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Abstract 

Innovation is a relatively new concept in the public sector, and there is currently no 

broad agreement regarding how to understand and conceptualise it. This article 

assumes that a central role for research is to critically scrutinise and discuss what 

research does—or could do—when applying the concept of public sector innovation, 

especially because innovation has become a powerful organising metaphor for policy 

and practice. The article initiates a meta-conceptual inquiry and discussion of public 

sector innovation as a research concept, suggesting a method of conceptual 

clarification for future research by breaking the concept down into different dimensions. 

Methodologically, the article conducts a meta-conceptual analysis and inquiry into 

research positions and discussions in public sector innovation, thus reflecting the 

academic activity/enterprise of conceptualising. By discussing selected literature from 

the public sector innovation field, three conceptual dimensions emerge: 

epistemological, pragmatic and normative dimensions. These dimensions refer to 

questions about what kind of knowledge the concept of public sector innovation 

represents, what its pragmatic or practical implications are and which normative or 

value dimensions the concept implies. Finally, the concluding discussion highlights 

questions for research(ers) to address in future reflections on the conceptualisation of 

public sector innovation. 
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Introduction 

Innovation has become a core concept pushing towards change and 

development in the public sector and ‘is increasingly viewed as an appropriate 

and intelligent answer to some of the key governance challenges of our time’ 

(Agger et al., 2015, p. 3). It has become imperative for public sectors to 

demonstrate that they are innovative and adaptive to the new innovation 

agenda. Indeed, innovation has been promoted as a path towards more 

efficient, effective and responsive public services, and it has been suggested 

as a solution to various social and political challenges (Albury, 2005; 

Damanpour & Schneider, 2009; De Vries et al., 2016; Hartley & Moore, 2008; 

Kattel et al., 2014; King & Martinelli, 2005, p. 1; Moore, 2005, p. 44; Mulgan & 

Albury, 2003), such as ageing populations, ambitious goals to reach climate 

targets and currently a number of challenges emerging under the Covid-19 

pandemic (OPSI, 2020). Innovation is said to equip the public sector to better 

deal with wicked problems that are too complex to be dealt with merely by 

known solutions models or by increasing the funding  (Chen et al., 2020; 

Torfing, 2019). However, innovation is also a relatively new concept in the 

public sector, and currently, there is no widely accepted definition of what 

counts as innovation in this area (Pollitt, 2011). As Pollitt (2011) points out, 

innovation is not a concrete object; it is a concept, or rather a word that labels 

a concept. This applies not only to public sector innovation, but also to the 

concept of innovation more generally. The concept of innovation itself has a 

long history and has seen a change in meaning over time, from being 

associated with ‘disorder, anarchy, confusion and disillusion’ (Godin, 2015, p. 

1) to today, where the term has much more positive connotations (Godin, 

2008, 2015). Despite its long history, there is no consensus on what 

innovation means more generally, especially not in the public sector context 

(Pollitt, 2011). Some researchers stress the lack of theorisation and theoretical 

frameworks in public sector innovation (Chen et al., 2020; De Vries et al., 

2014), which calls for further inquiry and discussion at the meta-theoretical 

and meta-conceptual levels. 

 

Therefore, the current article attempts to critically scrutinise and discuss what 

research does—or could do—when working with the concept of public sector 
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innovation, especially because this concept has become a powerful organising 

metaphor for policy and practice. Concepts and academic work have 

implications not only in the world of academia, but also for practice and policy. 

Thus, it matters what we understand as innovation in the public sector and 

how we address it conceptually and practically. Public sector innovation is a 

concept stretching between academia, policy and practice, but it also involves 

conceptual and theoretical plurality. The research dialogues on public sector 

innovation suffer from disintegration, being an interdisciplinary research field 

where researchers have different understandings of the same concept. There 

are various definitions and implicit understandings of innovation, but there is 

little dialogue on how and why it should be defined or conceptualised in certain 

ways (there are exceptions to this, e.g., Osborne and Brown (2011) and 

Hartley (2014), which will be included in the analysis). Therefore, the criteria 

for what a ‘good’, ‘appropriate’ or ‘relevant’ concept could be are rarely 

discussed.  

