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INTRODUCTION 

In innovation-related literature, failures are rarely discussed or reported. Based 
on an extensive literature review, Rhaiem and Amara (2021) conclude that failure 
is seldom the central focus in innovation research, often treated as a secondary or 
mediating variable. Similarly, Kärnä et al. (2020) fnd that policy failures arising 
from tensions between interest groups and the public receive limited attention. 
However, learning from failure is crucial, especially in policy contexts where suc-
cess narratives dominate. 

In this chapter, we examine the causes of one failed inclusive, frugal-innovation 
project in Namibia. We argue that a lack of enabling factors and conficting social 
dynamics may lead to failure even where there appears to be an “open window of 
opportunity” for new innovations. Such dynamics may dictate the fate of a frugal 
innovation, even if it was well designed in a close, collaborative setting with poten-
tial users and other stakeholders. We investigate a case in which all elements seemed 
in place, yet the outcome was failure. 

Our case is a Finnish research and business project in Namibia during 2016– 
2019 that sought to establish a new affordable construction approach and co-create 
related social innovations in housing districts to enhance local community-based 
services and livelihoods. There is a continually increasing need for affordable hous-
ing in Africa due to rapidly growing urbanisation and resulting social challenges. 
Africa’s need to create urban economic agglomerations to support three times the 
current population in 2050 represents a systemic problem (UN-Habitat, 2015), as 
rapid urban growth will occur in a largely unplanned manner (African Development 
Bank, 2016). The aim of the project was to respond to this societal need and, at the 
same time, to study how to enhance conditions for systemic change in construction 
and housing markets, shifting towards locally driven, bottom-up approaches, and 
thus more inclusive and frugal by nature. 

It seems that the frugal-innovation literature mostly focuses on the characteristics 
of such innovations themselves or on the processes to design them, whereas the con-
text, that is, an innovation’s immediate environment, especially during its frst intro-
duction, often receives insuffcient consideration (Hindocha et al., 2021). Therefore, 
other concepts or theoretical lenses may be needed to complement the concept of 
frugal innovation. We suggest that the contextual elements of frugal innovation can 
be fruitfully studied through the lens of the multi-level perspective (MLP), socio-
technical transition (e.g., Geels, 2019), and transition management (TM) (Loorbach 
& Rotmans, 2010). In this theoretical context, frugal innovation is seen as a niche 
innovation that, together with similar or parallel-developing innovations, may alter 
an existing socio-technical system (in this case, the housing- and construction-related 
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system in Namibia), preferably towards greater economic, environmental, or social 
sustainability. Our study increases understanding of the importance of the so-called 
“protected space” that surrounds a frugal innovation in a developing-country context 
and the role of social dynamics, which may lead to failure despite the pressing needs 
for new innovative solutions. 

The chapter proceeds with the Southern African context in which rapid urbanisa-
tion has created a substantial housing backlog and pressure to develop more sustain-
able urban settlements at an affordable cost. The project initiated in Finland and the 
consortium formed to pilot frugal solutions in Namibia are discussed, followed by an 
outline of the conceptual framework. Next, the methodology and data are presented. 
It is important to note that the authors participated in the project as active members 
in terms of participatory action research (PAR). The section titled “Why the Project 
Failed” examines the process and reasons why the project failed to construct the 
planned affordable pilot houses. They are then examined, and the section is con-
cluded with presenting the main fndings and discussing implications for policy and 
practice regarding setting up a protected space for frugal innovations. 

SOCIAL CONTEXT FOR INNOVATION: NEED FOR FRUGAL, 
AFFORDABLE HOUSING IN SOUTHERN AFRICA 

Accelerating urbanisation in Africa supports economic development, but the low qual-
ity of infrastructure and urban planning hinders the positive socio-economic impacts 
of the process. Some of the major facts encountered when planning the project are as 
follows: First, Africa’s population will continue its shift from rural to urban areas; in 
2010 urban dwellers made up nearly 40 per cent of the total population, and estimates 
for 2030 are 50 per cent and for 2060, 65 per cent (African Development Bank, 2011). 
Regarding the urban population of Namibia, it increased from 28 per cent in 1991 to 
33 per cent in 2001 and to 48 per cent in 2016 (Remmert & Ndhlovu, 2018, 11). 

