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Abstract
Donor-funded non-governmental organisations in Kenya operate under financing arrangements that are almost universally phased: grants are divided into tranches, disbursement is tied to milestones, reporting cycles and expenditure verification, and continuation beyond an initial period is contingent rather than assured. The consequences of this architecture for how projects are governed and for whether their benefits persist after external funding ends have been examined in scattered literatures that rarely speak to one another. This critical narrative review draws together evidence from project governance research, nonprofit financial management, aid effectiveness economics, and health and water systems research in order to assess what can defensibly be claimed about the relationship between phased financing, project governance and project sustainability in the Kenyan non-governmental sector, and what remains unresolved. Literature was identified through bibliographic and full-text scholarly indexes and citation tracing, with a search period extending from 1998 to 9 June 2026, supplemented by foundational earlier work. The synthesis identifies four persistent problems. Definitions of sustainability remain unstable, so that continuation of an organisation, of a service and of a benefit stream are frequently conflated. The mechanisms through which tranche-based disbursement shapes governance behaviour are theorised in several incompatible ways, and the empirical literature seldom tests between them. Evidence that revenue diversification protects organisational survival is inconsistent, and the sub-Saharan findings diverge from the aggregate pattern reported in meta-analytic work. The Kenyan evidence base is dominated by small cross-sectional survey studies with weak measurement of both governance and sustainability, published largely outside indexed scholarly channels, which limits what can be concluded about causal direction. The review argues that phased financing is best understood not as a single instrument but as a family of contracting arrangements whose governance effects depend on the length of the horizon signalled, the reversibility of the funding decision, and the degree to which control rights are shared. Research priorities are set out that emphasise longitudinal designs, measurement of post-funding benefit persistence rather than organisational survival, and the study of governance as an observable practice rather than a self-reported attribute.
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1. Introduction
Non-governmental organisations deliver a substantial share of health, water, education, agricultural extension and social protection services across sub-Saharan Africa, and in Kenya they are woven into service delivery arrangements at both national and county level. The resources that sustain this work originate largely outside the country and arrive through instruments that are, almost without exception, time-bound and conditional. A grant agreement typically specifies a project period, an approved budget, a disbursement schedule keyed to reporting or verification events, and a set of conditions whose satisfaction determines whether the next payment is released. Continuation beyond the agreed period is a separate decision, taken by the funder, on criteria that the implementing organisation only partly controls. This arrangement is so ordinary that it is rarely examined as an object of analysis in its own right, yet it structures almost everything about how projects are planned, staffed, governed and wound down.
The term used here for this arrangement is phased financing. It denotes the division of a funding commitment into sequential increments whose release depends on the satisfaction of prior conditions, and it encompasses tranche-based disbursement within a single agreement, bridge or extension funding between agreements, staged scale-up from pilot to expansion, and formal graduation or transition arrangements in which external support is progressively replaced by domestic resources. These instruments differ in important ways, and the review returns to that heterogeneity, but they share a common structure: the funder retains an option to discontinue, and the recipient must act under uncertainty about whether the option will be exercised.
The consequences of acting under that uncertainty have been studied, but in disconnected literatures. Aid effectiveness economics has shown that unpredictable disbursement imposes real costs on recipients, degrading planning and, on some evidence, the quality of governance institutions themselves (Hudson, 2015; Kangoye, 2013). Nonprofit management scholarship has examined how organisations dependent on a small number of external funders adapt their programmes, their structures and their advocacy positions to funder preferences (AbouAssi, 2013, 2014; Froelich, 1999). Project management research has developed an account of project governance as the structures, processes and norms through which sponsors exercise control over temporary organisations, and has applied that account to international development projects with mixed results (Derakhshan et al., 2019; Ika et al., 2020; Müller et al., 2016). Public health research has produced a substantial literature on programme sustainability, its determinants and its measurement, much of it prompted by the recognition that large vertical disease programmes eventually end (Scheirer & Dearing, 2011; Shediac-Rizkallah & Bone, 1998). Each of these literatures addresses part of the problem. None of them addresses the interaction, and the terminology they use is not commensurable.
Three features of the current moment make the interaction more consequential than it was. The first is the contraction and reconfiguration of official development assistance. Abrupt reductions in bilateral health financing during 2025 removed a large share of external support from programmes across sub-Saharan Africa and exposed how little redundancy most implementing organisations had built (Faye, 2025). The second is fiscal constraint in recipient governments. Domestic health financing in low- and middle-income countries is shaped by debt service obligations and by the conditions attached to macroeconomic support, which limits the plausibility of straightforward substitution of donor funds by public funds (Federspiel & Borghi, 2026). Analyses of transition away from international health aid have consistently found that successful substitution requires deliberate preparation over several years rather than an assumption that domestic revenue will expand to fill the gap (Ogbuoji et al., 2025; Vogus & Graff, 2015). The third is regulatory change within Kenya itself. The commencement of a new statutory framework for public benefit organisations in May 2024 replaced the previous coordination regime and altered registration, reporting and oversight obligations for the sector, with implications for the governance arrangements that donors can reasonably expect implementing partners to maintain (International Center for Not-for-Profit Law, n.d.). Recent comparative evidence on transitions from external assistance further indicates that sustained post-transition coverage depends on how financing, governance, input management and service-delivery arrangements are aligned with domestic systems rather than on financial substitution alone (Shroff et al., 2024). Modelling of abrupt aid withdrawal in six African settings likewise illustrates the vulnerability of essential health outcomes to financing discontinuities when immediate replacement financing is unavailable, although such estimates remain conditional on model assumptions (Cummins, 2026).
What has been written specifically about Kenya sits awkwardly against this background. A large volume of empirical work exists, much of it produced as postgraduate research and published in outlets that are not indexed in the major bibliographic databases. It typically takes the form of a cross-sectional questionnaire administered to project staff in one county or one sector, regressing a self-reported sustainability score on self-reported measures of stakeholder participation, monitoring and evaluation practice, resource mobilisation or leadership. The findings are strikingly uniform: nearly every hypothesised predictor is reported as positive and statistically significant. That uniformity is itself evidence of a problem. Where common-method variance, non-probability sampling and outcome measures elicited from the same respondents who report the predictors are combined, positive associations are close to guaranteed, and the resulting body of work cannot discriminate between competing explanations. Reviews of donor-funded programme sustainability in Africa that have applied systematic methods have reached correspondingly cautious conclusions, noting the scarcity of studies that observe outcomes after funding has actually ceased (Ilesanmi & Afolabi, 2022).
The more general project management literature offers sharper conceptual tools but has its own limitations when applied to this setting. Studies of governance in international development projects have shown that arrangements imported from commercial project delivery translate imperfectly, that front-end appraisal is systematically weaker than downstream control, and that success criteria used by funders and by intended beneficiaries diverge (Ika, 2012; Ika & Hodgson, 2014; Samset & Volden, 2016). Yet this literature has concentrated on multilateral and bilateral projects implemented through or alongside government, and has given comparatively little attention to the small and medium-sized national non-governmental organisation, which is the dominant organisational form in Kenya and which faces a distinct set of constraints: thin reserves, few funders, limited bargaining power and boards whose composition is often shaped by founder influence rather than by any deliberate governance design. A recent agency-theory study of international development projects similarly indicates that monitoring and evaluation can operate through mechanisms related to goal incongruence and information asymmetry, supporting a more mechanism-specific treatment of governance rather than reliance on undifferentiated governance scores (Amin et al., 2024).
A further difficulty is conceptual. Sustainability is used in this literature to mean several distinct things: the survival of the implementing organisation, the continuation of a specific service or activity, the persistence of benefits among intended recipients after activities cease, and the maintenance of the physical or institutional infrastructure that the project created. These are empirically separable and can move in opposite directions. An organisation may survive by abandoning the programme; a programme may continue under different management after the original organisation closes; infrastructure may remain in place while delivering no benefit, a pattern documented in detail in rural water supply, where installed assets frequently fail within a few years of handover (Foster et al., 2018; Whaley & Cleaver, 2017). Studies that do not specify which of these outcomes they measure cannot be compared with one another, and much of the apparent consistency in the Kenyan literature dissolves once the outcome construct is examined. Recent evidence from HIV programmes in Southern and Eastern Africa likewise identifies sustainability vulnerabilities linked to external-assistance patterns across financial, programmatic, structural and political domains, reinforcing the need to avoid treating continuation as a unitary outcome (Neel et al., 2024).
1.1 Scope, Research Gap and Objectives
This review examines the relationship between phased financing arrangements, project governance and project sustainability in donor-funded non-governmental organisations, with Kenya as its empirical focus and as the setting against which the transferability of wider evidence is assessed. Phased financing is treated as a family of contracting arrangements characterised by sequential, condition-dependent release of funds. Project governance is treated as the set of structures, decision rights, oversight processes and behavioural norms through which sponsors and implementing organisations direct and control a bounded programme of work. Project sustainability is disaggregated into organisational survival, activity continuation, benefit persistence, asset or capability maintenance, and institutionalisation within a host institution, and claims about it are assessed against the specific construct measured.
The review is deliberately bounded. It does not assess the effectiveness of particular development interventions, nor does it evaluate aid allocation at the country level, nor does it address humanitarian response financing, whose contracting logic and time horizons differ materially from those of development programming. Financing instruments that do not involve sequential conditional release, such as endowment funding and unrestricted core support, are considered only as comparators. The review does not attempt a quantitative synthesis, and no pooled estimate is offered.
The gap the review addresses is threefold. Existing reviews have treated financing arrangements and governance arrangements separately, so that the possibility that governance quality is partly an artefact of the financing horizon, rather than an independent cause of sustainability, has not been examined. The literature on sustainability of donor-funded programmes in Africa has concentrated on health, and the extent to which its conclusions extend to the wider service portfolio of Kenyan non-governmental organisations has not been assessed. The Kenyan empirical literature has grown rapidly but has not been subjected to a critical methodological appraisal that would establish what, if anything, it supports.
The objectives are to clarify the conceptual distinctions among the three constructs and to establish which of the many published claims survive scrutiny once those distinctions are enforced; to compare the principal theoretical accounts of how financing structure affects governance behaviour and to identify the observations that would discriminate between them; to synthesise the empirical evidence on phased financing, governance mechanisms and each of the sustainability constructs, giving explicit attention to conflicting findings; to appraise the methodological quality of the Kenyan evidence base and to characterise what it can and cannot establish; and to derive a prioritised research agenda that is specific about design, population and outcome measurement.
2. Methods for Literature Selection
2.1 Review Design and Rationale
A critical narrative design was selected because the review question spans several disciplinary literatures that use incompatible constructs, outcome definitions and units of analysis. A systematic review or meta-analysis presupposes a body of studies addressing a common question with comparable outcome measurement, and that precondition is not met here: project governance is operationalised as a structural attribute in one literature, as a set of practices in another and as a self-reported perception in a third, while sustainability is measured variously as organisational survival, service continuation, benefit persistence and asset functionality. Pooling across these would produce a numerically precise estimate of an incoherent quantity. Narrative synthesis is the appropriate response to that situation, and its legitimacy as a research design, provided that its procedures are made transparent, has been argued at length in the methodological literature (Greenhalgh et al., 2018; Sukhera, 2022). The reporting of the search, selection and appraisal steps below follows the domains specified in an established appraisal instrument for narrative reviews, which requires an explicit statement of importance, aims, literature search, referencing, evidence-level attribution and data presentation (Baethge et al., 2019). Narrative design does not license selective reporting or the omission of critical appraisal, and the review accordingly states the basis on which studies were judged and reports evidence that conflicts with the interpretation advanced.
