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PROLOGUE
THE IRREALITY OF A PERFECT STORM
“How do men act in a sinking ship? Do they hold each other? Do they pass around the
whisky? Do they cry?” (Junger, 1992:3)

“The problems we face at the moment around the world have never been greater. The combination of
persistent financial, economic, demographic, social and societal problems could simply not be worse.
We are currently, quite literally, in the middle of a perfect storm.” These were the words of one
proclaimed innovation expert voiced in a presentation to a group of public servants. He was saying
them aloud while pointing to a PowerPoint slide currently on the screen illustrating an image of a
small fishing boat at sea in the midst of an extremely high tide. The perfect storm referred to by the
expert had one inevitable consequence: a pressing need and a demand for public innovation.

‘The perfect storm’ is originally an expression invented to describe the 1991 storm ‘Halloween Nor’easter’, off
the coast of North America.1 Compared to other severe weather incidents over the years, this storm is not
known primarily for its devastating loss of human life and material damage. Instead, it introduced a new term
taken up in popular culture through the bestseller novel (and later blockbuster film) ‘The Perfect Storm’
(Junger, 1997) based on the true story of the struggle of the 72-feet small fishing boat ‘Andrea Gail’ and her
crew of six people in the midst of the storm. The plot is the traditional story of the battle between the
fisherman and the sea, between man and nature.

Both the book and the film play heavily on this battle. There is an explicit fascination of two fundamental
elements of human experience: firstly, the brutal and uncontrollable forces of nature. The storm as throughout
the story portrayed and rhetorically emphasized as a potential “disaster of epic proportions”.2 The potentially
devastating nature of the storm is seen as impressive; not least because it puts human agency and courage to
the test. Secondly, there is a profound admiration for the courage and stamina of the fishermen. Their
struggle to survive the massive storm against all odds with insufficient means at hand is subject to a plot where
they are portrayed as men capable of real heroism and agency despite disempowering circumstances.

The term ‘perfect storm’ has generally grown to mean an event where a situation is aggravated drastically by
an exceptionally rare combination of circumstances, making it nearly synonymous with a ‘worst-case
scenario’. It has gained an etymological status that is widely accepted by researchers, public servants, political
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The storm was later known as the worst storm of the century due to its unique combination of weather types: a flow of
cool and dry air generated by a high-pressure system from the Great Lake, running into warm air from low-pressure storm
winds over an Atlantic Ocean island (Sable Island) and colliding with a tropical weather system from the Caribbean
(Hurricane Grace).
2
Quote by fictional character Todd Gross, TV meteorologist in the motion picture “The Perfect Storm” (2000).
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advisers and other experts of public and global development to describe the unique and devastating
combination of crises and circumstances that threaten the world’s survival and well-being. Global issues like
climate change, poverty, a lack of natural and social resources, a lack of economic growth, increasing social
conflicts and failure of democracy are usually part of characterizing the perfect storm.3 They all contribute to
a world characterized by instability, turbulence and ‘chaosmos’ – a complex merging between an ordered
‘cosmos’ and ‘chaos’4, creating a ‘new normal’ in the form of an altered ‘global risk landscape’ in need of
immediate intervention from nation states around the world (OECD, 2007; UNDP, 2007; World Bank,
2008; Beddington, 2009; United Nations, 2012. Mandag Morgen, 2013).5

In Western nation states, including Denmark, the perfect storm introduces a ‘risk landscape’ subject to a
specific interpretation. It is mainly seen to consist of the intertwined states of 1) financial and economic crises
decreasing the size of public budgets, 2) an unsustainable public welfare state in the light of extensive public
spending, 3) demographic change creating a population with more elderly people and fewer hands to deliver
public services, 4) more demanding citizens calling for better and more individualized public services more in
tune with their everyday lives, and 5) the challenge of creating economic growth in the intense arenas of
competition in an increasingly globalized world (The Danish government, 2006; 2011b). To be dealt with,
these circumstances call for interventions by nation states across the world, but interventions of a very
different kind, setting out radically new standards for decision makers in developing cohesive answers and
responses. Reforms and legislation on their own are no longer enough to drive the much needed changes.
Instead, innovation has to happen at the heart of public services; in the ways the state runs schools, day-care
centres, nursing homes, hospitals and the other service-providing facilities which citizens rely on and interact
with in their everyday lives. The solutions needed are still unknown, but they need to be innovative.

This was the overall narrative for starting my study of public innovation. In 2009, this representation of the
current context was both widespread and frequent. It was told at conferences, seminars and meetings and in
high-status articles in papers and journals with public servants, politicians and public developers as the main
target audience. It was not only told by innovation experts, but was also prominent among researchers,
politicians, private sector representatives and public employees. I quickly recognized that, as a social
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Among the most prominent of these ‘perfect storm’ scenarios is that of chief scientific adviser to the British government
John Beddington (Beddington, 2009). Predicting our world society in 2030, Beddington drew on a large set of statistical
and economic data to describe how a significantly growing population, an increased demand for food with an insufficient
increase in supply, a climate changing due to excessive greenhouse gas emissions and a radically higher demand for energy
resources and water would have severe consequences unless we started interventions immediately.
4
‘Chaosmos’ is a word originally invented by Irish writer James Joyce and is applied by Eco to describe the paradox of
many visions of creation and versions of creativity (Eco, 1999): “the ways in which kinds of order (cosmos) emerge from
kinds of apparent disorder (chaos), and, conversely, the tendency of kinds of an apparent order to dissipate into disorder,
which in turn may dissolve or resolve into yet other forms of chaos and/or as cosmos. In short, chaosmos” (Pope, 2005:5).
5
Mandag Morgen is an important opinion maker among public sector employees in Denmark, building on its own
research as well as on the research of others. The crisis agenda, it argues, is here to stay. It is the product of seven
intertwined and mutually reinforcing mega-crises threatening to sustain stagnation, recession and a prolonged lack of
growth. Mandag Morgen often connects the current crisis with the importance of making the public sector work more
innovatively.
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anthropologist, I was not interested in (nor equipped to) researching the validity of the perfect storm as an
accurate representation of the current state of affairs. It was hard to argue that the challenges themselves
(whether they were crises of an environmental, demographic or social nature) and the proposed ways of
addressing or solving them were not products of man-made political suggestions or policy proposals. In this
light, it was interesting that the societal and global challenges were perceived as something naturally given.
The perfect storm legitimized a specific ‘diagnostic of the present’; a temporal judgement that worked to
create a state of urgency to react and demanded for interventions in the name of an alternative future. What
sparked my curiosity in this respect was what this particular diagnostic of the present was producing? What
kind of interventions should deal with what was considered the non-negotiable circumstances in order to
avoid being overwhelmed by this severe combination of challenges?

The metaphor of the perfect storm has a seemingly in-built paradox. In the ‘real-world’ story of the fishing
boat in perfect storm, everyone on the fishing boat, despite their tremendous efforts and struggle to survive,
was killed in the storm. And their presence in the midst of the storm in the first place could even be
characterized as an act of foolish greediness in light of ignoring the warnings of bad weather in the pursuit of
prize money through a significant catch of fish. So whether they died of foolishness or lack of competence,
the imagery of the fishing boat in the high tide might be a curious one if it is supposed to illustrate the human
capability to deal productively with a severe situation. Maybe the crew only applied their usual ways of going
about managing the boat and this proved to be inadequate? Or maybe they did not realize the severity of the
situation before it was too late? There was not a lack of courage, but perhaps a lack of imagination and
creative thinking when facing severe conditions?

Obviously the goal of ensuring survival of society or the public welfare sector is more than a heroic death. But
still the story of the perfect storm and its direct relation to public innovation still contain an important point.
In the imagery of the perfect storm, the fishing boat is still at sea. It highlights this particular point in time as
an actualization and enables the narrative to remain incomplete. In other words, it becomes a snapshot to start
from; it refers to the potential capability to fight the circumstances and disasters that we are facing, assuming
that we apply ourselves in the right way. The fishing boat is open to a kind of inhabitation or participation
that could change the course of the story behind the metaphor. In this light, the crew of the fishing boat (and
the perfect storm) should be remembered in orientation towards the future. Situated in the perfect storm, it is
not only possible to sustain the story of the fishermen, but it is also possible to dream for them in their
potentiality. The implicit question is: ‘this is how the story goes’ – how do you hope to change it?’

By situating public innovation as a response to ‘the perfect storm’, a forward-looking temporality is created. It
is way of creating an alternative striving towards the future which destabilizes the present reality and installs a
hope for the ‘not-yet’ (Bloch, 1986). Rather than devastation, the perfect storm in relation to the concept of
public innovation highlights the irreality of the situation	
   (Goodman, 1970; Gardner, 1984; Rose, 1999;
Swinford, 2001; Crapanzano, 2004). Irreality refers to what is not-yet real and can be seen as a deliberate
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estrangement from the general accepted sense of reality. In this sense, what is irreal might be considered
insubstantial in an objective sense or in fact, but is nevertheless often what gives meaning and direction to
social life. Human conditions such as emotion, opinion, hope or political vision enable irreal spaces with a
dialectical tension between what is perceived as ‘the real’ and ‘the imaginary’, challenging current perceptions
of what is now being perceived within real possibility.

In this sense, ‘the perfect storm’ is producing a significant emphasis on public innovation as a way of creating
space for new beginnings. Rather than viewing the severity of the perfect storm as an apocalyptic event and an
‘end of time’, public innovation is reducing it to ‘the end of a time’ (Zizek, 2011). The perfect storm reminds
us of an immediate crisis, but equally of an immediate potentiality. A kind of potentiality that points to a
becoming in unforeseen and unforeseeable ways where potentiality is not limited by present forms and
circumstances, but can be actualized through people’s resilient and creative capabilities (Colebrook, 2002;
Brown & Middleton, 2005). From this, irreal spaces emerge that rely on a radical relativism where social
reality potentially consists of an endless amount of ‘true’ versions dynamically created between practical
experiences and re-envisioning of possibilities (Goodman, 1970). The challenge in the midst of the perfect
storm is thus not only to have the courage to fight for survival in a boat seemingly too small to signify much
enduring robustness. It also becomes a question of figuring out what kind of ‘seafearing knowledge’ that will
take us effectively and safely through the perfect storm and back into calmer waters. The irreal spaces of
public innovation open up for exploring precisely this.
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INTRODUCTION
INNOVATION: REINVENTING THE POLITICAL EPISTEMOLOGY OF STATE INTERVENTIONS
“The question of what transactions should be left as far as possible to voluntary initiative and
agreement and what should come under the regulation of the state is a question of time, place
and concrete conditions that can be known only by careful observation and reflexive
investigation. For it concerns consequences; and the nature of consequences and the ability to
perceive and act upon them varies with the industrial and intellectual agencies which we
operate” (Dewey, 1927:193)

This thesis is exploring an ethnographic field determined by public innovation as a particular response to local,
societal and global problems in a Danish context. The public innovation agenda has gained momentum in
recent years with Denmark and many other nation states around the world taking it up as a possible path to
improve or sustain public service systems. This is not a matter of straightforward implementation of a new
concept, but rather consists of a distributed field of change-making activities that potentially challenges the
practice, culture and identity of state organizations and institutions as well as the people employed by them.
Throughout my fieldwork carried out between 2009 and 2012, I experienced the people employed on
different levels in public service systems as driven by an impressive passion to care for and positively change
the lives of citizens. However, this drive was often overshadowed by frustration directed towards the system
itself. In municipalities, executives, professionals and frontline workers were fed up with rigid procedures and
management regimes preventing them from doing what they found to be most valuable in the concrete
interaction with for example the elderly, the students or the unemployed. In ministries and agencies, public
servants were frustrated over the lack of space for or possibility of enabling the change they saw as necessary or
being able to realize ambitious political intentions in the form of new practices. In both cases, the people
responsible for serving the public experienced that they were part of a system not only managed with an
incredible lack of trust and belief in human and professional capability to create valuable change, but also
experiencing a kind of standardized inflexibility preventing local diversity and positive change from
happening; both of which resulted in poor outcomes for the people they tried to serve. These frustrations
drive my interest in the following.

In this thesis, I will explore how the concept of innovation introduces new approaches to public development
accompanied by a particular professional language that is reinventing the interventions of the state by drawing
on logics of imaginative discovery and creative exploration. In particular, I emphasize the significance and
consequences of this change in the character of state interventions in relation to their epistemology,
legitimacy, practices of accountability and ultimately their ability to create public value. The character of the
response from the state and its people, systems, organizations and institutions when faced with this foreign
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concept of innovation is crystallized in various processes of application, translation, negotiation or adaptation.
These are the subjects of my ethnographic curiosity and make up my ethnographic field in the following.6

Since its introduction, public innovation has been talked about through its perceived barriers – most often in
contrast to traditional public sector development (among many: Mulgan & Albury, 2003; ReD Associates &
Quartz, 2005; Digmann et al., 2006; Bason, 2007; Jensen et al., 2008). As phrased in a concluding point from
the 2006 report of public sector innovation in Denmark:

“The bumble bee flies anyway, against all odds. The Danish public sector is significantly more
innovative that you could expect, given the difficult circumstances and conditions that public
leaders have to navigate in. We would like to emphasize the paradox that public innovation is
going on in many public institutions despite the fact it should not be possible at all” (Rambøll
Management, 2006:2, my own translation).7

The analysis in the report is still seen by both practitioners and researchers as a relevant characteristic of the
conditions of public innovation. It points to several overall core problems hindering the ‘innovation capacity’
of the state, including a lack of vision at the political level, a lack of economic incentives, inflexible
organizational conditions, rigid professional boundaries and a consistent focus on not making mistakes rather
than trying something new, which in general generates very poor conditions for carrying out creative
experiments (Rambøll Management, 2006).

All of these barriers are usually summarized by proclaimed innovation experts and public servants themselves
as matters of ‘framework conditions’. It is used as an explanational term for the context in which public
employees act. An unavoidable environment not only restricts individual conduct and creativity, but also
influences what is plausible or even possible to imagine individually. My contention is that, although the
identified barriers might be very relevant, the description through prescriptive generality provides no good
route to understand the practice of public innovation. To speak of framework conditions in general terms only
provides a static and rather abstract explanation, understanding public innovation as an etic term. The
unintended outcome of explaining the world in general terms is a simplification of the human condition in
ways that overlook how human creativity and imagination become consistent parts of everyday conduct; in
particular how human freedom is perceived and enacted, no matter how delusional that freedom may be
(Crapanzano, 2004:7). In this thesis, I am interested in how the concept of innovation continues to exist
prominently despite being at odds with the status quo. I will explore public innovation as an emic term in a
Danish context with the purpose of understanding the practice of public innovation on its own terms as a
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I have tried to represent the people and texts as accurately as I could throughout this thesis. I take full responsibility for
misinterpretations in the translations from Danish to English. All errors remain my own.
7
The report was written in 2006, a few years after the concept of innovation had gained enough prominence within
Danish (and international) public sector contexts to be termed as ‘public innovation’. The analysis was conducted by
Rambøll, a Danish consulting group, based on, among other things, 25 interviews with leading public servants across
Danish ministries (Rambøll, 2006).
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‘history of the present’ (Wright & Reinholdt, 2011) and with its very ‘temporalization’ as a starting point.
What does actually get done in the name of public innovation? What kinds of conceptual and practical
realities does it open up for? In what way does it shift what is possible, perceptible, recognizable and
legitimate? How does it thrive as a widely supported development agenda while maintaining an ambivalent
position in the minds and perceptions of the people responsible for making it ‘happen’? How does the bumble
bee, so to speak, fly on against all odds and what allows it to happen?

REINVENTING STATE INTERVENTIONS
As a contemporary phenomenon in Denmark, the agenda and movement of public innovation are not only
interesting as multifaceted and dynamic processes of change, but also as a particular expression of a current
cultural perception of how to deal with current societal challenges. Public innovation in Denmark has become
positioned around a specific kind of human-centred orientation where a better qualitative understanding of
public problems, making human experience the centre of attention, is seen to drive change-making activities.
The human-centred approach introduces the hypothesis that a better understanding of the practical realities
that make up public service systems – the interactions and interconnections between citizens and the state
(and other actors of society) – will not only increase service experiences, but will actually provide an
opportunity to radically improve public productivity (increased efficiency and effectiveness) and societal
outcomes (improvements in areas like education, employment or health) and increase the legitimacy of
stateinterventions and democratic institutions (Bason, 2007, 2011). A common consequence of this kind of
approach is that current procedures and systems get challenged by putting the citizen at the centre, illustrating
how the current service or system design often is out of touch with his or her everyday life or undermining the
possibilities of professionals to do their job. However, this is also where the innovative potential lies in
changing public service delivery in ways that create public service systems more in tune with the everyday lives
of people. In the following I focus on these processes of potentially innovative change.

I argue that these processes change the premises of public development practice. Much like public policy, the
conception of public innovation does not only potentially involve the invention of novel procedures of
documentation, processing and evaluation, but also invents new forms of thought (Miller & Rose, 2008).
However, by opening up irreal spaces where what is conceived as legitimate knowledge practices and
development processes are open for negotiation and experimentation, the concept of public innovation
potentially expands the change-making activities of the state. Following John Dewey (1927), I wish to
highlight the nature of the intellectual agencies responsible for exploring and discovering the specific
characteristics and contexts of public problems. As Dewey argues, “the public is always a new problem” and
therefore “the state always has to be rediscovered” (Dewey, 1927:23). Consequently, new or increased
knowledge about the lives of citizens or the nature of public problems will necessarily and in unpredictable
ways lead to the need for new methods of regulation, governance and intervention (Ibid.:197). This thesis
situates public innovation within this understanding which implies that an analysis of public innovation
practice is tied to a general discussion of the legitimacy and character of state interventions. Consequently, I
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will explore public innovation in relation to what it means to act productively as a state (or intellectual agency)
in addressing the current and future character of public problems.

In order to address this issue, I will argue that the state, by continuously intervening in people’s lives, is
already (more or less creatively) inventing solutions that interfere with public, private or personal affairs in
multiple ways. Throughout my fieldwork, I experienced how public servants saw their work and activities as
separate from and even opposite to that of supporting a creative process. They saw it as their responsibility to
make policies, regulations and reforms based on reliable and evident knowledge; not to engage in uncertain
and unpredictable processes of creative exploration.

Consequently, in this thesis, I challenge existing

perceptions of how to bring about change in society among public servants by viewing intervention and
invention as interconnected concepts. As Rob Pope (2005) points out, the words ‘inventive’ and ‘interventive’
have a common etymological foundation from the Latin word ‘venire’ which means ‘to come’. Where
‘invention’ refers to ‘coming in’ (in-venire), intervention refers to ‘coming-between’ (inter-venire). The latter
thus ‘intervenes’ in the former:

“Taken together, they express the fact that inventions (things such as the wheel, telescope
or microchip but also ideas such as democracy, scientific truth, progress) always represent
interventions in an existing state of affairs. They introduce some change into life”
(Pope, 2005:62).

State interventions create change; they ‘come in’ in order to ‘come between’. Innovation explicitly draws on the
logic of both ‘intervention’ and ‘invention’ by taking on the invention of new solutions as well as promising a
stateintervention capable of creating change that can be subject to state authorization. In the following I will
argue that public innovation involves an attempt to join a notion of creativity thriving on explorative processes
of invention with the reliable procedures of state intervention. This unification of two, at least in the
perceptions of public servants, seemingly contradictory approaches is in focus in the following where I follow
how this unification is dealt with in practice. In particular I explore what should be the cognitive functions
and knowledge of the state in order to envision social reality and deal with the complex processes of changing
it.

POLITICAL EPISTEMOLOGY
In ‘The art of public strategy’, Geoff Mulgan (2009) explores possible applications and implications of
strategy for the public sector. By strategy, Mulgan refers to the socio-political process in which simplistic tools
and models act as resources to rationalize and legitimize action. Despite recognizing that the adoption of the
term ‘strategy’ itself might be a symptom of the state attempting to justify itself on market terms, he
highlights the important differences between strategy in the private sector and the public sector: public
organizations do not exist to seek competitive advantage, and their legitimate relevance is based on public
opinion and democratic support. This also means that the goals of public organizations are more complex,
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ambiguous and even contradictory compared to the private sector. Most importantly, public organizations
cannot merely adopt a strategy of survival by adapting to their environment. The fundamental consequence of
being legitimized by a democratic system and run by political leadership is that, as a public servant, your
purpose is to actually shape the environment (Mulgan, 2009).

In the following, I do not refer directly to the content and nature of politics or political ideas that shape the
environment. Rather, I focus on the knowledge that informs political decision-making and the processes that
realize political visions and decisions in practice. This thesis thus does not focus on the practice of politics
itself, but on what I, following Bruno Latour (2007), would call the political epistemology of state interventions;
the nature and scope of knowledge and processes in which the state is rediscovering the public and its
problems in order to make interventions in the everyday lives of citizens (Latour, 2007):8

“What has ruined any Statist pretension to rule is not the necessity of the institution itself, but
its specific way of devising its cognitive competence, its epistemology, its theory of knowledge
acquisition.” (Latour, 2007:4).

By connecting public innovation to questions of political epistemology, I wish to highlight how public
innovation is potentially changing perceptions of what knowledge is, how it can be acquired and how it is
established as legitimate or formalized in systems of justification. I will argue throughout this thesis that
public innovation is introducing a new kind of political epistemology based on the creative exploration of
human-centred outcomes that potentially transform the processes of envisioning and formalizing social reality
to make it applicable for state interventions.

In other words, my contention in the following is that the concept of innovation can be seen as an implicit
critique of the ‘politics of visibility’ (Mulgan 2009) that is an inherent part of development practice; in this
context referring to what it means to give account when changing public service systems. Firstly, how should
people be accountable when attempting to represent and formalize the problems and needs of citizens to
create the right scope and knowledge to make a value-creating change process resulting in a new state
intervention? And secondly, how should the people responsible for carrying out the change-making initiative
be accountable during the change process itself?

The following will explore how public planners and

developers engage with the concept of public innovation that simultaneously forces them to remain open and
responsive to changing conditions and unpredictable development while working in a bureaucratic context
idealizing precomposed scripts and plans. I will illustrate that the practical success of public innovation
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Latour argues that there is no alternative to the State, but only if it is allowed to rediscover what he calls the “realistic
cognitive equipment” (Latour, 2007:2). Thus, he identifies the problem in relation to the kind of knowledge the State is
able to gather and the cognitive function that ensures its empirical knowledge practice. This is what he refers to as
‘political epistemology’: “The idea is simple enough: every change in our conception of knowledge acquisition instruments
must have huge effects on what we can expect from the State to envision and to foresee” (Ibid.:3).
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depends on the contextual outcomes of the continuous conflict and uncomfortable interaction between these
different political epistemologies.

KNOWLEDGE PRACTICES
I will argue in the following that to understand this continuous conflict and uncomfortable interaction, there
is a need to focus on the knowledge practices that characterize (or should characterize) the change-making
efforts of the state. As Annelise Riles describes it in the context of regulating financial markets:

“If expert knowledge is constitutive of the regulatory state, then it stands to reason that an
attack on the legitimacy of the regulatory state will take the form of an attack on the particular
kind of knowledge that defines it” (Riles, 2011:113).

Knowledge practices are not just “engaged in by state actors of all kinds – of making distinctions,
compartmentalizing, cutting off, and setting limits” (Riles, 2011:65). They are also, more importantly in this
context, determining the particular kind of ‘cognitive equipment’ (Latour, 2007) and creative processes that
are allowed to determine the causal relationship between knowledge and action in practice.

The question is what kinds of knowledge practices that are enabled by the concept of innovation, and how
they unfold in the practical realities of concrete innovation initiatives? This thesis will illustrate that the
dominant knowledge practices not only influence how practices of public policy and project management are
planned and carried out, but also shape the basic perceptions of public authority and systems of justification
that determine how the state formalizes, authorizes and legitimizes its interventions. Since the coherent and
continuous structure of state authority depends on repetitive reenactment (Sharma & Gupta, 2006), how do
innovation practices – combining approaches of invention and intervention – fit within the ‘institutional
culture’ of the state while simultaneously shaping and potentially reshaping the state institution and its
representations?

Thus, I will argue that public innovation has to be studied and analysed through an interconnected set of
concepts when pursuing it as an emic concept in a Danish context. I apply this approach to understand what
kinds of conceptual and practical realities it opens up for, the irreal spaces that it has enabled and the sense of
agency it has created. I argue that this focus should be seen in relation to how the state takes ‘ownership’ of
the concept of public innovation. Understanding this ownership requires a focus on how the processes and
practices of invention and intervention merge, simultaneously forcing the state to intervene to invent and
invent to intervene. I am interested in the nature and scope of knowledge in these processes and practices in
which the state is rediscovering the public and its problems; what I call the political epistemology of state
interventions. In particular I am interested in how the political epistemology of public innovation is
potentially changing the knowledge practices of the state and the ways knowledge is legitimized in formalized
systems of justification. My contention is that these knowledge practices can be seen as central in making up
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the institutional culture of the state and in determining the possibilities of public servants to actually shape the
environment.

ADDRESSING THE QUESTIONABLE CHARACTER OF PUBLIC SERVICE SYSTEMS
The larger issue at stake in relation to the political epistemology of state interventions and the knowledge
practices making up the institutional culture of the state is what I view as the questionable character of public
service systems. Sparked by the frustrations of public employees on all levels, I was keen to explore an
alternative perspective on how to most constructively pursue, compose and develop the ‘public good’. In this
light, I argue that the particular cultural interpretation of public innovation as ‘human-centred’ addresses a
larger problem in public service systems: namely that while the concept of innovation may be legitimized
through its connection to a perceived immediate crisis, many of the efforts and activities carried out in the
name of innovation address public problems that were present long before the crisis emerged as something to
be instantly dealt with; problems that can to some extent be seen as system failures. Public innovation experts
Geoff Mulgan and Charles Leadbeater (2013) have recently done what I consider a timely analysis of these
failures illustrating how many public service systems are either victims of their own success, repeating
themselves until they become self-referring and fail to deal with the problems they were set up to address. Or
they rely on management and administrative systems that were never actually doing the job properly to begin
with. For example, financial systems have become ever more successful at generating profits, but only by
becoming detached from the everyday lives of people. Health systems have become efficient at cure, with
resources concentrated in high–technology hospitals, but are less suited to deal with the majority of health
needs involving long–term conditions and patient self–management. And political systems designed centuries
ago have proven good at creating structures of democratic decision-making in times of stability, but are
increasingly less successful at establishing their legitimacy because of the inability to make space for local
diversity as well as to create positive changes in the lives of the most vulnerable people of society (Mulgan &
Leadbeater, 2013).
Many of these ‘system failures’ are pointing to problems in the relationship between the citizen and the state
where current service systems are creating a “mismatch between the services on offer and the needs of the
population” (Cotham, 2011:134). Within health care, long-term health conditions like diabetes, obesity or
heart conditions (a majority of hospital costs are now associated with chronic diseases) are not a matter of
finding the perfect medical intervention or drug that will result in a cure. Rather, it requires a constructive
system of support, whether this involves efforts focusing on prevention, motivation for lifestyle change,
palliative care or generally making sense of living with these conditions. Within social care, the situations of
vulnerable families are not addressed by focusing on one family member’s specific condition, meeting the
standards defined within one formal area of responsibility, whether it be child protection, education, domestic
violence, drug or alcohol abuse, unemployment or work injury, unstable housing, physical or mental illness or
other common hardships of their everyday lives. Frontline workers end up spending the majority of their time
on administration within silos, addressing the symptoms of problems by upholding the agenda of the system,
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rather than building the kind of relationships or coordinating and integrating services that create actual
positive change by addressing the whole family situation and its causes. Support in this context is rarely about
intervening and solving specified problems, but about listening, building trust, challenging and supporting a
process of discovery and transformation.

Consequently, what I consider as ‘failures’ in public service systems is the failure to create the intended impact
or enable positive change in the concrete interactions between the citizen and the state. I argue in the
following that these kinds of failures are often a direct consequence of the dominant political epistemology
determining the knowledge practice of the state agencies involved in addressing the public problem. Areas
such as preventing long-term unemployment, improving learning in education, servicing people with chronic
diseases, reducing reoffending behaviour among criminals or facilitating family support programmes all
demand empathy and attention to people’s daily lives in designing practices to respond. These involve issues
where it is difficult to articulate or even identify the causal relationships or mechanisms of which the problem
area consists. Here, causes are multi-dimensional and interconnected, requiring more integrated intervention
across different service silos. Often such complex issues also involve highly situational or contextual
circumstances unfit for compartmentalized systems. These issues consistently evolve or are without a clear
‘end point’ and require open-ended interventions relying on the identification of valuable needs to be explored
rather than predefined. With public problems of this sort, there is a significant risk of disconnections between
the centralized initiatives and decentralized diversity, between public policy and local implementation
practice, and between the knowledge legitimizing state interventions and the concrete consequences and
practical realities that they create.

Denmark can be characterized as a ‘social democratic welfare state’ among Western welfare states as opposed
to the liberal (Anglo-Saxon countries) or conservative (Continental Europe) welfare states. The Danish model
for the welfare state maintains the ideology of obligation, contribution and mutual dependency. Most services
are delivered independently of social situation and income, which makes the population dependent on a large
public sector relying on full employment and tax revenues as essentials to ensure an expensive public service
system (Esping-Andersen, 1990). The size of the public sector in Denmark has only increased the relevance
of the critique of public service systems presented above.9 Furthermore, Denmark has undergone a
transformation of governance and management where emphasis on individual agency and self-governing
(both among bureaucrats and citizens) has been accompanied by regimes of increased documentation and
control (Selmer & Bjerge, 2007; Bjerge, 2007; Salamon, 2007). This development has maintained the logic
that local and professional interests left to their own devices would tend towards complacent
underperformance. This has resulted in creating knowledge practices and a system of audit often out of touch
with the lives of citizens or the practices of professionals (Strathern, 2000). As a result, and emboldened by
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Denmark shares the common features of the Western democracies where the welfare state continuously is perceived to
be too expensive and inefficient; especially considering the high tax pressure on the population and the increasing
demands of citizens for more individualized services.
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ideas of New Public Management, areas of intervention and service tasks are strictly defined within certain
management regimes (Shore & Wright, 2000; Järvenin & Mik-Meyer, 2003) and have become hard to
change in light of a continuous and concrete rediscovery of the public and its problems. Central initiatives to
drive change have thus mostly been focused on strengthening these management regimes rather than creating
new approaches to the operation, administration and governance of the public service systems. This makes the
political epistemology of state interventions essential in order to enable productive change and the character of
knowledge, and the processes in which it is put to use, is critical in this respect. Through the concept of
innovation, the knowledge systems and practices upholding the current procedures and regulatory structures
of development in the Danish public sector are challenged no longer only by market mechanisms, but also by
ideas of change and creativity that until recently have been considered unsuited for state bureaucracy. In this
thesis, I will suggest that public innovation through the attempt to reinvent the political epistemology and
knowledge practices of the state provides an opportunity to consider how to improve the questionable nature
of public service systems.

PUBLIC SECTOR INNOVATION
Innovation is often perceived as a way of conceptualizing positive progress driven by new ideas, products,
processes, services or systems, thus enabling solutions that meet new requirements or societal needs. It seems
deliberately diffuse, at the same time characterizing the project, process and result – innovation involves
initiating an innovation project, facilitate an innovative process and create innovations. Broadly, it is often
understood as the conscious effort of bringing together novel ideas and processes in a way that creates valuable
impact on society (among many: Mulgan, 2009; Osborne & Brown, 2005; Beassant, 2005). It is more than
improvement since it refers to doing something different rather than the same thing better. And it is more
than invention since it is the societal result created and not the invented idea or method that is emphasized
(Mulgan & Albury, 2003). Therefore, as a positive concept of change, public innovation is a very effective
‘mobilizing metaphor’. It works as a fundamental ‘organizing principle’ much similar to many policy
development processes where particular concepts or ideas are presented as the inevitable path forward under
the given circumstances. However, in this case, ‘the inevitable path’ is not a clear policy plan waiting to be
implemented. Rather, it is an agenda of radical change oriented in many different directions. As with other
effective mobilizing metaphors (Shore & Wright, 1997:3) like national symbols or corporate brands,
innovation remains open to interpretation, negotiation and conflict when applied in various settings or
contexts (Mosse, 2005). For example, innovation not only legitimizes new ideas or initiatives, but has also
been the ‘organizing principle’ in much of the politics and public policy aiming at revitalizing existing agendas
of streamlining, efficiency improvement, growth, competitive capability and user orientation (Moltesen &
Dahlerup, 2007).

Initially, innovation in the public sector was mostly linked to enhancing the performance and responsiveness
of the public sector (among many: Osborne & Gaebler, 1992; Osborne, 1993; Parker & Bradley, 2000;
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Moore, 2005).10 Often, innovation is also seen within different kinds of typologies on a continuum ranging
from product and service innovation on one end to policy, governance or system innovation on the other
(Koch & Hauknes, 2005; Halvorson et al. 2005; Bason, 2007; Windrum & Koch, 2007; Hartley & Moore,
2011; Sørensen & Torfing, 2011; Mulgan & Leadbeater, 2013). Or similarly, the discussion revolves around
characterizing the type of change involved with innovation ranging from incremental to radical innovation
(Osborne, 1998; Osborne & Brown, 2005; Bessant, 2005; Fuglsang, 2008a; Windrum & García-Goñi,
2008).11 Lately, however, emphasis has increasingly been on theory and principles of public value, networked
governance and co-production (Pestoff, 2006; Hartley, 2010; Bennington & Moore, 2011; Moore & Hartley,
2011).

While a significant part of these approaches to public innovation are inspired by theories of ‘New governance’,
networks and systems theory, public innovation in Denmark has been influenced even more by approaches
emphasizing an increased focus on human- or user-centred innovation. In this understanding, services and
systems are being rethought based on a qualitative understanding of the experience that interacting and
engaging with public service systems create among citizens and other actors of society. The processes of
human-centred innovation are then dependent on a kind of facilitation where ideas are subject to a contextual
process of exploration and experimentation in order to develop new ways of addressing the public problem
(Digmann et al., 2006, 2012; Bason et al., 2008, Jensen et al., 2008; Bason, 2011). I will argue in this thesis
that this particular approach to public innovation has much in common with the approach of American
pragmatism emphasized more than a century ago (among others: Peirce, 1955; Dewey, 1991; James, 2000)
seeing truth as a practical ‘tool’ that, rather than consisting of fixed convictions, could be utilized to enable us
to deal and experiment with the unpredictable and changing reality. An approach where the means, ends and
goals continuously have to be explored and discovered, relying on continuous experimentation to learn about
the practical consequences of the hypothesis or intervention.