As elsewhere in Africa, Namibian cities act as nodes through which development 
occurs, and rapid urbanisation simultaneously poses risks that affect the sustainable 
livelihoods of people (Indongo et al., 2013). Furthermore, Africa’s need to create 
urban economic agglomerations to support three times the current population in 
2050 is a systemic problem. Industrialisation is declining, whilst the service sec-
tor is growing fast but cannot meet the employment demand. Africa is urbanising 
with a lower GDP per capita than other regions, with structural constraints such as 
unemployment, social exclusion, and poverty (UN-Habitat, 2015). Furthermore, the 
positive development of growing cities would require profound renewal of urban-
planning practices, including more transparent and inclusive methods locally and 
co-creation with international planning teams. 

The urgent need for housing in Namibia emerges from increasing urbanisation 
and the lack of proper accommodation for these urbanised populations. In Namibia, 
rural-to-urban migration accelerated after ten years of independence, and the share 
of the urban population increased from 28 per cent in 1991 to 48 per cent in 2016 
(Namibia Statistics Agency, 2017). However, Namibian cities are mostly small 
according to the 2011 census. With 325,000 inhabitants, Windhoek is by far the 
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biggest city, and the remaining twelve cities have populations ranging from ten to 
seventy thousand. Even though Namibia is a country where challenges of urban-
isation are not among the worst, this country was chosen as the frst destination 
because of its relatively stable development and institutional basis, as well as the 
consortium’s existing networks, providing a promising starting point for the Finnish 
consortium. Nevertheless, this rather modest urbanisation rate does not imply that 
Namibia lacks housing challenges. Since 2000, there has been a rapid increase in 
shacks and informal settlements in Namibia. Between 2012 and 2016, approximately 
15,000 “shack-like structures” were built near Windhoek alone. According to the 
Namibia Inter-censal Demographic Survey (NIDS) of 2016 (Remmert & Ndhlovu, 
2018, 22–23), more than 25 per cent of all houses are shacks. The share of house-
holds residing in shacks in other towns was even higher, including the town where 
the studied project was implemented. 

Namibia’s National Housing Policy was renewed in 2009 (“Vision 2030”) with 
clarifed goals to provide access to adequate housing and water and sanitation 
facilities for all Namibians. Soon after that, a National Development Plan 4 review 
estimated a backlog of 300,000 housing units (with a population of approximately 
2.1 million). Several government-led programmes and other initiatives have been 
launched to respond to the challenge. According to Remmert and Ndhlovu (2018, 
39–42), there have been offcial housing programmes that showed initial success but 
later encountered diffculties, while others introduced useful elements (e.g., skills 
development). Nevertheless, they state that the Namibian housing market still suffers 
from a shortage due to a mismatch between the price level of the houses produced 
and demand, as well as rapidly increasing land and housing prices. 

During the project period, a key Namibian policy document was the so-called 
Harambee Prosperity Plan (Government of Namibia, 2016), a government action 
plan for inclusive national development in 2016–2020. It consisted of fve pillars, of 
which one (i.e., social progression) targeted “Residential Land Delivery, Housing 
& Sanitation”. HPP stated (p. 41) that “Lack of decent housing continues to be one 
of the most contentious issues in Namibia” and set a goal of constructing 20,000 
new houses and servicing 26,000 new residential plots nationwide. According to 
most experts, the root cause is the low capability of municipalities to produce ser-
viced land to construct the houses (ibid.). As one interviewed expert in the university 
stated: “The mass housing programme is a perfect example of a kind of interaction 
between the national and local authorities in the country. The project was sus-
pended pending revision. I would say one of the biggest problems is that it caters to 
a small social and economic demographic of housing seekers in the country”. 

