect, sanitation
uptake, and worker dignity by visibly formalizing sanitation work
through flexible, phased recognition strategies that signal value and
promote trust.

Behavioral focus: Informality; low status; lack of social protection
Intended outcomes: Visible legitimization of sanitation work and access
to benefits

Behavioral mechanisms: Social signalling; reciprocity and trust; identity
reframing

Y

Identity and recognition
materials

Distribute personalized ID
cards, uniforms, and badges
with names and dignity-af-
firming messages (e.g., “My
name is Samuel. | keep your
streets clean”). These visible
cues promote public recogni-
tion, signal official status, and
strengthen respect for sani-
tation workers. Color-coded
uniforms or tools can further
help distinguish their role in

SR the community.

John Mbugua

SANITATION MANAGER
1D NO: SWF-KA5732125

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, con-

sectetuer adipiscing el sed diam

nonummy nibh euismod tincidunt

utlaoreet dolore magna aliquam
‘orat volutpat. Ut wisi onim ad.
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Certificates

Offering optional or mandato-
ry training on safety, sanita-
tion standards, and commu-
nity engagement. Provide
certificates or local permits
upon completion to validate
skills, and publicly recognize
certified or long-serving
workers during community
events or public holidays,
enhancing their professional
identity and social status.

Storyboards

lllustrated storyboards depicting a sanitation worker’s journey from an informal
status to becoming certified, highlighting key milestones such as training and cer-
tification. These storyboards help normalize formalization, make the process more
relatable, and demonstrate tangible benefits, such as improved status, respect, and
opportunities, for both workers and the wider community.

A worker signing up for volunteer work

Participates in community sanitation

Works alongside others in community
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Sanitation consumer interventions

Prototype Leveraging Trusted Messengers as Sanitation Advocates

m This intervention focuses on identifying influential community members,
well-known figures, and leaders as advocates through church groups,
school governing bodies, teachers, respected elders, or local businesses

to help reinforce respect messages and encourage broader community
support.

Behavioral focus: Lack of awareness and respect for sanitation workers
Intended outcomes: Broader community engagement and respect for
workers

Behavioral mechanisms: Authority bias; social capital; collective action

Dialogue forums

This is to engage the com-
munity leaders, sanitation
workers, and other commu-
nity members to promote
positive community values
and hygiene-related behav-
iors, encourage the sharing of
local grievances and concerns
about sanitation and public
health, and foster inclusive di-
alogue that supports mutual
accountability, trust-building,
and collective action toward
cleaner, safer environments.

ogoshop & IIIusQ‘cltor 2025

These stakeholders play a
key role in reinforcing norms,
mobilizing community efforts,
and ensuring that interven-
tions are culturally appropri-
ate and sustainably adopted.
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STEP BY STEP GUIDE

Proper Sanitati
at Home

foll S| ps to ensure that
family are safe

Promotions

Promotions led by trusted
messengers to elevate the
value of sanitation work and
workers: These initiatives can
include symbolic events, such
as a Sanitation Champions
Day, in which respected local
leaders temporarily assume
the roles of sanitation work-
ers to demonstrate appre-
ciation and model positive
sanitation behaviors.

Such activities not only raise
awareness but also help to
reduce stigma, promote digni-
ty, and build community-wide
respect for sanitation work-
ers, reinforcing their essential
role in public health.

Posters

Posters and visual materials featuring commu-
nity leaders demonstrating proper sanitation
practices step-by-step: These materials serve
as practical guides that households can easily
model at home, while also reinforcing the mes-
sage of shared responsibility for maintaining
cleanliness and hygiene.

To strengthen this message, community leaders
and sanitation workers can be shown collabo-
rating and participating in public events togeth-
er—promoting unity, mutual respect, and collec-
tive action in improving sanitation standards.
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Prototype Campaigns Driving Sanitation Dignity

This intervention focuses on transforming societal attitudes by
embedding messages of respect, dignity, and pride in local awareness
campaigns, shifting how communities perceive and value sanitation
work and those who perform it.

