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Abstract  Not all the challenges of informal settlement upgrading programmes 
can be anticipated from the start. It calls for cumulative learning within the 
programme’s timeline. This paper investigates the role of organizational learning in 
influencing programme outcomes. The analysis of the Kenya Informal Settlement 
Improvement Programme (KISIP) shows that a lack of organizational learning 
routines can lead to reduced programme success, and that programme learning 
can improve programme outcomes. Well-conceptualized processes that include 
participation, coordination, communication and the synthesis of information are 
essential, though insufficient alone. Additional barriers, including a sudden increase 
in the number and diversity of actors and projects, their deteriorating commitment, 
inequitable incentives and inadequate tools to support programme learning, can 
further exacerbate the absence of established programme learning routines. There 
is a need for explicit and transparent programme learning procedures across 
organizational levels in order to improve overall programme success.

Keywords  communication / coordination / informal settlements / organizational 
learning / participation / programme learning / projects and programmes / slum 
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I.  INTRODUCTION

In the context of the current century, awareness of the challenges posed 
by informal settlements has been increasing. Despite widespread efforts 
to improve these settlements, there remains a dire need to scale local 
projects to citywide and national levels for the over one billion affected 
residents.(1) There has been progress. Some countries have established (and 
continue to establish) nationwide upgrading programmes to improve the 
living conditions of the urban poor.(2) In recent years, UN-Habitat has 
also advocated for citywide programmes linked to nationwide strategies(3) 
and it actively engages in conferences to seek strategies for improving and 
scaling upgrading interventions.(4) These programmes aim strategically 
at achieving scale, addressing citywide issues and overcoming needs 
beyond individual settlements. Such programmes can involve multiple 
and spatially separate local projects, but their outcomes are characterized 
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by their aggregated performance. Programme management teams have 
to manage inherent challenges associated with multiple processes and 
related to issues both familiar and unfamiliar.(5) How these teams can best 
forecast and resolve such challenges remains an open question, especially 
for upgrading programmes that take place in unpredictable informal 
settlement contexts.

This paper investigates the opportunities for programme learning as 
a means for programme management teams to navigate the challenges 
and influence the outcomes of upgrading programmes. Such programmes 
are generally established to manage multiple projects with the intent 
of achieving cumulative strategic benefits.(6) Programmes that include 
multiple projects face many challenges related to their complexity, and 
the processes undertaken are often inefficient in terms of their timelines, 
costs, scope, quality and effectiveness. Project designs often fail to take 
account of the impact for residents, for instance the implications for their 
livelihoods or children’s need for play space, and may be adapted by end 
users in unanticipated ways.(7) The barriers encountered by implementers, 
individually or collectively, can hinder a programme from achieving its 
goals.(8)

Most of the component processes of upgrading projects and 
programmes that are decisive for outcomes can be assessed and evaluated 
independently. We find it helpful to classify them here into sequential 
and recursive processes. Sequential processes refer to prescribed tasks 
with actors and set rules and structures that can be evaluated individually 
and without which, at any given time, upgrading cannot proceed. They 
form a chain of linked processes critical for the project timeline and 
can be planned and sequenced linearly. They include processes such as 
project design, procurement, infrastructure construction, supervision 
and monitoring at scheduled intervals, and the project termination 
process, among others.(9) Recursive processes, on the other hand, occur 
concurrently with the sequential processes throughout the project timeline 
but occur in short and frequently unpredictable cycles on a needs basis. 
These include participation, coordination, communication, collaboration 
and cooperation, and although they are often structured, their time of 
occurrence cannot be predetermined. They are essential for responding 
to deficiencies and offering the means to effect solutions for sequential 
processes. They can also be deficient themselves, and subsequently can 
delay adequate knowledge of deficiencies in the sequential processes. Due 
to the concurrent relationship between recursive and sequential processes, 
it is difficult for programme management teams to fully forecast when, 
how and where (spatially) these processes might fail. They have to grapple 
with these failures when they unexpectedly occur.

The classification of processes (as above) is useful as a means to 
aggregate, systematize and understand the many challenges that occur in 
programmes. It can help to clarify the points at which challenges occur, 
how they occur, whether they can be addressed and resolved promptly, 
and how they influence the implementation process and outcomes of 
projects and overall programmes. This is a gap that has not been explored 
in the literature, as studies on upgrading largely focus on the effect of 
an individual process (such as participation) on upgrading outcomes.(10) 
A core question arises: how can implementers identify deficient 
processes, improve their efficiency and, subsequently, overall programme 
outcomes? To answer this question, we explore concepts from the field 
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of organizational learning. Organizational learning considers the means 
by which an organization gains experience while performing a process 
and converts that experience into knowledge. This in turn alters the way 
the organization performs the said process and others with the intention 
of improving its performance.(11) Based on this organizational learning 
approach, we define programme learning as a means (rather than an 
end) by which programme implementers improve the performance 
of upgrading processes, leading to better outcomes of projects for the 
cumulative benefit of the overall programme. Programme learning 
introduces additional learning processes that are often overlooked 
during the implementation of programmes but that can be beneficial in 
improving their outcomes.

To identify what the contribution of programme learning could 
be in informal settlement upgrading programmes, we study typical 
deficient processes that could have been improved in the Kenya Informal 
Settlements Improvement Programme (KISIP), where programme learning 
was not planned for. More details about the programme are provided 
in Section III and in the online Supplementary Material. This focus on 
KISIP deficiencies is not to imply that the programme failed at large. 
Projects under KISIP took place simultaneously in different settlements 
all over Kenya but often with different start and completion dates, and 
with varying levels of success. All were focused on improving the living 
standards in informal settlements.(12)