 

The present article aims to explore and unfold the concept of public sector 

innovation in a way that enables a meta-conceptual reflection and shared 

dialogue on the enterprise of conducting research on public sector innovation 

and on why we should conceptualise it in certain ways. This inquiry into the 

public sector innovation concept is relevant because concepts not only reflect 

reality in a descriptive way but are also performative and have implications for 

practice and in the ways they constitute the object of research that they refer 

to (Callon, 2010). Thus, it matters how we conceptualise. The analytical entry 

point of this article is to ask the following: Which questions can the concept of 

public sector innovation be an answer to? What does this imply in terms of 

knowledge, practical interests and value orientations? 

 

More specifically, these questions lead to three specific dimensions of 

conceptualising: epistemological, pragmatic and normative dimensions. These 

three dimensions were selected because they underline some of the 

differences in academic concepts of public sector innovation, namely the role 

of the concept in knowledge production, researchers’ interest in exploring and 

implementing innovation (a pragmatic, practical dimension) and the possible 

association of innovation with value creation, improvement or ideas about the 

‘good’ society (a normative dimension). The current article unfolds these 

dimensions through a discussion of the selected conceptualisations of and 

debates on public sector innovation to understand how researchers apply and 
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work with the concept. The ambition is not to provide a comprehensive review 

of the field, but to discuss the selected contributions that illuminate some of 

the conceptual differences and points of intersection. The present article 

contributes to academic debates by focusing not only on the concept of public 

sector innovation, but also on the academic activity of conceptualising to 

enable reflection and dialogue on what researchers do when they develop the 

concept of public sector innovation.  

 

The present article is structured as follows: the next section examines why 

innovation is seen as a relevant and timely concept. Then, the methodological 

approach is presented, followed by the analysis and discussion of the different 

dimensions of conceptualisation. Finally, there is a discussion of the ways for 

research to move forward in conceptualising, which is done by specifying 

some guiding questions.  

Why should the public sector be innovative? 

The following section addresses the emergence of the innovation concept in 

relation to the public sector and provides some context for the analysis. This is 

relevant for understanding what this concept is supposed to be an answer to 

(practically or academically). As mentioned in the introduction, the innovation 

concept is still relatively new in the public sector, and its emergence and 

development is a relevant context for understanding current 

conceptualisations in the field. Over time, change and development within the 

public sector and the services provided by this sector have been understood 

and conceptualised in different ways following paradigmatic changes in 

research, policy and practices in the public sector (Langergaard, 2011; 

Hartley, 2005). The Public Administration paradigm has focused on policy 

implementation (Sannerstedt, 2003) and on large-scale changes and 

improvements initiated by politicians developing new policy frameworks and 

changes in legislation (Hartley, 2005, pp. 29–30). The introduction of New 

Public Management in the 1980s and 1990s consolidated the idea that the 

public sector should continuously develop and renew itself, which led to the 

introduction of the concept and practice of innovation in the public sector 

(Buchheim et al., 2020; Sørensen & Torfing, 2011a). In the meantime, the 

overall paradigmatic framework of public administration research has 

developed towards a greater dominance of Networked Governance, now 

containing a broader variety of perspectives that go beyond New Public 
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Management and an unreflective adoption of the concept of private sector 

innovation. Today, we can see a stronger emphasis on collaboration, 

interorganisational networks and coproduction (Bommert, 2010; Hartley, 2005; 

Sørensen & Torfing, 2011b; Torfing, 2019), and here, innovation has also 

recently been included in the growing body of research specifically focusing on 

value creation and public value (Benington, 2011; Benington & Moore, 2011; 

Crosby et al., 2017).  

 

The introduction of innovation as a term for public sector change and 

development has been accompanied by certain narratives about why we need 

public sector innovation; these present the idea that contemporary societal 

challenges call for innovative solutions and organisations. Innovation is 

presented as a necessity if the public sector is to meet current and future 

societal challenges related to, for example, changing demographics and 

citizens’ increasing demands for quality, flexibility and control of public 

services (Bason, 2010; De Vries et al., 2014; Fuglsang & Rønning, 2014; 

