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Translate ideas 
into solutions

External partners, 
citizens and 
employees can be 
engaged in selecting 
ideas

Citizens know what 
they want but may 
not be able to 
articulate it clearly

Middle and senior 
managers should not 
be insulated from 
citizen reactions

Private companies and 
individuals are developing 
solutions that could be of use 
to  public agencies

Use collective wisdom 
to identify future 
problems and trends

Citizens report a 
number of problems

Engage the creativity 
and specialized skills of 
a range of providers 
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In-source innovations and ideas

Many companies are creating sophisticated 
networks to collect ideas from outside the 
organization and share skills, knowledge, and 
physical assets to shape these ideas.66  For ex-
ample, the Connect + Develop strategy used by 
Procter & Gamble (P&G), a leading manufactur-
er of household and health care products, fo-
cuses on establishing networks to leverage the 
innovation assets of others (figure 5.2).67  When 
a “technology entrepreneur” within the compa-
ny discovered that a Japanese firm was selling 
melamine foam (traditionally used for sound-
proofing and insulation) as household sponge, 
P&G purchased the product from an outside 
manufacturer and marketed it as Mr. Clean 
Magic Eraser in the United States and Europe.

Larry Huston, the executive who led the 
Connect + Develop innovation strategy at P&G, 
suggests that this model should be considered 
“in-sourcing” as opposed to “outsourcing.” 
P&G developed an elaborate system of scouts, 
proprietary networks, external networks, and 
suppliers to search for adaptable ideas. The 
new strategy explicitly recognizes that it’s a 
big world out there. Most solutions already 
exist — somewhere — and most problems 
are eminently solvable if you ask the right 
person. This assumption implies that develop-
ing an in-house solution from scratch is often 
unnecessary and expensive. But developing 
internal capabilities to adapt outside ideas to the 
needs of P&G’s customers is an essential part of 
the strategy. Implementing Connect + Develop 
also meant redefining P&G’s R&D organization, 

which encompassed 7,500 people inside the 
company and about 1.5 million outside. 

In the public sector, the Department of 
Homeland Security (DHS) uses a similar model 
to solicit ideas from private and public agen-
cies. Using grant money, the Science & Technol-
ogy Directorate develops formal relationships 
with academia, think tanks, state and local gov-
ernments, other public agencies, and private 
organizations like Google, Apple, and In-Q-Tel 
to test and prototype emerging technologies. 

Develop solutions to complex 
problems

While tidying his desk, Leon Heppel, a 
biomolecular researcher at the National Insti-
tutes of Health, came across two letters from 
colleagues. The first, from Earl Sutherland, 
described the effect of an unusual biomolecule 
on cells, while the second came from David 
Lipkin and described the action of a differ-
ent biomolecule. Heppel soon realized that 
each of them could benefit from the other’s 
work, so he connected them to each other. 
This resulted in a series of discoveries and 
insights that won Sutherland the Nobel Prize 
in 1971 for discovering the mechanisms of 
the action of hormones on cells.68  Organiza-
tions such as InnoCentive.com have turned 
such serendipities in scientific discovery into a 
science, using a technique called broadcasting. 

“Broadcasting” or disclosing an issue to 
problem solvers outside the research lab can 
be an effective way to find solutions to difficult 
scientific problems.69 A research project de-
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signed to measure the efficacy of the broad-
casting technique using InnoCentive.com’s 
website showed just this. Of the 166 prob-
lems that could not be solved by well-known 
R&D-intensive firms internally, one third were 
successfully solved in a limited time (an aver-
age of 166 days) by disclosing the problems 
to outside solvers. Solutions are most likely 

to come from people either on the periphery 
or outside the original field of inquiry, using 
methods that are common in other scientific 
disciplines. For instance, solutions to one 
problem —identification of a polymer delivery 
system — came from an aerospace physicist, a 
small agribusiness owner, a transdermal drug 
delivery specialist, and an industrial scientist. 
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Networked model

Proprietary networks: 
• Technology entrepreneurs: 

Senior leaders develop the 
needs list; define and spell 
out the problem; and 
create external connections 

• Cocreation with suppliers

Open networks: 
•NineSigma: helps in 

connecting with contract 
partners for solution

• InnoCentive: brokered 
solution for narrowly 
defined problems

• YourEncore: connecting 
with high-performing 
retired people with deep 
experience

• Yet2.com: brokered 
technology transfer — 
licensed or purchased

Challenges

•  Massive operational 
changes

 • Reinventing the culture 
to “proudly found 
elsewhere” from “not 
invented here” 

 • Redefining the R&D 
organization — 7,500 
people inside plus 1.5 
million outside with 
permeable boundary 
between them

New strategy

•  Acquire 50% of 
innovations from 
outside 

 • Identify promising 
ideas across the globe 

 • Apply own capabilities 
to create better and 
cheaper products

Drivers
 
• Increasing difficulty in 

creating organic 
growth of 4-6 % 

• Growing competition
• Stagnant innovation 

success rate 
(percentage of 
products that met 
financial objectives) 

 • Growing interest in 
forming partnerships

▼
▼

Figure 5.2: P&G model for using global networks for innovation

Strong leadership commitment
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Governments can also adopt this network 
strategy when faced with big challenges. 
The CIA, for example, funds a nonprofit 
organization, In-Q-Tel, to find and deliver 
technological solutions to the agency for a 
wide variety of needs, including data mining, 
strong encryption, and the ability to comb 
the Web for valuable information. In-Q-Tel 
provides seed capital to small start-up compa-
nies to develop promising new technologies 
that could generate IT solutions for the CIA. 
One example is Keyhole, Inc., the company 
that developed the software now known as 
Google Earth. Keyhole was founded in 2001, 
and In-Q-Tel invested in it in February 2003. 
Google acquired Keyhole in October 2004.70 
The CIA links to In-Q-Tel through the In-Q-Tel 

interface center (QIC) located at the CIA’s Of-
fice of Advanced Information Technology. QIC 
routes CIA’s requirements to In-Q-Tel, which 
searches through its network for appropriate 
solutions; QIC then transfers the solutions back 
to the CIA. QIC also adapts these solutions 
to the CIA’s needs, such as the intelligence 
agency’s stringent security requirements.71 

Engage citizens and outside groups 
in policy development and program 
delivery

As governments grapple with the challenge 
of creating innovations, the key to gaining 
input from citizens is to ask the question: What 
do citizens need? Typically, governments have 
focused on improving services to citizens in a 
narrow range of ways: providing easier access 

to services through the Internet, for instance, 
or bringing together agencies and levels of 
government to provide integrated services. 
Governments need to deliver greater value to 
citizens in many other areas as well. However, 
they are not likely to do so unless they develop 
a deeper understanding of citizen needs.

Focus groups and surveys, though impor-
tant, do not always do a good job of getting 
at the unconscious needs of citizens. The 
interviewer’s preconceived notions may limit 
the questions’ effectiveness, since it is hard 
to ask questions that are out of one’s frame 
of experience. Those being surveyed, in turn, 
often conform to the “group” or give responses 
that they think the interviewer wants to hear.

Establish discovery studios
To overcome problems in discovering 

the deep-seated needs of customers, the 
consulting firm 4iNNO has created “studio 
processes” that draw out customer experi-
ence on multiple levels. A researcher spends 
12 hours with each of five customers over 
several weeks.72  The next step is to de-
velop concepts and technologies to solve the 
problems that emerge from the discussions.

Larry Huston, the former P&G executive 
who is now managing partner of 4iNNO, 
explains the studio process: “We have entire 
protocols that are designed to get at the 
logic, the emotion, the sensory experience, 
and the task. It takes 12 hours to do that 
over multiple weeks with very detailed maps 
put together. The first consumer will give us 
400 concepts, the second consumer will give 
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Networked lessons from down under: The Commonwealth Scientific 
and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO), Australia

The networked approach forms the strategic core of the Australian Commonwealth Scientific 
and Industrial Research Organisation’s (CSIRO) efforts to meet major national challenges, create 
new markets for Australian industry, and fill specific community needs. The government organi-
zation brought leading scientific organizations and firms from across the globe into its network 
and established nine science education centers that attract more than 360,000 students, par-
ents, and teachers annually.  

While CSIRO has employed a number of collaborative mechanisms, including formal joint 
venture arrangements and Cooperative Research Centers, its National Research Flagships Pro-
gram has been the most effective. In this program, CSIRO recruited 350 partners across industry 
and research, involving 21 universities.73  For example, the Australian Imaging Biomarker and 
Lifestyle (AIBL) Flagship Study targets Alzheimer’s disease. The incidence of this leading cause 
of dementia is rising exponentially in Australia and could affect more than 730,000 people by 
2050. To tackle this issue, the Preventative Health National Research Flagship collaborated with 
the University of Melbourne, Edith Cowan University, Neurosciences Australia, and the Mental 
Health Research Institute of Victoria to establish the AIBL research cluster. The objective is to 
develop a holistic solution by involving researchers from a variety of disciplines and connecting 
cutting edge science with lifestyle and diet studies. 

Underpinning the Flagships program is the strategic shift toward a theme-based approach to 
research that started in 2003. Organizing around themes means focusing on broad issues like 
climate change, which form the structural backbone of individual research projects. This fosters 
greater transparency and focus on outcomes. If an individual project runs into problems, re-
sources can be redeployed to another project that accomplishes the theme’s goals. The theme-
based approach has also improved flexibility in responding to community and industry needs by 
developing a global network around these themes and adopting a multidisciplinary approach to 
problem solving. Finally, it has allowed CSIRO to improve risk management by building a port-
folio of research streams, ranging from high-risk and long-term projects focused on knowledge 
building to low-risk and short-term projects that meet very specific industry requirements.74 
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us 400, but there will only be like 200 new, 
the third will give us 400, and there will be 
about a 100 new. By the time I get to the fifth 
consumer, I have elicited the entire experience 
domain of a targeted group of consumers.”75  

The public sector can tap into two es-
sential needs of citizens, responsiveness and 
participation, to build trusted relationships 
and ensure that governments build solutions 
around citizens’ desires, rather than around 
processes and technology. “Responsiveness” 
implies that citizens want options to regis-
ter their views, log complaints, and provide 
feedback. They want to know that they are 
being heard and that public officials are actu-
ally doing something about what they hear. 
“Participation” means that citizens want to be 
involved in creating services and solutions. 

Some early movers are taking advantage 
of this principle to develop citizen-focused 
solutions. The Australian Taxation Office’s 
“Listening to the Community” program 
involves its “customers” at every stage in the 
design process to create a more user-friendly 
tax system. The office seeks citizen input 
through multiple methods: field visits, focus 
groups, prototype development, and prod-
uct testing. The most important innovation 
has been the creation of a simulation center 
where users and designers work together to 
troubleshoot problems and test products.

Harness social networks 
Social networking sites such as YouTube 

have played a significant role in building 
brands and promoting companies. The public 

sector is not completely untouched by this 
trend, although the best examples emerge 
from recent political campaigns. In the 2008 
U.S. presidential elections, Barack Obama 
used social networking sites to raise funds, 
organize volunteers, boost attendance at ral-
lies, and gain the support of young voters.

One of the founders of Facebook, an open 
source social networking tool, was recruited 
by the campaign to create MyBo (my.ba-
rackobama.com), the campaign’s own social 
networking tool. Supporters could use this 
tool to organize themselves as they saw fit, 
without top-down guidance or interference. 
The network boasts more than 8000 social 
groups and around half a million members. 