II.  LITERATURE REVIEW

Empirically, the challenge of successfully implementing informal settlement 
upgrading projects and programmes has been daunting and implementers 
have grappled to find a balance between the efficient completion of planned 
programmes (or outputs) and the effectiveness of programme outcomes.(13) 
Many programmes have performed sub-optimally due both to deficits in 
implementation and the poor suitability of project components to resident 
needs, leading to their limited contribution to residents’ lives and well-
being.(14) Those programmes termed successful often report on outputs rather 
than outcomes, for instance, the number of households connected to water 
infrastructure but not those households receiving the water consistently.(15) 
This output information is certainly useful, as the efficient completion of a 
project is critical to the improvement of living conditions. Successful projects 
and programmes are characterized by their implementation efficiency, 
including completion within planned cost and timeframe and with the 
desired scope and quality. But the way these outputs actually affect residents’ 
lives is also critical, and programme teams ideally aim to maximize both 
efficiency and effectiveness despite their often competing nature. For slum 
upgrading programmes, a focus on the outcomes for residents includes, 
among other things, attention to reduced costs, limited disruptions in service 
delivery, and increased time and space for livelihoods. Both efficiency and 
effectiveness are the product of successful processes.

a.  Programme processes

Programme implementers cannot fully predict all deficiencies/challenges 
likely to occur in different processes before the implementation of 
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projects begins.(16) Especially in upgrading programmes, processes face 
challenges due to complexities associated with diversity, interdependence, 
dynamicity and the uncertainty of such programmes.(17) Diversity relates 
to the different types, varied numbers and heterogeneity of stakeholders 
and the variety of geographical and social contexts of projects within the 
programme, including management hierarchies. Interdependence relates 
to the interactions and connections among elements in programmes that 
have to be coordinated. Dynamicity relates to time aspects such as the 
rate of delivery or the compounding of challenges in the evolution of 
programmes. Last, uncertainty relates to the unknowns in the programme 
related to novelty, experience and the availability of information. Such 
challenges cannot always be anticipated but have to be resolved to ensure 
the achievement of programme goals, while at the same time serving the 
needs of stakeholders.

The outcomes of programmes deteriorate if either recursive or sequential 
processes are deficient, and certain processes are regularly reported as 
deficient in upgrading programmes. Sequential deficiencies include complex 
and rigid procurement processes,(18) limited infrastructure adoption(19) and 
poor quality infrastructure construction.(20) Recursive processes that are 
regularly reported as deficient include the establishment and management 
of modalities for the participation of the programme team and other 
stakeholders in resolving challenges and making project decisions;(21)  
the collaboration (albeit implicit) among actors co-creating knowledge to 
achieve solutions to challenges;(22) the coordination of information flows 
to and from relevant stakeholders in a project;(23) communication and the 
exchange of information;(24) and overall management.(25) These studies, 
among others, commonly highlight the individual challenges in the process 
and offer recommendations for resolving them, but without reference to 
how each process interacts with others. Researchers often fail to analyse 
how or whether programme management teams identify and attempt to 
resolve the challenges, presenting instead a perspective that overlooks 
their efforts. To expand on this limited perspective, organizational learning 
literature provides useful insights.

b. O rganizational learning and link to programmes

Organizational learning literature outlines interconnected concepts that 
include knowledge search, creation, retention and transfer.(26) These 
concepts have not been explored in the context of slum upgrading. 
However, they have provided useful insights in their nexus with project 
management literature.(27) Researchers, including Kotnour,(28) recommend 
that learning within and between projects is useful for project managers to 
increase project success. Others, including Duffield and Whitty,(29) suggest 
that learning is useful for promoting safety in projects. Ahern et al.,(30) 
among others, demonstrate the importance of organizational learning 
concepts for complex projects where knowledge of project tasks is always 
incomplete at commencement. These concepts have also been used to 
develop the means for improving complex infrastructure projects.(31) We 
argue that this literature has the potential to deliver insights for complex 
upgrading programmes.

Knowledge search is the intent of the organization to seek solutions 
for current or anticipated challenges that may act as hindrances in 
achieving objectives.(32) The search process can be orientated towards 
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other organizations, for instance in benchmarking exercises. On the 
other hand, it can be orientated within the organization, for instance 
when an organization seeks to refine existing known knowledge stocks.(33) 
Knowledge search in programmes is anchored in the participation and 
capabilities of programme and project staff and stakeholders in identifying 
and communicating relevant deficiencies without distortion, and the core 
intent of the management team to actively pursue and address them.(34)

The knowledge creation process involves insight-synthesis – 
extracting, structuring and organizing insights from deficient processes 
to improve organizational outcomes.(35) It requires collaboration, 
coordination and communication among programme team members as 
well as the capacity to understand and integrate different types of insights 
and their relevance to the programme.(36) Subsequently, the knowledge 
created within organizations is often retained in knowledge management 
systems that can comprise technological and human management 
aspects. The knowledge retention process involves storing and 
maintaining knowledge in repositories such as individual routines and 
manuals, or as accessible memory and associated knowledge management 
systems.(37) To access retained knowledge, communication as well as team 
member attributes, such as their willingness to participate and trust each 
other, play a key role.(38) Finally, the knowledge transfer process can be 
intentional or unintentional and involves passing knowledge between 
units of the organization or over to other organizations to improve the 
overall organizational performance.(39) This also requires collaboration, 
communication and coordination.

Based on this literature, programme learning has identification, 
transmission and resolution components. It is a means to improve 
programme outcomes whereby a programme team (all programme and 
project staff) identifies deficient processes, and communicates these to 
the programme management team through the programme structure. 
The programme management team collaboratively devises solutions 
to the deficiencies, and subsequently communicates them back to the 
overall programme team members, including those who have not been 
involved in the identification of the deficiency. In addition, the solutions 
are retained within the programme for subsequent reference. The devised 
solutions could be within the parameters outlined in the programme 
design, or come from knowledge generated from previous experiences in 
the programme.

With this definition of programme learning in the background, the 
following can be posited. Programme learning has a role in improving 
programme outcomes by enabling the programme management team 
to rapidly identify deficient processes (both recursive and sequential), 
even when they occur unexpectedly, and to address them within 
programme timelines. Through the case study of KISIP, we demonstrate 
how programme learning, as defined here, could have contributed to 
improving processes and delivering better programme outcomes.

