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It is widely recognized that public innovation is the intelligent alternative to blind across-the-
board-cuts in times of shrinking budgets, and that innovation may help to break policy deadlocks 
and adjust welfare services to new and changing demands. At the same time, there is growing evi-
dence that multi-actor collaboration in networks, partnerships and interorganizational teams can 
spur public innovation (Sørensen and Torfing, 2011). The involvement of different public and pri-
vate actors in public innovation processes improves the understanding of the problem or challenge 
at hand and brings forth new ideas and proposals. It also ensures that the needs of users, citizens 
and civil society organizations are taken into account when innovative solutions are selected, tested 
and implemented. 

While a lot of public innovation continues to be driven by particular public employees and man-
agers, there seems to be a significant surge in collaborative forms of innovation that cut across the 
institutional and organization boundaries within the public sector and involve a plethora of private 
actors with relevant innovation assets. Indeed, the enhancement of collaborative innovation has be-
come a key aspiration of many public organizations around the world. However, if we fail to devel-
op a more precise and sophisticated understanding of the concepts of ‘innovation’ and ‘collabora-
tion’, we risk that both terms are reduced to empty and tiresome buzzwords that will not last to the 
end of the season. Moreover, in reality, collaborative and innovative processes are difficult to trig-
ger and sustain without proper innovation management and a supporting cultural and institutional 
environment. This insight calls for further reflections on the role of public leadership and manage-
ment and for a transformation of the entire system of public governing.

Hence, in order to spur collaborative innovation in the public sector, we need to clarify the basic 
terms of the debate and explore how collaborative innovation can be enhanced by new forms of 
innovation management and new forms of public governing. To this end, we shall first define the 
notions of innovation and public innovation and discuss the relation between public innovation 
and social innovation in order to better understand the purposes of different forms of innovation. 
We shall then seek to clarify the notion of collaboration and pinpoint why and how collaboration 
enhances public innovation. Next, we shall offer some theoretical and practical reflections about 
how public leaders and managers can advance collaborative innovation. Finally, we shall argue that 
the enhancement of collaborative forms of social innovation calls for a transformation of the sys-
tem of public governing that shifts the balance from New Public Management towards New Public 
Governance.

Innovation, public innovation and social innovation
Developing a new and promising idea through a heuristic process based on intuition, brainstorm-
ing and a pragmatic recombination of old and new elements is a manifestation of creativity, but 
creativity only becomes innovation when the new and promising idea is implemented and makes a 
difference (Mulgan and Albury, 2003). As such, innovation can be defined as the development and 
practical realization of new and creative ideas in order to produce some added value (Hartley, 2005).

Innovation involves change, but it is not all forms of change that qualify as innovation. Only step-
changes that disrupt the existing practices and the common wisdom in a particular area are innova-
tions. Step-changes can be small and incremental and merely change the form and content of par-
ticular practices, or they can be large and radical and transform both the goals and operational log-
ic of an entire service system. However, step-changes always involve some degree of discontinuous 
change and that is precisely the essence of innovation: to develop and implement new and creative 
solutions that somehow break with the past. 

Innovative solutions can either be the result of the invention of something entirely new, or the re-
sult of the imitation of innovative solutions from elsewhere in and through a complex process of 
adoption and adaption. Hence, it is not the source of innovation, but the local context of implemen-
tation that determines whether something is an innovation or not (Roberts and King, 1996).
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Since the early days of Marx and Schumpeter, innovation has been regarded as a key driver of eco-
nomic growth and a necessary condition for ensuring competitiveness and profitability of private 
firms (Hagedorn, 1996). Market competition forces private enterprises to develop innovative prod-
ucts, production methods and marketing strategies in order to stay in business.

For a long time innovation was perceived as something that was only relevant to the private sec-
tor. Public innovation was considered an oxymoron. Hence, it is a persistent myth that the public 
sector, due to the lack of competition and profit motives, is much less innovative than the market-
based private sector (Borins, 2001; Hartley, Sørensen and Torfing, 2013). There is no doubt that 
competition incentivizes private firms to innovate, but it does not provide a method for innovation. 
Hence, when private firms aim to produce innovation, they face many of the same barriers as pub-
lic organizations do because they are both organized as bureaucracies with hierarchical command 
structures, an internal division of labor, cultural boundaries between different professions, rule-
governed behavior and a tendency towards institutional isolation that means that innovation is pro-
duced in-house (Halvorsen et al. 2005).

The public sector also has some sector-specific barriers due to the fact that it is politically gov-
erned, lacks economic incentives and produces regulations and services that are extremely com-
plex and often based on legal rights and entitlements. However, these specific barriers are partly 
outweighed by the sector-specific drivers of the public sector in terms of its large budget, well-edu-
cated staff, easy access to inputs from citizens and users, and relatively favorable conditions of in-
terorganizational learning, policy transfer and innovation diffusion (Rashman and Hartley, 2002).