The campaign did not focus on providing 
constant guidance to individual volunteers. 
Instead, they trained organizers who were 
then given latitude to innovate locally.76  
These trained and committed supporters then 
marshaled troops on the ground. They led 
the door-to-door campaigns. They organized 
local rallies. They boosted turnout among 
core supporters. The lesson: online communi-
ties can be mobilized to go to work offline.

Elections will never be the same again. 
The Obama campaign demonstrated that 
traditional top-down, tarmac-to-tarmac 
presidential campaigns cannot compete 
against self-organizing armies of millions 
motivated by an inspiring candidate and 
empowered by a Web-savvy campaign team. 

It is not only political campaigns, however, 
that will be transformed by the last election. 
President Obama’s deft use of social network-
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ing technologies to create a new campaign 
model will have big implications for gover-
nance. As an example of how governments 
stand to gain by harnessing social networks, 
consider the role citizens played in assisting lo-
cal fire departments during Southern Califor-
nia’s wildfires in October 2007 that destroyed 
nearly 1500 homes and more than 500,000 
acres of land.77  Nearly one million people had 
to evacuate their homes, dubbed “the largest 
single peacetime movement of Americans since 
the Civil War” by NBC Nightly News.78  It took 
19 days to contain the fire. Throughout this pe-
riod, disaster management and recovery efforts 
required constant information flow on fire pe-
rimeters, evacuation centers, and road closing. 
Citizens organized themselves rapidly through 
social networking sites to assist the authori-
ties to coordinate the emergency response: 
pictures of fires were posted on Flickr; more 
than 100 social groups sprung up on Facebook 
to support people affected by the fires; and 
KNBC.com, a digital news channel, received live 
streaming video and user-submitted photos. 

Government agencies did their bit to harness 

the collective wisdom. Southern California set 
up a wiki application where citizens, disaster 
relief associations, and private companies 
could get real time information in case of a 
wildfire breakout in their area. The state’s 
fire agency linked to the Web site of KPBS, a 
radio station in San Diego, which presented 
live 24/7 coverage of the wildfires using wikis 
to coordinate this effort. A fairly new applica-
tion, My Map, that was earlier used as a fun 
tool to pinpoint the best places to play golf 
or get a drink, was reinvented by the employ-
ees of KPBS into a virtual map of Southern 
California with symbols for where to find 
shelter, what roads were closed, and what 
had burned. The map attracted more than 1.2 
million hits.79  NASA provided detailed satel-
lite images that showed the active fire zones 
and the speed at which the fires spread.

Social networking and citizen participa-
tion helped meet a number of challenges. 
Primary among them, the user-generated 
content helped the coordination of the 
emergency management effort, thus in-
creasing its efficiency. Citizens remained 
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engaged with the events around them 
and high levels of awareness helped them 
respond to rapidly changing events.

In the future, citizens will become more 
involved in getting the word out about good 
services and products, and as a result, more 
people will use them. The role of social 
networking in “brand building” and process-
ing information is still evolving, and govern-
ment organizations cannot ignore this trend. 
Social networking sites are also emerging 
as a source that companies and govern-
ment can use to discover customer needs.

Engage citizen-innovators
In the private sector, “lead customers” are 

increasingly becoming a source of innovation 
as well as the best predictors of what products 
and services will find the greatest acceptance.80  
These customers are users who modify existing 
products to meet their particular needs when 
the products they need are not available off-
the-shelf. The customers’ primary purpose in 
developing these innovations is to benefit from 
using the improved products rather than profit-
ing from selling them. For example, mountain 
bikers created tires with armor and metal 
studs long before manufacturers developed a 
mountain bike that incorporated these features.
At 3M, lead-user ideas not only outper-

formed innovations based on traditional market 
research in generating new product lines (as 
opposed to spurring incremental change in 
existing products), they also generated eight 
times the sales revenue. 3M’s lead-user method 
has two parts. The first step is to identify lead 

users through person-to-person networks.81  
For example, the 3M team identified lead 
users of medical imaging through telephone 
interviews tracing network links and identifying 
a few radiologists who had created innovations 
that were more advanced than any commer-
cially available products. These radiologists, in 
turn, had developed a network with people 
from other fields who were using a unique 
approach to solve a similar problem. Military 
personnel, for instance, were interested in 
determining whether a particular image was of 
a rock surface or the tip of an intercontinental 
ballistic missile. The second step is to transfer 
knowledge from lead users to the members 
of the in-house team working on the prob-
lem through interviews, site visits, and joint 
workshops for problem solving. These unique 
approaches changed both the definition of the 
problem and the 3M team’s final solution.

There are several advantages to engaging 
lead users in developing innovations. First, 
users outside an organization who test a 
variety of ideas vastly outnumber employees 
engaged in generating innovations. Sec-
ond, user needs are difficult to identify and 
transfer to in-house experts, so the entire 
internal process can be much costlier than 
allowing users develop their own solutions.

The idea holds true for governments, too. 
For example, it would be a mistake to assume 
that governments have to build Web 2.0 ap-
plications and social networks from scratch 
every time. Instead, they could adopt innova-
tive initiatives rolled out by citizens and civil 
society already engaged in addressing gover-
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nance issues. Consider something like “Fix My 
Street” in the United Kingdom. It is a Web site 
built by the voluntary organization My Society 
to help fix physical problems such as potholes 
and vandalism in the local community. Users 
are required to enter their postcode or street 
name, then click on the exact location on a 
map of the area, write a detailed description 
of the problem, and finally add a picture if they 
would like to. The problem is then sent to the 
local municipal council. So far, around 25,000 
problems have been reported through this 
site.82  The site allows more than mere report-
ing of problems: users can browse problems 
reported in their area or set up email alerts 
and RSS feeds to be informed when a problem 
in their locality gets reported. Governments 
have the option to simply adopt or partner 
with such innovative initiatives and thus 
improve performance at relatively low cost. 

Innovative public sector organizations are 
looking at new ways to create value by leverag-

ing the ingenuity of 
citizens. Denmark has 
adopted a user-driven 
innovation policy to 
push government 
organizations and 
Danish companies to 
search for innovations 
among users. A recent 
program, administered 
by the Danish Enter-
prise and Construction 
Authority (earlier called 
the National Agency 

for Enterprise and Construction), budgeted 
funds (DKK 100 million or around US $17 mil-
lion a year for four years beginning in 2007) for 
a number of strategic areas, such as welfare, 
health, and energy-efficient construction. It 
also welcomes applications for funding projects 
outside of these thematic areas as long as they 
show novelty in user-driven innovation, such as 
new methods and tools, innovative knowledge 
dissemination, or competency building.83  

Predict which ideas are worth 
pursuing 

James Surowiecki’s The Wisdom of Crowds, 
explores the delightfully anarchic notion that 
experts don’t come up with the best ideas.84  
Surowiecki’s thesis is simple: a large group of 
people is better at solving a complex problem 
than an expert, no matter how brilliant. There 
is a rider, of course: the group should consist 
of independent, self-interested individuals 
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“Vision without action is merely 
a dream. Action without vision 
just passes the time. Vision with 
action can change the world!”  	
			              Joel Arthur Barker 
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working on a problem in a decentralized 
way without any direction from the top.

One application of this idea is a “predic-
tion market.” Prediction markets (as ex-
plained in chapter 1) allow individuals to 
place “bets” on a final outcome, based on 
their own personal knowledge. The resul-
tant “odds” are extremely good predictors 
of the likelihood of the event occurring.

The Pentagon attempted to create a predic-
tion market on economic and political events 
in the Middle East (dubbed by critics “a futures 
market in death” or “the terror market”), but 
an ensuing political uproar over betting on 
when and where the next terrorist attack or 
assassination would occur killed the idea. The 
model continues to gain influence in the private 
sector, however, and may still have impor-
tant applications for public sector agencies. 
Another option is to use information already 

available on the Internet, in other media, and 
in private sources of information. In a recent 
paper, two Wharton professors showed that 
wisdom can be downloaded from online 
crowds. They used the number of documents 
discussing corruption and other social issues 
that turn up on an Internet search to rank cities 
and states for their levels of corruption and 
other social phenomena that are difficult to 
measure.85  This technique could be immensely 
important to intelligence and law enforcement 
agencies. Consider the Open Source Center, 
created by the director of National Intelligence 
in the United States. It is charged with leverag-
ing open sources of information, such as the 
news media and commercial databases, to 

meet the informational needs of a diverse set 
of clients (foreign coalition partners, local law 
enforcement agencies, or even the president). 

The model has potential application in 
urban renewal efforts. Cities around the United 
States already enjoy the inherent efficiencies of 
the 311 system, but what if a similar mecha-
nism could aggregate already-collected data 
from this citizen helpline to prevent crises? 
Such systems already prevent catastrophic 
impacts on citizens by helping predict areas 
that will be affected by an incoming storm 
as well as the problems that will arise. 

Boost responsiveness and create 
more learning opportunities 

Networks, when set up correctly, also pro-
duce another kind of innovation opportunity. 
Democratic governance should constantly 
produce higher-quality services, and citizen 
reactions to these services are opportunities 
for innovation. There are a number of ways 
to collect these reactions: through call cen-
ters, on the Web, on the street in conversa-
tions between citizens and public servants, in 
neighborhood centers, and so on. Hierarchi-
cal government tends to insulate middle and 
upper managers from these experiences. In 
contrast, networked government typically 
increases the number of individuals working 
on public service delivery who come in con-
tact with citizens. When supported by good 
communication and knowledge-management 
tools, this structure should give govern-
ment better information about customer 
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concerns and attitudes, which in turn can 
boost innovation and responsiveness as well 
as spread successful practices more quickly.86  

Networks inherently outperform a single 
organization when it comes to learning and 
continuous improvement because they provide 
timely access to a comparatively broader 
knowledge base. A neighborhood center that 
has relationships with multiple providers can 
more adroitly direct a mother facing abuse, 
poverty, or other difficulties to the appropri-
ate shelter, counseling, or workforce train-
ing than a traditional government agency. A 
center that is part of a network can engage 
the creativity and specialized skills of a range 

of providers while retaining the freedom to 
adjust its decisions as circumstances change. 
It can do all that while maintaining its rela-
tionship with the mother and her family. 
As issues and challenges change, govern-

ments must break the barriers and silos that 
impede the flow of information that becomes 
knowledge, informed decisions and leads to 
results. Technology has made it possible for 
governments to build networks that promote 
the flow of ideas and information in and out 
of organizational boundaries. When speed 
and flexibility are of the essence, all areas of 
government can benefit from networks to find 
ideas, inform citizens, and implement solutions.

91

Network
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Chapter in a box

The network strategy utilizes the innovation assets of a diverse base of organizations and 
individuals to discover, develop, and implement ideas within and outside organizational  
boundaries. Careful application of the network strategy allows governments to realize the  
following benefits: 

In-source innovations and ideas. Procter & Gamble uses an elaborate system of scouts, sup-
pliers, and open networks such as Yet2.com to identify and adapt promising ideas. This strategy 
is based on the notion that for every researcher in P&G there are 200 equally competent people 
outside.

Develop solutions to complex problems. The CIA has funded a nonprofit organization, In-Q-
Tel, to find and deliver technological solutions to the agency for its wide variety of needs. In-Q-Tel 
provides seed capital to small start-up companies to develop promising new technologies that 
meet the CIA’s needs. 