Moltesen & Dahlerup, 2008; Sørensen & Torfing, 2011a). Innovation is 

portrayed as a cost-saving alternative to blind, across-the-board cuts and as 

helping address wicked problems that cannot be solved by standard solutions 

or by increasing expenditures alone (Chen et al., 2020; Torfing, 2019). From 

an organisational perspective, innovation is thought to enhance the problem-

solving capacity of governmental organisations (De Vries et al., 2016) and is 

considered a source of organisational change, growth and effectiveness 

(Damanpour & Schneider, 2009). Furthermore, innovation is said to be 

important because of the dynamic, volatile conditions that make societies 

change their requirements of government, public organisations and public 

managers; however, organisations still need to adapt to such unstable 

conditions (Buchheim et al., 2020; Hartley, 2011). At first glance, innovation 

may appear very promising and is portrayed as a general solution, or a 

panacea (Kattel et al., 2014). It can even be said to be a ‘hurrah’ word 

(Langergaard, 2011) or a magic concept (Pollitt, 2010: Pollitt & Hupe, 2017). 

These arguments for why the public sector should be innovative indicate that 

there is a normative dimension to the concept and that it might be considered 

desirable, but also that researchers are interested in innovation because it can 

help them understand how to solve problems or make more general 

improvements. The question, then, is how researchers can address such 

questions in relation to public sector innovation. In this context, the current 
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article proposes a meta-conceptual approach to the public sector innovation 

concept and to the act of conceptualisation, as discussed below. 

Methodological approach 

Methodologically, the present article deploys a meta-conceptual analysis and 

inquiries into discussions on the concept of innovation in the field of public 

sector research; it reflects on the academic activity of conceptualising and 

theorising by inquiring into the activity of conceptualising, just as 

philosophy/theory of science is a reflection on the criteria for conducting 

science and producing knowledge (Langergaard et al., 2006). Such questions 

are addressed here not as ‘isms’ but as an inquiry into some of the underlying 

assumptions about theorising or conceptualising that may not be explicit in the 

literature. One could see this as a hermeneutic inquiry, or an attempt to 

understand the approaches to public sector innovation and understand what 

kinds of questions the concept is supposed to be an answer to.  

 

The meta-conceptual dimensions by which the discussion and analysis are 

conducted are also found in the philosophy of science discussions about 

knowledge, practice and values/normativity and here are interpreted 

specifically in relation to public sector innovation research. Similar discussions 

can be found in relation to theorising in organisation studies. Through 

conversations with thinkers in organisation studies, Hansen and Madsen 

(2019) find that the actual act of theorising becomes elusive and that what one 

does when theorising is difficult to communicate to others. Similarly, there is 

little explicit discussion about the act of conceptualising in public sector 

innovation studies. Because the field seems to be more concerned with the 

concepts and definitions of public sector innovation than with developing 

theories of innovation, the present article focuses on conceptualisation, even 

though the considerations and concerns are closely related to the activity of 

theorising as well. The word ‘concept’ originates from ‘concipere’, meaning to 

conceive, to take in and hold or to grasp (Etymonline.com, n.d.). This indicates 

an activity, an act of making graspable. It is this active role that is assumed 

here.  

 

The aim is not to provide a comprehensive review of the field or include all 

possible positions. The selected literature encompasses literature reviews that 

provide some form of overview or state-of-the-art look at the field. Further, 
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specific contributions that engage in reflections and discussions about how to 

conceptualise innovation are included as examples to unfold and exemplify 

the conceptual dimensions. The included literature addresses public sector 

innovation mainly from a public administration perspective, discussing 

innovation in relation to the public sector in general rather than from the 

perspective of specific sectors or professions. Some literature from the 

expanding field of public value is also included, mainly as a perspective on the 

normative dimension, but because this literature is vast, it will not be 

elaborately treated in its own right. 

 

Before moving on to the analysis, I present a few remarks on the three 

dimensions. Epistemology relates to theories of knowledge (Audi, 1998). In 

relation to public sector innovation, Pollitt (2011) sees social science in 

general and public administration in particular as ridden with epistemological 

differences, ranging from nomothetic approaches to more ideographic ones, 

which he also finds in public sector innovation research. Nomothetic 

approaches strive to discover the underlying (causal) mechanisms and laws, 

often with the aim to control and predict. Ideographic approaches work more 

along a hermeneutic or interpretative line, with a stronger emphasis on the 

subtleties of context and interpretation (Pollitt, 2011). The lack of paradigmatic 

consensus among innovation researchers complicates the process of theory 

building (Buchheim et al., 2020) and is also reflected in conceptualising. Not 

all approaches in the field are equally explicit about their position, but further 

inquiry may elucidate the differences to be discussed, pointing out pathways 

for future research. The practical or pragmatic implications of ‘innovation’, here 

relating to the argument for why we need such a concept, also differ. 

