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Abstract: Although social learning is a key element of multilevel flood risk governance, it is hardly
studied. This paper addresses this knowledge gap. The paper aims to identify enabling conditions for
social learning in multilevel flood risks governance arrangements. We first conceptualize social learning
and draw up a conceptual framework consisting of enabling conditions for social learning, using the
literature on adaptive co-management, sustainable land and water management, and integrated flood
risk management. Next, we apply this framework to analyze social learning in the context of the
Dutch Room for the River program. Our interview results reveal that social learning about integrated
flood protection measures took place at multiple levels. We found that a strong personal commitment
to learning and mutual interpersonal trust in working groups are key conditions for successful social
learning. Based on our analysis, we conclude with some recommendations for enhancing social
learning processes in future flood protection programs.

Keywords: social learning; integrated flood risk management; Room for the River program;
multilevel governance

1. Introduction

Population growth and increased socioeconomic activity in floodplains, combined with more
recent effects of climate change, are important factors in the increase of flood risks [1,2]. A gradual
shift is visible in flood management across a number of countries: from flood defense based on
‘fighting against water’ to flood risk management and ‘living with water’ [3,4]. This shift in flood
protection measures over the last decades is known as integrated flood risk management (IFRM) and
is increasingly adopted as the basis for a number of flood protection programs, e.g. in the Netherlands,
the United Kingdom, and other countries [5–7]. Successful coexistence of the natural phenomenon of
flooding and the human population depends largely on the organization of the governmental system
and the decision-making process among mandated stakeholders. For IFRM, multiple actors at multiple
policy levels need to collaboratively design and implement new flood risk management policies [6,8].
An integrated approach to flood risk governance includes both engineering solutions and spatial
planning projects that are combined and aligned, such as spatial development, housing, economic
activity, as well as governance solutions such as aligning funding from different policy domains and
collaboration between multiple stakeholders [9–11]. IFRM can therefore, be seen as a multilevel and
multistakeholder governance practice [12–14].
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Growing scholarly interest in collaborative modes of governance stresses the complexity and
uncertainty inherent to such institutional arrangements [14–18]. Collaborative arrangements are
network structures where participating organizations depend on each other to achieve tasks that reach
beyond their individual capacities [19]. Such interdependence requires the capacity for social learning
for success and endurance of collaborative and multilevel arrangements. This realization has led to
blossoming literature on social learning for collaborative institutions [10,17,20–25]. This literature
discusses social learning in a natural resources management context. However, studies on social
learning in the context of multilevel flood risk governance are rare, and we have not yet been confronted
with studies that specify the conditions that enable social learning in flood risk governance.

This article deals with this gap in the literature by presenting a conceptual framework to study
social learning in the context of flood risk governance arrangements, which is then applied in a case
study. The case study concerns social learning in the Room for the River program, a multilevel flood
risk management program in the Netherlands. The case involves multiple and diverse governmental
actors, working collectively on flood risk management in the Netherlands.

Sections 2 and 3 reflect on the literature and conceptualize social learning for multilevel flood
risk governance. For the conceptualization of social learning, we draw from literature on learning
and organizational theories, which are related to the natural resources management domain. Suitable
literature was found using Google Scholar and Scopus, by searching for different combinations of
keywords like ‘social learning’, ‘multi-level water governance’, ‘adaptive co-management’, ‘integrated
flood risk management’, ‘learning process’, ‘collaborative learning’ and ‘multiple-loop learning’.
In Section 4, the methods applied in the empirical part of the paper are explained. In Section 5,
we present the results of the case study, leading to a discussion and conclusion in Section 6.

2. Conceptualizing Social Learning: Three Debates

Social learning is a key concept for adaptive co-management, multilevel governance, and integrated
flood risk management (see e.g., [10,13,15–18,20,21,26,27]). Both complementary and overlapping
definitions for social learning are found in these strands of literature. Social learning appears to
be a highly debated concept in literature. Three debates can be distinguished, which concern the
relation between individual and social learning (e.g., [19,21,28], learning as an outcome or as a
process [15,25,29,30], and learning-levels and learning loops [6,31,32]).