III.  THE CASE STUDY AND METHODOLOGY

KISIP was selected as an exemplary case of a nationwide upgrading 
programme that was relatively successful in a rapidly urbanizing country. 
Its goal was to improve the living conditions in selected informal 
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settlements in Kenya through improvements to infrastructure, tenure 
and governance,(40) although our focus was solely on the infrastructure 
component. KISIP was chosen from among other nationwide programmes 
in other countries(41) because it was recently completed, its implementers 
were open to a study being carried out, and it was rated satisfactory 
by the World Bank, implying that “there were minor shortcomings in the 
operation’s achievement of its objectives, in its efficiency, or its relevance”.(42) 
It was also selected because it aimed for minimal resettlement, involving 
only traders with temporary structures, which were moved a few metres 
away from the roads that would be constructed, a process that was meant 
to be facilitated financially by the coordinating team and executed by 
residents. The programme did not explicitly intend to stop residents from 
operating their businesses along the roads even after their construction.

The programme has close similarities to other recent upgrading 
programmes and follows the scaling trajectory that applies to plans for 
future World Bank programmes. It was a significant pilot programme 
for the World Bank, which provided US$ 165 million in funding for 
the first phase, which was also supported operationally by the Kenyan 
government. Conceptualized in 2009, it was expected to run until 2016, 
but its first phase was only completed in 2020 due to an increase in its 
scope and challenges.(43) The programme’s timeline is explained in the 
online Supplementary Material. The programme is currently in its second 
phase, which began in 2021 and is planned to culminate in 2025.

While the case offered sufficient insights for understanding 
programme learning in infrastructure-led programmes, it was limited 
in terms of insights for other kinds of programmes that favour other 
interventions, such as direct improvements to livelihoods. We focused 
only on the infrastructure investments aspect of the programme 
because the largest proportion (over 70 per cent) of the total funds for 
the programme were directed towards this component.(44) Basic service 
infrastructure, in addition, has been proven to be key in catalysing the 
securing of livelihoods for slum residents.(45) This infrastructure focus is 
not to discount the value of other upgrading interventions.

KISIP presented an exemplary case through which to engage with 
the complexities faced by urban development programmes in many low- 
and middle-income countries for a number of reasons. First, it was very 
diverse, covering projects in 80 informal settlements in 15 major urban 
areas in Kenya that differed geographically and socially. Diversity was also 
manifested in the different infrastructure interventions carried out under 
each project. At least three of seven infrastructures – water reticulation, 
roads, footpaths, drainage, security lights, ablution blocks and solid waste 
management units – were implemented in each settlement simultaneously. 
The average was five infrastructure elements for the settlements visited, 
implying that in total about 400 construction works were undertaken up 
to the end of the programme. The execution of each project included the 
preparation, implementation and post-implementation phases.

Second, the programme team structure was complex and diverse. 
Each of the 80 settlements had its own community representative 
committee, with at least 15 diverse members at the start of projects. 
Within a given county, these committees were coordinated by a county 
team, which reported to the national coordinating team. The county 
teams consisted of seconded government employees and their KISIP role 
was just one among other roles they performed for their respective county 
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governments. They were actively involved in KISIP only after 2014, when 
the effects of the 2010 Kenyan constitution brought about the devolution 
of administrative units and authorities from previously centralized 
models. The national team, in charge of all programme management 
activities and decision-making, consisted of fewer than 10 key personnel. 
The national coordinating team, the county teams and the community 
representatives also had to interact with other stakeholders, including 
the communities, World Bank technical assistants, government auditors, 
politicians, consultants and contractors, who influenced or contributed 
to the programme as the need arose.

Third, there was considerable uncertainty in how residents would 
react to the upgrading process, given the mistrust that characterized their 
relations with the government.

Fourth, Kenya is a complex country for upgrading. There can be 
legal tussles and tenure challenges as well as the previously mentioned 
governance changes associated with the introduction of the 2010 
constitution. This could entail challenges in project implementation 
that could not be anticipated and that influenced the processes. All these 
factors made KISIP a very rich case in terms of mechanisms, complexities 
and needs for programme learning.

The study followed a qualitative methodology and employed an 
abductive approach to case research.(46) This approach allows for constant 
iteration between theory and empirical observations, thus enriching 
explanations of different phenomena. Both primary and secondary data 
were collected by the first author in two waves in late 2019 and from 
August to November in 2021. The data sets included 37 interviews with 
informants selected through snowball sampling. They included two female 
funders, six members of the KISIP national team (three female and three 
male), four male county team members, 23 community representatives 
(14 male and nine female) and two female consultants.

In addition to the interviews, we examined 33 reports specific to 
KISIP, including 19 annual implementation status reports, seven annual 
audit reports, two completion reports and five design phase reports. Field 
observations were then conducted in 16 informal settlements where 
projects had already been implemented in order to verify claims from 
secondary documents and interviews. These field visits also allowed us 
to observe how residents were using the infrastructure completed under 
the project. The study was approved by the National Commission for 
Science, Technology and Innovation of Kenya under Licence number 
NACOSTI/P/19/1250 and consent to conduct interviews was sought 
verbally from all interviewees.

Interview data were translated, transcribed and analysed, along 
with the reports, using thematic analysis. Deficiencies during the 
implementation of KISIP’s projects were identified through granular level 
codes, aggregated according to the specific upgrading processes. How 
these challenges were resolved or not was also coded. The codes were then 
aggregated into themes related to the barriers to programme learning for 
the national coordinating team. The goal was to identify how or whether 
the national coordinating team learned of these deficiencies in KISIP’s 
processes in time to address them, how they resolved them and what 
challenges were associated with this.
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IV.  FINDINGS: CHALLENGES ENCOUNTERED IN KISIP 
PROCESSES

The national coordinating team and programme designers had not 
envisioned or planned for programme learning procedures in the specific 
sense defined in this paper. The closest they got was identifying challenges 
during quarterly monitoring and evaluation reporting, and biannual field 
missions, which were entirely focused, however, on reporting progress. 
They expected that participation and event logbooks (explained in the 
paragraphs that follow) would solve challenges more at the community 
level.(47) One of the interviewees in the national coordinating team 
reported this as follows:

“If I were to propose a change, it would be to have scheduled 
[implying that this was missing] [in the form of] county-to-county 
learning programmes. Shared with the committee-to-committee 
learning or coordinator-to-coordinator learning, which are scheduled 
and where formal learning points are taken and shared, you know, 
and documented. That would assist.”