Pragmatism denotes a range of positions in the philosophy of science, which 

also represent various meanings and epistemological approaches (Goodman, 

1995; Haag, 2003). The point here is not to embrace all these pragmatic 

philosophies, but rather to emphasise the practical dimension as separate: 

namely the practical implications of using concepts, where the meaning of a 

concept lies in its use (Haag, 2003). Finally, the analysis examines the 

normative dimension of innovation concepts in the public sector. This will be 

approached by exploring how the concepts of public sector innovation rest on 

implicit or explicit normative assumptions and how they link to improvement 

and value creation.  
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Conceptualising public sector innovation 

The meta-conceptual analysis represents an explicit reflection on the criteria 

for the concept and what is required of a ‘good’ or appropriate concept of 

public sector innovation (see Langergaard 2019 for a similar discussion on the 

concept of social entrepreneurship). The simple question to begin with is as 

follows: What do we as researchers want to achieve with the concept? Should 

a concept, for example, mirror or order empirical reality as accurately as 

possible, should it work as a ‘tool’ for management, or should it be a driver for 

strengthening the democratic and public dimensions of the public sector?  

Epistemological dimension 

Epistemology is the theory of knowledge and justification of knowledge. In 

philosophy, epistemological questions address the notions of truth and the 

different ways of understanding what knowledge is and can be, as well as 

what we cannot know about. In the current article, the epistemological 

dimension concerns the type of knowledge reflected in the concept, for 

example, if the concept is seen as intended to describe, interpret or explain a 

certain phenomenon. This involves reflections about the relationship between 

the concept and phenomenon, such as whether the concept is meant to mirror 

an empirical phenomenon as accurately as possible. Is it concerned with what 

is out there, and if so, how is empirical reality thought to relate to the concept? 

Or is the conceptualisation aimed at understanding in a more hermeneutic 

sense the intersubjective construction of meaning?  

 

To provide examples of how we can view different epistemological 

approaches, we can examine Schumpeter’s concept of innovation, which aims 

at explanation and is closely linked to a specific question: How does economic 

development take place (Schumpeter, 2008)? Schumpeter’s theory was 

developed as a supplement and challenge to the neoclassical economics of 

his time and their focus on the economy as a static system. The focus on 

equilibrium, according to Schumpeter, led to difficulties in explaining how 

economic development was possible (Swedberg, 2006). An example is 

included because we also see explanatory approaches to public sector 

innovation in the academic field. Here, they generally occur in connection with 

a widespread interest in explaining how innovation occurs but often without a 

broader theoretical framework, as seen in Schumpeter (2008). As Gow (2014) 

explains, theories use concepts to organise raw material into variables, 
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abstract categories concerning causal variables and outcome variables. This 

is one understanding of what a concept is (or does) and its role in theory that 

is present in public sector innovation research.  

 

Several review articles identify the dominant research interest as studying how 

innovation occurs and uncovering its determinants or antecedents (Buchheim et 

al., 2020; De Vries et al., 2016; Gieske et al., 2016), often expressed in terms of 

barriers and drivers for innovation (Becheikh et al., 2007; Bekkers et al., 2013). We 

find arguments for the need for consistent concepts of innovation to develop 

measuring tools. Chen et al. (2020) suggest a typology and emphasise the 

operationalisation of innovation types, including potential measures, in more 

detail (Chen et al., 2020). This indicates an interest in developing the concepts 

and tools to measure innovation and make statistics, where operationalisation 

is a central feature of a ‘good’ or ‘appropriate’ concept that can enable 

consistent measurements and general insights about how innovation occurs. 

In a review of the literature on the barriers to public sector innovation, Cinar et 

al. (2019) formulate their research questions in general terms, such as what 

the specific barriers in public sector innovation are, how they can be classified 

and their interrelationship (Cinar et al., 2019). This indicates that innovation is 

seen as a general category referring to a certain empirical phenomenon, 

which can be delimited and identified across various contexts. When public 

sector innovation is conceptualised in such general ways, there is no concern 

for contextual factors, such as the specifics of national welfare or political 

systems, or for the differences between subsections of the public sector, such 

as a core focus on service provision or authority functions.  

