
THEORIZING PUBLIC 
SECTOR INNOVATION

There is currently a proliferation of “innovation” initiatives in the public 
sector. However, there is very little in practitioner or academic literature 
that explicitly describes the theories of change that they are using to 
define what innovation means, and how it is shaping their work. Some 
innovations are about improving customer experiences, and others 
are concerned with digital transformation. Some innovation efforts are 
about transforming systems, and others are focused on democratic and 
co-creation with those outside government. All of these approaches can 
be called “innovation”, but there are very different understandings of 
how change happens implicit in their approaches.  This foundation aims 
to help fill this gap by making the theories that are guiding possible 
understandings and interpretations of “how change happens” in 
innovation efforts more explicit, appropriate, and strategic.

What is it?

This is a tool to aid strategic thinking and choice-making early in an 
innovation effort. The goal of this framework is to surface the choices that 
are being made when defining “innovation”, and to provide a structure 
to question the underlying and often unstated assumptions, values, and 
ambitions of these initiatives. The aim is to  contribute to more effective 
and transformative change initiatives in the public sector by taking a 
stronger approach to theorization. 

This foundation can be used in a variety of ways, both dialogically as well 
as by individuals. The key idea is to really wrestle with understanding and 
choice-making about the type of innovation effort you are undertaking. 
Dig into what these words mean, and understand what the real 
differences are between these choices. Get rigourous about how you are 
using your words, and how these choices then translate into your process 
design and choice of tools and techniques. A blank template is provided, 
with the idea that each of the “petals” is shaded with a level of saturation 
that represents the extent to which each particular element of this 
framework is part of your approach to how change happens.

This is a framework that can be used by individual innovation efforts, but 
it can also be used collectively. When innovation initiatives are collectively 
more explicit about our understanding and contributions to how change 
happens in our unique contexts, the learning and movement-building 
potential will be much greater. Stronger impact evaluation frameworks 
can also be created when this foundation is put into place, rather than 
continuing to focus mostly on measuring outputs and activities that do 
not tell the full stories of change.

How is it used?
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FACET
What innovation ambition does your initiative hold?   
(OECD, 2018a)
Enhancement-oriented = how might we do X better?

Mission-oriented = how might we achieve X?

Adaptive = how might our evolved situation change how we do X?

Anticipatory = how might emerging possibilities fundamentally change what X 
could or should be?

GOVERNANCE
What paradigm of governance is your innovation initiative 
working within?
Working within current frames = traditional public administration and new 
public management constructs currently operating in most European and 
Western, colonial governments. Typically: hierarchical; having a division of labour; 
rules focused; rigid; expert-orientation; efficiency and effectiveness focused; 
performance management and competition oriented. 

Re-imagining governance = practices, approaches and ideas drawing from: 
Indigenous governance; feminist; collaboration; collective governance; networked 
governance; flexible information flows; building trust; enhancing democracy; 
embracing innovation; different forms of leadership; new forms of community 
engagement; and empowered citizenship.

OUTCOMES
How does your innovation initiative understand and 
measure outcomes? 
Quantitative = numbers-based measures, where discreet questions and values 
will give you the information you need. 

Qualitative = use of social science research methods, where data is collected 
through observation, interviews, print materials, creative productions, etc. and 
then themed or coded to generate findings.

Efficiency-seeking = focused on finding resource efficiencies in the form of time 
and cost savings and process improvements.

Short-term = outcomes are realized quickly, easily, are simple to measure and 
understand, and it is clear when something is ‘complete’. Focused on upstream 
and early stage work to uncover, develop, and test innovations.

Long-term = outcomes may be messy, less linear, cause and effect not clearly 
linked, and not very straightforward, and a more patient and flexible approach to 
measurement is necessary over a longer time horizon. Interested in downstream 
work of adopting, sustaining, and scaling innovations.

LEADERSHIP
What conception of leadership does your innovation 
initiative embody and enable?
Top down = leadership is concentrated as one moves up a hierarchy. Those closer 
to the top are the ‘leaders,’ and they tend to exercise leadership via exercising 
power over, and this hierarchical structure is how agency is allocated and 
distributed. This can be internalized within individuals, work within particular 
organizations, and also replicated more systemically in society.