With these drivers in mind, it comes as no surprise that the public sector is far more dynamic and 
innovative than its reputation. Hence, contrary to the classical public administration theory – from 
Max Weber, over Anthony Downs, to Charles Lindblom – the public sector seems to create a lot 
of innovation. This becomes clearly visible if we compare today’s public sector with the one we 
had 30 years ago. Within that short timespan new policy areas such as preventive care, active em-
ployment policy and climate change mitigation have emerged. We have seen the development of a 
whole range of innovative services such as online education, neighborhood renewal programs, and 
re-habilitation of elderly people so that they can stay as long as possible in their own home. Public 
organizations have been transformed by the introduction of elaborate system of performance man-
agement, performance-related wage-systems and quasi-markets. Service delivery processes have 
innovated by the creation of one-stop service agencies, public-private partnerships and digital self-
service. Finally, the role and position of the public sector has been subject to innovation due to the 
recent emphasis on active citizenship, co-production and volunteering.
 
Historical studies of the development of social policies (Ehrenreich, 1985; Dean, 1991) confirm 
that the public sector has always produced a considerable amount of innovation. However, it is 
only recently that we have begun to talk about public innovation and discuss how we can spur pub-
lic innovation in response to globalization, fiscal and demographic pressures and the rising service 
expectations of citizens and private companies. In the last decade, public innovation has moved to 
the top of the policy agenda in most public organizations, but there is still more people in the pub-
lic sector who are talking the talk than walking the walk. 

The notion of social innovation has played an important role in the recent expansion of the public 
innovation agenda. In the beginning, when innovation was first addressed in relation to the public 
sector, the focus was on how the public sector could contribute to innovation and growth in the pri-
vate sector through scientific research, knowledge transfers, technology policy and participation in 
networks of private companies known as national innovation systems (Lundvall, 1992). The public 
sector was merely seen as a mid-wife for private sector innovation. The ‘Reinventing Government’ 
movement associated with the advancement of New Public Management slightly changed the fo-
cus (Osborne and Gaebler, 1993). The public sector was to become more dynamic and innovative 
in order to increase its efficiency; thus, making it possible to reduce taxes and boost the competive-
ness of the private sector. Whereas the ‘Reinventing Government’ movement still saw private sec-
tor growth as the ultimate telos of public innovation, the new discourse on ‘social innovation’ com-
pletely changed the rational for enhancing public innovation. Social innovation is defined as ‘in-
novative activities and services that are motivated by the goal of meeting a social need and that are 
predominantly developed and diffused through organizations whose primary purpose are social’ 
(Mulgan et al. 2007: 8). Social innovation is essentially a public innovation that aims to find a ‘so-
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lution that is more effective, efficient, sustainable, or just than the existing solutions and for which 
the value created accrues primarily to society as a whole rather than private individuals’ (Phills, 
Deiglmeier and Miller, 2008: 36). Hence, the notion of social innovation pinpoints those forms of 
public innovation that are social and public in character and not motivated by concerns for private 
sector growth and profitability.

Social innovation includes innovations in public programs, regulations and services that aim to im-
prove the living conditions of the citizens and meet their unfulfilled needs for material goods, per-
sonal and environmental protection, social care, individual and social opportunities, etc. Social in-
novation also includes organizational and process innovation that helps to provide higher quality of 
and better access to public services while cutting costs and thereby facilitating the consolidation of 
public programs and the funding of new ones. Finally, in our view, social innovation also includes 
policy innovations that aim to reformulate and reinvent social demands and the way that they are 
met in response to new societal developments and changing political values and aspirations.    

The use of the notion of ‘social innovation’ has not caught on to the same extent as…in all coun-
tries and the discourse on social innovation appears to be stronger in the Anglo-Saxon countries 
than in continental Europe, despite the attempt of the EU to promote the concept (European Com-
mission, 2011, 2013). However, the underlying idea that public innovation should serve a social 
purpose has gripped policy makers, public managers and public employees throughout Europe so 
that today the key question is not whether we should spur public innovation in order to enhance the 
production of social and public value. Rather, the question how we can do it.

Collaborative innovation: 
the argument 

It is often assumed that innovation in the private sector is generated by forward-looking business 
leaders, hard-working entrepreneurs and genius inventors. However, the truth is that most innova-
tions in private enterprises are created either by large R&D-departments or by strategic allianc-
es with other firms. Nevertheless, the myth about the individual innovation heroes that allegedly 
drives innovation in the private sector has inspired the public sector to look for its own innova-
tion heroes (Doig and Hargrove, 1987). Some have highlighted the role of elected politicians who 
need to bring new ideas to the table in order to gain support from the voters (Polsby, 1984). The 
‘Reinventing Government’ movement has celebrated the entrepreneurial spirit of public manag-
ers engaged in strategic management and private contractors who are competing for tender in the 
new quasi-markets (Osborne and Gaebler, 1993). More recently, there has been a growing interest 
in employee-driven and user-driven innovation in the public sector (LO, 2008; Bogers, Afuah and 
Bastian, 2010). 