Engage citizens and outside groups in policy development and program delivery. Delivering 
greater value to citizens requires a deeper understanding of citizen needs. There are several ways 
governments can do this:

Establish discovery studios. This is a mechanism to discover the deep-seated, often uncon-
scious needs of customers by mapping their entire experience domain. 

Harness social networks. Citizens can be engaged to get the word out about government 
services and programs through social networks.

Engage citizen-innovators. Citizens can become an important source of ideas and help to 
identify future trends, reduce costs, and test a variety of ideas that may not otherwise be 
possible. An example of this is the BBC backstage initiative that allows users to submit a 
variety of prototypes.
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Predict which ideas are worth pursuing. Prediction markets can aggregate the knowledge of 
a large number of people to predict future events. The principle, however, extends beyond pre-
diction markets. For example, water-logging complaints at the 311 service predict problems that 
arise during a storm, pinpoint the affected areas, and prevent catastrophic impact on citizens. 

Boost responsiveness by creating more learning opportunities. Networked government typi-
cally increases the number of individuals working on governmental matters who come in contact 
with citizens. Networks also provide more timely access to a broader knowledge base than is 
possible within a single organization.

The network strategy works best when the government needs to:
•	 Find the “best” solution to a problem 
•	 Keep ideas flowing in
•	 Aggregate information across a diverse group of people
•	 Use the information available from users to select the best solution to a problem
•	 Tap into myriad perspectives
•	 Understand conscious and unconscious needs of consumers
•	 Get users to design solutions that best meet their needs
•	 Create multiple access points to customers
•	 Take advantage of dispersed knowledge.
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As the network strategy found greater acceptance in the private sec-
tor, the software community embraced an even more radical 

model: open source innovation. This model stretches the idea of net-
working to its extreme form: anyone and everyone are invited to con-
tribute ideas and innovations with limited managerial supervision.

One public sector example is World Wind, a software program developed 
by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) that lets people 
zoom in on virtually any place on earth and view it in a video-game-like three-
dimensional format using satellite imagery. It was released as a freely available 
open source program in August 2004. The open source model offered NASA 
the opportunity to build specialized functionalities by outsourcing the develop-
ment work to the world community. Around 100,000 users downloaded the 
program in the first week. With the use of a wiki to suggest code modifica-
tions, the software program has evolved continuously, adding new data and 
3D imagery of the Earth and Moon, and images of other planets, stars, and 
galaxies. Users have set up a web site that provides instructions on how to 
use the World Wind program as well as developed add-on applications that 
make it easier to find specific locations such as the Apollo landing sites.87  

World Wind has found varied and unexpected applications. The U.S. Naval 
Research Laboratory, located in California, provides real time weather informa-
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tion via World Wind by integrating weather 
imagery with high-resolution data sources. 
NASA has also signed agreements with 
Australia and the United Kingdom to develop 
tenth grade curriculum on the “origins of 
life” using World Wind and other tools.

The World Wind program came out of 
a skunk works project at NASA Learning 
Technologies (NLT), which incubates inno-
vative technologies to deliver educational 
content into the classroom. Releasing World 
Wind as an open source program helped 
further NLT’s mission by offering a platform 
for others to build on by adding information 
and intelligence. It also helped improve the 
software quality through peer review, and 
increased dissemination and awareness.

The open source software movement, as 
the World Wind example shows, harnesses the 
knowledge of countless unrelated individuals 
to build and maintain complex, world-class 
systems. Open source models, such as the 
Linux operating system, the Firefox Web 
browser, and the Wikipedia online encyclope-
dia seek solutions to clearly defined problems 
from enthusiasts, irrespective of their special-
ization. They are freely available; individuals 
improve them out of a sense of community 
or a desire to create something new.

The open source movement 
has several distinct features: 

•	 Countless unrelated individuals 
voluntarily come together to cre-
ate complex, world-class systems 

•	 Ownership does not reside with 
an individual or an organization 

•	 Everyone can contribute ideas 
and help develop the product 

•	 Users decide how they want to 
utilize innovative end products, 
which leads to new applications. 

The open source innovation strategy has 
largely been ignored outside the software 
community. Most people treat it as a special 
case. Open source, however, is an archetype 
that can be applied successfully to endeavors 
well outside the realm of software, though 
likely to be facilitated by technology tools. 
However, to some people the strategy sounds 
too good to be true — why would people 
participate in an initiative when there are no 
financial rewards or guaranteed outcomes?88  
Apart from an enhanced reputation and the 
value one derives from using the product, 
participating in open source communities 
captures the imagination of those involved and 
challenges contributors to be creative, learn 
from the experience, and enjoy the task. This 
is what the public sector can benefit from.
An open source innovation strategy, when 

structured well, can produce the following criti-
cal benefits for the public sector (figure 6.1): 

•	 Create repositories of ideas 
and tools. The real benefit of the 
open source strategy is that us-
ers do not need to wait for up-
grades and enhancements 

•	 Build in mechanisms for continuous 
improvement. The broader com-
munity can discover where problems 
exist and make the required fixes 

•	 Gain customized solutions at 
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minimal cost. Dealing with uncertain 
fiscal realities requires governments 
to find low-cost solutions without 
compromising performance and 
responsiveness. Open source enables 
governments to gain customized 
solutions with minimal investment 

•	 Attract specialist contributions. The 
open source strategy allows govern-
ments to tap into specialized exper-
tise from outside the organization

•	 Engage the broader commu-
nity to serve a public purpose. 
Governments can engage citizens 

in increasing social welfare by sup-
porting their ability to innovate.

Build repositories of ideas and tools

Governments across the world are fac-
ing several challenges that require innovative 
responses. For instance, one of the downsides 
of globalization has been the loss of manufac-
turing and service jobs in advanced econo-
mies. To maintain competitiveness, advanced 
economies will need to press forward with 
reforms in education, especially in teaching 
math and science to high school students. 
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Officials with the government of Ontario, 
Canada, realized that they had to do some-
thing creative to provide a flexible educational 
plan customized to the learning choices of 
teenagers to help them develop solid read-
ing, writing, and math skills. The province 
also needed to develop resources for small 
schools and isolated students. Ontario’s targets 
include “75 percent of students achieving at 
the provincial standard in literacy and nu-
meracy by 2008 and 85 percent of students 
graduating from high school by 2010–11.”89  

To meet these objectives, Ontario has 
employed the open source strategy with 
its E-Learning Ontario initiative. It built an 
online repository of resources developed 
by teachers that can be customized to local 
needs and made this cache of information 
available to teachers and students at no 
cost. Credit courses, a technical help desk, 
and professional development programs 
for teachers and school board members are 
available free of charge. This repository is 
especially useful to small, rural, and isolated 
schools that face shortages of educational 
resources and specialized teaching staff.

The E-learning initiative signifies the most 
important aspects of the open source strat-
egy. To begin with, open source strategy 
is not a limited applications paradigm. Its 
principles are likely to find use outside the 
software community. Further, open source 
is not merely about creating and access-
ing free products; it is a completely differ-
ent way of organizing and functioning.

Build in mechanisms for continuous 
improvement 

Open source projects such as E-learning 
Ontario are particularly useful in reducing 
complexity and enhancing quality. Due to the 
remoteness of the participants and the decen-
tralized nature of development, the solutions 
tend to be modular and well documented. 
This means that complex projects are broken 
down into manageable tasks performed by 
various groups based on their unique skills and 
interest. Detailed information is made available 
on every aspect of the solution development 
to make it easier for people not involved in the 
development of the module to comprehend, 
synchronize, and further develop the content. 

Quality is further enhanced as a diverse 
group of users can fix problems on the fly. The 
more widely available the programs or source 
code are for public testing and experimenta-
tion, the more rapidly problems can be fixed 
and improvements made. As Eric Raymond 
writes: “Given enough eyeballs, all bugs are 
shallow,” meaning that as long as you have 
enough users looking for the bugs in the 
code they will be found.90  This, for instance, 
was the primary reason NASA released 
World Wind as an open source program.

These open source principles are now being 
applied to create strategic visions and policy 
documents. The city of Melbourne in the state 
of Victoria, Australia, used the wiki technol-
ogy to place the city plan online as a shared 
document to be edited by the public. The 
Future Melbourne plan document will cre-
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ate a shared vision for 2020 and beyond. 
The consultation process, which lasted from 

May 17 to June 14, 2008, offered all the ben-
efits of the open source strategy. For instance, 
citizens could adopt a modular approach, divid-
ing work into fixing typos, reformatting, reorga-
nization of content, and ideation. A large num-
ber of participants, some 6500, contributed 
based on their skills, interests, and competen-
cies to enhance the quality of the document. 

Future Melbourne extended the notion of 
participatory governance way beyond anything 
achieved so far, whether through town hall 
meetings or focus groups to consult citizens. 
The use of discussion pages, one for each 
page on the plan document, allowed itera-
tive and integrated development of the plan 
with participants evaluating and addressing 
changes and comments. It meant that care-
fully thought-out edits to the plan, when well 
defended with comments on the discussion 
page, were less likely to be modified. Partici-
pation could take numerous forms: citizens 
making direct changes on the plan document, 
seeking a response from an officer, or refin-
ing an idea. Others could choose to merely 
inform themselves and build awareness. 

Gain customized solutions with 
minimal investment

The District of Columbia launched a contest 
called Apps for Democracy that invites open 
source Web applications to convert real time 
data from multiple government agencies into 
an accessible and usable format. Open source 

was not an option; all submissions had to be 
released in open source code. For an invest-
ment of $50,000, the District of Columbia 
government received 47 applications, worth an 
estimated $2.7 million in benefits, in 30 days. 

The top prize was awarded to iLive.at. 
Through this application, all citizens need to 
do is enter their address and iLive.at provides 
them with neatly organized information 
tailored to their location. To know where 
the nearest shopping center or post office is, 
look under the “errands” category. Click on 
“crimes” and you get all the recently reported 
offenses in your area. Demographic informa-
tion is available in the “people” category. These 
innovative applications are expected to help 
government organizations improve perfor-
mance and increase responsiveness to citizens.

Governments collect an immense amount 
of data that remain largely unanalyzed. It is 
possible to convert this data into informa-
tion with very little investment. In the words 
of Vivek Kundra, chief technology officer of 
the District of Columbia Government: “There 
is immense creativity out there and you can 
do it for very little money by democratiz-
ing data.”91  In difficult economic times, the 
open source strategy is a powerful mecha-
nism for stretching scarce dollars further. 
Initiatives like Apps for Democracy will likely 

become harbingers of a new age of participa-
tory governance. “We need to think of citizens 
as people who can co-create,” continues Kun-
dra. “The idea was to get the best thinking us-
ing data feeds to develop applications. My goal 
is to put as much data out there as possible.”92 
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Open source diffusion lessons from Wikipedia

Wikipedia offers an interesting example of how diffusion is ingrained in the open source 
strategy. Wikipedia is an online encyclopedia where all content can be read, edited, copied, 
and even sold as long as the authorship rights are passed on to people receiving the content. In 
short, all users of the content on Wikipedia must confer freedom to use and reuse the content 
on everyone who comes across that content.

One of the guiding principles of the open source strategy is the democratic process. This 
again is visible in the way Wikipedia functions: decisions are not imposed from the top but come 
from the bottom up. When people contribute content to Wikipedia, there is no guarantee that 
it will appear unchanged. The content is verified to the extent possible by the wider community 
and edited to ensure that it meets its requirements of verifiability, language, and neutrality. 
Any content that is not based on verifiable sources is marked for editing or deletion. At times, 
disputes result in “edit wars” or feverish editing of content by separate groups in an attempt to 
ensure that their point of view is accepted as the final one. Edit wars go against the established 
policy of consensus building and are strongly discouraged. 