As observed in the programme, structured programme learning 
processes could have contributed to the identification and resolution of 
a number of challenges that occurred in various processes, and that are 
outlined here.

To begin with, the national coordination team and the auditors 
immediately identified and recorded challenges with procurement delays. 
They also pointed to the rigidity related to the structure of the procurement 
process and the way it limited the capacity of the national coordinating 
team to implement the World Bank guidelines. These concerns were 
repeatedly documented and communicated, especially by the auditors, 
between 2014 and 2016, and were further acknowledged in later reports 
by the World Bank(48) and the national coordinating team. However, the 
national coordinating team had been unable to resolve these problems, since 
national and World Bank guidelines could not be altered. This subsequently 
lengthened the process, leading to delayed timelines for projects. While 
the procurement problems were common knowledge within the national 
coordinating team, other actors in the programme were not aware of this 
and misinterpreted the delays to imply that the projects had stalled:

“The time delays may not have been anticipated because they came 
about due to the procurement process, not necessarily lengthy, but a 
process that did not flow.” (Member of the national coordinating team)

Questions posed by the community representatives to the county 
teams about these delays went unanswered since the county teams were 
often unaware of the reasons for the delays. County team members often 
had short periods in office and were implicitly in conflict with previous 
municipal officials who had been sidelined due to political differences:

“. . .we had high turnover of staff. Like in the first two years, a different 
person was handling the project, then fast forward to a different 
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person, like, there was a lot of changes. And these, most of the times 
occasioned the lack of full communication . . . communication 
happens, but does not land to the right person to do what needs to be 
done.” (County team member)

The residents became sceptical about whether the projects would ever 
commence. To some extent this entrenched their belief that the project 
was just another empty government promise. Some even absconded from 
their duties:

“Because the job [construction works] is delayed, they think that you and 
the executive [the community representatives] have misappropriated 
the money with the contractor because no information reaches them. 
Even if you try to tell them that you are not getting any information 
[from the county team], they don’t believe it. The secretary withdrew, 
the organizing secretary withdrew.” (Community representative)

The procurement rigidity and delays further limited the choice of 
consultants or contractors, with implications for their quality. The people 
who were hired were often those who best manoeuvred the procurement 
process rather than those with optimal capacity. Some of the contractors, 
for instance, lacked either technical or financial capacity, as well as previous 
experience working in informal settlements. This was exacerbated by the 
fact that they were operating in several settlements concurrently in a 
given municipality. Subsequent processes reflected this lack of capacity 
and were thus deficient, for instance in terms of supervision (as reported 
by a national-level interviewee, backed by a county-level interviewee). The 
national team addressed some of the concerns by terminating contractors, 
as in the case of settlements in Naivasha, or, in cases where consulting 
supervisors ordered extended works beyond the scope of the projects, by 
absorbing the extra costs.(49)

In addition to the procurement problems, the grievance redress 
process was deficient and the national coordinating team realised this 
only towards the end of the programme. Community residents were 
encouraged to record issues in logbooks and communicate them in 
meetings or directly to the county team and the national coordinating 
team for resolution. It was evident that many challenges were recorded 
by the residents as planned. However, they did not reach the coordinating 
team on time, and sometimes not at all. These logbooks, initially supplied 
by the programme to the community representatives, were still being used 
by the residents at the time of the fieldwork, but there was no evidence that 
the challenges they reported were reviewed, integrated or synthesized. This 
communication breakdown was largely due to a failure in participation 
and interest on the part of the frequently reshuffled county teams and 
the fact that they were only seconded to the programme. A second reason 
was that joint monitoring and field missions by the national coordinating 
team only took place biannually. They would learn of a challenge as late 
as six months after it had occurred, if at all. Addressing these grievances, 
including facilitating the resettlement of shopkeepers, often took too 
long despite the presence of guidelines and structures for making this 
happen. Actual facilitation of the process sometimes only occurred much 
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later, after residents had already reconstructed their relocated small shops, 
using their own funds. As explained by one community representative:

“Some of the residents who deserved facilitation to move in 2015 
only received it in 2020 when the programme was ending.”

This problem occurred among the first batch of projects in the 
programme. It disrupted the relations between some of the community 
representatives and some of the aggrieved residents, who felt that the 
representatives were embezzling the funds. It also contributed to the 
negative attitude and declining trust of affected residents towards 
particular projects.

A third problem was that the infrastructure construction process 
was riddled with challenges that the national coordinating team often 
learned about quite late in the programme. Thus the challenges were 
not addressed until the consequences they were having were already 
severe. These problems were a combination of inherent procurement 
deficiencies, as noted, with coordination and communication challenges. 
In some cases, for instance, instructions from supervising consultants to 
contractors were not communicated to the national coordinating team 
promptly or not communicated at all, despite the instructions regarding 
financial implications that could only be authorized by the coordinating 
team. This communication breakdown barred the national coordinating 
team from learning about and resolving these challenges promptly.

Communication delays and omissions meant that significant events, 
including accidents, work stoppages and poor quality of work went 
unreported to the national coordinating team for extended periods, as 
expressed in the quote that follows:

“A key finding in that mission [2018] was that there was local-level 
awareness to document and report severe injuries and fatalities to 
resident engineers, contractors and law enforcement, but there was 
a systemic failure of reporting to KISIP high-level management 
[suggesting that the national coordinating team was often unaware 
of such occurrences in the projects] and the World Bank.”(50)

During the construction process, the involvement of community 
representatives by all the teams, including contractors and consultants, 
was very restricted. For example, in settlements in Nakuru and 
Eldoret, among others, there were many times when the community 
representatives were locked out of project meetings, the justification 
being that these meetings were too technical for them or that they only 
slowed down the construction progress. This implied that most of the 
challenges community representatives might have reported went unheard 
and unresolved. Subsequently, many representatives withdrew from their 
duties, leaving an average of two per settlement rather than the average 
of 18 as originally conceived. A lack of facilitation contributed to this. 
Communication was also deficient, and often conflicted, between the 
community representatives, contractors and the county team. Contractors 
largely avoided the community representatives, who often sought help 
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from the county team, but to limited avail. The community representatives 
ended up bypassing them and contacting the national coordinating team 
directly. This often overwhelmed the coordinating team, given their 
limited capacity to absorb all the separate communications from different 
settlements in a context of deficient coordination, especially at the county 
level and when the projects were rapidly increasing in number.