Expert-driven + Exclusive = leadership requires a particular kind of expertise 
with a unique and specialized skill set, a specific set of tools and techniques 
that are different than common practice, and often relies on special access to 
permission and/or positional power to create a space for these experts to work 
within. Often has its own culture and language, and barriers to entry.

Distributed and Shared = leadership is variable, is focused on ‘power in and with,’ 
and resides in many different places in an organization or system. Leadership 
behaviours from many different cultures, traditions, and practices are recognized 
and supported.

Movement Building = leadership is actively cultivated in a diversity of people, 
roles, departments, and across organizational boundaries. Leadership as 
enablement- and outward oriented. Inclusive and cross-sector approach draws on 
movement building and social change theory and practice.

DIGITAL
How does your innovation initiative think about 
technology?
Digital = innovation = technological and digital solutions are the innovations 
themselves.

Digital as tool to enable innovation = technological and digital solutions are 
used as a part of a comprehensive solution set; it isn’t about digital for digital’s 
sake, but rather focused on the role that technology might play.

PROBLEMS
What types of challenges does your innovation initiative 
focus on? (Corrigan, 2020; Snowdon, 2020)
Clear = problems are ordered, meaning they are knowable, predictable, and 
ultimately solvable, and have fixed constraints. Can often be handled through 
application of best practice.

Complicated = problems are ordered, often with a large number of interacting 
components, and have governing constraints (E.g. laws, procedures). Can often be 
resolved with application of expert knowledge.

Complex = problems are unordered with enabling constraints, meaning they are 
unknowable, unpredictable, and have emergent and self-organizing properties. 
This can be due to the nature of the problem itself, and/or also to the social 
complexity or level of (dis)agreement about the problem. No one really knows 
what is going to work or has an answer to these types of problems.

Chaotic = problems are unordered and do not make much sense, and first need 
to be stabilized before determining what might come next.

Confused = problems can be aporetic, meaning a paradox or something 
unresolved, or confused, meaning that the problem is not understood usually due 
to a failure to see beyond habits of thinking.

POWER
How does your innovation initiative address power?
Upholding current structures = Those who hold race, class, sex, gender, ability, 
and other unearned privileges continue to be in leadership and decision-making 
roles, and their positionality and privilege is not challenged during the innovation 
initiative. Systems and structures based on this construct of power are also 
maintained

De-centering current structures = The experiences of those holding unearned 
privileges is de-centered, with space made in the innovation process for those 
who have been historically and structurally marginalized or oppressed.

Sharing power at all levels = IInnovation process is intentionally designed so 
that leadership, decision-making, and participation is inclusive and shared. The 
innovation directly probes, tests, and challenges the power dynamics at play 
in the organizations and systems that the innovation is working to change by 
activating a different approach.

Inverting power structures = Those that hold the positions of power, 
responsibility, accountability and decision-making consist entirely of those 
that have been traditionally and structurally marginalized or oppressed by the 
system they are working to change, and the innovation is also actively engaged 
with changing the larger systems and structures that it is connected to, and/or 
modeling and practicing an entirely different and emergent system and structure.
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COLLABORATION
How does your innovation initiative conceptualize working 
with others?
Inward-oriented = changing the approaches and processes of a discreet 
department, organization, or team within the public sector.

Outward-oriented = co-creative with multiple partners, stakeholders, 
organizations and people with a shared interest and common challenge.

User-centric = aims to improve the experiences of those most directly affected 
by a challenge by putting their experiences at interests at the centre of the 
innovation process.

Transactional = short-term, efficient, goal-oriented, often extractive approach to 
working with people.

Relational = long-term, high trust, process-oriented, empathic approach to 
collaboration through ongoing relationship building.

LOCATION
Where is your innovation initiative focusing its change 
efforts?
Personal = focused on individual agency, learning, action, reflection, and change 
from within.

Organizational culture = focused on changes in the ways that organizations 
work.

Systems = focuses on systems-level changes on the issue or topic that the 
initiative is focused on.