SETTING UP A PROJECT TO SOLVE HOUSING CHALLENGES 

In 2016, a group of Finnish frms and a non-governmental civil society organisa-
tion began discussing a development concept aimed at holistic solutions to African 
housing challenges, initially focusing on Namibia. The participating companies 
included (names withheld to preserve promised anonymity) a small start-up own-
ing an innovative construction solution for house building, an engineering company 
with extensive experience in technical planning of houses and housing districts, 
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an architectural frm experienced in planning houses and housing districts, and a 
Finnish non-governmental organisation providing social services. From the begin-
ning, researchers from two Finnish research institutes, the University of Tampere 
and the Technical Research Centre of Finland, were also invited to contribute to 
a concrete business process while studying opportunities for systemic transforma-
tion using PAR (e.g., Rahman, 2008). The more concrete aim was to create insights 
into a systemic transformation of African urban development and housing through 
the piloting and implementation of a holistic concept. The project was called Smart 
Community (briefy SmartCom or “the project”). 

SmartCom also aimed to increase local added value in manufacturing by using 
Namibian contractors and suppliers, while creating a context for collaboration 
between Finnish and Namibian actors to implement the SmartCom concept as a 
new kind of urban area that would be economically, environmentally, and socially 
more sustainable. The long-term socio-economic development impact was planned 
to emerge through a locally rooted yet transnational business ecosystem and its 
extensive business and competence-building operations to fuel local development. 
Thus, the companies’ interest was to cater for the housing needs of Africa by cre-
ating socially and environmentally sustainable solutions for the market in collab-
oration with local actors. Therefore, the project additionally made collaboration 
agreements with various local actors to strengthen local integration and interests 
in the project. The University of Namibia (UNAM) and the Namibia University 
of Science and Technology (NUST) acted as research partners, while the project 
also sought collaboration with local business actors, including, for instance, a mort-
gage-loan bank and a real-estate development company. Furthermore, the Honorary 
Consul of the Republic of Namibia in Finland, with many years of extensive experi-
ence and networks in Namibia, supported the project actively. Thus, the project had 
a diverse set of relevant expertise and networks in Namibia from the very begin-
ning. Despite this, the project proved challenging and, ultimately, did not achieve 
its piloting objective. 

FRUGAL INNOVATION IN THE CONTEXT OF PROTECTED SPACE 

Frugal innovation refers to products and processes deliberately simplifed to reduce 
cost and/or complexity, often serving low-income segments in developing countries 
(Radjou & Prabhu, 2012). As Agnihotri (2015) notes: “Frugal innovation refers to 
products and services that are developed under resource constraints”. The case proj-
ect essentially embraced this concept. It intended to contribute to affordable housing 
with construction technologies simple enough for prospective dwellers to build their 
own houses. It included the potential dwellers in the design process of the housing 
concept, as well as of the urban area in question, to generate economically, socially, 
and environmentally sustainable impacts. 

The aim of the business-with-impact project was to foster change in the social 
practices and institutionalised action patterns related to the construction and housing 
sectors, and to urban development at large, in Namibia. The aim of the embedded 
research project (PAR) was to learn from the experience and support the project by 
refecting on the implementation with conceptual and heuristic tools provided by theory. 
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The construction and housing sectors are understood here as a complex socio-
technical system in which technological and social aspects intertwine. By utilis-
ing the MLP (e.g., Geels, 2019), social change is seen as necessitating interaction 
between three levels of social structure: the socio-technical system level (regime), 
the landscape level, and the level of niche innovations. The socio-technical system of 
the construction and housing industry is here conceived as being formed by produc-
ers and users, technologies, regulation, policymaking, and practices, which together 
form a specifc system or regime (meso-level). The regime is usually a relatively 
conservative structure resisting wide or radical changes. The landscape level is a 
wider social context in which the social system is embedded (macro-level). The level 
of niche innovations represents, in turn, innovations, technologies, and practices that 
have the potential to change the existing system in a desired direction but operate 
outside or at the margins of the established system (micro-level). 