 

We also find other kinds of reflections on why we need to conceptualise in 

certain ways. Practice-based theoretical understandings of innovation, for 

example, insist that to understand how development and innovation actually 

take place in public sector organisations, we need to recognise certain 

activities as forms of innovation. Bricolage and ad hoc innovation, which are 

not always planned but can be recognised as innovations a posteriori, are 

terms for certain types of innovation activities seen in public sector services, 

which differ in various ways from strategically planned, deliberate and radical 

changes (Fuglsang & Sørensen, 2011). Fuglsang and Sørensen (2011) argue 

that innovation research tends to grasp only the more formalised aspects of 

innovation and that these more informal, everyday work processes, which 

entail new ways of solving tasks and dealing with day-to-day challenges, 



            
        
33 

NJSR – Nordic Journal of Social Research 
Vol. 12, 2021 
Special issue: Public sector Innovation - Conceptual and Methodological Implications 
 

should be included in innovation theories. In terms of conceptualising, these 

reflections show how Fuglsang and Sørensen (2011) seek to develop a 

concept that reflects reality; certain practices are already taking place that we 

need a concept for. They argue that innovations can be embedded in 

organisational practices, despite the actors not referring to the activities as 

innovation. To capture this, they argue for expanding the concept of innovation 

to include bricolage. Here, one can identify a descriptive research interest, 

where concepts are intended to capture and describe some practical reality. 

Compared with the aims of measuring or finding general insights about 

barriers and antecedents, this approach seems to call for a greater sensitivity 

to practice and context and appears to be a more inductive approach, where it 

is important that the concepts capture features of empirical reality and actual 

practices. This is a way of conceptualising that aims to describe rather than 

predict, and this approach does not seem to have a specific instrumental or 

management agenda.  

 

The above approaches seem less aware of the performative dimensions of a 

concept and show less interest in the implications for practice and what they 

may mean for public sector management when it comes to organising them in 

line with specific concepts of innovation. Concepts also have practical 

implications, which we can become more aware of when conceptualising. 

Pragmatic dimension 

We can also understand the ways of conceptualising as aimed at making the 

reality that we gain insights into more manageable. We can see the pragmatic 

(and practice-oriented) dimension of conceptualising regarding what the 

concept is thought or supposed to do, such as to further the management of 

innovation processes in public sector organisations. This could also be called 

an instrumental dimension, and sometimes, this is implied in the above-

mentioned attempts to uncover the general insights about antecedents, drivers 

and barriers.  

 

This also implicitly or explicitly lies behind the prevalent interest in incentive 

structures (Potts & Kastelle, 2010), determinants or antecedents, drivers and 

barriers (Becheikh et al., 2007; Bekkers et al., 2013; Buchheim et al., 2020; 

De Vries et al., 2016; Gieske et al., 2016; Torfing, 2019), which not only teach 

us how innovation occurs, but also control, manage and attempt to promote 

innovation in public sector organisations. For example, Cinar et al. (2019) see 
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knowledge about the barriers to innovation as an important success factor in 

innovation management and, thus, are clear about the additional practical (or 

instrumental) purpose of their pursuit of knowledge and conceptualisation of 

innovation. This illustrates that the conceptual dimensions are interconnected. 

Hartley (2014) also suggests ‘eight and a half propositions’ for how to 

stimulate public sector innovation to encourage new approaches to innovation 

among managers, policy makers and academics. Torfing (2019) and 

Sørensen and Torfing (2011b) argue that multiactor collaboration is a key 

driver of public sector innovation. Thus, collaborative innovation is promoted 

as helping make the public sector better at solving certain types of problems, 

which is the knowledge we wish to acquire. There is also an interest in drivers, 

and it seems to be assumed that we want more innovation. In this sense, 

there is also a normative agenda, which we return to below.  