A first important debate in the literature is the distinction between social learning as different
from individual learning [25,28,33]. Scholars have maintained a distinction between individual
learning and social learning [14,19,21,34] in which the latter is based on deliberation and produces
qualitatively different forms of decision-making as opposed to individual learning [35–37]. This line of
research, for example, ventured to understand how individual learning may become social learning,
as in the case of flood risk governance in the UK (e.g., [38]). As opposed to individual learning,
the concept of social learning relates to notions of ‘learning communities’ and ‘communities of practice’
(e.g., [20]). These communities consist of people that share a common concern and pursue knowledge
through regular interaction, based in practice [20]. It goes beyond individual learning (a football
player improving his personal skills) or individuals learning together (football players who train their
personal skills during team practice). Social learning here is understood to be a process of change at
the group level [39] in which people learn from each other, which benefits the wider socioecological
systems they operate in (e.g., river basins or community forests). For learning to be social, a change in
understanding must occur at a larger scale, through social interaction [14,21]. Thomas and Allen [40]
argue in a similar way for organizational learning, from which social learning is partially derived:
‘while organizations learn through individual learning, organizational learning is not a cumulative
result of individual learning. Rather, organizations learn when discoveries, evaluations, and insights by
individuals are successfully embedded in the organization’s mental models or cognitive systems and
memories’ (p. 125). To other scholars, however, collective learning may originate only when individual
members of a collective learn and hence, is merely a sum of individual learning [41–43]. Heikkila and



Water 2019, 11, 2032 3 of 18

Gerlak [44] (p. 486), in turn, recognize the complexity of separating individual and collective learning
in empirical settings and accept that learning may happen ‘at multiple levels in collective settings,
from individuals, to groups, organizations, and networks, and these levels are linked by dynamic
social processes of producing and sharing knowledge’ [44]. According to these scholars, the focus
must be placed on the processes and products of learning rather than the relationship between the
individual and collective learning, a view which is supported by Suskevics et al. [25].

Another area where a consensus is yet to emerge is in the debate on whether learning should
be seen as a process or as an outcome [21,25,29]. Learning outcomes, or products, ‘can include new
shared ideas, strategies, or actions among the parties involved in the learning process’ [19] (p. 4).
Social learning outcomes are numerous (e.g., [15,25,29,32]). Among others, increased understanding
of key issues, trust-building, acquisition of factual knowledge, and social skills are the results of
social learning processes. The learning process, subsequently, is ‘the set of actions that allow new
information or knowledge to be acquired, processed and shared, and transferred across individuals
within a group’ [19] (p. 3). Mostert et al. [15] (p. 1,2) perceive social learning as a process within
a specific context, which includes both a natural context (ecology, geography) and a social context
(economy, culture, governance system). A learning process emerges when stakeholders realize they are
interdependent in pursuing a goal or policy, which means that individual action will yield less or no
result, and collaboration is thus necessary. The learning process can be initialized by the stakeholders
or by an external party. According to Mostert et al. [15], the learning process involves ‘the development
of trust, joint problem definition, joint fact-finding, the development and assessment of different
alternatives, joint decision-making, and joint planning for implementation’ (p. 2). Process outcomes
are, e.g., better relations, increased trust, and empowerment of stakeholders. They emphasize the
participatory character of the process. Similarly, Bos et al. [30] define social learning as ‘a collective
process enabling change in a situation, as opposed to social learning as an outcome or ‘emergent
property’ of a process to change a situation’ (p. 399). The notion of social learning as a process points to
‘actors developing shared meanings, values, and understanding through interaction, which provides
the basis for joint future action’ ([29,45] are quoted from [31]).

The third debate in the literature concerns the relative importance of various contextual factors
in influencing the process and outcomes of social learning, which is a growing body of empirical
literature that discusses case studies in individual and comparative settings. Medema et al. [32] and
Pahl-Wostl [31] argue that learning processes are largely influenced by the governance system in
which they are embedded. The governance structure includes ‘the pertinent legal and organizational
framework as well as the cultural and socioeconomic environment’ [31] (p. 4). Social learning can be
described as a multiscale process, hence learning can occur at multiple levels of agent interaction [31,32].
The macro-level is the level of the governance structure at societal level. The meso-level is at the level
of actor networks, or organized stakeholder groups. The micro-level is at the level of collaboration
processes between stakeholder representatives of flood protection authorities (i.e., actual meetings).
According to Pahl-Wostl et al. [31], the multiparty collaboration processes are the ‘nuclei’ of the
learning process (p. 5). When transferring this multiscale learning process to a geographical level,
Huitema et al. [16] advocate a bioregional approach (i.e., at watershed level) for water governance,
reflecting the micro-level of regional multi-party collaboration processes. With regard to conditions
that explain learning processes, they will also pertain to the micro-level.

In this paper, we aim to contribute to these three debates by analyzing an empirical case in order
to reveal what factors influence social learning in the context of multilevel flood risk governance.

