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ABSTRACT

Sustainable Development Goal 6 (SDGé) is grounded in human rights and derives from international policies refined over decades. We argue
that much of this agenda setting and monitoring reflects or gives way to neo-colonialism and neo-liberalism. We implement an online version
of the Nominal Group Technique to explore its efficacy for more equitable global agenda setting. We apply the technique to a group of 19
graduate WaSH students — from diverse professional backgrounds and originating from and having worked in all global regions - to gain
their insights on future WaSH issues to be included in global targets. This was preceded by preparatory exercises on WaSH progress and
influential contextual factors. We thus demonstrate a novel and systematic application of the NGT and discuss its potential to be used in
challenging neo-colonial and neo-liberal agenda setting. The results also provide an early assessment of future priorities that could inform
post-SDG target setting including: inclusivity among populations and settings, hygiene, menstrual health, sustainability, circular economy,
climate resilience, preventing infectious disease transmission, and universal ‘safely managed services'. These are compared with themes
highlighted in Joint Monitoring Programme reports, SDG6 indicators and General Comment 15: The Human Right to Water.

Key words: future agenda setting, Human Right to Water, Nominal Group Technique, Sustainable Development Goal 6, Water Sanitation and
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HIGHLIGHTS

® The use of an adapted virtual nominal group technique to reflect on priority WaSH issues post-2030.

® The potential for a virtual NGT to challenge neo-colonial and neo-liberal agenda setting.

® Novel priorities: sustainability, climate resilience, water conservation, circular economy of WaSH systems, broadening the scope of
hygiene, menstrual health, inclusion of vulnerable groups, and preventing infectious disease transmission

INTRODUCTION

The processes of forming international development goals, targets and indicators (GTIs) have been coordinated by the United
Nations (UN) since the 1940s. Starting out as ‘fragmented and disjointed’, new partnerships were required to reshape the
process of agenda setting, leading to the generation of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) (Kumar et al. 2016,
p- 1). This called for measurement of progress through monitoring the provision of domestic water and sanitation via a har-
monised global methodology. WHO and UNICEF provided this through their Joint Monitoring Programme (JMP), using
validated third-party surveys. The MDGs were developed at a technocratic level where the human rights (HR) community
were late to the conversation, only able to criticise them for not targeting the most marginalised populations or addressing
inequalities retrospectively (Winkler & Williams 2017). While the MDGs concentrated on advancing well-being in the so-
called developing world, the 2015 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) succeeding them concerned all countries in
extending higher levels of infrastructure and services to improve social and economic well-being (Eisenmenger et al.
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2020). Additionally, the HR community were much more engaged in negotiations for a more rights-based development era
(Chapman 2016).

The recognition of the HR to Water and Sanitation in 2010 shed light on the need to provide services beyond the house-
hold, with focus on vulnerable groups, in order to reach all individuals in all contexts at all times. While being a critical force
in driving change in WaSH provision, some see the HR agenda as a ‘form of neo-colonialism [that] cannot, therefore, address
the neo-colonial injustices of the neoliberal global order’ (Sharma 2021, p. 1). To expand: the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (UDHR) is criticised for being heavily led by a small number of mostly Western nations resulting in a bias
towards civil political liberties and individual rights as opposed to socio-political and collective rights (Berti 2015). Salil
Shetty, former Secretary General of Amnesty International, believes that HR are important for the resistance against coloni-
alism but recognises their limitations and how easily they’re misappropriated and manipulated for political ends namely
through the domination of Western powers for neo-colonial projects (2018).

The SDGs have been criticised for private sector advancement in the name of HR (Sharma 2021). Langan (2018) adds that
their development involved the imposition of neo-colonial discourses driven by Post-Washington Consensus norms, by which
economic prosperity leads to social prosperity. This has paled the potential for democratised, decolonial approaches to target
setting. Progressive processes should enable all groups to advocate their agendas without priority given to private sector inter-
ests (Langan 2018).