What this misguided search for public innovation heroes fails to realize is that innovation is sel-
dom the result of the efforts of a single actor (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). Hence, it is often in the 
meeting between different public and/or private actors that new ideas are developed, processes of 
mutual learning are accelerated, and joint ownership to new and bold solutions is built.  As such, 
new research suggests that multi-actor collaboration strengthens and improves all phases in the in-
novation process (Roberts and Bradley, 1991; Roberts and King, 1996; Hartley, 2005; Nambisan, 
2008; Eggers and Singh, 2009). The understanding of the problems and challenges at hand is im-
proved when the experiences and knowledge of different public and private actors are taken into 
account. The development of new ideas is strengthened when actors with different perspectives 
and opinions are invited to think along and new ideas are cross-fertilized, sharpened and combined 
through collaboration. The selection and testing of the most promising solutions will be enriched 
if actors with different backgrounds and concerns participate in negotiation of gains and risks. The 
implementation of innovative solutions is promoted when the relevant actors coordinate their ac-
tions and have joint ownership of the new solution. Last but not least, the diffusion of innovation is 
enhanced because the participating actors will act as ambassadors and disseminate information of 
both the content and advantages of the innovative practices.

Ben Bommert (2010) captures the core of the argument for collaborative innovation when he as-
serts that collaborative innovation is the only innovation method that ensures that it is possession 
of innovation assets rather than organizational and institutional boundaries that determines who 
contributes to the production of public innovation. Both competitive markets and hierarchical 
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forms of government tend to foster innovation processes that are trapped within the narrow con-
fines of a single organization and thus fail to reap the fruits of collaboration with relevant and af-
fected actors who can provide important inputs to the innovation process. 

The literature on social innovation also tends to emphasize the collaborative aspect of innova-
tion processes. Hence, social innovations are considered to be social both in their ends and in their 
means (European Commission, 2013). Hence, it is frequently asserted that particularly the end us-
ers, whose needs are going to be met, should participate in initiating, designing and implementing 
innovative policies and services because their input to the innovation process is crucial (Von Hip-
pel, 2005, 2007). However, because of the one-sided emphasis on the role of end-users in the co-
creation of social innovations, we prefer to talk about collaborative innovation which does privi-
lege end users, but opens up the possibility for the inclusion of all relevant and affected actors from 
the public and private sector. 

The notion of collaborative innovation resonates well with the growing interest in collabora-
tive governance through networks, partnerships and interorganizational communities of practice 
(Agranoff, 2007; Ansell and Gash, 2007; O’Leary and Bingham, 2009). While ‘governance’ is de-
fined as the formal and informal processes through which society and the economy are steered and 
public problems are solved in accordance with common objectives (Torfing et al. 2012), it is not 
always clear how collaboration is conceptualized. One approach is to distinguish between coop-
eration, coordination and collaboration (Keast, Brown and Mandell, 2007). Whereas cooperation 
involves the exchange of relevant information and knowledge and coordination aims to create syn-
ergies and avoid overlaps in public regulation and service production, collaboration involves a sus-
tained interaction through which a plethora of actors aim to find common solutions to shared prob-
lems. Hence, collaboration involves more than communication and sustained dialogue and more 
than pragmatic attempts to pool resources and avoid stepping on each other’s toes. Collaboration is 
based on a mutual commitment of two or more actors to work together towards a common end that 
can only be reached through the transmutation of materials, ideas and/or social relations (Roberts 
and Bradley, 1991). In collaborative processes social and political actors work on a shared problem 
in order to find mutually acceptable ways to conceptualize and solve it. In the course of interaction 
the actors will not only transform the shared object, but also their roles and identities and the logic 
of appropriate action that guide their actions (March and Olsen, 1995; Engeström, 2008). 

Collaboration is sometimes associated with ‘unanimous consent’ (Straus, 2002). However, a to-
tal consensus with no room for dissent is extremely demanding in terms of the time and resources 
it would take to get everybody to embrace a joint solution. It is also detrimental to innovation be-
cause conflicts, dissent and grievances tend to drive innovation and because total consensus is of-
ten achieved by getting everybody to agree on the least common denominator, which is a method 
that favors incremental adjustments rather than more discontinuous changes and disruptive inno-
vations. In contrast to the predominant view that consensus is obtained through deliberation in a 
power-free space of communicative reason, we shall here follow Barbara Gray (1989) in defining 
collaboration as involving the constructive management of differences in order to find joint solu-
tions to shared problems. We collaborate because we are different and we expect that our different 
experiences and perspectives will give us a more complex and nuanced understanding of the world, 
challenge and disturb our tacit knowledge, and produce new and creative ideas through passionate 
debates based on joint aspirations and mutual contestation.
 