In this thesis, I accept the particular cultural interpretation of public innovation as a specific human-centred
approach as an object of study, but I deliberately do not approach the concept of public innovation through its
proposed definition, diagnostics or functionality. While public innovation may be subject to several
definitions and interpretations12, indicators (OECD, 2007), scoreboards (OECD, 2011; European
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Something that has also been subject to much criticism in a much contested debate on the relationship between the
classical ‘basic’ role of government and public service organizations as a neutral distant actor and of an accountable
government responsible for regulation and standardization and more entrepreneurial and responsive approaches to public
governance (Du Gay, 2000; Veenswijk, 2006).
11
From a regional perspective, a few Danish contributions by practitioners working in the public sector on both local and
national levels have had some national and international awareness (Digmann et al., 2006, 2012; Engholm et al., 2008;
Bason, 2007).
12
There have been numerous attempts to define and characterize public innovation. ‘Public sector innovation’ is a new
research area going back only a few decades – among many: Grady, 1992; Borins, 2001; Borins, 2006; Becheikh et al.,
2007). Some even argue that public innovation is characterized by a lack of consistent definitions (Halvorson, 2005;
Osborne & Brown, 2005; Røste, 2008). Others attempt to define it in vague terms describing a combination of more or
less radical change and its implementation (among many: Altschuler & Zegans, 1990; Hannah, 1995; Mulgan & Albury,
2003; Albury, 2005; Diegel, 2005; Koch & Hauknes, 2005; Walker, 2007; Damanpour & Schneider, 2008; Fuglsang,
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Commission, 2013) and measurements (OECD, 2007; Gault, 2013), it is not possible to understand it as a
concept from merely focusing on whether it takes place or not or whether the solution is radically or
incrementally innovative. I choose to follow an anthropological tradition within development theory that
refuses to accept ‘failures’ or ‘successes’ of development (or innovation) projects on the basis of their
proclaimed status or value (among others: Ferguson, 1994; Mosse, 2005, 2007). Instead, I wish to explore the
foundations and practices on which the development processes are perceived and make the process of
development itself a privileged object of ethnographic enquiry and analytical discussion. My theoretical aim in
the thesis is thus to provide an alternative to existing approaches that attempt to conceptualize and theorize
public innovation and enable a new discussion about its premises, content and potential usefulness.

PUBLIC INNOVATION AS AN ETHNOGRAPHIC FIELD
Making the process of development itself a privileged object of ethnographic enquiry and analytical discussion
implies that I focus on the concrete processes in which the Danish state attempt to ‘own’ public innovation.
Public innovation is supported, facilitated and often funded by the Danish state. More than this, there is an
assumption beneath this which situates innovation as an inherently positive idea, and there is a self-evident
prioritization. Consequently, innovation, like public policy, is a concept that creates a diverse and dynamic
range of practices (Shore & Wright, 1997, 2011). The sites of my fieldwork are thus multiple, dynamic and
varied in spaces, forms and temporalities. In these sites, I have been focusing on the dynamics between how
people and organizations make sense of it through various conceptualizations, policies, models, strategies and
narratives and how social practices unfold consisting of diverse sets of conduct, processes, interactions,
relationships and situated representations. Strategic decisions have been made, initiatives taken and funding
issued with the deliberate intention of bringing about public innovation. This has led to particular actions,
decisions, projects, activities, opinions, reflections and modes of thought emerging and developing from
public innovation, all of which are contributing to the continuous construction and reconstruction of a diverse
and fragmented ethnographic field. Within this field, the political epistemology and knowledge practices of
potential state interventions enabled by public innovation are continuously being shaped, enacted and
reshaped.

This thesis is based on fieldwork carried out between 2009 and 2012. My fieldwork can be seen to involve
three overall components. Firstly, I have conducted participant observation in several public innovation
projects where I had three main field sites: one site was an innovation project in elderly care institution;
another site was an innovation consultancy and its different public innovation projects; and a third site was a
project of developing a guide for public innovation. Secondly, I have participated in and studied the broader

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2008). Many accounts of public innovation are concerned with characterizing it in direct comparison to private sector
innovation (among many: Borins, 2000, 2001, 2006; Mulgan & Albury, 2003; Moore, 2005; Bessant, 2005; Halverson et.
al.; 2005, O’Conner et al., 2007; Bason, 2007; Walker, 2007; Windrum & Garcia-Goñi, 2008; Windrum, 2008; Røste,
2008). The uniqueness of the public sector context is important since innovation is directly linked with potentially
legitimate state interventions and has to ‘live’ in a political and democratic context (see also Hartley, 2005; Paulsen et. al.,
2005, Veenswijk, 2005; Mulgan, 2009; Bason, 2011).
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agenda of public innovation resulting in various collaborations with agencies, organisations, institutions and
people to explore their work within the scope of public innovation. This also involved participating in various
activities, sessions and events where public innovation was in focus. Thirdly, I have studied the policy and
practice of a particular theory of public innovation termed ‘public-private innovation’ (PPI). The idea of PPI
is to create a new kind of collaboration between the public sector and private businesses by taking a humanor citizen-centred perspective on public problems and engage in an active development partnership to develop
new solutions (Danish Enterprise and Construction Authority, 2009c). PPI serves as a typical example of how
public innovation is instrumentalized within public policy and bureaucratic facilitation which especially
Chapters four, five and six will illuminate. The various ways that the Danish state attempted to implement
PPI have served as my empirical object	
   and	
   the arguments and perspectives introduced in this thesis will
therefore have much more to say about public innovation than about public-private collaboration. The
combination of these distributed field sites made up my ethnographic field in order to approach the study of
what the concept of public innovation was socially producing (for more information on my fieldwork and
methodology, see Chapter two).

I have engaged with numerous people involved in planning, facilitating or ‘making public innovation work’ in
practice. In this way, my field sites included all ‘layers’ of the state, ranging from government institutions,
ministries, national and regional agencies, local municipalities and institutions to departments and offices.
However, the support of public innovation is far from only a public sector matter, but thrives on the
promotion and work of organizations, businesses, consultancies, interest groups and research units often
engaged heavily in concrete public innovation projects or involved in programmes or initiatives supporting
them. The people participating in my fieldwork in various ways promoted, supported, facilitated and worked
with public innovation in practice in the role of public project staff, public administrators, civil servants,
private business employees, consultants, researchers, local practitioners or stakeholders of different kinds,
including citizens.

The methodological and analytical challenge for me was to what extent I could study a phenomenon that
mainly existed through its future-oriented intentional fiction enabling various irreal spaces to emerge. The
concept of innovation, I argue, should be studied as being virtually true (Willerslev, 2011). It should partly be
focusing on the variation and inconsistencies of practical conduct, but should also be able to represent people’s
imaginative ideas and perceptions of possibility. Here, a faithful correspondence between representation and
actuality is not only impossible, but also unwanted. In this light, what is unique about studying an emerging
concept of this kind is that it is not a study of public innovation justifying a singular perspective, but rather a
process of discovery allowing for perspectives on its irreality, promise and generative power (this discussion will
resume in Chapter two). Consequently, the following chapters, rather than presenting a set of case studies or
rounded-off narratives of public innovation, will offer different perspectives on the ways in which people
attempt to make sense and apply ideas of public innovation, struggling with the continuous challenge of
accommodating fixed plans to fluid social realities.
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THE LEGITIMACY OF THE STATE
The promise and generative power of public innovation and its potential ability to create new knowledge
practices and reshape the dominant political epistemology depend on an important aspect of the state: namely
its ability to legitimize the seemingly illegitimate. Phillip Abrams (1988) explores the difficulty of studying
the state by, among other things, posing the question: What is the reality of the state? A part of his answer is to
abandon studying the state as a material object – concrete or abstract – while at the same time taking the idea
of state extremely seriously (Abrams, 1988:75). According to Abrams, the function of the state is to represent
(or misrepresent) political or economic actions in ways that legitimize their execution. In this conception, the
purpose of the state is the issuing of support or tolerance for different matters and issues in constant search for
legitimacy:

“The state is a bid to elicit support for or tolerance of the insupportable and intolerable by
presenting them as something other than themselves, namely, legitimate, disinterested
domination. The study of the state, seen thus, would begin with the cardinal activity involved
in the serious presentation of the state: the legitimating of the illegitimate” (Ibid.:76).

For Abrams, studying the state system – the internal and external relations of political and governmental
institutions – involves focusing on acts of legitimization of something which if seen directly and as itself
would be illegitimate. He emphasizes the importance of grasping the relationship between political and nonpolitical power as it “is itself the mask which prevents our seeing political practice as it is” (Abrams, 1988:82).
He exemplifies this through what he calls “the back-up instruments of the burden of legitimacy” (Abrams,
1988:77), of which armies and prisons are obvious institutional materializations. The point is that it is
through their association with the idea of the state that these institutions “silence protests, excuse force and
convince almost all of us that the fate of the victims is just and necessary” (Ibid.). It is only when this
association is broken that the question of legitimacy arises.

Abrams’ notion of ‘legitimating of the illegitimate’ is central to the methodological approaches taken as well
as the analytical arguments made throughout this thesis. This starting point not only highlights an
intangibility of the state (Das, 2004; Sharma/Gupta, 2006) and the need for theorizing it “beyond the
empirically obvious” (Trouillot, 2001:126)13, but highlights that the promise of public innovation is dependent
on continuous and contextual legitimization. However, unlike many anthropologies of the state, the role for
the social sciences in studying public innovation is not to unmask processes of domination that stand outside
of everyday reflection to expose the naturalization of the exercise of political power. In these types of studies,
the primary objective becomes the identification of broader (often less visible) dominating agendas,

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
13
Anthropologies of the state have often refrained from any strict definition of the state as an object of study. It has been
approached as something ‘imagined’ or ‘magical’ never really entering the domain of the mundane (Taussig, 1993, 1997)
or ‘symbolic’, where concrete actions are seen as the social production of the symbolic nature of the state (Herzfeld, 1992).
It has also been seen as something ‘defined’ and ‘produced’ by public frontline workers responsible for the actual
interactions with citizens focusing on their tangible expression or even embodiment of bureaucratic strategies and
decisions in their everyday practice (Lipsky, 1980).
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‘governmentalities’ or structures that characterize or legitimize current power relationships, politics or political
environments (among others: Foucault, 1991; Hyatt, 1997; Shore & Wright, 1997; Rose, 2006; 2007). I share
anthropologist Nina Holm-Vohnsen’s (2011) ambition to move beyond searching for conclusions either
expressing camouflaged power relationships or hidden ‘true intents’ of power holders. These ‘critical views’
(Mosse, 2007:453) are not taking the actions, intentions and experiences of people involved in enabling or
practicing public innovation at face value, thereby partly excluding the possibility of understanding the
practical relationship between public planning and practice (Vohnsen, 2011).

Instead I wish to follow what Latour in relation to his study of law practice calls “the winding reasoning itself”
(Latour, 2010:143). Latour highlights his deliberate choice of remaining ‘on the surface of things’ following
the process of how a judgement that in the end is valued as an ‘unquestionable truth’ is socially produced
through human interaction (Ibid.:193). As he formulates it, “the relation here is not that between truth and
its disguises, or between the contents and their wrapping, but rather between the transfer of force and the
peculiar movement of law” (Ibid.:143). Here, the matter is not the peculiar movement of law, but the
somewhat peculiar and very inconsistent movement of public innovation that gets transferred and translated
in various contexts. This means that the perspective of Abrams needs to be nuanced further. What Abrams
does not make explicit are the dynamics of the internal dimensions involved in creating and establishing a new
legitimate state practice in the first place. The boundaries of the state are continuously negotiated and drawn
internally within networks of institutional mechanisms that may uphold political and social order externally,
but will seem unstable and elusive internally (Mitchell, 1991). This is neither a study of the political
institutionalization of power, nor a study of the relationship between political and non-political power, but
instead it involves understanding how something new or foreign to the existing practices of the state is
legitimized through the social production of knowledge practice.

In other words, the way that public innovation influences or expands how the state legitimately develops and
works depends on…

“…the repetitive re-enactment of everyday practices … It is through these re-enactments
that the coherence and continuity of state institutions is constituted and sometimes
destabilized” (Sharma & Gupta, 2006:13).

These often contradictory representations of the state are manifested, experimented with, interpreted and
operationalized in the practices of public innovation. The practice of public innovation is dependent on
establishing and maintaining a consistent association with (ideas of) legitimate knowledge practice. This
association continuously defines and redefines the institutional culture of the state and is constantly at stake;
simultaneously constituted and destabilized through practical negotiations, contestations and conflicts.
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The question of legitimacy thus requires a focus on how public innovation gets transferred and translated in
the internal knowledge practices. In these practices, the question becomes how does public innovation in
various contexts get legitimized and are held accountable in systems of justification. The peculiar movement
of public innovation is socially producing knowledge practices that thrive on an ‘intentional fiction’ that
inherently emphasizes future potentialities currently not established as a new practice, making the political
epistemology of state interventions depend on the irreality of the present rather than on seemingly evident
knowledge foundations.

PLANNING IN A STATE OF UNCERTAINTY
In this light, public innovation can also be seen as a supplement to or even a critique of traditional approaches
to public policy and reform. The instrumental value of public policy and public innovation in both cases
comes from bringing about desired change which, at least temporarily, requires imagining and maintaining
reality in a fictional state; a soon-to-be world before the implementation of the well-intended plan. However,
the difference, it seems, is that where planning for innovation opens up a space for irreality and
unpredictability, the ideal for my informants in the Danish public service often remained close to a traditional
logic of policy-making as “the authoritative distribution of resources with deliberate consequences for a
society” (Easton, 1981:9). For them, policy was a practical concept applied in order to create predictable
change. There was a kind optimistic belief in the programmability of social reality accompanied by an
aspiration to show direct causalities between the projected plan, particular decisions, actions carried out and
the results achieved.

In this light, it seems that their perception of public planning had to be able to facilitate the possibility of
’backward mapping’ (Elmore, 1979). This meant that there had to be observed regularities in direct relation to
the choices and actions of public actors in order to legitimize how to accomplish change within the given
context. The rationality involved here is one that contains a retrospective reconstruction of conduct that
breaks with the continuity of improvisational practice, offering an account of a step-by-step realization of an
intended plan and showing the willingly accomplished innovative solution (Ingold, 1986). As such, the point
is to construct a coherent narrative within the validity of the policy plan that ensures a sufficient identification
of ‘the moment(s) of innovativeness’; static elements drawn out from the continuously unfolding creative
process (Whitehead, 1929:41).

Consequently, the practice of state interventions and change-making activity – for example drafting laws,
issuing regulatory initiatives or developing public policies – was often seen by the people who are responsible
for it as counter to processes of creative change and improvisation. It builds on a knowledge practice within a
paradigm of a ‘high-modern’ analytical scheme (Scott, 1998). A ‘high-modernist ideology’ is best conceived as
a “strong version of self-confidence about scientific and technical progress … and, above all, the rational
design of social order commensurate with the scientific understanding of natural laws” (Scott, 1998:4). This
way of planning for change thus involves an approach where uncertainties are handled “by dealing with them
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as though they were or could become the planned products of human making” (Arendt, 1958:231).
Uncertainty may be seen as a premise of human life, but the state seemingly gets its legitimacy by overcoming,
altering or ‘fixing’ it in the ‘quest for certainty’ (Dewey, 1929). This quest for certainty and approaching social
reality with the goal of stabilizing it can be seen to enable a rather rigid relationship to practical reality and
local practice that is idealizing the theoretical (stability) over practice (change) (Ibid.:20).

Interestingly, and paradoxically in relation to the ideals mentioned above, what became evident through my
participation in projects and activities with Danish public servants was that the current development and
change-making efforts were not living up to the expectations of politicians or the public servants themselves.
They more or less openly recognized the lack of ability to create the outcomes they set out to create through
policies, reforms, programmes and other intervening initiatives. In particular, they worried about four related
issues: 1) how is a constructive relationship between policy and practice created in processes of realizing
political intentions? 2) What characterizes the implementation task of the ministry and how can it be
approached in new ways to increase the likelihood of realising political intentions? 3) What could or should be
the relationship between diverse and practice-led ‘bottom-up’ approaches and more traditional ‘top-down’
reforms and regulation? 4) How does the ministry ensure in better ways that intended outcomes are created,
represented and evaluated on the right terms with consideration to local diversity? These challenges emerged
through researching, engaging and working with civil servants from five different Danish ministries. They saw
their usual ways of applying the instruments, techniques and approaches for bringing about change, such as
‘policy’, ‘reform’, ‘regulation’ or ‘law making’, as insufficient in themselves to create the practical outcomes that
were politically intended.

Consequently, the public servants seemed to be able to maintain two contradictory attitudes at once. One
attitude was reproducing a bureaucratic rationality fuelled by ideas of intellectual endeavour that in nonsituated, abstract ways deal with solving problems where conscious actions lead to productive decision-making
and analysis. Another was opening up for other ways of approaching their responsibility as public servant,
potentially reframing the practice of developing and implementing policies and reforms. They were not
openly engaging in the political epistemology of public innovation, but there were not rejecting it either. They
recognized the current context of public governance to be characterized by an ever-increasing amount of
interconnected issues and elements – public and private as well as local, national and global – potentially
causing a change in the role of the state. My contention is that the state increasingly has to generate its
accountability to the public in contexts where the premise is that significant parts of social reality remain
‘invisible’ or in flux and thereby unaccountable through secure and stable knowledge. In this context, the main
question for public servants becomes how the state should be held accountable when its actions and
interventions are having unpredictable, unforeseen and unintended consequences for the targeted publics?
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TOWARDS ESTABLISHING A NOTION OF ‘BUREAUCRATIC AESTHETICS’
The title of this thesis is “The irrealities of public innovation: exploring the political epistemology of state
interventions and the creative dimensions of bureaucratic aesthetics in the search for new public futures”. ‘The
irrealities of public innovation’ refers to the contested spaces where new ways of dealing with public problems
are emerging, but also emphasizes the particular individual and collective sense of agency enabled by the
concept of public innovation, generating more space and legitimacy for imaginative discovery and creative
exploration. In this thesis, I will focus on how, in the irreality of the present, public innovation is opening new
possibilities of conduct where people, organizations and institutions are enacting and reenacting what it
means to act and think like a state.

As a part of ‘exploring the political epistemology of state interventions’, I will take a renewed interest in the nature
and scope of knowledge in the processes and practices in which the state is continuously rediscovering the
public and its problems. Public innovation is potentially changing perceptions of what knowledge is, how it
can be acquired and how it is formalized or established as legitimate. In particular how public innovation
merges processes and practices of invention and intervention, forcing public servants and practitioners to
rethink the way they approach their change-making efforts. In various contexts, the ways of changing public
service systems and representations of knowledge are experimented with in relation to ideas for a potential
legitimate knowledge practice. In this thesis, I will focus on the character of these knowledge practices that
make up the institutional culture of the state and how they determine the possibilities of public servants to
shape the environment. This focus will illustrate how the association between the political epistemology and
legitimate knowledge practice is constantly at stake; simultaneously constituted and destabilized through
practical negotiations, contestations and conflicts.

‘The creative dimensions of bureaucratic aesthetics in the search for new public futures’ have not been explicitly
addressed in this introduction so far. The reason for this is that this terminology is itself a way of reorienting
knowledge to the future. Through the following chapters I will in different ways make a case for reframing
and nuancing the ways in which the state makes social reality applicable through bureaucratic formalization.
In particular, I will challenge the bureaucratic practices that, regardless of the nature of the public problem,
have the purpose of avoiding positions of instability and uncertainty. Because public innovation is meant to
explore new possibilities, the knowledge involved in the development process itself will be necessarily
fictional, not to be tested in relation to its truthfulness, but rather through a kind of forward-looking
temporality that in various ways destabilizes current perceptions of reality. I will argue this to involve a change
in the politics of visibility. Not only a change in how public servants and other people responsible for changing
public service systems could be accountable when attempting to represent and formalize the problems and
needs of citizens in creating the right scope and knowledge to make a value-creating change process resulting
in a new state intervention. But also a change in way that the people responsible for carrying out the changemaking initiative should be accountable during the change process itself. The different perspectives on this
issue represented throughout this thesis will lead to a discussion of the notion of ‘bureaucratic aesthetics’ that
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is meant to serve the purpose of opening up to different kinds of accountability recognizing both the
descriptive and illustrative character of knowledge. In the final sections of this thesis, I will explore how an
understanding of the formalizations of knowledge first and foremost as aesthetical forms will allow for
exploring the creative dimensions of state interventions.

The following chapters will focus on and combine these three overall themes in exploring what the concept of
innovation is producing in public sector contexts. This implies illuminating not only the processes of
reinventing state interventions through enabling new kinds of political epistemology and legitimate
knowledge practice. It also means exploring how the state holds itself accountable in the creative processes of
inventing new ways of addressing public problems and the questionable nature of public service systems.
Thus, the following five questions are relevant throughout this thesis:

-

What kinds of conceptual and practical realities does public innovation open up for and in what way
does it shift what is possible and legitimate?

-

How does public innovation change the political epistemology of state interventions and what should
characterize the cognitive functions and knowledge of the state in order to envision social reality and
deal with the complex processes of changing it?

-

How do innovation practices – combining approaches of invention and intervention – fit within the
existing knowledge practices of the state while simultaneously shaping and potentially reshaping the
state institution and its representations?

-

How is public innovation changing the politics of visibility in change processes of the state that often
involves being accountable in relation to actions and interventions which are having unpredictable,
unforeseen and unintended consequences for the targeted publics?

-

How does public innovation thrive as a widely supported development agenda while maintaining an
ambivalent position in the minds and perceptions of the people responsible for making it ‘happen’?

These questions will be explored concretely in relation to practices of public policy, innovation project
management, perceptions of state authority, systems of justification, practices of accountability and procedures
of formalization. In the overview of the chapters of the thesis that follows in the next section, I will provide
insight into the content, concepts and theoretical standpoints and inspirations that will illuminate these
questions. My contention is that these chapters and this thesis as a whole may have something to offer to
efforts directed at increasing the value and legitimacy of state interventions.

OVERVIEW OF THESIS
So far I have situated the concept of public innovation in direct connection with what is being perceived as a
‘perfect storm’ of societal problems and circumstances. This contextualization creates a space and legitimacy
for the concept of innovation to emerge as a response and an evitable path forward, potentially enforcing an
explorative and open-ended approach to public development that creates irreal spaces of potentiality. The
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concept of public innovation, as illustrated in the introduction, is a particular cultural or temporal perception
of how to deal with the current challenges facing the public sector. This new way of dealing with public
development involves a profoundly different perception of creative processes of change and challenges existing
knowledge practices within bureaucratic organizations through the potential reinvention of state
interventions. I have emphasized the importance of focusing on and understanding the political epistemology
of and knowledge practices involved in state interventions. In particular, in order to understand the
implications of the concept of public innovation, we need to focus on the nature and scope of the processes in
which the state is rediscovering the public and its problems and the ways that these processes are held
accountable in the attempted change of public service systems.

2: Studying and rehearsing the promise of reality
Chapter two focuses on the methodological implications of studying the concept of innovation and an
emerging knowledge practice of public innovation. In this chapter, I will illustrate that my way of engaging
the field of public innovation is relying on participating in social practice as if it was virtually true (Willerslev,
2009), taking serious the irreal spaces that public innovation creates. The methodological issue here concerns
the role of the ethnographer that some extent actively participates in imaginative practice by studying the
promise of reality as well as the generative power that sets it apart from reality (Riles, 2011). The question is
how most productively to engage in an inherently experimental and destabilizing field where people are
‘rehearsing the future’ (Halse et al., 2011) in order to enact and constitute new kinds of coherence and
continuity in state institutions. In such a context, making research legitimate and relevant calls for viewing
and using various ‘para-sites’ (Deeb & Marcus, 2009) to reimagine and reflect with informants as
collaborative co-creators of both field, analysis and the knowledge practices themselves (Ingold, 2008).

3: Policy cheerleading in a time of crisis: public innovation as a response to New Public Management
In Chapter three, I contextualize public innovation by analysing it in relation to the current public governance
context, the crisis agenda, state responsibility and the broader paradigms of public governance and
administration. It will illuminate the structural and social context of public innovation to create a better
understanding of the sites of social contestation, organizational environments and sources of legitimacy that
emerge in the attempted renewal of public development practice. Particularly inspired by Hartley (2005), Du
Gay (1996) and Rose (2006), I situate public innovation within the paradigm of ‘networked governance’ and
will argue that public innovation can be interpreted as a reaction to problems connected to the approaches of
public administration and, in particular, New Public Management. I emphasize that attention should be given
to how public problems are conceptualized and transformed within these paradigms in the bureaucratic and
managerial practices of the state. This chapter will illustrate that the legitimacy of public innovation is highly
dependent on how existing operations of administration and governance interact with new ideas of networked
governance and citizen-centred government in relation to reshaping and establishing transformations in the
epistemology of state interventions. This will also shed some light how knowledge practices based on more
open-ended and collaborative approaches are challenging policy makers and public developers in ways that to
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some extent call the existing instruments of the state administration, governance and intervention into
question.

4: Innovation policy worlds: planning the future through models for and models of reality
Chapter four examines some of the consequences of the paradigm shift and the virtual and irreal nature of
innovation from the perspective of public planning, focusing on how innovation influences (or should
influence) practices of public policy and strategy. Particularly inspired by Geertz (1973), Shore & Wright
(2011) and Mosse (2007), it analyses the Danish innovation policy and the project and practice of ICPH, a
Danish innovation consultancy funded by the state, to explore and compare approaches of traditional public
policy and public innovation. In particular, this means exploring the different kind of knowledge foundation
introduced by innovation that stands in opposition to the production of authoritative knowledge illustrating
tangible paths for planning progressive development or rendering reality into the domain of rational
intervention. Rather, public innovation introduces models of and models for reality (Geertz, 1973) that allow
for perceptions and experiences of the world as it is lived in practice to continuously set up new theories and
ideals from which people act. The primary question becomes what particular kinds of ‘policy worlds’ (Shore &
Wright, 2011) that public innovation creates, and how this is reflected in the approaches of bureaucratic
planning, public policy and the space for creative endeavour in general? This chapter explores this particularly
in relation to a new kind of political epistemology where policy does not generate activity directly, but
depends on establishing a knowledge practice that aims to stabilize interpretations of events and activities in
coping with the lack of knowledge (Mosse, 2007).

5: ‘We are our information’: Trials of explicitness and trustworthiness in the search of legitimate accountability
Chapter five shifts the focus from planning to the nature of knowledge and the movement of trust involved in
the practice of public innovation. Based on a study of an innovation project focusing on elderly citizens in the
municipality of Copenhagen, this chapter explores the practical handling of the practical intangibility and
unpredictability introduced by processes of public innovation. It draws attention to the temporal, contextual
and dynamic nature of the ‘trials of explicitness’ (Muniesa & Linhardt, 2009) by focusing on the personal
struggles of and the social and moral consequences for actors responsible for carrying out public innovation
projects. Here, the everyday task and ongoing challenge for public actors become one of figuring out how to
act legitimately and be accountable as a state representative while maintaining a knowledge practice based on
ideals of transparency and certainty and within the scope of rationality and accountability (Tambiah, 1990). In
this chapter, inspired by Corsin-Jimenez (2005), I will suggest that trustworthiness, which in this context can
be seen as a social and moral asset, comes through particular forms of representing information and
knowledge. This not only makes the legitimacy of knowledge practices the key aspect of professional and
moral success, but it also transforms questions of political epistemology into moral and social issues.
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6: Guiding public innovation: from authorization to authorizing environments
Chapter six focuses on similar questions of legitimacy in relation to notions and perceptions of public
authority. By focusing on the process, efforts and challenges involved in a project with the purpose of
developing a guide for the practice of ‘public-private innovation’, this chapter illustrates different perspectives
and positions of authority: both in relation to what people imagine that ‘authoritativeness’ is, and what role
they want it to play in the professional practices of public innovation. This focus involves a discussion of the
relationship between the ideals of guidance through algorithmic models for conduct and the practical nature
of the ‘authorizing environments’ in which people act (Bennington & Moore, 2011). Inspired by Riles (2011)
and Miller (2011), Chapter six shows that notions of public authority often come down to certain perceptions
of the future as ‘knowable’, making it difficult to escape from the probabilistic expectations and instrumental
techniques of managing an authority role on other terms than on the premise of solving problems. The
challenge of authoritatively guiding public-private innovation and taking ownership of public innovation in
general is one of acting authoritatively without relying on existing knowledge, constantly exploring the
potential of the present and posing new questions. This chapter will suggest that public innovation when it is
administered by a traditional public authority role involves an unproductive intertwining of approaches of
science and law (Latour, 2010), simultaneously drawing upon a logic of discovery and a logic of justification
and thereby causing a conflict in the perceptions of the purpose and identity of the public authority role itself.

7: Distributed change movements: Rethinking modernization on the premise of synergy
Chapter seven continues this line of analysis by focusing on current modernization efforts in Denmark. This
is an example of a ministry taking ownership of a distributed change process drawing on an open-ended and
outcomes-focused way of planning, offering new principles of change, but no clear sense of direction. I will
explore how the concept of modernization has been reframed significantly from referring to rationalization
and optimization through market-driven logics of effectiveness to speculating on the premise of future
synergy between strategies, processes, collaborative efforts, resources and technologies. One example in this
respect is the approach of ‘co-production’. This question remains whether this can be seen as a ‘critical
juncture’ (Ejersbo & Greve, 2005) in the ‘administration politics’ of the state. I will illustrate that the
possibilities for public servants to shape the environment in this context depend on the ability of the state to
transform the dynamics between central initiative and local practice through knowledge practice creating a
potential space for a distributed social movement driven on the basis of the irreality of the present and a
premise of non-knowledge.

8: Making reality applicable for state intervention: towards bureaucratic aesthetics between description and illustration
In Chapter eight, I take the discussion of knowledge practice further by focusing on the different modes of
bureaucratic knowledge and formalization involved in public sector development. Through an empirical focus
on the concept of needs in public sector innovation, I emphasize how these matters come down to ideas of
tangibility, truth and description, and their conceptual counterparts, the intangible, fictional and illustrative
(Gombrich, 1960; Goodman, 1970; Bauman, 1997). This imposes an ongoing paradox: why does the public
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sector look for accountability and legitimacy in domains of non-fiction when achieving the goal (innovation)
inherently requires the process to be explorative in search of an outcome yet in the domain of the fictional or
imaginative? I argue that the concept of aesthetics (Ranciere, 2004, 2010; Joas & Sennett, 2005) is essential in
order to reframe the practices of bureaucratic formalization and introduce a more nuanced way of thinking
about the character of knowledge and the cognitive equipment of the state. I suggest rethinking the politics of
visibility and recognize bureaucratic accountability in terms of ‘bureaucratic aesthetics’ to open up for different
ways of recognizing both the descriptive and illustrative character of knowledge. This not only involves
bureaucratic formalizations that are distributing the sensible in order to make new experiences possible,
inherently recognizing new and more dynamic criteria for the accountability of state interventions. It also
introduces cognitive equipment that is continuously oriented towards the future (Dewey, 1910), focused on
the actions and tasks that it makes possible (Crowley & Hegarty, 2005).

9: Conclusions and implications
Chapter nine offers some concluding remarks and summarizations of the thesis. This chapter will thus
respond to some of the main questions of this thesis relating to public innovation posed in the introduction. It
will sum up some of the important aspects of understanding public innovation as an emic term; in particular
to characterize the nature and scope of knowledge in the processes and practices in which the state is
rediscovering the public and its problems; what I refer to as the political epistemology of state interventions
throughout this thesis. The concluding section will not only illustrate the relevance of understanding how
knowledge practices of state enact, reshape and make up the institutional culture of the state and thus
determining the possibilities of public servants to actually shape the environment. It will also introduce some
suggestions of new governing principles of decision-making in order to deal with public problems in a more
nuanced and productive way and possibly reinvent the interventions of the state in light of the questionable
nature of public service systems.