One such process is the Nominal Group Technique (NGT): a group participatory approach that systematically encourages
the inclusive generation of ideas (Moore 1987). By combining the ‘interactive and exploratory character of focus groups with
the depth of individual reflection’, the NGT offers ‘insurances for unwanted social pressures that affect group-based
approaches’ (Hugé & Mukherjee 2018, p. 39). We explore the application of the NGT with a group of international
WaSH graduate students on ‘WaSH Futurism’: the contemplation of the progress and trajectory of WaSH and its contextual
influences to determine the future issues on which to centre global GTIs. We compare these with the areas of interest from the
latest JMP reports, SDG6 indicators and General Comment 15: The HR to Water. We then reflect on the experience of apply-
ing the NGT as an approach that challenges the neo-colonial norms both for this exercise and in wider GTI formulation.

METHOD

As part of a WaSH graduate programme, co-authors Jamie Bartram and Paul Hutchings facilitated a workshop on WaSH
Futurism to evaluate the use of an online NGT as a means of equitable agenda setting, asking what students foresaw as pri-
ority WaSH issues for targets post-2030 and -2050. The group consisted of 19 WaSH PhD and Masters students from diverse
ethnic and professional backgrounds, all enrolled at the University of Leeds. They collectively originated from all global
regions as defined by WHO: Africa (Malawi, Tanzania, Zambia), Americas (Costa Rica), South-East Asia (Bangladesh),
Europe (Italy, UK), Eastern Mediterranean (Sudan), and Western Pacific (China). They had worked in more countries
within these regions (though too many to list) with experience as consultants, researchers, engineers, project designers,
data scientists, urban planners, humanitarian field coordinators, software developers and water officers, advisors, and man-
agers. They were 42% male and 58% female, aged 21-41.

The group undertook two preparatory exercises. Of their own choosing, each individual (1) researched the state and pro-
gress of five WaSH trends and (2) how five contextual factors would influence WaSH progress. The facilitators categorised
responses to be discussed among the group.

The NGT session involved: individual silent generation, round-robin recording, structured, time-limited discussion and
ranking of ideas (after Moore 1987). Due to COVID-19 social distancing rules, the conventional round-table approach
was modified into a three-hour online session. The session was divided into two parts for questions:

1. What will be the principal concerns for WaSH post-20307?
2. What will be the principal concerns for WaSH post-2050?

Each individual emailed their statements for question one to the facilitators. Then they took turns to present their state-
ments, one idea per round, until all statements were exhausted. Similar ideas were discussed and consolidated by mutual
agreement of their contributors. Occasionally, an individual was encouraged to provide an explanation for their statement,
to clarify whether it should be considered nuanced or could be merged with a similar statement. In alignment with the
NGT, this was not open for discussion for the whole group, but at the individual’s discretion. For ranking, each individual
was given five votes. The session for question two followed the same structure.
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Before data analysis, the authors removed repetitions and topics unrelated to WaSH; reworded generic comments to
demonstrate WaSH relevance; consolidated responses concerning similar topics; and placed some responses as subcompo-
nents of others. These changes were agreed by author-group consensus. They carried vote counts over accordingly. The group
then ranked statements by vote count.

ETHICS

Following the workshop, the group was asked if their recorded responses could be used anonymously within this paper, to
which all said yes. Those whose quotes were used in text were contacted privately to request their consent, which was
granted. Thus ethical clearance was not necessary.

RESULTS

Activity one: WaSH trends, status, and progress

The authors collected 90 statements and consolidated them into eight categories. They transferred 10 statements to activity
two, as they fell into contextual factors rather than WaSH trends. Statement outside of SDG6 concerned animal excreta as a
carrier of disease, transmissible to humans through water supplies, crops, and hands (Prendergast et al. 2019). Others
addressed solid waste management, and the change in status of packed-and-delivered water as potentially ‘safely managed’,
previously classified as ‘unimproved’ due to insufficient data (JMP 2017; Figure 1).

Activity two: contextual factors influencing WaSH progress

The authors collected 84 statements and consolidated them into six categories based on Suhlrie et al.’s (2018) grouping of
contextual factors, to which the authors added ‘Environmental’ and ‘Technological’ categories. ‘Legal’ and ‘Meso-political’
categories received no statements (Figure 2).