2.2 Information Sources
The searches conducted for this review used the Crossref Metadata Search interface to the scholarly metadata registry, Europe PMC for biomedical and health-systems literature, and general web searching restricted to authoritative institutional and legal-information websites for regulatory and policy material. Subscription bibliographic databases were not accessible during the preparation of this review, and no claim is made that Web of Science, Scopus, Embase or any other subscription index was searched. Records retrieved through the accessible sources were supplemented by backward citation tracing from retrieved reviews and empirical papers, by forward tracing through the citation records attached to retrieved items, and by targeted searching for corrections, errata and expressions of concern attached to candidate references. Where an item was identified through citation tracing, its bibliographic identity and digital object identifier were confirmed directly against the metadata registry before it was retained.
2.3 Search Strategy and Search Period
Search concepts were developed from the three constructs in the review question and from the empirical setting. The financing concept combined terms for phased, tranche-based, milestone-linked, results-based and transitional funding with terms for donor withdrawal, exit, graduation and aid volatility. The governance concept combined project governance, governance mechanisms, board oversight, accountability, monitoring and evaluation, contractual and relational governance, and stage-gate or front-end appraisal. The sustainability concept combined project sustainability, programme sustainability, continuation, institutionalisation, benefit persistence, functionality and organisational survival. The setting concept combined non-governmental organisation, civil society organisation, public benefit organisation, nonprofit, Kenya, East Africa and sub-Saharan Africa. Concepts were combined with the Boolean operator AND, and synonyms within each concept with OR, in the form: (phased financing OR tranche OR milestone-based disbursement OR results-based financing OR donor transition OR exit strategy) AND (project governance OR accountability OR board oversight OR monitoring and evaluation) AND (sustainability OR continuation OR benefit persistence) AND (non-governmental organisation OR nonprofit OR civil society) AND (Kenya OR sub-Saharan Africa). Because the accessible interfaces differ in their handling of Boolean syntax and controlled vocabulary, the operational searches were run as sets of bibliographic phrase queries corresponding to each concept pairing rather than as a single composite string, and coverage was extended by iterative reformulation until additional queries returned no new relevant records.
The search period runs from 1 January 1998 to 9 June 2026. The starting year was selected because the conceptual literature on planning for programme sustainability that continues to frame current work was consolidated at that point, and because the expansion of large vertical donor programmes that generated the transition problem dates from the same period. Foundational earlier publications were admitted where they were necessary to explain the development of a theory or method.
2.4 Eligibility Criteria
Publications were eligible if they were peer-reviewed journal articles, or authoritative reports of recognised intergovernmental, governmental or professional institutions, that addressed at least one of the three review constructs in a manner relevant to donor-funded service delivery in low- or middle-income settings. Empirical studies of any design were eligible, as were conceptual, methodological and theoretical contributions where these were required to establish definitions or to characterise a school of thought. Publications in English were included; no relevant non-English record was identified through the accessible interfaces, and the language restriction is acknowledged in the limitations.
Publications were excluded if their bibliographic identity could not be confirmed against an authoritative metadata source, if they were preprints for which peer-reviewed evidence on the same question was available, if they were promotional, anonymous or non-scholarly, if they were conference abstracts reporting insufficient methodological detail, or if they were retracted without the retraction being the object of discussion. Studies whose only claim to relevance was topical proximity, without addressing any of the review constructs, were excluded. Where an item was retained despite methodological weakness because it constituted the only available evidence on a point, that status is stated in the text.
2.5 Screening, Duplicate Handling and Study Selection
Records returned by each query were screened first on title and journal identity, then on abstract, and finally on full text where the abstract was insufficient to determine eligibility. Duplicates arising from the same item being registered under multiple identifiers, from parallel indexing of an article and its erratum, and from repeated retrieval across queries were identified by comparing digital object identifiers, titles and author strings, and were resolved in favour of the version of record. Where an erratum or corrigendum existed, it was retrieved and its content checked before the parent article was cited. Items whose full text could not be obtained through open channels were retained only where the abstract and indexed metadata were sufficient to support the specific claim made, and were otherwise set aside. No count of records screened is reported, because the searching was iterative and conducted across interfaces that do not produce comparable record sets, and a reported count would imply a systematic selection process that was not undertaken. For the same reason no flow diagram is presented.
2.6 Critical Appraisal and Evidence Synthesis
Each retained empirical study was appraised against criteria appropriate to its design: for quantitative observational work, sampling frame and response characteristics, independence of predictor and outcome measurement, treatment of confounding, and whether the outcome was observed rather than anticipated; for qualitative work, adequacy of case selection, depth of data, and transparency of analytic procedure; for reviews, the explicitness of the search and the appropriateness of any synthesis method. No formal risk-of-bias instrument was applied, because the heterogeneity of designs and the frequent absence of reportable methodological detail in part of the literature would have produced scores with no interpretive meaning. Judgements about the weight given to a study are stated in the text rather than encoded numerically.
Themes were developed inductively from the retained literature and then tested against the conceptual distinctions set out in Section 3. Where studies disagreed, the disagreement was examined for differences in outcome construct, setting, funding instrument, time horizon and measurement independence before any substantive explanation was entertained, on the principle that apparent contradiction frequently reflects incommensurable measurement rather than genuine empirical conflict. Claims are graded in the text by the language used: evidence described as consistent rests on multiple independent studies with comparable outcome measurement; evidence described as suggestive rests on a small number of studies or on studies with material design weaknesses; and relationships described as plausible but undemonstrated rest on theoretical argument or mechanistic reasoning without direct empirical support.
3. Conceptual Foundations: Separating Financing Structure, Governance and Sustainability
3.1 Phased financing as a family of contracting arrangements
Treating phased financing as a single thing obscures differences that matter analytically. At least four arrangements are subsumed under the term, and they differ along dimensions that plausibly generate different governance responses. Tranche-based disbursement within a single agreement divides an already committed sum into instalments released against reporting or expenditure verification; the total is fixed, and the uncertainty concerns timing rather than amount. Milestone-linked or results-based disbursement makes the amount itself contingent on verified achievement, transferring performance risk to the implementing organisation; the underlying logic, drawn from the argument that aid should reward outcomes rather than intentions, has been advanced as a means of improving both predictability and incentive alignment (Eifert & Gelb, 2008). Staged scale-up funds a pilot with an implicit or explicit option to expand, and the decision to exercise that option rests on evidence generated during the pilot itself. Transition or graduation financing reduces external support on a declared schedule while domestic or alternative resources are expected to increase, and it is the arrangement most directly concerned with what happens after external funding ends (Ogbuoji et al., 2025; Shen et al., 2016).
The dimensions along which these differ are the length of the horizon that the arrangement credibly signals, the reversibility of the funder's decision, the locus of performance risk, and the extent to which control rights over programme design are retained by the funder or shared with the implementer. A twelve-month tranche within a five-year commitment signals a long horizon despite frequent disbursement events; a twelve-month grant with discretionary renewal signals a short horizon despite an identical cash-flow profile. Conflating the two, which much of the empirical literature does by measuring only the disbursement interval, is a probable source of the inconsistent findings discussed in Section 5.
3.2 Project governance and its several meanings
Project governance in the management literature is not a single construct either. One strand treats it as structure: the allocation of decision rights, the composition and mandate of steering arrangements, and the reporting relationships between sponsor and delivery organisation. A second treats it as process: gate reviews, appraisal at the front end, change control and assurance activity. A third, drawing on governmentality, treats it as the shaping of conduct, so that governance operates through the internalised norms and self-monitoring behaviour of project actors rather than through formal control alone (Müller et al., 2014, 2016). Empirical work relating these to outcomes has found that the combination of governance structure and governmentality profile is associated with differences in project success, which implies that structural measures alone are inadequate proxies (Müller et al., 2017).
A parallel distinction separates contractual from relational governance. Contractual governance operates through the specification of obligations, verification and sanction; relational governance operates through trust, reciprocity and informal adjustment. Research in long-duration partnership projects indicates that the two are not simple substitutes and that their relative salience shifts over the life of a relationship as positioned practices develop, so that a snapshot measurement at one point may misrepresent the governance regime in operation (Benítez-Ávila et al., 2019). A further body of work argues that the perceived fairness of governance arrangements, rather than their formal completeness, predicts cooperative behaviour among project participants, and offers an organisational justice account of why formally similar arrangements produce dissimilar conduct (Unterhitzenberger & Moeller, 2021). For donor-funded projects the stakeholder configuration is unusually complex, since the sponsor, the implementing organisation, the host government and the intended beneficiaries hold different and partly conflicting claims; reviews of project governance and stakeholders have shown that most of the field's theoretical apparatus was developed for settings where the sponsor is also the principal beneficiary, which is precisely not the case here (Derakhshan et al., 2019).
3.3 Sustainability disaggregated
The public health literature has done the most careful work on defining sustainability, and its distinctions transfer usefully to the wider development setting. Early conceptual work separated the maintenance of health benefits, the institutionalisation of a programme within an organisation, and the building of community capacity, and argued that determinants differ across the three (Shediac-Rizkallah & Bone, 1998). Subsequent syntheses reinforced the point that sustainability is not a single outcome and proposed that research should specify which outcome is in view and over what interval it is assessed (Scheirer & Dearing, 2011). Later work linked the plausibility of different sustainability outcomes to the type of intervention, noting that interventions requiring continuing staff effort behave differently from those that create a one-time capability (Scheirer, 2013). The implication for the present review is direct: an intervention whose benefit depends on continuing salaried effort, such as community health outreach, cannot be expected to display the same post-funding trajectory as one that transfers a durable skill or installs an asset, and evidence about one should not be generalised to the other.
Asset-based interventions supply the clearest demonstration that infrastructure and benefit are separable. Long-run study of rural water points on the Kenyan coast has shown that failure risk is patterned by installation characteristics, management arrangements and water quality rather than being random, and that a substantial proportion of installed points cease to deliver service well before their design life (Foster et al., 2018). Critical appraisal of the community management model has argued further that measuring functionality at a point in time conceals the dynamics that produce failure, and that the model's apparent success or failure depends heavily on how functionality is defined (Whaley & Cleaver, 2017). The same measurement problem recurs throughout the sustainability literature in less tractable form.
Table 1 sets out the five sustainability constructs alongside the observation that would establish each, the typical time horizon over which it becomes assessable, and the principal threat to valid inference. The distinctions matter because several of the constructs can be satisfied while others fail, and because studies that report a composite sustainability score necessarily average across outcomes with different determinants. The table also makes explicit that only two of the five constructs are observable during the funded period, which explains why so much of the literature substitutes anticipated for realised sustainability.
Table 1. Sustainability constructs in donor-funded projects: definitions, observation requirements and inferential threats
	Construct
	Definition adopted
	Observation required
	Earliest assessable point
	Principal threat to valid inference
	Supporting references