Appendix
The appendix of this thesis focuses on the practical implications of the argument made in this thesis. It is a
discussion paper written with Lead Policy Adviser Laura Bunt from the National Endowment for Science,
Technology and the Arts (MindLab & Nesta, October 2012) and is a product of my Ph.D. research and a
mutual collaboration between MindLab and Nesta. The paper has also been qualified through two reflection
sessions where decision makers, researchers and practitioners were allowed to bring their knowledge and
different perspectives into play and collectively explore and reflect on future possibilities and challenges for the
practice of public development and governance. It deals with the challenges of policy-making as perceived by
Danish civil servants sketched out in the introduction and can be seen as a practical response in light of the
concept of bureaucratic aesthetics. The paper highlights that the concept of innovation is challenging the
current knowledge practices and ‘instruments of governance’ of the state in interesting and relevant ways as it
not only suggests what could look like a paradigm shift in how to go about public policy and development, but
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actually calls for a new culture of decision-making; in particular through dealing with social complexity,
uncertainty and unpredictability in a much more pragmatic and forward-oriented way.
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CHAPTER 2
STUDYING AND REHEARSING THE PROMISE OF REALITY
“If worlds are as much made as found, so also knowing is as much remaking as reporting”
(Goodman, 1970:21)

In this chapter, I focus on the methodological implications of studying what the concept of innovation is
producing. I will argue that engaging in the field of public innovation relies on taking an approach inspired by
‘design anthropology’ (Halse, 2008) that enables a logic of discovery as a way of making ethnographic research
relevant, legitimate and ‘industrial’. This involves participating in social practice as if it is virtually true
(Willerslev, 2009), taking serious the irreal spaces that public innovation creates and the inherently
destabilized field where people are enacting and constituting new kinds of state conduct. I will introduce the
notion of ‘para-site’ (Deeb & Marcus, 2011) to highlight that in order to allow for collective exploration of
the potential of ideas and irrealities and how these circulate, have effect and change. Studying public
innovation calls for a methodological approach that enables a process of collective discovery; reflecting and
making sense of social practice with informants as collaborative co-creators of field, analysis and the
knowledge practices themselves (Ingold, 2008). Consequently, I will argue that in order to understand the
emerging knowledge practice of public innovation, the role of the ethnographer is required to actively
participate in imaginative and analytical practices of people to study the sense of agency that public innovation
enables and the generative power that it creates (Riles, 2011)

THE MEANING OF ‘INDUSTRIAL’
This thesis is a product of an industrial Ph.D. programme. Where traditional Ph.D. programmes have their
primary focus on contributing to the basic research within a scientifically defined disciplinary field, industrial
Ph.D.s, at least in an ideal sense, have to combine their academic interest with the focus or priority of the
company or organization hosting it. Industrial Ph.D.s 14 have mostly been based in the natural and medical
sciences, for example setting out to make new discoveries in medicine benefitting the health sector. Projects
coming from social science have been a much rarer occurrence. In natural and medical sciences, often Ph.D.
projects set out with the ideal goal of testing whether a particular hypothesis is true or false or creating a
thoroughly tested solution to a particular, well-defined problem. In social science, the ’end-point’ of analysis is
often in the form of insights characterized by opening up a new space for reflection and new hypotheses about
what could be interesting or fruitful ways to go forward. The basic question here is not whether the
differences in their approach are useful or not, but how ‘usefulness’ is understood in particular contexts and
what kind of actions and decisions the research will make possible. While both approaches involve a

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
14
This programme sets out to support Ph.D. research that is partly funded by private businesses and recently also public
organizations. The idea is to make the research directly useful and valuable for the core business of the company or
organization making the investment.
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subjectification to an experimental object (Latour, 2010), they draw upon two different logics. The former
builds on the ‘logic of justification’ drawing upon a controlled and prespecified plan and showing causal links
between research and a new measurable ‘product’. The latter builds on the ‘logic of discovery’ where the
research process entails an unpredictable development, and its ‘output’ to some extent consists of something
beyond measurable forms (see also: Dewey, 1991; James, 2000).

Being an industrial Ph.D. has meant that I have spent a vast amount of time and resource in exploring and
situating my research agenda within the work of MindLab – a cross-ministerial innovation unit owned by the
Ministry of Business and Growth, the Ministry of Employment and the Ministry of Education. Not so much
related to the specific policy areas as to broader, cross-cutting issues of public governance and development.15
The overall value-creating goal of MindLab is to help its owners create better outcomes. This involves
contributing to or facilitating processes of change that create better service experiences, more effective service
delivery, savings in public budgets and better societal results, or all of the above. Consequently, I saw my
Ph.D. project within this frame of reference in which I had to make my research ‘industrial’. Given the
significant belief in and emphasis on public innovation, but also given a recognition of its troublesome
implementation in practice, many of my project’s stakeholders (for example public servants in the ministries)
thought of my project as relevant because they saw the possibility of practical documentation: my empirical
accounts of public innovation policy and practice could be used to develop more detailed descriptions of how
to actually ‘do’ public innovation in practice. These expectations were situated within the ‘logic of justification’
and assumed that practice was something to be described and then formulated into plans or programmes
which could be executed.

From the beginning of the project period, I continuously worked with the question of finding a kind of
methodological and analytical approach in a field with an inherent impossibility to adequately know the
ethnographic subject completely (Mayizaki & Riles, 2009:327). The implication of this premise was to apply
the logic of discovery accompanied by a conscious future orientation as a way of making my research
‘industrial’. It was thus not only important to ask ‘what is socially produced in the present?’ and ‘what is the
present socially producing?’ (Moore, 1987), but also ‘what is the potential of the present?’. This made my
research similar to an approach characterized as ‘design anthropology’ (Halse, 2008; Halse et al., 2011). Here,
the object of concern is one of the non-existing phenomena in a traditional empirical sense, involving the
deliberate exploration of what could or might be possible in the future. Design anthropology places itself
between present reality and the emerging future by deliberately contributing to performances of the imaginary
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MindLab is part of the broad movement of public innovation. Its work is based on the philosophy shared by many
public organizations on state, regional and municipal levels that better outcomes can be created through a better
qualitative understanding of the social complexity of the lives, experiences and practices of citizens and other actors of
society. This approach requires a more holistic view on public service systems, illuminating the interactions and
interconnections that are part of making public services function or fail. This better understanding is applied in iterative
learning and development processes where new ideas are being prototyped and tested in practice before being developed
into new strategies, service concepts, policy proposals or implementation plans, often reframing purposes, goals and
knowledge foundations in the practice of public development.
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and thereby, somewhat paradoxically, observing what might be. In this way, it does not hide that its project is
part of a transformative process. This approach takes anthropology further away from a position devoted to a
realistic project of ‘discovering’ the categories and characterizations ‘out there’ to be documented. Instead, it
applies the idea of ‘rehearsing the future’ (Halse et al., 2011). I approached my fieldwork first and foremost as
“a practice of observation grounded in participatory dialogue” (Ingold, 2008:87). This was less about
describing social reality from an empirically obvious standpoint and more an ‘act of correspondence’ where my
observations corresponded to my experience of being immersed in a complex field of people, processes and
organizational entities. In this sense, I situated the ‘industrial’ part of my Ph.D. project in a kind of “method
of hope”, rehearsing the future through the “conscious effort of reorienting knowledge to the future”
(Miyazaki, 2004:139).

THE ETHNOGRAPHIC FIELD
With this starting point, I see my fieldwork in the field of public innovation as a part of the movement of
innovating the culture of the ethnographic method stimulated by encounters with subjects whose perspectives,
curiosity and intellectual ambitions are parallel to the ethnographer’s own (Marcus et al. 2000; Holmes &
Marcus, 2008; Deeb & Marcus, 2011). In various ways, sites and settings, I engaged with reflexive subjects
that were co-creating the evolving conceptual and analytical understanding of public innovation, making
informants into participants and parts of an epistemic partnership rather than a traditional research-subject
relationship. I argue that in this partnership, not only the originality of the ethnographic research is at stake
(Rabinow & Marcus, 2008), but also its conceptual and practical legitimacy and its potential impact seen from
the situated perspectives of decision makers, experts and practitioners involved in shaping and planning future
initiatives, programmes and projects of public innovation.

George Marcus (2000) conceptualizes this kind of approach through the notion of ‘para-sites’. This concept
was originally developed to explore how social actors located within centres of power to develop and express a
critical consciousness of their own situations and influence. Together with Hadi Nicholas Deeb, Marcus takes
the notion further in a study of the World Trade Organization where one challenge was how to create sites of
a more explorative nature in a highly bureaucratic organization and how to engage the Director-General as a
researcher in his own organization. In response to these challenges, para-sites were set up to work as
collaborative laboratories to harness the reflexive capacity in the various spaces and sites of fieldwork:

“A ‘para-site’ ... is an exercise or experiment in creating a bounded space of orchestrated
interaction that is both within the activities of a particular fieldwork project and markedly
outside or alongside it – or lateral to it. The aim for a para-site is to enlist collaborations with
subjects who, in their own context of everyday practices, display analytical interest and
conceptual curiosity that evoke the ethnographer’s mode of thought, shaped by both reflective
distance and norms of engagement” (Deeb & Marcus, 2011:52).
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During my fieldwork, I increasingly found myself relying on access to and engagement in fields, agendas and
practices where sources of knowledge production were outcomes of collaboration and where people were
already invested in self-reflexive analytical endeavours. Thinking through the notion of para-sites not only
allowed for collective exploration of the potential of ideas and irrealities and how these circulate, have effect
and change.

As a consequence, my fieldwork journey was characterized by being spread out on a continuum between
participant observation at one end and an active (industrial) practitioner role at the other. In my research
process, I have dynamically combined shifting roles as participant observer, project worker, internal
researcher, practitioner and expert. Here follows a description of the field sites that I have identified as
primary in that respect:

1. Innovation Centre Copenhagen
My fieldwork started with a formal collaboration with Innovation Centre Copenhagen (ICPH), an
innovation consultancy funded by the Danish Enterprise and Construction Authority (DECA – the later
Danish Business Authority, an agency under the Ministry of Economic and Business Affairs) under the
programme for user-driven innovation to develop an effective process model for public-private innovation
(PPI) derived from a number of practical pilot experiments. The approach of ICPH was, through a number of
pilot projects, to experiment with, test and learn about PPI in practice. ICPH was a project in itself with a
three-year funding period where a small group of people formed a temporary consultancy initiating and
driving public-private innovation projects. From 2009 to 2012, six public-private innovation projects were
conducted and completed. I was a part of ICPH and conducted fieldwork there in a period from June 2009 to
August 2010.

ICPH provided access to concrete PPI project processes as well as to the people, institutions, organizations
and businesses involved.16 My roles and functions at ICPH were all in different respects setting up para-sites
for data generation and analytical reflection. I took on a role as internal researcher reflecting on the daily
practice of ICPH, physically situating my fieldwork at ICPH as part of the daily work practice. I was
responsible for studying and constructively questioning the everyday work practice and setting up learning
sessions to qualify the work by framing challenges and possibilities in a new light. I also did smaller pieces of
research. For example, I was responsible for conducting interviews with a number of potential private business
partners. The data was used to generate and rehearse new ways of collaborating with private businesses;
processes which I used for generating further perspectives on the potential of public innovation.
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I used their first project, called ‘Velfærdsteknologisk bydel’ (‘welfare-technological neighbourhood’, my own
translation), as a preliminary object of study for writing my research proposal and creating the relationships that could
establish access to do relevant fieldwork as part of my research.
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In this way, I continuously gained insight into the different projects at ICPH while at the same time having a
more formal project researcher role on a concrete PPI project, ‘Welfare technology in home-caring services’,
which aimed to rethink public home-caring services in two municipalities. This meant that I was a part of the
project group and the steering group of the project that was radically rethinking public home-caring services
through human-centred innovation processes. I was involved for a year in this project to get a sense of the
experiences of the possibilities, challenges, dilemmas and problems faced by people responsible for a PPI
project throughout the entire project period.

2.‘Det gode ældreliv’ (The good elderly life) / Municipality of Copenhagen
I took on a role as a participant observer in the project ‘Det Gode Ældreliv’ situated at an elderly care home in
the municipality of Copenhagen. The project had the goal of radically rethinking the ways care services were
carried out to improve the quality of living of the elderly. The mentality was first and foremost that the
‘voices’ of elderly were heard, but the research process also included a focus on the experiences and
perspectives of the care home staff, relatives of the current inhabitants and future care home inhabitants. The
citizens as well as the staff were also involved as co-creators in the development process which was divided
into different phases of problem identification, research, development, testing and attempted implementation.

I mainly followed and participated in the project group which facilitated eight different smaller collaborative
innovation projects at the care home that in different ways experimented with human-centred innovation
processes.17 This both meant doing fieldwork at the care home as well as at the offices of the municipality.
Through this team-based participant observation, I encountered the elderly citizens, the staff, the institutional
executives, private partners and external people and organizations taking an interest in the project. I also
followed more intensely two sub-projects involved with introducing new kinds of training facility and new
digital communication systems. I became an informal part of the project team, partaking in developing and
reflecting on the project as it emerged. I was part of Det Gode Ældreliv in a period from July 2009 to June
2010.

3. MindLab / ‘PPI guide’
I was employed by MindLab, a Danish cross-ministerial innovation unit, which formally funded this Ph.D.
project in collaboration with Aarhus University. The main goals and competences of MindLab are
qualitatively researching and involving citizens and other social actors in creating better public outcomes. This
is combined with a belief in the value of cross-ministerial collaboration and the need for an entity facilitating
it in a systematic way.18 MindLab as an organization provides an example of an alternative way of integrating
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Doing fieldwork with professionals required in most instances that I entered into a reciprocal exchange relationship
with my informants since they had to legitimize the time they spent with me during their work hours. As a result, I
continuously had to legitimize my access through professional expertise and collaboration, either by offering my research
as a valuable contribution to their efforts (this was often well received since most people were struggling to find their way
in relation to making sense of public innovation) or by taking on a specific role or task.
18
The work is currently carried out in two streams: one stream with development projects carried out in collaboration with
the colleagues in the parent ministries and agencies. The other stream with Ph.D. projects carried out in MindLab under
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so-called ‘innovation capabilities’ in the core operations of bureaucratic organizations. The idea is to work
with human-centred design processes to develop new policies, strategies and services within the ministries’
areas of responsibility.19 For these reasons, the activities and projects of MindLab were a significant part of
and a para-site for my empirical research for the whole duration of my project.

This formal ownership of the Ph.D. project also made MindLab a primary stakeholder in exploring the
potential of public innovation. In particular, two specific projects were initiated in formal collaboration
between the DECA and MindLab that were both subjects of my research focus and both in part working as
‘para-sites’. In the beginning of my research phase, I was involved in developing what was eventually called
the ‘PPI compass’ that was meant to explore the potential directions based on the insights put forward by a
report on the potential of PPI (Danish Enterprise and Construction Authority, 2009c). This project was
based on formal interviews with various stakeholders working or potentially working with PPI. At a later
stage, a para-site on a larger scale was staged in the form of a similar project with the DECA, this time
specifically with the purpose of creating a guide with concrete instructions for public actors about how to
initiate, organize and implement public-private innovation partnerships in the public welfare sector (The
Danish Government, 2011a). This project explored how the DECA as a public authority should deal with
PPI going forward (see also Chapter six in this thesis) and was carried out from February 2011 to March
2012.

Additionally, I have been a consistent part of the everyday work practice at MindLab. For example, I have
been a part of developing the strategy, reflecting on learning and insights across projects, been directly
involved in selected projects including the cross-ministerial project “Away with the red tape for young
people”, and done several presentations as a MindLab employee where the feedback has been another source
for data generation. These experiences have generated much data on human-centred innovation and, not
least, MindLab has provided a professional context to test ideas and insights coming from other field sites. In
this sense, MindLab has been multi-faceted arena and a para-site for data generation and my colleagues have
been collaborative partners continuously informing and qualifying my research.

4. The broader public innovation agenda
Throughout my project, a significant part of my fieldwork was participating in activities focusing on exploring
the various conceptualizations and applications of public innovation. These activities included participating in
numerous conferences and seminars focusing on public innovation that was very prominent in on the agenda

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
each of the ministries, shedding light on fundamental issues within their areas of policy responsibility. The employees
working in MindLab are then formally employed by one of the ministries and therefore in a practical sense acting as civil
servants. This is worth mentioning since this also provides a fundamental challenge to the project outputs and general
insights resulting from MindLab’s work. Significant efforts go into making these applicable within a bureaucratic
organization since a more qualitative approach introduces new types of outputs and new kinds of knowledge that fit quite
uncomfortably with existing modes of understanding and reasoning.
19
For the same reason, the board of MindLab consists of the three permanent secretaries of the parent ministries.
MindLab, in this way, has to provide links horizontally between the strategic and practical level as well as build and
maintain relationships vertically between different stakeholders within the service system.
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in political, public, private and interest organizations. Therefore, it was possible to engage lots of ‘experts’ and
interest organizations in conversations around the potential, possibilities and barriers of public innovation.
These activities gave me a chance to interact and reflect with a wide variety of stakeholders and organizations
involved in public innovation. For example, I engaged with many Danish local municipalities and regional
organizations attempting to make productive use of public innovation in their context. In 2010, I both
engaged in short-term collaboration (for example with Region Midtjylland (Central Denmark Region) and
Midtlab, their development unit) and short-term project participation (for example the project advisory role in
the project ‘Independence Matters’ in collaboration with the Danish Design Centre and the British Design
Council).

Further into my research process, I increasingly also took on a role as policy or strategic adviser to frame and
contribute to new policy, programmes and initiatives within the broader national and international innovation
agenda. This gave me the chance to engage with international organizations such the OECD, the European
Commission and the European Institute for Public Administration and to collaborate informally with foreign
ministries and think tanks on their efforts to promote public innovation. These were all para-sites allowing
me to qualify my contextualization of public innovation and inspired me to deepen my study of particular
people, organizations, policy documents, programme developments and written reports describing the
processes, concepts and ideas behind the public innovation agenda.

5. PPI as an innovation theory
PPI serves as a typical example of how public innovation is instrumentalized and planned by the state which
made the various ways that the Danish state attempted to make PPI happen serve as one of my empirical field
objects of study. The idea of PPI is for the public sector and private businesses to collaborate by taking a
human- or citizen-centred perspective on public problems and engage in an active development partnership in
the search for new solutions. Successful PPI relies on providing the foundation for creating a common
interest and cause for public and private partners to collaborate to create synergy between public sector
knowledge and private sector competence to foster innovative solutions. Ideally, this collaboration will result
in some kind of prototype (product or service concept) to be tested, developed further and, in the end, put
into production by the private company, implemented in the practice of the particular public service solution
and scaled nationally or, for the sake of private and financial growth, globally as well. The idea of PPI thus
resulted in manifold public-private innovation initiatives in Denmark. Most often, these were projects owned
and driven by municipalities or regional agencies that addressed problems within specific policy areas; mostly
in health, social care and environmental sustainable development. The manifold PPI initiatives in Denmark
were mainly characterized by their inconsistency in terms of the processes they entailed and outcomes they
created. Beyond studying concrete projects initiated or funded to make use of a PPI approach, I also focused
more broadly on the relationship between the policy and the practice of PPI to understand the variety of ways
that PPI took on implications, shapes and modalities quite different from those of its intended purposes.
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6. Experience as practitioner
My research journey has been ‘interrupted’ by short periods of practicing in the field of public innovation.
This was the case with some projects in MindLab, but I also had the chance of going abroad to engage myself
in work for the National Endowment of Science, Technology and the Arts (Nesta), a UK think tank, and
ThinkPlace, an Australian public sector design unit. At Nesta I worked for three months from January to
April 2012 as a research associate engaging myself in various initiatives which took the insights from my own
research further. This included a focus on the theory and practice of co-production and exploring the notion
of ‘innovation in policy’ (see the appendix of this thesis). At ThinkPlace, I worked from April 2012 to July
2012 as a project lead tasked with improving the livelihoods of vulnerable families in the ACT region of
Australia. This experience was a vivid reminder of the consequences of public service system failures and the
immediate challenges of addressing them. To experience challenges, dilemmas and possibilities first hand and
qualify the ideas and insights coming out of my research in various practical settings have not only worked as
para-sites of practical application and reflection, but have also been of priceless value to both my professional
and personal experience and, I would argue, have contributed to build the legitimacy of the Ph.D. project as a
whole.

FIELDWORK AS THE CONTINUOUS FACILITATION OF PARA-SITES
My ethnographic field consisted largely of these different field sites. Whether they were characterized by
people, locations or situations, whether they had do with building strategy or policy in the name of
innovation, or whether they were more related to trying to make it ‘work’ on a practical level, these sites
consisted of processes or were products of conscious public innovation efforts. These sites each had their
unique combination of social and structural elements determining their accessibility, substantiality and
temporality. They also consisted of different roles, functions and positions that created interrelated social
reality that I studied and participated in. I make most of the people and organisations anonymous (or use
synonymous names) in my representations in the following. Both to live up to agreements of tactfulness as a
part of getting access to the site, but also to recognize that a part of the argument in the following means to
emphasize the intersubjective relationships between certain responsibilities, roles and positions – for example
between a municipal executive and a project leader; between a ministry and a local authority; or between a
consultancy and a public organisation. In this respect, it is often less about the unique contribution of a
particular agency, organization or person and more about characterizing the roles of the interrelational
knowledge practices (where places or names are mentioned, it serves the purpose of adding important
contextual understanding).

To create an overview and help me navigate in this complex field, I worked with what I would call various
forms of entry points largely determining the nature of the data I could collect. My fieldwork was largely a
combination of the following:
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1) Location – fieldwork in an office or department that gave access to internal perspectives and processes
of knowledge construction.
2) Person – multi-sited fieldwork (Marcus, 1995) focusing on and following a particular key informant
that gave access to concrete actions, decisions and reflections made in practice.
3) Interaction – fieldwork focusing on meetings or communication between involved actors that gave
access to perspectives on the social dynamics and intersubjective exchange in the processes of making
sense of public innovation in practice.
4) Participation – participant observation in project groups and steering groups that gave me the
opportunity to experience challenges and problems first hand.
5) Interview – fieldwork focusing on descriptive narratives and stories as well as reflecting on actions,
decisions and situations in retrospect. This gave access to understanding processes of sense-making
and how a sense of agency was created.
6) Documents – studying the strategic shaping of the field through analysis of the documents reflecting
the dominating knowledge practices and political agendas.
7) Significant situations – key situations and events where a conscious exploration of and reflection on
ideas and hypotheses of public innovation took place.

Combining these entry points was the ongoing methodological challenge and potential of my fieldwork. At
ICPH and MindLab, I was able to combine all of the mentioned ‘entry points’ in various ways including
being located physically in their offices, following key informants in their project realities and interactions,
conducting interviews and accessing relevant documents and e-mails continuously and facilitating various sites
ranging from internal reflection sessions and formal workshops with people involved in the field to scope
actual projects that facilitated structured process of learning. Following the process of ‘Det gode ældreliv’ was
mainly a ‘person-driven’ fieldwork with the project leader as a primary entry point, providing access to
interviews and relevant documents. In engaging in the broader agenda of public innovation as a researcher and
a practitioner, the entry points were much less formally defined and more something to reflect on afterwards.

I argue that these activities to a large extent all made use of para-sites as a fundamental approach in accessing,
generating and analysing empirical data. I argue this for three main reasons: firstly, a significant part of my
fieldwork consisted of sharing unfinished ideas or hypotheses with both informants and other relevant people
whom I thought could contribute to the analytical process and of continuously creating my ethnographic
object of study. This could be in one-to-one sessions with key participants in my project, which was often the
case with project leaders in Det Gode Ældreliv. It could also involve setting up workshops that in quite direct
ways tested my hypotheses along the way. In ICPH, a central question in relation to PPI was (and still is)
what can be expected of private businesses in PPI processes. This question was central to a workshop with 45
business owners aimed at working with the challenges involved in PPI. It could even involve partaking in
setting up projects that in themselves were para-sites, setting up processes of analytical spaces for reflection
and rehearsing the future, for example in the case of the PPI guidance tool (see Chapter six).
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In the later stages of my project, I literally shared unfinished text with a selected group of people in the field
of public innovation. They were proclaimed experts, academics, development practitioners and civil servants
of public innovation, and it was exactly the combinations of those different views and positions that I wished
to set in motion in the same setting. They were invited to take part in what was termed a ‘Reflection seminar’:

“In the Reflection series, we address central challenges for the development and management
of the public sector through open dialogue with decision makers, researchers and
practitioners. The purpose and format of the seminars are to bring knowledge and different
perspectives into play and collectively explore and reflect on future possibilities and
challenges”.

The product of this particular seminar and a similar one held in London at Nesta was the article introduced as
the last chapter of this thesis. These seminars deliberately opened up a space for reflection where some shared
text was to activate both “an ethnographic analytic and an ethnographic analysis” (Deeb & Marcus, 2009:57).
My intention with these seminars, as with my methodological approach in general, was to maximize learning
by using my own position and participation to facilitate various interactional spaces to learn from. Initially,
this approach came from the immediate recognition that, in its role and set-up, my project was meant to
deliberately partake in co-defining the innovation agenda itself. For this reason, I wished to consciously build
on this premise by identifying myself as an informant in my data collection process; a double role of being
both the subject and owner of the analysis.

Secondly, what I see as a defining feature of my fieldwork is the facilitation of collaborative processes that,
rather than being my isolated study of relevant subjects, were characterized by processes of mutual learning.
These processes include what Deeb and Marcus refer to as ‘mutual concerns’ that are ...

“...based on shared curiosity, the willingness to speculate and an orientation to address
problems and issues that are experienced temporally as emergent in an unstable present
moving between a recent past and near future” (Ibid:56).

Establishing para-sites and epistemic partnerships was an approach to ethnographic fieldwork that enhanced
the possibility of accessing the practices and the knowledge-based ‘irrealities’ and imaginative practices of the
people responsible for making public innovation ‘work’ in practice. Without entering into various partnerships
with actors already making sense of and shaping the public innovation agenda in strategic and practical ways,
it would have been impossible to position myself constructively and build a relevant project to continuously
develop a sense of how my work “might be oriented toward particular, receptive ‘publics’” (Ibid., :64).
However, the ‘para-site’ in this context is more than a moment that operationalized the conceptual work “on
which the originality of the ethnographic work depends” (Holmes & Marcus, 2008:96). I argue that the
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anthropological study of the concept of public innovation is dependent on this approach to provide the
necessary access, perspective and legitimacy of the research process itself.

Thirdly, in a complex and continuously changing field constructed from public innovation as a concept of
development, situating oneself constructively to study ‘it’ is not only a matter of partial perspectives on a larger
whole (Haraway, 1988), but also a matter of facilitating a multitude of different collaborative processes to
both access, develop and qualify the field of research itself. Studying a concept extends the notion of what
Danish anthropologist Cecilie Rubow has called ‘exclusive participant observation’ (Rubow, 2003, my own
translation). This is the challenge involved in taking a productive role as an ethnographer in a field with no
totality of situations that crystallizes the particular object of study and, at the same, accepting no direct social
continuity between people, actions, texts and contexts. I take responsibility for making meaningful and useful
connections within the fragmented field since innovation is not a static concept to be understood and justified
in a singular perspective, but a concept that opens up new kinds of agency. In this light, what is unique about
studying the concept of innovation is not only the need for studying through the specificities of particular sites
and their relationship to large-scale processes of change (Wright, 2011:27), but that one has to participate in a
process of discovery by enabling unique constellations of people, professions, disciplines and stakeholders
involved in public innovation to come together to make their hopes explicit “via replication of others’ hope on
a new terrain” (Miyazaki, 2004:139). Viewing my fieldwork as consisting of multiple and various para-sites
was thus an inherent imperative in my methodological approach.

STUDYING IRREALITY AND PROMISE
From an epistemological point of view, working from and with various para-sites entails a similar purpose for
anthropological endeavour as the one described by Rane Willerslev (2011) when he highlights the need for
understanding how the world can be ‘virtually true’. Willerslev highlights that it is important not to overstate
the significance of concrete empirical observations to the extent that this “downsizes the interpretative efforts
to situate empirical findings within contexts” (Willerslev, 2011:506). Instead, it is useful to create a distinction
between the ‘actual’ and the ‘virtual’. Actuality, here, refers to something being empirically present in an
observable and experiential way. Virtuality, by contrast, does not exist in a physical way, but “can only be
imagined as a kind of unthinkable abstraction or paradox, working on a purely spiritual plane” (Ibid.:506). For
example, Willerslev describes ‘armchair anthropologist’ James Frazier as a ‘thoughtful relativist’, “playing with
ideas of how origin stories could be virtually true, that is, true in the sense that a myth is true in spite of being
empirically and historically unacceptable” (Ibid.: 509). Consequently, virtuality is not to be equated with
something ’unreal’ that carries with it connotations of artificiality. Instead, the force of the virtual is to have
the capability to possess “inherent virtues or power” (Ibid.:506) and to some extent be even more ‘real’ than its
actual manifestations.

Public innovation is opening up for a new relationship with the future which means that it is not meant to be
understood or fabricated counter to experience. Rather, it thrives on constructing irreal worlds by
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materializing itself in practices of decision-making, action and strategic calculation (Rose, 1999), making new
kinds of experience and imagination possible. In other words, innovation as a concept will only make sense
insofar as it is accompanied by a vision or an idea of something different than now is and is continuously
altered in this light. Consequently, I argue that to understand public innovation, the virtual has to be allowed
to be perceived as ‘more real’ than what can be observed in a physical sense. The task for anthropology is not
so much to accurately represent or document the ethnographic reality of public innovation, but “to overcome
it” in the sense of resuming scholarly imaginative description where ethnographic description leaves off
(Willerslev, 2011:509). As Willerslev points out:

“What we do, how we live our lives – despite its seeming solidity and determination – is in
fact a product of the virtual ... The virtual, in other words, constitutes the primordial
groundwork of the observable world’s actual living manifestations; that is, their real starting
point or origin” (Ibid.:506).

What is needed is to focus on and describe the dependence of the actual upon the virtual. In this sense,
anthropology and ethnography are certainly different endeavours (Ibid.:510; Ingold, 2008) as “a faithful
correspondence or fidelity between representation and actuality is not only impossible but also unwanted”
(Willerslev, 2011:510). I will argue that whether it relates to high-level policies to establish or frame agendas
around public innovation or projects that set out to bring these same policies into concrete practice, the
premise is one of studying innovation in its virtual reality.

I have done anything but remained in a comfortable armchair throughout my fieldwork, but have been
engaged and working with people where we thoughtfully played with ideas of how the social world could be
virtually true, exploring their imagination and engagement with the potential of the present. In this sense,
public innovation can be understood in much the same way that art and literary fictions have increasingly
become relevant in the decline of grand theories or ‘myths’ of life (Kermode, 1966:35): “they are not subject,
like hypotheses, to proof or disconfirmation, only, if they come to lose their operational effectiveness, to
neglect” (Ibid.:40). From an anthropological perspective, public innovation is not a hypothesis to be tested in
relation to its truthfulness, but should instead be studied in a way that “coincides with reality” (Ibid.:36) in
light of its attempts to be ‘consciously false’ and intentionally fictional (Ibid.:35). This is similar to the
approach that Annelise Riles describes in relation to studying legislation in the financial markets:

“Perhaps what we need in order to understand the generative power of the law in real-world
sites like the financial markets, ironically, is less commitment to the Real. Law is out of
touch with reality, as the critics routinely tell us, and that is precisely, if counterintuitively, its
promise” (Riles, 2011:25).
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Riles’ focus on the fictional quality of technical legal knowledge, challenging both the mindsets of the free
market and technocracy, is similar to what I wish to argue for in studying public innovation. Public
innovation is certainly out of touch with bureaucratic reality, the critics have been reminding me continuously
throughout my fieldwork. But this lack of sensibility towards what is perceived as something ‘out of touch
with reality’ is deliberate, and, as Riles formulates it, this is where its promise lies. In my contention, this is
what makes public innovation a phenomenon worth studying in the first place.

However, while Willerslev mainly refers to the necessary distortion of reality through the scholar’s speculative
imagination and the imaginative power of comparative analysis (Willerslev, 2011:504), I also wish to
highlight the value of and need for taking part in people’s own ‘projected realities’, imaginations and
perceptions of potentialities and possibilities. Tim Ingold (2008) has argued that as an anthropologist you join
already emerging and active communities of knowledge where people, rather than being subjects of the
anthropological pursuit of creating knowledge about the social world, are our partners in our endeavour to
understand and describe particular perceptions of the world. In other words,

“What truly distinguishes anthropology ... is that it is not a study of at all, but a study with.
Anthropologists work and study with people. Immersed with them in an environment of
joint activity, they learn to see things (or hear them, or touch them) in the ways their
teachers and companions do” (Ingold, 2008:82).

What I argue here is that I have actively participated in imaginative practice: in making sense of possibilities
or even in co-creating potentialities with people. This thesis is a product of my engagement in their persuasive
fictions (Strathern, 1987) of public innovation to enact a valuable fiction of my own.20 This only in part relies
on the scholar’s speculative imagination fuelled by and ‘overcoming’ ethnographic reality, but is also a
question of studying and taking part in its irreality and co-creating its hopeful promise; its generative power
that coincides with reality when showing its potentiality in the knowledge practices of a bureaucratic world of
formulas, rules and accountability.

Understanding the practice of public innovation on its own terms requires a focus on what the concept
actually enables people to do; how it influences or shifts what people perceive to be possible; how it
transforms what people perceive knowledge to be; how it changes the processes of acquiring knowledge and
establishing it in formalized systems of authorization; how it influences the nature and scope of knowledge
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This argument draws on what Marilyn Strathern refers to as ‘persuasive fiction’ (Strathern, 1987). In her account,
Strathern touches upon central issues of constructing and establishing context in what might be different approaches to
creating a persuasive argument through certain methodologies and modes of analysis. Her comprehensive analysis not
only provides an interesting account of the intertwined nature of the relationship between modernism and postmodernism, but she is also emphasizing implications of viewing anthropology within different traditions of either
scientifically-inspired or literary-inspired modes of thought. Stressing the latter, she argues, involves a move from
providing an account ‘about’ something to see the account itself as ‘performative’ or enacting reality in a certain way
(Ibid.:265).
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and processes that make up the political epistemology of state interventions; and how it enables the irreality of
the virtual to influence social reality and how social reality depends on the irreality of the virtual. People act as
if public innovation is something that either actually exists or could exist because (not despite) it is a virtual
idea. However, it is not a static virtual reality that they refer back to in their daily work practice. Instead, they
reconstruct it continuously, and this causes variation and inconsistency in what is perceived to be ‘real’ and
’imagined’. Thus, in the following, public innovation is to a lesser degree something that I have studied as a
mirror of reality and more “a kind of veneer” (Riles, 2011:213) where its most interesting aspect is “precisely
its own claim to be set apart from realities” (Ibid.).
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CHAPTER 3
POLICY CHEERLEADING IN A TIME OF CRISIS: PUBLIC INNOVATION AS A RESPONSE TO
NEW PUBLIC MANAGEMENT
This chapter addresses the particular theoretical and conceptual agendas which have become affiliated with
public innovation in Denmark. It contextualizes the policy and practice of public innovation by analysing it in
relation to state responsibility and the dominant paradigms of public governance and administration – in
particular the paradigm of New Public Management – to enable a better understanding of the emerging sites
of social contestation, organizational environments and sources of legitimacy. I will argue throughout this
thesis that the legitimacy of public innovation is highly dependent on how existing operations of
administration and governance interact with new ideas of networked governance and citizen-centred
government in relation to reshaping and establishing transformations in the epistemology of and the
knowledge practices involved in state interventions. As a related issue, I emphasize that attention should be
given to how public problems are conceptualized and transformed in the bureaucratic and managerial
practices of the state. In what follows, I will illustrate some of the problems which the agenda of public
innovation can be seen as a response to. While some would call the political envisioning involved in public
innovation mere ‘policy cheerleading’ (Hodge & Greve, 2007) or ‘policy optimism’ (Pollitt, 2008), I argue that
it is precisely the dynamic links or non-links between political envisioning based on ‘human-centred’ and
‘networked’ approaches and the organizational forms and structures of state bureaucracies that should be of
interest in an anthropological approach to the analysis of public innovation. This kind of analysis will
illuminate how public innovation seems to challenge the knowledge practice of public servants in ways that
put their repetitive enactment of existing ‘instruments of governance’ and processes of decision-making into
question.