Activity three: the NGT

Table 1 lists issues to be considered in future targets for 2030 and 2050 that received at least one vote. Arrows between exact
and similar issues illustrate the change in rated importance between 2030 and 2050. Seven issues arose for both periods. The
biggest change was for inclusion of vulnerable groups across all domains, moving up seven places. All other changes were

Animal excreta _ Affordability

Solid waste 1% 3%

1%

Global progress [12]
Water safety [2]
Bottled water [1]

Other vulnerable groups [4]

Women and girls [3] Inequalities
Drinking water

19%

Non-household
settings
26% Sanitation
Schools [13] 22%
Healthcare facilities (5]
Rural-urban [2]
Displaced persons settlements [1]

Global progress [11]
Open defecation [6]
On-site sanitation [1]

Hygiene
19%

Handwashing [9]
Menstrual health [6]

Figure 1 | Categorisation of Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene trends statements (bracketed numbers denote the numbers of statements for
each sub-category).

Downloaded from http://iwaponline.com/washdev/article-pdf/doi/10.2166/washdev.2023.246/1275148/washdev2023246.pdf

bv auest



Journal of Water, Sanitation and Hygiene for Development Vol 00 No 0, 4

Technology [4]
Social media [2]

Epidemiological
5%
Emerging diseases, pandemics [4]

Technological Political
7% 17%

Emergencies, disaster, conflict [10]
Governance [5]

Socio-economic
20%

Demmographics [6]
Environmental Inequalities [6]

41% Poverty and livelihoods [5]

Climate change [15]

Water scarcity [13]

Industrial pollution [6] Geographical
Arsenic [1] 10%

Urbanisation [5]
Culture [2]

Figure 2 | Contextual factors influencing the trajectory of Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (bracketed numbers denote the number of
statements received for each sub-category); categorisation adapted from Suhlrie et al. (2018).

Table 1 | Responses to the question ‘What will be the principal concerns for WaSH in 2030 and 2050?" during the Nominal Group Technique
exercise, ordered by vote count

Priority iss D30 Proportion Links Priority issues 2050 Proportion
of votes of votes

1. Universal access to safely managed sanitation 14% 1. Sustainable water cycle and reuse 20%-
2. Sustainable water cycle and reuse 12% 2. Include vulnerable groups across all domains 17%
3. Universal access to safely managed water supply in urban areas 12% 3. Climate-change adaptation/sustainability of WaSH infrastructure 15%
4., Climate-change adaptation/ sustainability of WaSH infrastructure 10% 4. Universal access to safely managed water supply 12%
5. Universal availability of MHM products and services 8% 5. Circular economy for WaSH products and services 8%
6. National plans with secured funding to meet SDGs 7% 6. Improve WaSH governance 6%
7. Global emergency systems against WaSH related diseases 7% 7. Urban planning for formal housing with appropriate WaSH facilities 5%
8. Circular economy for WaSH products and services 7% 8. Eliminate WaSH-related diseases 5%
9. Include vulnerable groups across all domains 6% 9. Energy efficiency and renewables within WaSH systems 5%
10. Education on the importance of responsible water use 3% P 10. Reduce water use through limitation of Litres Per Capita per Day (LPCD) 3%
11. Overcoming rural-urban inequalities 3% 11. Rethink container-based sanitation (CBS) 3%
12. Adapt targets for demographic change e.g. aging population 2% 12. Improve population/WASH professionals’ WaSH knowledge 2%
13. Hygiene standards beyond handwashing 2% 13. Achieve tariff-based sustainability in urban WaSH 2%
14. Increase diversity of WaSH leadership 2%

15. Enhance data collection e.g. water quality indicators for microbial safety 2%

16. Household livestock as a threat to hygiene 1%

small: sustainability, climate resilience and the circular economy moved upwards, illustrating concerns for future planning.
Limiting personal water usage stayed at rank 10. Safely managed water supply and WaSH-related diseases both moved down

one place.