“They [community representatives] have had challenges. When they 
started, they were many. As time went by they dropped out, and a 
few were left, so they have had problems because contractors would 
not listen to them, they were told to report directly to the county. So 
you find if people on the ground [in the settlement] want to report 
something they have to go to the county!” (County team member)

“There are times when you try to talk to the contractor. They won’t 
give you any response to support. You try [a] county official. They are 
compromised. They side with the contractor. So, you don’t address 
anything. Now we were left with calling direct to Nairobi [the national 
coordinating team] and telling them this is what is happening. And 
we’re not going to do these, we’re not going to allow these. Now the 
community is now taking position. It was push and pull, that’s only 
when they [the national coordinating team] come in and then pushed 
the consultant and contractors. But at the beginning it was working. Not 
very well. But later it became the worst.” (Community representative)

A final reason was that the infrastructure handover process was 
deficient. The respective county governments were expected to own, 
operate and maintain the infrastructure. The national coordinating team 
had no mandate or responsibility for projects after they were complete, 
even when the larger programme was still active. Programme learning 
could not occur once the projects were handed over and considered closed, 
since there were no further open channels along which learning might 
occur. Some of those at the county level who had formal responsibility 
did not feel compelled to address any project-related issues that arose. In 
some settlements, residents did not use the infrastructure at all, claiming 
that what was provided was not what they needed or had agreed on at 
the start of the project. One such example was the ablution blocks built in 
Munyaka settlement in Eldoret, which were not useful since the residents 
already had toilets in their households. This pointed to challenges 
with participation at the preparation and implementation stages of the 
projects. Another reason given for lack of use was that there was no clarity 
on how infrastructure would be managed or who would be responsible 
for it once built. This was especially the case with the solid waste units in 
most settlements where they were installed. There were also cases where 
residents used infrastructure for unintended purposes – for instance, roads 
were used as market spaces or for children’s play, or drainage ditches were 
used as waste disposal points, with residents claiming that this was the 
only space available for these purposes, and that is how they were using 
it before upgrading.
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“These people [informal settlement residents], they look at the drains as 
dumping sites for waste. And that is a problem that we’ve grappled with. 
We’ve tried to do community sensitization, tried to do enforcement, 
but still the challenges are there.” (County team member)

“It is very common and it’s a lesson to KISIP too. You will find the 
residents are using the walkways and even the road itself for doing 
business. The roads have become the market, and simply because we 
failed to provide for them. You see before we went in, there were no 
spaces. The little spaces that were there were places for business. Once 
we consulted with people about building the road and compensated 
them for having to move their shops, we helped them move out. But 
now that the road is there, still people want to do business. They still 
want to earn a living and the only activity they know is selling. So they 
just bring their wares to the road because they don’t have structures 
or space within the settlement. So we have that challenge. They are 
doing business on the drain covers and roads, clogging the drains, 
because most of these are vegetable vendors and charcoal sellers. As 
they do business, they drop their waste into the drains. When the 
contractors are there of course it’s a requirement – they must keep 
maintaining the drains, and ensure that they are running and they are 
not blocked. But now that the programme is coming to the end, you 
see it’s going to be an issue.” (National coordination team member)

V. DISCUSSION

Challenges during the implementation of KISIP occurred randomly 
in time and space, and the national coordinating team could only 
predict some of the problems. Even when challenges could be foreseen, 
there was no way of knowing the full extent of their impacts, let 
alone administering prescribed solutions. Programme learning was 
necessary if the full extent of the challenges was to be understood and 
resolved. To some extent learning was expected in the preparation 
and implementation of projects, and during post-implementation in 
accordance with the design of the programme. The findings indicate, 
however, that this did not occur, especially during implementation 
and post-implementation. Challenges were either not identified by 
local actors or were not communicated and transmitted along the 
hierarchical chains to the national coordinating team. In other cases, 
the national coordinating team either did not synthesize the concerns 
or failed to communicate and implement solutions proposed. Below we 
elaborate further on the findings.

In the case of the deficient procurement process, the national 
coordinating team was aware of the challenges and knew the 
consequences for the projects with regard to extended project timelines, 
but they failed to inform residents of the delays. Withholding this 
information, even without intending harm, led to mistrust as projects 
were halted for over two years at the settlement level without any 
updates. The problems associated with this scenario – awareness of a 
challenge among the top management and little communication to 
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stakeholders on the ground – is a key insight for implementers. The 
importance of clear communication and sharing information has been 
emphasized in other studies.(51)

The deficiency in the grievance redress process presents a scenario 
where programme learning occurs but with a significant time lag, which 
negatively affects stakeholder attitudes. The lag between the transmission 
of identified challenges (recorded grievances in the logbooks) and effecting 
the solution (paying facilitation fees for grievances) was not taken well by 
the residents. This is a recognized dimension in organizational learning 
literature, where time lags in programme learning are known to increase 
the severity of challenges.(52) It is key to note that there were more 
recorded grievances in the 80 logbooks throughout the projects than the 
coordination team of fewer than 10 permanent staff could reasonably 
absorb.

Second, county teams often felt out of place due to their later entrance 
into the programme and their role in the programme as seconded staff. 
Their frequent reshuffling made the coordination of information and 
tasks problematic. This kind of instability has been known to cause 
communication breakdown and hamper programme learning, leading 
to repeated failures.(53) Bypassing the county teams only created more 
communication barriers, especially in cases where they were custodians 
of key information or where the national coordinating team were 
overwhelmed by having to take up their roles. Coordination has been 
known to be influenced by similar factors in other domains.(54)

Programme learning was hampered further by the limited capacity of 
the coordinating team in integration and synthesis, by the technocratic 
tendencies of most implementers towards the residents, and by the 
limited efforts of the consultants to communicate to the national 
coordinating team during the infrastructure construction process. Beyond 
improving the capacity of the national coordinating team to integrate 
and synthesize varieties of information, there is need for a change among 
implementers to more collaborative approaches that acknowledge and 
incorporate views of residents in the resolution of challenges. In addition, 
there should be clear and efficient channels of communication for those 
stakeholders that interact directly with the national coordinating team to 
avoid inadequate communication, especially regarding instructions for 
project changes that have financial implications. This is useful for both 
programme learning and the overall implementation of the programme.

