Few ideas
about
Public Sector
Innovation



What is innovation in the public sector?

Public organizations are increasing their engagement with innovation as they respond to the imminent
environmental social and economic challenges. These responses are often achieved by replicating
ideas and processes from the private sector without adapting them to the unique specificities and
characteristics of the public sector.

In our work we observed how this translation (private to public sector innovation) is not easy to
accomplish however, it is important in terms of creating a grounded understanding of innovation that
can be shared among public organizations as well as with external actors, politicians and citizens.

In this short booklet, we provide some suggestions for how to reflect on public sector innovation. We
mostly highligh the differences with private sector innovation and touch upon the role of innovation

labs and leadership for public sector innovation.

The aim of this booklet is to provide inspiration and starting points for discussions rather than definitive
answers.

We ourselves are also on this journey to better understand this question and welcome any comments
and/or suggestions on this material. Please feel free to reach out to us!

Anna Seravalli and Hope Witmer

Contact:
anna.seravalli(at)mau.se

This booklet is one of the outcomes of the project
”Transitioning towards sustainable water and waste
management” financed by FORMAS (2019-02037).
Creative Commons License: CC-BY-NC-SA.




Universal Public school system Universal vaccination programs

NYTT,
NYTTIGT,
NYTTIGJORT

(trans. new, useful and utilized)

(Association of Swedish Muncipalities and Regions, 2021)

Something new
which is implemented
and creates value

Macintosh Plus Roman acqueduct



RESEARCH

An exploration for the sake of knowing

Dodgson, et al. (Eds.) (2013)

DEVELOPMENT
and
INNOVATION

The implementation of something new
in the specific situation/context in which
is placed (it can have inspiration from
research but not necessarily)

DEVELOPMENT
VS
INNOVATION

Incremental vs radical change
Little risk for failure vs Bigger risk for
failure
(but it is often a theoretical distinction
difficult to trace in practice)



Test,

Develop an evalute and
understanding of the refine the possible
Identify an issue issue and how it can “solution” (and the Implement
be tackled. understanding of the
issue).

RADICAL INNOVATION

major changes in the way we understand an issue and respond to it

INCREMENTAL INNOVATION

Dodgson et al (2013) improvements to the way we respond to an issue



INNOVATION IN THE
PRIVATE SECTOR

Something new for the field that is
created by one company and leads to
niche market and/or potential profit.

WHY: Primarily Profit.

WHAT: Creating a new market or
product (radical innovation) or being
the leaders in an existing market
(incremental innovation).

PUSH to INNOVATION: competition.

Schén (1971), Parsons (2006), Olsen (2009), Mazzucato
(2011), Dodgson et al.(2013), De Vries et al. (2016), N&hlinder
and Fogelberg Eriksson (2019).

INNOVATION IN THE
PUBLIC SECTOR

Something new for the field that
is implemented in one or many
organizations and creates value for
citizens and/or the public good.

WHY: Direct value for citizens or for the
public good

WHAT: Improving and changing current
operations in one or more organizations
(it could be radical or incremental, the
key point is how it creates value for
citizens/public good).

PUSH to INNOVATION: societal
challenges and expectations from the
public (including politicians).



PRIVATE SECTOR PUBLIC SECTOR

Goods and services which are Services which are essential
important for the functioning of a for the functioning of a society.
society.
Innovation is an option. Innovation is a necessity.
Failure is less risky. Failure is more risky.

Schén (1971), Parsons (2006), Olsen (2009), Mazzucato
(2013), Dodgson et al.(2013), De Vries et al. (2016), Né&hlinder

Macintosh Plus and Fogelberg Eriksson (2019). Access to Clean Water




PRIVATE SECTOR

Usually deals with complicated
problems, that can be solved with
specialized knowledge.

PUBLIC SECTOR

Usually deals with complex problems
that require interaction of different kinds
of knowledge,
ongoing learning and adaptation.
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Higher dependency on existing
settings within industry and/or
the organization

f.ex. AUTOMOTIVE INDUSTRY

A focus on continuous improvement
Tight connection/collaboration between operations and
development

Focus on profit
and
complicated issues

f.ex. IT START-UPS SCENE

A focus on radical innovation, being first

Communication and narrative is key

Building an organization around the innovation (or selling it to
another organization)

f.ex. PUBLIC SECTOR

A focus on continuous improvement

(complex questions and complex organizations)
Collaboration between operations and innovation functions
The importance of shared efforts across similar organizations
and with other actors

Focus on value for the
public and complex
issues

f.ex. CIVIL SOCIETY

A focus on new ways to act and organize in relation to
complex issues

Collaborative experimentation and joint learning
Looking for ways to create and maintain alliances with
different actors

Lower dependency on existing
settings within industry and/or
the organization

Schén (1971), Parsons (2006), Olsen (2009), Mazzucato
(2011)), Dodgson et al.(2013), De Vries et al. (2016), Néhlinder
and Fogelberg Eriksson (2019).



RADICAL INNOVATION

To identify major issues in relation to customers/public value and address them by developing new ways of working that
demand major changes in current routines and organizational models.