ACTING AS A LAST RESORT
The nature of state interventions has been the subject of much attention in recent years – in particular in the
context of the 2008-2009 financial crisis. Here state agency was tested, and national states showed their
inability to exert any kind of significant control over the unpredictable global financial markets. On the other
hand, national states were forced to act by engaging in an experimental expansion of their influence in these
same markets, going beyond the traditional limits of state agency and saving private banks with public
resources. These ‘rescue missions’ of the state, at least temporarily, created reinvented public interventions and
were obvious examples of the state acting as a ‘last resort’ in a rather desperate situation. The private sector
was no longer solely private, and instead a kind of public-private hybrid emerged where the divide between
public and private collapsed or at the very least became intertwined and diffuse. The market had, quite
literally, fallen into the state (Riles, 2011).

	
  
	
  

58

THE IRREALITIES OF PUBLIC INNOVATION

	
  
The financial crisis, as I would argue with any kind of crisis, can be seen as a failure of agency where the
existing and known modes of dealing with the present circumstances are simply not sufficient to address the
implications of the current state of affairs in a productive way. The premises of any crisis are that new ways of
handling present affairs have to be invented. The constant problem for the state is that ‘failure of agency’ is
not an option when you are acting as a last resort. It is simply left as the only entity to legitimately act in an
attempt to address the consequences of the crisis and re-establish some kind of order. As a civil servant in the
Ministry of Economic and Business Affairs phrased it:

“The responsibility that we have as civil servants is to come up with something that works. If we
continue to fail, we will make ourselves obsolete. Of course we are not perfect, but we have to
strive to be.”21

The combination of being the last resort and the state’s character as an entity that actually cannot fail is
crucial in terms of understanding both the emphasis on the concept of crisis itself in connection to public
innovation as well as the paradoxical ways in which public sector innovation is being facilitated.

From the view of the people and organisations in power, the emphasis on crisis is also a way of mobilizing
support for intervention and a way of establishing an immediate cause for reform and change. It is a typical
technology of government that incorporates political rationalities into seemingly self-evident policies and
programmes (Du Gay, 1996:63). As Paul du Gay describes it:

“Government is a problematizing activity: it poses the obligations of rulers in terms of the
problems they seek to address ... Indeed, the history of government might well be written as a
history of problematizations, in which politicians, intellectuals, philosophers, medics, military
strategists, feminists and philanthropists have measured the real against the ideal and found it
wanting” (Ibid.:61).

This “constant registration of failure” (Ibid: 71) is a perfect driver for the emphasis on crisis that mobilizes a
particular threat or promise by legitimizing the requirement of certain initiatives or decisions in relation to the
crisis. However, rarely, the response of the state is embodied in a particular concept introduced before anyone
has learned how to do it or what it entails. As a response to the crises, public innovation has become
identified as both the instrumental processes and the value-creating goals of public development practices. As
a leading civil servant in the Ministry of Economic and Business Affairs said in an interview reflecting on the
role of the ministry in the public innovation agenda:
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Quotes by informants and project participants and from policy documents are all products of my own translation from
Danish to English.
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“It is not a question of whether we want to make innovation a priority or not. If we are not able to
be innovative in Denmark, we lose our global competitiveness. So we need to make an effort to
make it work rather than question whether it is necessary or not.”

The close affiliation between crisis and innovation has invoked a call for change in the form of desired, but
still unforeseen and unexpected outcomes. What innovation lacks in offering any concrete directions forward,
it gains in its symbolic power. The distribution of innovation works as a fundamental ‘organizing principle’
(Shore & Wright, 1997:3) envisioning different societal and political futures through open-ended and
explorative processes. Since failure is not an option, ‘innovation’ has won prominence as a self-evident answer
to deal with the current state of affairs. In this sense, as stated in the communication strategy of
MindLab,”the word innovation is impractical, but there is nothing wrong with its content.”22 This phrase is at
once tremendously vague and extremely accurate. Innovation is impractical in the sense that what it actually
consists of and how it is ‘done’ have to be discovered. While innovation is well-suited for mobilizing support,
its prominent existence seems to challenge the role and function of the public sector precisely because it
questions the current perspective and processes of public bureaucracy, administration and development. A
part of this questioning, as the following will illustrate, takes place because public innovation is linked not
only to a particular kind of human-centred approach to public development, but also draw upon a proposed
paradigm shift inspired by theories and ideas of networks, collaboration and systems change. Consequently, it
seems that the manifold global and societal crises have resulted in an additional crisis agenda questioning the
instruments, approaches and methods of Danish state. The following will illuminate in what way this takes
place.

THREE PARADIGMS OF PUBLIC GOVERNANCE
In the following, I will draw upon Jean Hartley’s (2005) analysis of the development of public governance.
Her analysis was carried out in order to understand the bureaucratic realities in which public innovation has
been or is situated. She identifies three dominating paradigms of public governance: ‘Public Administration’,
‘New Public Management’ and ‘Networked Governance’ (see Table 1). Hartley argues that even though each
paradigm can be linked to a specific ideology and historical period, they should be seen as competing
paradigms coexisting as “layered realities for politicians and managers, with particular circumstances or
contexts calling forth behaviours and decisions related to one or the other conception of governance and
service delivery” (Hartley, 2005:29). A similar point is made by Newman et al. (2004) emphasizing a focus on
the dynamic field of changing relationships within and between the different types of governance that never
seem to replace each other, but interact continuously in various power relationships (Newman et al.,
2004:219). The quest is not to validate the concrete existence of the paradigms, but to understand how the
practical realities are actualized and situated in often contradicting and even conflicting contexts. In this
respect a paradigm can be seen as a contemporary frame of understanding certain phenomena or particular
ideologies – not an accurate representation of actual conditions or practices. From an anthropological
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From the communication strategy of MindLab. www.mind-lab.dk
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perspective, it is precisely the interconnectedness of and potential overlaps and conflicts between these
ideologies that are of particular interest.

Hartley links the paradigm of public administration to the period after the Second World War lasting until
the early 1980s. Here, Hartley argues, power and authority lay mainly in the hands of legislators and policy
makers. Innovation and change in the public sector were very much the products of standardized bureaucratic
procedures where problems and the needs of citizens were defined by professionals in a straightforward
manner, and the population was consequently assumed to be fairly homogeneous. This meant that it was seen
as a task for policy makers and public managers as professionals or commanders to develop policy frameworks
and then rely on the support of officials and frontline staff to implement and sustain them. Radical change
was mostly characterized by top-down reforms and large-scale innovation on national or even global levels,
which evidently made capacity for continuous improvement rather limited. This is in many ways the
‘caricature’ of bureaucracy where public officials work quite removed from the practical reality of society and
function as public servants or ‘clerks’ passively implementing political will and leaving the population without
much of a say in any matters except when voting at the democratic elections (Ibid.:29-30). The key concept
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here is hierarchy. The foundation of public bureaucracy is its hierarchal structure where formal systems and
procedures are to secure the stable functioning of the state and continuously revalidate its conduct.

The paradigm of public administration builds on what is often considered a modern belief in the human
capability of governing or controlling the world. This entails a firm belief in the human ability to analyse the
essence of the problem at hand and create systems and procedures that address it. Consequently, specific
strategies and procedures gain their legitimacy through their intimate connection with the idea of rational
(and often objective) knowledge as a supreme base for decision-making (Ejersbo & Greve, 2005; Scott, 1998).
However, a so-called modern feature not much applied within the public administration paradigm was the
valuation of efficiency. This logic of efficiency is driven by the ideal of diminishing or even getting rid of any
kind of waste of resources, and the value of institutions or organizations is first and foremost judged by their
rationalized effectiveness and efficiency (Osborne & Gaebler, 1992).

This was a primary starting point in the beginning of the 1980s, when the strong emphasis on hierarchy and
stability was challenged significantly by ideas rooted in the private sector and assembled under the name of
‘New Public Management’ (NPM). NPM is largely seen as the adaption of particular sets of assumptions
drawn from neoliberal economic theory and a very dominating integration of managerial and organizational
forms and techniques drawn from the private sector (among many: Hood, 1991; Osborne & Gaebler, 1992;
Fountain, 2001). Basically, NPM sets out to do some serious ‘bureaucracy-bashing’ by heralding the
‘marketization’ of public governance through emphasis on optimizing public bureaucracy modeled around
private businesses, driving change through increased outsourcing, competition and consumer choice, to
achieve greater effectiveness and efficiency. NPM is based on the idea of relying on market-like mechanisms
and privatization to deliver higher levels of (customer) service at a lower price. It rapidly gained support
through the rhetorical break with the ineffective, rigid and overprofessionalized bureaucracy that had to be
reinvented through competition-oriented business models and processes focusing on the citizen as a customer
(or user) in a market-oriented world of consumers (Asmussen & Jöncke, 2004).

Public bureaucracy was thought to be run by the BUM principle (‘Bestiller-Udfoerer-Model’ - ‘purchaserprovider model’ – my own translation) where administrations are split up into two parts: one defining the
character and specification and also ordering the specific task or service and the other part carrying out or
delivering the specific task or service, in competition with other potential providers. Facilitating and
strengthening a competitive landscape were seen as drivers of development and efficiency. Public managers
became ‘efficiency maximizers’ having to reach innovative solutions through the use of market and
competition (Hartley, 2005; Osborne & Gaebler, 1992).

In Denmark and elsewhere, then, NPM conceptualized and operationalized the particular demand of the
citizen and set up choice as a value in itself. ‘Effectiveness’ or ‘efficiency’ became key words in every new
initiative, and ‘contracting’ became its material and communicative form to secure performance management
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and result-oriented conduct (Ejersbo & Greve, 2005).23 I will argue that the collective body of initiatives,
reforms and programmes of NPM can broadly be seen as a way of holding a certain worldview thriving on
ideas of progress and rationality, the need for efficiency, the instrumental use of knowledge and the belief in
the ability to specify, govern and control the social world. However, these are challenged by approaches within
another paradigm adding a competing logic to the practices of public governance and development.

INNOVATION THROUGH NETWORKED GOVERNANCE
The assumption underlying the idea of networked governance (Klijn & Teisman, 2000, 2003; Peters, 2001;
Hartley, 2005) draws heavily on networks as an almost all-encapsulating concept to deal with the problems
and challenges faced by public sectors. All actors of society increasingly rely on mutually sustained systems in
a context where some scholars even argue for the absence of formal leadership (Bryson & Crosby, 1992;
Rosenau, 1992). Consequently, governing structures could benefit from the productive management of
networks and taking into account the interdependencies with other actors in relation to achieving shared goals
(Kickert, Klijn and Koppenjan, 1997; Peters, 2001; Weber & Khademian, 2008). The role of public managers
is then to support and utilize networks both for accomplishing public goals and as a means to achieve public
innovation (Klijn & Koopenjan, 2000; Meier & O’Toole, 2003). Networks are considered to be flexible and
innovative organizing hybrids enabling the involved actors to achieve something collectively that they would
not be able to accomplish on their own (Bardach, 2001). This has automatically activated various ideas of
partnerships, cooperation and collaboration as ways of achieving productive or innovative solutions to
facilitate public service systems.

The increasing number of actors involved and their mutual dependency are often seen as the paramount
challenges compared to traditional ways of doing public development (Rhodes, 1996; Osborne, 1998b; Klijn
& Teisman, 2000). This renewed appreciation of social complexity and its unpredictability reinforce the idea
of governing through the dynamics of networks. Consequently, public problems have to be explored by public
managers in order to find out about their implications (Hartley, 2005:30-31). Policy is seen as something that
is developed and implemented in networks of organizations in which “the changing relationships between
interdependent actors which take shape around policy problems and/or clusters of resources” have to be
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These principles were, according to Ejersbo and Greve, to a large extent meant to allow for concrete initiatives in
Denmark to improve bureaucratic administrative procedures. However, seen retrospectively, they have acted more as
catalysts for a range of continuing efforts broadly applied in the Danish public sector (Ejersbo & Greve, 2005:14-15). The
Danish left-wing government came into power in 1993 and soon after launched its core reform programme ‘A new view
on the public sector’ (the Danish government, 1993). Here, the key agendas created a public sector working as a
productive asset for the private sector as well as ensuring that institutions upheld their responsibility to deliver ‘quality’
service for citizens. Ejersbo & Greve argue that, in light of a deeper analysis of the concrete initiatives in the eight-year
period of government, the reform programme consisted mainly of rewritings of key concepts to be more suited for a social
democratic-led government (Ejersbo & Greve, 2005). The NPM language came back in full flourish with the instalment
of the 2002 liberal government launching the reform programme ‘With the citizen at the helm’ (the Danish government,
2002; Ministry of Finance, 2002). In this reform programme, the main goal was to create an effective, open, simple and
responsive public sector providing quality for money based on marketization, a supply-demand culture and the free choice
of the citizen.
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managed productively (Klijn & Teisman, 2003:137). The challenge is to discover the effective constellations
and interdependencies and work within the existing social system to maximize their potential (Kickert, Klijn
and Koppenjan, 1997). Innovation, in this light, comes through intelligent support by “enabling legislation or
providing resources for experimentation and collaboration, and orchestrating the interests of different
stakeholders” (Hartley, 2005:30). Thus, networked governance potentially generates different types of projects
and project constellations that not only challenge public change-making activity, but also seem to shift roles
and responsibilities in the functioning of public bureaucracy. Roles and responsibilities that both civil
servants, project leaders, institutional leaders and directors of local municipalities increasingly recognized to be
about ‘facilitation’, as this civil servant from the Danish Business Authority described it:

“We recognize our challenge – perhaps more than ever – to be an agency that makes things
possible. We have perhaps always been responsible for making the best possible conditions for
businesses to thrive, but it is just more complex now. Often, we don’t have the knowledge we
need in order to advise them properly. Or we don’t know what the optimal funding and support
structures are. We have to become a facilitator to create a network of organizations and
agencies that share our purposes and can help us ensure better outcomes.”

The increasing amount of actors and agencies involved in the exercise of government and an apparent
‘fragmentation’ of centralized control had not diminished the influence of the public state. Analytical
attention, as well as the practical application of governance strategy, has to be directed at the ‘diversity of
forces’ and ‘mobile relationships’ that in heterogeneous ways link the aspirations of authorities with the lives
of citizens. As Paul du Gay describes it:

“Relocating aspects of welfare in the ‘private’ or ‘voluntary’ sector does not necessarily render
them less governable. To be sure, different procedures of translation and alliance are entailed
when ‘political’ institutions are ‘de-centred’ in networks of power. But the opposition between
state and non-state is inadequate to characterize these transformations” (Du Gay, 1996:79).

Consequently, this development seems by no means to be about ‘hollowing out’ the state in the emergence of
multi-level governance, but rests on the presumption that no government is capable of determining social
development on its own (Rhodes, 1997). Instead, the emphasis is on the shift from governing through direct
and hierarchal forms of control to governance. The idea of governance draws on the conception that state
power has become decentred and is now exercised through various institutions and organizations of which
many are non-public, in what Rhodes refers to as ‘differentiated polity’ (Rhodes, 1997:7). This means that it
is possible for public managers and policy makers to sustain a perception which presupposes that it is a
domain subject to certain rules, norms and processes that can be acted upon and improved by authorities.
However, it involves a change in the ‘technique of government’ from rather rigidly launching programmes and
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seeing those implemented from the top down to creating the underlying political rationalities. Du Gay
describes it in the following way:

“It is not a matter of the ‘implementation’ of ideal schemes in the real, or of extension of control
from the seat of power into the minutiae of existence. Rather, it is a question of the complex
assemblage of diverse forces – legal, architectural, professional, administrative, financial,
judgemental – such that aspects of the decisions and actions of individuals, groups,
organizations and populations come to be understood and regulated in relation to authoritative
criteria” (ibid.).

Interestingly, to a large extent these reminders made by critical accounts of public governance seem to be
instrumentalized in the theories of ‘differentiated polity’ or ‘networked governance’. Both can be seen as a
conscious attempt to consciously and productively draw upon the diversity of forces that often otherwise are
neglected in the analysis of the public bureaucracy (Du Gay, 2006), the ‘governmentalization’ of the state
(Foucault, 1991) and the effects of the state (Abrams, 1988; Mitchell, 1991). It is possible to see this as a
specific feature of the neoliberalist state where the state does not lose its capacity to render reality “thinkable
in such a way that it is amenable to political programming” (Rose, 2006:146) despite overwhelming social
complexity and diversity.

I argue that the main challenge for the state then becomes a matter of articulating the objectives to invent new
strategies of government that will succeed in creating good outcomes as well as upholding the authoritative
legitimacy of the state. The concept of innovation largely refers to this challenge. As we will learn in the
following chapters, the current cultural conception of public innovation emphasizing a more human- and
user-oriented approach is namely often understood in direct interconnection with the productive application
of networked and collaborative approaches. In spite of the large dependency on other actors of society, public
innovation is still seen as something to be facilitated and supported from the central administration. It is an
articulated objective of the state. However, it is an objective that not only is hard to conceive or plan, but it is
also contributing to delegitimization of existing approaches to public governance and management that rely
on the paradigm of NPM. The following will focus on selected parts of the critique directed towards NPM in
order to understand how public innovation can be seen as a response to the inadequacies of NPM, and how
public innovation becomes linked to theories and ideas of networked governance.

CHALLENGING NEW PUBLIC MANAGEMENT
Currently, an increasing number of both practitioners and scholars call for a roll-back of NPM regime. Not
only have the efforts to make public bureaucracy more like private businesses and to treat citizens as customers
have been subject to a wide range of criticism, especially from academia (among many: Shore & Wright,
1997; Du Gay, 2000; Fountain, 2001; Asmussen & Jöncke, 2004; Rose, 2006; Selmer & Bjerge, 2007; Bason,
2007). It is impossible for me to cover the critique in detail here. Instead, this section focuses on some aspects

	
  
	
  

65

THE IRREALITIES OF PUBLIC INNOVATION

	
  
that can be directly related to the emergence of the ideas behind networked governance and a new perception
of user (or human) centrism that, in their interconnection, fuel much of the conceptual content of the public
innovation agenda. Not only has NPM introduced governance and management models that deal quite
inefficiently with radical change processes and cross-sector collaboration. But it has also created systems
increasingly alienating the very ‘users’ – being the public frontline workers or the citizens themselves – that
the change in management techniques meant to put at the centre of attention. In my view, there are at least
three important negative implications of NPM to consider in relation to the emergence of the public
innovation agenda: the depositioning of politics and professionalism, reframing the understanding of human
centrism and dealing productive with the problem of specifying public problems.

Depositioning politics and professionalism
One problematic issue with NPM was the deliberate attempt to strictly review the performance of the public
sector in terms of criteria of efficiency and effectiveness. This development often ruled out perspectives based
on professional judgement or became a new way of ‘responsibilizing’ experts by drawing them into political
debates with the intention of ending discussions based on policy-based truth claims (Latour, 2010).
Knowledge and information were to be ‘made auditable’ in the new power relationships of NPM (Power,
1997; Strathern, 2000). The processes of rationalization in the name of efficiency made certain perspectives
on the handling of public problems available by its authoritative relation to ‘rationality’, ‘evidence’ or even
‘objectiveness’, thereby potentially compromising the explicitness of politics itself. To quote Nicolas Rose:

“The strategies of regulation that have made up our modern experience of ‘power’ are thus
assembled into complexities that connect up forces and institutions deemed ‘political’ with
apparatuses that shape and manage individual and collective conduct in relation to norms and
objectives but yet are constituted as ‘non-political’ … At stake within our own unsettled political
reason is the very meaning, legitimacy and limit of politics itself” (Rose, 2006:144-145).

As a consequence, an increasing awareness among both politicians and civil servants of an unsustainable
blurriness in the relationship between the public service and the political level of decision-making has
emerged. Much critique has been directed at how the terms of decision-making are dominated by NPM
logics, leaving little room for political ideas.

The same kind of premise was visible on the practical level influencing public frontline workers and citizens.
NPM contributed to creating systems often perceived to be developed and maintained on their own right
rather than having a positive impact on the everyday lives of public employees and citizens. This issue was
most famously addressed in a Danish context by a group of former employees from the Danish Ministry of
Finance pleading for forgiveness in a newspaper article from 2007 entitled: “Forgive us – we did not know
what we were doing” (Politiken, 2007, my own translation). Their critique was directed at the pervasive
micromanagement that distorted the attention of public executives to focus on what was measurable rather

	
  
	
  

66

THE IRREALITIES OF PUBLIC INNOVATION

	
  
than what would generate the desired outcome for citizens. Public services had suddenly become an exercise
where reaching the quantified goal of processed cases or inspections were more important than professional
assessments of what was necessary, meaningful or valuable. The idea of contract management had been taken
to an extreme, creating a regime of control and accountability where personal relationships were being
replaced by relationships based on documentation and calculation. As an institutional leader in a municipality
described it to me:

“We are caught in a situation of mutual distrust. When we are allocated resources or apply for
and get funding in our innovation efforts, it always comes with so many documentation
restrictions that almost make it not worth doing at all. Or when we have to represent upwards in
the system why we are doing things in certain ways in our home caring or our elderly care
homes, we have to specify every little thing we do. Whether it is timetables, actions or
something else ... we have all stopped believing in people’s ability to do their job. Instead we
micro-manage everything. As if the citizens will get a better service from that? Their primary
concern is whether the person taking care of them is actually an empathetic and skilled human
being.”

Human centrism
The move towards a new kind of user or human centrism in public development was driven by a recognition
that a development agenda driven by individual choice did not have the effect of efficiency and the better
outcomes predicted by NPM theorists. Therefore, putting the ‘user’ at the centre of attention in development
activities seems to have shifted the focus from individual choice to individual and social experience. With the
introduction of concepts like ‘user-driven innovation’, ‘citizen-centred innovation’ or ‘human-centred
innovation’, greater emphasis is put on an increased appreciation of social complexity and a much more indepth, qualitative understanding of the citizens’ experience and their interactions with the public service
system. Much attention is now devoted to understanding the citizens’ ‘service journeys’ in order to make sense
of the complex dynamics and interconnections as seen from the citizens’ point of view. The purpose here is
first and foremost to create a meaningful and effective public service system by identifying new potentials in
roles, functions, responsibilities, interactions and collaborations to create a bureaucracy better in tune with the
everyday lives of citizens.

This kind of human-centred approach inherently challenges formal management systems and sector-based
accountability organized within specified silos and areas of responsibility. The everyday lives, needs,
experiences and service journeys of people most often cut across professional and sectorial boundaries and do
not fit into predefined criteria of management-based targets. NPM management systems are very poor at
supporting a human services system which provides responsive and personalized services taking into account
the whole situation of the person or family. Often, continuity in public service is lost because citizens find
themselves dealing with several public agencies working within their own area of responsibility focusing more

	
  
	
  

67

THE IRREALITIES OF PUBLIC INNOVATION

	
  
on meeting targets than on creating good outcomes. Citizens are then left to themselves to navigate and
struggle to fit into the specified categories of the system that in return provides an inflexible and reactive
service delivery. In the worst cases, the system becomes an additional risk factor for the families and a barrier
to (rather than driver of) positive change. Therefore, practitioners and scholars continuously rename this shift
from meeting targets to understanding everyday lives as a radical change in the ‘culture’ or ‘mentality’ of the
way in which public services are developed and governed.

To some extent, these connected points can also be seen as an attempt to overcome another paradox of the
NPM agenda: namely the paradox of citizens entering into a double role of becoming the ‘owners’ of
government through democratic representation as well as ‘customers’ of government demanding better quality
of public services (Kettl, 2000). The latter recasts the relationship between the citizens and the state in
another set of ethics challenging the very foundation on which public welfare services were built. In particular,
it introduces a market-oriented form of democracy where consumerism often defeats ‘the vote’ and where ‘the
common good’ of the welfare system is defined through market logics (Fountain, 2001). A more qualitative
and diverse understanding of citizens can be seen as a conscious attempt to challenge these ethics by not only
aiming at creating a better representation of citizens in the interaction with public services, but also by
introducing a perspective where the citizen is seen as a contributor to rather than a consumer of public
services.

The problem of specifying public problems
The previously mentioned BUM principle carries with it a neoliberal ideology that challenges traditional
welfare ideology by creating an oppositional relationship between the citizen and the state where legitimacy
comes from ‘delivering’ services to citizens. Within this logic, the market can then become the provider of
various services through contracts with the state. The market here is supposed to ‘free’ us from the overbureaucraticized and inefficient state. By contrast, the traditional welfare logic relied on legitimizing the state
through democratic principles. Through elected politicians, the state was seen as the entity that could ensure
the desires and needs of the population where looked after and civil rights were ensured; thus, to some extent
freeing us from the unpredictable and uncontrolled mechanisms of the market.

This supply-demand relationship, which was meant to improve efficiency, reduce cost and increase the quality
of public services, made the quality of service delivery and the legitimacy of state interventions depend on the
ability to identify and specify public problems within static characterizations and business models. Public
problems and tasks had to be described and specified in ways that made them suitable for being contracted
out. They had to be manageable through schemes of audit and measurement to ensure the enhanced quality
and efficiency, that was the intention behind involving the private sector in the first place, actually took place.
Rather than diminish bureaucratic influence and secure the efficiency of state practices, the NPM initiatives
in Denmark made the state solely responsible for identifying and understanding problems and for doing so in
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such a way that their solutions could be subject to specification in concrete projects, programmes,
procurement schemes or business plans in advance.

Moreover, the state is not only judged on its ability to satisfy demand, secure efficiency, increase productivity
and enhance quality of service, but it also has to secure the individual and democratic rights and the overall
legitimacy of the state (Halvorsen, 2005; Veenswijk, 2005; Bason, 2007). This often means that the public
sector has to carry out actions in contexts where it is impossible to connect particular interventions to specific
public demands, or where public demands are multiple and oppositional. This premise seems to undermine
the method of contracting since government contracting compared to the private sector is much more
complex and contains many-sided objectives that, at best, create artificial markets or ‘needs’ that otherwise
would not exist (Kettl, 1993).24 Private sector-inspired contracting in many cases seemed unfit to deal with
the complexity of public problems, which was one of the initial sparks driving forward the idea of networked
or new governance (Rhodes 1996; Feldman & Khademain, 2002; Hartley, 2005;).

Broadly, these critiques of NPM come from people accepting a world view allowing for unpredictability,
complexity and a certain ‘wickedness’ of public problems. What is often highlighted in this respect is that
traditional bureaucratic problem-solving systems of problem definition, administration and resolution are
inadequate in dealing with public problems (Churchman, 1967; Rittel & Webber, 1973). Problems like
environmental preservation, economic growth, unemployment, homeland security, or family care, health care
and welfare services can all be characterized as wicked problems in light of their unstructured and to some
extent insoluble character (Weber & Khademain, 2008). The high degree of complexity and uncertainty
means that there is very little consensus about what the actual problem or solution should entail. Any attempt
at creating a solution does nothing more than address a part of the problem in a particular way, merely leading
to a shift in the understanding of the problem, not riding the world of it (Rittel & Webber, 1973). A premise
and a dilemma, I argue, for any democratic state. In addition, wicked problems are bound to cut across
different policy domains, areas of responsibility, professional boundaries, public organizations and political
and administrative jurisdictions. This means that a significant number and variety of actors and stakeholders
would be involved in addressing any particular problem (Kettl, 2002). There would be an endless number of
different ways to understand and deal with the problem depending, among other things, on political agendas,
administrative responsibilities, cultural traditions and educational and professional backgrounds (Weber &
Khademain, 2008).

I argue to view the public innovation agenda in this light and as a response to these implications of NPM.
Public innovation seems to offer approaches that take the social complexity of public problems as a starting
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The concept of ‘needs’ becomes especially interesting here since market terminology has carried in the idea that the
public sector should be capable of both identifying and satisfying the needs of its customers/citizens. The question is
whether that goal actually benefits or undermines the purpose of the welfare state. This question will be explored further
in Chapter eight of this thesis, but see also: Christiansen & Vohnsen, 2010.
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point, accepting the lack of knowledge rather than seeing problem-solving as a technical difficulty. As phrased
by one of the project leaders whom I engaged with during my fieldwork in a municipality:

“Let us stop pretending that we can just fix everything with the right project or plan. Innovation
is definitely relevant, but only if it is part of continued effort and not just one project issued for
the municipality that we then call ‘innovative’. And it is not just one problem that we can develop
a specific plan to fix. The point is that, mostly, we don’t even know what the problem is.”

MOVING FROM THE KNOWN TO THE UNKNOWN
These kinds of thoughts on the character of public problems are not new. In ‘The Public and its Problems’
(1927), John Dewey argues that intellectual agencies continuously have to explore the specific characteristics
and contexts of public problems since “what should come under the regulation of the state is a question of
time, place and concrete conditions that can be known only by careful observation and reflexive investigation”
(Dewey, 1927:193). It is the complexity and ‘wickedness’ of public problems that should enable the
continuous curiosity about the consequences of interventions by the state. And this curiosity will, according to
Dewey, create knowledge of human nature and society that necessarily and in unpredictable ways will lead to
the need of new methods of regulation and intervention (Ibid.:197). Dewey highlights the need to challenge a
premise which is perceived as ‘modern’ (Scott, 1998; Ejersbo & Greve, 2005), namely that rather than
controlling society through existing knowledge, the state should be able to have the “intellectual means of
making discoveries of phenomena having social impact and understanding their meaning” (Dewey,
1927:203). In this way, policies and initiatives are seen as working hypotheses in a complex problem field and
not as programmes to be executed rigidly.

The conception of public problems poses a more general question: when does the state become successful in
acting rightfully in addressing public problems?25 Approaches of networked governance argue that
bureaucracy has to move away from emphasizing centralization of control and regulatory practices towards
“decentralized, non-regulatory approaches with stronger involvement of, and reliance on, non-state actors
including business, third sector bodies and citizens” (Sanderson, 2009:707). These scholars also realize the
inherent contradiction between policy-making, understood as “the rational guidance of human affairs”
(Sanderson, 2009:701), and social, political and cultural complexity. The heightened appreciation of the latter
does not automatically create the means to act accordingly, but as argued throughout this thesis, it instead
creates even greater challenges to planning and policy-making since a more complex conception of social
reality makes planning much less predictable (Rescher, 1998).

In combination, the three streams of critique focusing on the depositioning of politics and professionalism,
human-centrism, and the problem of specifying public problems all seem to illustrate similar points: namely
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This relates to another important discussion of whether the attempts by the state to engage in customer- oriented
solutions for the citizens oppose the traditional idea behind bureaucracy as a neutral, distanced, standardizing and
responsible entity. I cannot deal with it in detail here, but see: Du Gay, 2006; Veenswijk, 2005.
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that the NPM paradigm seems not only to be badly equipped to deal with a complex social world and the
wickedness of public problems, but is, through its dominant focus on optimization within predefined criteria
of success, in a terrible position to adapt to unpredictable conditions and circumstances. In other words, the
NPM paradigm does not support the kinds of creative endeavour that are otherwise heralded through the
emphasis on the concept of innovation. The concept of public innovation is being talked about and enacted in
ways where it is meant to open up new possibility by enabling irreal spaces with a dialectical tension between
the present and the future – between what is perceived to be possible now and what we can still only barely
imagine. Consequently, if creative endeavour involves a movement through ‘the known’ to ‘the unknown’, as
it is argued by many thinkers of creativity (Pope, 2005:23), NPM seems to work from the opposite logic. It
makes the unknown known to the point where it can be specified and where the results are subject to
attempted prediction in advance. I argue that it is by challenging this understanding that the concept of
innovation seems to gain its prominence as well as its uncomfortable position in the core operations of the
state.

UNCOMFORTABLE INTERACTION AND ‘POLICY CHEERLEADING’
Engaging the public servants and practitioners of public innovation revealed an image of state development
practice dominated by the paradigms of Public Administration and New Public Management. Viewed in
relation to networked approaches, a similar issue has previously been identified as a lack of coherence between
organizational structures and organizational values creating a gap between the idea of the networked approach
on the one hand and the existing institutional structures and strategies on the other (Klijn & Teisman, 2003).
In their study of public-private partnerships26, Klijn and Teisman simply claim that “this is the right form (of
governance) at the wrong time” (Ibid.:144) and go on to say that:

“Perhaps Public-Private Partnership is a logical arrangement that will find its place in a network
society where knowledge and resources are distributed over various actors. Such a new society,
however does not exist … Real partnerships do not (yet?) fit in with the institutional rules, roles
and habits based on a public-private division at the beginning of the 21st century” (Ibid.).

Here the current state of society is questioned in light of the inapplicability of networked models of
cooperation and organization to the dominating formal structures. The looming question is whether
networked governance, and consequently also public innovation, exists more as an ideal in the heads of futureoriented thinkers or scholars of public development than in actual practical public development realities; an
aspect that Graeme Hodge and Carsten Greve (2006), also in the study of public-private partnerships, have
phrased ‘policy cheerleading’ (Hodge & Greve, 2007). These perspectives reflect a scepticism towards
networked governance and ask for a more thorough assessment and evaluation of the results that these kinds

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
26

Public-private partnership is understood as a model for sustainable cooperation between public and private actors where
products and services of mutual interest are developed and where risk, costs and benefits are shared (Klijn & Teisman,
2003).
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of approaches create to examine whether it constitutes more than a ‘language game’ (Hodge & Greve,
2007:545-547; Klijn & Teisman, 2003:143-144).