	Organisational survival
	Continued legal existence and operation of the implementing organisation
	Registration status and continuing activity after the funded period
	Post-funding
	Survival may be achieved by abandoning the programme, so survival is not evidence of programme sustainability
	AbouAssi (2013); Despard et al. (2017); Froelich (1999)

	Activity continuation
	Continued delivery of the specific service or activity introduced by the project
	Service delivery records or observation after external funding ceases
	Post-funding
	Continuation under a different funder or agency is frequently coded as success without examining benefit
	Scheirer (2013); Scheirer and Dearing (2011); Shediac-Rizkallah and Bone (1998)

	Benefit persistence
	Maintenance of the outcome among intended recipients after activities cease
	Outcome measurement in the recipient population at a defined post-funding interval
	Post-funding, typically after a lag
	Rarely measured; anticipated benefit is substituted for realised benefit
	Ilesanmi and Afolabi (2022); Scheirer and Dearing (2011)

	Asset or capability maintenance
	Continued functionality of installed infrastructure or retention of transferred capability
	Functionality assessment or capability testing at intervals
	During and after funding
	Presence of an asset is recorded as functionality; definitions of functionality vary between studies
	Foster et al. (2018); Whaley and Cleaver (2017)

	Institutionalisation
	Absorption of the activity into the routine operations and budget of a host institution
	Budget lines, staffing establishment and policy instruments of the host institution
	Late in funding, confirmable post-funding
	Formal adoption without resourcing is common and is difficult to distinguish from substantive absorption
	Palen et al. (2012); Vogus and Graff (2015)