Collaboration breaks down if the participants develop an antagonistic relation with each other, but 
if the differences between the actors are managed in a constructive way, the actors will be able to 
reach an agreement about the content and character of the innovative solution that they aim to real-
ize. The agreement will be provisional, contested and involve compromise formation, but a major-
ity of the actors will rally behind it, despite their eventual reservations and grievances. The advan-
tage of this way of conceptualizing collaboration as a conflict-ridden attempt to find joint solutions 
to shared problems through provisional and disputed agreements is that it makes room for the dif-
ferences and passions that fuel the processes of creativity and innovation.

In the Danish CLIPS-project we have conducted 14 case studies of successful public innovations 
in relation to crime prevention in a local neighborhood. Most of the innovations are service inno-
vations that are developed in response to unmet needs of at risk youths. While four of the smaller 
projects are driven by individual change agents, the rest of the innovation projects were created 
through collaboration either between public and private actors (six projects) or different public 
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agencies (four projects). However, there is a tendency for the private stakeholders to be more in-
volved in the co-creation of the implementation than in the co-creation of the initiation and design. 
Another key finding is that the end-users (‘at risk youth’) seldom play a key role in the projects, 
whereas civil society organizations and non-profit contractors are central players. Last but not least, 
we find that leadership is indispensable for enabling and giving direction to co-created innovations 
(Torfing and Krogh, 2013).  

Rethinking public leadership and management  

Enhancing collaborative innovation in the public sector requires the development of a new kind of 
public leadership and management. Whereas the traditional forms of public leadership and man-
agement have aimed to govern ‘facticity’ by responding to the actual performance of staff and 
administrative agencies and the results they are producing, the new forms of innovation manage-
ment must aim to govern ‘emergence’ in the sense of inchoate solutions that might be realized 
sometime in the future. Hence, it is not enough to recruit, instruct and evaluate public employees 
through what is known as transaction management; nor is it sufficient to empower and motivate the 
staff through what is referred to as transformational leadership (Parry and Bryman, 2012). Rather, 
the promotion of public innovation requires a combination of adaptive and pragmatic leadership. 
Adaptive leadership aims to determine which activities to maintain and which to adapt and trans-
form. It then seeks to develop new practices by crafting and testing prototypes and by aligning 
people across the organization in order to ensure execution and facilitate integration of the new 
activities with the old ones (Heifetz, Linsky and Grashow, 2009). Pragmatic leadership aims to 
transform the culture of public organizations in ways that enhance single and double loop learning, 
and even transformative learning that develops new metaphors and narratives that help us to under-
stand what we have not been able to comprehend and change our identities and roles (Argyris and 
Schön, 1978; Mezirow et al., 2000). 

Public leaders and managers may also benefit from acquaintance with the new design thinking that 
uses design tools to tackle complex problems by means user involvement, cross-disciplinary dia-
logue, collaborative brainstorming and experiential testing of prototypes in interactive processes 
(Bason, 2010). Design thinking promotes collaboration and co-creation, both in order to achieve 
‘divergent thinking’ that uses logical analysis and creative methods to generate new ideas and pro-
posals and in order to achieve ‘convergent thinking’ that synthesizes different ideas into new and 
better solutions that work. 

Design thinking is a tool for enhancing collaborative innovation, and the efforts of public leaders 
and managers to create and sustain collaboration call for a more distributive and collaborative lead-
ership. There is no need for visionary innovation heroes who can work miracles and turn around 
ossified public organizations overnight. Rather, we need to cultivate a new kind of public lead-
ers and managers who are leading others to lead themselves (Parry and Bryman, 2012). Leaders 
and managers should distribute and disperse leadership functions in their organization through the 
empowerment of the employees and creation of self-managing teams and networks in which the 
leadership function is more horizontal (Wart, 2013). Horizontal leadership should also be strength-
ened in order to facilitate collaboration with private actors such as service users, citizens, NGOs 
and private firms. The challenge of collaborative leadership is both to design appropriate institu-
tional arenas for collaborative governance and to mobilize relevant actors and facilitate collabora-
tive processes by stressing the mutual interdependency of the public and private actors. This chal-
lenge should be met by a combination of hands-off and hands-on meta-governance of interactive 
governance processes (Meuleman, 2008). Meta-governance is an attempt to influence collaborative 
governance processes without reverting to traditional forms of command and control and it is exer-
cised by means of creating and framing interactive arenas and facilitating and managing processes 
of multi-actor collaboration (Sørensen and Torfing, 2009).