3. A Framework of Factors that Influence Social Learning

To study learning in the setting of multilevel flood risk governance, we adopt the following
definition for social learning (based on e.g., [15,17,18,20,21,23,27,46]:

Social learning is a process of change in understanding, that goes beyond the individual, at the
micro-level of multi-party collaboration, aiming at collective action for integrated flood protection.



Water 2019, 11, 2032 4 of 18

By reviewing the abovementioned learning literature, we have found that most of the factors that
will likely influence the learning process can be categorized into 4 categories—individual attributes,
collaborative arena factors, organizational factors, and external context factors (see also [33]). Combined,
these factors provide a framework that can be used to analyze learning processes (Figure 1).
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3.1. Individual Attributes

Individual attributes (see Table 1) are described as the ‘the micro-level factors relating to the
reactions to change efforts by stakeholders and individuals involved in the learning process’ or
‘the psychological predispositions of the individuals experiencing change’ [32] (p. 26); [47] (p. 107).
Individuals and their characteristics form the basis through which learning is manifested [48]. First of
all, a commitment to ongoing learning is an important characteristic of learning [49,50]. Individuals
with personality traits like tolerance of ambiguity and openness to new experiences are better able to
learn from experiences and are less eager to have a confirmation bias, i.e., searching for information
that confirms their beliefs. The extent to which a person is flexible and open-minded is an important
attribute for learning: when the individual has little resistance to changing the way things are done,
he or she is more eager to learn from this situation [51–53]. Related to that is the capability for
self-reflection, which is crucial for multiloop learning [17,49,54–56] and the individual’s perception
and awareness of his own role and abilities to exercise control in certain situations, or locus of power
and control [51,57]. Mostert et al. [15] stress that a legitimate process in which participants are willing
to learn require high professional competence and motivation. Social skills, in the form of sticking to
rules and principle of dialogue and interaction come into play when differing views and perceptions of
parties may lead to conflict [15]. When participants address each other in a respectful manner, they are
more likely to agree on core issues regarding the policy process, which improves learning. A factor
that explains successful learning is previous experience with a multiparty approach [15]. A positive
experience will make it more likely that participants are willing to learn from other participants.
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Table 1. Individual attributes influencing the social learning process.

Individual Attributes Description Authors

Openness to new experiences

Commitment to ongoing learning, capability for
self-reflection, flexible and open-minded attitude
to issues at hand, tolerance of ambiguity in policy
problems and solutions

[15,19,47,49–52,54,56,58]

Locus of power and control
Ability to control and influence one’s
environment and hence feel engaged in policy
processes

[15,51,57]

Social skills Ability to communicate, listen and express one’s
opinion, and follow the rules of an open dialogue [15,51]

Experience with multiparty
approaches

Previous experience with multilevel governance
policy arenas [15]

3.2. Collaborative Arena Factors

Collaborative arena factors (see Table 2) refer to the way the participatory process is organized
and which actions and directions are taken during a policy planning and implementation phase. It is
widely recognized that the structure of the institutional arrangement is an important explanatory factor
in the occurrence or absence of social learning [19,34]. These factors determine if participants feel
respected and heard [32]. Involving all relevant stakeholders in a participatory process for developing
and implementing new policies is important [59]. With regard to collaboration, crucial factors in the
participatory process are mutual trust, goodwill, and mutual understanding, as is acknowledged
interdependency [58]. If lacking, learning is unlikely to occur as common understanding and goals will
not be reached [60]. Openness and legitimacy of the participatory process through continuous feedback
on the process (e.g., through distribution of meeting records, background documents, questionnaires)
is important to create trust and goodwill [15,32]. The overall process architecture is an important
condition in this respect. Frequent interaction among stakeholders is crucial for social learning [15].
Clear perspective and direction for feedback are crucial for multiloop learning, as the feedback navigates
the process toward desired goals. It is also crucial that participants have clear expectations on the
participatory process. A joint planning approach can facilitate this and also increase the transparency
of the process, which in turn increases trust and goodwill [15,59]. Role and control of parties involved
explaining what influence the role a party or representative has in the collaboration process and what
the position of a party is relative to other parties. Related to that is having a neutral organizer or
leader who facilitates and presides the participatory process so as to enable fair balancing of interests.
This helps to build a democratic and enabling environment for learning processes, in which appropriate
meeting formats and extended engagement (repeated and frequent interactions, field trips, bilateral
contacts) facilitate trust, collective meaning, constructive conflict solving, that in turn help participants
to create a sense of ownership and commitment toward the learning process [15,31,59]. Besides these
rather intangible factors, available resources in the form of budget, time, and information are essential as
well in order to facilitate a successful learning process. Feedback and reflection, provided there is a clear
goal, create a loop in which participants can learn from their previous experiences, and consequently
optimize the collaborative process. Framing and reframing of how a policy problem is perceived can
open up individual perspectives, thereby creating win-win situations [61,62]. This results in improved
mutual trust and better relations, factors previously marked as crucial for social learning. A final factor,
communication, both internal (between members of the working groups) and external (to external
parties or home organizations), is crucial for diffusion of information throughout the working group
and to other organizations.
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Table 2. Collaborative arena factors influencing the social learning process.