Edit wars and other conflicts are initially handled through the democratic process. For in-
stance, users may ask for a third opinion on the topic or request informal mediation. 
However, there are limits to the extent of democracy in an open source model. A look at Wiki-

pedia’s dispute resolution process makes this point clear.93  Registered users can edit content, 
move pages, or start new articles. Above the registered users are those who have permission to 
roll back a page to its previous version if there is an unacceptable change. Administrators, who 
number around 1,500 and are selected by the Wikipedia community through an established 
process, have the right to delete pages, freeze content on a page to be edited only by other 
administrators, and block delinquent users from editing a page. Above the administrators are 
bureaucrats who have higher privileges including the liberty to promote people to the level of 
administrator. Finally, there is an arbitration committee of about a dozen users that acts as the 
final touch point for dispute resolution. Any decision made by the arbitration committee is bind-
ing on all parties. 
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Attract specialist contributions

A peer reviewed pilot called the Peer-to-
Patent Project in the U.S. Patent and Trade-
mark Office employs the open source model. 
Software patents are particularly difficult to 
grant because of issues around databases, 
protocols, and date stamps. Publications and 
references can raise questions about the origi-
nality of a patent application. Dates associated 
with this “prior art” go a long way in deciding 
whether or not to grant a patent. Litigation 
history suggests that patent examiners make 
the best choice when prior art is included in 
the application. It was thought that opening 
the process of identifying prior art and permit-
ting everyone (especially software profes-
sionals) to submit prior art could help patent 
examiners make faster and better decisions. 

However, the Peer-to-Patent project needed 
to ask whether people have enough motivation 
to participate in the program. The project offers 
no monetary incentive and the patent ensures 
exclusive rights rather than common owner-
ship of new products.94  Another issue concerns 
whether patent applicants will agree with, and 
use, this model. Intellectual property that goes 
out to the public may defeat the purpose of 
filing a patent in the first place. The motivating 
factors that usually spur people to participate in 
open source efforts may restrict involvement.

So far these challenges have proven quite 
manageable. The project was launched June 
15, 2007, and as of January 2009, 2416 people 
had signed up to be reviewers and cited 301 
instances of prior art on 50 applications.95 

Open source organizers have several op-
tions for attracting people to their projects. 
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In very rare cases, the Wikipedia Board of Trustees, the ultimate corporate authority for the 
Wikipedia Foundation, Inc., can step in to resolve a dispute. In open source strategy, the project 
organizer or the “core” is responsible for ensuring that all possible solutions are in line with its 
objectives. In the case of disputes, the core becomes the final arbiter and the ultimate decision 
rests with it. 

There are three elements of diffusion that government agencies can abstract from the Wiki-
pedia example. First, diffusion is about sharing ideas and building on them. The freedom to 
use and reuse Wikipedia content ensures that individuals benefiting from an innovation cannot 
prevent others from benefiting from their improvements to it. Second, diffusion is about gaining 
buy-in from all stakeholders. This requires elaborate arrangements to handle disputes without 
interfering with the creative process. Finally, there have to be both informal and formal mecha-
nisms to deal with disputes. This means that managerial attention can be focused on disputes 
that require the most attention; the low-scale disputes will work themselves out.
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For example, the Peer-to-Patent project cites 
the names of those who have submitted 
prior art with their profile and photograph, 
the type of submission, and reference to the 
patent application to which the prior art is 
applicable. Others offer cash rewards, or in 
some extraordinary cases, employment to 
those who help make the final decisions. 

Engage the broader community to 
serve a public purpose

Governments are beginning to realize the 
power of the largely self-sustaining open source 
movement to shape a knowledge society that 
meets the needs of citizens. One example is 
the European Commission’s effort to promote 
“science shops.” In the early 1970s, a group of 
Dutch students got together to solve scientific 

problems for their nonprofit clients. They creat-
ed links between academia and civil society to 
solve problems, such as soil pollution, that af-
fect daily life. This effort produced the first “sci-
ence shop,” sparking a movement that spread 
across countries, creating a global network of 
shops that shared knowledge and expertise. 
The movement grew through volunteers and 
students. To encourage students to join these 
groups, many universities today offer academic 
credit for their participation. The European 
Commission funds science shop projects ben-
efitting local civil society organizations without 
the means to conduct such research. Further, 
it promotes activities that encourage network-
ing among science shops to help spread the 
movement across the European Union.

Typically, the science shops work with com-
munity groups facing a pressing problem. Fi-
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nancial reimbursement of the project cost may 
be a part of this deal, but it usually does not 
cover the salaries of researchers and administra-
tive staff. The projects and issues addressed by 
science shops range from pure sciences and en-
gineering issues to studies involving psychologi-
cal, social, and legal analysis. Examples include 
a study on the reasons for social exclusion of 
elderly men in Belfast, United Kingdom, and 
the development of a computer game for chil-
dren with speech disorders in Lynby, Denmark.

“By supporting citizens in their quest for 
knowledge, people are given more possibilities 
to take responsibility for shaping their own life 
and their living environment,” says Maria van 
der Hoeven, Dutch minister of Education, Cul-
ture, and Science. In Canada, the Social Scienc-
es and Humanities Research Council is one of 
two government-backed agencies channeling 
funds to research projects jointly undertaken 
by universities and community organizations.96

Some people believe that the open source 
movement cannot sustain itself in the private 
sector merely on the basis of altruism or enthu-
siasm. Larry McVoy, one of the early supporters 
of the open source software movement, be-
lieves that the model is not a viable way to pro-
duce products and services: “The bottom line is 
you have to build a financially sound company 
with a well-trained staff. And those staffers 
like their salaries. If everything is free, how can 
I make enough money to keep building that 
product for you and supporting you?”97  This is 
where governments might step in. If compa-
nies cannot support open source efforts that 
benefit society at large because these projects 

do not provide a revenue stream, the govern-
ment could consider helping to fund them.

How to build an open source 
initiative

An open source model operates at three 
levels (figure 6.2). At the core is the project 
creator who defines the goals and objectives 
and also functions as the final mediator for 
dispute settlement. The “development com-
munity” surrounds this core. The function of 
this community is to build solutions, communi-
cate with peers, send its feedback to the core, 
and when required, be the mediator between 
the core and the users. The last layer is the 
user community. This community accesses the 
products and services, customizes them, and is 
intricately involved in the development process.

Building and sustaining an open source 
initiative has five main components: 

1.	 Develop an infrastructure that sup-
ports the open source model 

2.	 Build a community of collaborators
3.	 Promote flexibility and open 

knowledge sharing 
4.	 Democratize the innovation process 
5.	 Create feedback loops.

Develop an infrastructure that supports 
the open source model 
The National Aeronautics and Space Ad-

ministration (NASA) launched a small open 
source project called “ClickWorkers,” which 
uses public volunteers to identify and catalog 
craters on the surface of Mars from a freely 
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available satellite image. NASA created a Web 
site and a database and left the “clickwork-
ers” to decide where and for how long they 
chose to work. The work does not require a 
lot of scientific training, so NASA can benefit 
from wide participation. Normally, this kind 
of effort would entail months of work by 
scientists, but it requires only one engineer, 
working part-time, to maintain the Web site. 

There are a few questions that project 
organizers need to ask themselves to create 
an open database. What kind of informa-
tion do developers need to create a solu-
tion? How will they input their response? 
How will they record these responses? How 
can they avoid duplication of data and re-
sponses? How will they validate the data?

The principle behind open source strategy 
is to provide all the information to users so 
they can use resources as they see fit. In the 
software sector, this means giving access to 
the source code, which gives users the ability 
to customize it, facilitate cross-organization 
application sharing, and realize cost savings 
through reduced licensing and hosting fees. 
The distribution model also involves free access 
to anyone who wants to use the content. For 
example, the MIT OpenCourseWare initiative 
provides open access to lecture notes, related 
collaterals, and exams to anyone who wants 
to see it. In November 2007, Verizon Wireless 
opened its network to mobile devices to stimu-
late innovations from developers and provide 
greater flexibility to customers in using soft-
ware. The more these developers identify and 
meet customer needs, the stronger the Verizon 

network becomes relative to other networks. 
Questions that can help decide the best form 

of distribution mechanism include: Who will 
benefit from the innovation? How would the 
target group prefer to access your products? 
What channels for distribution are available to 
you? How can you reduce the effort required 
in accessing the open source material? 

Build a community of innovators.
Before citizens can be engaged to contribute 

to an open source project, government agen-
cies need to get the ball rolling. This can be 
tricky. The Internet is full of open source proj-
ects that remain ignored by the wider commu-
nity. Do you build the infrastructure and then 
wait for others to join the bandwagon? How 
do you ensure that the money spent on an 
open source project is not wasted? The dilem-
ma is well expressed by Beth Noveck, the New 
York Law School professor credited for bringing 
the peer review process to patent examina-
tion: “My greatest fear was being the kid who 
gives a birthday party and no one comes.”98 

Building a community that has deep inter-
est in the subject is important. The Future 
Melbourne project had a yearlong phase 
of collecting citizen submissions online and 
discussion forums organized by the Future 
Melbourne team that helped raise aware-
ness and interest. Only after this phase was 
complete was the draft placed online for 
editing. The project also had a reference group 
of prominent leaders and thinkers from the 
public, private, and nonprofit sectors. They 
not only provided guidance and support but 

105

Open source



106

The Public Innovator’s Playbook: Nurturing Bold Ideas in Government

also worked as champions for the initiative.
A community of open source collabora-

tors can also be created through contests 
that give out cash prizes as the District of 
Columbia did with its Apps for Democracy 
initiative. The real benefit for the open source 
community, however, may lie beyond the 
financial gains; winning a contest can be an 
end in itself, irrespective of the prize money. 
As the Apps for Democracy and Fu-

ture Melbourne initiatives have shown, 
network effects are important in build-
ing open source communities.

Promote flexibility and open knowledge 
sharing

Open source development gives govern-
ments the ability to reduce costs by building 
systems and solutions that can be reused by 
others. For example, now that Ontario has 
already created the E-Learning online reposi-
tory, it should be possible for other govern-
ments to take a large part of the content 
and modify it for the purposes of their own 
constituents. In other words, there is no 
need for governments to spend taxpayer 
money in duplicative efforts when much of 
the functionality of a system is common across 
agencies, regions, and levels of government.

This flexibility will not occur, however, 
unless governments share their resources in 
a systematic way. This requires careful con-
sideration of an innovation’s relevance in 
new contexts. How can governments create 
something using preexisting modules or self-
contained elements of a new initiative? How 

can third parties help customize the innovation?
Most individual efforts to develop a vaccine 

for AIDS over the last two decades have been 
disappointing, with long delays in publish-
ing results and competing or redundant work 
being carried out by rival research teams. 
Microsoft founder and philanthropist Bill Gates 
believes that a completely new approach 
is required to get results faster. The Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation funds only those 
AIDS vaccine researchers who agree to share 
their results with others. It is expected that 
the open sharing of data and information will 
allow researchers to build on past successes 
and failures and increase the pace of discovery. 