DISCUSSION

The discussion is in two parts: the first compares the results of the NGT with current discourse on WaSH GTTs; the second
reflects on the NGT as a potential tool that can be used in more equitable agenda setting. Few papers have looked into WaSH
Futurism. Among those are Setty et al. (2019) who explored priorities given at a Water and Health Seminar using the NGT;
and (2020), which used a semi-structured questionnaire for Sanitation and Water for All representatives. Priorities identified
in the 2019 paper absent in this workshop are water treatment, information and artificial intelligence, real-time and rapid
methods (e.g. point-of-use contaminant detection) and strengthening community participation.

Downloaded from http://iwaponline.com/washdev/article-pdf/doi/10.2166/washdev.2023.246/1275148/washdev2023246.pdf
bv auest



Journal of Water, Sanitation and Hygiene for Development Vol 00 No 0, 5

Universality of safely managed services

The group was principally concerned with the universality of WaSH services, measured through the proportion of the popu-
lation using Safely Managed Services (SMS). Universality within SDG6 was largely about targeting those with poor access to
adequate services. SMS, on the other hand, emerged during SDG setting to monitor and compare service levels between
countries (JMP 2015). Such definitions change. For instance, the group called for the inclusion of more indicators for
water microbial safety and to enhance data collection (e.g. water quality testing), leading to service level definitions broader
than the current five. The JMP is also concerned with enhancing water quality testing, releasing a report in 2020 on integrat-
ing it into household surveys to generate reliable data representative of entire populations, which is imperative to monitoring
(JMP 2020). The group also discussed elements of safely managed sanitation, such as rethinking the need for container-based
sanitation.

Inequalities and inclusion

The discrepancies in WaSH coverage are grounded in global inequalities. Priorities across both periods encompassed
inclusion of vulnerable groups in all domains and those currently omitted from monitoring. They gave issue to overcoming
rural-urban and poor-rich inequalities and those who fall into multiple categories of marginalisation. They also gave notice
that action in stigmatised settings like prisons and detention centres is challenging. National HR legislation and political ten-
sions around domestic financing and foreign aid may not align with these aims. Furthermore, in countries where WaSH
access is low among the general population, services in these settings are often a low priority (Behnke ef al. 2018). Similar
is the case for displaced persons. On average, a refugee remains in camp or settlement for 5 years, where WaSH infrastructure
becomes imperative (World Bank 2019). Salience is illustrated by poor preparedness for disease spread, the COVID-19 pan-
demic being a prime example, whereby insufficient and inappropriate hygiene facilities, information, and medical facilities,
alongside cramped living conditions, increased inhabitants’ likelihood of contracting and dying from the disease (Vonen et al.
2021). As protracted crises continue, along with the increase of climate migrants, displaced populations may merit their own
goal with its own WaSH and non-WaSH targets. This raises the issue of how WaSH monitoring would function if it were a
component of non-WaSH goals. It is worth recalling that the original SDG indicator framework did not have a single indi-
cator mentioning displacement, to be later remedied.

Affordability

The group suggested that HR should be emphasised by establishing policies to address WaSH needs for vulnerable groups,
such as by considering the affordability of services. Fonseca (2014) believes that disconnection from services following an
inability to pay ‘constitutes a violation of the HR to water and sanitation’. However, providing free universal WaSH
denies governments and service providers the ‘revenue needed to maintain, expand, and upgrade’ services, resulting in a
poorer quality, disproportionately affecting lower socio-economic communities (World Economic Forum 2021). Thus, the
HR to water and sanitation necessitates that these services are instead affordable for all. This is challenging when there is
no universally agreed upon definition or approach to assessing or monitoring affordability (WHO 2021). For example, the
affordability of drinking water is included in the target for water provision, but its definition is technically contested and pol-
itically charged. Even after adoption of the MDGs, the wording on affordability was sequentially edited over years. While
WHO and UNICEF have commissioned research into this, it is still excluded from SDG monitoring. One reason is because
it is impossible to use a single threshold value to accurately assess affordability between differing contexts: if other essential
services are provided for free by one country but not another, water becomes more affordable for the first (JMP 2021a).