Behavioral focus: Stigma and negative attitudes toward sanitation work
Intended outcomes: Shifted public narrative toward pride and dignity in
sanitation

Behavioral mechanisms: Framing and emotional appeals; social norm
activation

Sanitation map

Through participatory map-
ping exercises, community
members highlight “clean
zones” or “improvement
zones”, areas where visible
progress has been made in
sanitation and hygiene. These
maps are displayed in public
spaces to foster community
pride, promote peer learning,
and explicitly acknowledge
the vital contributions of sani-
tation workers.

y V7, Photoshop & lllustrator2025

By making improvements
visible and traceable to col-
lective effort, this approach

T ] ) ~ 4+~ reinforces shared responsibil-
g B o = ity and motivates sustained
g engagement in cleanliness

E ZONE MAPPING prGCtICeS

Clean Zones

o

@ Ccurrentciean zones

@ Areas of improvement
JOIN YOUR COMMUNITY NOW.

O Noclean zones yet TOENTER THE GREEN ZONE
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Respect/pledge boards
Community members are
encouraged to sign pledge
boards displayed in high-traf-
fic areas such as marketplac-
es, health centers, and com-
munity halls. These pledges
act as behavioral nudges and
social contracts, fostering
public accountability and
reinforcing collective values of
dignity, fairness, and inclusion
for sanitation workers.

In addition to raising aware-
ness, this mechanism can be
used to initiate broader dia-

logue on labor rights, health,
and equity in sanitation.

Scorecards

These scorecards provide
households with ratings
based on cleanliness, waste
management practices, and
respectful engagement with
sanitation workers. Visible on
gates, doors, or communal
bulletin boards, they encour-
age positive peer pressure,
healthy competition, and a
culture of pride in maintaining
high sanitation standards.
The inclusion of criteria re-
lated to respectful treatment
of sanitation workers further
normalizes dignity and ac-
countability at the household
level.
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m This intervention focuses on boosting community sanitation uptake and
deepening respect for sanitation workers by emotionally engaging the
public with loss-framed messaging, visual storytelling, and relatable
narratives that make sanitation work visible, valued, and urgent.

Behavioral focus: Low perceived urgency for sanitation issues

Intended outcomes: Increased awareness and motivation for sanitation
action

Behavioral mechanisms: Loss framing; emotional salience; visualization
of consequences

Art-based visual

WHAT DO i experiences/installations

YOU SEE? - N . . .

Look These interactive experienc-

Again! /7 es, such as S|muloted_ trash
S 2 pile-ups, blocked drains, or

Just1Week... f & . .

it you RPN overflowing toilets, allow

sanitation worker!

community members to wit-
ness what a single day, week,
or month without sanitation
services would look like.

The aim is to make the

often-invisible work of san-
WHAT DO

You seE? itation workers visible and
Look emotionally resonant. Such
Again! installations can be displayed
Just1Week... in marketplaces, schools, or
Wm;';,,”'vwk community centers, provok-

ing conversation, reflection,
and a deeper appreciation of
sanitation workers’ essential
contributions to public health
and community well-being.

Image created by Midjourney V7, Photoshop & lllustrator 2025
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NO MORE SANINATION WORKER?

What will happen each day?

Just1Week...

Without your community
sanitation worker!

Posters

These materials can include
visual simulations of trash
accumulation, blocked infra-
structure, and health hazards
that emerge when sanitation
work is absent, even tempo-
rarily.

By making these losses visi-
ble, the posters help connect
the value of sanitation work
with everyday outcomes that
affect households and local
economies.

Leveraging culturally relevant humor, language,

nlldren s hygishs and storytelling, these materials are especial-
7 should you practic ly effective in schools and youth programs.

safe hygiene at home

To make sure none of these things happen, always
remember to tidy up after yourself and be clean!