Note. The five constructs are not mutually exclusive but are empirically separable. Studies reporting a single composite sustainability score average across constructs with different determinants and different assessable horizons.
4. Competing Theoretical Accounts of How Financing Structure Shapes Governance
4.1 Resource dependence and the adaptation of organisational behaviour
The dominant account in nonprofit scholarship treats external funding concentration as a source of power asymmetry that reshapes the dependent organisation. Early work established that reliance on a narrow revenue base is associated with adaptation of goals, structures and procedures toward the preferences of the dominant resource provider, and that different revenue types carry different adaptive pressures (Froelich, 1999). Applied to donor-funded settings, the account predicts that organisations facing short and reversible funding horizons will orient their internal governance toward the satisfaction of funder requirements, will invest disproportionately in compliance capacity, and will adjust programme content when funder priorities shift. Empirical work in the Global South is broadly consistent with the prediction. A study of Lebanese organisations facing priority shifts documented a repertoire of responses in which outright exit was rare and strategic adjustment toward the funder was common (AbouAssi, 2013), and a related analysis found that the receipt of donor funding was associated with altered engagement in public policy processes (AbouAssi, 2014).
The account's principal empirical extension is the prediction that diversification of the revenue base reduces vulnerability. Here the evidence is genuinely mixed, and the disagreement is instructive. Meta-analytic synthesis across the general nonprofit literature found that revenue diversification is associated with improved financial health, although the association varies by the financial health indicator used (Hung & Hager, 2019). A separate bibliometric and meta-analytic treatment reached a broadly similar conclusion while noting heterogeneity across settings and measures (Lu et al., 2019). Against this, a study of non-governmental organisations across sub-Saharan Africa found that revenue diversification did not predict reduced financial vulnerability in the way the general literature would imply, and that other organisational characteristics carried more explanatory weight (Despard et al., 2017). Work on Cambodian organisations similarly found that diversification strategies had effects contingent on the type of revenue pursued and on organisational capacity, rather than uniform protective effects (Khieng & Dahles, 2015). The most defensible reading is that diversification protects against the failure of any single funder but does not protect against a correlated contraction across the donor community, which is the scenario that materialised in 2025, and that in settings where all realistically available revenue sources are external and subject to common shocks the theoretical benefit of diversification is substantially attenuated.
A recognised cost of diversification, particularly of the shift toward earned income, is the risk of drift away from the organisation's stated purpose. Analysis of mission drift has identified the mechanisms through which pursuit of commercial revenue reshapes priorities and has argued that governance arrangements are the principal defence against it (Cornforth, 2014). This introduces a tension that the sustainability literature seldom acknowledges: the financial strategy most often recommended for reducing donor dependence carries governance risks of its own, and the net effect on benefit persistence is not established.
4.2 Principal–agent reasoning and the accountability architecture
A second account treats the donor–implementer relationship as a contracting problem under information asymmetry, in which phased disbursement functions as a monitoring and bonding device. On this view, releasing funds in increments against verified performance reduces the funder's exposure to shirking and misappropriation, and the associated reporting burden is the price of reduced agency cost. The account explains features of the arrangement that resource dependence theory does not, in particular why funders retain discretion even when they have no doubts about the implementer's intentions.
Its principal difficulty is that it predicts accountability flowing in one direction only. Work on non-governmental accountability has distinguished mechanisms directed toward funders and regulators from those directed toward intended beneficiaries, and has shown that the two are unequally resourced and that the former systematically crowds out the latter (Ebrahim, 2003). Field research on the effects of upward accountability processes in Ghanaian settings found that these processes reshaped the internal conversations of implementing organisations in ways that were not straightforwardly captured as either compliance or resistance, and that opportunities for accountability dialogue with beneficiaries were constrained by the demands of funder reporting (Agyemang et al., 2017). Studies of practice at the interfaces of the aid chain have shown that project management requirements are translated and partly reconstructed as they pass between organisational levels, so that what the funder specifies and what is enacted at delivery level diverge in patterned ways (Gutheil & Koch, 2024). Principal–agent reasoning treats such divergence as agency loss to be minimised; the alternative reading, that some divergence is adaptive and improves fit to context, is not available within the framework.
A macro-level extension of the same logic concerns what happens when many principals contract with the same agents. Analysis of donor fragmentation found an association with weaker bureaucratic quality in recipient countries, attributed to the administrative burden of servicing multiple uncoordinated funders (Knack & Rahman, 2007). Comparative work on proliferation and fragmentation found that the problem had not diminished despite repeated commitments to coordinate, and that measurement choices materially affect the apparent severity of the trend (Schulpen et al., 2011). Both findings concern national administrations rather than non-governmental organisations, and the extrapolation to implementing organisations is plausible but has not been directly tested.
4.3 Governmentality, projectification and the shaping of conduct
A third account, developed within critical project studies, treats the project form itself as a technology of government. It holds that dividing continuous social problems into bounded, funded, measurable projects reshapes how organisations think about their work, and that governance operates less through explicit control than through the conduct that the project form makes thinkable. Theoretical development of this position has articulated governance structure and governmentality as distinct dimensions and has related their combinations to project outcomes (Müller et al., 2014, 2016, 2017). Applied to development, the argument has been advanced that project management practice and critical development studies each contain resources the other lacks, and that their combination is required to explain the persistence of practices that are known to perform poorly (Ika & Hodgson, 2014). A related line of argument holds that the planning apparatus of development projects performs a legitimating function that is largely independent of its contribution to delivery, so that elaborate front-end plans coexist with weak front-end analysis (Ika & Saint-Macary, 2012).
The account has explanatory reach that the others lack. It explains why implementing organisations adopt the vocabulary and instruments of results management even where these are known to distort priorities, and why reform efforts that alter formal requirements without altering the underlying project form produce so little change. Its principal weakness is empirical: it generates few propositions that could be falsified by the kind of evidence available, and much of its supporting material is interpretive case work whose transferability is asserted rather than demonstrated. Critical appraisal of the logical framework instrument, which is the concrete embodiment of the project form in development practice, reached a more balanced position, arguing that the instrument's problems arise from the uses to which it is put rather than from its structure, and that learning-oriented application is possible (Gasper, 2000). That assessment has not been superseded, and it cautions against attributing to the project form what is better attributed to the incentives surrounding its use.
Table 2 compares the three accounts on the mechanism each proposes, the prediction each generates about the effect of shortening the funding horizon, the type of evidence each would require, and the principal weakness of each. Comparison makes clear that the accounts are not mutually exclusive and that they operate at different levels: resource dependence at the level of organisational strategy, principal–agent reasoning at the level of the contract, and governmentality at the level of the field. The practical consequence is that studies testing one account while ignoring the others will attribute to their preferred mechanism variance that the others could equally explain, and this is a recurrent feature of the empirical literature reviewed in the following section.
Table 2. Comparison of theoretical accounts of the financing–governance relationship
	Account
	Proposed mechanism
	Prediction if funding horizon shortens
	Evidence required to test
	Principal weakness
	Supporting references

	Resource dependence
	Power asymmetry arising from concentration of resource provision reshapes goals, structures and procedures
	Governance investment shifts toward funder-facing compliance; programme content drifts toward funder priorities
	Longitudinal observation of governance investment and programme content against measured funder concentration
	Treats the organisation as a unitary strategic actor; weak account of internal contestation
	AbouAssi (2013, 2014); Froelich (1999); Khieng and Dahles (2015)

	Principal–agent contracting
	Phased release functions as a monitoring and bonding device reducing agency cost under information asymmetry
	Reporting frequency and verification intensity rise; downward accountability is displaced
	Comparison of contract terms with observed reporting behaviour and beneficiary-facing activity
	Predicts unidirectional accountability; treats adaptive divergence as loss
	Ebrahim (2003); Eifert and Gelb (2008); Knack and Rahman (2007)

	Governmentality and projectification
	The project form shapes conduct through internalised norms rather than explicit control
	Formal instruments proliferate without corresponding change in delivery behaviour
	Ethnographic or practice-based observation of enactment against formal requirement
	Generates few falsifiable propositions; transferability asserted rather than demonstrated
	Gasper (2000); Ika and Hodgson (2014); Müller et al. (2014, 2016)

	Relational and contractual governance
	Contractual and relational mechanisms develop as positioned practices and shift in salience over the relationship
	Relational mechanisms weaken as the credible horizon shortens, raising reliance on contractual control
	Repeated measurement of both mechanism types across the life of a funding relationship
	Developed in commercial partnership settings; transfer to grant relationships untested
	Benítez-Ávila et al. (2019); Unterhitzenberger and Moeller (2021)