Global governance

The group mentioned increasing diversity within WaSH leadership post-2030 and improving WaSH governance post-2050.
As with the NGT, the UN SDG voting system is based on one vote per country. However, this does not account for co-opta-
tive soft power plays. The result is that they are largely based on Western, neo-liberal values (economic growth and private
sector development), raising questions on neo-colonial trade and High Income Countries (HICs) trying to exert dominance in
low-middle income countries (LMICs) (Langan 2018). Additionally, 64% of those in global sanitation organisation leadership
are white and from HICs (Worsham et al. 2021); while enacting this international policy globally (Luseka 2020). Ordaz
(2019) adds the question of whether the processes to develop the SDGs render it reductionist in oversimplifying the broad
issues they aim to tackle globally. In terms of monitoring, there are many gaps in HIC data compared with that from
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LMICs, demonstrating the imbalance in the level of scrutiny different counties face, despite unequal access to WaSH services
being universal (Barrington ef al. 2021). It could be said that SDG implementation and monitoring, and what will succeed
them is another way for HICs to culturally colonise (‘develop’) LMICs based on a dynamic of superiority and inferiority
(Sadiku 2016). What may be fairer is Luh et al’s (2013) approach of ranking countries on benchmarked progress, where
countries with lower access rates become higher performers, and vice versa.

National governance

The group discussed barriers to achieving SDG6 by 2030. Universal WaSH services are technologically and operationally
achievable and affordable, therefore Sachs ef al. (2020) ask whether calls to reduce SDG ambition reflects failure of
global progress and of HICs to honour international partnership (SDG17). Countries can accelerate WaSH service coverage
and quality as long as there is political will. WaterAid’s (2021a) analysis highlights how, despite having a low GDP per capita,
South Korea’s post-war goal setting increased improved sanitation coverage from less than a third to 100% from 1960 to 2000.
In India, through the ambitious target setting, Prime Minister Modi galvanised government bureaucracy: high-level political
support and ‘disruptive’ leadership energised districts, leading to psychological and behavioural changes in district officials
and sanitation programming (Curtis 2019). Thus, the emerging consensus at the international level is that ‘systematic trans-
formations’ especially ‘paradigm shifts in policies’ with ‘appropriate governance frameworks to implement them’ can override
barriers to achieving goals (Horan 2019, p. 376). Granted, decisions on where resources are spent should not be autocratic, as
where one sector is prioritised, another is deprioritised resulting in asymmetric development. One participant touches on
issues of governmental accountability mechanisms, capacity and funding, saying that: ‘For the SDGs you would elect the
national government to mobilize their own internal resources because ... the sector has been considered mostly a humanitarian
sector rather than a sector that the government should be responsible to fund by themselves’.

Hygiene

Hygiene comprises distinct components, attention to which the group felt was overlooked in SDG6, the only indicator being
hand-washing facilities under the target of safely managed sanitation (UN 2015). Some felt this should include bathing body
and hair, cutting nails, laundry, and dental hygiene, which are all necessary to prevent disease (IFH 2021). Hand hygiene
promotion is widespread in WaSH initiatives and enduringly relevant; with the COVID-19 pandemic instigating amplified
campaigns worldwide as it ‘offers a low-cost, high-impact intervention that governments can harness to protect their citizens’
(JMP 2021c). However, achieving high levels of hand hygiene is challenging, especially when access to water and soap is low
(Pati et al. 2014). One individual called to: ‘Establish global public health and emergency systems against ... infectious dis-
eases because ... diseases such as COVID-19 could be foreseen and be eliminated at the ... beginning’.