According to MLP (e.g., Geels, 2019), a niche is a protected space in which an 
innovation may be developed, sheltered from mainstream market and societal pres-
sures. A niche provides an environment for experimentation and learning and may 
receive institutional support such as grants, subsidies, and policy support until an 
innovation is mature enough to stand on its own in the market, and a window of 
opportunity opens that increases the likelihood of success. Such a window is usu-
ally opened only if the wider socio-economic and political context creates pressure 
against the existing regime. In the construction industry, for instance, for external 
actors to change a system, this may occur through radically new technological and 
planning solutions (cf. Avelino et al., 2017). 

In the Namibian context, increasing urbanisation and rising standards of living 
have created pressures for the existing construction and housing regime to change. 
This also opens a window of opportunity for external actors to introduce innovations 
and ideas into the system. The project concept was conceived as one of these potential 
niche innovations, which, taken together with similar efforts, may transform the exist-
ing system and its action patterns. Figure 10.1 illustrates the housing and construction 
regime in Namibia. 

Radical systemic change is, however, a rare occurrence. According to the the-
ory of TM (e.g., Loorbach & Rotmans, 2010), system change typically proceeds via 
small steps, initiatives, and iterative experiments that may cumulatively lead to wider 
systemic shifts, because regimes tend to resist wide-ranging change. These kinds of 
small changes and experimenting with change can be supported by niches that pro-
vide somewhat protected environments for innovations to evolve and for stakehold-
ers to learn and accommodate new solutions. In practice, TM aims to foster these 
niches by creating so-called “transition arenas”, in which various actors and stake-
holders co-create common visions and joint actions towards new development paths. 
According to TM, it is essential to identify change agents who may lead system 
change and support the development of various innovative solutions by experiment-
ing with them and iteratively learning from the experiments. 

Accordingly, among the key actors of the case project, it was thought that change 
in the Namibian construction and housing sector would be a long-term process that 
could be initiated by frst creating “transition arenas” by networking essential actors, 
introducing them to the project’s concept and its underlying ideas, and then beginning 



 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

154 Frugal Innovation 

FIGURE 10.1 Housing and construction regime in Namibia in terms of MLP. (Modifed 
from Geels, 2004.) 

piloting with focal actors in the system to build niches and advance innovation. The 
change process is an iterative cycle in which the actors must evaluate their activities 
and experiments and learn from them. The project concept was a new model for urban 
development and affordable housing in Namibia and thus can be considered a niche 
innovation (Geels, 2004). In terms of TM, the concept constituted a local experiment, 
which could be developed into a niche innovation within the Namibian housing and 
construction sector and eventually enable wider change in the existing regime. 

METHODOLOGY AND DATA 

Scope and Setting 
This chapter deals with a case study. The authors were engaged as researchers 
in a transnational development project that took place in Namibia in 2016–2018. 
The aim of the project was to develop and test frugal innovations targeted at the 
affordable housing and urban development sector in Southern African countries, 
beginning with Namibia. The project consortium consisted of several private com-
panies accompanied by a team of researchers from a university and a research 
organisation. 

Researcher Roles and Purpose 
The task of the research team was twofold: frst, to support the companies in adapt-
ing their solutions to local circumstances by conducting feldwork and generating 
research knowledge among key stakeholders related to affordable housing; second, 
to study how innovations could be put into use to generate desired social and envi-
ronmental impacts, thereby making scholarly contributions as well. 
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Approach and Stance 
The research team used PAR as a general methodological framework (Chambers, 
1994; Rahman, 2008), which made it possible to gain an understanding of, for 
example, the opportunities and obstacles such undertakings encounter, as well as the 
needs among stakeholders (especially potential dwellers of the housing areas). As 
researchers, we positioned ourselves as a third party aiming to facilitate responsible 
business and to give a voice, especially to the social groups targeted as potential 
dwellers. This position required us to carefully refect on our own actions to ensure 
that each party was treated fairly and equitably. 