A
better
Training integration
competences of innovation
and creating efforts and
routines and support operations:
for development/ creating trust between
innovation work “innovation” and

“operations” people;

INCREMENTAL INNOVATION OR DEVELOPMENT

To continuously identify problems/opportunities within current ways of working
and respond them in collaboration with other actors.



PUBLIC SECTOR IS
USUALLY ORGANIZED
TO MANAGE NOT TO

INNOVATE

PUBLIC SECTOR
INNOVATION HEAVILY
RELIES ON IDEAS AND

INSPIRATION FROM THE

PRIVATE SECTOR

Highly specialized independent units, which make it difficult to drive collaborative
efforts;

A focus on running current activities in the most efficient way, which means that
there is lack of culture of, approaches and resources for exploration, reflection
and learning among employees and managers;

Politicians often lack time, knowledge and resources to grasp the complexity of
the issues they are administrating;

Citizens and other actors are seen as customers/users and not as possible
collaborators to improve and develop public sector action.

Risk of overlooking the complexity of public sector issues and the organizational
and industry settings;

Risk of focusing on ideals which do not fit the reality of public sector;
Lacking understandings of and approaches for innovation that are suited to

public sector context.

Schén (1971), Parsons (2006), Olsen (2009), De Vries et al.
(2016), Né&hlinder and Fogelberg Eriksson (2019), Seravalli
(2021)



SOMETHING NEW THAT IS
IMPLEMENTED IN ONE OR
MORE ORGANIZATIONS
AND THAT CREATES VALUE
FOR CITIZENS AND/OR
THE PUBLIC GOOD.

IT REQUIRES:

...prioritizing from the base of value to
customers/public good and operational
urgencies;.

... collaboration across units, across
organizations and with the all society;

... experimenting and learning
approaches that fit the issues and the

organizational and/or industry context.

BY:

...creating space and time for
employees and other actors (e.g.
managers, citizens etc.etc.) to
engage in innovation work (including
implementation).

...by fostering legitimacy, mandate
and understanding about public
sector innovation among key actors
(e.g.managers, employees, politicians,

citizens etc.etc.)



Prioritizing
based on value
to customers/public
good and operations’
Which issues affect urgencies.
the value we deliver to
customers and the public
good?
How do they relate to

urgencies/concerns from
operations?

Collaborating
within and outside
the organization to

share experiences and

expertises.

P Who is
affected by the
issue we want to

address? Given their own
pre-conditions and the
process frame, what
is the best way to
involve them?
Testing and
ongoing reflection
. based on the issues .
... and participants/units Which
pre-conditions. approaches

are most suited
to understand the
issue and explore ways
to address it2 How to
organize and drive
processes that allow for
the involvement of all
whose are affected
by the issue?



Prioritizing Collaborating

based on value within and outside
to customers/public the organization to
good and operations’ share experiences and
urgencies. INNOVATION LAB expertises.

Providing mandate, legitimacy,
knowledge and resources for the
employees and other actors to
engage in innovation work.

Testing and
ongoing reflection
based on the issues

and participants/units
pre-conditions.

Schéll et al. (2017);Tanurist et al. (2017); Mc Gann et al.(2018);
Seravallli (2021), Seravalli et al. (2021).



FRONT LINE MANAGERS
Key in implementation- employee
engagement, identification of priorities,
mobilization of competencies, internal and
external collaborations.

s A& R

POLITICIANS

) i Prioritizing Collaborating
Final dec.|5|on makers, represent based on value within and outside
fhe.ptfbhc, set gene.rc1| direction to customers/public the organization to

and limits for innovation(mandate). good and operations’ share experiences
urgencies. INNOVATION LAB and expertises.

Providing mandate, legitimacy,
knowledge and resources for the
employees and other actors to engage

in innovation work.

Testing and % : %

ongoing reflection
BOARD/HEADS OF DEPARTMENT

based on the issues

CEO and participants/units Gatekeepers for resources and

Reports to politicians and the public, pre-conditions. advocate for resources needed
contact with other organizations, strategically for implementation,
promotes vision and strategy internal/external collaborations

internally and externally.

Schéll et al. (2017), Witmer(2021), Witmer et al. (2022)



EMPLOYEES
Key in finding problems and coming
up with possible solutions, capacity to
collaborate, willing to learning and

developing
Prioritizing Collaborating
based on value within and outside
to customers/public the organization to
good and operations’ share experiences
urgencies. INNOVATION LAB and expertises.

Providing mandate, legitimacy,
knowledge and resources for the
employees and other actors to engage

in innovation work.

AR ARk

OTHER PUBLIC ongoing reflection OTHER ACTORS, CITIZENS

INNOVATION PROJECTS based on the issues Possible allies in identifying and
Influencing understanding of 21 [preiifel oy e understanding issues, test possible

. re-conditions. . ; .
and approo!ches qu public P solutions, sustain solutions in the long-
sector innovation term, influence politicians.

Schéll et al. (2017), Witmer (2021), Witmer et al. (2022)
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