Democratize the innovation process
In an open source model, no single individual 

or organization calls the shots. DemocracyLab, 
a nonprofit organization, aims to create an 
online forum for “producing collaborative solu-
tions to public policy problems.” Participants 
can contribute their opinions online, as well as 
express their level of agreement with opin-
ions expressed by others. The motivation is to 
develop solutions using the principles of direct 
democracy. The best possible opinions would 
likely get a higher number of votes and rise 
through the noise of all the potential public pol-
icy positions. Among other benefits, this would 
help governments understand citizen needs, 
allow elected officials to test possible alterna-
tives, and build consensus on important issues.

The open source culture is about building on 
past successes and not repeating mistakes. This 
is the guiding motive of open source strategy 
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rather than an offshoot of the process. Not re-
peating others’ mistakes is possible only when 
data, resources, and knowledge are shared 
openly in a democratic environment. To be suc-
cessful, the open source culture requires a shift 
in mindset away from secrecy and suspicion.

Create feedback loops
As mentioned earlier, one of the important 

roles of the “development community” is to 
provide continuous feedback. Feedback mecha-
nisms can take a variety of forms. Based on its 
interactions with the user group, the develop-
ment community provides detailed documenta-
tion of successes and failures and what needs 

to change. It tests options on a limited scale to 
see whether changing some parts would make 
the overall program more effective. Tools such 
as wikis and blogs are used to create com-
munity groups to discuss options and share 
experiences. Constant feedback is critical for 
promoting continuous innovation and flexibility.

The examples cited here offer only a small 
window into the possibilities for improving 
governance and service delivery by tapping into 
open source models. The open source strategy 
has been fruitfully employed by governments to 
tackle challenges in education, technology, and 
patenting. The greatest limit to the application 
of this concept will be our finite imaginations.
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Chapter in a box

The open source innovation strategy entails a shift away from knowledge “monopolies” to an 
open source model that encourage many people to collaborate voluntarily to develop ideas and 
create solutions. This strategy can allow governments to achieve the following benefits: 

Benefits of the open source innovation model

Build repositories of innovative ideas and tools. Officials with the government of Ontario, 
Canada, realized that they had to do something creative to provide a flexible educational plan 
that is customized to the learning choices of teenagers to help them develop solid reading, 
writing, and math skills. To meet these objectives, they built an online repository of resources 
developed by teachers that is available to teachers and students at no cost and can be custom-
ized to local needs.

Enhance quality by creating mechanisms for continuous improvement. The more widely 
available programs are for public testing and experimentation, the more rapidly problems can be 
fixed and improvements made. This was the primary reason NASA released World Wind as an 
open source program. The city of Melbourne in the state of Victoria, Australia, used wiki technol-
ogy to place the city plan online as a shared document to be edited by the public.

Gain customized solutions with minimal investment. The District of Columbia launched a 
contest called Apps for Democracy that invites open source Web applications to convert real 
time data from multiple government agencies into an accessible and useable format. For an 
investment of $50,000, the District of Columbia government received 47 applications in 30 days, 
worth around $2.7 million in benefits.

Attract specialist contributions. A U.S. Patent & Trademark Office peer reviewed pilot called the 
Peer-to-Patent Project permits anyone to submit prior art that could help patent examiners make 
faster and better decisions. As of January 2009, 2416 people had signed up to be reviewers and 
had cited 301 instances of prior art on 50 applications

Engage the broader community to serve the public. Using an open source model, govern-
ment can attract innovative people to important projects and connect diverse organizations and 
individuals in a manner where they augment each other’s capacity to produce an important 
public outcome. Governments could also consider funding open source initiatives that are not 
self-financing because they do not provide a consistent revenue stream but are doing work that 
benefits society at large.
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Open source

Building an open source initiative 

An open source initiative requires creating a physical infrastructure that supports the activities 
of the open source community, building a community of collaborators, and at a more abstract lev-
el, creating mechanisms for sharing knowledge and information in a democratic environment.

Create open database and distribution mechanisms. NASA has created a Web site and a 
database to allow public volunteers to identify and catalog craters on the surface of Mars from 
a freely available satellite image. The “clickworkers” decide where and for how long they choose 
to work.

Build a community. Future Melbourne project had a yearlong phase of collecting citizen submis-
sions online and discussion forums organized by the Future Melbourne team that helped raise 
awareness and interest. The project also had a reference group of prominent leaders and thinkers 
who provided guidance and support, and worked as champions for the initiative.

Promote flexibility and open knowledge sharing. There is no need for governments to spend 
taxpayer money in duplicative efforts when much of the functionality of a system is common 
across agencies, regions, and levels of government. This flexibility will not occur, however, unless 
governments share their resources in a systematic way.

Democratize the innovation process. DemocracyLab, a nonprofit organization, allows par-
ticipants to contribute their opinions on public policy problems online, as well as express their 
level of agreement with opinions expressed by others. Among other benefits, this would help 
governments understand citizen needs, allow elected officials to test possible alternatives, and 
build consensus on important issues.

Create feedback loops. Constant feedback is critical for promoting continuous innovation and 
flexibility. In an open source project, the development community documents successes and fail-
ures and provides feedback to the “core” on what needs to change. It also tests options on a lim-
ited scale to see whether changing some parts would make the overall program more effective.

The open source strategy works best when:
•	 You are engaging people from diverse disciplines
•	 You need large-scale collaboration 
•	 Accomplishing a task within a single organization would require more time and  

resources than it can provide
•	 Knowledge is tacit and resides in people rather than manuals, research papers,  

articles, or others
•	 The benefits are widely dispersed
•	 Users need flexibility in usage and can customize the solution to their needs
•	 Protecting intellectual property is not a very large concern.
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Many public sector organizations make sporadic efforts to encour-
age innovation, but few implement the formal changes needed 

to spark transformational change. Without altering traditional roles, 
processes, and organizational structures, innovation initiatives be-
come mired in bureaucracy and fail to deliver fundamental change.
The innovation strategies discussed in chapters 2–6 evolved as ways to 

overcome the barriers to innovation created by unwieldy bureaucratic structures 
in large organizations. Over the long term, however, organizations married to 
rigid standard procedures are unlikely to bring about lasting change, irrespec-
tive of which strategy is adopted. Nor will the ability of an organization to 
manage an innovation cycle improve. Some changes in organizational struc-
tures are typically necessary to make optimal use of innovation strategies. 

The organizational model in the public sector has changed little over the last 
century. Spawned by the factories in the nineteenth century that wanted “hands 
and legs,” employees mostly operated in a rule-based, hierarchical system. The 
public sector tended to invent most things in-house. A typical response to a 
problem was to throw resources and experts at it and hope for the best result. 
The 1980s saw a growing emphasis on partnerships. These required 

public sector managers to acquire new skills and think beyond the no-
tion of “government knows best.” However, public agencies changed 
little in their internal organization, and most people continued to regard 
government as the primary owner and provider of public services. 

Emerging organizational models, such as the networked approach dis-
cussed in chapter 5, require a bigger and more fundamental change. 
Public sector organizations may no longer always own the services 
they provide. Instead, they are often aggregators and managers of ser-
vices provided by others. This new model requires governments to gather 
ideas from anywhere and tap talent markets far and wide. Agencies 
then use internal skills to adapt these ideas to their specific needs. 

The strategies for innovation outlined in previous chapters will 
challenge public sector organizations to rethink their boundar-
ies, and create new, more flexible, structures (figure 7.1).
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Redefine organizational boundaries

In today’s world, no single organization, 
private or public, will likely have the ability to 
develop all necessary innovations in-house. 
Neither can they afford to ignore internal 
capabilities. What organizational structures 
best enable the innovation approaches outlined 
previously in the book? The answer may lie in 
the specific needs and capabilities of a given 
organization: the greater the need to search for 
ideas and innovations from outside, the more 
useful is a networked organizational model.

Procter & Gamble (P&G), discussed in 

chapter 5, developed a networked model 
called Connect + Develop to tap into talent 
residing outside its organizational boundaries 
(figure 7.2). P&G’s network strategy encom-
passes everything from creating mechanisms to 
ensure day-to-day accountability to developing 
new programs and a new vision. The com-
pany encourages ideas to flow from external 
sources as well as from its own employees.
Australia’s Commonwealth Scientific and 

Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) also 
adopted a networked organizational model to 
help drive innovation. Rapid globalization in 
the 1990s spurred demand for globally relevant 

New models of innovation: 
networked, open source 
government

 • Redefine the role of 
government as an aggrega-
tor, manager, and buyer of 
services 

 • Identify promising ideas from 
anywhere 

 • Use internal knowledge and 
skills to adapt ideas to the 
needs of customers

Intermediate model: 
limited partnering to 
reduce costs

 • Some elements of 
partnership but 
government remains the 
primary owner and 
provider of services

 • Improved collaboration 
across various depart-
ments

Traditional innovation 
model: hierarchical  
government

 • Closed boundaries — 
government’s role is to 
own and directly provide 
services 

 • Bricks-and-mortar 
infrastructure — throw 
more resources at a 
problem

 • Invent it yourself; 
centralized approach

Figure 7.1: The evolving organizational structure of government agencies

▼Drivers
 • Growing number of  
 problems that require  
 cross-sector response

 • Plummeting costs of  
 partnering
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knowledge. CSIRO, a heavily siloed and inter-
nally focused organization, needed a window 
to the outside world — both for bringing in 
new ideas and disseminating them. Further, 
the organization was under growing pressure 
to justify its investments and deliver results. To 
address these requirements, CSIRO launched 
its Flagship program, which created research 
partnerships with industry, government, and 
other research bodies. These partnerships 
are organized around large scale themes, 
such as energy, light metals, and water. 

To support the new approach, CSIRO trans-
formed its organizational structure by aligning 

divisions around desired outputs and then 
giving control over those outputs to the indi-
vidual divisions. This initiative had four critical 
elements: shift the focus from input to output, 
centralize all support services, adopt a matrix 
organizational structure, and implement a new 
software solution. These elements were meant 
to act like glue, holding the networks of the 
organization together in a web-like structure. 

Catherine Livingstone, who chaired the 
CSIRO board for five years during the trans-
formation, said the changes were neces-
sary in an era of global competition. “CSIRO 
comprised many disparate divisions working 
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Individuals

Retired persons

Open networksProprietary networks

Figure 7.2: Network organization model: the case of Procter & Gamble
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within — but not for — CSIRO,” she said. 
“This was not sustainable at a time of mount-
ing pressure on CSIRO to demonstrate what 
the government was getting for its investment 
— especially given that CSIRO was no longer 
the only major research centre available.”99 

It was increasingly difficult for CSIRO 
to justify its existence purely on the basis 
of national interest. Stakeholders wanted 
justification in terms of numbers, results, and 
financial sustainability. CSIRO also realized 
that industry would not accept research with 
long lead times and uncertain results, particu-
larly when the same research could be done 
faster and cheaper elsewhere in the world.

The Flagship program created global partner-
ships in key areas of interest to industry and 
government. These activities were designed 
to help develop new markets and provide a 
competitive edge to Australian industry. The 
networked model let CSIRO forge deeper ties 
with business and industry around each of the 
thematic areas, allowing it to market ideas 
faster and better commercialize its research.
Although both P&G and CSIRO adopted 

the networked model in order to create new 
windows into the outside world, neither 
organization ignored its internal capabilities. 
Instead, internal staff developed new talents. 
For example, P&G created a network of tech-
nology entrepreneurs who fostered relation-
ships with universities, industry researchers 
and suppliers, and defined problems for them 
to solve. P&G also developed mechanisms to 
neutralize internal resistance from employees 

who feared the new strategy would diminish 
P&G’s internal capabilities or cut jobs. Reward 
programs were established that recognized 
employee contributions regardless of where 
ideas originated. Further, P&G employees 
were offered training to acquire new skills 
in evaluating, screening, and developing 
ideas, including during risky scale-ups. 