Menstrual hygiene management (MHM)

The group reasoned that menstrual hygiene management (MHM) requires explicit mention within targets in order to be prop-
erly addressed. They identified the universal availability of free products and services, particularly for poorer menstruators in
non-household settings, while combatting stigma and improving access to information and education as a priority issue post-
2030. Menstruation is a taboo subject globally, meaning its importance in designing, implementing, and monitoring WaSH
services has historically been overlooked. In the 2017 JMP indicator report, there was no mention of MHM. A reason for
this may have been its perception of being ‘too difficult or impossible to monitor’ as differing cultural practices allow for
different types of MHM (Mara & Evans 2018). Recognition of MHM as a public health issue and advocacy for monitoring,
mean more data is produced, with the newest (2020c) JMP report including disaggregated MHM indicators (Sommer et al.
2021). Additionally, Hennegan et al. (2021) present a Menstrual Health definition which recognises transgender, intersex,
and gender-nonconforming folk, calling for inclusive language, e.g. ‘menstruator’.

Gender

Gender influences access to WaSH services; however, it is only loosely touched upon in SDG6, highlighting the necessity to
pay ‘special attention to the needs of women and girls’ in access to sanitation and hygiene. An outcome of the Consortium on
Gender, Security and HR (2017) was that, as well as gender-specific targets, goals should have sex-disaggregated indicators,
which has been included in the latest JMP report (2021b). Monitoring surveys gather data from households rather than indi-
viduals and are thus not sex-disaggregated. This comes back to the technological-scientific failure to offer a credible proven
alternative to target setting that ensures global relevance and applicability. This can either be resolved or fail through
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indicator formulation, wherein complex issues are rendered into simple indicators. Examples of this can be seen throughout
SDG®6 for targets that are less subtle, such as the drinking water composite indicator. We cannot define gender equality
through tick box exercises, especially when considering the nuances of gender across different cultures. Yet, the JMP is devel-
oping ways of informing national and global monitoring of gender equality in WaSH through a conceptual framework and
reviewing measures and indicators (Caruso et al. 2021).

Climate change and the environment
Climate change (CC) increases the frequency, intensity, and unpredictability of extreme weather events (Seneviratne ef al.
2012), risking the lives, health, and livelihoods of 10% of the population worldwide (WaterAid 2021b). By 2040, the UN esti-
mates that 25% of children will live in areas of extreme water stress (UNICEF 2017). The poorest communities will be
affected most, being the least capable to protect themselves and their environment (Goldenberg 2014). CC and sustainability
were concerns for both periods in terms of building and adapting WaSH infrastructure for climate resilience and the need for
advanced, sustainable technologies appropriate for future settings. However, no-one referenced CC mitigation even though
wastewater systems are associated with ~1.6% of all carbon and ~4.6-5.2% non-carbon greenhouse gas emissions, something
to be remedied following calls for ‘net zero’ carbon dioxide emissions at the 2021 UN CC Conference (Lu ef al. 2018).
The group discussed reducing adverse impacts on access to clean water through sustainable water cycle and reuse. This
concerns protecting water sources from over-exploitation and pollution, and the use of wastewater (encouraged by policy
change and technological innovation), linking to SDG6.3-6.6. The ‘Circular Economy for WaSH products and services’
was an identified priority post-2050, seen as important for delivering economical, long-lasting, green solutions. One individual
suggested: ‘every industry has to be ... responsible for the life cycle assessment of their products and ... to reduce and mitigate
the impacts of their production [to] reduce stress on water sources and improve the quality of ... water ... [and] wastewater’ .

Targets beyond WaSH

Many of the current and proposed targets for WaSH relate to other SDGs. The provision of SMS is inextricably linked to
SDG3: Good Health and Wellbeing, for example. This highlights the complications faced in delivering a complete service
when that service falls into multiple sectors. It also links to the challenge of creating targets that do not have easy-to-
define indicators. The JMP could become accountable for other related SDGs where relevant.

Reflections on the NGT

The NGT was a useful tool for ‘fostering creative problem solving in groups’ by bringing together individuals from different
professional and cultural backgrounds (Bartunek & Murningham 1984, p. 429). It enabled the group to elicit diverse priorities
reflecting their individual WaSH knowledge and experiences. Setty ef al. (2019) emphasise the need for a research-planning
tool that bolsters equity and inclusivity, wherein voices usually underrepresented in such activities were equal. Thus, the NGT
is effective in giving global voices equal standing to neo-liberal advocates, thereby promoting the formulation of GTIs that
better reflect needs than the pursuit of economic growth.