Collaborative Arena Factors Description Authors

Process architecture

Frequent interactions of working groups with appropriate
meeting formats, joint planning and a clear and shared
perspective, extended engagement, a transparent and
legitimate process for a democratic and enabling environment.

[15,17,54,55,58,59,61,63–66]

Role and control of parties
involved

A neutral organizer or leader that includes all the relevant
stakeholders in the process. [15]

Mutual trust, goodwill and
understanding Acknowledged interdependency, good working relations [51,54,58]

Reflection and feedback Continuous feedback on process and content, and framing and
reframing of issues and goals. [15,58,66–72]

Available resources Knowledge, financial budget, time. [15,55,58]

Communication Internal organizational communication as well as external
communication between different working groups. [15,58]

3.3. Organizational Factors

Organizational context factors (see Table 3) are preexisting forces in the governance system,
which includes the internal context of the participants’ home organization. Equality and balanced
interests, or the lack thereof, as well as (a lack of) internal conflict on interests, are often mentioned as a
prerequisite for social learning or frustrating learning [15], as equal treatment of and opportunities for
participating and influencing the policy process will positively influence the learning process. Entering
a long-term working relationship, thereby creating a horizontally and vertically integrated cooperation
structure, brings the context of the participatory process and the home organization together [15,32].
It prevents contradictory decisions or recommendations in the internal context of an organization.
Integration of knowledge and information sources through advanced information management is
important in this respect. Bridging organizations, learning platforms facilitate institutional interplay,
stimulate learning in the participatory process by providing connection between different scale and
higher- and lower level organizations, thereby enabling the integration of knowledge [16,59,70].
According to Cash et al. [73], knowledge is stored and perceived differently at different levels, based
on differing beliefs of what is credible and legitimate knowledge and the nature of the problem
for which policy is developed and implemented. Cross-level linkages that allow access to validated
information makes the information trustworthy and links the participants through the use of the
information [74]. Organizational commitment to learning and overall involvement of parties in
the process is an important condition for social learning. Continuity, facilitated by, e.g., transfer of
information to other representatives of the same organization, fosters social learning [15]. This also
creates a sense of belonging for the participants that feedback the process outcomes in their own
organizations. Changing staff or participants during the participatory process hinders social learning,
as knowledge and experience is lost. Consequently, being a reliable and consistent stakeholder in the
policy formulation and implementation processes is important for a person’s credibility and the extent
to which other parties are willing to accept, e.g., new information [32].
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Table 3. Organizational factors that influence the social learning process.

Organizational Factors Description Authors

Commitment to ongoing learning Internal commitment to learning as a way to improve
organizational practice. [15,74]

Internal discussion on interests Agreement on internal goals and interests, equality
and balanced interests. [15,58]

Horizontally and vertically
integrated cooperation structures

Institutional interplay in the internal context of the
organization, bridging organizations, integration and
synthesis of knowledge.

[17,46,58,59,70,74–78]

Integration of knowledge and
information sources

Advanced information management and a sound
knowledge base for efficiency in policy development. [58–60,79–84]

Involvement of parties Reliability and consistency of partners, continuity of
staff in organizations. [15,50,54]

3.4. External Factors

External context factors (see Table 4) are preexisting conditions and forces, but ones that are
difficult to control by a specific governance regime [32]. Abrupt periods of change or crisis events
(e.g., flooding or elections) are important drivers for change and hence for learning [15]. Such crises may
turn out to be windows of opportunity for bringing about political support and supportive regulatory
changes, which in turn can alter lengthy administrative procedures that hinder social learning [32].
Vested interests may hinder social learning, since existing regulatory frameworks are supported,
allowing little room for lessons in social learning processes [15]. Existing laws and regulation also
affect learning processes due to inflexible working processes that leave little room for change.