 

When innovation is understood more broadly as a solution, this seems to 

encourage pragmatic approaches to the concept, where it is thought to be 

instrumental in fostering certain practices and where innovation research is 

concerned with how to make innovation happen or how to manage it. If 

innovation is thought to be a necessity for organisations, the obvious question 

is how to achieve innovation. All these approaches want to do something with 

innovation, which is why they are interested in the concept, yet there seem to 

be two related—but still separate—arguments involved. One is that innovation 

will make the public sector better at solving its tasks (and innovation can then 

be a solution to various problems), while the other is that certain features of 

reality necessitate adaptability. This argument is seen in the literature on 

public sector innovation, when, for example, innovation is said to be important 

because of the dynamic, volatile conditions that make societies change their 

requirements of government, public organisations and public managers, while 

organisations need to adapt to such unstable conditions (Buchheim et al., 

2020; Hartley, 2011). Here, innovation is not so much an explanatory concept 

but rather a more general and not clearly specified ‘tool’ used to adapt and 

survive; however, this reveals little of the direction of change related to 

innovation. Du Gay and Vikkelsø (2017) emphasise the lost specification of 

change in organisation theory, meaning that change (and innovation) has 

become represented as a broad, generic organisational imperative, without 

specification or connection to particular contexts and organisational purposes. 

Paulsen (2011) states that such argumentation can become nihilist and simply 

used to promote change for the sake of change. This leads to discussions 
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about another concern regarding the pragmatic dimension when 

conceptualising innovation: the distinction between innovation and other 

concepts of change. Osborne and Brown (2011) insist on a distinction 

between developmental change and innovation as discontinuous change, 

explicitly arguing that we need two different concepts because the two types of 

change require different types of management. This clearly focuses on the 

practical difference between the two concepts (change and innovation). Often, 

the pragmatic dimension is an underlying concern related to making 

innovation happen or managing it in certain ways, as exemplified above, 

because innovation is sometimes considered a solution. However, the 

questions of the desirability of innovation and its effect as improvement lead 

us into the normative dimension.  

Normative dimension 

The normative dimension addresses the why of public sector innovation, more 

specifically in relation to its evaluative or value dimension. Normativity can be 

seen as the common feature of everything that ‘ought to be’, here distinct from 

what ‘is’ (Dancy, 2000). There are different ways of approaching normativity. 

Moral philosophy and ethics deal with the justification of moral or ethical 

norms and claims, including claims of morality, etiquette and debates on how 

these can be justified (Copp, 2001). In public sector innovation, the normative 

dimension often relates to explicit or implicit assumptions about what the 

public sector ought to do or be, how innovation relates to that and whether 

innovation helps improve the public sector (according to values or norms, 

either assumed or specified).  

 

The normative dimension can also involve assumptions or claims related to 

the desirability or value of innovation. Pollitt (2011) emphasises that innovation 

is a fashionable concept with a strongly positive normative undertone, 

suggesting that innovation is inherently good (Osborne & Brown, 2011) and 

defined as leading to improvements (Mulgan & Albury, 2003, p. 3). The mere 

assumption that innovation will lead to desirable outcomes but without further 

specification or justification has been described as a ‘pro-innovation bias’ 

(Hartley, 2016) or ‘the innovation imperative’ (Osborne & Brown, 2011). From 

this perspective, innovation is necessarily valuable or effective, hence bring 

forth an unquestioned need to accelerate innovation in the public sector to 

tackle current economic and social challenges. This rather prevalent 

normative assumption and the equation of innovation and improvement has 
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been contested by some researchers (e.g., Brown & Osborne, 2013; Hartley, 

2005, 2011, 2014; Osborne & Brown, 2011; Torfing, 2019); these researchers 

argue that although the innovation process may be considered essential for 

improving public services, this does not mean that any specific innovation is 

positive or will lead to improvement (Osborne & Brown, 2011). Any innovation 

carries a risk of failure or partial failure. Improvement can occur without 

innovation in continuous efforts of improvement which are based on doing 

things better, whereas innovation is based on doing things differently (Hartley, 

2014, 2011). This exemplifies a normative distinction in conceptualising 

innovation, which can be discussed in terms of either value or improvements.  