Co-creation Design 
In the project, we used a co-creation approach to address the challenges of imple-
menting a complex and societally embedded innovation project in which engage-
ment, competence-building, and sustainability have signifcant roles (e.g., O’Hern 
& Rindfeisch, 2010). Co-creation activities were launched by conducting a focus-
group study to explore relevant topics with six stakeholder groups of 3–9 par-
ticipants each. A selection criterion was that the participants should represent key 
groups with a key role in building and buying the houses. The participants included 
two groups with potential inhabitants selected from those on the municipality’s 
waiting list and eligible for a housing loan; two groups of university students as 
potential future house buyers; town planners of the municipality; and community 
leaders of local parishes, who had a signifcant role in all the actions. 

Data Corpus 
Workshops generated a key source of data. Altogether, there were 13 workshops. These 
workshops resulted in a variety of data, including written notes, material produced 
during the workshops by invited participants, and photos and videos. In addition, our 
corpus included research interviews (mostly audio-recorded with consent) and inter-
view notes. Altogether, 30 interviews were conducted until the research group agreed 
that the data was saturated (i.e., no new relevant information emerged on key research 
themes). Business meetings were held with company representatives (45), for which 
notes were made, and other meetings concerned, for example, planning forthcoming 
activities such as setting up workshops and how to conduct these successfully (28). 
On-site focus groups/workshops addressed inclusive urban development and housing 
(six in Namibia and one in Finland), conducted especially in the town of the piloting 
sites with stakeholders representing the public, private, and third sectors. 

Supplementary Sources 
An additional source of data was the existing literature and documentation related 
to African—particularly Namibian—urban development, planning and design, and 
governmental policy documents, statistics, and other formal documentation such as 
zoning plans. In addition, each member of the research team wrote notes (research 
diaries) on consortium functioning, concept development along the process, and the 
dynamics of the Namibian housing and urban-development regime from a sustain-
ability perspective. 
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ANALYSIS 

We applied qualitative thematic analysis (e.g., Guest et al., 2012). Data were gathered 
and condensed before being sorted into themes and patterns aligned with the core 
interests of the study (cf. McKeever et al., 2015). We searched for emerging patterns 
and connections to identify themes that could become distinct categories, helping to 
explain developments (Bansal & Corley, 2012). The analysis was facilitated by syn-
thesis reports for key stakeholders (such as the funder and key partners) and research 
diaries that the researchers prepared for their own use. The interpretations were vali-
dated in joint discussions among the researchers and further verifed in discussions 
with the project’s company group. 

DESIGNING FRUGAL INNOVATION, PROCEEDING TO 

IMPLEMENTATION, AND… FAILING 

The starting point for the project was the existing multifaceted challenges of 
African urbanisation. It is a multidimensional systemic challenge in which housing-
related challenges intertwine with wider challenges in social development, 
employment and economic development, and social security and health care. The 
consortium interpreted this pressure as opening a “window of opportunity” (i.e., 
a social demand and possibility; see Geels, 2019) for new kinds of socio-technical 
innovations in the housing and construction sector, and consequently a spring-
board for responsible business. The basic idea of the project was to address these 
questions with a systemic development concept and link the building of affordable 
houses to the planning of housing districts that would also incorporate jobs, health 
care and social services, as well as opportunities for community building. Thus, 
at the core was the frugal housing concept, supported and surrounded by other 
technical and social innovations. 