Christopher Pollitt’s (2008) historically based account expands this criticism by suggesting that the core issue
involved in attempts to integrate new forms of collaboration and development practice within the networked
governance paradigm often involves what he calls ‘repackaging’: efforts to make these approaches look
innovative, but which in reality do nothing more than ignore important lessons of past experiences that
historical accounts will reveal. As he states:

“We can recognize the reality of long linkages over time, and adapt our policies and institutions
to allow for them, or we can blunder forwards without either rearview mirrors or forward vision
much beyond the end of the ship’s prow” (Pollitt, 2008:181).

Pollitt’s own perspective on the desire to reinvent new modes of bureaucratic practice and public governance is
that it is kept alive by unexperienced, but enthusiastic consultants and researchers. They are responsible for
feeding public servants with advice in the promise of the great rewards to the implementers of these new
approaches to public governance. In his view, an unproductive and continuing optimism about potential
future policy success is created that does not take historical and empirical data into account (Pollitt, 2008).

Pollitt’s rather thundering criticism certainly hits a nerve and is worth having in mind throughout this thesis.
However, it also comes from a conservative viewpoint, mostly concerned with maintaining the status quo.
Many scholars, politicians and public servants would not accept this as a premise given the current
circumstances, as I described them earlier in this thesis. I certainly do not reject the need for a productive
institutional memory in these times of rapid changes in human resources and exchanges of personnel across
the public and private sector.27 From an anthropological perspective, however, phenomena like ‘policy
optimism’, ‘language games’ or ‘policy cheerleading’ are interesting since they are expressions of a desire of and
an attempt to enable new kinds of change in public service systems and within society. Their possible
disregard for past experience or perceived learning only contributes to my interest in the interplay between a
desired reality and a practical reality. With public innovation, situated mostly in the paradigm of networked
governance, it is not really a matter of ‘either-or’; learning or not learning from past experiences or being
situated in one paradigm or another. I agree with the perspectives of Newman et al. (2004) and Hartley
(2005) that even though each paradigm can be linked to a specific ideology and historical period, they should
rather be seen as coexisting, competing paradigms that enable and legitimize different kinds of political
epistemology. As Newman et al. argue, “new forms of governance, then, do not replace the old but interact
with them, often uncomfortably” (Ibid.:219).
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The inability of many public organizations to maintain their institutional memory and take past experiences and
learning into account is problematic to say the least. The latest Danish example is the current reintroduction of the
concept of empowerment without much (if any) reflection on past problematic experiences of the 1980s and 1990s.
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Public innovation has become an articulated objective of the Danish state, and the state is still in the process
of inventing new strategies that could succeed in creating public value through policies, programmes and
projects of public innovation. Running the risk of being seen as a part of the community of so-called
‘inexperienced consultants’, I also engage myself in a movement fuelled by the concept of innovation
potentially introducing a new relationship to the future; one that heralds creative exploration with all its
ambivalence and intangibility in the search for a more legitimate public service system and a better ability to
turn politically motivated visions for change into real change. I argue that it is precisely the explorative and
open-ended character of innovation demanding the capacity to deal with emerging, adaptive and
unpredictable outcomes that invites for criticism diminishing it to mere ‘policy optimism’, ‘language games’ or
‘policy cheerleading’. State interventions of this kind simply build on a fundamentally different perception of
public problems, thus demanding a different kind of knowledge practice and political epistemology. This is a
fundamental conflict of public innovation that is socially produced and reenacted across all levels and
functionalities of the state where it is negotiated in processes of affirming or reshaping the institution itself
and its representations.

Inspired by Dewey, I approach the uncomfortable interaction between the different paradigms as an empirical
question. Which paradigm, experience or knowledge that should scope or influence the ‘instruments’ of the
state should depend on the nature of the problem at hand, and the context in which it is situated. The
following chapter will therefore explore some of the consequences of the uncomfortable interaction between
public innovation and existing approaches of public policy.

In particular, I will focus on how public

innovation is ‘owned’ and planned in programmes meant to support innovation activity. As we will learn,
while the irreality of public innovation is meant to drive a possible reinvention of state interventions and as a
means to rediscover the public itself, the operational reality of intellectual agencies creates much ambivalence
and paradox in the knowledge practices of the policy and practice of public innovation.
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CHAPTER 4
INNOVATION POLICY WORLDS: PLANNING THE FUTURE THROUGH MODELS FOR AND
MODELS OF REALITY
”Reality has such a violent temper that it does not tolerate the ideal even when reality itself is
idealized. Nevertheless, the effort continues to be made” (Kermode, 1966:127)

This chapter explores the policies of public innovation. It will illustrate further the consequences of the
uncomfortable interaction between different paradigms of public governance that determine the nature of
what is considered as legitimate processes and ‘instruments’ for making public interventions. I will suggest
exploring public innovation (and public policy more generally) as models for and models of reality (Geertz,
1973), allowing for an understanding that characterizes policy as the attempt to create idealized versions of
the world being continuously transformed through practice. This will stand in contradiction to the current
knowledge practices of the state where public servants are searching for ‘recipes’ for making public innovation
‘work’ consistently, thus attempting to stabilize the irreality of public innovation practice. I will pursue this
partly by focusing on the written documents describing the Danish innovation strategy and partly by drawing
on the perspectives and experiences of actors who are in different ways involved in defining, planning or
implementing innovation in public sector contexts. The following reflects the voices and experiences of
ministerial civil servants, regional development officers, municipal innovation project workers, institutional
leaders and frontline staff, all of whom share the responsibility of ‘making up’ innovation policy as they go
along (Lipsky, 1980).

The following will pose the overall question: what is the relationship between the intentions written in
innovation policies and the multitude of practices that they create? From an anthropological perspective, the
most interesting question is not whether public innovation works, but how it works (Mosse, 2007:452), and
what people actually do in the name of innovation policy (Wedel, Shore, Feldman and Lathrop, 2005:35). If
we consider that the object of study is not merely people in the context of policies that affect them, but more
the processes in which the concept of innovation through policy work comes into prominence in different
ways and through various political and personal struggles, what then are the negotiated shapes and meanings
of innovation policy? How does innovation influence the ‘inputs’ and ‘outputs’ of policy-making when dealing
with the inherent paradox in public planning of reimagining and previewing the world while simultaneously
making it subject to configuration and realization? What kind of knowledge practices does public innovation
call for in this respect and how are these introduced and transformed in processes of bureaucratic adaption? In
short, what particular kinds of ‘policy worlds’ (Shore & Wright, 2011) does public innovation create?
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LOOKING FOR THE RIGHT RECIPE
The meeting room in the central department of the Danish Ministry of Economic and Business Affairs was
emptying out. I had just attended a meeting to discuss the status and strategy of some of the ministry’s
innovation initiatives. The meeting had just ended with a shared agreement that innovation was an important
approach in these times of crisis and needed the ministry’s prioritization. Innovation was still a new topic for
the ministry. While the more prominent executive figures of the meeting, the head of department and a
couple of chief clerks, made their way to the next scheduled obligations, the two heads of section at the
meeting stayed for a little while. They were talking about their shared assignment of capturing the content of
the meeting. Departing from the meeting, I asked how they saw their challenge in this context. One of them
shook her head and replied:

“We are the ones who actually have to make this thing (i.e.: innovation policy) work. It seems
like they just defined this agenda with no ideas of how to actually make it happen. How do
we make policy for something when nobody really has any idea of what it actually takes? I
really appreciate that our ministry is finally trying to do something new. But I don’t think
people realize what this actually takes. Innovation is not just about a new policy or strategy.
It is new way of thinking. How do you make that happen? And what kind of public authority
does that make us if we try to plan something when we are unsure of what it actually
entails?”

This was not the first time her executives had left her with a responsibility for working out a strategy or plan
for something complex. As a civil servant, you are used to dealing with executives leaving it to their
subordinates to cope with implications of a new agenda or idea. Usually, however, the issue was more tangible
than this one with fewer states of ambiguous perplexity. Ambiguous in the sense that, while she recognized
the urgency of the situation, she did not feel quite equipped to deal with it. Interestingly, she did not question
the concept of innovation. On the contrary, she claimed that the survival of the Danish public welfare sector
was simply at stake:

“I know that we definitely need to be more innovative. People don’t know how severe this is.
In a few years we will either have to make cuts so significant that people would have trouble
recognizing the welfare system as they know it now. We cannot afford to do just what we
have always done. We should be worried. I mean, not a lot of people out there are fond of
change. But we have no choice. We have run out of road. From now on it is going to be a
bumpy ride.”

The ‘bumpy ride’ was not only related to the scarcity of resources and the potential changes people have to
face. For her, the concept of innovation was ‘bumpy’ in itself. As a strategic planner and policy maker of
public innovation, the difficulty for her was a concept that did not convey any predefined activities, means,
actions, plans, processes, solutions or outcomes. Like many civil servants, she seemed influenced by a firm
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belief in the ability to figure out what, in the given context, was the right kind of conduct. Through the
accumulation of existing knowledge and experiences it should be possible to figure out how to act productively
in dealing with the specific task or within the particular given environment. These principles did seem to be
badly equipped to deal with a concept emphasizing the deliberate prioritization of the unknown. Yet the
ideals for this civil servant and many of her colleagues remained the same:

“... Since we are spending the tax payers’ money, we always have to be ‘spot on’ in terms of
what we tell or recommend people to do. We are told again and again to devise policy or
action plans for dealing with different administrative, legal or social areas. With innovation it
is different. It is much more complex, almost incalculable. Yet we have to try anyway, and in
a way it makes sense. You never know if you can actually find the right ‘recipe’.”

Despite significant insecurity of what it entailed to facilitate public innovation and despite the clear
recognition of its proposed complexity, she remained dedicated to the search for the ‘innovation recipe’.
Innovation was at once something that was ‘out there’ beyond the horizons of perception and understanding,
but also within reach by using the right ‘recipe’ for action. A significant part of her time and energy is spent
on coming up with a perfect plan for development. Her idealized expectation was that the ‘innovation theory’
would not only make sense in practice for people responsible for ‘carrying it out’, but also that the intent of
the theory – whether it was creating growth, increasing productivity or improving service experience – would
unfold as inherent parts of the ways it played out. In her eyes, public innovation was a policy project – just one
that was harder to figure out. The following sections are an attempt to characterise and analyse what has been
the most prominent epistemological and practical features of this particular policy project based on the
concept of innovation.

INNOVATION POLICY #1: FROM INPUT TO OUTPUT
In 2006, the Danish government stated that the Danish public sector should be the most innovative public
sector in the world (RTI, 2007). In an agreement produced by the three central parties to the Danish labour
market,28 it was decided by the Danish government that Denmark should develop a strategy for innovation in
the public sector. Before this strategy, innovation was often mentioned and instrumentalized in the attempts
to promote and strengthen competitiveness, but only the competitiveness of Danish private companies
(Moltesen & Dahlerup, 2007). In the ‘Globalization strategy’ (the Danish government, 2006), prioritization
of the concept of innovation was seen as a key to Denmark and the Danish private sector remaining
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‘Trepartsaftalen’ is a specific mode of negotiating issues central to the Danish welfare state between the government and
organizations representing the wage earners and employers which is often identified as a part of “the Danish welfare
model”.
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competitive in a global world. At this time, competition and innovation were seen in a dialectical synergy:
competition enhances innovation, and innovation enhances the ability to compete.29

Growth and competitiveness were also seen to come through collaboration and the continuous sharing of
knowledge in new constellations between different actors of society; for example between universities, private
businesses and public organizations in shared efforts to address the needs of citizens and businesses:

“The public sector should constantly renew itself and become more efficient through new
work processes and better service delivery. The public sector should continuously set the
needs of citizens and businesses at the centre of attention. Competition and public-private
cooperation in a shared effort to carry out public services are central means to enhance
innovation both in the public and private sectors” (the Danish government, 2006:97).

In this respect, innovation is seen within an agenda of growth, competition and collaboration. Innovation is
here largely defined as the result of conscious plans and activities directed at a significant improvement of
companies’ products, processes, sales, organization or competitive ability in the market (Finansrådet 2006;
RTI, 2007; 2010). This way of thinking is also carried on in the recent innovation strategy from December
2012, where growth, employment and education are equally identified as key factors of a successful Danish
innovation strategy (the Danish government, 2012:4).

However, there has also been increasing emphasis on knowledge creation in all forms as a driver of public
innovation in Denmark. In the Danish innovation strategy ‘Innovation Danmark’ from 2007 (RTI, 2007),
innovation is seen as something resting on the commercialization of knowledge and technology and
benefiting society as a whole. It is stated that all kinds and forms of knowledge contribute to public
innovation, and that the task of the public sector is to secure the flow of these different types of knowledge
and make them valuable in the creation of new public solutions. Knowledge, then, becomes a central asset,
but always in the form of what is yet to be known or discovered in the search for new advantages in order to
create commercial value or value for society, for example through innovative reconceptualization of public
systems, services, products, processes and organizational forms (the Danish government, 2012:20-21).
Knowledge is supposed to provide the unique input to secure the innovative output. If the input is selected
carefully enough, it will lead to a greater output. Consequently, the total innovation productivity will not be
explained by traditional production factors, but more by the smart use of knowledge and technology as drivers
of innovative changes. While the political vision for public innovation is broadly based on a combination of
spreading knowledge and defining various potential synergies, the practical initiatives derived from Danish
innovation policy have primarily resulted in different types of programmes supporting innovation projects
either specifically applying user-oriented methods or focusing on and investing in integrating new, often
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The ability to compete is related to a strong vision for the future: If we are not able to renew our society, we will no
longer be among the richest countries in the world. Moreover, our society will risk growing more divided since some of us
will not be able to meet the demands of the future work scenario (the Danish government, 2006:6).
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digital, technology in public service delivery. While this logic is not made explicit in all respects, it is evident
when we take the most significant innovation programmes of the past five years into consideration.

One evident example of this logic is the ABT fund30 established in 2008 by the Danish government with the
purpose of spending DKK 3bn from 2009 to 2015 to support initiatives aimed at creating new technological
solutions to save working hours New technology was the new ‘input’ coming from a more systemic use and
practical application of digital and technological progress (ABT, 2009; 2010). The ‘output’ was an innovative
reduction of the cost involved in various interactions between citizens and the public sector that were
considered too expensive. Public innovation is here associated with an agenda of streamlining and efficiency
improvement in the constant quest for more room in public budgets. This agenda builds on a state of crisis as
a source for innovation where strict budget discipline and a lack of resources are seen as creative hurdles rather
than obstacles for new initiatives. The agenda is very much a continuation of New Public Management
agendas of LEAN and contract management and is thereby based on a systematic and target-based approach
to development aiming to enhance productivity:

“If we are to handle the challenges for the Danish welfare model, it is necessary to consider
how we apply public resources. Can we carry out our tasks in smarter and more effective
ways? Can we get the money to last longer? Can we use the time of the workers in a
smarter way?” (ABT, 2009:3).

The ABT fund is not only an example of public innovation through the rhetorical emphasis on efficiency and
streamlining, but it is also an example of how the concept of innovation relates to inputs (new technology)
and outputs (successful implementation and innovative welfare solutions). It assumes that if the ‘input’ is
smart or valuable enough, innovation will be a very likely outcome. This also reveals the rather paradoxical
nature of public innovation: namely that it refers to both the input and output simultaneously.
Another example of this perception is the agenda of user-driven innovation	
   (Sekretariatet for
ministerudvalget, 2007). A significant part of identifying the problem and the innovation potential is the
search for a better understanding of the experiences and everyday lives of the actors involved in the particular
service. User involvement is either connected to the involvement of the ‘end users’ (citizens, patients, service
recipients etc.) or to the involvement of public employees using their work experience as knowledge input for
the innovative process. The end-user perspective is especially evident in the initiatives taken under the
administration of the Ministry of Economic and Business Affairs.31 Under the headline ‘Denmark as a leading
innovative society’ the Danish government invested DKK 270m during a 3-year period (2007-2009) in the
Programme for User-Driven Innovation (Ministry of Economic and Business Affairs, 2007; Danish
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ABT is short for ’Arbejds-Besparende-Teknologi’ (the fund for work-saving technology – my own translation). The
name of the fund was later explicitly changed to ’Anvendt-Borgernær-Teknologi’ (’the fund for applied citizen-centred
technology’ – my own translation) due to fear of resistance from public employees worried about losing their jobs.
31
In this context, and in many other instances, public innovation initiatives were handled by the DECA.
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Enterprise and Construction Authority, 2009a; 2009b). The rationale behind this programme was that in a
small country like Denmark we cannot rely solely on research and technological innovation. Involving the
users is seen as a particular Danish strength since “we have a tradition of being close to the users, collaborating
across disciplines and finding shared solutions that work in practice” (Danish Enterprise & Construction
Agency, 2009c:4, my own translation). This programme supported projects that used user-oriented methods,
primarily innovation projects in social and health services:

“User-driven innovation is a systematic approach to the development of new products,
services, processes, organizational forms etc. building on the exploration or involvement of
the user’s life, identity, practice or needs (among these also unidentified needs)” (Ministry of
Economic and Business Affairs, 2007 §1, my own translation).

The methodological translation from citizen to user is first and foremost about emphasizing the service
experience as a vantage point for development. The prioritized outcome is the rather slippery concept of
quality: “there should be focus on developing ideas that can create a high degree of quality for the users” (the
Danish government, 2007:92). ‘The quality reform’ (the Danish government, 2007b) is a central part of this
agenda that has resulted in a portfolio of initiatives aimed at the ‘users’ of public services: both the public
‘frontline employees’ as the providers and deliverers of service and the citizens as ‘end users’.

User orientation of this kind is largely seen as something that can uncover new ‘social truths’ to be understood
and applied in the particular service delivery context. In this light, this part of the innovation agenda attempts
to discover new user-oriented inputs as foundations for innovation initiatives. One aspect that is constantly
highlighted is the increased level of accuracy that this new knowledge about the user makes possible when
developing public solutions. It is perceived as a particular kind of knowledge input that has the potential of
creating innovative outcomes through a more qualitative perspective on the everyday lives of the citizens (this
programme will be subject to more detailed analysis in Chapter eight). Again, as in the example of the ABT
fund, innovation refers both to the new ‘knowledge input’ and the potential solution that this knowledge will
make possible.

INNOVATION POLICY #2: FROM KNOWLEDGE TO CAPACITY
In recent years, perhaps also in light of the failure of the above programmes to significantly affect Danish
competitiveness and growth rates and to develop many radically new and valuable public solutions, the inputoutput model of Danish innovation initiatives and programmes is increasingly being challenged (at least
conceptually). Rhetorically, the perceived role for the public sector may have been recognized to be not only
about innovating society directly through its own services or procedures, but also about creating fruitful
conditions for innovation to flourish in other sectors of society. ‘Innovativeness’ has been recognized as new
kinds of products and services, but is also reflected in new theories and processes of change, forms of
organization and modes of production; what has been identified as central features of going from the
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industrial society to the knowledge society (Cerny, 1997). However, increasingly, the emphasis on the
application, usability and productivity of knowledge has been accompanied by an idea of innovation capacity.
This suggests that it may not be the innovative quality of knowledge in itself that will create the innovative
output. Capacity for innovation is something that has to be learned, developed or facilitated and coming from
and taking place between people, organizations, institutions, businesses and other actors of society. In the
recent innovation strategy, this capacity is seen in relation to current societal challenges:

“We are facing a great number of highly complex, national, global and societal challenges ...
the demand for new solutions is global and increasing. Consequently, societal challenges
inherently hold a potential for growth and export for those countries and businesses that are
able to create sustainable, future solutions. New solutions demand knowledge, innovation
and collaboration. This is why innovation policy and the strategic build-up of knowledge and
capacity to a larger extent should use societal challenges as a starting point and the
demand for concrete solutions” (the Danish government, 2012:10-11).

Knowledge is still seen as a broad category and on many levels of abstraction. Various forms of knowledge can
come from diverse places and streams like scientific research, development activities, service practice,
technology, market knowledge, consumer patterns and cultural values (the Danish government, 2012:20). On
an individual level, this broadly refers to the ability to convert ideas and knowledge to value, growth and
entrepreneurial activity.32 Consequently, it is stated that “innovation can happen in all types of private and
public businesses and organizations” (the Danish government, 2012:20), which implicitly means that new and
valuable knowledge for innovation is something that is potentially available to everyone.

The difference in the perception of innovation is that people and knowledge are no longer seen as isolated
sources of innovation, but as essential parts of a collaborative effort or useful synergies. This means that it
does not have to be new knowledge in itself, but its unique application in new combinations, contexts and
collaborations that can drive innovation. As it is stated in the Danish government platform:

“Those countries that manage to create a new culture of collaboration between the public
sector and private businesses around developing solutions on global challenges will drive
innovation in both the public and private sector and be prepared to maintain their welfare in the
future. This is the core of modern innovation policy” (the Danish government, 2012:21).

This ‘new culture of collaboration’ is not something to be discovered and implemented in a single process of
development or as a technical exercise. It is a capacity – or as it is stated here, a culture – to be developed and
built into society more broadly on individual, organizational and societal levels.
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From the website of the Danish innovation strategy under the supervision of the Danish Agency for Science and
Innovation: www.innovationsstrategi.dk
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This may not in all respects be a rhetorically new element of Danish public innovation strategy, but it is
certainly visible in a shift in the challenges for policy makers in the past few years. One relevant example is the
idea of public-private innovation that is the object of much of my empirical study. Public-private innovation is
supposed to be fuelled by a continuous and more intelligently facilitated cooperative effort and to create
synergies between private company expertise and public access to and knowledge about citizens (Danish
Enterprise and Construction Authority, 2009c). Public-private innovation is a theory that reveals the fluid
character of the concept of public innovation: namely that innovation here refers simultaneously to the
knowledge input, the process and the implemented solution. Public-private innovation requires an innovative
input (knowledge), a process established by a new theory of development and process (public-private
innovation) and an innovative output (an implemented solution). In combination, it is increasingly recognized
that public innovation is not only about new knowledge that automatically leads to new solutions. Public
innovation is dependent on a capacity to facilitate complex processes and knowledge practices where several
elements have to be explored and learned along the way.

INNOVATION POLICY #3: THEORIZING KNOWLEDGE PRACTICE
This broad conception of public innovation has also contributed to an ongoing battle between various
ministries on the ‘right’ to make innovation policy. Claiming ownership of the public innovation agenda
became both a project of prestige as well as a path to obtain additional resources for development initiatives.
This internal struggle, at that time often played out between the former Ministry of Science, Innovation and
Higher Education and the former Ministry of Business and Growth (linking innovation to either scientific
research or market-oriented growth and public-private collaboration, respectively), was widely recognized
among civil servants. In a meeting on the status on the ministry’s efforts to deal with the consequences of
globalization, one civil servant remarked:

“There is a battle going back a long time over who gets to decide on matters of innovation. It is
built into the ministries that they have to grow in competition with each other. It is a mode of
thinking based on budget maximization. We are fighting over shared resources. So is it
innovation for the private sector or innovation for universities and science? As a consequence,
we are initiating many of the same things. For example, we both have a programme for userdriven innovation and we don’t really share our experiences with each other. Yes, ideally it
should be one government allocating resources productively between the ministries. But
sometimes the areas of responsibility overlap. Innovation is one clear example of this. Then it
becomes about setting the agenda and showing that you are better than the others in terms of
‘making innovation work’.”

This competitive context has had some influence on the goals of innovation policy. Not only did innovation
become subject to bureaucratic reasoning, but it did so in competition with other ministries with the same
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goal of coming up with the best models and programmes for public innovation. The need for coming up with
and illustrating a ‘best practice’ was in this way only further reinforced.

One example in this respect is public-private innovation. With a widely praised ‘theory’ of public-private
innovation based on a triple ideological value system of better service experience, lower public costs and
private sector growth, the DECA, the public agency most prominently involved in promoting public-private
innovation, saw an acute problem in “identifying and supporting projects to portray as good examples of
public-private innovation”, as one civil servant formulated it. Capacent, a consultancy, made a report funded
by the DECA and consisting of a number of case presentations as well as an analysis of barriers perceived by
both public and private actors (Danish Enterprise and Construction Authority, 2009c). This report in various
ways highlighted that there was a gap between the theory and practice of PPI. A gap which was a central
theme of every meeting and seminar I participated in. On a policy level, this was evident in a constant
emphasis on the need to search for and identify ‘best practices’, despite the wide variation of public-private
innovation projects which made it very difficult to develop a consistent successful practice. It was widely
accepted that “we should really develop a more rigorous approach before going any further”, as one head of
section expressed it. On a practice level, it was often a question of increasing and improving the quality of
knowledge: “we need to know more about what is the best way to approach this” was one project leader’s
typical way of concluding discussions about PPI.

The implications of this were twofold: firstly, it resulted in an exercise of translating examples into PPI. Many
people that I asked about the content of the report criticized the case examples introduced in the report for
“not having anything to do with public-private innovation at all”, as one director of an interest organization
for private businesses formulated it. There was a wide conception that these examples had been ‘translated’
into being PPI despite not really fitting the criteria. Secondly, PPI became something that was known and
talked about through its barriers to successful implementation. The dominating mentality here was that if
public ministries and agencies became aware of these barriers, they would be capable of adapting the theory in
order to create productive practices. The theory of PPI called for creating potential synergies between
different actors, processes, public control, procedural or organizational changes, collaborative and
interrelational efforts and different ways of applying various kinds of knowledge. However, as a policy
challenge, rather than seeing these rather unpredictable circumstances as a premise to accept, they were seen
as risks somehow to be managed. Instead of being seen as an investment in creating a new practice, the policy
project here was instead driven by the search for a robust theory which would deliver reliable outputs and
sustainable innovative solutions.

Understanding innovation policy in this light, it was evident that the main problem for public servants was
that innovation was primarily working on a meta-level rather than materializing in concrete policies or
reforms specifying conduct and procedures. With new knowledge as a driver of innovation, much effort had
gone into making use of this knowledge – methodological, conceptual or societal – in perfecting different
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approaches to public innovation. This was very much relevant in relation to the concept of PPI. But the same
approach from the state could apply to other prominent theories of public innovation like ‘intelligent public
demand’, ‘user-driven innovation’, ‘innovative procurement’ or ‘collaboration-driven innovation’. These
theories of development had all become accepted as legitimate, but were in need of consistent models and
reliable results in order to be accepted and valued.

Thus, the concept of innovation, which merges inputs, processes and outputs, poses a new challenge of how
to ‘control’ or plan public development. Among many public servants involved in ‘planning’ public innovation,
control is largely seen as having the potential to stimulate creative agency by setting up restricting frames for
action and forcing public employees to perform in more creative or effective ways. At the same time,
innovation is set up in opposition to control as professional judgement and human freedom are seen as drivers
of unforeseen possibilities (FTF, 2009; Jensen et al., 2009). For example, these are essential in incorporating
ideas of collaboration and organizational change as paths to innovative solutions through the ongoing pursuit
of fruitful synergies between various actors, competencies, technologies and knowledge. In spite of strategies
or policies for public innovation having to deal with an inherently unpredictable and triple-sided concept
relating to the inputs, processes and outputs, the concept of innovation seems very much stuck in a ‘highmodern’ mode of thinking (Scott, 1998). In order to ‘legitimize’ reaching innovative solutions, public servants
are responsible for discovering (not inventing) and applying the theories that will not only promise to bring
about innovative results next time around, but will be able to explain the specific causalities between
knowledge, action and management on which the creative endeavour depends (Ingold, 1986; Hallam &
Ingold, 2007). For policy makers and practitioners of public innovation, the ideal becomes not only to
stabilize the manifold processes and knowledge practices of innovation in reliable theories of development
that can be applied consistently, but also to come up with theories and concepts transforming the diverse
knowledge practices of public innovation into a new culture of innovation. This is perhaps, to say the least,
too much to ask?

INNOVATION POLICY #4: REINVENTING THE ‘TECHNICALITY’ OF PUBLIC POLICY-MAKING
The lack of correlation between political envisioning of public innovation and concrete initiatives bringing
about proposed results has been argued to be called ‘derailing politics’ (Dahlerup & Moltesen, 2007).
Derailing politics is not a deliberate conscious strategy or an expression of political deliberation, but should be
seen as a product of the circumstances in which politicians act in a complex and chaotic world that makes it
hard to govern. While I do not disagree with this line of argument, I argue that it does not address the core
issue of innovation policy: namely that the concept of innovation seems to transform the logic of the
instrumental character of public policy-making. The significant differences between public innovation and a
policy or piece of legislation go unnoticed or unrecognized. Where policies and legislations often adopt a
quite definitive and conclusive language in terms of underlining the indisputable and necessary purpose as an
intervention in public society, public innovation is based on open-ended and explorative ideas of potentiality.
Where the legitimacy of policies and legislations have been built into the documents themselves, public
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innovation gains its legitimacy through either successful application in practice or, temporarily, through
significant political support.

Innovation processes involve, as Hartley (2005) argues, that the public state and its employees enter into new
authority and leadership roles of facilitation, distribution and exploration rather than commanding,
commissioning and sanctioning. What I argue here is that despite emphasizing the need for networked
governance in order to accommodate new innovation strategies and practices, what often seems to be
happening in practice is a particular bureaucratic ‘instrumentalization’ of these new approaches. What
particularly sparks my interest is how these theories and ideas of networks and collaboration as productive
sources of innovation become subject to a rather technical exercise of public policy and planning in its own
right. As a civil servant for the Ministry of Business and Growth phrased it:

“The challenge is how we make innovation reliable – or, at least, make it part of models that we
know will have some level of success. We cannot invest the tax payers’ money without being
certain to some degree of the outputs it will create. As a tax payer, I’d like people like me to be
very responsible with my money.”

Two questions emerge from this. Firstly, what does ‘reliability’ mean in this context? And secondly, what does
‘responsible’ conduct actually entail and look like? An inspirational account connected to these questions is
Annelise Riles’ (2011) study of regulation in the financial markets. She examines the regulation of financial
markets as attempts of giving structure to a desire for collaboration. She argues that the problem for this
movement, which she refers to as ‘New Governance’, is that the fundamental envisioning involved inherently
demands that participants will be involved in the design and execution of the policies and regulations. In
other words, they are relying on a ‘human element’ building on relationality and interdependency among the
actors involved. Riles’ focus in this respect is on the ways that bureaucrats “make collaboration into a technical
methodology of technocratic governance of its own” (Riles, 2011:108-109).

Innovation may not have changed the belief in the ability to bring about change through instrumental models
of policy, but it has introduced a concept that insists on viewing policy and practice as inseparable entities.
Innovation becomes the goal for policy, but it also characterizes the processes of getting there as well as being
the mobilizing metaphor for taking initiative in the first place. My collaborative partners and informants from
the Ministry of Economic and Business Affairs were far from alone in their experiences of perplexity in
relation to what actually has to be done in the name of public innovation. I would argue that this was a
consequence of an innovation agenda that was focused more on discovering the right ‘recipe’ for public
innovation as an isolated goal than on developing innovation as a different approach to public development.

Public innovation is not so much about ‘derailing politics’ and more a question of public policy processes that
try to fit into existing models of policy-making a concept enabling diverse, unpredictable and explorative
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outcomes. What still seems to be an idealized vision for the planners of public innovation is to develop
innovation policy through academic theories of innovation and subject them to bureaucratic translation. At
the same time, they have to build innovative capacity by creating what they themselves refer to as ‘framework
conditions’ – systems, procedures and even cultures – that support people in order to allow them and enable
them to act innovatively. When these broad entities also become subject to the reasoning of instrumental
policy-making, they are being drawn into an exercise thriving on “technocratic smartness” (Riles, 2011:107).
It becomes something to be ‘delivered’ by the state. As Riles highlights in relation to the regulation of market
mechanisms, public servants do not seem to hesitate to reduce social complexity into policy proposals (Riles,
2011:148). If theory, models and academic ideas can be seen as part of the knowledge toolbox of the state
(Ibid.), the question is how this toolbox influences the seemingly open-ended ambitions for transforming
society through the concept of innovation? Ideas and theories of innovation carry the risk of putting existing
instruments of governance into question and are subject to contestation after their introduction. They rely on
public servants to “break the technical frame, give up the game, and turn an expert process into something
amorphous and confusing” (Ibid.). Consequently, I argue that the search for a consistent and reliable model of
public innovation is merely one part of the equation. It needs to be supplemented by a ‘model for’.

MODELS OF AND MODELS FOR INNOVATION
The search among Danish civil servants for the right ‘recipe’ for innovation policy analytically called for
revisiting “The interpretation of cultures” so famously introduced by Clifford Geertz (1973). When describing
how cultural patterns are modelling and being modelled in social practice, he particularly draws attention to
an analytical distinction between two concepts of a model: ‘model of’ and ‘model for’ (Geertz, 1973:93).
Geertz argues that cultural patterns can be seen as models for and models of action when they are understood
as systems (or complexes) of symbols subject to the imitation or simulation by actors. In relation to ‘models of’
he states:

“What is stressed is the manipulation of symbol structures so as to bring them, more or less
closely, into parallel with the pre-established non-symbolic system, as when we grasp how
dams work by developing a theory of hydraulics or constructing a flow chart. The theory or
chart models physical relationships in such a way – that is, by expressing their structure in
synoptic form – as to render them apprehensible; it is a model of ‘reality’” (Ibid.).

In this sense, models of reality function not as sources of information from which other processes can be
drawn out, but instead they work as fixed representations in the attempt to make reality tangible in idealized
forms. This kind of synoptic representation is what the Danish civil servants long for in their attempt to make
efficient use of the tax payers’ money. It is also similar to the idea of the ‘innovation process model’, which is
applied by most actors involved in facilitating innovation processes.33 The search for ‘recipes’, models or
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Process models of innovation have been at the heart of much management-oriented literature on innovation. While
there are multiple interpretations of innovation processes and also a widespread recognition of their diversity and
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theories for dealing with the concept of innovation in public sector contexts can certainly be seen as the search
for extrinsic sources of information, providing sets of instructions as a basis for action and “a template in terms
of which processes external to themselves can be given definite form” (Ibid.:92). This is thus congruent with
the consistent desire to translate the unpredictable processes of innovation into apprehensible, synoptic forms;
a move from the symbolic structures of contextual and situated events to non-symbolic and idealized models of
effective and legitimate conduct.