Table 4. External context factors influencing the social learning process.

External Factors Description Authors

Crisis event (calamity, elections) Events like floods or election can disrupt
collaborative processes. [15,51,58,60,79,85]

Political support Supportive regulatory and political framework. [15,51,55,60,79,85,86]

Administrative procedures Lengthy and complex procedures, e.g., permits. [15]

Existing laws and regulations Path dependency, inflexible working processes. [15]

4. Methods: Case Characteristics and Data Collection

The framework presented in the previous chapter is used for studying social learning in the context
of multilevel flood risk governance. An eye-catching example of multilevel flood risk governance is
the Dutch Room for the River (RftR) program. Aim of the program is to increase the buffering capacity
of the Rhine river branches (Waal, IJssel and lower Rhine) in case of high water levels. This is done by
creating more room for rivers and their branches through making more space for water by, e.g., dike
relocation and the lowering of floodplains (Figure 2). By doing this, the Netherlands can deal with
higher water levels (16.000 m3/s instead of from 15.000 m3/s) that may enter the country at Lobith,
where the river Rhine crosses the German-Dutch border [87].
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The program consisted of 34 separate projects, with a total budget of €2.3 billion. It had a dual
goal: both flood protection and spatial quality in the riverine area are increased, by means of, e.g., dike
replacement and nature development. Hence, multiple disciplines and organizations are involved
in designing and implementing the measures for making room for the river. It is exemplary for a
multilevel governance program, as multiple actors, multiple disciplines, and multiple policy and
decision-making levels are represented in the program both in the design and executive phase [13,88].
The program involved numerous formal and informal relationships among a group of organizations
that agreed to achieve certain goals in a set period of time and a fixed budget. Nevertheless, competing
demands and interests occurred.

RftR was initiated in 2000 and was finalized in mid-2017 [89]. From 2008/2009 until approximately
2012, the chosen projects were meticulously prepared by an extensive multilevel stakeholder
collaboration process (including e.g., Rijkswaterstaat, provinces, water authorities, municipalities,
citizens, societal organizations (e.g., nature conservation organizations, environmental groups)).
Early involvement of politicians and non-governmental stakeholders was deemed crucial for
establishing commitment and support [88]. The program had a long duration (2000–2017) which allowed
for learning-by-doing [10], but it also requires an adaptive approach to deal with ongoing changes in both
the internal and external context of the program, like changing stakeholder interests and configuration,
socioeconomic developments (e.g., elections or economic crises), and new scientific findings [90].
Two government ministries (Ministry of Economic Affairs and the Ministry of Infrastructure and
Environment, I&E), together with eight water authorities, seven provinces, and thirty municipalities,
were responsible for the execution of the projects in the program [91]. Fifteen out of 34 projects are
executed by Rijkswaterstaat, the remaining 19 are executed mainly by water authorities, and some by
provinces and municipalities.

In order to find out what learning has taken place during the Room for the River process, two rounds
of in-depth, semi-structured, face-to-face interviews (N = 16) were conducted with policy officers of
governmental organizations involved in the RftR program (Rijkswaterstaat, Provinces, municipalities,
water authorities). These governmental organizations were chosen since in the Netherlands they have
the mandate and responsibility for flood risk management, as opposed to civil organizations or interest
groups. The first round of interviews was instrumental in activating the respondents in recalling
learning processes since they occurred over long periods of time. The second round of interviews
(with the same interviewees) was based on a topic list that was adapted from the conceptual framework
(Figure 1) including the possibility to add conditions that respondents felt were instrumental to social
learning processes and were not mentioned in the initial framework. We assumed that respondents
were able to clarify and distinguish the lessons learned and the different conditions that affected their
learning processes. By asking follow-up questions during and after the interviews, we managed to get
a better insight into the respondents’ perceptions.
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Within the program, respondents were selected based on their involvement in either an
administrative guidance group (ABG) or a licensing authority working group (AWBG) or both.
The first was mainly involved in designing projects, whereas the latter is responsible for the permit
procedures for, e.g., soil removal. These working groups were chosen as the platform for selecting
respondents because the multilevel governance arrangement is institutionalized in these structures,
i.e., all layers of governmental parties in the Dutch water sector are represented in these working
groups. Represented are water authorities, Provinces, municipalities, Rijkswaterstaat RftR program
directorate (PDR), and Rijkswaterstaat regional offices.

Supplementary to interviews, mid-term and end-term reviews commissioned by the PDR were used
to gain insight into the overall RftR program and its performance on, e.g., timing and budget [92–95].