We next describe the implementation of the project and then analyse the key chal-
lenges during the project. In the implementation, we utilised TM’s cycle for foster-
ing niche building (e.g., Loorbach & Rotmans, 2010). These consist of four phases: 
(1) problem structuring, establishment of the transition arena and envisioning; 
(2) developing images, coalitions and transition agendas; (3) mobilising actors and 
executing projects and experiments; and (4) monitoring, evaluating and learning. We 
follow the same phases in the next sections (Loorbach & Rotmans, 2010, 238). 

PROBLEM STRUCTURING AND ESTABLISHING THE TRANSITION ARENA 

After the initial planning of the project, the process began by structuring the prob-
lem in the national context of Namibia. This and subsequent phases included several 
trips to meet Namibian actors face to face. It also included various meetings with 
business actors as well as formal interviews with numerous representatives of key 
stakeholder organisations to understand the prevailing circumstances of urban devel-
opment and housing in Namibia. It also included gathering information (published 
and other literature) on this theme. 
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This phase created a basis for the next phase, the creation of the transition agenda 
and vision building. It was important to introduce and discuss the idea and concept of 
the project with local actors as early as possible. Discussions on the concept, together 
with information gathering on local conditions, drivers, and obstacles, made it pos-
sible to refect on and further develop the original plan, as well as to form a holistic 
view of the existing housing and construction regime and the landscape trends, and 
on the possibility to develop a niche for the project concept in Namibia. Together 
with the business partners, building a business ecosystem also began by extending 
the local network from the small core network, which was largely based on the initial 
Finnish consortium and frms with existing relations with Namibian actors. 

Another important task in that phase was to select a location for the frst pilot area 
of urban development and housing. The consortium sought suitable serviced land 
from various towns by visiting local town councils and town planners. Finally, the 
consortium decided to build the frst pilot houses in a certain town in Namibia. This 
decision was due to the active local government and the existing personal relations 
with the town management. Personal relationships helped to establish the frst con-
tacts with local decision-makers and other relevant actors and supported the devel-
opment of the project in the region. In other words, the project aimed at—and was 
able to create—a context for a potential local transition arena, as well as identify and 
align with potential local change agents. 

DEVELOPING COALITIONS AND TRANSITION-AGENDAS 

Overall, many co-creation activities produced various results. On the national level, 
not all workshops succeeded due to, for example, limited engagement with some key 
stakeholder groups. This, in turn, led—according to our interpretation—to a lack of 
political pressure from above, which would have given additional legitimisation for 
the pilot to succeed and thus strengthened the protected space around the emerging 
innovation. Instead, urban-area-level workshops with potential dwellers succeeded 
well; it was easy to engage people in these events, and the workshops generated 
many insights on housing and broader living preferences. 

Especially the use of new materials (e.g., metal frames) and pricing levels were 
debated to adjust house designs and to help potential dwellers assess perceived qual-
ity. This brought in the local bottom-up aspects and inclusivity of the planned hous-
ing innovation and piloting and confrmed that there was a local need and interest 
for this kind of action. Furthermore, an Internet-based community-building platform 
to foster social interaction in the planned neighbourhood was developed in a project 
by local university students, initiated, funded, and coordinated by the consortium. 
The platform was developed in broad interaction with potential dwellers, and the 
outcome formed the basis of a local start-up owned by the student team. 

The frugal housing concept had previously been piloted elsewhere and found to 
be technically very functional (e.g., such a house can be built by the residents them-
selves to save money, and it can be fexibly extended later). Our local co-creation 
activities supported these fndings. However, the pricing level was the key element 
of discussion that provided useful information for the Finnish start-up company. 
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Affordability was key, as there was considerable demand for low-priced housing in the 
region. Another important co-creation topic related to the services and community-
building aspects of a housing area. 