Note. The accounts operate at different levels of analysis and are not mutually exclusive. Studies that test one account without measuring variables specified by the others cannot attribute observed variance to a single mechanism.
5. Empirical Evidence on Phased Financing and Sustainability Outcomes
5.1 Predictability, volatility and the costs of contingent disbursement
The most robust body of evidence bearing on phased financing does not concern non-governmental organisations at all. It concerns the macroeconomic and institutional effects of aid unpredictability on recipient countries, and it is relevant because the mechanism it identifies operates at every level of the delivery chain. Analysis of the consequences of aid volatility found that volatility imposes real costs on macroeconomic management and reduces the effectiveness of a given volume of aid, with the costs arising principally from the inability to plan expenditure commitments against uncertain receipts (Hudson, 2015). A separate analysis using governance indicators found that unpredictability of disbursement was associated with weaker governance outcomes in recipient countries, and argued that the mechanism operates through the disruption of budgetary and administrative routines rather than through the volume of resources transferred (Kangoye, 2013). The proposal that aid should move toward more predictable, performance-linked financing was advanced precisely on the ground that the existing arrangements combined the disadvantages of unpredictability with weak performance incentives (Eifert & Gelb, 2008).
The extension of this reasoning to implementing organisations is intuitive but has not been tested directly with comparable rigour. A national non-governmental organisation with a small reserve and a workforce employed on project-linked contracts faces the same planning problem in more acute form, since it lacks both the borrowing capacity and the revenue base that permit a state to smooth across periods of uncertainty. The prediction that follows is that shortening or destabilising the funding horizon will produce observable changes in staffing arrangements, in the tenure of technical personnel and in the depth of front-end analysis undertaken before implementation begins. Related evidence on absorptive capacity indicates that the marginal effectiveness of aid declines as inflows exceed the capacity of recipient institutions to deploy them, which implies that the relationship between funding volume and outcome is not monotonic and that rapid scale-up carries costs of its own (Feeny & de Silva, 2012). Taken together, these findings suggest that both abrupt expansion and abrupt contraction of funding are damaging, and that stability of the expected trajectory may matter more than the level of funding at any point. That proposition is theoretically coherent and consistent with the available evidence, but it has not been examined directly in the non-governmental sector.
5.2 Results-linked and milestone-based disbursement
Where disbursement is tied to verified achievement rather than to expenditure, the evidence is more directly relevant and considerably more equivocal. Synthesis of performance-based financing across sub-Saharan Africa concluded that the approach has functioned less as a self-contained financing mechanism than as an entry point for wider purchasing reform, and that its effects depend heavily on the design of verification, the autonomy of the funded unit to respond to incentives, and the coherence of the surrounding financing system (Waithaka et al., 2022). The framing of performance-based financing against unconditional direct facility financing as a dichotomy has been criticised on the ground that the two share the essential feature of moving resources closer to the point of delivery, and that the incremental contribution of the performance conditionality is smaller than advocacy on either side implies (Witter et al., 2021). Neither synthesis supports a strong claim that conditioning disbursement on verified results improves the persistence of benefits after the scheme ends, and both note the scarcity of evidence on what happens when verification and its associated resources are withdrawn.
Two features of this literature limit its transfer to the non-governmental setting. Most studies concern public health facilities operating within a devolved administrative system rather than autonomous organisations contracting with external funders, so the incentive faced by the funded unit differs. Analysis of health facility financing in Kenya under devolution documented substantial complexity in the flow of funds to facilities, with implications for the autonomy that any incentive scheme presupposes (Kairu et al., 2021). Subsequent work examining the effects of the pandemic on Kenyan health financing found that external shocks propagated through these flows in ways that were difficult to anticipate from the design of individual financing instruments (Kairu et al., 2023). Where the funded unit does not control the inputs required to respond to an incentive, the mechanism by which milestone-linked disbursement is supposed to work is absent, and observed non-response should not be read as evidence that incentives do not operate.
5.3 Transition, graduation and what happens after external funding ends
The literature most directly concerned with the review question is that on planned transition away from external financing, and it is the strongest source of evidence about post-funding outcomes. Review of past donor transitions, undertaken to inform planning for a subsequent transition, found that transitions conducted without extended preparation were associated with service disruption, and identified early planning, explicit assignment of responsibility for continuing functions and attention to human resource retention as recurrent features of the less disruptive cases (Vogus & Graff, 2015). Analysis of the conditions under which middle-income countries have successfully reduced reliance on international health aid reached a compatible conclusion, emphasising the need for domestic financing arrangements to be established before rather than after external support declines, and noting that fiscal capacity alone is insufficient without institutional arrangements to direct it (Ogbuoji et al., 2025). Work on vaccine programme transition made the same argument in a narrower domain, arguing that country ownership requires comprehensive support to the introduction and maintenance of the programme rather than a financing handover alone (Shen et al., 2016).
Where the transition concerns a large vertical disease programme, the analysis has focused on the relationship between the programme and the wider health system. Argument that disease-specific investment should be directed toward health system strengthening in order to make sustainability and country ownership achievable was advanced early in the life of these programmes (Palen et al., 2012), and more recent work has proposed that a programme science orientation, in which implementation is continuously informed by data and adjusted, offers a route to a sustainable response (Reid et al., 2024). Neither position rests on evidence that the recommended approach has produced measured benefit persistence after funding ceased, and the reauthorisation uncertainty surrounding major programmes indicates that the political horizon of such commitments is shorter than the epidemiological horizon of the problems they address.
The evidence about outcomes after funding actually ended in African settings is thin. Systematic review of the sustainability of donor-funded health-related programmes beyond the funding lifecycle in Africa identified a limited number of eligible studies and concluded that community involvement, integration into existing structures and prior planning for continuation were recurrent features of programmes that persisted, while noting that the underlying studies were heterogeneous and mostly retrospective (Ilesanmi & Afolabi, 2022). The review is directly on point and is the closest available approximation to a synthesis of post-funding outcomes for the continent, but its evidence base is small and the designs it aggregates cannot establish the direction of the relationships reported. Case study evidence from rural Cameroon documented that projects reliant on external management and external inputs ceased to operate shortly after donor withdrawal, and identified weak local ownership and absence of maintenance financing as the proximate reasons (Muluh et al., 2019); the study is qualitative and single-country, and its value lies in the mechanism it describes rather than in any generalisable estimate.
Table 3 summarises the principal strands of evidence bearing on the financing–sustainability relationship, the outcome construct each addresses, the strength of the design typically employed, and the confidence that can reasonably be placed in each conclusion. The pattern the table makes visible is that the strongest designs address outcomes furthest from benefit persistence, while the studies that address benefit persistence directly are the weakest. This inversion is the central methodological problem of the field and is not resolved by aggregating across the literature.
Table 3. Representative evidence by theme: financing arrangements and sustainability outcomes
	Evidence strand
	Setting and typical design
	Outcome construct addressed
	Direction of principal finding
	Confidence and basis
	Supporting references

	Aid volatility and unpredictability
	Cross-country panel analysis of recipient states
	Institutional and budgetary performance, not project sustainability
	Volatility and unpredictability associated with poorer management and weaker governance indicators
	Moderate for the stated outcome; extrapolation to implementing organisations untested
	Hudson (2015); Kangoye (2013)

	Absorptive capacity constraints
	Cross-country econometric estimation
	Marginal effectiveness of aid inflows
	Effectiveness declines as inflows exceed institutional capacity
	Moderate; identification relies on modelling assumptions
	Feeny and de Silva (2012)

	Donor fragmentation
	Cross-country analysis with bureaucratic quality indicators
	Recipient administrative quality
	Fragmentation associated with weaker bureaucratic quality; trend persists despite coordination commitments
	Moderate for national administrations; not tested for implementing organisations
	Knack and Rahman (2007); Schulpen et al. (2011)

	Results-linked disbursement
	Synthesis of schemes in sub-Saharan African health systems
	Service outputs during the scheme; post-scheme outcomes rarely observed
	Effects contingent on verification design, unit autonomy and system coherence; incremental effect of conditionality contested
	Low to moderate for post-funding persistence; evidence largely concerns the funded period
	Waithaka et al. (2022); Witter et al. (2021)

	Planned transition and graduation
	Retrospective review and policy analysis of national transitions
	Activity continuation and institutionalisation
	Extended preparation, explicit responsibility assignment and retention of personnel associated with less disruption
	Moderate; consistent across independent analyses but based on retrospective case comparison
	Ogbuoji et al. (2025); Shen et al. (2016); Vogus and Graff (2015)

	Post-funding programme outcomes in Africa
	Systematic review of heterogeneous retrospective studies
	Activity continuation and, occasionally, benefit persistence
	Community involvement, integration and prior continuation planning recur among programmes that persisted
	Low; small and heterogeneous evidence base, direction of relationship not established
	Ilesanmi and Afolabi (2022); Muluh et al. (2019)

	Asset functionality after handover
	Long-run retrospective study of installed water points
	Asset maintenance
	Failure risk patterned by installation, management and water quality characteristics; substantial early failure
	Moderate to high within its domain; not generalisable beyond asset-based interventions
	Foster et al. (2018); Whaley and Cleaver (2017)