 

Another extensive strand of public sector innovation research relevant to the 

normative dimension is the vast and growing literature on public value. Public 

value was first introduced by Moore in 1995 as a conceptual framework for 

managers (Benington & Moore, 2011), seen by some researchers as 

associated with the affirmation of managerial ingenuity and expertise (Williams 

& Shearer, 2011), for others as a way of thinking that is both postbureaucratic 

and postcompetitive (O’Flynn, 2007). Thus, just like public sector innovation, 

public value is a concept with a contested meaning. Some of this literature 

relates public value to innovation. Chen et al. (2020), for example, define 

public service innovation as ‘the development and implementation of a novel 

idea by a public service organisation (PSO) to create or improve public value 

within an ecosystem’ (p. 1677). Gieske et al. (2016) present a similar definition 

of innovation that includes the creation of public value. Public value has 

increasingly emerged as a term in politics and public administration literature 

and public sector improvement programmes (Williams & Shearer, 2011). In 

this sense, public value is associated with an improvement of public services, 

but also with performance measurement (Moore, 2014) and attempts to 

conceptualise the value created by the public sector. The concept relates to 

normative ideas about what the public sector is and ought to be. That being 

said, public value is not always explicitly linked to innovation, and some 

research has focused only on public value without connecting it to innovation. 

However, when the two concepts are connected, this also has implications for 

the normative dimension of conceptualising public sector innovation. 

 

Public value research has broadened its perspectives (Hartley et al., 2017) 

and is often portrayed today as a new paradigm associated with Networked 

Governance (Benington, 2011; Stoker, 2006), where public value 
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management practice is based on the systems of dialogue and the exchange 

in networks. Here, public value is more than a summation of the individual 

preferences of service users: it is built collectively through deliberation 

involving elected and appointed government officials and key stakeholders 

(Stoker, 2006). Benington (2011) argues that public value can be interpreted 

as both safeguarding and enriching the public sphere while delivering what the 

public values. Hartley et al. specify ‘at least three, sometimes disparate, 

components of public value in contemporary public management thought: the 

notion of public value contributing to the public sphere; the notion of public 

value as the addition of value through actions in an organisational or 

partnership setting and the heuristic framework of the strategic triangle (the 

public value proposition, the authorising environment and operational 

resources which a public manager has to align to achieve public value)’ (2017, 

p. 671). Each of these has a different theoretical basis and addresses specific 

research questions. Linking them to public sector innovation also provides 

different perspectives regarding the normative dimensions of conceptualising. 

The first notion, which for example Benington (2011) represents, sees public 

value as providing an alternative and improved construct to explain public 

welfare through the contribution of the public sphere. Public value is closely 

linked to democratic processes and defined through democratic practices 

(Hartley et al., 2017). The second notion conceptualises public value as 

created or added through the activities of public organisations and their 

managers; it focuses on the added value relevant to societal outcomes. What 

counts as valuable is sometimes presented in terms of the normative 

aspirations for a ‘good society’. Connecting the conceptualisations of public 

sector innovation to the literature on public value opens up ways of explicitly 

discussing—and perhaps providing a normative justification for—the value 

dimensions of the public sector. This implies deliberations of what the public 

sector is and should do and, thus, also what innovation should help develop. 

For example, there is an explicit link to the public sphere and the political and 

democratic dimensions of the public sector. When discussing how to 

understand value in terms of democratic processes (as a procedural 

justification for when something can be considered valuable or desirable) or in 

terms of the attempts to specify the role of management or citizens in 

improvement processes, this also provides a framework for the 

conceptualisation of innovation and what can be considered relevant public 

sector developments. 
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Concluding discussion: Questions for the future 

Based on discussions of current research on public sector innovation, the 

current article has identified three dimensions—an epistemological, pragmatic 

and normative—which can hopefully guide future reflections. The three 

dimensions refer to different but interrelated questions to reflect upon in 

relation to conceptualising innovation; these include the question of whether 

public sector innovation should be understood mainly as a concept for 

describing and understanding certain activities, which can be empirically 

identified in public organisations, or whether it can also be seen as a tool to 

guide practice. Finally, there is the normative question of whether public sector 

innovation should be understood as leading positive developments in the 

sector, which is also related to understandings of the role and political aspects 

of the public sector. Different suggestions for why the public sector should be 

innovative (if at all) also call for different conceptions because they are 

basically answers to different questions or challenges. Engaging with these 

meta-conceptual questions enables us to separate the dimensions and reflect 

on what the conceptualisation consists of. We can then more explicitly discuss 

the criteria for a ‘good’ or ‘adequate’ concept of public sector innovation.  