The interview results were transcribed, arranged, and coded using an excel table, which corresponded
with the interview topic list: a list of learning outcomes and a list of enabling factors and how they
influence learning.

5. Results

5.1. Learning Outcomes

The learning outcomes we found can be clustered in collective products [19], development of
relations, and new shared interests, ideas, and strategies.

Examples of collective products are new strategies for, e.g., permit procedures, the introduction of
life cycle costing in the design phase of the projects, strict record-keeping of complex decision-making
procedures, and the creation of a bridging organization that facilitates knowledge exchange between
projects. Besides, the use of Integrative Project Management (IPM) was introduced during the RftR
program and later used in other, non-flood related projects as well. These IPM teams perform
five very specific roles with corresponding responsibilities related to major infrastructural projects.
The development of relations shows in the frequent so-called ‘milestone celebrations’, frequent face-to-face
meetings, both official and in the field and flexible attitudes in formal operations (e.g., the occurrence
of shared debates). Shared meaning shows in the parties’ recognition and acknowledgment of
one another’s interests. At some point, parties were able to bring their own interests to the table,
without denying other parties theirs. New strategies show in the early involvement of a broad range of
stakeholders in the projects to allow for a joint project, that is broadly supported. Showing the added
value of the project and choosing the right party to lead the project in its different phases is a learning
outcome that has been instrumental in ensuring the progress of the projects.

5.2. Learning Process

The main findings from the interviews suggest that social learning in the Room for the River
project is highly influenced by individual attributes and collaborative arena factors, and less by external
context and organizational factors, as shown in Table 5.

5.2.1. Individual Attributes

Respondents confirmed that openness to new experiences, self-reflection, and flexibility add to a
social learning process. Individuals that are open for new experiences are more likely to observe the
lessons to be learned and are more willing to change. ‘Learning is change’ (interviewee 1), ‘Every now
and then you should take a little distance from your own work, and reflect on what’s going well, what you should
do different. That is the most important thing. [..] Because if you’re not open for learning and change, you won’t
change’ (1). Social skills or the ability to express yourself and formulate interests and arguments is
paramount. This skill works in two ways: having the right social skills helps to formulate your own or
organizations’ point of view in the discussion, but also helps to recognize and formulate viewpoints
from other parties or individuals in the collaboration process. It is seen by many as a precondition for
collaboration and consequently for learning.
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Table 5. Factors influencing the social learning process in the Room for the River Project.

Did This Factor Influence the Social Learning Process
Positively? (i.e., Is the Variable Enabling Social Learning?)
(N = 16)

+
Yes, Positive Influence

-
No, no Positive Influence

+/-
Both a Positive and a Negative Influence

?
No Answer

Individual attributes

Openness to new experience, self-reflection, flexibility 16 0 0 0
Locus of power and control 12 1 2 1
Social skills 15 0 0 1
Experience with multilevel governance structures 7 7 2 0

Collaborative arena factors

Role and control of different parties 15 0 0 1
Mutual trust 13 0 3 0
Interdependency 13 1 1 1
Reflection and feedback 15 1 0 0
Available resources 8 6 2 0
Process architecture 12 2 2 0
Communication 13 1 0 2

Organizational factors

Organizational commitment to learning and change 14 0 1 1
Integration of knowledge and information sources 9 3 3 1
Horizontally and vertically integrated cooperation structure 10 4 0 2
Internal conflict of interests 8 4 2 2
Involvement of stakeholders 9 0 6 1

External factors

Crisis events 7 4 2 3
Administrative procedures 5 8 0 3
Political support 10 5 1 0
Existing laws and regulation 5 6 0 5
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5.2.2. Collaborative Arena Factors