A clear challenge at the early phase of planning and ecosystem building was the 
somewhat mixed expectations based on earlier failures in national housing projects, 
which led some actors to avoid engagement to avoid uncertainties. The novel aspects 
of the project did not help either. The concept itself was conceived to be innovative, 
but one for which there was limited prior experience. As a town-planning consultant 
put it in an interview, “New change brings about threats in government. The decision-
making powers sometimes would shut down plans and ideas that are indeed in the 
best interest of the country”. The project model necessitated interaction of multiple 
public and private actors across established boundaries, and the funding was largely 
sought from private sources. This made it challenging for some potential collabora-
tors in the project who were not used to such collaboration across sectors. Whereas 
early engagement and interaction with stakeholders and people were effcient ways 
to create a shared understanding of a common agenda and the needed changes, the 
practical implementation should have followed soon enough. In this case, the planned 
affordable model houses would have been an important step to communicate the pro-
cess further to various stakeholders and to gain feedback from a concrete example of 
a frugal product. The pilot phase, which would have made concrete the frst steps of 
the set of frugal innovations and established the niche, however, failed. 

MOBILISING ACTORS AND EXECUTING THE PROJECT 

When the urban zone for the pilot housing was already planned and negotiated 
with the local authorities, there was an unexpected turn: the zone was simultane-
ously allocated to another constructor with a traditional plan, who began to build 
houses there. There was a single person in the town’s organisation who alone was 
able to halt developments. Our consortium had not been able to contact her before 
it was too late, and nobody understood that it would be possible for one infuential 
person to become such a decisive obstacle, even though there was already planning 
completed and a construction permit granted for the pilot. Later, it emerged that 
this involved bribery, as reported to us by several sources and allegedly covered in 
the national press (The Namibian, 10 August 2018, p. 6). Another urban zone was 
offered for the pilot instead, but the town plan for that zone was unsuitable because 
it required a costly and time-consuming new planning round. The pilot became 
impossible to implement in business terms, and there were no other realistic choices 
for the company consortium than to withdraw from the execution of the pilot. The 
research team continued until the end of the project period, contributing to some 
activities of the local universities and several SMEs. 

EVALUATING AND LEARNING 

Monitoring, evaluating, and learning, perhaps the most decisive cycle of transition, are 
at the core of long-term societal development. In the project, this cycle was not fully 
executed among the large group of stakeholders due to the failure to pilot. For learning 
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purposes, a workshop was set up by the researchers to refect on different views on 
the project and to discuss the reasons for the consortium’s failure to execute the pilot. 

WHY THE PROJECT FAILED? 

In sum, there was a well-designed and tested set of frugal innovations and long-standing 
relations with well-established Namibian partners and local actors, as well as in-depth 
knowledge about the country and the locality. Despite these strengths, we consider that 
weak institutional structures provided an unstable base for innovation activities that led 
to failure in the piloting phase and, consequently, to project termination. 

Table 10.1 summarises the key challenges and partial or full failures that were 
encountered during the various phases of the project. Even though the project team 
made a careful effort to identify potential risks in the operational environment, two 
kinds of risks materialised, leading to a considerable delay in the initial piloting. 
This, in turn, made it impossible for the participating companies to continue due to 
the inherent fnancial risks they were not able and willing to take. 

Besides the external challenges, there were also some challenges internal to the 
consortium that grew more salient in line with the external challenges. These related 
to the level of commitment (how much each company was willing to invest time and 
money in the project) and trust (how each partner was seen as able and competent to 
fulfl its role in the project). 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This chapter has highlighted the importance of the “protected space” needed to 
introduce a set of frugal and complementary innovations, aiming to enhance the 
economic, environmental, and social sustainability of affordable housing and urban 

TABLE 10.1 
Challenges and Failures of the Project in a Nutshell 

Cycle of Transition Phase 
1. Problem structuring, establishment 

of the transition arena and 
envisioning 

2. Developing images, coalitions, 
and transition agendas 

3. Mobilising actors and executing 
projects and experiments 

4. Monitoring, evaluating, and 
learning 

Key Challenges 
Understanding the complex 
operational environment 

Engaging some national 
stakeholders in co-creation 
activities 

Forming an ecosystem with all 
essential actors 

Getting full commitment of 
each consortium partner 

Due to a failure to execute the 
frst pilot, this phase was not 
fully operationalised 