Now, if we want to enhance collaborative innovation, we need to translate all these abstract ideas 
about how to lead and manage collaborative innovation processes into more concrete recommenda-
tions. In order to do so, we propose that the barriers to collaborative innovation in the public sector 
can be mitigated or overcome by public leaders and managers who assume the role of ‘conveners’, 
‘facilitators’ and ‘catalysts’ (Straus, 2002; Crosby and Bryson, 2010; Morse, 2010; Page, 2010; 
Ansell and Gash, 2012).
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The role of the convener is to bring together the relevant actors and spur interaction and the ex-
change of information, views and ideas. Hence, the convener must: 

•	 Select the team by identifying actors with relevant innovation assets and in-
cite and motivate them to participate in the innovation process

•	 Clarify the role of the different actors and draw up a process map that delineates 
who participates when and how in the different phases of the innovation process

•	 Encourage interaction and exchange between the participating actors by means of 
stimulating the recognition of their mutual dependence on each other’s resources

•	 Secure political support for the search for innovative solu-
tions and protect the integrity of the collaborative

•	 Give direction to the joint search for innovative solu-
tions and align the goals and expectations of the actors

The role of the facilitator is to get the actors to collaborate by constructively managing their differ-
ences and engaging in processes of mutual learning that bring them beyond the least common de-
nominator. Hence, the facilitator must:

•	 Lower the transaction costs of collaborating by arranging good and effec-
tive meetings, ensuring a smooth communication and selectively activat-
ing those actors who are not contributing as much as they could

•	 Enhance and sustain trust between the actors by creating venues for in-
formal social interaction, encouraging the development of common rules 
and procedures for interaction, and triggering a virtuous cycle of trust-cre-
ation through a unilateral display of trust in the other actors

•	 Develop a common frame of understanding by creating a common knowledge base 
through knowledge exchange and joint fact finding missions and developing a com-
mon language based on jointly accepted definitions of key terms and ideas

•	 Resolve or mediate conflicts so that they become constructive rath-
er than destructive and ensure that irresolvable conflicts are de-person-
alized and conceived as joint puzzles rather than road blocks

•	 Remove obstacles to collaboration by securing support from the execu-
tive leaders in the participating organizations and negotiating how costs 
and gains of innovative solutions are distributed among the actors

 
The role of the catalyst is to create appropriate disturbances and stimulate the actors to think out of 
the box and develop and implement new and bold solutions. As such, the catalyst must:

1. Construct a sense of urgency either by invoking a ‘burning ship’ or dem-
onstrating the presence of a ‘window of opportunity’

2. Prevent tunnel view by encouraging the actors to change their perspective, including new 
and different actors in the team, or bringing new and inspiring knowledge into play

3. Create open and creative search processes by changing the ven-
ue and the way that the actors interact and collaborate

4. Facilitate the management and negotiation of the risks associated with innovative solu-
tions and coordinate the implementation process to enhance synergy and avoid overlap

5. Ensure that the participating actors assume the role of ambassadors and use their 
strong and weak ties to disseminate knowledge about  the innovative solution 
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The deliberate attempt of public leaders and managers to convene the relevant actors, facilitate col-
laboration and co-creation and catalyze the development and realization innovative ideas needs to 
be supplemented with persistent attempts to build a strong innovation culture in public organiza-
tions (Dobni, 2008). Creating an innovation culture is a multifaceted venture that involves recruit-
ing and nurturing creative talents, enhancing diversity and mobility, and encouraging staff mem-
bers to use their professional knowledge to generate and test new ideas. It also involves combatting 
the zero-error culture, the detailed rules and regulation and the demotivating performance meas-
urement systems that prevent innovation. Finally, it involves attempts to create flatter and more 
flexible organizations with a clear mission and leadership and to drill hole in the silos and create 
borderless organizations without fixed boundaries. What is called for is a cultural revolution in the 
public sector that requires a complete rethinking of the way that we are organizing, governing and 
leading the public sector and its relation to society. In short, we need to transform governance in 
order to enhance innovation.

Transforming governance 

The public sector has traditionally been organized as a Weberian bureaucracy, but the mounting 
critique of public bureaucracies for being too ineffective and inefficient has recently stimulated the 
adoption of governance reforms inspired by New Public Management (Hood, 1991). Public serv-
ices should be privatized or contracted out and the remaining public service organizations should 
be subjected to competitive pressures from private contractors who are operating in new quasi-
markets and from the end users who are re-cast as ‘customers’ and given the right to choose freely 
between competing public and private service providers. In order to be able to deal with this com-
petitive pressure, the public sector should import a number of strategic management tools from the 
private sector such as contract steering of special purpose agencies, fixed budget frames with in-
ternal flexibility, management by objectives, performance measurement, performance-related pay 
systems, etc.

New Public Management has not been systematically implemented in all countries, but most West-
ern democracies have been influenced by at least some of the core ideas (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 
2004). The total effects of New Public Management are difficult, if not impossible, to assess. How-
ever, while the public sector in some countries has benefitted from a stronger emphasis on policy 
goals, evaluation and public leadership, there are also critical reports about increasing fragmenta-
tion, growing distrust and excessive costs of performance measurement (Dent, Chandler and Barry, 
2004; Christensen and Lægreid, 2007).