The systematic nature of the exercise enabled reflection on crosscutting issues that dominate WaSH, by drawing upon peer-
reviewed research, thus advancing GTIs representative of future WaSH needs. Rankin et al. (2016) highlighted the suitability
of the NGT as a systematic technique that can lead to replicable outcomes; however, it is uncertain whether the systematic
nature of the NGT will elicit similar outcomes by different groups who carry out this exercise. It is the careful consideration in
selecting individuals that will enhance the inclusivity factor and determine outcomes.

The NGT was adapted to a virtual format. While dependent on adequate internet connection, most individuals were pre-
sent throughout. Rapid growth in digital technologies and improving internet access (World Bank 2016) provide a potential
for the NGT to become an accessible tool that enables such exercises to adapt to an increasingly digital world. It thus reduces
the advantage implicit in physical presence. However, only those with internet access can be involved in this discourse; con-
versations on whether access to the internet should be an HR are being had (Berti 2015).

Although the NGT has been characterised as time efficient, pressure to reach a consensus can influence outcomes (Horton
1980; Mukherjee et al. 2017). However, discussions that are usually held between NGT activities are kept to a minimum
online, thus rendering more time for consensus building.

While Horton (1980) recommended that the group size of an NGT session should not exceed 10, accommodating 19 stu-
dents posed no limitations. Rather, the pace at which individuals contributed did not compromise the timeframe, but allowed
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the generation of more ideas. It would be useful to explore whether subgroups would elicit deeper discussions and thereby
better outcomes. Addition of breaks could be introduced to avoid ‘Zoom-fatigue’ (Nadler 2020).

Discussions during the voting process are encouraged for ‘cross fertilisation’ of ideas (Delph et al. 1977). Though beneficial,
this is where the democratic nature of the NGT dwindles as assertive voices dominate. The virtual NGT mitigates this, as it
provides additional ways for participants to contribute on an equal level: virtual hand-raising, the chat function, and only one
person being able to speak at a time.

Through adaptation of the NGT online, the authors make a novel contribution to research through providing a contempor-
ary way of making the approach accessible. It assists long-standing attempts to enhance engagement of excluded groups and
challenges unequal participation in international events, due to accessibility such as travel costs and visa constraints. That
said, there should be a focus on deliberate selection of excluded groups and programmed familiarisation with online
social norms.

LIMITATIONS

Our limited foresight could have made it easier for the group to see priorities for 2030, but challenging to imagine circum-
stances beyond 2050. Many of the issues related to outcomes rather than a means of implementation. This may have been
due to the wording or interpretation of the question. Although participants were from a range of backgrounds, the heterogen-
eity of experiences was limited. They were enrolled on the same course, which likely influenced contributions, limiting the
external validity of outcomes. Additionally, all are from the privileged minority who have a platform to comment on but
do not live all aspects of the reality they study.

CONCLUSION

This paper explores the use of an online NGT to enhance equitability in global agenda setting through the example of an
international group of graduate WaSH students; and determines their priority WaSH issues for global targets post-2030
and -2050. The resultant WaSH priorities concerned contemporary issues, which move beyond the three basic components
of WaSH. The novel priorities related to sustainability, climate resilience, water conservation, and the circular economy of
WaSH systems and products. The group emphasised the need to broaden the scope of hygiene and to have an explicit
target for menstrual health. They stressed the necessity of including vulnerable and hard-to-reach people and non-household
settings. The COVID-19 pandemic assumedly influenced participants’ discussions on preventing infectious disease trans-
mission before reaching pandemic status. The NGT has the potential to contribute to improving the agenda setting
process by lowering barriers to participation and encouraging the inclusive generation of ideas. Adapting it to an online
format enhanced inclusivity, whereby individuals equally contributed from different global locations. In wider application,
participant selection is critical. We believe that shifting towards the use of participatory tools such as a virtual NGT can bol-
ster more equitable future agenda setting and thus improve GTIs and their outcomes.
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