The decline in participation by community representatives as the 
projects progressed limited the identification and reporting of challenges. 
Participation was essential in order for the national coordinating team 
to learn about challenges. The community representatives were not 
sufficiently embedded in the programme from the onset, resulting in 
communication disconnects. Other studies have positively associated 
participation with improved organizational learning and better outcomes 
of upgrading projects.(55) Failure by the national coordinating team to pay 
any attention to the dynamics of infrastructure use after construction, 
but within the programme timeline, led to a missed learning opportunity 
about which infrastructures worked and which did not.

It is key to note that even if all the recursive processes had been 
optimized, the retention of the knowledge of how to resolve the challenges 
would still have been limited. The national coordination team had no 
knowledge management system. Platforms for peer exchange were also 
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limited. These would have been useful for reference and exchanges, 
especially for county teams which were decentralized and faced similar 
challenges at different times while projects progressed. This, therefore, 
limited the programme’s capability to transfer knowledge to other projects 
within the programme.

Based on the findings, the following recommendations would be 
useful for KISIP and similar future programmes. First, while awareness 
of challenges is essential, if these challenges cannot be solved within the 
means provided by a programme, the national coordinating team ought 
to inform the stakeholders of the possible effects. In this case, they could 
have informed the residents of the delays due to procurement and retained 
their trust, which they had invested heavily in building during earlier 
phases of the projects. Effective communication between implementers, 
residents and other stakeholders is essential to complete the resolution 
aspect of programme learning.

Second, for programme learning to occur, all actors need to be 
well embedded into the programme to ensure communication and 
coordination, which are essential for the information transmission aspect 
of programme learning. For KISIP, this required more permanence in the 
roles of the county teams and the community representatives, rather 
than secondment and voluntary action. As it was, the KISIP project work 
was an addition to team members’ regular daily responsibilities. A core 
lesson for programme designers and implementers is that community 
representatives are essential to a programme. There must be clear 
guidelines for their activities and involvement, and a budget for their 
remuneration and activities carried out as part of the programme. There 
should also be a realistic awareness of the capacities of these stakeholders 
and the extent of the commitment that they can afford to make to the 
programme.

Third, the capacity of all actors to actualize programme learning needs 
to be frequently assessed and improved. Specifically for the coordinating 
team, it is also essential to establish their capacity for synthesizing and 
aggregating information to improve its absorption, which will in turn 
improve the rapid resolutions of challenges. For KISIP this would include 
the capacity for qualitative and quantitative analysis of the information in 
logbooks, and the adoption of a digital grievance recording and resolution 
system. Finally, it is essential for management teams, such as that 
represented by the national coordinating team, to allow for programme 
learning as a part of all the component projects throughout the programme 
timeline, rather than limiting programme learning to the preparation and 
implementation stages while excluding post-implementation.

We have identified some aspects of KISIP that could have been improved 
by programme learning; other processes can equally face challenges at 
different times within similar programmes. An overall recommendation 
for programme designers is to ensure that the essential recursive and 
learning processes, including coordination, communication, participation, 
information integration and synthesis, are designed to allow for adaptability 
to programme contexts and are monitored, assessed and evaluated regularly 
throughout the programme. Programme implementers need to approach 
projects with an experimental mindset, paying close attention to the 
processes detailed above, and altering them where the context calls for 
it. This is recommended elsewhere for organizations more generally.(56) A 
caution is that programmes require adequate programme-wide structures 
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to enable projects to plan for clear, flexibly designed and budgeted 
participation, communication and coordination, with realistic incentives for 
actors, and tools and platforms for knowledge creation and management. In 
the recruiting of consultants and contractors, it is important to assess their 
capacity to aggregate, integrate and synthesize reported challenges during 
their interactions with residents. This is an essential add-on to other key 
technical qualifications.

Notably, programme learning is a means to effect quick identification, 
understanding and resolution of challenges beyond the normal monitoring 
and evaluation exercises, especially for higher cadre teams. This is not a 
silver bullet for all challenges, however, as it is the implementers eventually 
who have to solve the challenges, sometimes without the means to do so. 
Programme learning, however, plays a clear role – one that is necessary to 
systematically organize challenges and their resolution, and to retain this 
knowledge for tackling similar challenges for multiple projects. It should 
especially be encouraged for large programmes such as KISIP. All actors in 
programmes do learn, however implicit this learning might be. It is the 
institutionalization of their insights that organizational learning concepts 
help to achieve in order to improve processes without delays.

VI. CONCLUSION

This study situated the potential of programme learning in improving 
programme processes and outcomes beyond standard monitoring 
and evaluation practices. The findings offer key conclusions that are 
generalizable for other slum upgrading programmes. To start with, the 
paper introduces a means to systematize the many challenges likely 
to be encountered in upgrading programmes, distinguishing between 
recursive, learning and sequential processes, and outlining the role of 
each process in identifying challenges to improve programme outcomes. 
The paper further uses concepts from organizational learning to define 
and specify programme learning which is useful beyond slum upgrading 
and infrastructure programmes.

Second, the study establishes recursive processes, including 
participation, communication and coordination, that are necessary for 
programme learning to occur and that subsequently influence programme 
outcomes. These recursive processes become more complex as programmes 
progress and are core in anchoring projects to programmes. Conceptualizing 
them requires accounting for the likely increase in project stakeholders and 
wider spatial distribution of projects over time. The study shows that these 
recursive processes can fail due to an increase in the number and diversity 
of actors (especially county teams and community representatives) 
involved in the programme, and the subsequent deterioration of their 
interest, trust and commitment to the programme. In addition, the 
rigidity or ineffectiveness of structures guiding recursive processes, along 
with inequitable incentives for the involvement of different programme 
team members, and insufficient tools to support them, also contribute 
to their failure. While participation is key for programme managers to 
enable programme learning, it is only a first step and has to align with 
other recursive processes such as communication, coordination and 
eventual collaboration to achieve knowledge creation for the resolution of 
challenges, in ways relevant to a context.
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Third, while the recursive processes are necessary for programme 
learning, they are not sufficient. Additional tools are necessary for 
information management, storage and transaction. The capacity of 
the management team to use available tools, resources and platforms 
productively is also essential in ensuring that the overall programme 
team and stakeholders share the vision of the programme and avoid 
technocratic tendencies. Finally, trust building and maintenance are key 
for programme learning to occur.