The role and control of different parties and reflection and feedback is seen by almost all
respondents as a positive influence on the social learning process. Mutual trust and interdependency
are also seen as preconditions for social learning, although some argue that trust is a precondition for
collaboration but not necessarily for learning. Some even argue that a little distrust or suspicion has
a positive influence on learning, ‘because you learn most of someone who does things differently than you
do’ (interviewee 2). The opposite was also rhetorically addressed: ‘Would you learn without trusting
someone? I don’t think so. So first of all you’ll have to trust someone before you can learn anything. That is
crucial. But trust is something you earn. And you earn trust by letting go of the details and checks. [ . . . ]
So giving trust in fact’ (interviewee 3). The importance of trust is explained by most respondents by
linking it to a safe environment for learning, in which people trust each other and share their issues.
A safe learning environment through mutual trust is seen as a precondition for social learning by many
respondents. The score for both a negative and a positive influence on learning is explained by learning
when collaboration is not successful. As a respondent explained: ‘Collaboration does not always have to be
successful in order to learn, you can also learn when collaboration isn’t working out. And you might even learn
more from that, but not as a group. You’ll learn as an individual, but as a group you won’t, because everyone
has withdrawn in his own island again’ (interviewee 2). An additional condition that was mentioned
in the interviews which influences the level of trust in a working group is stereotypical thinking.
Due to parties having a certain image of each other, or ideas about each other’s working processes,
stereotypical thinking occurs, which negatively affects the collaboration process and consequently
the level of trust in a working group. This is also related to previous experiences with other parties.
When starting a new project with the same party, it frequently occurs that the participants start the
project with a certain idea about the other parties, which frustrates an open start of the project and
creates unrealistic or wrong expectations, which in turn affects the level of trust in a working group.
Role and control of parties determine which position in the collaboration process you have, which also
shapes the interdependency relation with the other parties. This relation determines what your attitude
is toward other parties and delineates different tasks.

Reflection, feedback, and trust have a reciprocal relation, as trust is needed before individuals
will give feedback and reflect on the collaborative process. Reflection is a joint activity in which the
collaborative process so far or process outcome is reflected, whereas feedback is of a more personal
nature, between individuals and their performance. Both yield the same results: explicit lessons to be
learned to improve the collaborative process. For the other factors, results are mixed. The process
architecture appears to be an important condition influencing social learning. The frequency of
meetings, field trips, and extended engagement through bilateral contacts are helpful in formulating
expectations and frameworks for the team to work with. It helps to delineate the process and creates
the network in which the parties operate and the agreements on which the collaboration is based.
Communication, both internal and external, is seen by many as part of the process architecture and a
positive influence on social learning. Without communication in the working group, no information or
feedback is fed back in the collaboration process, which would hamper social learning. Timing and
what to communicate and what not were mentioned as well. Time was the only resource that was
explicitly mentioned by respondents as a resource that influenced learning. Its effect is both positive
and negative: getting time to do a task more than once to gain experience helps learning, but time
pressure frustrates learning since there is only a little time for feedback and reflection.

5.2.3. Organizational Context

The internal context of an organization enables learning to such an extent that the organizations
that are involved in the working groups need to have a commitment to learning in order for working
group members to learn and for social learning to occur. Organizational commitment to learning
allows representatives to deviate from the business as usual, which is beneficial for a social learning
process: ‘Regarding commitment to learning, I think that has been one of the major strengths of the Room
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for the River program. [ . . . ] On all levels, this commitment was created’ (interviewee 4). So, it is both a
condition in the program and a result of the intensive collaboration processes throughout the program.
Integration of knowledge and information sources is important in the context of sharing experiences,
but less in sharing actual information and knowledge. The PDR would organize special training days
for IPM-team members (e.g., technical manager, contract manager, location manager) to share their
experiences and consequently learn from each other. The PDR also made sure that experts from the
program office had cross-knowledge of all projects to prevent similar problems to occur and to transfer
experiences and knowledge from one project to another. However, this points at sharing of experiences,
and less to actual integration of information, which is therefore seen as less crucial. The negative
score for this condition is explained by the fact that information and knowledge management was
organized very well by the PDR, and there was a strong focus on facilitation of knowledge sharing to
decentralized parties, so the necessity for parties to integrate their own information sources was small
(see also [95] (p. 28)). Internal conflict on interests were deemed less important for social learning as
they are mainly solved in the representatives’ home organization, but aligning these different interests
is a lesson in itself, although not a ‘social lesson’. Involvement of stakeholders also contributes to
learning in an ambiguous manner. Involvement of stakeholders was mainly seen as the continuity
of staff and consistency in one’s role and representation of the home organization. The influence
of changing staff on social learning depends on the number of people that are replaced and their
function; when too many people leave at once and from a specific team, the collective memory of the
organization is affected, but a small change in staff every now and then results in new, fresh ideas that
help to learn. It must be noted that this is also an indirect condition for social learning as this condition
was researched for the internal context of an organization and not the multilevel governance structure.