Partial or Full Failure 
None of crucial importance 

Partial lack of protection from 
national-level to local-level 
piloting 

Failure to recognise the person 
with ultimate local decision-
making power, which led to a 
loss of the initial piloting zone 

Not applicable 



 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

160 Frugal Innovation 

development in a developing-country context. Wieczorek (2018) argues that while 
many systems in developing countries may be absent or dysfunctional, this may 
also create opportunities to develop sustainable alternatives. The project had this 
as a starting point: not only to provide “traditional” affordable housing for shack 
dwellers, for instance, but also to leapfrog by developing whole urban areas to avoid 
environmental and social problems. The consortium aimed to provide a frugal hous-
ing product that could be constructed by dwellers themselves, making it cheaper 
and more fexible according to household needs. In addition, the project aimed to 
increase social sustainability and local added value in housing through a frugal and 
inclusive concept. The idea was to consider the local cultural and social environment 
in addressing the challenges of urbanisation holistically and to encompass urban 
planning, infrastructure, housing, service structure, and private businesses. Even 
though the whole project concept received broad acceptance among its targeted ben-
efciaries (shack dwellers), it ultimately failed due to external factors in its piloting 
environment. This happened despite many elements of “protected space” around the 
niche innovation, such as Finnish government grants, private funding, various kinds 
of expertise, and a study of local circumstances. Setbacks in the external environ-
ment also caused internal friction, ultimately eroding confdence in the project vision 
and its successful realisation. 

We may argue that, in the Namibian context, there was, in MLP terms, a window 
of opportunity for sustainable niche innovations to emerge in housing and urban 
development because of strong urbanisation pressures. There was also widespread 
awareness of the nature of the problems and of some potential solutions (e.g., social 
acceptance of solar power and a need for more inclusive practices in urban planning). 
However, the existing system (regime in MLP terms) still partly resisted the imple-
mentation of radical changes at the local level despite the national-level strategic 
vision and political will (the national government’s Harambee strategy). 

Introduction of innovations may be slowed down or stopped by institutional 
problems and management-related challenges. As earlier studies of sustainability 
transitions in developing countries have pointed out (e.g., Wieczorek, 2018; see 
also Nygaard & Bolwig, 2018), the existing regime may have too weak institu-
tional preconditions for implementing complex and innovative multi-stakeholder 
processes. It may also be the case that an international consortium fails to commu-
nicate the process and its benefts for all key stakeholders clearly enough to secure 
support and enable progress. Therefore, the focus should also be placed on insti-
tutional practices. In creating local-level experiments supporting wider system-
level change, it is important to engage relevant stakeholders in these experiments. 
Extensive publicity can also be used to increase protection for frugal innovations 
in their early stage of adoption; transparency and visibility may prevent misde-
meanours from occurring. 

As implications for policy and practice, at least the following points can be 
deduced from our case. First, a stakeholder analysis should be conducted carefully 
to identify potential conficts of interest in the project ecosystem. As shown, this 
analysis may sometimes have to go down to the level of individual persons. Second, 
the different aspects of a “protected space” should be outlined and understood, 
as frugal may be fragile, especially during the initial phases of a process. Third, 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

161 Beyond Working Designs 

a risk-management plan must be diligently conducted, and project developments 
should be carefully monitored against this backdrop. Fourth, relevant actions must 
be taken swiftly if there are signs of any risks materialising. These actions should 
be taken with as broad a coalition as possible, essentially involving key benefcia-
ries, including the most fragile social groups, as active and empowered participants. 
At the same time, this should be done with solid political backing from the top to 
avoid major conficts. All this implies that a typical project cycle of two to three 
years may be too short for a frugal-innovation project to be impactful and to lead to 
success. Nevertheless, it seems that a proper protective space is needed for frugal 
innovations to fourish. 
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