Recognizable local figures or beloved fictional
characters can deliver messages about hygiene,
waste management, and respect for sanitation
workers in memorable, relatable ways.

This approach helps to break stigma, encourage
behavioral change, and make sanitation mes-
saging more appealing to younger audiences
and broader community segments.
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Infographic posters

ECONOMIC LOSS ; These visuals illustrate how
Caused by poor sanitation practices . . .
- 350 poor sanitation contributes to
A increased healthcare expens-

es, reduced school atten-
dance, and lost productivity
due to illness. Charts and
statistics, such as the number
of days of school missed,
hospital visits, or income loss,
make the abstract conse-
quences of poor sanitation
concrete.

Strategically placed in clinics,
schools, and public buildings,
these visuals can serve as
powerful tools for advoca-
cy, awareness-raising, and
engaging policymakers.
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Prototype

Image created by Midjourney V7, Photoshop & lllustrator 2025

ampioning Sanitation At-Home

This intervention aims to empower community members to take
responsibility for household and neighborhood sanitation by providing

skills training, public recognition, and identity-building tools, reinforcing
positive norms that frame sanitation as a shared and valued community

duty.

Behavioral focus: Low household accountability for sanitation upkeep
Intended outcomes: Stronger household ownership and community-

level sanitation norms

Behavioral mechanisms: Social proof, identity and pride, and behavioral

capability
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Certificates and signs
Participants who complete
sanitation training and
successfully implement key
hygiene practices receive
official certificates and public
recognition from local health
authorities or community
leaders. Households that
meet specific cleanliness
criteria may display a “This
Home is Sanitation Certified”
sticker or sign, promoting
pride, peer motivation, and
community-wide account-
ability.

This approach elevates san-
itation as a community value
and encourages sustained
behavior change through rec-
ognition and social proof.
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checklist for children

sanitation guide
for your home

Follow these easy steps to make sure that you are
keeping your home and family safe and clean

o e o
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Checklists serve as practical
household tools that promote
routine behaviors such as
handwashing, safe waste
disposal, toilet cleaning, and
water safety.

Designed with accessible lan-
guage and visuals, they help
reinforce consistent habits
and can be posted in visible
household areas (e.g., kitch-
ens, bathrooms). Child-friend-
ly versions can include
stickers or coloring elements
to increase engagement and
family participation.

Training aids

These sessions focus on
demonstrating adequate san-
itation and hygiene behaviors
in a relatable, accessible way.

Held in schools, community
centers, or during household
visits, the training encourages
active participation through
demonstrations, role-play,
and problem-solving exercis-
es. Monthly follow-up visits
by CHVs or sanitation officers
help reinforce lessons, provide
troubleshooting support, and
strengthen the link between
training and real-world ap-
plication.
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Prototype
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Stepping into the Sanitation Workers’ Shoes:
A Multi-Sensory Public Campaign

This intervention aims to shift public perceptions of sanitation work,
reduce stigma, increase respect and empathy toward sanitation workers,
and motivate better sanitation behavior in the community through
emotionally resonant, sensory-rich experiences.

Behavioral focus: Disrespect and low empathy toward sanitation
workers

Intended outcomes: Greater empathy and public appreciation of
sanitation workers

Behavioral mechanisms: Sensory engagement, reflection, and
commitment cues; social recognition

Testimony wall

SAFE COMMUNITY SANITATION TESTIMONY WALL These can take the form of
Show your appreciati share your whiteboards, chalkboards,

We appreciate our community sanitation workers and volunt mUrGlS, or designated pOSter
walls placed in high-footfall
areas such as marketplaces,
clinics, schools, and commu-
nity centers. Monthly rotating
prompts like “What does a
clean toilet mean to you?”

or “Write a thank you note

to someone who keeps your
neighborhood clean” en-
courage people of all ages to
participate through drawings,
short notes, or photos.