These insights have implications for policy and programme 
management. Programme leads should ensure that recursive processes 
are clearly defined and flexible in order to avoid programmes that are 
designed to fail. There should also be funding for rapid programme 
learning processes from programme onset.

Funding

This research was funded by Eawag Discretionary Funds. The authors 
are grateful to Eawag, informal settlement residents in Kenya and all the 
anonymous reviewers and editors who were very resourceful throughout 
the publication process.

ORCID iD

George Kiambuthi Wainaina  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3596-5596

Supplemental material

Supplemental material for this article is available online.

References

Acioly, C (2021), “Street-led citywide slum upgrading: 
connecting the informal and the formal city 
through area-based planning and infrastructure 
improvement”, in O C García-Villalba (editor), 
Resilient Urban Regeneration in Informal Settlements 
in the Tropics, Springer, Cham, pages 11–35.

Ahern, T, P Byrne and B Leavy (2015), “Developing 
complex-project capability through dynamic 
organizational learning”, International Journal of 
Managing Projects in Business Vol 8, No 4, pages 
732–754.

Ahern, T, B Leavy and P J Byrne (2014), “Knowledge 
formation and learning in the management 
of projects: a problem solving perspective”, 
International Journal of Project Management Vol 32, 
No 8, pages 1423–1431.

Argote, L (2012), Organizational Learning: Creating, 
Retaining and Transferring Knowledge, Springer 
Science & Business Media, Cham.

Argote, L and P Ingram (2000), “Knowledge transfer: 
a basis for competitive advantage in firms”, 
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision 
Processes Vol 82, No 1, pages 150–169.

Argote, L, S Lee and J Park (2021), “Organizational 
learning processes and outcomes: major findings 
and future research directions”, Management 
Science Vol 67, No 9, pages 5399–5429.

Bah, E-hM, I Faye and Z F Geh (2018), “Slum upgrading 
and housing alternatives for the poor”, in E-hM 
Bah, I Faye and Z F Geh (editors), Housing Market 
Dynamics in Africa, Palgrave Macmillan, London, 
pages 215–253.

Balcik, B, B M Beamon, C C Krejci, K M Muamatsu 
and M Ramirez (2010), “Coordination in 
humanitarian relief chains: practices, challenges 
and opportunities”, International Journal of 
Production Economics Vol 126, No 1, pages 22–34.

Berends, H and E Antonacopoulou (2014), “Time and 
organizational learning: a review and agenda 
for future research”, International Journal of 

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3596-5596


E N V I RO  N M E N T  &  U RB  A N I Z A T I O N 	 V o l  3 5  N o  2  O c t o b e r  2 0 2 3

5 0 6

Management Reviews Vol 16, No 4, pages 437–453.
Blomqvist, K and J Levy (2006), “Collaboration 

capability – a focal concept in knowledge creation 
and collaborative innovation in networks”, 
International Journal of Management Concepts and 
Philosophy Vol 2, No 1, pages 31–48.

Boanada-Fuchs, A and L Rohner (2021), An International 
Review on Slum Upgrading Practices: Lessons Learnt 
and Remaining Challenges of Projects and Programs, 
Report Version 1, November, Cities Alliance, 
Brussels.

Chaudhuri, I N (2017), “Community mobilization 
for slum upgrading through sanitation in Roma 
informal settlements in the Paris region”, Frontiers 
in Public Health Vol 5, available at: https://doi.
org/10.3389/fpubh.2017.00213.

Cherunya, P C, H Ahlborg and B Truffer (2020), 
“Anchoring innovations in oscillating domestic 
spaces: why sanitation service offerings fail in 
informal settlements”, Research Policy Vol 49, No 
1, article 103841.

Chidambaram, S (2020), “How do institutions and 
infrastructure affect mobilization around public 
toilets vs. piped water? Examining intra-slum 
patterns of collective action in Delhi, India”, 
World Development Vol 132, article 104984.

Cities Alliance (2003), Cities without Slums: Annual 
Report, Report Number 30087, Cities Alliance, 
Washington, DC, available at https://documentos.
bancomundial.org/es/publication/documents-
reports/documentdetail/827631468350157628/
cities-alliance-annual-report-2003.

De Geest, F and S De Nys-Ketels (2019), “Everyday 
resistance: exposing the complexities of 
participatory slum-upgrading projects in 
Nagpur”, Housing Studies Vol 34, No 10, pages 
1673–1689.

De Toni, A F and E Pessot (2021), “Investigating 
organisational learning to master project 
complexity: an embedded case study”, Journal of 
Business Research Vol 129, pages 541–554.

Dubois, A and L-E Gadde (2002), “Systematic 
combining: an abductive approach to case 
research”, Journal of Business Research Vol 55, No 
7, pages 553–560.

Duffield, S and S J Whitty (2015), “Developing a 
systemic lessons learned knowledge model 
for organisational learning through projects”, 
International Journal of Project Management Vol 33, 
No 2, pages 311–324.

Forcada, M N, C Serrat Piè, S Rodríguez Puente 
and R Bortolini (2017), “Communication key 
performance indicators for selecting construction 
project bidders”, Journal of Management in 
Engineering Vol 33, No 6, pages 1–8.

French, M, A Popal, H Rahimi, S Popuri and J Turkstra 
(2019), “Institutionalizing participatory slum 
upgrading: a case study of urban co-production 

from Afghanistan, 2002–2016”, Environment and 
Urbanization Vol 31, No 1, pages 209–230.

Koster, M and M Nuijten (2012), “From preamble to 
post-project frustrations: the shaping of a slum 
upgrading project in Recife, Brazil”, Antipode Vol 
44, No 1, pages 175–196.