Traditional innovation strategies such as 
cultivation, and newer models such as open 
source and networking, can coexist in organi-
zations seeking to redefine their boundaries. 
As discussed in chapter 2, safe havens such 
as skunk works are the key to solving some of 
the toughest challenges that require systemic 
innovations and involve core activities that 
require tapping into the wisdom of employees. 
Skunk works also offer a potential mechanism 
to evaluate, screen, and develop ideas flowing 
in from outside. Organizations looking to shift 
to new models of innovations should take 
care not to compromise internal capabilities.

While redefining the organizational boundary 
is critical to successful adoption of the net-
worked and open source models of innovation, 
its purpose can vary based on the unique needs 
of the organization. The P&G model is particu-
larly focused on strengthening the idea genera-
tion process. The CSIRO model extends the 
notion of networking to implementing ideas. 
Redefining organizational boundaries, there-
fore, need not be seen as a generic principle. 
Rather, based on its strengths and weaknesses, 
each organization needs to carefully match 
strategies with stages in the innovation process.
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Take an integrated view 

The Technology Strategy Board in the United 
Kingdom, an example of a skunk works in 
the public sector, uses multiple strategies 
to translate knowledge residing in various 
organizations into innovations (figure 7.3). 
It identifies key technology areas, such as 
nanotechnology, bioscience, and informa-
tion and communication technology, that are 
strategically important to the United Kingdom 
and that can help the government create or 
sustain leadership in emerging products, ser-
vices, and processes. The board sets priorities 
in consultation with members of the private 
sector and uses a dedicated Web site to so-
licit ideas for funding. The board then selects 

projects to be funded, and research partners 
convert those ideas into practical solutions. 
In June 2007, the board’s program for col-

laborative R&D had a portfolio of 600 projects 
with a combined investment of more than 
£900 million from business and government. 
Private firms, universities, and other research 
organizations can bid to cover up to 50 percent 
of a project’s cost. These projects are evalu-
ated on technical and economic grounds and 
can receive funding anywhere from £200,000 
to £1 million for a two- to three-year period. 
The emphasis is on collaborative projects.

The board also has developed an Innova-
tion Platforms program, which addresses major 
policy and societal challenges. The board 
identifies priority areas and looks for solutions 
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from the private sector. The pilot projects 
focused on Intelligent Transport Systems and 
Services and Network Security. Since then, 
three more priority areas have been added: 
Low Carbon Vehicles, Assisted Living, and Low 
Impact Buildings. The Intelligent Transport 
Systems and Services project has coordinated 
more than £34 million to create a holistic solu-
tion to the country’s transportation challenges, 
particularly issues associated with traffic con-
gestion, traffic network management, crime, 
infrastructure, and user travel information. 

The board accomplishes diffusion through 
two mechanisms. The first is the Knowledge 
Transfer Network, which brings together 
individuals from academia, business, finance, 
and technology to generate innovations, 
facilitate knowledge exchange, and inform 
the government about issues that advance 
or stall innovation, such as regulations. Lack 
of access to information and technology is 
considered the greatest obstacle that busi-
nesses face in embracing innovation. Net-

works help stimulate the flow of knowledge, 
information, and people across players (firms, 
universities, research organizations, customers, 
suppliers) and sectors. So far, the technology 
board has spawned 22 knowledge transfer 
networks involving more than 13,000 people.

The second mechanism is the Knowledge 
Transfer Partnership, which enables a company 
to improve its performance by collaborating 
on projects with a knowledge partner, such as 
a university. The technology board bears the 
costs of the knowledge partner’s participation.
As government agencies tackle their innova-

tion challenges, they would do well to take an 
integrated and systemic approach across the 
continuum of five strategies and four stages of 
innovation. Designing a system that encourages 
innovation and enables the organization to 
execute new ideas requires a systemic view of 
the innovation process (figure 7.4). The strate-
gies do not operate in silos. Moreover, multiple 
strategies work in unison, at various stages of 
the innovation cycle, to take an idea all the 

Innovation process Strategy 

Establishing priorities Cultivate (Technology strategy board)

Generating ideas Network (Collaborative R&D, Innovation platforms)

Selecting ideas Cultivate (Technology strategy board)

Implementation Network, partner 

Diffusion
Network, partner (Knowledge transfer networks/
Knowledge transfer partnership)

Table 7.1
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class providers
Partners as •	
“knowledge 
brokers”
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Proprietary •	
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External •	
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Citizen  •	
innovators

Any source but •	
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Employee  •	
prediction 
markets
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Create safe •	
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“Intrapreneurs”
Provide •	
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Accept failures•	
Develop capabili-•	
ties of frontline 
employees

Adapt to local •	
context
Manage •	
stakeholders
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public private 
partnership 
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Share risks •	
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Acquire channels•	
Share-in-savings•	

New delivery •	
mechanisms
One-stop portals •	
to a myriad 
of services
Communication •	
and knowledge 
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Build  •	
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Provide free •	
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Figure 7.4: An integrated innovation life cycle map
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way through implementation and diffusion.
The innovation process has been ill defined 

and irregular in the public sector. By focus-
ing on the innovation cycle, public sector 
managers can use a mix of strategies to suit 
their particular needs — say, networking for 
idea generation, cultivation for idea selec-
tion, partnership for idea implementation, 
and networks for diffusion. A specific strat-
egy may work best for a particular organiza-
tion at any stage in the innovation cycle. 

To build a strategy for innovation, managers 
need to look at the entire innovation process 
and strengthen the weakest link. Getting 
better at the part of the innovation process 
where an agency already excels merely builds 
greater pressure at the “bottleneck” — the 
part where the agency doesn’t excel — with-
out creating a systemic improvement. Gov-
ernment organizations that want systemic 
improvement by adopting new innovation 
strategies will have to become adept at 
managing innovation through its cycle.

Capabilities versus strategies

Outward-looking innovation strategies 
require different capabilities from internally-
driven processes (see figure 7.5). Information 
sharing, coordination, and dispute resolution 
are essential skills for achieving success with 
network and open source strategies. Compared 
to traditional models, these new methods 
pose unique management and technological 
challenges. For instance, implementing a net-
worked approach required CSIRO to centralize 

all support services and overhaul its organi-
zational structure to improve coordination. 
The organization also needed new software 
to maintain network ties and track results. 
Wikipedia’s open source model requires formal 
and informal mechanisms to resolve disputes. 

Information sharing and coordination are 
easier with internally oriented strategies like 
cultivation, but agencies need to possess the 
right resources, skills, and risk management 
abilities in order to be successful. Building 
these internal capabilities can be challenging, 
especially with shrinking budgets. Traditional 
strategies, particularly cultivate, work best for 
organizations that need innovations related to 
their core activities, and these activities are so 
specialized that employees have more compe-
tency and experience than external sources. 
Employees at TSA, for example, who submit 
innovative ideas to the “Idea Factory,” leverage 
the tacit knowledge gained through years of 
working in the field. This kind of experience can 
be difficult to replicate from the outside world. 

Perhaps the best course for organiza-
tions is to seek a balance between internal 
and external innovation sources. External 
ideas can be extremely valuable, but ignor-
ing or under-investing in internal capabilities 
can be a recipe for disaster. Private sec-
tor companies like Proctor & Gamble try to 
maintain a ratio that is about fifty-fifty.

Flatten organization 

Rigid and opaque structures that foster a cul-
ture of acquiescence rather than change typi-
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cally will not sustain innovative performance. 
They also make it harder to attract and retain 
talent. And a talent shortage is something 
public agencies can ill afford at a time when 
vast numbers of baby boomers are expected 
to retire, leaving big holes in government orga-
nizations. (In numerous surveys, for example, 
today’s college students interested in making a 
difference say they favor working for non-

profit organizations over the public sector. The 
major reason why: Excessive bureaucracy.)100 

Many of the workplace values most im-
portant to Generation Y — the generational 
cohort born between 1979 and 2000 that is 
expected to replace the retiring baby boom-
ers — align quite well with public sector work. 
For example, Gen Y demonstrates a notable 
preference for job mobility within a single or-
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ganization as opposed to the open market.101  
However, the image of the public sector as a 
slow-moving, bureaucratic monolith, juxta-
posed against a fast-moving, anti-bureau-
cratic Gen Y, poses a significant challenge. 
Sixty percent of college students identify 
the nonprofit sector as better at spending 
money wisely, compared with government. 
Moreover, 76 percent cite the nonprofit 
sector as better at helping people; only 16 
percent say the government is better.102  
Against this backdrop, public sector 

agencies are experimenting with innovative 
practices to make themselves an employer 
of choice among the emerging Generation 
Y. For example, the Ministry of Refugee, Im-
migration, and Integration Affairs in Denmark 
started a pilot project in 2006–07 that chose 
13 head clerks with strategic skills to be 
coached and mentored into future leaders. 

Mobility across jobs, projects, and teams 
stimulates commitment from employees. The 
Chinese government provides considerable 
flexibility to new recruits in selecting jobs that 
match their career plans and needs. It invests 
in improving competencies within its young 
talent pool through training and even tempo-
rary leadership positions in public agencies. 

These incremental improvements, however, 
do not offer a magic wand for recruiting and 
retaining the next generation of innovative-
minded government employees. In the 
words of strategy guru Gary Hamel, “All too 
often, the risk-reward trade-off for internal 
entrepreneurs is long on risk and short on 
reward.”103  If this is true of the private sector, 

it is certainly true of the public sector. “You 
can look at retention rates, but that’s only 
part of the story” continues Hamel. “People 
often quit emotionally long before they quit 
physically. Novelty, meaning, and impact are 
the oxygen that gives life to the entrepre-
neurial spirit. Denied that oxygen, even the 
most talented folks are soon brain dead.”104  

The public sector must offer an environ-
ment that fulfills the main reason why many 
employees joined in the first place: making 
a difference in the lives of people. This will 
often mean tapping into the enthusiasm 
and optimism of young adults, helping 
them to realize their career aspirations.

Denmark’s Ministry of Trade and Indus-
try confronted these issues in the 1990s. 
Handicapped by its rigid, top-down orga-
nizational structure, the ministry struggled 
to meet the challenges posed by global-
ization and migration. Further, the orga-
nization had little chance of attracting a 
new generation of talented employees 
who had little enthusiasm for working in 
command-and-control organizations. 
The ministry made a massive shift in 1997, 

replacing its strict chain of command with a 
project-based management structure where 
responsibility is broadly distributed.105  Em-
ployees were grouped into three competence 
centers based on their educational back-
ground, and project groups are now created 
by selecting employees from these centers. 
No single person serves as the project leader. 
Instead all project group members share re-
sponsibility for the task. Managers coordinate 
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DEFRA’s flexible staffing matches 
skills to tasks

The new approach of the Department for 
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DE-
FRA) in the United Kingdom to managing 
performance, illustrated in the figure below, 
expands the definition of “talent” to encom-
pass all employee groups including front-line 
operational staff and uses skills profiles, as 
opposed to job descriptions, to catalogue 
abilities and experience. A dedicated IT-based 
skill repository provides information on 
the skills and capabilities of departmental 
employees. Resource managers consult this 
repository to match tasks to employees based 
on their expertise and availability. The new 
system has helped improve productivity by 
reducing downtime between projects. It has 
also brought in a new matrix structure that 
addresses three critical issues of a perfor-

mance management system: matching skills 
to tasks at hand, upgrading the skills of 
individual employees, and managing proj-
ect performance. While resource managers 
match skills to tasks, specific managers are 
assigned to oversee career development of 
individual employees. In addition, project 
managers assume responsibility for individual 
assignments and activities. This private sector 
model of flexible resource planning is under-
pinned by a new culture and technology. 