Portraits and quotes from
T : ‘ s sanitation workers can be
il [ R featured alongside each oth-
er, fostering a deeper public
connection to their contri-
butions and reinforcing civic
pride in sanitation services.
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COMMUNITY SANITATION TRANSFORMATIONS Displuys .
Look at the great work we’re doing! Mounted flip boards, plac-
Help us keep our communities safe and cleant Cll’ds, or rOthlng d|$p|0y

We can do this together, for a better standard of living, and for our children’s futures.

stands are installed in visible
| after ] community locations, such
as health posts, bus stops, or
schools. These features fea-
ture photographic evidence
of improvements, such as
cleaned alleyways, refur-
bished toilets, or newly man-
aged waste points, alongside
captions and testimonials
T, Ky from sanitation workers.

The garbage had become a smail mountain, and was redly
making the whole area smell bad. We were happy to do
something for our community, especially for our children...

By highlighting fundamental
local transformations, these
displays visually demonstrate
impact, encourage communi-
ty ownership, and emphasize
the importance of ongoing
care and respect for shared
spaces.
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Sensory experiential booths

These booths feature paired scent stations, utilising jars or enclosed containers, such
as “Freshly Cleaned Toilet” (soap and disinfectant) versus “Unkempt Toilet” (fer-
mented rice and garbage scent). Visitors are guided through the experience using
written or audio prompts, such as “What does this smell remind you of?” or “Would
you want your child using this space?”

The goal is to create a visceral contrast between sanitary and unsanitary environ-
ments, provoking reflection on hygiene practices and motivating behavior change at
both individual and community levels.

SENSORY STATION - COME AND DISCOVER THE DIFFERENCE

Smell and compare from each group

Blocked = Cleared Unkempt Maintained :
J

. iy
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Bingo game cards
Sanitation-themed Bingo
cards incorporate images
and terms related to hygiene,
waste management, clean
water, and respectful sani-
tation behavior. In addition,
interactive corners offer
hands-on activities, such as
scrubbing mock toilet surfac-
es, using magnetic boards to

LET'S PLAY

v Sanitation sort recyclable and non-recy-
’Q? BINGO 95 clable waste, and short VR or
oS oo G eyt AR experiences that simulate
a day in the life of a sanita-
e W6 tion worker.
5 ;
L A9 These activities aim to
o | s | | 3 promote empathy, raise
awareness, and reinforce key
4> . i e
L0+ &8 messages through gamifica-
. = e |k tion and immersive learning,
particularly effective for youth
and families.
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About Busara

Busara is a research and advisory organization, working with researchers and
organizations to advance and apply behavioral science in pursuit of poverty
alleviation. Busara pursues a future where global human development activities
respond to people’s lived experience; value knowledge generated in the context it is
applied; and promote culturally appropriate and inclusive practices. To accomplish
this, we practice and promote behavioral science in ways that center and value

the perspectives of respondents; expand the practice of research where it is
applied; and build networks, processes, and tools that increase the competence of
practitioners and researchers.

About Busara Groundwork

Busara Groundwork lays the groundwork for future research and program design.
As think pieces, they examine the current state of knowledge and what is needed
to advance it, frame important issues with a behavioral perspective, or put forward
background information on a specific context.

How to cite:

Acholia, Pragya; Aanchal Sharma; Justin Kinyera; Lewin Kemunto; Rowan
Harrity; Wanjiku Kiarie. Towards dignity in sanitation work: A research agenda
for testing behavioral and participatory prototypes in Sub-Saharan Africa.
Busara Groundwork No. 29 (Research Agenda). Nairobi: Busara, 2025. DOI: doi.
0rg/10.62372/VYMO1378

38 Apple Cross Road,
Lavington, Nairobi, Kenya
www.busara.global

ﬁ Busara



http://busara.global
http://doi.org/10.62372/VYMO1378
http://doi.org/10.62372/VYMO1378