Note. Confidence statements refer to the specific outcome construct named in the same row and not to project sustainability in general.
6. Governance Mechanisms as Mediators, Moderators or Artefacts
6.1 Front-end appraisal, stage gates and the asymmetry of governance effort
One of the more consistent findings in project governance research is that effort is unevenly distributed across the project life cycle, with elaborate downstream control coexisting with weak upstream analysis. Examination of front-end definition identified a series of paradoxes in which the phase with the greatest influence over eventual outcomes receives the least analytical attention and the least governance scrutiny, and argued that this asymmetry is structural rather than accidental, arising from the incentives of those who commission and those who deliver (Samset & Volden, 2016). The parallel with phased financing is close. A funding decision taken for a first tranche establishes the design that subsequent tranches will implement, yet the governance apparatus that verifies subsequent tranches is far more elaborate than the appraisal that produced the initial design.
The stage-gate logic developed in product innovation offers a disciplined comparison. Its central proposition is that a sequence of decision points at which continuation is genuinely reconsidered, on evidence generated by the preceding stage, improves resource allocation by permitting early termination of unpromising work (Cooper, 2008). Phased financing has the architecture of a stage-gate system but frequently lacks its essential feature, namely a real option to stop. Where the gate decision is effectively predetermined by the original commitment, and where termination would impose reputational costs on the funder and organisational costs on the implementer, the gate becomes a reporting event rather than a decision point. The literature offers no direct test of this proposition in a development grant setting, and it is advanced here as a plausible mechanism that would explain the coexistence of intensive reporting with weak learning, rather than as an established finding.
Evidence about what determines success in development projects points in a compatible direction. Investigation of critical success factors in a large multilateral portfolio found that design and monitoring were among the factors most strongly associated with success, and that supervision effort mattered less than the quality of the underlying design (Ika et al., 2012). Study of capacity building projects identified a set of success conditions in which the coherence of design with context and the presence of committed local counterparts featured prominently (Ika & Donnelly, 2017). Both findings locate the decisive variance upstream of the disbursement mechanism, which suggests that governance arrangements concentrated on downstream verification address the wrong margin.
6.2 Contractual specification, relational adjustment and their interaction
Whether governance operates through specification or through relationship is not merely a descriptive question, because the two respond differently to a shortening funding horizon. Research on positioned practices in long-duration partnership projects found that contractual and relational mechanisms are jointly produced and that their relative salience shifts as the relationship develops, with relational mechanisms requiring accumulated interaction to become effective (Benítez-Ávila et al., 2019). If that finding transfers, then short and reversible funding cycles systematically undermine the mechanism that would otherwise substitute for costly specification, and the resulting reliance on contractual control is a consequence of the financing structure rather than an independent governance choice. This is the clearest candidate for the proposition that governance quality is partly an artefact of the financing horizon, and it has not been tested in the grant setting.
The fairness dimension complicates the picture. Work applying organisational justice reasoning to project governance found that perceptions of procedural and interactional fairness predicted cooperative behaviour, and that formally identical arrangements produced different conduct depending on how they were experienced (Unterhitzenberger & Moeller, 2021). Applied to donor–implementer relationships, the implication is that the same tranche conditions may be experienced as reasonable assurance or as arbitrary control depending on the consultation that preceded them, and that measuring the conditions without measuring their reception will produce inconsistent associations with behaviour. Studies of practice at aid chain interfaces support this reading, having documented that requirements are actively reinterpreted rather than passively transmitted as they move between organisational levels (Gutheil & Koch, 2024). Coordination research in international development has similarly emphasised that temporary organisations depend on social and temporal embeddedness to function, and that arrangements which disrupt continuity of personnel and relationships impose coordination costs that formal mechanisms do not offset (Pilbeam, 2013).
6.3 Downward accountability, participation and the beneficiary interface
The governance mechanism most often recommended for improving sustainability is meaningful involvement of intended beneficiaries, and it is also the mechanism whose evidence base is most frequently overstated. Analysis of accountability mechanisms established early that upward and downward accountability draw on the same finite organisational resources and that the former tends to dominate (Ebrahim, 2003). Empirical work on the mediation of upward accountability processes found that these processes shaped organisational attention in ways that constrained the space available for dialogue with beneficiaries, and that the effects were not adequately described as either compliance or resistance (Agyemang et al., 2017). Research on localisation has documented the paradox that externally driven efforts to shift authority to local actors impose their own legitimacy requirements, which local organisations must then manage alongside the requirements they were intended to displace (Mulder, 2023). Analysis of the localisation agenda in Ghana identified unintended consequences for local organisations, including pressures that eroded the distinctive contribution that local presence was supposed to provide (Kumi et al., 2026).
The most careful recent assessment of participation in international development projects examined whether beneficiary participation delivers the outcomes attributed to it and found that the relationship is conditional rather than general, depending on the form participation takes and the stage at which it occurs (Bandé et al., 2024). This is a significant corrective to a literature, including much of the Kenyan literature, in which stakeholder participation is treated as an unambiguous positive predictor of sustainability. Older critical work on non-governmental intervention reached a compatible conclusion by a different route, documenting how organisations positioned as representatives of civil society came to occupy a different role in practice and how participatory arrangements could reproduce rather than disturb existing distributions of influence (Mohan, 2002). Evidence from Kenya on community health volunteers illustrates the practical difficulty: volunteers carrying substantial delivery responsibility identified income insecurity as their central problem and expressed preferences for income-generating arrangements as a condition of continued involvement, which indicates that participation without a resourcing settlement transfers cost rather than authority (Lusambili et al., 2021).
Capacity development is the fourth mechanism regularly invoked. Investigation of a health workforce development training programme with participants from several African countries found that the determinants of effective capacity development lay substantially in the organisational context to which trainees returned rather than in the training itself, and that individual capability gains did not translate into organisational capability where the receiving environment lacked supportive arrangements (Amde et al., 2019). The finding is consistent with wider evidence that capacity building projects succeed under specifiable conditions rather than generally (Ika & Donnelly, 2017), and it undermines the common assumption in project documentation that training activities constitute a sustainability strategy in themselves.
Table 4 sets out the principal points of disagreement in this literature, the competing findings, and the most plausible explanations for the divergence. Several of the apparent conflicts resolve once the outcome construct and the measurement independence of predictor and outcome are examined, which supports the argument advanced in Section 3 that a substantial part of the disagreement in this field is measurement artefact rather than substantive conflict.
Table 4. Conflicting findings and candidate explanations
	Point of disagreement
	Finding in one body of evidence
	Contrasting finding
	Most plausible explanation for divergence
	Supporting references

	Effect of revenue diversification on financial resilience
	Diversification associated with improved financial health across general nonprofit populations
	Diversification not predictive of reduced vulnerability among sub-Saharan African organisations
	Available revenue sources in the second setting are correlated external flows subject to common shocks, so diversification does not reduce systematic risk
	Despard et al. (2017); Hung and Hager (2019); Khieng and Dahles (2015); Lu et al. (2019)

	Value of beneficiary participation for sustainability
	Participation reported as a strong positive predictor in survey-based studies
	Participation found to have conditional effects dependent on form and timing
	Survey studies measure predictor and outcome from the same respondents; the conditional finding derives from designs that separate them
	Bandé et al. (2024); Mohan (2002)

	Contribution of results-linked disbursement
	Presented as an instrument that improves performance and accountability
	Incremental contribution over resource decentralisation contested; effects contingent on unit autonomy
	Comparators differ; studies attributing gains to conditionality often lack a decentralisation-only comparison
	Eifert and Gelb (2008); Waithaka et al. (2022); Witter et al. (2021)

	Direction of the governance–sustainability relationship
	Governance quality treated as an independent cause of sustainability
	Governance investment partly determined by funding horizon and funder requirements
	Cross-sectional designs cannot separate the two; relational governance requires accumulated interaction that short cycles preclude
	Benítez-Ávila et al. (2019); Ebrahim (2003); Müller et al. (2017)

	Sufficiency of capacity building as a sustainability strategy
	Training activities routinely presented as securing post-project continuity
	Individual capability gains do not translate to organisational capability without supportive receiving context
	Studies reporting success measure individual learning; studies reporting failure measure organisational application
	Amde et al. (2019); Ika and Donnelly (2017)