Cultural issues involve how employees 
view these changes. Employees need to see 
the new structures as efficient systems for 
managing skills and performance, rather than 
a means to park nonperforming workers in 
common pools. Organizations must cultivate 
this positive view through change support 
and clear communication; otherwise reforms 
can be undermined by workforce resistance. 
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among the groups and coach employees. 
The new organizational structure produced 

impressive results. The ministry now is a 
preferred career destination for economics 
students, and around 90 percent of current 
employees say they like their work environ-
ment and see opportunities for advancement. 
The changes also improved productivity: Staff 
resources devoted to meeting the day-to-day 
requirements of the minister dropped from 
50 percent to 30 percent.106 The ministry 
was renamed the Ministry of Economic and 
Business Affairs in November 2001, when it 
absorbed the tasks of three other ministries.

Create a culture of innovation

Organizations trying to build new capaci-
ties and devise new ways of conducting busi-
ness need to change the prevailing culture 
— the beliefs, behaviors, and assumptions 
that have accumulated over time. As Daryl 
Conner, a leading expert on change manage-
ment says: “Whenever a discrepancy exists 
between the current culture and objectives 
of change, the culture always wins.”107

Culture is transmitted through both 
formal means (such as rules, regulations, 
and hierarchies) and informal means (such 
as norms, unofficial guidelines, and casual 
conversation). For example, the public ac-
countability culture in the public sector has 
often meant that routines and processes 
take precedence over innovation and out-
comes. External scrutiny can cause govern-
ment employees to shrink from introduc-

ing any changes that might possibly make 
them the subject of a negative headline. 
Add to this a deeply ingrained culture of 

accepting mediocre and poor performance 
that has prevented public sector organiza-
tions from instituting better reward systems 
that link productivity and pay, from shar-
ing responsibility for performance between 
political figures and individual managers, and 
from confronting poor performance head on. 
A survey conducted in the United Kingdom 
revealed that 63 percent of government 
employees believe that their organization’s 
culture tolerates low performance.108  A cul-
ture that pays lip service to performance typi-
cally means that few informal mechanisms 
for discussing performance are in place.

Therefore, the first step in creating a 
culture of innovation is defining a shared 
vision. This vision should be a concrete state-
ment of what your organization wants to 
achieve, such as “putting a man on the moon 
in 10 years.” The next step is assessing your 
organization’s current capabilities against 
that vision and identifying gaps that must be 
filled. At this point, managing cultural change 
becomes crucial, such as addressing employ-
ee concerns that create fear and resistance. 
Employees may worry about building new 
competencies, and they may fear potential 
job loss. Managers can find it stressful to 
raise expectations and communicate them. 
Be prepared to accept failures and provide 
support to develop new skills. The road 
to achieving a vision often involves some 
experimentation and setbacks along the way.
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Pushing the culture: British Columbia’s innovation action plan 

The Canadian province of British Columbia (BC) launched a major innovation initiative after 
employee surveys revealed several roadblocks to implementing new ideas. According to the 
surveys, employees felt they had neither the permission nor the means to innovate. Communi-
cation was another barrier, with employees saying they lacked sufficient information to propose 
transformative ideas. 

To overcome these challenges, the BC Public Service took a series of steps to instill a culture 
of innovation throughout the organization. First, the province defined its values. A new brand 
statement “Where Ideas Work” signaled the aspiration to encourage new ideas and to act upon 
them. Core values, including courage, curiosity, passion, accountability, service, and teamwork, 
were identified in consultation with employees. 
Further, senior executives were subject to bonuses and salary holdbacks of a minimum of 10 

percent based on their demonstrated support for innovation and employee engagement. An-
nual employee innovation awards also were created, and the BC Public Service began aggres-
sively seeking external awards to gain recognition and, thus, attract more innovators. 

Other activities include organizing “Innovation Sessions” where employee focus groups ex-
amine what they need to become more innovative. These suggestions are inventoried and 
turned into a comprehensive list of scalable ideas that are implemented within a year. Further, 
corporate values related to innovation, such as courage and curiosity, will be factored into every 
employee’s performance assessment. 
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Conclusion

Talk to a management expert and she will tell 
you that the bureaucratic management style is 
an important tool in any manager’s armory of 
capabilities. Any organization, whether private 
or public, has rules, procedures, and processes 
that need to be adhered to. But bureaucracies 
are also often inefficient, slow, and unrespon-
sive, and they are not known to promote inno-
vations. If a hierarchy is the only, or the primary, 
style of management used in an organization, 
it likely disconnects employees from their 
goals and blocks creativity and performance. 

Promoting an innovative government re-
quires an organization and governance model 
that taps all the sources of innovation available 
to governments to identify, adopt, adapt, and 
diffuse creative ideas. To tap all these sources 
— employees, citizens, businesses, and non-
profits — governments can turn to five strate-
gies, ranging from the cultivation strategy for 
change to the outward-focused open source 
model of innovation. To excel at innovation, 

governments must use the appropriate mix of 
strategies based on the specific challenges they 
face and then manage innovations from idea 
generation through selection, implementation, 
and diffusion. This entails moving beyond the 
“idea equals innovation” model to embrace the 
process of converting “best ideas into practice.” 

Some of the five strategies may conflict with 
the existing organizational structure and culture 
in government organizations. Proper execu-
tion of innovation will require government 
organizations to move from hierarchy to inclu-
sion; from ownership to collaboration; from 
invention to adaptation; and from a culture 
of acquiescence to a culture of performance. 
This transition may involve rethinking organi-
zational boundaries, acquiring new capabili-
ties to better manage the innovation process, 
and creating flatter, less siloed organizations 
with a culture focused on performance.

When governments can do all of this 
successfully, the day may come when 
no one mistakes the term “innova-
tive government” for an oxymoron.
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Chapter in a box

Without altering traditional roles, processes, and organizational structures, innovation initiatives can 
become mired in bureaucracy and fail to deliver fundamental change. Some changes in organiza-
tional structures and culture are often necessary to make optimal use of innovation strategies.  

Redefine organizational boundaries. Proctor & Gamble and CSIRO developed networked ap-
proaches designed to collect ideas from external sources and develop holistic solutions. Both cases 
involved forging relationships with multiple organizations and individuals in order to gain a new 
window into the world. P&G used proprietary and external networks to identify good ideas. CSIRO 
created the Flagship program, a network of organizations tied to broad thematic issues and held 
together through a new management structure and technology.

Take an integrated view:  Multiple innovation strategies work in unison to take an idea to market. 
The Technology Strategy Board in the United Kingdom, for example, uses multiple strategies to 
translate knowledge residing in various organizations into innovations. The board consults with 
members of the private sector to set priorities and uses a dedicated Web site to solicit funding 
ideas. The board then selects projects to be funded, and research partners convert those ideas into 
practical solutions. To diffuse these solutions, the board created 22 knowledge transfer networks 
involving more than 13,000 people.

Flatten organization. The United Kingdom’s Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
(DEFRA) initiated an integrated approach to performance management. Employees are grouped 
into a series of competencies based on skill sets defined by training and experience, and project 
groups are created by selecting employees from these groups. Managers coordinate among the 
groups and coach employees. 

Create a culture of innovation. The British Columbia Public Service is reshaping its organizational 
culture to overcome barriers to innovation. The organization defined core organization values in 
consultation with employees and issued a brand statement “Where Ideas Work” to encourage 
the flow of ideas and attract innovators. Future activities to promote cultural change include 
organizing “Innovation Sessions” where employee focus groups study how they can become 
more innovative.





Appendix



“An innovation, to be effective, has to 
be simple and it has to be focused. It 
should do only one thing, otherwise 
it confuses. If it is not simple, it 
won’t work. Everything new runs 
into trouble; if complicated, it cannot 
be repaired or fixed. All effective 
innovations are breathtakingly 
simple. Indeed, the greatest praise an 
innovation can receive is for people 
to say: ‘This is obvious. Why didn’t I 
think of it?’” 
                            Peter F. Drucker 
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What can we do right now to encourage innovation?

Step #1: Define what innovation means in the context of your organiza-
tion. Are you looking to increase your revenues, reduce costs, improve service 
delivery, or all of the above? Without a benchmark to validate their ideas, em-
ployees will likely find it difficult to suggest innovative ideas, and when they do, 
they will not know how ideas will be evaluated. It will also be difficult to secure 
innovations from external sources. This is why organizations such as Tesco have 
clearly defined what they mean by innovation. An idea has to meet three criteria 
to be considered innovative: better for customers, simpler for staff, and less 
expensive for Tesco (page 35). 

Step #2: Help employees create a business case for their ideas. Frontline em-
ployees, many having spent a greater part of their working life performing routine 
jobs in an insulated environment, might not have the skills and acumen required 
to prepare and present a business case. This was the greatest challenge facing the 
U.S. Forest Service when it launched the Enterprise Program to promote intrapre-
neurs (page 45). The In-house R&D Network at the Bureau of Motor Equipment 
of the New York City Department of Sanitation overcame this by enlisting bureau 
analysts to help develop the business case for each project (page 35). 

Step #3: Decide who takes responsibility for implementing ideas. Some 
ideas can be left to employees to implement. For example, the In-House R&D 
Network allows worksite committees of mechanics to adopt proposals and 
implement changes within the scope of their operations (page 35). 

Step #4: Diffuse successful pilots throughout the organization. Programs 
with proven track records tend to meet less resistance than untried ideas (page 
28). Agencies can build on past successes. One example is the “innovation ex-
change” program between the city of London and New York City (page 20).

Step #5: Develop the skills and competencies to innovate. Top leadership 
should pay attention to developing the requisite competencies in frontline em-
ployees. To make partnering a “way of life,” the U.S. Department of the Interior 
sends employees to work in locations that excel at collaboration (page 69). 
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How do we incentivize innovations?

#1: Reward innovators. Employee appreciation, award programs, and external 
recognition can all stimulate the innovation process. Frontline employees can be 
given financial incentives in the form of bonuses, commissions, and gainsharing. 
Also important is the intellectual stimulation offered by a challenging work en-
vironment and satisfaction gained in meeting the larger objective of serving the 
public purpose (page 122). Senior executives can be given bonuses for showing 
commitment and support to innovation and employees, as the province of British 
Columbia has done (page 125).

#2: Employ strategies to encourage innovation from partners and networks.
•	 Generate and share revenues through partnerships that meet common 

goals (page 71).
•	 Lend money and credibility to nonprofits that reach out to the com-

munity through government agencies to promote community-centered 
innovations (page 69).  

•	 Use grant money. The Science & Technology Directorate in the Depart-
ment of Homeland Security (DHS) develops formal relationships with 
academia, state and local governments, other public agencies, and pri-
vate organizations like Google and Apple to test and prototype emerg-
ing technologies (page 80). Government organizations can also fund 
networks for innovation.

•	 Seed organizations such as In-Q-Tel to organize innovation networks 
(page 82). 

#3: Encourage citizens to contribute innovations to public projects. This 
challenge is to develop and organize communities around important issues to 
serve a public purpose. Future Melbourne used extensive consultation and dis-
cussion with citizens to raise interest in creating a shared vision (page 103). The 
District of Columbia Government organized a contest to create incentives to use 
open source tools to help governments improve performance and responsiveness 
(page 105). 
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FAQ

What can leaders do to encourage innovation?  

