
APPENDIX: A STEPWISE DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY METHOD 

 
 

In exploring the ‘pilot project’ phenomenon and developing a conceptual framework, 

we take four steps, namely: (1) analyzing the role of pilot projects in policy 

development, (2) characterizing pilot projects, (3) identifying the uses of pilot projects 
and (4) determining hurdles to the effectiveness of pilot projects and some strategies 

to overcome these. After that, we propose a research agenda for pilot projects. The 

sequence of steps and the relations between the different steps are schematized in 

Figure 4. Additionally, the sources of the data used in each step are indicated in italics 
above the relevant step. The literature review thus served both as a basis for defining 

the characteristics and uses of pilot projects and identifying hurdles for diffusion. 

Moreover, the characteristics and uses are tested and refined on the basis of 

interviews and WINN project descriptions. Participation in a WINN workshop and 
the interviews provide additional input to the identification of hurdles. By reflecting 

on the analysis, knowledge gaps could be identified, leading to a research agenda.  

 

 
Figure 4. Structure of the paper and the applied methods 



 

In step 1 we perform a socio-political analysis of how pilot projects are applied and 
integrated within policy development. On the basis of literature, we identify three 

streams of policy development models within public administration and governance 

(e.g. Lee 1993, Pawson and Tilley 1997, Hoogerwerf 1998, Bovens et a l 2001, 

Rotmans et al. 2001). In each of these models a different view and expectation of pilot 
projects and their role in policy-making, decision-making and problem solving is 

exercised.  

 

Steps 2 and 3 in exploring the characteristics and uses of pilot projects are similar. 
First, the literature review, and particularly literature on quasi-experiments, pilot 

projects and evaluation (e.g. Campbell 1975, Hoogma et al. 2002, Sanderson 2002, 

Raven et al. 2008) in addition to ten semi-structured interviews provided initial 

working lists of characteristics and uses. The interviews with past and present 
representatives from various departments of the Dutch Ministry of Transport, Public 

Works and Water Management, the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food 

Quality, the World Wildlife Fund, Wageningen University and the International 

Commission of the Protection of the Rhine were conducted by the first author in 
2007. The interviewees were selected because of their long experience in water 

management and with pilot projects in the Netherlands and North-West Europe. The 

interviews were used to reflect upon developments in water management and policy 

in the Netherlands and North-West Europe over the past decades and the role of pilot 
projects therein. As such, the contextual aspect of pilot projects, including the relation 

between pilots and policy development and specific pilot mechanisms such as 

learning and the role of key individuals in policy change, could be understood better. 

 
Second, the characteristics and uses were tested and refined based on an analysis of 

pilot project descriptions available on the WINN website in October 20081. On this 

website a collection of 27 pilot projects that were conducted within WINN in the 

period 2002-2007 were presented. The authors selected 16 of these as input for this 
study. The projects with minimal information and the laboratory experiments 

(projects in non-field settings to learn about the innovation itself) were excluded. The 

types of project range from coastal eco-engineering (‘bio-bouwers’) to dealing with 

re-establishing estuarine dynamics (‘van zoutbestrijden naar zoutbegeleiden’) and the 
use of digital tools in multi-stakeholder design processes (‘digitale ontwerptafel’). 

The quality of the data is highly variable; some projects include extensive 

descriptions of activities and measures, illustrations, methods and results, while others 

refer to related project pages or are limited to a one-paragraph project goal 
description.  

 

The analysis of the WINN projects primarily concerns an interpretation of the pilot 

descriptions; that is an analysis of how WINN presents herself to the outside world. 
The analysis of the qualitative data is based on the logic of structuring and 

categorizing as explained in Miles and Huberman (1994) and Braun and Clarke 

(2006). First, a list of characteristics and uses deriving from the literature review and 

interviews was developed. Then, on the basis of this initial list and the WINN project 
descriptions, uses and characteristics of the WINN pilot projects were identified. 

                                                   
1 www.waterinnovatiebron.nl. The webpage has changed since then, and the majority of project 

descriptions have since been removed. The original texts are however available upon request. 

http://www.waterinnovatiebron.nl/


However, instead of assessing the pilots based solely on the initial list, new insights 

were used to refine and adjust the list. The improved list contained three main pilot 
uses (research, management and political-entrepreneurial), together with a total of 

nine sub-categories of uses and six different characteristics (e.g. actor involvement, 

scale, special status) each with two or three sub-categories. The WINN pilot projects 

could then be assessed extensively on the basis of their specific uses and character. 
The resulting database indicated that the character of pilot projects and the uses to 

which pilot projects are put within Dutch water management form a colorful palette. 

We combined the nine different uses into a Pilot Nonagon. In the Pilot Nonagon, 

instead of just presence or absence, the extent to which a pilot project adheres to a 
certain use can be visualized. We illustrate an initial application of the Pilot Nonagon 

using two projects within WINN. 

 

In step 3 we establish that pilot projects are not necessarily used for diffusion. 
Because pilot projects are viewed as tools for policy and innovation development, 

hurdles to diffusion and potential strategies to overcome these are of interest. 

Diffusion deals with the spread of the knowledge developed in the pilot project. This 

knowledge includes both knowledge on ‘successes’ and ‘failures’2. In step 4 hurdles 
to diffusion were identified. Again, the literature review provides an initial overview 

of hurdles. The interviews, complemented by observations from a WINN workshop 

held in December 2008 in which circa 50 WINN participants were present, provide 

additional data. In this workshop three projects (INSIDE, Rijke Dijk/Biobouwers, 
Zandmotor) were discussed extensively. The data were analysed following the logic 

of interpretation, structuring and categorizing as used in steps 2 and 3 (Miles and 

Huberman 1994, Braun and Clarke 2006), to further identify and understand the 

hurdles to diffusion.  
 

Lastly, we reflect upon the study and identify knowledge gaps, issues that were not 

addressed and new questions that arise from the analysis. We then propose a research 

agenda on pilot projects. 

 

                                                   
2 Note that success and failure are 1: dependent on the actor perspective and 2: dependent on the goals. 

When viewing pilots as platforms to learn, innovation failure and the lesson that the pilot should not go 

ahead does not mean pilot failure. Failure in this view only occurs if learning does not take place and 

the outcomes, either positive or negative, are not diffused. 