Note. Divergences attributed to measurement artefact are those in which the contrasting findings employ different outcome constructs or differ in the independence of predictor and outcome measurement.
7. The Kenyan Setting: Regulatory Change, Fiscal Constraint and the State of the Evidence
7.1 The regulatory and fiscal environment
Two structural changes frame the current position of Kenyan non-governmental organisations. The first is regulatory. The statutory framework governing the sector changed with the commencement, in May 2024, of legislation establishing public benefit organisations as the recognised form and creating a new regulatory authority in place of the previous coordination board, with registration, re-registration and reporting obligations attached (International Center for Not-for-Profit Law, n.d.). The practical significance for the review question is that compliance obligations now originate from two directions simultaneously. An organisation must satisfy funder reporting requirements and statutory reporting requirements whose categories do not align, and the governance capacity absorbed by the second is not available for the first or for beneficiary-facing accountability. The reasoning that upward accountability crowds out downward accountability applies with equal force to regulatory accountability (Ebrahim, 2003), and the addition of a second upward channel is a plausible aggravating factor whose effects have not been studied.
The second is fiscal. Kenya's health financing system operates under constraints that limit the plausibility of rapid domestic substitution for withdrawn external funds. Examination of facility financing under devolution documented fragmented flows and limited facility autonomy over the resources notionally allocated to them (Kairu et al., 2021), and analysis of the effects of the pandemic showed how quickly these arrangements transmitted external shocks (Kairu et al., 2023). Assessment of the potential for informal sector prepayment concluded that the revenue that could realistically be mobilised from that segment falls well short of what universal coverage would require, which constrains one of the principal proposed routes to domestic resource mobilisation (Okungu & McIntyre, 2019). Research on the experience of poorer households with financing reforms designed to target them found that intended beneficiaries were frequently not reached by the mechanisms established for their benefit (Kabia et al., 2019). Work on priority setting at hospital level established that resource allocation decisions are shaped by power relations among actors rather than by formal criteria alone (Barasa et al., 2016). None of these findings concerns non-governmental project sustainability directly, but together they establish that the receiving system into which donor-funded activities are supposed to be absorbed is itself resource-constrained and contested, which materially weakens the institutionalisation pathway that transition planning relies upon (Ogbuoji et al., 2025; Vogus & Graff, 2015). Broader analysis of the relationship between external debt, macroeconomic conditionality and domestic health financing in low- and middle-income countries reinforces this conclusion at the fiscal level (Federspiel & Borghi, 2026), and the contraction in bilateral health financing during 2025 removed a substantial share of the resources on which the previous arrangements depended (Faye, 2025).
7.2 What the Kenyan literature establishes and what it does not
Evidence of high quality about Kenyan non-governmental project sustainability is scarce, and the scarcity is not evenly distributed across sectors. In rural water supply, long-run retrospective analysis of handpump functionality on the south coast provides genuinely informative evidence about post-installation failure, identifying installation characteristics, management arrangements and water quality as risk factors and demonstrating that failure is patterned rather than random (Foster et al., 2018). The study is unusual in observing outcomes over an extended period after installation, and its findings caution against inferring sustainability from the presence of infrastructure. Critical work on the community management model further shows that conclusions about sustainability in this sector depend heavily on how functionality is defined and measured (Whaley & Cleaver, 2017).
In health, the Kenyan evidence concerns the financing and organisation of the public system rather than non-governmental project sustainability, and it must be used as context rather than as direct evidence. The exception is work on community health volunteers, which addresses the sustainability of a delivery model that donor-funded projects rely on extensively. Qualitative investigation in a rural coastal county found that volunteers regarded income insecurity as their central constraint and articulated preferences for income-generating arrangements that would make continued service viable (Lusambili et al., 2021). The study is single-site and qualitative, and it does not support an estimate of attrition or of the effect of any particular remuneration arrangement, but it identifies a mechanism that any credible sustainability plan for volunteer-dependent projects must address, and it indicates that the widespread practice of counting trained volunteers as evidence of sustainability is unsound.
Outside these areas the Kenyan literature consists overwhelmingly of small cross-sectional survey studies published in outlets that are not indexed in the principal bibliographic databases and whose peer review cannot be verified. The recurrent design administers a structured questionnaire to project staff or committee members in a single county or sector, derives Likert-scale indices for predictors such as stakeholder participation, monitoring and evaluation practice, resource mobilisation, leadership or risk management, and regresses a similarly derived sustainability index on them. Nearly all such studies report positive and significant coefficients for nearly all predictors. Four features of the design make that result close to inevitable and deprive it of evidential value. Predictor and outcome are elicited from the same respondents at the same time, so common-method variance inflates the association. The outcome is a perception of likely sustainability held during implementation rather than an observation of what occurred after funding ended, which means the studies do not measure sustainability at all under any of the definitions in Table 1. Sampling is typically purposive or by convenience within a single administrative unit, so the population to which any estimate refers is undefined. Respondents are project personnel whose continued employment depends on the project, which introduces a systematic incentive toward favourable reporting. The consequence is that this body of work cannot discriminate among the theoretical accounts compared in Section 4, cannot establish the direction of any relationship, and cannot support the practice recommendations routinely drawn from it.
This assessment is not a claim that the underlying phenomena are absent or that the researchers are mistaken about what matters. It is a claim about what the available designs can establish. Systematic review of post-funding programme sustainability across Africa reached comparably cautious conclusions from a broader evidence base, noting the heterogeneity and retrospective character of the eligible studies (Ilesanmi & Afolabi, 2022), and qualitative case evidence from Cameroon documented the collapse of externally managed projects after withdrawal without being able to quantify the risk (Muluh et al., 2019). Comparative work on the determinants of sustainability and organisational effectiveness in non-profit organisations has likewise proceeded largely by cross-sectional association (Iwu et al., 2015). The field's central problem is that the observation required to test its central claim, namely measurement of outcomes in recipient populations after funding has ceased, is expensive, is not funded by the funders whose decisions it would inform, and is not achievable within the timeframe of the postgraduate research that generates most of the Kenyan output.
7.3 Implications for interpreting claims about Kenyan project sustainability
Three interpretive rules follow. Claims resting on studies that measure anticipated sustainability during implementation should be treated as evidence about the beliefs of project personnel, which is a legitimate but different object of study. Claims about the effect of a governance mechanism should be assessed against whether the study could have observed the mechanism failing, since designs in which the predictor is a self-reported virtue rarely can. Claims that a project is sustainable because assets were installed, personnel were trained or committees were formed should be treated as unsupported unless functionality, retention or committee activity was verified after funding ceased, since each of these has been shown to decay in the absence of continuing resource (Amde et al., 2019; Foster et al., 2018; Lusambili et al., 2021).
Table 5 sets out the principal methodological limitations of the available evidence base, the specific inferential consequence of each, and the design feature that would remedy it. The purpose is diagnostic rather than dismissive: several of the remedies are achievable within realistic research budgets, and the concentration of weakness in a small number of design features suggests that modest changes in study design would substantially improve what the literature can establish.
Table 5. Methodological limitations of the available evidence base and corresponding design remedies
	Limitation
	Where it predominates
	Inferential consequence
	Design remedy
	Feasibility constraint
	Supporting references

	Outcome measured as anticipated rather than realised sustainability
	Cross-sectional survey literature on donor-funded projects
	No claim about post-funding outcomes is supported; the construct measured is respondent belief
	Follow-up measurement at a defined interval after funding ceases
	Requires funding beyond the project period, which funders rarely provide
	Ilesanmi and Afolabi (2022); Scheirer and Dearing (2011)

	Predictor and outcome elicited from the same respondents
	Survey studies of governance and sustainability
	Common-method variance inflates associations; near-universal significance is an artefact
	Independent measurement of governance from records and of outcomes from recipients
	Requires access to organisational records and recipient populations
	Bandé et al. (2024); Ebrahim (2003)

	Composite sustainability index averaging distinct constructs
	Most quantitative studies in the sector
	Estimates refer to an incoherent quantity; findings are not comparable across studies
	Separate measurement of survival, continuation, benefit persistence and asset functionality
	Increases instrument length and analytic complexity
	Scheirer (2013); Shediac-Rizkallah and Bone (1998)

	Non-probability sampling within a single administrative unit
	County-level studies of project sustainability
	Population of inference undefined; results cannot be pooled
	Sampling frame constructed from the regulatory register with defined inclusion probabilities
	Register completeness and currency are uncertain following regulatory transition
	International Center for Not-for-Profit Law (n.d.)

	Governance treated as a self-reported attribute
	Survey literature and much practice guidance
	Cannot distinguish governance structure from governance practice or from perceived fairness
	Observation of governance artefacts and decisions, with separate measurement of perceived fairness
	Requires organisational access and longer fieldwork
	Müller et al. (2017); Unterhitzenberger and Moeller (2021)

	Absence of a comparison condition
	Single-project and single-county case studies
	Effects of a mechanism cannot be separated from setting characteristics
	Comparative designs across projects differing in financing horizon or governance arrangement
	Requires cooperation of multiple funders and implementers
	Ika and Donnelly (2017); Ika et al. (2012)