Kotnour, T (2000), “Organizational learning practices 
in the project management environment”, 
International Journal of Quality & Reliability 
Management Vol 17, No 4/5, pages 393–406.

Lines, R (2005), “How social accounts and participation 
during change affect organizational learning”, 
Journal of Workplace Learning Vol 17, No 3, pages 
157–177.

Magalhães, F, P Acosta Restrepo, F Lonardoni and R 
Moris (2016), Slum Upgrading and Housing in Latin 
America, Inter-American Development Bank, 
available at https://publications.iadb.org/en/
publication/12558/slum-upgrading-and-housing-
latin-america.

March, J G (1991), “Exploration and exploitation in 
organizational learning”, Organization Science Vol 
2, No 1, pages 71–87.

Massey, R T (2014), “Exploring counter-conduct 
in upgraded informal settlements: the case of 
women residents in Makhaza and New Rest (Cape 
Town), South Africa”, Habitat International Vol 44, 
pages 290–296.

Meredith, T and M MacDonald (2017), “Community-
supported slum-upgrading: innovations from 
Kibera, Nairobi, Kenya”, Habitat International Vol 
60, pages 1–9.

Migdadi, M M (2019), “Organizational learning 
capability, innovation and organizational 
performance”, European Journal of Innovation 
Management Vol 24, No 1, pages 151–172.

Mossalam, A (2018), “Projects’ issue management”, 
HBRC Journal Vol 14, No 3, pages 400–407.

Muggah, R (2014), “Deconstructing the fragile city: 
exploring insecurity, violence and resilience”, 
Environment and Urbanization Vol 26, No 2, pages 
345–358.

Müller, R, L Zhai, A Wang and J Shao (2016), 
“A framework for governance of projects: 
governmentality, governance structure and 
projectification”, International Journal of Project 
Management Vol 34, No 6, pages 957–969.

Patel, K (2013), “A successful slum upgrade in Durban: 
a case of formal change and informal continuity”, 
Habitat International Vol 40, pages 211–217.

PMBOK® Guide (2021), “The standard for project 
management and a guide to the project 
management body of knowledge (PMBOK 
guide)”, Project Management Institute.

Turkulainen, V, I Ruuska, T Brady and K Artto 
(2015), “Managing project-to-project and 
project-to-organization interfaces in programs: 
organizational integration in a global operations 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2017.00213
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2017.00213
https://documentos.bancomundial.org/es/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/827631468350157628/cities-alliance-annual-report-2003
https://documentos.bancomundial.org/es/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/827631468350157628/cities-alliance-annual-report-2003
https://documentos.bancomundial.org/es/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/827631468350157628/cities-alliance-annual-report-2003
https://documentos.bancomundial.org/es/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/827631468350157628/cities-alliance-annual-report-2003
https://publications.iadb.org/en/publication/12558/slum-upgrading-and-housing-latin-america
https://publications.iadb.org/en/publication/12558/slum-upgrading-and-housing-latin-america
https://publications.iadb.org/en/publication/12558/slum-upgrading-and-housing-latin-america


OR  G A N I Z A T I O N A L  L E A R N I N G  O P P OR  T U N I T I E S  I N  S L U M  U P G R A D I N G

5 0 7

expansion program”, International Journal of 
Project Management Vol 33, No 4, pages 816–827.

UN-Habitat (2015), A Practical Guide to Designing, 
Planning, and Executing Citywide Slum Upgrading 
Programmes, Report Number HS/039/15E, UN-
Habitat, Nairobi, available at https://unhabitat.
org/sites/default/files/2020/11/unhabitat_a_ 
practicalguidetodesigningplaningandexecuting 
citywideslum.pdf

UN-Habitat (2021), 4th Tripartite OACPS/EC/UN-
Habitat Conference, available at: https://www.
mypsup.org/fourth-tripartite-conference/.

Wainaina, G K, B Truffer and C Lüthi (2022), “The role 
of institutional logics during participation in urban 
processes and projects: insights from a comparative 
analysis of upgrading fifteen informal settlements 
in Kenya”, Cities Vol 128, article 103799.

Weaver, P (2010), “Understanding programs and 
projects: oh, there’s a difference”, paper presented 
at PMI® Global Congress 2010 – Asia Pacific, 24 
February, Melbourne, Victoria, Australia.

Williams, T (2008), “How do organizations learn 
lessons from projects – And do they?”, IEEE 
Transactions on Engineering Management Vol 55, 
No 2, pages 248–266.

World Bank (2011), Project Appraisal Document on a 
Proposed Credit in the Amount of SDR 65.0 Million 
(US $ 100 Million Equivalent) to the Republic of 
Kenya for the Informal Settlement Improvement 
Project, Report Number 58267-KE, World Bank, 
Nairobi.

World Bank (2020), Implementation Completion Report 
for the Kenya Informal Settlement Improvement 
Project, Report Number ICR00005017, World 
Bank, Nairobi.

Yeomans, L (2008), “‘. . . it’s a general meeting, 
it’s not for us. . .’: internal communication 
and organizational learning – an interpretive 
approach”, Corporate Communications: An 
International Journal Vol 13, No 3, pages 271–
286.

Yukl, G (2009), “Leading organizational learning: 
reflections on theory and research”, The Leadership 
Quarterly Vol 20, No 1, pages 49–53.

Zhang, Q-W, P-C Liao, M Liang and A P C Chan 
(2022), “Critical factors influencing learning 
from quality failures in the construction of grid 
infrastructure”, Engineering, Construction and 
Architectural Management, online first, available 

at: https://doi.org/10.1108/ECAM-03-2022-0229

https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2020/11/unhabitat_a_practicalguidetodesigningplaningandexecutingcitywideslum.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2020/11/unhabitat_a_practicalguidetodesigningplaningandexecutingcitywideslum.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2020/11/unhabitat_a_practicalguidetodesigningplaningandexecutingcitywideslum.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2020/11/unhabitat_a_practicalguidetodesigningplaningandexecutingcitywideslum.pdf
https://www.mypsup.org/fourth-tripartite-conference/
https://www.mypsup.org/fourth-tripartite-conference/
https://doi.org/10.1108/ECAM-03-2022-0229