 

In relation to the epistemological dimension, researchers could ask 

themselves whether innovation is intended as a concept for explaining, 

describing, predicting or interpreting. What is the role of context? Can we use 

the concept of innovation as a general context-independent variable? These 

are traditional methodological questions, but they are not always addressed 

explicitly in the literature on public sector innovation. These questions are 

interrelated with the question of why we need such a concept in the first place. 

Is it merely to ensure accuracy in empirical studies aiming at generalisable 

knowledge of the drivers and barriers of innovation? Do we wish to explain to 

predict? Is innovation a tangible entity, something that we can find ‘out there’ 

in a more realistic sense? Much research seems to assume this. The literature 

included in the current paper contains little reflection on the performative 

dimensions of the concept, namely how it not only describes or explains, but 

also contributes to constituting the phenomenon of innovation in the public 

sector. What are the implications of introducing this particular concept in this 

context, and what kinds of practices and discourses does it constitute? These 

critical perspectives seem largely absent from the field of public sector 

innovation. A more detailed analysis of the implications of conceptualising the 

public sector in certain ways is needed. Thus, it is not only a question of what 
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the assumed empirical phenomenon is, but also of how the concept 

constitutes reality (in a more social constructivist or critical manner).  

 

The next question is what the practical implications of our knowledge are and 

whether it has practical significance in how we conceptualise or distinguish 

innovation from other phenomena. If the answer to why we need a concept of 

public sector innovation is that it strengthens the public sector’s problem-

solving capacity, then we need to be explicit about how this practical 

dimension relates to the way we conceptualise. This view points to more 

practical knowledge about how innovation relates to and can help solve 

specific problems, such as wicked problems. Some of the research linking 

public sector innovation to collaboration, networked governance and 

partnerships addresses innovation in this way. Some studies explicitly show 

interest in innovation as something to use, not just know about, such as a 

management tool and for managing specific types of discontinuous change 

processes. However, is innovation just assumed to be valuable, or should the 

concept also indicate when it is valuable or not? Do we need the concept to 

understand or control the public sector or to strengthen it as a democratic 

institution? These questions indicate the interconnection between the 

epistemological, pragmatic and normative dimensions of conceptualising.  

 

The normative dimension relates to the distinction between innovation and 

improvement or value creation. As we have seen, some scholars explicitly 

include improvement in the definition of innovation, while others just assume 

that it is desirable and inherently good. Others again argue that innovation 

does not always lead to improvement and that the two should be distinguished 

because what counts as improvements can be contested and depend on 

positioning and perspectives. The normative dimension of the concept can be 

viewed in relation to whether individual innovations imply an improvement and 

whether innovation research should formulate the criteria for improvement, 

thereby becoming explicitly normative. The dimension can also relate more 

generally to the main role of the public sector and whether innovation should 

strengthen it as a public sector (e.g., with a specific obligation to ensure 

justice, rights and citizenship; Eriksen, 1999; Langergaard, 2011). This relates 

to the political and value dimensions of the concept, and when innovation is 

conceptualised as leading to value creation, these normative dimensions must 

be defined. This is also a normative question of how we should understand 

value (justify what is valuable) in a public sector context. Engaging with such 
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questions includes concerns about the democratic role of the sector, how 

innovation contributes to develop and/or transform it into a more public sector 

and how this is understood. This can be defined in a procedural way, where 

some strands in public value research stress that the public interest or 

common good is constituted and defined through democratic procedures 

(Benington, 2011; Hartley et al., 2017).  

 

All three dimensions are relevant to reflect upon when navigating the field of 

public sector innovation. As mentioned in the introduction, there is no 

agreement on what counts as innovatory and how innovation should be 

conceptualised, and we cannot just assume that we know what public sector 

innovation means. Innovation has become a powerful organising metaphor 

with implications for practice and, thus, also political implications (because the 

sector is democratically governed). Neglecting the normative dimension 

involves the risk of the depoliticisation of public sector innovation as a concept 

and an organisational and political phenomenon. The political and democratic 

context of the public sector calls for conscious ways of conceptualising that 

avoid the pitfalls of the unintentional depoliticisation of the sector and its 

services.  
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