Public civil servants are to some extent always crafting models of reality. This view assumes that policy does in
fact consist of tangible forms and that the ‘makers of policy’ are the civil servants responsible for drafting them
in text. This is how my informants in the ministries perceive it to be and what I choose to take seriously from
a phenomenological perspective. The anthropology of policy contains several other ways of understanding the
relationship between policy and practice where questions of who is actually making policy or whether you can
even talk about people as makers of policy at all, are continuously prominent (among many: Lipsky, 1980;
Ferguson, 1994; Das, 2004). For my informants, this process of thinking about the realities after drafting
policy is being forced on them by a concept also referring to the process and outcome of policy. This requires
an awareness that is similar to what Geertz refers to as models for reality:

“What is stressed is the manipulation of the non-symbolic systems in terms of the
relationships expressed in the symbolic, as when we construct a dam according to the
specifications implied in a hydraulic theory or the conclusions drawn from a flow chart.
Here, the theory is a mode under whose guidance physical relationships are organized: it is
a model for ‘reality’” (Ibid.).

Models for reality present appropriate sequences of conduct and serve to stabilize certain sets of responses.
Thus, one important aspect of a model for action is that it is never meant to fit the actions of social practice,
but instead works as an authoritative framework in which actors construct their own sense of meaning, agency
and legitimacy. In this light, as many of the practitioners of public innovation also implicitly expressed,
innovation policy could or should have a legitimizing effect: rather than providing effective instructions of
concrete actions, it had to provide some sense of security in the unpredictable innovation processes that came
after particular policies were crafted.

What is particularly interesting in relation to public innovation policy is the interrelationship between the
‘model of’ and ‘model for’ reality. According to Geertz, it is the nature of cultural patterns to be not just
extrinsic sources of information, but to give conceptual form through the intrinsic double aspect of both
shaping themselves to it and by shaping it to themselves. Understanding policy in this light allows for an

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
unpredictability, attempts are still made to capture the essence of the process in illustrative figures. Interestingly, many
consultants working with the public sector who I have encountered expressed that it worked well as a reference and sensemaking tool. It was not guiding actions, but it provided a rational representation of the process they were currently a part
of.
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understanding that not only grasps the idealized ‘planning’ of the world as it should be in a situated moment
in time, but actually paves the way for an understanding of how perceptions and experiences of the world as it
is lived in practice continuously and dynamically set up new imaginations and ideals from which people act.

In a public sector context, these dynamic synergies and tensions between reality and imagination often
become subject to a radical empiricism that carries a firm belief in the ability to produce a specific kind of
transparency relying on knowledge which is made evident and socially robust (Strathern, 2005, 2009). This
can be seen as a product of a particular kind of search for information that Geertz calls “the human
intellection”. Geertz argues that this entails a kind of reasoning which aims at producing, discovering and
selecting the environmental stimuli needed to deal with the specific circumstances (Geertz, 1973:79). As
Geertz phrases it, “one’s sense of the ideal is continuously shaped by one’s sense of the everyday just as
everyday practices are formed from the sources of information provided by the idealized models for action”
(Ibid.:80). In this light, the struggles of civil servants to facilitate innovation in the public sector are the
product of working in the intersections between ‘models of’ and ‘models for’. They struggle to create preestablished, non-symbolic forms, but are caught up in dealing with a concept that constantly defines new
models for reality.

This, at least in theory, creates policy contexts with shifting boundaries where public conduct is in a constant
process of definition, representation and legitimization. Thus, seen analytically, the policy for public
innovation creates an ongoing paradox: it is the deliberate planning of still unknown actions and activities in
the pursuit of futures to be discovered, whereas policy usually involves a (at least claimed) rational awareness
of the purposed goals and the means necessary to obtain them. However, in the practice of public innovation,
theories mainly work as formulas intended to shape practice in a one-way relationship – a model of reality –
rather than continuously transforming the theory or ‘recipe’ in light of the practical models for reality.

‘HELLO, WOULD YOU LIKE TO BE INNOVATIVE?’
One of the practical settings shaped by the models of and for reality was the regional initiative of ICPH34.
The challenge for ICPH was to work in the space between delivering on the promise of public-private
innovation as a model of reality and creating practices based on models for reality in light of the theoretical
idea. The latter, in particular, became a question of how to handle the ‘instrument effects’ (Ferguson, 1994) of
the innovation theory; the unintended outcomes that do not correspond with the articulated intention of the
plan. To some extent, ICPH was a deliberate attempt to ‘prove’ the potential of the theory by discovering the
instrument effects in the various pilot projects and then refine a model of PPI for reliable use.

One important aspect of this exercise was to get people, organizations and businesses to engage in PPI
projects. This quickly proved to be one of the main difficulties in ICPH. Simon, one of the project managers
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This organization was mentioned in Chapter two. For further reading, see http://www.icph.dk/.
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who was leading a project involving a municipality attempting to innovate its local school practices in relation
to education of 8th graders in science and technology studies, saw it in pragmatic terms:

“Public-private innovation may be a really good idea. It may be the best idea ever. But it
seems a bit ridiculous if no one else but us and few others can see the potential value of it.”

In many respects, the ICPH team was surprised that it proved so hard to represent PPI as something
interesting and relevant for municipalities, regions and various businesses. Simon phrased this challenge in
sales terms:

“We were forced to ‘sell’ to the private companies all our rather vague ideas about publicprivate innovation and the willingness of the municipality to engage with us in this field. But
actually we know very little about whether and how public-private innovation will work. Or we
know very little about how many resources the municipality would invest. So you quickly
become worried that what you are selling to these companies is a load of ‘hot air’. Especially
when you are working with innovation that is an area filled with enough buzz words and ‘hot
air’ as it is. If you are not able deliver the ‘product’ or live up to your words about what publicprivate innovation can do for them, then you have a real problem. I rang up a company
yesterday, and their communications director literally said to me: ’this is not interesting
enough for us’. After I hung up, I talked to my colleagues. And we had to agree on the
perception that: ’it is interesting – he just does not know it yet’.”

The private companies were sceptical, not only because of the uncertainty connected to the potential of PPI,
but also because the municipality, like many other Danish municipalities at the time, had decided to start
innovation projects before knowing what particular problems to address. So instead of seeing innovation as a
particular process to address a pressing issue creatively, it was important for the municipality to be a part of
the ‘public innovation movement’. This influenced both the municipality’s level of commitment in terms of
feeling an urgent need for actually engaging and investing in the project as well as making it harder to develop
and define ‘the burning platform’ that was to give the project a specific direction. The idea, however appealing
and meaningful, of creating new types of collaboration in areas of science and technology between local
schools, local private companies and local higher education institutions aimed at redesigning how to run
classes and schooling, was not seen as something addressing an immediate societal problem or relieving acute
pressures on public budgets. The engagement of 270 children in developing and testing new material for
education was certainly an interesting experiment, but somehow the 3-way bottom line for PPI of better
service experience, lower public cost and private sector growth was still a long way from being brought to life.

That is not to say that this initiative, given time and investment, would not actually create value along those
lines. But in terms of proving PPI as a reliable innovation theory, there was still a long way to go. And since
ICPH was, in practice, responsible for ‘selling’ this theory, it experienced the dilemmas of selling something
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that was perceived to be too intangible. While innovation was working well as a mobilizing metaphor for
people in the public sector, private sector actors were more sceptical as the idea of PPI, when considering its
practical reality, was mainly thriving on a promise of potentiality. In both cases, the private actors often
demanded a more tangible starting point, preferably eligible to be included in a business model. Moreover,
the theory of PPI was bound to give way to all kinds of instrument effects. Consequently, the ICPH team
were working two paradoxes at the same time. They were ‘selling’ the intangible process of PPI to private
actors that were calling for specific process models and business plans, and they were doing it in a context
where their mandate was all about finding and describing clear and tangible ways of making PPI work reliably
to create public savings, service improvements and obvious business opportunities. This characterized the
premises for Simon when he tried to make the sale of PPI to private businesses:

“You know that you only have a short window of opportunity. So you prepare a 5-minute
sales pitch before you call them up. You write it down and rehearse it. And, look - we called
sixty companies. But you cannot ‘sell’ innovation as a product. At best, we are selling a
potential which people then have to believe can be realized. It is simply not possible to ring
the doorbell and say: hello, would you like to be innovative?”

PROVING THE THEORY
Despite these kinds of difficulties across all ICPH projects of ‘selling’ as well as fulfilling the ‘potential’ of PPI
in practice, it did not change the overall purpose of ICPH. It was simply not possible to dismiss the theory
itself. The obvious explanation for this was that ICPH was funded by the DECA to develop a process model
for PPI, not to come up with all kinds of alternative ideas and suggestions. There was very little room for
letting the practical realities influence the theory despite the fact that each project, in its own way,
continuously suggested its own model for how PPI could or should unfold. The broader issue here was the
fundamental logic of public funding structures: namely that the logic of PPI as a conceptual theory was not
subject to questioning or modification. Rather, the problematic implementation process and the lack of
specific results were interpreted as a problem of poor policy execution; people were seen to lack the ‘readiness’,
knowledge, competences or methodological skills to implement it.

These features can also be found in other accounts of policy and development practice where failures to
implement policy are often explained as people’s inability to either understand or accept the rational
intentions of the policy. David Mosse (2005; 2007) illustrates how the failure of the development project was
seen to be socially produced through the project team’s inability to accept the project’s underlying theory. As a
result, the project team was asked to re-examine and modify its theoretical outset and align it with the
underlying theory in a more effective way (Mosse, 2007:470-471). A similar point is made by Veena Das
(2004) in her description of how policy fails to be implemented. In her example, rather than questioning the
theory and appropriateness of a particular way of carrying out development practice, the unintended outcomes
of development were explained as misreadings of the law by individual bureaucrats (Das, 2004:245). It seems
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that in its instrumental form, a failure of implementation is often explained as a policy or method in need of
improvement (Miller/Rose, 2008: 28-29) and that evaluation of policy therefore traditionally serves primarily
to prove or devaluate the theory of the development project (Mosse, 2005; 2007). Similarly, I will argue that
when innovation theories are put into bureaucratic use through policies, programmes or funding structures,
what people involved in making use of it are left with is solely proving how the theory should work or, in
extreme instances, declare its failure as a model.

Instead of using the manifold realities of PPI to manage the expectations for the theory itself, ICPH was
forced to strive to make it ‘work’ in practice within the existing perceptions of its potential. The main
approach to deal with this premise was making the various projects about a search for and useful application
of unique knowledge or technology. Whether based on the technological ability of the private company or the
unique insights from qualitative user research, the ideology was the same: to somehow discover a unique
knowledge or technological input that would allow making the innovative process and product possible. It
became the constant strive for the right disruption to create what could then be interpreted and represented as
innovation. The latter created an additional challenge: namely to be able to clarify when in fact something was
innovative or “innovative enough”, as Caroline, one of the ICPH project managers, phrased it.

The strive for being ‘innovative enough’ was for Caroline a source of insecurity providing enhanced difficulty
in maintaining self-confidence in relation to her own job performance. The project aimed to transform the
existing service offers in childcare institutions in a municipality in collaboration with the public institutional
staff and the users (mainly the parents of the children). The project manager set out some ambitious criteria
for success in terms of increasing the quality of service experience as well as boosting work-place morale. This
was sought to be addressed through ideas of better communication in the situations where parents were
picking up their children. In particular, this was connected to a question of building and maintaining a high
level of trust in the institution’s ability to take care of the children while the parents were at work. One of the
ideas was to address the issue of trust by creating better insight into the everyday lives of the children through
other ‘contact points’ than merely communicating in the hectic ‘pick-up’ situations. The solution was a mobile
communication platform developed with a private software company and was giving the parents direct access
to a diary and images sent to their mobile phones by the institutional staff during the day.

While the project itself created value for everyone involved in terms of learning about the potential for
introducing new technology into a public institutional setting – including the private company which made
contact with and learned about a potential new target group – the project manager struggled with the
‘innovation element’ of the project. “Was it just product development?”, as Caroline asked on more than one
occasion, or were they allowed to characterize it as ‘innovative’? And on what criteria could they base this
characterization? The latter was a great concern across the projects carried out by ICPH since this specific
characteristic was a threat to the legitimacy of their existence. As Jane, another ICPH project manager,
explained:
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”Our role cannot just be about making some users available for the private companies to
come and test their existing products. Then we might be able to say something about how
they could improve the products, but how innovative is that? That is just the most expensive
focus group in Danish history.”

ICPH had to somehow shape the narratives of the projects in ways that would represent them as innovative
despite the changing and fluid criteria for the meaning of ‘innovativeness’. The question of where to actually
draw the line between improving something that already exists and an actual innovative process arose
frequently. As Caroline highlighted, it was about something more:

”It cannot only about product development. Our goal has to be more than that. This is an
innovation project. I mean, we have to come up with entirely new solutions, not just browse
in the old catalogues looking for the easy way out”.

The issue here was not only about the end result itself, but also about being able to characterize the processes,
actions and methodologies capable of creating the ‘innovative element’ in the first place. It was a search for a
magical element; “an ideal standard, not to be approached in reality, towards which practical technical action
can nonetheless be oriented” (Gell, 1988:8). This involved the rather paradoxical exercise of maintaining an
ideal that addressed human needs in ways that had to be discovered rather than specified in advance.

The basic idea of the project was based on taking known technology from one context and applying it in the
context of institutional childcare. Caroline had to explore its ‘innovativeness’ during and after developing a
prototype for a useful mobile communication platform. The new knowledge input here had to do with the
discovery of potentially new user needs rather than new technology. The potential positive change had to be
explained, not by new inventions, but through a new process of contextualizing technology. PPI as a theory
did not offer her any clear guidelines for conduct or for identifying the innovative element, but instead made
her ability to make a convincing interpretation and representation essential to the legitimacy of the project
and its results. Innovation in this context was not preventing concrete action. But by establishing a sustained
sense of insecurity, it had the risk of problematizing the practical activity of project leaders in constant search
of legitimacy in relation to the overall purpose of ICPH of developing of reliable model for PPI.

Consequently, so far in this thesis I have mainly emphasized the potentiality and sense of agency created by
the irreal spaces of public innovation. Here, we see how innovation can also lead to insecurity and even
paralysis with its inbuilt idealizations of reality. People simply found it hard to approach in reality. The same
aspect was also creating excitement and enthusiasm among innovation project leaders. Caroline herself often
emphasized how lucky she was: “I really shouldn’t complain at all – most people are not given this chance.
Most other people are just given a task to be executed step by step. In this project, we are allowed to think

	
  
	
  

93

THE IRREALITIES OF PUBLIC INNOVATION

	
  
outside the box.” However, it was precisely since this project had to remain ‘outside the box’ that Caroline
doubted her own performance. She was forced to navigate in a environment that could not exist without the
clear public innovation theory of PPI, but at the same time that same theory, and the impossibility to change
it significantly in light of practical experience, was the source of significant insecurity in relation to the actions
necessary to carry it out in practice.

It was impossible for the ICPH team to deny the potentialities constantly being reinvented in the practice of
their projects. If the team members attempted to do so, there would always be a sense of ‘having given up too
soon’ or, even worse, a sense of one’s own professional competence failing to bring about the innovative
insight, process or solution. The paradox here was that the project leaders at ICPH and other people involved
in the public innovation agenda were longing for specific starting points to be able to reimagine, brainstorm
and prototype their way towards the idealized future change in product, service or system. So while public
innovation policy seems to get much of its legitimacy through the search for unique knowledge inputs, in
practice innovation ’lives’ among its practitioners as something more; something containing a magical aspect
constantly setting up ideals that not only puts one’s own efforts of achieving into doubt, but risks maintaining
innovation as something forever out of reach as ideals in the horizon. There was a constant looming fear of
losing this innovative character and become, as Caroline phrased it, “a mere project of product development.”

It is precisely this paradoxical relationship between the instrumental and magical dimension of innovation
that plays such a significant role in the policy and practice of public innovation. Innovation is associated with
the search for and discovery of new knowledge and technology capable of bringing about innovation, but it
often remains intangible and out of reach as the very substance of what is perceived to be ideal is constantly
changing in light of practical experience. At the same time it promises its practical availability while
remaining out of reach. In order to approach it, you have to start with something you know and understand.
In order to achieve it, you seemingly have to approach outside of this reality. The consequence, when put to
its extreme, is that PPI not only becomes intangible to ‘sell’ in a clear representation, but in practice it is also
constantly modifying the conditions and circumstances of the project, continuously changing the criteria of
what can actually be described or represented as innovation. This is a central aspect of the very different policy
world created by the concept of public innovation.

COPING IN A NEW POLICY WORLD
The experiences of overwhelming insecurity and ambiguity are not unique to innovation policy. Public policy
worlds in general can be seen as emerging systems of governance and new ideological formations knowing the
premise that “every moment has several potential meanings which point to different possible futures” (Shore
& Wright, 2011:7). Often, the rationalities and assumptions involved in public policy “migrate into new
contexts and settings, and acquire a life of their own that has consequences that go beyond the original
intentions” (Ibid.:4). This ‘runaway effect’ (Power, 1997:3) is the inherent effect of the tactics and strategies of
the actors responsible for developing and implementing policy. These are rarely about overturning the
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particular policy or overcoming deliberate resistance to change, but are more products of various
reinterpretations across cultural and structural boundaries as “policy worlds open up ambiguous spaces in
which actors and agents compete for influence (Shore & Wright, 2011:25). What becomes part of legitimate
conduct here is not the result of single actors’ efforts to forcefully create particular political agendas, but
instead is the result of various agendas continually being negotiated on shifting grounds in the name of the
same overall concept (Wright, 1998; Reinholdt, 1994). Every project has to take into account how and in
what ways actions, decisions and their consequential outcomes are situationally produced (Shore & Wright,
2011:19-20). Consequently, the foundations for policy here are endlessly negotiated, and frameworks and
limits of conduct are thus constantly in the making rather than established as a substantial narrative or stable
forms of authoritative knowledge.

A central feature about the policy worlds of public innovation is the lack of consistent knowledge, methods
and approaches to launch it as a traditional bureaucratic policy to be implemented. Here, innovation becomes
an explorative approach that may lead to discoveries of new knowledge and technology, but mostly serves as a
coping mechanism in uncertain and complex contexts. Innovation conceptually suggests a deliberate
facilitation of ‘ambiguous spaces’ and ‘runaway effects’ driven by the lack of knowledge rather than by
knowledge that has already been discovered and authorized. In this light, I would argue that innovation,
rather than being seen as an answer to deal with the complex public problems, can be seen as a way of coping
with a world recognized to be characterized by increasing instability and complexity. Greater appreciation of
the complexity of social realities and the facing of complex problems with no evident solutions seem to pave
the way for the introduction of a concept that maintains the deliberate prioritization of the unknown.

In this sense, innovation alters the starting point for policy-making, potentially introducing new kinds of
policy worlds. However, while Danish innovation policy in many ways intends to build capacity for
innovation and renewed collaborative efforts, it results in policies and practices largely prioritizing the search
for certain unique ideas and knowledge inputs to be authorized as ‘public innovation’ rather than setting up
processes that allow the uncertainty and unpredictability coming from not knowing exactly how to plan or
anticipate the future. In this chapter, I have illustrated how ideas of instrumental policy influence and
‘bureaucratize’ public innovation practice in various paradoxical ways:

1) Public innovation involves various instrument effects, but practitioners are forced to sell it as a
reliable new innovation theory.
2) Public innovation involves a concept that relies on exploring new possibilities in a rather
unpredictable process, but it has to promise a valuable result.
3) Public-private innovation as an innovation theory relies on potential synergies to be explored in local
contexts, but is being talked about and ‘sold’ as a model of collaboration (not a ‘model for’).

	
  
	
  

95

THE IRREALITIES OF PUBLIC INNOVATION

	
  
4) Public innovation is a way of coping with the lack of knowledge to explore potentially valuable
solutions but is applied as a search for ‘magical innovativeness’ in the form of knowledge or
technology.
5) Public innovation creates a different kind of policy world that is meant to open up for imaginative
practice and ‘runaway effects’, but in practice people have to prove a particular interpretation of the
innovation theory as ‘best practice’.
6) Public innovation has been working as a powerful mobilizing metaphor, but has been a source of
much scepticism in practice partly due to the points mentioned above.

A NEW ETHOS AND WORLDVIEW
The concept of innovation challenges the practice of policy-making by suggesting to deal with the inherent
paradox of reimagining and previewing the world while simultaneously making it subject to configuration and
realization in a more dynamic way. In this sense, public innovation can be seen as a critique of the current
approaches to public policy. In my view, reintroducing Clifford Geertz and his thinking about ‘models of’ and
‘models for’ allows for a more nuanced understanding of, on the one hand, recognizing the obligation of
policy makers to create pre-established, non-symbolic forms. On the other hand, public innovation policy and
practice reveal some of the rigid absurdities of public planning, often failing to take local practice and response
to central initiatives into account. When planning public innovation initiatives, public servants are caught up
in dealing with a concept that explicitly emphasizes exploration relying on new models for reality. Public
innovation forces them to come to terms with new forms of what Geertz call ‘worldview’ and ‘ethos’ (Geertz,
1973:75-80). ‘Worldview’ is “the collection of notions people have about how reality really is”, and ‘ethos’ is
“the general lifestyle, how people like to do things” (Ibid.). On one hand, the ethos is made intellectually
reasonable in representing a way of conduct adapted to an appropriate perception of the worldview. On the
other hand, the experience of the worldview is reinforced through the tangible form of the ethos, even though
it is modified and continuously transformed in the process of social practice.

In this respect, Geertz points to the importance of never seeing either of them as a single entity. One’s
worldview, or the experience that one gets through everyday practice, stands in constant relation to one’s
ethos. As in the practice of public innovation, this means that ideals informing or determining actions are
constantly constructed and reinvented. The situational state of social reality will always bring up new potential
futures to be pursued and searched for. It is precisely this aspect that forever holds the ability of creating preestablished models out of reach. Policy for public innovation could just as well have a legitimizing effect to
provide some sense of security rather than to provide instructions for specific actions. The reasoning involved
in these processes is one of imagination and possibility rather than one of calculation based on a radical
empiricism:
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“Imaginative thinking is neither more nor less than constructing an image of the
environment, running the model faster than the environment, and predicting that the
environment will behave as the model does” (Geertz, 1973:77-78, drawing upon
Galanter/Gerstenhaber, 1956).

What is particularly challenging for policy makers in this context is that policy may not generate events
directly, but may (or may not) potentially help stabilize interpretations of events and activities (Mosse,
2007:465). So if we were to consider failure in this light, it is not necessarily innovation projects that fail; they
are possibly failed by the wider networks of support and validation. The challenge for Danish policy makers is
precisely to figure out how to support and validate public innovation initiatives; and whether to plan and
assess public innovation initiatives from a new kind of political epistemology where policy does not generate
activity directly, but establish a knowledge practice that aim to stabilize interpretations of events and activities
in coping with the lack of knowledge.

This analysis of the policies and practice of public innovation could serve as a reminder when Danish public
servants ask how a constructive relationship between policy and practice is created in processes of realizing
political intentions. Public innovation is enabling a new way of thinking about public policy and
implementation processes based on a different worldview and ethos. It calls for political epistemology that
entails an explorative knowledge practice that accepts the continuous social production of knowledge and
learning from practice as a legitimate part of planning for change. It involves coping in another kind of policy
world where a diverse set of processes have to be prioritized rather than searching for one perfect solution or
‘best practice’. Innovation policy worlds are characterized by a way of distancing oneself from the present
reality through the imaginative creation of new distant objects, continuously pulling the attention and
knowledge practice of decision-making to the horizon (Mulgan, 2009). If the imagination serves as an
organizing principle, at once directing the creative process as well as conjoining disparate perceptions of
reality (Crapanzano, 2004:23), the task at hand is one of continuously creating synergy between the present
and possible futures; between knowledge and potentiality; between practical realities and dynamic ideals; and
between models of and models for reality.

In the following chapter, I will explore these innovation policy worlds in more detail and focus on the
practical and social consequences in public innovation projects when they depend on these different
worldviews and ethos while being subjected to formalized systems of justification and a certain kind of politics
of visibility that undermine them. As we will learn, this premise develops into questions of trust and
accountability in the relationship between the informal practical reality of a project and the formal
organizational reality. While public innovation might be way of coping with the lack of knowledge to explore
potentially valuable solutions through creative exploration, involved actors are forced to establish their
knowledge practice around the search for particular forms of ‘innovativeness’ and stable interpretations of
innovation to remain trustworthy and maintain their professional identity.
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CHAPTER 5
‘WE ARE OUR INFORMATION’: TRIALS OF EXPLICITNESS AND TRUSTWORTHINESS IN THE
SEARCH OF ACCOUNTABILITY
“If information stands for society, then our informational base stands for our moral choices. We
are our information, which is why our information needs to be unbiased, pure elements” (Corsin
Jimenez, 2005:9)

In this chapter, I explore the practical and social consequences of making public innovation ‘work’ within a
public organization. I will stress the importance of accountability and trustworthiness in this context by
emphasizing the ongoing paradox of public innovation involving “making ‘transparent’ (audit) of that which is
already radically transparent (intangible governance)” (Corsin Jimenez, 2005:15); an interconnected circular
movement of lacking knowledge of one’s conduct while attempting to make it trustworthy and legitimate. I
will focus on the temporal, contextual and dynamic nature of the ‘trials of explicitness’ (Muniesa & Linhardt,
2009) by focusing on the personal struggles of and the social and moral consequences for actors responsible
for carrying out the project. Their everyday task and ongoing challenge for public actors become one of
figuring out how to act legitimately and productively as a state representative while maintaining a knowledge
practice based on ideals of transparency and within the scope of rationality and accountability (Tambiah,
1990). While the previous chapter focused on the particular ‘policy worlds’ of public innovation, potentially
transforming the practice of public policy and the modes of planning for change by the state, this chapter
focuses on the practical reality and knowledge practices of an already planned innovation project in the elderly
care sector carried out in a Danish municipality.

I focus particularly on the relationship between the informal reality of an innovation project and the
formalized procedures of the municipality that ‘owns’ the project. I will argue that the ability to gain the trust
of one’s own organization through the representation of the practical reality of the project and make it
accountable to the existing decision-making processes was the most demanding part of facilitating the public
innovation process. Trustworthiness, which in this context can be seen as a social and moral asset (CorsinJimenez, 2005), comes through particular forms of representing information and knowledge, making practices
of legitimization the key aspect of professional and moral success. This is not only a consequence of planning
public innovation to enable irreal spaces in the form of unpredictable futures, but also becomes an
actualization of dominating perceptions of the legitimate connection between knowledge and social practice.
The following will illustrate that social practice involves dealing with many ‘instrument effects’ and
unpredictable potentialities emerging along the way, but is being held to account through an articulated
narrative – a stabilized interpretation of the project out of touch with practical reality. Public innovation
might set out to reinvent the political epistemology of state interventions and enable a new kind of
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relationship between worldviews and ethos, resulting in a more dynamic connection between the models of
and models for reality. But the question is what happens if this is not allowed to alter the knowledge practices
in the everyday conduct of creative change-making efforts.

DEALING WITH THE UNCERTAINTY OF THE PRESENT
Social anthropologist Alberto Corsin Jiménez (2005), in his anthropological analysis of the relationship
between knowledge and trust, introduces Max Gluckman’s account of divination in certain African societies
as an example of attempts to deal with moral uncertainties in light of “the limits of their technical knowledge”
(Gluckman, 1972:4; Corsin-Jimenez, 2005:4). Gluckman focused on the occult as one idiom in dealing with
the insufficiency of knowledge about the world. His account is used by Corsin Jiménez as a reflexive lens to
understand how societies deal with the lack of knowledge about the empirical causes of their current situation
and the uncertainties about their future. Gluckman wanted to understand “on what bases people make
themselves accountable to, or demand accountability from others” (Corsin Jimenez, 2005:4) in order to find
useful ways of dealing with the uncertainty of the present.35

Divination is one example of an experimental exploration of ways to deal with the complexity of social reality
in light of an intellectual paradox: the more we seek understanding of the social and natural world in search of
control over our fate, the more we actually contribute to personal and social conditions of insecurity,
instability and ambivalence (Giddens, 1990). What Anthony Giddens reminds us is that “social practices are
constantly examined and reformed in the light of incoming information about those very practices, thus
constitutively altering their character” (Ibid.:38). In other words, a significant part of social life is constituted
by actors’ knowledge about each other which makes the legitimacy of knowledge practices dependent on the
ability to create what in the given context is perceived as mutual accountability.

This premise is fundamental to the everyday challenge of public innovation project managers. Their everyday
challenge consists of reinventing state interventions through the concept of innovation and shaping and
exercising a new knowledge practice based on creative exploration. This challenge becomes one of figuring out
and representing actions and decisions in ways that made them a legitimate part of acting as a state
representative. However, it is not about understanding processes of legitimizing the state as disinterested
domination (Abrams, 1988), but rather to expose the intense internal legitimizing efforts going on in the
processes of changing public service systems where different ideals of transparency and accountability clash.
As one executive working in a municipality explained to me, “the last thing you want is to be in charge of a
project with no clear explanation of what is going on.” He knew that he sometimes had to more or less
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This sociology of knowledge can be traced further back to Evans-Pritchard’s (1937) account of witchcraft and sorcery
among the Azande in Sudan. His project at the time, among other things, was to reveal the actual intelligence of
indigenous people and dismiss the irrationality of so-called primitive people by emphasizing the particular relationship
between belief, truth and magic to be reflecting the contextual social structure of the community (Evans-Pritchard,
1937:18). For example, the Azande’s notion of witchcraft (Mangu) was not a blind faith, but was actually reinforcing
social ideas of accountability conforming it to human behaviour, understanding and rational thought.
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pretend to ‘be on top of things’ despite much uncertainty about the process and progress of development
initiatives. And he was aware of the need for a certain kind of representation; “Sometimes you have to be
pragmatic – and tell them what they want to hear in a language they can understand.” The question is what
kind of ‘language’ that the concept of public innovation introduces.

I argue that while social practices should be “routinely altered in the light of the ongoing discoveries which
feed into them” (Giddens, 1990:39), the following will illustrate how public innovation project managers have
to make these projects accountable through particular kinds of trustworthiness questioning the validity of not
only the practical reality of the project, but the explorative approach to changing public service systems. They
are forced to deal with a practical reality characterized by uncertain or lack of knowledge, making trust and
trustworthiness a social asset (Corsin-Jimenez, 2005). In the following, I will draw attention to the temporal,
contextual and dynamic character of the ‘trials of explicitness’ (Muniesa & Linhardt, 2009) of public
innovation. Not only to reveal some of the personal struggles of and the social and moral consequences for
actors responsible for carrying out public innovation projects, but also to illuminate a critical logic of social
engineering: the way that the state plans for change – and the ‘language’ that the involved actors are forced to
represent themselves in – introduce and reproduce a perception of human character and capability that should
be taken into account in future initiatives aimed at changing public service systems.

AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE ON TRUST
In a previous chapter I highlighted the significant emphasis on societal and global crises as a fundamental
aspect of the vitalization of the public innovation agenda. Corsin Jiménez puts the current crisis awareness
into perspective by arguing that the responses to the crisis have taken particular social forms, most notably
audit cultures and ideas of evidence-based policy that have “spawned the idea of a concomitant breakdown of
solidarity, cooperation and moral responsibility, of which trust appears to be their epiphenomenal expression”
(Corsin Jiménez, 2005:1). I was constantly reminded throughout my fieldwork in various contexts that one of
the overwhelming problems of dealing with the current state of affairs was the lack of trust. “There is a lack of
trust between the involved parties and we need to establish that. Or at least, we need to establish the ability
for people to be trustworthy,” as a ministerial civil servant expressed it. This comment expresses a core feature
in the rise of the risk and knowledge management industries (Power, 1997, 2004; Strathern, 2000), where an
increasing reliance on audit schemes emerged, and where the ability to make knowledge and information
socially robust and trustworthy was valued as essential. There is a need to know and trust each other’s efforts
to deal with the current circumstances in a sufficient and effective manner. Consequently, we are obliged to be
effective while being sceptical and even distrustful of people’s ability to deliver on this obligation.

I will not enter into a lengthy sociological discussion on the concept of trust here (Luhmann, 1979, 1999;
Möllering, 2006; Seligman, 1997). My interest lies in what this concept illuminates when I attempt to
understand the social and moral uncertainties of public innovation practice. This includes the ways trust gets
incorporated in activities, narratives and practices considering that trust or trustworthiness is always created,
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decided and acted upon or proclaimed in highly situational settings, preventing the representation of trust in
general or objective terms (Luhmann, 1999; Beck, 1999). Interestingly, both trust and distrust can be seen as
mechanisms of social control by enabling particular ways of perceiving reality that reduce social complexity by
pointing a way to action that reduces anxiety in uncertain situations (Luhmann, 1979, 1999). This logic is in
itself a hypothesis of different states of either knowledge (knowing) or non-knowledge (not-knowing). A
person who knows fully does not need to trust others, and the totally ignorant person is not able to trust at all.
In other words, the character, use and consumption of knowledge are central in this respect.

Luhmann points to what he calls the ‘exaggeration of information’ (Luhmann, 1999:72, my own translation)
as a foundation for trust creation where trust builds bridges over the element of insecurity in relation to the
actions of others. But the relationship between trust and knowledge is uneven. This means that trust is not
necessarily dependent on the amount of information available or a persuasive argument. Trust is impossible to
reason or rationalize because of its non-linear character where no direct relationship between knowledge and
trustworthiness exists. In other words, trust seemingly cannot be prescribed. For this reason, I argue, the
concept of trust has been less relevant in public sector administration and development because, at least in
formal procedural practice, management systems were seen to replace the need for it. The idealized goal for
public actors is the development of some kind of systemization of conduct that creates predictability (much
like the kind of predictability provided by written contracts); a kind of impartial, non-normative and reasoned
guide for action that will reduce the need for trust. However, this ideal is constantly being questioned. As
Luhmann argues in relation to the regulation of contracts, the attempts to establish consistent expectations for
conduct and decision-making do not mean that the need for trust goes away or insecurity disappears. At best,
it is only a reduction of it (Luhmann, 2000).