Most importantly, however, New Public Management does not seem to have fulfilled its promise 
of enhancing public innovation. Hence, contrary to expectations, performance management tends 
to create a zero-error culture that prevents innovation; competition tends to prevent the exchange 
of new ideas that are treated as business secrets; and free consumer choice tends to turn the citizens 
into demanding and complaining users who do not feel part of the solution (Hartley, Sørensen and 
Torfing, 2013). If New Public Management has spurred public innovation through competitive ten-
dering and procurement and the emphasis on public entrepreneurship, it has clearly not been by 
means of enhancing collaboration. 

Consequently, we insist that the enhancement of collaborative innovation in the public sectors is 
predicated on a shift from New Public Management to New Public Governance (Osborne, 2006; 
2010; Torfing and Triantafillou, 2013). The contrast between the two paradigmatic ways of govern-
ing the public sector and its relation to its external environment is shown in table 1.
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Table 1: Comparison of New Public Management and New Public Governance

New Public Management New Public Governance

Self-interested public employees must be 
subjected to tight monitoring and control

Self-interest is combined with a strong 
Public Service Motivation that calls for 
trust-based management

The problem is the public monopoly over service 
production that makes service products too poor 
and too expensive 

The problem is the growing complexity 
and wickedness of the problems and 
challenges that are facing the public 
service production

The solution is enhance competition through 
privatization and contracting out

The solution is public-private 
collaboration through networks and 
partnerships

Intraorganizational management should focus on 
resources and performance

Interorganizational leadership should 
focus on processes and results

Citizens are customers with free service choice
Citizens are co-producers and co-creators 
of welfare services

The goal is the enhancement of efficiency through 
rationalization based on LEAN

The goal is the enhancement of efficiency, 
effectiveness and quality through resource 
mobilization and innovation

 
The comparison of the two governing paradigms in table 1 brings out the defining features of New 
Public Governance. It is important that these features tend to enhance and sustain collaborative 
innovation. Hence, trust-based management resting on co-leadership, mutual feedback and em-
powerment tends to enhance the motivation of public employees to help solve social problems and 
create a space for collaboration that can produce innovative solutions (Nyhan, 2006). Focusing on 
problems and challenges will stimulate a cross-disciplinary and Interorganizational search for new 
and bold solutions and the turn from product- to service-orientation will open the eyes of public 
administrators to the active and creative role of citizens in co-production (Osborne, Radnor and 
Nasi, 2013). The emphasis on collaboration rather than competition will enhance the exchange of 
knowledge, ideas and resources and generate support to new and innovative strategies (Sørensen 
and Torfing, 2011). Collaborative leadership aiming to create good and constructive processes, 
which can foster the kind of results that are needed, will help to overcome organizational and pro-
fessional boundaries and stimulate mutual and transformative learning processes (Wart, 2013). 
Turning citizens from passive consumers to active citizens will enhance co-production and co-crea-
tion that use the experiences, competencies and energies of end-users to renew public services (Bo-
vaird and Loeffler, 2012). Last but not least, the transgression of the narrow confines of Lean-based 
rationalization techniques will open up for creative processes that aim to re-cast the systems of pub-
lic service production as well as their underlying perception of the problems, goals and causalities 
in the search for disruptive innovations that can gives us more and better services for less (Radnor 
and Osborne, 2013).

New Public Governance is likely to stimulate collaborative innovation in the public sector and it 
is, therefore, positive to see that ideas and practices associated with New Public Governance are 
emerging and gaining momentum in public sectors throughout Europe (Torfing and Triantafillou, 
2013). However, just as New Public management did not replace bureaucratic forms of govern-
ment, New Public Governance will tend to co-exist with remnants of the former governing para-
digms, thus adding a new layer of institutional practices to the existing layers. The co-existence 
of different governing paradigms will no doubt give rise to the formation of hybrid forms of gov-
ernance with unforeseen and ambiguous effects on the innovative capacity of the public sector. 
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Nevertheless, the more hegemonic the New Public Governance paradigm becomes, the greater the 
chances that public innovation will flourish and help us improve public policies and services in the 
face of the present and future challenges. 

Conclusion 

In this article we have explained how the notion of social innovation has helped to create a new 
sui generis focus on innovation in the public sector and shown how collaboration, defined as the 
constructive management of difference, can drive public innovation. We have also explored the 
challenges that collaborative innovation pose to public leadership and management and delineated 
three important roles for public innovation managers. Finally, we have shown that the further ad-
vancement of collaborative innovation is predicated on a shift from New Public Management to 
New Public Governance.

Despite its importance and promise, the research on collaborative innovation is only in its infancy 
and further research is needed. We shall conclude this article by mentioning the five top priorities 
on the research agenda. First, we need comparative case studies as well as quantitative studies in 
order to further document the effects of multi-actor collaboration on public innovation. Second, we 
must explain why stakeholder participation in co-created implementation tends to be stronger than 
in co-created initiation and design. Third, we need a detailed mapping of the political and institu-
tional barriers and drivers of collaborative innovation. Fourth, we must identify the dilemmas as-
sociated with the exercise of innovation management and reflect on how they are managed. Finally, 
the political conditions for a transition to New Public Governance must be assessed.