Defining the organizational mission is often a leadership issue; it requires a 
fresh look at the role of the public sector agency and strong political will to 
change it. As the Thatcher government in the United Kingdom demonstrated in 
the 1980s, it generally takes a very clear mandate from the public and a strong 
leader to overcome vested interests (page 26). Effective leadership is also likely 
to be needed for less sweeping ideas, including those generated at the front-
line staff or middle-manager level. This means that the role of leadership is not 
merely to “think” or “strategize” but also to execute.  
   Leaders help transmit an idea generated by an individual or a small group to 
the entire organization. For example, Steve Kelman, who led the initiative to 
reform the U.S. federal government’s procurement system, estimates that around 
18 percent of the employees were active advocates of the reform even before its 
launch (page 26).  
   Leaders also help frontline employees build the business case for change, pro-
vide necessary resources, and remain involved in implementation. For example, 
when employees suggested removing some middle management positions to 
cut costs, then Indianapolis Mayor Goldsmith backed them (page 58). Training 
employees to take on the new role of intrapreneurs was an essential element of 
the Enterprise Program at the U.S. Forest Service (page 45).

How should we manage the risks associated with 
innovation?

The fear of failure and wariness of funding untested approaches pose signifi-
cant challenges for innovation. Political realities drive this risk aversion — failures 
make headlines while successes are spread thinly, over millions of constituents. 
The fact that many innovations don’t bear fruit within the political election cycle 
doesn’t make things any easier. 
Innovation is about experimentation. Experiments often fail. A can’t-afford-

to-fail environment is not very conducive to making ambitious decisions or 
investments. Governments need to provide incentives for risk taking and create 
mechanisms for calculating risk, so that the fear of failure does not trump the 
desire to create new initiatives. 

Today, many governments suffer from big ticket failures with projects that run 
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too long and cost too much money. In contrast, in successful organizations the 
motto is to “fail small, fail fast.” The idea is to fail quickly if you have to, learn 
from the experience, and move on to the next big idea. New York City Mayor 
Michael Bloomberg mobilized private funds to launch innovative pilot programs 
before spending public money on a citywide rollout (page 68). 

Others try to learn about innovations and best practices developed elsewhere 
and amass a rich storehouse of ideas they can adapt to their own needs. They 
select ideas that the organization can execute now or else build the required 
competencies within the organization (page 54).

Quick wins and early successes create a positive environment for new ideas. 
This is why Ken Miller suggests creating a buzz around successful innovations 
as an effective way of gaining support from the political leadership and other 
employees (page 27). Building on past successes helps to avoid early adopter 
mistakes (page 104).

How do we find the time to innovate when we’re already 
overloaded trying to fulfill our basic responsibilities?

Organizations need to create time for employees to reflect on what they are 
doing and why, and to take up projects that add more value. Otherwise, innova-
tion will remain a top-down management exercise. Pioneering companies such 
as Google and 3M allow their employees to spend close to 20 percent of their 
time developing their own business ideas (page 44).
Another option is to create safe havens — separate units kept close to main-

stream activities but away from line organizations — to permit low-risk experi-
mentation. Skunk works, a type of safe haven, are composed of small groups 
of highly talented and motivated people who are freed from bureaucracy, paper 
work, and most routine administrative responsibilities (page 43). The Technol-
ogy Strategy Board in the United Kingdom is a good example of a skunk work 
to promote innovation (page 117–118). The U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security’s Science & Technology Directorate has created a special center to work 
with outside partners on innovation. 
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How can we integrate innovation strategies and practices 
into day-to-day management and service delivery? 

#1. Create an innovation culture. The beliefs, behaviors, and assumptions that 
have accumulated over time together form the culture of an organization. These 
are transmitted as much through formal means (rules and regulations) as through 
informal means (norms, guidelines, and casual conversation). If you create new 
rules but make no effort to change the informal structures, employees will likely 
not change their behavior (page 124). The British Columbia Public Service has 
tried to instill a culture of innovation throughout the organization using ev-
erything from organizing “Innovation Sessions” where employee focus groups 
examine what they need to become more innovative, to defining the new brand 
statement for the organization as being “Where Ideas Work” (page125).

#2: Smash the silos. Many public sector organizations are looking at creating 
flexible performance management systems through tools such as “surplus pools,” 
or placing employees in common pools (instead of remaining stuck in divisional 
silos) between projects from where they can be allocated to other projects. 

#3: Follow through on the execution of the innovation. Leaders also need to 
demonstrate their support to employee initiatives. This means taking a systems 
view of the innovation process; merely focusing on idea generation without an 
efficient process to select and implement ideas will impede the innovation pro-
cess. TSA’s idea factory provides a good example of expecting innovation (page 
40).

#4: Don’t punish well-meaning failures. Managers need to be deeply aware of 
the risk-averse nature of the public sector environment. Overhauling this culture 
will require continuous leadership support and an acceptance of failure. The idea 
of “fail small, fail fast” will need to be drilled down from the top to the bottom 
(page 42). Flexibility in shifting project priorities and methodology will allow 
employees to highlight problems early on, rather than hide them until they turn 
into mammoth failures.
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Government innovation: 

Innovations in Government: Research, Recognition, and Replication (ed), Sanford 
Borins (Brookings Press, 2008). 

William D. Eggers, Government 2.0: Using Technology to Improve Education, Cut 
Red Tape, Reduce Gridlock, and Enhance Democracy (Rowman and Littlefield, 
2005).

Mark A. Abramson and Ian D. Littman (eds), Innovation, (Rowman and Littlefield, 
2002). 

David Osborne and Peter Plastrik, The Reinventor’s Fieldbook: Tools for Trans-
forming Your Government (Jossey-Bass, 2000).

John Donahue, Making Washington Work: Tales of Innovation in the Federal 
Government (Brookings Press, 1999).

Stephen Goldsmith, The Twenty-First Century City (Regnery Gateway, 1997).

David Osborne and Peter Plastrik, Banishing Bureaucracy: The Five Strategies for 
Reinventing Government (Basic Books, 1997). 

Business Innovation: 

John Kao, Innovation Nation: How America Is Losing Its Innovation Edge, Why It 
Matters, and What We Can Do to Get It Back (Free Press, 2007).

Tom Kelley, The Ten Faces of Innovation (Broadway Books, 2005); and The Art 
of Innovation: Lessons in Creativity from IDEO, America’s Leading Design Firm 
(Broadway Books, 2001). 

Clayton Christensen, Innovators Dilemma: When New Technologies Cause Great 
Firms to Fail (Harvard Business School Press, 2009); and (with Michael Raynor) In-
novators Solution: Creating and Sustaining Successful Growth (Harvard Business 
School Press, 2003).
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Bernd H. Schmitt, Big Think Strategy: How to Leverage Bold Ideas and Leave 
Small Thinking Behind (Harvard Business School Press, 2007).

Peter F. Drucker, Innovation and Entrepreneurship: Practice and Principles  
(HarperCollins, 1985).

Gary Hamel, Leading the Revolution (Harvard Business School Press, 2002). 

John Hagel III and John Seely Brown, The Only Sustainable Edge: Why Business 
Strategy Depends on Productive Friction and Dynamic Specialization (Harvard 
Business School Press, 2005). 

Idea Generation

Chip Heath and Dan Heath, Made to Stick: Why Some Ideas Survive and Others 
Die (Random House, 2007).

Jack Foster, How to Get Ideas (Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2007).

William Duggan, Strategic Intuition: The Creative Spark in Human Achievement 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2007).

Networks and innovation:

Stephen Goldsmith and William D. Eggers, Governing by Network (Brookings 
Press, 2004).

Don Tapscott and Anthony D. Williams, Wikinomics: How Mass Collaboration 
Changes Everything (Portfolio, 2006).

Ilkka Tuomi, Networks of Innovation: Change and Meaning in the Age of the 
Internet, (Oxford University Press, 2006).

Satish Nambisan, The Global Brain: Your Roadmap for Innovating Faster & 
Smarter in a Networked World (Wharton School Publishing, 2007).

Michael Tushman and Charles A. O’Reilly, Winning through Innovation: A Practi-
cal Guide to Leading Organizational Change and Renewal (Harvard Business 
School Press, 1997).
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Open source and open innovation: 

Eric Von Hippel, Democratizing Innovation (The MIT Press, 2005).

Stephen Weber, The Success of Open Source (Harvard University Press, 2005). 

Henry Chesbrough, Open Innovation: The New Imperative for Creating and 
Profiting from Technology (Harvard Business School Press, 2003); Open Busi-
ness Models: How to Thrive in the New Innovation Landscape (Harvard Business 
School Press, 2006); and Open Innovation: Researching a New Paradigm (Oxford 
University Press, 2006).

Georg von Krogh, Kazuo Ichijo, and Ikujiro Nonaka, Enabling Knowledge Cre-
ation: How to Unlock the Mystery of Tacit Knowledge and Release the Power of 
Innovation (Oxford University Press, 2000).

Publications: 

Governing (www.governing.com)  
Government Executive (www.govexec.com) 
Canadian Government Executive (http://www.networkedgovernment.ca/)  
Harvard Business Review (http://harvardbusinessonline.hbsp.harvard.edu/) 
Sloan Management Review (http://sloanreview.mit.edu/)

Organizations: 

Ash Institute for Democratic Governance (http://ashinstitute.harvard.edu/) 
Institute for Large Scale Innovation (www.largescaleinnovation.org)

Web sites: 

Government Innovators Network (http://www.innovations.harvard.edu) 
Harvard Business School Press (http://www.hbsp.harvard.edu/)  
Edge Perspectives with John Hagel (http://edgeperspectives.typepad.com/edge_
perspectives/).
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This book hits the sweet spot between concept and practice. Nearly 
all public sector organizations are now in the innovation business—
particularly in these times of disruption. Public sector leaders 
therefore must become more expert at the practice of innovation as 
well as how to address the need to constantly reinvent their value 
proposition. By presenting a sophisticated and practical approach to 
innovation as a learnable, objective set of concepts and methods, The 
Public Innovator’s Playbook is an invaluable resource for public sector 

stakeholders worldwide.  –  John Kao, author of Innovation Nation

Packed with dozens of examples and case studies from around the world, this groundbreak-
ing handbook shows how government organizations can become “serial innovators” — how 
the public sector can develop and sustain a culture of innovation. 

Becoming a serial innovator requires a new organization and governance model that taps 
all the sources of innovation available to governments — employees, citizens, businesses, and 
nonprofits. The book describes five strategies governments can use to tap all these sources, 
ranging from how to cultivate innovation within an organization to how to use the outward-
focused network and open source models to in-source great innovations from elsewhere. 

To excel at innovation, governments must also manage innovation as a discipline. Innova-
tion is a discipline, just like strategy, planning, or budgeting. Like these disciplines, sustained  
innovation requires a methodical view of the innovation process, from idea generation through 
selection, implementation, and diffusion. This entails moving beyond the “idea equals innova-
tion” model to embrace the process of converting best ideas into practice. 

Proper execution of innovation will also require shifting from ownership to collaboration; 
from invention to adaptation; and from a culture of acquiescence to a culture of performance. 
This transition will involve rethinking organizational boundaries by creating more networked 
and less siloed organizations.

When governments can do all of this successfully, the day may come when “innovative 
government” is no longer widely held to be an oxymoron.
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