This leaves a huge challenge of representing oneself as trustworthy since trust is bound up within relational
practices that are never static, but only exist in dynamic spaces of social interaction. Consequently, the
‘rational’ foundations of trust are various and point in many directions, which does not make trust in itself
problematic. The problem is how to explain and evaluate the application of it. Trust in this context can be
understood as a ‘multi-dimensional construct’ where the different forms it can take, its content, its
epistemological foundation and the identity of the referent vary according to context. These might include
certain connections to knowledge claims, social relationships (partnerships or networks) or temporalities
(aesthetical experience or subjective feelings) that are created in various situations and that seem to be
continuously in-the-making rather than manifested based on stable rationalities. This is important in this
context since it provides a useful understanding of how contextual activities and practical knowledge are
abstracted from local and situated practices and become recontextualized in the name of accountability,
transparency and trustworthiness. The question is whose (or what kind of) context gets to determine
legitimate contextualization? I follow Corsin Jiménez and argue that an anthropological approach to the
concept of trust is less about locating ‘it’ and more about unfolding its mechanisms of social control and “its
very movement as a social asset” (Corsin Jiménez, 2005:3). In the following I will illuminate how the ability to
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represent oneself as trustworthy not only can be seen as an asset with positive social and moral implications,
reducing anxieties in uncertain situations, but is actually a core asset in legitimizing the process of innovating
public service systems.

THE GOOD ELDERLY LIFE
The following illustrates a study of the public-private innovation project ‘Det Gode Ældreliv’ (‘The good
elderly life’) carried out at Sølund, an elderly care home in the municipality of Copenhagen in Denmark.
The elderly care home is the largest care home in Scandinavia with 388 living quarters in three blocks of flats
and with about 1,000 staff organized in a number of departments and functioning under an executive care
home management. As mentioned in Chapter two, the goal of the project was to improve the quality of
living of the elderly by radically rethinking the ways care and service was carried out. Therefore, the project
was to focus on and use the experiences, desires and needs of the elderly and was thus characterized as a
‘user-driven innovation project’. This was confirmed by the funding of the project as DKK 5.3m of the total
budget of DKK 7.5m came from ‘The Programme for User-Driven Innovation’ managed by the DECA.
The rest of the project’s funding was provided by the municipal administration for care and health, one of
the seven administrations with different areas of responsibility in the municipality of Copenhagen.36
Consequently, it functioned as the official administrator and owner of the project. This administration was
performed by the Secretariat for Innovation and Development, which was also responsible for the project
management process and for keeping the executive and political levels of the municipality informed.

The Health and Care Administration of the municipality of Copenhagen has two main areas of
responsibility, which are addressed in its policies: 1) activities and services for the elderly over 65 years of age
and 2) prevention and health promotion. Its main assignments therefore include home care service, elderly
care homes, training, rehabilitation, nursing, food service, tooth care and other related tasks. These tasks
have to be seen in relation to broader mission statements primarily focusing on how to use existing resources
more appropriately and sufficiently so as to make the elderly more self-reliant. The latter goes hand in hand
with the related agenda of putting the citizen at the centre of new kinds of health and elderly care services.
These two broad agendas are to be accompanied by a sharp focus on professional competency where practical
experience and professional judgement are envisioned as the primary controlling factors. This is
supplemented by an, at least, equally important agenda of transparency where specific decisions, service
delivery and level of quality can be determined and validated on seemingly obvious and consistent
foundations.37
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The municipality of Copenhagen employs more than 45,000 people. The Health and Care Administration employs
10,500 of these. In charge of each administration is a democratically elected committee whose chairman functions as the
mayor of the particular administration.
37
See http://www.kk.dk/FaktaOmKommunen/Forvaltninger/SundhedsOgOmsorgsforvaltningen/Mission.aspx and
http://www.kk.dk/FaktaOmKommunen/Forvaltninger/SundhedsOgOmsorgsforvaltningen/Politikker.aspx
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These broad focus areas of the Health and Care Administration provided a consistent framework for Det
Gode Ældreliv. In order to pursue the primary objective of improving the quality of living of the elderly, the
project was initiated to develop and experiment with new ways of carrying out public services in a care home
setting. It adopted a qualitative research approach with the aim of identifying the primary needs and
interests of the elderly. Ethnographic research took the form of participant observation of and interviews on
the everyday lives of the elderly inhabitants of the care home. This research concentrated on ensuring that
the ‘voices’ of the elderly were heard, but it also included the experiences and perspectives of the care home
staff, relatives of the current inhabitants and potential future care home inhabitants. The ethnographic
research pointed to a wide range of aspects of the lives of the elderly that were analysed into what the
consultant agency responsible for the research called ‘innovation tracks’. These tracks did not exist separately,
but were intertwined in various ways. There were eight of them: 1) ‘Memory support’, 2) ‘Food and meal
design’, 3) ‘Keep in touch’ (focusing on the social relationships of the elderly), 4) ‘The alternative home of
the elderly’, 5) ‘Medication and medicine consumption’, 6) ‘Work life at a care home’, 7) ‘Help to self-help’,
and 8) ‘Death – a natural part of life’.38 These made up the overall focus of Det Gode Ældreliv.

The innovation tracks were to be addressed in cooperation with various private companies with an interest
and competence in developing new service solutions for the elderly, thus classifying Det Gode Ældreliv as a
‘public-private innovation’ project. These innovation tracks were quite broad in their formulation and focus,
providing room for a wide variety of different sub-projects within the project. The initial logic was to give
potential private partners a rather open playing field to engage on. Consequently, the overall project was run
as a large portfolio of sub-projects carried out at the elderly care home in different periods throughout the
duration of the project. The companies involved differed widely in size and business area. Some were
multinational with several thousand employees, and some were small entrepreneurs with only one or two
employees. Their areas of business varied from addressing ‘soft’ issues like social living, new ways of
coaching, training and exercising to focusing on more technology-based solutions where the potential of
touch-screen technology, automation and digitalization were tried out.39

Both the project team and the public administrators found it positive that this wide palette of different
collaborative projects touched upon many aspects of the everyday life in a care home. But they also
recognized that because the projects each had their unique set-up and process, they were hard to plan and
lead. Not only was it a new way of cooperation between the municipality and the private companies, but it
also involved a new kind of goal: namely public-private innovation (in the form of creating radical new
solutions that simultaneously had to benefit the citizens, the public institution and the private companies).
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For a more comprehensive description of the innovation tracks, see:
http://www.kk.dk/FaktaOmKommunen/Forvaltninger/SundhedsOgOmsorgsforvaltningen/Projekter/ProjektDetGodeAe
ldreliv/Baggrunden/~/media/F6116207B89A4A779D33D53F7129A3C1.ashx
39
For a more detailed description of the companies involved in the project, see:
http://www.kk.dk/FaktaOmKommunen/Forvaltninger/SundhedsOgOmsorgsforvaltningen/Projekter/ProjektDetGodeAe
ldreliv/Virksomhederne.aspx
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The unique character of each sub-project made it very hard to figure out exactly what was the fruitful way
forward to improve the particular service; especially seen in relation to gaining an adequate understanding of
the lives of the elderly, the practices of the public employees and of how to productively activate the
resources of the private companies.

I took part in the activities of the project team consisting mostly of ensuring that the project was progressing
productively. A significant part of this was to establish and drive the various sub-projects at the care home
and facilitate the experimental process of developing and testing new ideas and prototypes with the elderly
and the institutional staff. These ideas and prototypes were for example digital touch screens supporting
people with memory loss, new training facilities to support a better physical well-being or a coaching concept
focusing on the acceptance of one’s own situation enabling new kinds of relationships between the elderly,
their relatives and the staff. My participation also included various internal meetings and workshops within
the project team as well as with the private companies, the institutional staff and the elderly themselves to
develop ideas further or to drive collaboration forward. Not least, it involved dealing with the municipal
administration and the innovation secretariat continuously in order to keep the project on the ‘right’ track.
This meant participating in making sure that the elderly were involved in a respectful way, that the private
companies had access to the care home and the elderly, that the institutional leadership was involved in
decisions in the project, that the institutional staff were involved in the processes of experimentation and
testing, and that the project did not disturb the everyday work and practice going on in the care home too
much. A figure of the array of actors involved in the practice of the field site follows below (Figure 1).
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These activities were all connected to the challenge of crystallizing what the exact element of innovation
could or should consist of. The challenge for the project team was that the very articulation of a specific
purpose, agenda, process or goal – all of which are inherent elements of public development practice – set up
a particular environment where decisions and actions were to be legitimized. Usually, municipal
development projects involve thorough project plans or policy documents. In this case, the goal of innovation
proved to have significant consequences for the project of ‘Det Gode Ældreliv’, which I will address in the
following sections.

INNOVATION OUT OF CONTEXT
I have referred several times in this thesis to innovation as a new concept in a public sector context. The
overall project of Det Gode Ældreliv was no exception in this respect. In the municipal administrative offices
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where I started my fieldwork on this particular project, this was even physically evident. The first meeting I
participated in was held in a tight office space bathed in neon light, situated in the long hall of the
bureaucratic administration building. It was a project team meeting. In the early stages of the project the
project team consisted of Anette, the project leader, Thea, the project coordinator (who later became project
leader) and an intern, Christine. The task of the day was to work with the different sub-projects and
visualize their processes. This became a frequent task for the project team as the sub-projects went in all
kinds of directions in different intensities. At the meeting, various posters were produced focusing on new
ideas, scenarios, problem areas and ‘to do’ lists. The problem with the exercise was quite simply that there
was no space available for hanging the posters. To fit four people into the tight office space was hard
enough, and the wall space had to be reused several times, and ideation posters were thus replaced with the
new posters. Anette, the project leader, recognized the difficulty with a tone of voice that understated the
problem: “This is really not optimal. They (the executives) want us to do these new kinds of innovation
processes, but they are certainly not making room for them.”

I started my fieldwork at the offices of the municipality, but soon spent most of my time in the institutional
setting of the care home. When I started my fieldwork at the care home, Anette had been replaced as project
leader by Thea, the former project coordinator. The original idea was that Anette should serve as the
primary contact in the administration, and that Thea would be situated in an office within the care home.
However, not long after my fieldwork started, Anette had been let go due to cuts in funding. Thea officially
remained project coordinator and was now to respond directly to Helene, the leader of the innovation
secretariat that had the overall responsibility for the project. Later on, Thea was promoted to project leader
at her initiative as this would enable her to make certain decisions and take on certain kinds of responsibility.
As a result, three different project leaders had been in charge of the project in the project period from
September 2007 to February 2011. When Thea went on maternity leave in early 2010, she never came back.
This meant that her replacement, Britt, was the one leading the project to its end.40

Coming from the long halls of the municipal administration offices with door-to-door closed spaces of paper
work and meeting activity to the social reality of the elderly citizens and the public employees at the care
home was something close to a ‘culture shock’ for me. The first time I stepped into the main hall of the care
home, I attempted to find my way around. I was supposed to meet Thea, the project coordinator, at her
office at the care home. As I looked around, my eyes first got locked on an old man sitting and staring out of
the window. He looked rather pale and had a large wound on his arm. I was struck by a kind of
uncomfortable feeling when I noticed that he did not move at all. He just sat there. The sight of this man
revitalized the feeling of nervousness and worry that I had prior to my fieldwork here. Mostly because I were
worried about my own reactions when I was faced with the struggles of the elderly. Like the bureaucratic
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While there were definitely formal and evident reasons for this replacement of leadership, it became evident to me that
the level of stress characterizing the particular role of project leader played a role at least in the fact that Thea did not
return from her maternity leave.
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administrators, I had been too far away from the people receiving the welfare services that were supposed to
be innovated. I looked away from the old man sitting in front of me, turned right and walked a few steps. I
was passed by a stretcher with an old lady on it, pushed by two emergency response men. I found out later
that she was already dead.

This made me think about the distance between the life of the elderly and what I was actually trying to
capture empirically: namely public innovation. How would that even make sense here?41 In one way, the
professional ‘language’ of public innovation seemed to be very much out of context. This was especially the
case in relation to the everyday operations of the care home where reactions among both employees and
elderly citizens were often characterized by confusion and estrangement. Were the ideas of public innovation
disconnected from this reality and unable to make a serious contribution? Was my empirical focus way off in
terms of capturing the actual reality of public innovation? I was tempted to answer my own question with a
sounding ‘yes’. On various occasions, I had the chance to engage much more in frontline activity and the
everyday lives of citizens. However, when it came to my empirical prioritization, I chose to remain focused
on the people carrying out the projects rather than focusing primarily on the social reality that they
attempted to change. My project was not primarily to describe how the public service systems were working
or the implications of the unintended failures of state interventions in people’s lives. Primarily, I wanted to
make the process of development itself subject to ethnographic exploration. In this sense, I experienced a
double-sided disconnect of realities: one was between the practical reality of the care home and the
professional language of public innovation. Another disconnect, which is the main focus of the following,
was between the practical reality of the project team and the narrative that the political and administrative
executives had managed to create, representing the project as ‘public innovation’. This narrative was a
deliberate attempt to contextualize the project as a legitimate and successful part of the municipality’s efforts
to innovate public service systems. The consequence, however, was a kind of ‘bureaucratization’ undermining
the practical reality of the project with significant implications for its progress and outcomes.

THE PROJECT NARRATIVE
From the beginning, Det Gode Ældreliv was widely accepted as a radically new approach to public
development. This perception was mainly based on the project’s use of processes of citizen-centred
innovation in a public institution working as a kind of ‘living lab’ to explore and test new ideas and products.
This approach had sparked the interest of both national and international people as it was perceived to be on
the cutting edge of public innovation practice.
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This first experience in the care home contributed to my constant challenge of planning and carrying out this kind of
fieldwork: in such a complex and fragile field, how should I position myself to gain valuable insight into the dynamics of
public innovation processes? It quickly became evident that the project lived almost solely because of the ability of the
project leader to drive the project forward in its various settings. Thus, I chose to try to capture the practical reality of the
project by following the project leader in her different activities, meetings and other situations. I tried to use these
concrete events to reflect upon and to take advantage of the opportunity to engage in ongoing, on-site reflections. I also
followed particular sub-projects more intensely, looking more closely at the cooperation between the public and private
actors involved in the project.
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For this reason, the project, at least initially and internally, had a significant focus on learning. As all the
project members highlighted, a project aiming for radically new welfare solutions that have still to be
discovered automatically implied processes of learning and trying out different things. There simply was a
risk of not producing products or service solutions that could be called innovative. The first project leader,
Anette, described how it was okay for the project to be framed in terms of uncertainty and unpredictability at
the beginning. The project was thought to work as a pilot project to experiment with possible new solutions
and ways of cooperating with the private sector. As she explained after a workshop where she presented
precisely this perspective:

“We are told to open up. I am really excited about it. We don’t quite know what we are doing,
but this is okay because this is an innovation project. Finally we can set out to actually do
something new and different. And with the citizen as the focal point for a change! It feels
really good to be a part of.”

This state of uncertainty, of non-knowledge or ‘not-knowing yet’, felt kind of liberating for Anette and the
project employees. They continued to emphasize that if the concept of innovation was to make sense in this
project, there had to be a legitimate space for exploring the value of new ideas and their worth through
practical application. One sub-project, for example, was experimenting with using new technology to help
elderly people with a failing memory to do their daily tasks. This would increase their ability to maintain a
self-supported everyday life. Another sub-project was experimenting with a new pedagogical approach based
on principles of coaching with the aim of building new awareness for the elderly of their own situation, which
had a significant positive influence on the relationships between the elderly, their relatives and the carers. In
both cases, there was a need to explore not only how the lives of the elderly citizens would potentially benefit
from the new idea, concept or technological product, but also how the work routines and professional roles of
the public employees could improve from or should adapt to it. In other words, both the collaborative
approach with several actors attempting to create synergy between knowledge, access and competences and
the process of developing, applying and adjusting the solution required iterative exploration. These were
explorative processes that were characterized by continuously not knowing enough to be certain about the
processes or the potential solutions.

However, not long after Anette’s liberating manifestation of not-knowing exactly what they were doing as
inherent parts of innovation processes, she was called into a meeting with some of the municipal executives.
Here, she was recommended to refrain from using phrases referring to ‘not-knowing’. In relation to this, she
commented:

“I thought: fair enough, but this is public innovation, not just a company trying to sell more
products. What we are trying to radically change is so complex so let us not pretend that we
can foresee all the possibilities and consequences beforehand. And yet it seems that we
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have to know exactly what we are doing? I mean, if we actually know precisely what will
happen, it means that we are not trying hard enough to be innovative.”

This, in Anette’s perspective, created the most difficult and resource-demanding task in the project; what
she termed “in-house administration and reporting”. For the project team, the primary task became to
constantly develop, discover or even invent the ‘right’ kind of information in an attempt to produce a
sufficient description of the practical realities of the project.

Any innovation expert will say that when engaging in the experimental processes of innovation, the inherent
and inevitable risk is failing to achieve an innovative outcome (for example Mulgan, 2003; Bason, 2007;
Jensen et al., 2008). However, this project quite quickly was influenced by a ‘zero-error’ culture of bureaucratic
development. What is at stake in this context is the risk of wasting tax payers’ money and of creating bad
publicity through the constant hunger of the media for illuminating the errors made by the public state. Seen
from this rationale of public sector conduct, failure was not an option. Gradually, the consequence of this was
that the political and bureaucratic leadership contributed to the development of a narrative that became more
about illuminating a story of success than about actually working within the premises of innovation processes
and their implications. The initial attempt made by Anette to manage expectations in terms of the results and
outcomes of the project was met by ‘a bureaucratic success demand’ that transformed the expectations for the
project both internally and externally. The project team kept experiencing this, and it was a source of
continuous frustration to Thea. As she expressed it the day after doing a presentation to an international
audience,

“...there are a lot of things that we did in the project which we should have done differently.
The knowledge we have now may not be the solution, but we have a thorough understanding
of the problems that will provide a way forward and enable us to find an approach that works
much better. But that is not seen as any kind of success by the executives. The project has
been profiled as ‘top notch’, as a ‘sunshine story’ with no equal anywhere. Often, it is hard to
keep that kind of enthusiasm that is kept alive through the expectations from outside the
project when you are here every day and see what is going on in practice. When I do the
presentations of the project, I can say that we are a pioneer project, but I cannot explain why
I find it a success. All that we have learned is definitely a success in my eyes. But I am not
allowed to say that. Because then I have to describe how these kinds of processes actually
work. And that is not what people have come to hear.”

The messy reality of the innovation project was not interesting and certainly not what would help legitimize
the project in relation to the executives or the outside world. But, as with many other public innovation
initiatives carried out at this time, doing public innovation (and particularly user-driven innovation)
somehow became a story in itself. Just being labelled as an ‘innovation project’ within a municipal setting was
seen as a success. The project developed into a narrative that not only created interest and support from
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external experts, organizations and other public municipalities and ministries, but it also ensured the
legitimacy within the organization to invest in the innovation project in the first place.

The story of the project became so well-articulated that the municipality started using the project as part of
their branding strategy. This meant that the project leaders constantly had to ‘display’ the project to
interested people from around the country and even around the world. However, building and
communicating this narrative came with a cost which, during the project, changed the expectations both for
the process and outcomes of the project. Looking back on the process of the project, Britt, the third project
leader, analysed:

“There are a lot of knowledge and information that they (the politicians and the executives)
should be able to follow continuously. Then they might stop giving these glamorous
speeches and presentations about the project. What is being formulated externally is still
just a lovely story of innovation. Would it be possible to have a dialogue between us where
what is being communicated upwards is not only time tables? Or ‘right now we are doing
this’? Or answering the question: ‘is it a good product or a bad product?’ or ‘what are the
possible savings?’ How about informing the executives that we have developed experience
and knowledge that make us able to start initiatives on making the staff work in more
innovative ways? Or here is an area that we need to get more into – could we give this
process more time? In this way, all the really good insights are blocked by the overall story
of the project. It is very much narrowed down what is conveyed. It would be good if there was
some kind of accordance with what they are saying externally and what goes on in reality.”

MAKING INNOVATION TANGIBLE THROUGH TECHNOLOGY
The bureaucratic demand for success was no longer just about avoiding errors. The concept of public
innovation implicitly promised radically new solutions to challenges in public service delivery. To help gain
support from the political and administrative executive levels within the municipality, both of which were
quite sceptical to begin with, the secretariat for innovation had to engage in different ways of legitimizing
the project within the organization. The focus on the quality of living of the elderly was simply not
convincing enough to address this scepticism. There was still much uncertainty in relation to exactly what
kind of effects could be expected from a project primarily focusing on citizens’ service experience.
Consequently, the innovative effects had to be made into something much more tangible and accountable.
As a result, innovation became linked to a technological agenda that at the time was a dominating discourse
in relation to public service system development in Denmark. Britt was sceptical towards this
transformation: “when everybody is screaming for welfare technology, there may a tendency to see products
in the light of matching that description before looking at other value-creating qualities.”

So instead of risking having to interpret innovations through their qualitative and experienced value for
citizens or public employees, the project increasingly was framed by the municipal secretariat for innovation
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as a search for new technological solutions. Technological products were perceived as something more
concrete and tangible, less difficult to integrate in public service systems and, not least, also easier to
communicate as ‘innovations’. This affected the expectations about and perception of the processes and
results of the project. In a conversation about the different types of possible impacts of the project, Thea
commented on this development:

“It was demanded of us that we communicated what we did during the project period. Some
of the things we did actually changed because the executives communicated the results in
certain ways. They sort of invented some things that became a reality that did not exist. It
was talked about in certain ways, for instance something like ’ground-breaking technological
solutions’. And then suddenly it became a reality that we were inventing radically new
technological solutions in the project. This was not at all what we were doing at the time.”

In this light, the project was expected to deliver ‘innovation’ in the form of technological products to be
implemented and, for the private partner, commercialized. The focus on openly exploring new ways of
improving the quality of living became secondary. As Thea continued:

“It is extremely difficult to get away with any attempt to focus solely on service innovation –
you know, just focusing on changing behaviour or the roles that people currently have. I
know that these processes can seem diffuse and can be hard to get your head around. I
certainly also get confused when we are talking about involving relatives in new ways that
can build the capacity of both the elderly and the home carers. I mean, how is that really
supposed to happen? But some of the insights and ideas are really interesting. And they are
right there even if they are not a piece of hardware or technology.”

This was not an intentional pressure by the political and administrative executives, but rather an attempt to
legitimize the mere existence of the project to themselves and the outside world. The narrative of the
innovation project had just simply caught up with and overtaken the practical reality of the project. Now the
project team just had to deliver on the intent: to create actual public innovations or ground-breaking
technological solutions. But they had to do it within a particular frame of what it meant to be innovative not
necessarily in line with either the service experience of the elderly or the practical development of the project.
Attempting to address the core problem of this, Britt had trouble hiding her frustration:

“Why is it what our executives always seem to want us to discover needs among the
citizens that can be satisfied by technological products? The citizens do not need
technology. And if they did, they would not know that they did because they would not know
that this technology existed or could exist. What they need is care, not technology.”
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IN THE SCOPE OF RATIONALITY
The legitimacy of the project was not only a matter of political will or administrative executives sanctioning
particular decisions. The good elderly life was a conscious attempt to facilitate change and foster innovation in
an elderly care home. Consequently, the practical reality was also created in relation to and co-produced by
citizens, institutional executive and frontline staff, private companies, the innovation secretariat and the
project team itself. On these different levels and in these various contexts, the project had to be acknowledged
as meaningful and valuable by every one of the actors affected by or involved in it.

One obvious relationship that constantly had to be maintained to keep the project alive and legitimate was the
continuous involvement of the elderly citizens living in the care home. They not only had to accept and adapt
to the prospect of changes in service and care activities, but the project depended on their active involvement
in and contribution to the creation of new qualitative information on their lives. They had to open up their
homes to being part of experimental processes where they were drawn in to test different kinds of alterations
in the services they depended on. Their desire (and right) to close their own door and be left alone had to be
respected, which continuously set up limitations on what was feasible in the practical process of the project.
The project leaders worked hard to gain and maintain the trust of elderly citizens out of respect for their lives.
But also out of concern for the progress and legitimacy of a project that, to a large extent, was characterized as
‘innovative’ due to its emphasis on being ‘user-centred’ and ‘user-driven’. Sometimes this could imply delays
because the elderly simply were not ready to participate when the project plan wanted them to. Sometimes
they changed their minds about being part of the project. At other times they simply were not there anymore
due to natural causes since Sølund was in fact the place they had come to spend the last period of their lives.
Consequently, maintaining a significant level of trust in the relationship with the elderly citizens as well as
accepting the unpredictability of their involvement was part of the practical reality of the project.

In relation to the private companies, a recurring practical implication of their involvement was exploring how
their product, technology or service would work in the everyday life at Sølund. One of the private companies
involved had a very successful coaching-concept that involved new ways of relating residents, relatives and
staff. The effect of this had been very significant with improvements in the relationships between the staff,
the relatives and the elderly at the care home. The problem was one of ‘packaging’: “They need to define how
they differentiate from other existing initiatives”, as Thea described it. The ‘product’ needed a consistent
interpretation that had to live up to the innovation narrative of the project. The practical reality gave way to
many different positive indications, but none of these could be acknowledged as ‘innovation’ in the dominant
scope of rationality.

A different kind of rationality was involved in relation to the employees working at the care home. The
innovation project suggested potential radical interventions that were bound to challenge or conflict with the
existing routines and priorities of the different departments of the care home ranging from the director to the
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frontline staff. The project had to take existing practices seriously if it was to gain the support of the
institution’s staff. Thea called this “an important reality check” for the project:

“It (the narrative of the project) clashes quite significantly with what the staff experience as
happening in practice. And they really don’t want to be bothered with the kind of ‘hot air’ that
the executives, and to some extent I, are responsible for. In the project, we run our heads
against these ‘walls of reality’ all the time. If not in the different constellations of citizens, staff
and companies coming together in the institutional departments, then we experience it in
reporting to institution executives. Because they can see what happens in practice and of
course know when we are out of sync with reality.”

In this sense, the institutional staff often felt that their work was not taken seriously. The practical
relationship between their core operations and innovation activities constantly had to be made meaningful.
Not only in dealing with the challenges to existing routines and professional competence. Nor only because
it was constantly a matter of finding the time to experiment with new ways of doing things while upholding
the care needed to maintain a sufficient level of service for the elderly. It required what they perceived to be
an unrealistic ability to balance two different simultaneously existing realities, a project reality and their own
operational reality.

The project leaders were set to act within these different rationalities that were both defined and under
continuous redefinition, making their way as they went along. In order to make sense of the practical reality,
they had to try to build the criteria for legitimate conduct by which their conduct was validated. This effort
was relying on “a developed feel or knack for strategy” (Scott, 1998:316). This is what Scott refers to as
‘metis’, which relies on the ability to act in a concrete situation; a kind of in-built professionalism embodying
useful and practical knowledge. The premise here is radically different from bureaucratic procedures and
requires practical knowledge and sensitivity to the ‘art of locality’ as described by English philosopher
Michael Oakeshott, quoted by Scott:

“These rules and principles are mere abridgements of the activity itself; they do not exist in
advance of the activity, they cannot properly be said to govern it and they cannot provide
the impetus of the activity. A complete mastery of the principles may exist alongside a
complete inability to pursue the activity to which they refer, for the pursuit of the activity
does not consist in the application of these principles; and even if it did, the knowledge of
how to apply them (the knowledge of actually pursuing the activity) is not given in a
knowledge of them” (Ibid.).

My point is that public innovation does not merely call for understanding and applying a kind of ‘metis’ as
practical knowledge or mastering an ‘art of locality’, but it suggests deliberately making room for spaces of
irreality and unpredictable development. The attempt to validate the project on the executive levels of the
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public organization proved to be fatal to the legitimacy of the project in various practical contexts. It not only
set up contradicting expectations to the purpose, process and outcomes of the project, but it became a part of
setting up conflicting perceptions of the possibilities and structures of practical reality.

The main problem is that these efforts situated within ‘art of locality’ take place within a scope of rationality
(Tambiah, 1990) that is attempting to make reality predictable. Anthropologist Stanley Tambiah argues that
the changing character of practical realities stand in opposition to rationality because rationality relies on
consistency after a judgment has been made. The challenge is that if rational understanding is linked to
‘articulation’ and being able to give account within frames determined by particular intentions or beliefs, how
do we account for human action caused by factors outside of those frames? ”How are we to systematically
relate ‘intentions’ and ‘causes’ and ‘outcomes’, and where does explanation and causality in terms of rationality
stop and fall short?” (Tambiah, 1990:117-118). He partly answers by identifying rationality to serve to
“explain behaviour without explaining too much” (Tambiah, 1990:119). Rationality simply avoids coping with
complexity by singling out causal factors that, through a firm belief in a particular cause and the direct
reasonable action that this cause produces, determine the scope of rationality.

This also implies that rationality does not deliver any analytical tools to understand or accept any possible
alternatives since any claim to other kinds of knowledge or ways of knowing inherently will be seen as
‘irrational’. The critical problem in this respect is that irrationality is not defined in opposition to a single
statement or proposition, but fights against a whole system of propositions that to some extent is about
knowledge per se and relies even more on being acknowledged within the particular scope of rationality
(Tambiah, 1990:64, referring to Ludwig Wittgenstein: ‘On Certainty’, 1969).42 The different rationalities
involved in project had to be subject to the project leader’s constant effort to validate their mere existence and
influence over the process of the project. But, at the same time, the project was fighting a dominating ‘system
of propositions’ mainly aimed at upholding the narrative that legitimized a scope of rationality by reinforcing
the projects status as a successful public innovation project.

The risk of misrepresenting practical realities of innovation projects does not only consist of leaping into
attempts to identify or invent descriptions and measures “that accurately reflect the facts on the ground and
that can be conveyed to administrators” (Scott, 1998:339). Rather, for public administrators of public
innovation, it becomes “a question of changing the environment so that it is more standardized to begin with”
(Ibid.). As a consequence, public innovation becomes less about new explorative processes of experimentation
and more a question of inventing concepts or theories to be applied and administered as public innovation.
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Equally paradoxical, how do we maintain a strict demand for being driven by ‘rational analysis’ without making room
for imaginative practices which, according to Kant and other distinguished philosophers, are the fundament for creating ‘a
rationality’ in the first place (Johnson, 1987)? The latter thereby challenging the idea that creativity and improvisation
should be an irrational practice. As Mark Johnson argues: “Our new ideas and connections do come from somewhere.
They come from the imaginative structures that make up our present understanding, from the schemata that organize our
experience” (Johnson, 1987:165).
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The consequence is that while public innovation project leaders and other people involved in the innovation
of the public sector may be seen as the new entrepreneurs or change makers of society, they have in fact no
more space for actual creative, unpredictable or practical activity than their colleagues of traditional
bureaucratic administration. Remaining within the scope of rationality is thereby a prescriptive and generative
premise, often excluding alternative attempts to take into account what was outside the existing rationality:
“the great failure of rationalism is not its recognition of technical knowledge, but its failure to recognize any
other” (Pascal in: Scott, 1998:340).

THE PURIFICATION OF KNOWLEDGE AND THE SELF
The overall narrative determining the most dominating scope of rationality was defined by the executive level
of the municipality and often reproduced by an entirely different group of people than the ones involved in
the practical reality of the project. A group of people that Britt called ‘the writers’:

“They are the ones communicating your project upwards because they are good at writing in
the right kind of language. So they know what to write to get through to the executives and
know what they want to hear. I am not saying that they are writing anything untrue. I am just
saying that they know what the executives are interested in hearing about. So they work as
a kind of filter from practical reality. And they prevent the wider learning from getting
attention. And that is only the first sorting of information. I have experienced that ’the
writers’ have written about the status of the project without even talking to me or anyone
else involved. And I asked: ‘why didn’t you just call me?’ And then they reply: ‘we had to hurry
and report something’. And when I say: ‘but it is an entirely wrong representation of what is
going on’, they try to calm me down by saying that it is just a very general status update.”

Britt and the other project leaders were worried about the process of knowledge transformation that this kind
of reporting involved. It was not only the simplification or distortion of the practical reality, but the work of
the writers basically created an alternative reality. This alternative reality was situated within the realm of
‘transparency’ and eliminated the contextuality and temporality of the particular knowledge involved.

Here, trustworthiness was bound to institutional knowledge and information organized around ‘isolated
value-episodes’ (Corsin-Jiménez, 2005:18) where information was tied to its unique moment of revelation.
The overall problem with these ‘purification’ processes of knowledge, of which transparency exists as an everunobtainable goal, was that they risked removing the innovation project from its own conditions of existence
and creating no space for temporality and intangibility (Corsin Jiménez, 2005:19), institutionalizing the very
‘non-contextualization’ of information. For the project and project leader to be trusted, the ability to make
information available that worked ‘upwards in the system’ was not merely an option, but the only way to
create the conditions to legitimize the existence of the project as a whole:
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“Social knowledge is subjected to a constant externalisation of itself through its breaking down
into ever narrower constituents. In this light, the notion of trust ... requires to breakdown (or
purify) its own context of action to convey meaning. Trust works by creating its own
preconditions of existence, which must in turn be certified as trustworthy” (Ibid.:21).

However, as ‘the writers’ highlight, what was often needed is a general or overall description of the process to
be ‘consumed’ by the administrative and political executives. What was consumable in the administrative
chain here was a static story of innovation rather than the intangible, changing reality of a project.
Consequently, when the project leaders insisted on taking into consideration the practical, contextual or
temporal reality of the innovation project to manage expectations about its process and results and also
appreciate the multiplicity of learning that was going on in practice, they assumed that these realities actually
had an effect on the shape and content of the official project narrative or the status reports; that these
phenomena had an influence on the preconditions of the project.