Social Frontiers Enhancing Social Innovation by Rethinking Collaboration, 
Leadership and Public Governance

11

References

Agranoff, R. (2007), Managing within Networks: Adding 
Value to Public Organizations, Washington, DC: Georget-
own University Press.

Ansell, C. and Gash, A. (2007), ‘Collaborative governance 
in theory and practice’, Journal of Public Administration 
Research and Theory, 18(4): 543-571.

Ansell, C. and Gash, A. (2012), ‘Stewards, mediators and 
catalysts: Toward a model of collaborative leadership’, The 
Innovation Journal, 17(1): 1-21.

Argyris, C. and Schön, D. (1978), Organizational Learning: 
A Theory of Action Perspective, Reading, MA: Addison-
Wesley. 

Bason, C. (2010), Leading Public Sector Innovation, Bristol: 
Policy Press.

Bogers, M., Afuah, A. and Bastian, B. (2010), ‘Users as in-
novators: A review, critique, and future research directions’, 
Journal of Management, 36(4): 857-875.

Borins, S. (2001), ‘Encouraging innovation in the public 
sector’, Journal of Intellectual Capital, 2(3): 310-319. 

Bommert, B. (2010), ‘Collaborative innovation in the pub-
lic sector’, International Public Management Review, 11(1): 
15-33.

Bovaird, T. and Loeffler, E. (2012), ‘From engagement to 
co-production: How users and communities contribute to 
public services’, in V. Pestoff, T. Brandsen, and B. Ver-
schuere (eds), New Public Governance, the Third Sector and 
Co-production, London: Routledge, 35-60.

Christensen, T. and Lægreid, P. (eds) (2007), Transcend-
ing New Public Management: The Transformation of Public 
Sector Reforms, Aldershot: Ashgate.  

Crosby, B. and Bryson, J. (2010), ‘Integrative leadership 
and the creation and maintenance of cross-sector collabora-
tion’, Leadership Quarterly, 21(2): 211-230.

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1996), Creativity: Flow and the Psy-
chology of Discovery and Invention, New York, NJ: Harper 
Perennial.

Dean, M. (1991), The Constitution of Poverty, London: 
Routledge.

Dent, M., Chandler, J. and Barry, J. (2004), Questioning the 
New Public Management, Aldershot: Ashgate. 

Dobni, C. B. (2008), ‘Measuring innovation culture in or-
ganizations’, European Journal of Innovation Management, 
11(4), 539-559.

Doig, J.W. and Hargrove E.L. (1987), Leadership and In-
novation: Entrepreneurs in Government, Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press. 

Eggers, B. and Singh, S. (2009), The Public Innovators 
Playbook, Washington, DC: Harvard Kennedy School of 
Government.

Ehrenreich, J. 1985), The Altruistic Imagination: A history 
of social work and social policy in the U.S. Ithaca, NY: Cor-
nell University Press.

Engeström, Y. (2008), From Teams to Knots: Activity Theo-
retical Studies of Collaboration and Learning at Work, New 
York, NJ: Cambridge University Press.

European Commission (2011), Empowering People, Driving 
Change: Social Innovation in the European Union, Luxem-
burg: EU.

European Commission (2013), Industrial Innovation: Social 
Innovation, Luxemburg: EU.

Gray, B. (1989), Collaborating: Finding Common Ground 
for Multiparty Problems, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Hagedoorn, J. (1996), ‘Innovation and entrepreneurship: 
Schumpeter revisited’, Industrial and Corporate Change, 
5(3), 883-896. 

Halvorsen, T., Hauknes J., Miles, I. and Røste, R. (2005), 
On the Difference between Public and Private Sector Inno-
vation, Publin Report, D9.

Hartley, J. (2005), ‘Innovation in governance and public serv-
ice: Past and present’, Public Money & Management, 25(1): 
27-34.

Hartley, J, Sørensen, E. and Torfing, J. (2013), ‘Collabora-
tive innovation: A viable alternative to market-competition 
and organizational entrepreneurship?’, Public Administration 
Review, in print.

Heifetz, R. A., Linsky, M. and Grashow, A. (2009), The Prac-
tice of Adaptive Leadership: Tools and Tactics for Changing 
your Organization and the World, Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
Business Press. 

Hood, C. (1991), ‘A public administration for all seasons?’, 
Public Administration, 69(1): 1-19.

Keast, R., Brown, K and Mandell, M. (2007), ‘Getting the 
right mix; unpacking integration meanings and strategies’, 
International Public Management Journal, 10(1): 9-33

LO (2008), Employee Driven Innovation, Copenhagen: LO.

Lundvall, B. Å. (ed.) (1992), National Systems of Innova-
tion: Towards a Theory of Innovation and Interactive Learn-
ing, London: Pinter Publishers.

March, J.G. and Olsen, J.P. (1995), Democratic Governance, 
New York, NJ: Free Press.

