
The story so far
Having a hygienic means of disposal of human excreta is a basic human need, which many people 
in developing countries lack. It is estimated that over 2.4 billion people globally (the majority in 
Asia and Africa) do not have access to basic sanitation. The health benefits of sanitation are often 
sighted as one major justification for improving access to sanitation. Although sanitation leads to 
improved health, people associate toilets with other benefits as pointed out by Jenins (2004). Good 
toilets provide privacy and safety (particularly for women), comfort and convenience, dignity, less 
embarrassment for visitors, financial gains, and they are easy to use and maintain. Many people 
including the poor are willing to pay for good sanitation that will satisfy their requirements if the 
technology is packaged and marketed appropriately and the supply mechanism is easily accessible. 
Applying a marketing approach to sanitation is not just about advertising; it is also about ensuring 
that appropriate sanitation options are made available and that suppliers have the necessarily 
capacity to provide the desired services. Sanitation marketing is about ensuring a balance between 
demand and supply.

The current situation
In developed countries, a toilet is a basic facility in every type of living accommodation. In developing 
countries, it is common for a house to have no toilet.

A recent mid-term assessment report (WHO and UNICEF, 2004) of the progress made towards 
meeting the MDG sanitation target indicates that much effort is needed if the global target for 
sanitation coverage is to be reached. The report shows that global sanitation coverage rose from 
49% in 1990 to 58% in 2002, an annual rise of less than 1%. If the MDG target for sanitation is to be 
achieved by 2015, an approach is needed that will accelerate both demand and supply.

Low sanitation coverage is often attributed to a lack of demand; however poor coverage is also 
due to inappropriate toilet technologies and weak supply mechanisms. In order to accelerate the 
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A good toilet is one of the basic necessities for every day life, yet millions of households in developing 
countries lack this basic facility. There are many sociological, psychological, financial and health related 
benefits of owning a toilet. The majority of toilets in less developed countries are built by the ‘informal 
private sector’ (small independent providers) and paid for by the house owner, tenants or a combination 
of both. This indicates that sustainable access to sanitation can be achieved by supporting the informal 
sector to develop the sanitation market, (Cairncross 2004). In marketing, the key is to ensure the 
right ‘marketing mix’ – Product, Price, Place and Promotion - and the same rule applies to sanitation 
marketing. This fact sheet provides an insight into the process of sanitation marketing. Sanitation in this 
fact sheet refers to hygienic disposal of human excreta.
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demand for and uptake of sanitation, there needs to be a balance between demand and supply 
(products and provider). Previous attempts have tended to concentrate on one more than the 
other, such as developing and promoting a particular latrine technology (often termed ‘low-cost’), 
subsidising or providing free toilets, health education or enacting or enforcing sanitation by-laws.

In many developing countries, the informal sector – rather than externally supported efforts – 
provides the majority of houses with sanitation facilities. Most toilets are built through the natural 
market i.e. households pay the informal private sector (usually small independent providers) 
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Who is involved in sanitation marketing?
The good thing about sanitation marketing is that it creates an opportunity for public and private 
sectors and non-profit making organisations to join efforts to improve household sanitation. 
Sanitation marketing is consumer-focused, which makes it different from other promotional 
approaches that focus on technology and the quantity of health education materials distributed. 
In sanitation marketing, the products and their promotion are based on consumer motivation and 
preferences. It goes further to reduce or remove the barriers that prevent house owners from 
installing hygienic sanitation facilities. A partnership for sanitation marketing could be made up of 
the following groups:

• Households

• Informal toilet builders

• Pit emptying truck operators

• Market research agencies

• Communication/advertising agencies

• NGOs

• Government agencies

• Financial institutions

All the partners benefit in one way or another. Households get better quality sanitation of their 
choice, private sector agencies make financial gains and have the experience of marketing a 
social product, and NGOs achieve greater and more sustainable coverage and gain experience of 
marketing from the private sector. Sanitation marketing gives more recognition to informal sector 
providers and boosts demand for their services. Government agencies are better able to act as 
facilitators rather than implementers, leaving them more time for general coordination.

Although a marketing approach is considered new to sanitation, it offers a possible solution to the 
enormous sanitation problems faced in developing countries. It is not only consumer-focused but 
has the ability to bring together and enhance co-ordination among most of the key stakeholders in 
sanitation. 

Summary
There are indications that sanitation marketing is an effective approach for increasing demand and 
uptake of improved household sanitation. However, government and development initiatives need 
the expertise of professional marketers to assist in developing and planning sanitation marketing 
programmes. Sanitation marketing brings together many different types of skills (including those 
of market researcheroInt  Fidididgnce



mailto:Wedc-admissions%40lboro.ac.uk?subject=Enquiry%20about%20the%20International%20Water%20and%20Sanitation%20MSc%20Programme
www.lboro.ac.uk/wedc
http://www.wsp.org/publications/af_marketing.pdf
http://www.lboro.ac.uk/well/resources/factsheet
http://www.lboro.ac.uk/well/resources/factsheet
http://www.wsp.org/publications/af_latrines.pdf
http://www.id21.org
http://www.lboro.ac.uk/well/resources/factsheet
http://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/monitoring/en/jmp04.pdf