Note. The table characterises the predominant pattern in the accessible literature and does not imply that every study exhibits every limitation.
8. Future Directions
The priorities set out here are ordered by the extent to which they would change what the field can claim, and each is stated in terms of the unresolved problem, the inadequacy of current evidence, the design required and the outcome that would need to be measured.
The first and most consequential priority is the direct measurement of benefit persistence after external funding has ceased. No question in this field matters more, and none is more poorly evidenced. Existing work substitutes the beliefs of project personnel during implementation for observation of what subsequently happened, and the small number of studies that do look after the funding period are retrospective and heterogeneous (Ilesanmi & Afolabi, 2022). What is required is prospective cohort measurement in which a defined set of projects is enrolled during their funded period, baseline and endline outcomes are recorded in the recipient population, and the same population is revisited at fixed intervals after funding ends. Outcome measures should be those of the intervention's own theory of change rather than a generic sustainability index, and the interval should be long enough for decay to become visible, which the water supply evidence suggests is measured in years rather than months (Foster et al., 2018). Such a design is expensive relative to the individual project but cheap relative to the portfolio decisions it would inform, and its principal obstacle is institutional rather than technical: no actor in the current financing architecture has both the incentive and the mandate to fund observation after its own involvement ends.
The second priority is to test whether governance quality is partly an artefact of the financing horizon rather than an independent cause of sustainability. This is the central unresolved theoretical question identified by the review, and it is tractable. The design required is comparative and longitudinal: projects that are similar in sector, scale and implementing organisation but differ in the credible horizon signalled by their funding arrangement, observed repeatedly over the funding period with governance measured from artefacts and decisions rather than from self-report, and with contractual and relational mechanisms measured separately (Benítez-Ávila et al., 2019; Müller et al., 2017). The specific proposition to be tested is that relational governance mechanisms fail to develop where the horizon is short and reversible, and that observed reliance on contractual control is therefore a consequence of financing structure. Confirmation would imply that interventions aimed at strengthening implementer governance will have limited effect unless funding horizons are extended, which would relocate the policy target substantially.
The third priority concerns the design of the gate decision itself. Phased financing has the architecture of a staged review process but, as argued in Section 6, frequently lacks a genuine option to discontinue, which converts the gate into a reporting event (Cooper, 2008; Samset & Volden, 2016). The research required is documentary and comparative: examination of what evidence is actually presented at continuation decisions, what proportion of decisions result in modification or termination, and whether continuation decisions are associated with the evidence generated in the preceding phase. This can be undertaken with funder records and does not require new primary data collection from implementers. The finding would bear directly on whether the reporting burden imposed on implementing organisations is proportionate to the decisions it informs.
The fourth priority is the construction of a defensible sampling frame for the Kenyan sector. The regulatory transition has created both an obstacle and an opportunity, since the register maintained by the new authority is in principle a complete list of the relevant population but its currency during the transition period is uncertain (International Center for Not-for-Profit Law, n.d.). Research that establishes the completeness and accuracy of the register, and that constructs from it a sampling frame stratified by sector, scale and funding profile, would enable the first genuinely population-based studies of the sector and would permit organisational survival to be tracked as an observable outcome rather than inferred. This is an immediate priority because the value of such a frame increases with the length of the series constructed from it.
The fifth priority is to examine the sector's response to correlated funding contraction. The reduction in bilateral health financing during 2025 constitutes a natural experiment of unusual clarity, since it affected many organisations simultaneously and was not anticipated in their planning (Faye, 2025). The design required is retrospective cohort analysis of organisations differing in pre-shock revenue concentration, examining survival, programme continuation and workforce retention. This would test directly the proposition, contested between the general nonprofit literature and the sub-Saharan evidence, that revenue diversification protects against vulnerability when the shock is correlated across sources (Despard et al., 2017; Hung & Hager, 2019). The window for retrospective reconstruction is limited by record retention among organisations that have closed, which makes this a near-term priority.
The sixth priority is longer-term and conceptual. The field lacks a validated instrument for measuring the five sustainability constructs separately in development project settings, and its absence is a principal cause of the incomparability documented throughout this review. Instrument development would require conceptual specification, cognitive testing with implementers and recipients across sectors, and psychometric evaluation in more than one country (Scheirer, 2013; Shediac-Rizkallah & Bone, 1998). The work is unglamorous and would take several years, but the return is high, since every subsequent study in the field would become more informative.
Two further lines deserve attention without ranking among the priorities above. Research on the interaction between regulatory and funder reporting obligations would establish whether the addition of a second upward accountability channel further displaces beneficiary-facing activity, which the accountability literature predicts but has not tested in a setting where the regulatory regime changed at an identifiable date (Ebrahim, 2003). Research on the transferability of transition planning evidence from vertical health programmes to the wider service portfolio would establish whether findings developed in disease-specific programmes apply to sectors where the receiving institution is a county administration rather than a health ministry (Ogbuoji et al., 2025; Vogus & Graff, 2015).
9. Conclusions
This review set out to determine what can defensibly be claimed about the relationship between phased financing, project governance and project sustainability in donor-funded non-governmental organisations in Kenya, and to identify where the evidence fails. The clearest conclusion is that the field's apparent consensus is largely a product of measurement. Once sustainability is disaggregated into organisational survival, activity continuation, benefit persistence, asset or capability maintenance, and institutionalisation, the greater part of the published literature is seen to measure none of them, substituting instead the anticipations of project personnel recorded while the project was still funded. The uniformly positive findings that characterise the Kenyan survey literature are therefore not evidence that the mechanisms studied work; they are evidence of a design that could scarcely have produced any other result.
Several conclusions are nonetheless well supported. Unpredictable and volatile external financing imposes real costs on planning and administrative performance, and the mechanism is sufficiently general that its operation within implementing organisations is highly plausible even though it has not been directly demonstrated there. Transitions away from external funding that are prepared over an extended period, with explicit assignment of responsibility for continuing functions and deliberate attention to retaining personnel, are less disruptive than transitions that are not, and this finding recurs across independent analyses in different settings. Infrastructure and benefit are separable, and the presence of an installed asset is not evidence that a benefit persists. Capability transferred to individuals does not become organisational capability unless the receiving organisation has the arrangements to absorb it.
Other conclusions are tentative and are presented as such. Whether revenue diversification protects organisations in settings where all available revenue is externally sourced and subject to common shocks remains genuinely unresolved, and the divergence between the general nonprofit finding and the sub-Saharan finding is best explained by the correlation structure of the available revenue rather than by any deficiency in either body of work. Whether conditioning disbursement on verified results improves post-funding persistence is not established, and the syntheses that exist concern effects during the funded period. Whether the intensity of governance activity observed in donor-funded projects is a cause of better outcomes or a consequence of the financing arrangement is the central unresolved question, and the cross-sectional evidence that dominates the field is structurally incapable of resolving it.
The broader significance of the synthesis is that it relocates the policy target. Recommendations directed at implementing organisations, urging stronger boards, better monitoring systems and more participatory planning, presuppose that governance capacity is the binding constraint. The evidence assembled here is at least equally consistent with the view that the binding constraint is the horizon and reversibility of the financing arrangement, and that governance behaviour adapts to it. If that is correct, then the sequence of reform matters: interventions to strengthen implementer governance undertaken without changes to funding horizons will produce more elaborate compliance apparatus rather than more durable benefit. Establishing which reading is correct requires the comparative longitudinal work set out above, and until that work is done the confident practice recommendations that populate this literature should be treated as hypotheses rather than as findings.
For Kenya specifically, the coincidence of regulatory transition, fiscal constraint and abrupt contraction in external health financing has produced a period in which the sector's structure is changing rapidly and in which the questions this review identifies are unusually answerable. The register maintained under the new statutory regime offers, for the first time, the prospect of a defined population from which samples can be drawn and against which survival can be tracked. The funding contraction offers a shock that was not anticipated in organisational planning and that therefore permits inference of a kind that ordinary variation does not. Both opportunities are time-limited, and the value of the evidence that could be generated is high relative to its cost.
10. Limitations
The principal limitation is intrinsic to the design adopted. A narrative review depends on the reviewer's judgement in selecting, weighting and interpreting evidence, and no procedural safeguard eliminates the possibility that selection has favoured material consistent with the interpretation advanced or that appraisal has been applied unevenly. The search was transparent and the appraisal criteria were stated, but neither screening nor appraisal was duplicated independently, and the absence of a second reviewer means that idiosyncratic judgements cannot be detected. Readers should treat the synthesis as one defensible reading of the literature rather than as a reproducible extraction from it.
Access to the literature was incomplete. Subscription bibliographic databases were not available, and searching was confined to open metadata registries, an open full-text index for biomedical literature, and general web searching of institutional sources. Relevant material indexed only in subscription databases, and material published in outlets that do not deposit metadata, will have been missed. This limitation bears asymmetrically on the Kenyan literature, much of which appears in outlets with limited indexing, and it is possible that studies of better quality than those characterised in Section 7 exist and were not retrieved. The search was restricted to material in English, and relevant work in other languages, including work published in Kiswahili, was not sought.
The evidence base is uneven in ways that constrain what any synthesis can achieve. Studies addressing the constructs of interest differ in design, in unit of analysis, in outcome definition and in the interval over which outcomes were observed, and the resulting heterogeneity makes quantitative synthesis inappropriate; no pooled estimate is offered and none should be inferred. Geographical representation is uneven, with health-sector evidence concentrated in a small number of countries and Kenyan evidence concentrated in particular counties and sectors. A substantial proportion of the retained evidence is observational, and the designs employed cannot establish causal direction for the central relationships examined. Long-term evidence is scarce throughout, and studies observing outcomes more than a short interval after funding ceased are rare enough that the review's conclusions about benefit persistence rest on a small number of investigations.
Publication bias is a plausible concern that the review could not assess. Studies reporting that governance mechanisms are associated with sustainability appear far more frequently than studies reporting no association, and in a literature dominated by postgraduate research with strong incentives toward reportable findings this asymmetry is unlikely to reflect the underlying distribution of results. The review has treated the uniformity of positive findings as diagnostic of design weakness rather than as evidence of a strong effect, but the alternative interpretation cannot be excluded on the available information.
The field is changing quickly. The regulatory framework governing the Kenyan sector commenced recently and its implementation is still developing; the contraction in external health financing occurred within the period covered by the search and its consequences are still unfolding. Evidence published after the search end date, and evidence about outcomes that have not yet materialised, may alter the assessments offered here, particularly those concerning organisational survival and the feasibility of domestic substitution.
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