Meuleman, L. (2008), Public Management and the Metago-
vernance of Hierarchies, Networks and Markets, Heidel-
berg: Physica Verlag.

Mezirow, J. et al. (2000), Learning as Transformation: Criti-
cal Perspectives on a Theory in Progress, San Francisco, 
CA: Jossey-Bass.

Morse (2010), ‘Integrative public leadership: Catalyzing 
collaboration to create public value’, The Leadership Quar-
terly, 21(2): 231-45.

Mulgan, G. and Albury, D. (2003), Innovation in the Public 
Sector, Strategy Unit, Cabinet Office, October 2003.
 
 



Social Frontiers Enhancing Social Innovation by Rethinking Collaboration, 
Leadership and Public Governance

12

Mulgan, G., Tucker, S., Ali, R., and Sanders, B. (2007), ‘So-
cial innovation: What it is, why it matters and how it can be 
accelerated’, Working paper, Skoll Center for Social Entre-
preneurship, Oxford Said Business School.

Nambisan, S. (2008), Transforming Government through 
Collaborative Innovation, Washington, DC: Harvard 
Kennedy School of Government.

Nyhan, R. C. (2006), ‘Changing the paradigm: Trust and its 
role in public sector organizations’, The American Review 
of Public Administration, 30(1), 87-109.

O’Leary, R., and Bingham, L.B. (eds) (2009), The Collabo-
rative Public Manager, Washington, DC: Georgetown Uni-
versity Press.

Osborne, S. (2006), ’The New Public Governance?’, Public 
Management Review , 8(3): 377-388.

Osborne, S. (ed.) (2010), The New Public Governance?, 
London: Routledge. 

Osborne, S., Radnor, Z. and Nasi, G. (2013), ‘A new theory 
of public service management? Toward a (public) service-
dominant approach’, The American Review of Public Ad-
ministration, 43(2): 135-158.

Radnor, Z. and Osborne, S. (2013), ‘Lean: A Failed Theory 
for Public Services?’, Public Management Review, 15(2): 
265-287.

Osborne, D. and Gaebler, T. (1993), Reinventing Govern-
ment: How the Entrepreneurial Spirit is Transforming the 
Public Sector, Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.

Page, S. (2010), ‘Integrative leadership for collaborative 
governance: Civic engagement in Seattle’, The Leadership 
Quarterly, 21(2): 246-63.

Parry, K. W. and A. Bryman (2006), ‘Leadership in organi-
zations’, in S. Clegg, C. Hardy, T. Lawrence and W. Nord 
(eds), The Sage Handbook of Organization Studies, London, 
UK: Sage Publications, 447-468.

Phills, J. A., Deiglmeier and Miller, D. T. (2008), ‘Rediscov-
ering Social Innovation’, Stanford Social Innovation Re-
view, Fall, 34-43.

Pollitt, C., and Bouckaert, G. (2004), Public Management 
Reforms, Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Polsby, N. W. (1984), Political Innovation in America: The 
Politics of Policy Initiation, New Haven, CT: Yale Univer-
sity Press.

Rashman, L. and Hartley, J. (2002), ‘Leading and learning? 
Knowledge transfer in the Beacon Council Scheme’, Public 
Administration, 80(2): 523-542.

Roberts, N.C, and Bradley, R.T. (1991), ‘Stakeholder col-
laboration and innovation’, Journal of Applied Behavioral 
Science, 27(2): 209-227. 

Roberts, N. C. and King, P. J. (1996), Transforming Public 
Policy: Dynamics of Policy Entrepreneurship and Innova-
tion, San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Straus, D. (2002), How to Make Collaboration Work?, San 
Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler Publishers.

Sørensen, E. and Torfing, J. (2009), ’Making governance 
networks effective and democratic through metagovern-
ance’, Public Administration, 87(2): 234-258.

Sørensen Eva, and Jacob Torfing (2011), ‘Enhancing collab-
orative innovation in the public sector’, Administration and 
Society, 43(8): 842–868.

Torfing; J. and Krogh, A. H. (2013), Samarbejdsdrevet inno-
vation i bandeindsatsen, Copenhagen: DJOEF Publishers.

Torfing, J., Peters, B. G., Pierre, J. and Sørensen, E. (2012), 
Interactive Governance: Advancing the Paradigm, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

Torfing, J. and Triantafillou, P. (2013), ‘What’s in a name? 
Grasping New Public Governance as a political-administra-
tive system’, International Review of Public Administration, 
18(2), 9-25.

Von Hippel, E. (2005), Democratizing Innovation, Cam-
bridge A: MIT Press.

Von Hippel, E. (2007), ’Horizontal innovation networks – 
by and for users’, Industrial and Corporate Change, 16(2): 
1-23.

Wart, M. V. (2013), ‘Lessons from leadership theory and 
contemporary challenges of leaders’, Public Administration 
Review, 73(4): 553-564.