5.2.4. External Context

Overall, external context conditions seem less important conditions for social learning compared
to individual attributes and process factors. Political support is seen as both a positive influence and a
negative influence on social learning; on one side, political support improves the collaborative process
and creates space for a project to get going, whereas the lack of political support will create tension in
the collaboration structure. A respondent formulated the role of political support like this: ‘The lack of
political support creates an even more urgent need to have a successful learning process I think. You are regarded
more critically, which means the story you bring about the project needs to be really good. [ . . . ] when you just
go with what the alderman says or wants, he’ll like the ideas, and be more like ‘we’ll just do this’, instead of ‘why
do we want this?’, and ‘is this really the best option?’ (interviewee 5). It shows the need to be more critical
of your own work, which helps to learn. On the other hand, political support for the outcome of a
design process will create commitment in the working group, which may positively influence learning.

Crisis events do not directly contribute to social learning, but project-hiccups tend to bring
project teams closer together, which in turn may positively influence collaboration and social learning.
Administrative procedures do not directly influence social learning, except when they slow down the
process to such an extent that the collaboration process suffers from a loss of trust, which frustrates
social learning. The same goes for existing laws and regulations.

6. Concluding Remarks

This paper aimed to identify enabling conditions for social learning in multilevel flood risk
governance. We found that most of the factors identified in the conceptual framework are relevant
in a direct or indirect way to the learning processes in the RftR program. So, learning processes in
multilevel flood risk governance are influenced by individual attributes, collaborative arena factors,
organizational factor, and external factors. However, our case study results indicate that a hierarchy of
conditions can be identified.

Individual attributes and collaborative arena factors can be labeled as key, whereas organizational
factors and external factors are deemed supportive. Individual attributes of participants in IFRM
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projects seem to play a major role in the social learning process, as a participants’ individual attributes
ultimately determine the commitment to learning.

The relative importance of individual attributes and collaborative arena factors in the social
learning process is also reflected in recent work of Bentley Brymer et al. [95], who state that a change
in understanding (see [21]) is foremost an individual step that takes place in multiple dimensions of
their understanding. On collaborative arena or process factors, they state that factors that trigger social
learning are mostly inclusiveness, extended engagement, opportunities for information exchange,
and opportunities for dialogue and interaction, which correspond closely with the factors in our
framework. Studies on the Quebec water governance system [96] and the Bangladesh Adaptive
Delta Management [97] show findings that also point at some kind of hierarchy in the conditions for
social learning. Our findings on the importance of external factors is to some extent contradicted by
Johannessen et al. [98], who state that transformations in water governance are often triggered by crises.
This can be explained by their focus on multiple-loop learning and the outcomes of social learning,
as opposed to a focus on the process of social learning.

However, more comparative future research on conditions for social learning in different contexts
should point out the validity of this hypothesis (e.g., [99]). It would, for instance, be interesting to find
out whether studying social learning in the context of the German Room for the River project results in
the same findings. Moreover, future studies should also pay attention to political indecisiveness and
distrust and other factors hampering social learning. Such studies could result in a more validated
theory on social learning in multilevel flood risk governance. A very relevant topic to do further
research on is how the level of centralization of the government system, as for instance addressed by
Bonasia and Lucatello [100], affects social learning processes. In the Netherlands, the governmental
system is very centralized (see e.g., [101]), which leads to a clear distinction of tasks and responsibilities,
whereas in, e.g., Mexico, the governmental system is much more decentralized, which affects decision
making in disaster risk management [100]. Further application in different socioeconomic contexts
would further help refine the framework and judge its usefulness in understanding and facilitating
learning processes in flood risk governance.

The framework drawn up in this paper is based on literature on natural resources management,
adaptive co-management, and social learning. As another avenue for future research, the framework
may be enriched by adding additional insights or governance conditions based on stakeholder
theory [102], communities of practice [103], and network governance [104].

Social learning appeared to be a process that lacks a starting point as well as a finish line. Learning
itself may emerge from both success and failure. It is a constant process of balancing stakes, sharing
information, and the creation of mutual trust and collective memory. Learning itself is an intangible
process that may happen without the learner fully aware of it, and is mostly identifiable in retrospect.
So multilevel flood risk governance asks for the setup of learning organization or platforms in which
reflection and openness to change are core qualities. More specifically, we conclude that in order to
enhance the changes on successful learning, such a learning organization can try to mitigate influencing
conditions. Process factors and internal context can be organized as such that individuals committed to
learning are attracted and are willing to participate in a collaborative process. A program directorate
can trigger social learning processes by designing specific learning workshops, in which mutual trust
and reflection are addressed. Besides, a learning organization can contribute to learning processes by
actively taking up a bridging function in the sharing of knowledge and experiences throughout the
program. Learning from past experiences is of great importance for the development of future flood
risk governance programs.
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