So while the narrative of the project lived on as a trustworthy reality in itself, the project leaders experienced
acts of distrust towards their ability to lead the project. Here, trust, information and the ability to
communicate were connected as different parts of achieving ‘moral robustness’ (Ibid.:6). To be acknowledged
as somebody doing her job correctly, the goal of the representing of knowledge and information became a
search for a kind of ‘purification’. An exercise similar to the one John Dewey describes in ‘The quest for
certainty’ (1927):

“It becomes a question of continuous validation. Reality is sought to be made valid through
rational knowledge claims that only in their fixed and unchanging state can be legitimized.
Desires, choices, trust, experiences or other contingent matters that create value in the
world are only real insofar as they can be warranted or represented as ‘pure’ or legitimate
knowledge (Dewey, 1927:19-20).

Not only does knowledge have “monopolistic claims to access reality” (Dewey, 1927:24), but the messy
practical reality of the project became expressions of the personal and moral character of the project leaders.
Their professional relationships depended on the ability to make information about the project acceptable to
the different administrative levels in the municipality. In other words, as Corsin-Jimenez argues, “morality
emerges, not as an aspect of human relationships, but as a feature of the infrastructure of information. If we
make our information more robust, we strengthen our morality” (Corsin Jiménez, 2005:5-6).

WE ARE OUR INFORMATION
This premise became most evident for the role of the project leader in the interaction with Helene, the leader
of the administrative innovation secretariat. Helene had the ultimate responsibility for managing the process
and progress of the project. Consequently, this meant that she was in charge of the legitimacy of the project.
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She had to make sure that the project was on the ‘right’ track and deliver what it had promised within the
organization. It was an ambivalent responsibility “to hold on while letting go”, as Thea described it. Helene
expressed it this way:

“It has to be a conscious choice. It is not about knowing the solution in advance, but to
be able to ask: are we inside the ‘frame’ of the project? Do we even know what we are
doing at all and are we able to tell the story of it?”

The project leader had to report the status of the project in legitimate terms, and Helene was responsible for
handling the externalization of the project reality. As she described it:

“I constantly have to keep a balance between an appropriate amount of openness without
creating too much ’noise’ in relation to the outcome. You know ...‘the result’. And all the time
making sure that we are able to communicate in that process. Lots of times I have to go the
other way and say: ‘you may be working in a process and be unable to say anything specific
about the direction or the result, but you simply have to’. The very open processes keep
people from saying anything at all. And that is simply not good enough.”

In the arts, frames are often used to support or highlight works of artists, making it an element of
communication of the final outcome. The proposed outcome, in this context, was an innovative service
solution, applied to the everyday lives of elderly citizens. However, in this particular context, ‘framing’ was not
about the outcome of the project. Instead, keeping the project ‘inside the frame’ related to the ability to
explain the process and outcomes in legitimate terms and with reasoned authority. The ‘noise’ of the project
was the inability to communicate, in tangible terms, how the project was progressing in accordance with a
presumed overall plan. A plan that rather than specifying certain actions and decisions, consisted of a
narrative of public innovation setting up a desired ideal scenario. It was the practice of handling and making
this ‘noise’ explicit that was experienced as opening up a new space for legitimate public sector development,
but it was also the source of individual struggle and huge frustration.

The bureaucratically controlled innovation process created particular positions and roles where especially the
project leader and the director of the innovation secretariat were caught between different systems and
agendas that worked in opposition to each other. What was noise for the director was practical reality for the
project leader. The consequence, however, was deeply personal and had moral implications for those involved.
Thea admitted that these organizational premises had significant implications for her professional and
personal life:

“It came to direct conflicts. It made me very frustrated that my everyday experience from
the project and the care home did not get recognized. The things demanded from upwards
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in the system were totally out of touch with the actual reality of the project. Almost
everything was taken out of context.”

This was not only a particular ‘knowledge act’ attempting to transform future-oriented, but unpredictable
potentialities into self-evident information to ‘prove’ the efficiency of the current process. There were also
constant and unwanted attempts to delegitimize the very meaning and legitimacy of the context itself.
Deliberate choices by the project leaders to be true to the practical reality of the project by representing its
ambiguity or unpredictable flux were not accepted and even seen as signs of weakness. “We are our
information”, as Corsin Jimenez phrases it, and this “is why our information needs to be unbiased, pure
elements” (Corsin Jimenez, 2005:9). The consequence, other than talented people wanting to quit a job they
otherwise found very meaningful, was the creation of inner conditions of insecurity, frustration, fear and guilt
that held the potential of having quite devastating consequences. As Britt remarked:

“If things are in this way upwards, it is impossible to endure physically and psychologically. I
mean, it makes you die of stress. Or unreasonableness. It is designed to make you break
down.”

TRIALS OF EXPLICITNESS
The project leaders of Det Gode Ældreliv experienced what Muniesa and Lindhart call ‘trials of explicitness’
(Muniesa & Lindhart, 2009). They relate this term to the processes of implementation of new reforms in the
public sector where state practitioners struggle to make sense of and orientate the reforms correctly in a
context of continuous measurement and evaluation. A ‘trial’ is a situation where the involved actors are
uncertain about how to act and collectively experiment with appropriate ways of dealing with the specific
state of affairs and various legitimate applications of actions and decisions. In this context, the project leaders
in particular struggled with the lack of knowledge and immense uncertainty about the process of the project.
Their knowledge practice was constantly examined and reformed in the light of incoming information and
unpredictable developments. The consequence was an ongoing experimentation with various ways of making
themselves accountable within the dominating scope of rationality while attempting to prioritize and take
seriously the practical reality and other rationalities of the project. A crisis of trust emerged as increased
knowledge of the practical reality only led to increased insecurity and ambivalence in light of the municipal
administration’s demand for reliable information in sync with the overall project narrative.

Specifically, I wish to draw attention to the temporal, contextual and dynamic character of these ‘trials of
explicitness’. The project team faced a daily task of figuring out how to act legitimately and productively as a
state representative in a new environment. In this environment, the practical reality was in different
interconnected ways made up and co-constructed by various actors, ideologies and situated power relations.
For the project team, it became less about driving forward a productive development process and more about
figuring out how to gain support from their own organization. Consequently, acts of legitimizing conduct in
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this context became a question of the management, representation and consumption of knowledge and
information. Gaining support for doing something differently demanded an ability, in all kinds of particular
practical situations, to represent one’s conduct as legitimate and trustworthy.

This is where an anthropological conception of trust becomes particularly interesting. I will argue for a focus
on how knowledge and trust have to work as what Corsin Jimenez calls “a temporal register” (Corsin
Jimenez, 2005:4). This refers to how the knowledge practices are ‘temporally registered’ to make past,
present and future actions and decisions legitimate or possible. In the context of Den Gode Ældreliv, it is
not particularly an ‘exaggeration of information’ hat is needed for legitimately trusting someone or
something, but the ability to continuously create what is perceived as direct links between knowledge and
action. In practice, various possibilities open up which in different ways may or may not accomplish “the
explication of what the state is, how it acts, how well, and at which costs” (Muniesa & Linhardt, 2009:4).

I argue that the likelihood of this ‘explication’ is considered as legitimate within the current system of
justification is depending on the dominant political epistemology. What the practice of the project is
implicitly demanding is an epistemology that enables a knowledge practice based on creative processes of
improvisation (Bergson, 1911, 1946; Whitehead, 1929; Bruner, 1993; Hallam & Ingold, 2007). The
changing conditions and the new kinds of conduct that are called for in public innovation “not only open up
a space for improvisation, but also demands it if people are to respond to these conditions with judgement
and precision” (Hallam & Ingold, 2007:2). Improvisation is the necessary response to the contingencies and
challenges of various practical situations that the project team faces. Improvisation is called upon because the
existing conventions or rationalities are made, at least temporarily, obsolete, and no codes or guidelines are
available to act from (Bruner, 1993). Accepting that social practices precede and determine the criteria for
possibility and planning, guiding social or professional conduct “becomes something quite different from the
realization of a program” (Bergson, 1946:123). It is a way of responding to and making sense of an emerging
world in a process of continuous movement (Whitehead, 1929) where ‘temporal registers’ aiming at
establishing trustworthiness merely are moments of expression in a practical reality always in the making.

What Corsin-Jimenez identified as the response of a crisis in the form of audit cultures and risk management
regimes is an evident part of the everyday reality of Det Gode Ældreliv. In the social complexity and uncertain
reality of the project, the project team had to deal with a constant lack of tangible knowledge about the
process and progress of the project. In order to obtain support and legitimacy, they had to be able to
externalize information and knowledge for formal consumption in accordance with a project narrative that
was allowed to contextualize the practical reality of the project. Instead of creating space for improvisatory
processes needed in order to even begin to explore and develop potential innovations, the goal became one of
searching for and identifying particular ‘ways of innovating’ suitable for a stable narrative. This created a kind
of relational accountability that reposed very little confidence in the skills, intelligence, expertise and creative
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capability of the project team. It results in a negative and inefficient consequence of much practice of social
engineering as described by Scott:

“… complex, diverse, animated environments contribute to producing a resilient, flexible,
adept population that has more experience in confronting novel challenges and taking
initiative. Narrow, planned environments, by contrast, foster a less skilled, less innovative,
less resourceful population. The population, once created, would ironically have been
exactly the kind of human material that would in fact have needed close supervision from
above. In other words, the logic of social engineering on this scale was to produce the sort
of subjects that its plans had assumed at the outset” (Scott, 1998:346).

As I have shown, public innovation relies on the professional ability to explore and experiment with new
approaches to public service delivery. However, in this project, as in much practice of public innovation more
generally, this approach is to some extent kept outside the scope of rationality, maintaining it in a state of
ambivalence and struggling to gain legitimacy. This not only has moral consequences on a personal and social
level, but actually also counters the professional competency and knowledge practice that the state should be
encouraging in order to enable explorative processes of change. This public innovation project started off by
creating irrealities that reinforced the perceived potentiality of the present. But when entering the logic of
regular state interventions, practical reality was transformed into formal transactions of secure knowledge and
the irreality of the present was turned into a stable narrative. The consequence was that the project ended up
being hidden away to avoid too much publicity since it did in fact not develop particular ‘ways of innovating’
or ‘ground-breaking technological solutions’; it simply failed to deliver on a promise defined outside of the
practical reality of the project.

This poses the fundamental question of how the state ‘owns’ and authorizes public innovation. In this chapter,
I have illustrated how attempts to legitimize innovation efforts through stable knowledge claims and
narratives not only undermine the practical reality of social practice, but also counter the very potential of
changing public service systems in a valuable way. The attempts to make intangible processes of development
and governance ‘transparent’ are the continuous paradoxical ‘trials of explicitness’ of public innovation.
Trustworthiness becomes as a social and moral asset that not only has to involve knowledge practices out of
touch with the emerging practical reality, but also is reproducing a perspective on public employees incapable
of making good decisions on their terms. Ultimately, public innovation might set out to reinvent the political
epistemology of state interventions resulting in a more dynamic connection between the models of and
models for reality. But when this is not reflected in the knowledge practices and ensures a change in the
politics of visibility – in this case the ways people responsible for changing public service systems can be
accountable during the change process itself – the practical reality of public innovation can mostly be
characterized by its lack of temporal registers to legitimize the actual process.
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To unfold this problematic further, the next chapter will focus on dominating perceptions of public authority
and the way that these determine the possibilities in the guidance and governance of public innovation. Public
innovation does not ‘add up’ to a new management regime or give way to a new knowledge-based authority.
But it does offer knowledge practices that accept a gap between general policies and strategies and the specific
conditions of social reality in a context of continuous change. The following will illustrate that when authority
comes through the continuous idealization of secure knowledge, it is creating paralysis rather than enabling
active decision-making. The question is what should actually, in different contexts, characterize or define
public authoritativeness itself.
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CHAPTER 6
GUIDING PUBLIC INNOVATION: FROM AUTHORIZATION TO AUTHORIZING ENVIRONMENTS
“If we fight off this bewitchment by the dream of an ethical algorithm – a universal and
invariable code of procedures capable of providing unique and definite answers to all our
moral questions – it quickly becomes clear that even the best set of rules or principles
cannot by itself satisfy our expectations” (Johnson & Toulmin, 1988:7)

Public innovation may have established itself as a legitimate concept, “framing the contours of the possible”
(Riles, 2011:119), but these very contours rely on a political epistemology that goes well beyond what has
often been intended or imagined by the people responsible for its facilitation in public sector contexts. This
chapter will focus on this in relation to ideas of authority and authoritativeness by dealing with the challenge
of authoritatively guiding public innovation practice. It examines a project with the purpose of developing a
guide for PPI by the Danish Enterprise and Construction Agency (DECA) and MindLab. This project
illuminates how different notions of authority are essential in order to understand the policy and practice of
innovation, both in relation to what people imagine ‘authoritativeness’ to be, what role they want it to play in
their professional practices of public development and what acts of ‘authorization’ it could or should entail.

I will argue that, ultimately, questions of public authority come down to certain perceptions of the future as
‘knowable’, drawing on probabilistic expectations and instrumental techniques of managing an authority role
on the premise of solving problems (Curry, 2009). The challenge of guiding PPI practices is to establish clear
grounds for intervening and act authoritatively without relying on existing knowledge. The cognitive
equipment relies on constantly exploring the potential of the present and legitimizes ways of making decisions
based on a future that can be without existing (Miller, 2011). In other words, the following is exploring the
relationship between the political epistemology of state guidance and the notion of public authority; in
particular how the concept of public innovation changes the theory of knowledge acquisition and the
character of the knowledge practices in order of authorisation from the state.

This kind of challenge is put into perspective by Riles in her account of Japanese traders’ and bureaucrats’
attempts to engage in the world of global finance (Riles, 2011). The bureaucrats that Riles engaged with were
caught between two contradicting demands for their work: on one hand, they recognized the critique pointing
to the lack of transparency in establishing clear grounds for when to intervene. But on the other hand, they
also suffered precisely because they were expected to be able to intervene when necessary despite an
overwhelming lack of knowledge and oversight while often also leaving the market to its own devices (Riles,
2011). I argue that public innovation shares a central feature with market deregulation. On one hand, most of
the identified barriers in relation to public innovation are linked to the extensive bureaucratic regulation
ranging from rigid procurement and commissioning rules to the unproductive ‘managerialism’ of development
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projects. Public innovation projects have to ‘break free’ from their current premises and environments in order
to fully realize their innovative potential. In this sense, public innovation is dependent on continuous efforts
of deregulation. Or rather, I would argue, the establishing of a space for experimentation to try out new
approaches and practices for public service delivery.

On the other hand, the same bureaucrats who should be driving the ‘deregulation’ of bureaucracy and provide
the physical and virtual spaces for public innovation also have to be able to build consistent structures and
models that support public innovation efforts. They are responsible for rethinking the current organizational
and procedural aspects of the public service system, but cannot let public innovation ‘live on’ only as the result
of deregulative efforts and exist as a rather unsystematic and unpredictable approach to public development. It
has to be modelled and made systematic. Paradoxically, they also have to intervene in traditional bureaucratic
ways to make sure that innovation is kept bureaucratically tangible. In other words, public servants have to
intervene in order to create less need for future interventions while regulating and controlling innovation
practices in ways that potentially undermine the epistemological foundations of creative exploration. This
paradoxical challenge is central in the following.

GUIDING THE PRACTICE OF PUBLIC-PRIVATE INNOVATION
The project of developing a guide for PPI was funded by the DECA and resulted in establishing a project
team with participants from both the DECA and MindLab. The motivation for developing guidelines for
PPI was to deal with the theory of PPI that had proved to be very hard to make use of in terms of creating
consistent and effective public sector practices. The executives allocating resources to develop a guide for PPI
recognized that there were many difficulties involved in going from theory to practice when shifting to new
types of processes and effects (innovation) and different types of roles, functions and activities (networked or
collaborative development). They emphasized not least that “PPI had to be made more attractive to private
companies”, as one ministerial executive formulated it. And one way to make that happen was to increase the
capability for public project leaders and other public employees involved in PPI to navigate the complex
development and collaborative processes as well as the organizational and legal issues involved. The project,
therefore, focused primarily on addressing the challenges for public organizations and actors to engage in PPI.

PPI was interpreted and presented as a new way of developing the public sector via temporary partnerships
between public and private actors closely cooperating to reach solutions that both enhance productivity for the
public sector and growth in the private sector and create a better service experience for citizens. PPI had to
ensure the creation and utilization of still unknown synergies between private company expertise and public
access to and knowledge about the lives and needs of citizens much in line with current political agendas and
economically based arguments. As the Danish Government Platform from 2011 states:

“The time has come to look pragmatically at the boundaries between the private and the
public sector. The public sector and private businesses should collaborate and learn from
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each other. It is simply the most effective way, and it can provide new opportunities for
growth and create new jobs. Partnerships between public and private sectors can open new
possibilities for commercializing the solutions that are being developed” (the Danish
government, 2011:24, my own translation).

The challenge for the people involved in PPI was that it was a theoretical idea to be implemented. The usual
way of going about making use of academic ideas in bureaucratic contexts is to ‘translate’ them into policy
proposals (Riles, 2011:148) or, in this case, a seemingly consistent innovation theory. The question was how
this theory would translate into public sector contexts and whether the ideology and intent behind it could be
maintained in the process of translation (Ibid.:149).

I became part of this team to draw on my research experience in the field (approx. 18 months into my
research at the start of the project), making the project a ‘para-site’ of research and continuous reflection (see
Chapter two). A significant part of its scope was a product of my research, and I was a consistent part of the
project team throughout most of the project.43 A significant part of this work was, in various interactional
settings, to manage expectations about what could be expected from the outcomes of PPI at this stage, and
also what could be expected in terms of the ‘guidance’ itself. The project was initiated in February 2011 and
ended in March 2012 with the launch of a website, www.opi-guide.dk. This website was the primary delivery
of the project and first and foremost a product of collaborative learning processes where knowledge was
accumulated by involving and engaging with people already involved in the field of PPI. This included people
working in municipalities or regions dealing with development and innovation initiatives, people with legal
and procurement responsibilities, people with specific responsibilities in areas of social or elderly care, health,
education or business relations and people with relevant administrative or executive responsibilities. The
process of developing the PPI guide also involved close collaboration with the regional initiative OPI-LAB
(‘PPI-LAB’), a cross-regional initiative aiming to experiment with different types of PPI projects and
processes which later took over the operation of the website.

ADDRESSING PERPLEXITIES OF PUBLIC INNOVATION
The significant variation in conceptualizing the purpose, frameworks and processes of PPI created insecurity
and perplexity. Consequently, public actors on all levels demanded ‘authoritative guidelines’ in order to do
their job effectively and correctly. One example of working in this context was experienced by an
administrator of PPI initiatives in a Danish regional agency. For many months, she had been trying to figure
out how to set up PPI projects that incorporated the complex European procurement rules:
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As this project was initiated almost two years into my research, I had the chance to apply several of my insights and
ideas in a practical setting where the overall research question from the beginning was: what does it actually mean for a
public authority to ‘guide’ public innovation? I was part of framing the focus of the project as well as scoping, carrying out
and analysing various activities in the process, including interviews, workshops and steering group meetings. This project
was an opportunity to test and qualify my insights and their relevance and applicability in a real context of bureaucratic
decision-making.
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”We need some clear manuals to show us the right ways to go about it. There is a lack of
authoritative guidelines that give our actions and decisions as a regional agency more
legitimacy. If it has been approved by an agency of the state we do not have to ‘tinker’ with it.
Right now we definitely use a very conservative interpretation of the rules. Instead of
experimenting with the possibilities, we are putting restrictions on ourselves and leaving
ourselves kind of paralyzed. Right now only a few people have knowledge about this, and no
‘adopted’ interpretation is available. It doesn’t matter how much experience I gain if no
authorities are willing to sanction it. I mean, I would be willing not to wear both belt and braces,
but the thing is that I’m taking a risk on behalf of somebody else. If it goes wrong, private
companies and municipalities will pay the price.”

Stine felt that her official job description as an administrator of a pool of money for supporting PPI projects
had undergone a transformation. She was now a kind of ‘check point facilitator’, making sure that the projects
were actually living up to standards that she was unsure of: “there could be a billion pitfalls that we have
overlooked. It may very well be that our local interpretation has nothing to do with the intention behind the
law.” As a responsible regional administrator, she not only had to know what the rules meant in their form
and function, but also somehow had to be aware of their intentionality and desirable outcomes. Stine
welcomed ‘authoritative guidance’ as a means to relieve her of this tension.

Her perception of the current realities of PPI was similar to the perspectives of the people in the private
sector. As one company CEO formulated it in a conversation about the potential of PPI:. “Of course we are
not going to enter into some kind of ‘guinea pig-process’ where nobody knows what is the right thing to do.
We are running a business here, not a circus.” His tone of voice was not arrogant or condescending. He was
simply trying to reason with me. When I asked what he would need to know in order to engage in PPI, he
replied: “until someone shows me a clear business case for why we should do this and a model of how to do
this, it is simply not relevant. Until then, we can imagine all we want. It is still just fantasy talk.”

The company CEO insisted that someone ought to work out a model for PPI. This claim reminded me of the
conversation I had had with the director of public-private collaboration at the Danish union for local
municipalities the week before. He similarly requested that someone, preferably the Ministry of Economic
and Business Affairs, would take the initiative and work out some guidelines to help the practitioners in the
municipalities carry out these new types of innovation projects:

“It has been like this for several years now. I mean, what are they waiting for? We are still
waiting for the ministry to take a serious initiative and create guidelines for public-private
innovation projects that our members can use and trust.”

The voice of the director had been harsh throughout the whole interview. Developing a guide for PPI had
been on the agenda two years earlier, and he had enthusiastically supported this. But since then this agenda
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had been among the topics of a bureaucratic conflict which most of all seemed to be about who would take
responsibility for initiating and carrying out such a project. A process the director saw as an expression of
bureaucratic tardiness. Most of all, he was astonished that the ministry neglected its responsibility. This field,
in his view, was characterized by its lack of ambition and strategic planning. His message to public authorities
was quite clear:

“It has been two years now. Two years when nothing has happened. What is going on? We have
a lot of skilled people in the municipalities just waiting to get proper advice and direction. We
have to be sure of what we are doing. Instead lots of motivated people grow frustrated because
the people who could make PPI possible fail to live up to their responsibility. We simply need
people with authority to show us the right paths through the jungle.”

These experiences were the product of a paradoxical context where the different authoritative levels of the
public sector interlocked in positions of inactivity: On one hand, public ministries and agencies were not
willing to risk their own legitimacy in order to guide or recommend certain ways of handling things before
gaining more information about the practice of PPI. On the other hand, public regions and municipalities
were cautious to engage in any kind of PPI practice and were asking for authoritative guidelines and models
for PPI. As a city manager formulated in an interview: “It should be written in flames: ‘remove the barriers
and then we’ll get started’.” The practical question was thus how this situation could get ‘unlocked’? The
project of developing a guide for PPI set out to address this issue.

WHY NOT JUST DEVELOP A GUIDE?
The starting point of the project, then, was an entire community of practice calling for an authoritative guide
for PPI. The purpose of the project was to create a guide with concrete instructions for public actors about
how to initiate, organize and implement public-private innovation partnerships in the public welfare sector
(The Danish Government’s Strategy for Public-Private Cooperation, January 2011). Usually, if a project
began with a significant demand to address an issue, it was a good thing. However, the problem quickly
became evident: what everyone was idealizing – a clear model for PPI conduct – was not available. A typical
way of analysing PPI was to state that there was a “lack of knowledge about and models for cooperation in
public-private innovation projects” (Danish Enterprise and Construction Authority, 2009:6, my own
translation). This lack of knowledge about and models for cooperation was seen in relation to the many
public-private innovation initiatives in Denmark that, when viewed together, were mainly characterized by
their inconsistency in terms of the processes they entailed and outputs they created. PPI was something that
was known and talked about through its barriers to successful implementation.44 The dominating mentality
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The challenges and barriers of PPI were perceived to revolve around issues of leadership, structural barriers and social
and cultural aspects of PPI. Leadership is particularly emphasized in relation to competences in innovative and crosssector projects. Structural barriers are often seen in relation to EU procurement and competition rules. More intense
involvement of private businesses in processes of collaboration risks disqualifying the private businesses from actual sale
and profit. Social and cultural aspects are often seen to be connected to the challenges of establishing mutual trust as a
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was that if public ministries and agencies became aware of these barriers, they would be able to adapt the
theory and make it more consistent in order to create productive practices.

Before initiating the research phase of the project, the complex legal and regulative frameworks were
considered to be the central barrier in need of clarification. Especially since procurement and subsidy rules
had been made for entirely different purposes than for supporting the dynamic and unpredictable processes of
PPI. However, just as legal and regulative frameworks were said to be out of touch with the practical realities
of PPI projects, the research phase of the project revealed that the same could be said about the way strategic
and operational aspects of public organizations failed to support PPI. In this way, the search for authoritative
guidance of PPI created an acute consciousness of the need to shed light on new ways of thinking about
development practices in the public sector. Consequently, it was not about a clarification of PPI, but an actual
exploration of its purpose and appropriate use in a public sector context. Given the significant number of
different approaches and processes associated with PPI, the question became how a practice of PPI, if at all,
made sense in a municipality or a regional agency? And more specifically, how a clear understanding of
options, possibilities and opportunities could be created, allowing public actors to experience that they were
able to make qualified decisions about PPI initiatives?

To see the current practices of public organizations in another light, we decided in the project team to reframe
them through the experiences of private businesses. Initially, it was an exercise of gathering information about
the needs and interests of private companies. This focus was initially applied because the DECA wanted to
understand why companies were hesitant about getting involved in PPI. The dominating perception was that
private businesses did not find it sufficiently attractive to get involved in PPI because of the insecurity of the
investment they were meant to make without knowing much about the potential outcomes and profits.
Interestingly, this insecurity was less associated with the insecure processes of innovation and more an
uncertainty about the organizational and developmental capacity of the public organisations. Consequently,
focusing on the experience of the private businesses turned into a dialogue with public actors about making
sense of their structural and organizational reality.

Specifically, this led to a focus on three central themes: legal rules and regulations, public organizing and
strategic anchoring. These were not meant to ‘exhaust’ the challenges posed in PPI, but were meant to be a
qualified starting point in the creation of a new PPI practice. In other words, already at this point, we had to
communicate to the project owners at DECA that there was no ‘quick fix’ in guiding PPI. Instead, we felt
obliged to initiate a dialogue focused on embedding public innovation practice more profoundly within the
core operations of the public sector. PPI projects were typically initiated outside the core operations and

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
productive outset for the collaborative effort. Cultural and social aspects are also reflected in the different decision-making
procedures of public and private organizations that delay the progress of the innovation process unnecessarily. This also
causes a problem of allocating funds and resources since neither the public nor private partner is seen to invest ’riskwilling’ capital in the development of new prototypes and their implementation and commercialization (Danish
Enterprise and Construction Authority, 2009).
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funded by special innovation programmes from the national level of the state. This made PPI projects ‘nice to
have’, and drew an obvious line between the innovation project and the core operations of the public
organization. This meant among other things that no real investment was made by public organizations
which the private companies experienced as an unambitious starting point. So instead of suggesting concrete
strategies for public actors to find and involve private businesses, PPI had illustrated the need for embedding
public innovation in a more productive interplay between development practice and the core operations of
public organizations. This realization was necessary not only to apply the content of the guide to the realities
faced by the public actors, but it was also an evitable step if PPI was ever to reach the level of ambition
actually sparking the interest of private businesses.

With this insight and across the three overall themes of legal rules and regulations, public organizing and
strategic anchoring, we developed many points of attention to be taken into account in the understanding of
the premises of PPI practice. Some of them are listed here:

1) PPI demolished the oppositional relationship between the public and private sectors in sharing
responsibility for rethinking, developing and operating public service delivery. This potentially
created new types of roles and new kinds of interactions within the public service system that had to
be subject to learning and legitimization.
2) PPI depended on the reinvention of public procurement practice by relying on explorative processes
of innovation. Current development practices in the public sector were often disconnected from the
people in charge of procurement and strategic planning of core operations who were used to
procuring specified products and deliveries rather than investing in unpredictable processes and
outcomes.
3) PPI challenged the current project culture of public organizations where innovation initiatives were
often funded from the outside. These initiatives were often separated from core operations or
strategic efforts, creating no immediate incentive to develop longer-term plans for integrating new
developments in core operations.
4) Through its user orientation approach, PPI challenged the current mode of organization that is
structured in ways securing specialized handling of work within specific professional areas. PPI
projects prompted development processes that introduced new service concepts and business models
cutting across sectors, departments and professional areas. This made PPI hard to plan – in particular
in relation to sharing investments and possible savings across departments and offices.
5) PPI was breaking with the primary focus on efficiency improvement and budget maintenance. It
introduced new criteria for outcomes through a user-centred perspective prioritizing the effect
experienced by the citizen and encouraging cross-cutting solutions in attempts to create a
bureaucracy as appropriate, suitable and meaningful as possible.
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6) Current processes and hierarchies in the public sector were working to secure the precise placement
of responsibility for specific tasks or services. This was challenged by modes of flexible and crossdisciplinary organization where responsibility was shared across sectors, silos and organizations.

These matters were in themselves all significant barriers and not something that could be subject to ‘quick
fixes’ through the right application of an innovation theory or by gathering the right knowledge. In the project
team, we used the ‘knowledge funnel’ (Roger Martin, 2009, Figure 2) to visualize this challenge. It was useful
for illustrating the desire among civil servants, public practitioners and private actors to develop or follow
‘algorithms’ while they were stuck in a context characterized by mystery and various more or less qualified
interpretations derived in contexts of various development processes, organizational structures, institutional
principles, professional competences and knowledge practices; a context where algorithmic and
unquestionable formulas were nowhere to be found. Instead, the knowledge and experiences in the field of
PPI could be seen as existing somewhere in between complete mystery and heuristic understanding – ‘heuristic’
here referring to the need for experience-based techniques for problem solving, learning and discovery that
provide insight and solutions not guaranteed to (and most likely not to) be optimal. In this sense, the figure
can be seen as both an emic representation and an analytical tool – something to enable practically making
sense of the premises of PPI practices, but also a figure to spark new conversation and reflection about the
expectations of the DECA executives for the guide itself.
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THE LOGIC OF A ‘GUIDANCE TOOL’: BUILDING AN AUTHORIZING ENVIRONMENT
The consequence of this was that we tried to reframe the goal of the project: from developing a guide for PPI
to developing a guidance tool. Through an orientation towards the future, it aimed at facilitating new kinds of
practice through the co-creation of useful knowledge. It could then work as a platform for a shared
exploration of what was actually possible and what made sense in particular situations; “a kind of problemoriented roadmap”, as one project team member called it. For him, the success criterion was to enable people
to make qualified decisions and thus act appropriately in the given circumstances.

Consequently, if the guidance tool was to take the practical reality seriously, it had to manage expectations
upwards and downwards within the system. Managing expectations downwards had to meet the constant
demand for ‘authoritative guidelines’ from regional and municipal actors who wanted certainty of the validity
of their actions and decisions. Managing expectations upwards was a break with the role of the public agency
(DECA) as an all-knowing entity. Instead, the DECA had to share responsibility with other public agencies
and organizations – governmental, regional or municipal – through active involvement in co-creating new
knowledge and experience used to define, frame and guide PPI practices. This altered the typical top-down
oppositional relationship between the ministerial agencies and municipalities by creating a shared perception
and ownership for the way new practices were enabled, established and carried out. In the project documents,
this was described in the following way:

“In the light of the complex circumstances and processes regarding public-private innovation,
the public administration needs to reconsider its current practices and expected role and see
these in a new light. By strategic and fruitful self-reflection, the idea is to facilitate new
possibilities in enabling and orchestrating development and innovation projects and create new
perceptions of how the public administration takes part in the creation of valuable change in
the welfare sector” (MindLab, 2011, my own translation).

This ambition involved a new conception of permanence and performance of the PPI guide. A type of
permanence that relied on its iterative knowledge; a kind of beta version (Bason, 2011) of the guide that was
open to continuous experimentation, learning and reflection on how to practically engage and navigate in the
field of PPI. Anda type of performance that enabled new processes of authorization through the continuous
facilitation of a dynamic ‘authorizing environment’ (Moore, 1995; Bennington & Moore, 2011).

Mark Moore and John Bennington (2011) introduce this concept in attempting to characterize the processes
involved in exploring and creating new public value. The ‘authorizing environment’ is the dynamic pendant to
more static acts of authorization. Traditional spaces of legitimization and authorization usually come through
a political mandate, the making of a law, professional expertise or sometimes moral values. These are all
modes of knowing that rely on the public sector to be the most knowledgeable actor in a kind of ‘task
environment’ where actions, decisions and initiatives are ‘authorized’ by static political decisions or policies.
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The notion of an authorizing environment attempts to capture the dynamic processes in which a new practice
gets established and legitimized. Firstly, it highlights the need for enabling a positive environment for
experimentation in bureaucratic administration and governance in a context of insecurity and learning about
how to support, manage and maintain new initiatives. Secondly, it emphasizes the importance of building and
maintaining stakeholder relationships by facilitating dynamic networks of various actors in new systems and
practices.

Moore and Bennington explore the concept of ‘authorizing environment’ as something that is in a constant
dynamic relationship with the production of public value outcomes.45 They refer to the potential added value
that state interventions create by dealing with the problem in a new way and to the capacity to analyse and
understand the interconnections, interdependencies and interactions between complex issues and multiple
boundaries involved in creating and establishing the new practice. The authorizing environment is therefore
closely linked to understanding and potentially reinventing the operational capacity of the public
organizations. This implies that new practices have to be explored and made administratively and
operationally feasible through changes in for example management systems, financing, professional skills and
technologies (Bennington & Moore, 2011).

The guidance tool was drawing on this kind of thinking as it pointed to the public authority’s new role as the
facilitator of an ongoing learning process. Not only did the DECA have to continuously support initiatives in
close collaboration with other ministries and agencies, but it had to continuously co-produce ‘authorization’
across sectors and different levels of government. Instead of putting its authoritative stamp on particular
decisions or actions, the DECA had to participate in mobilizing operational and administrative capacity in a
continuous process of dialogue. This did not create value in the form of fixed goals, but instead a community
of practice that existed across different levels of government, sectors, professions and stakeholders. The role
for the DECA was among other things to ensure not being held accountable by existing perceptions of what
was possible or doable. As one of my colleagues in the project team said when challenged by a sceptical civil
servant from the DECA:

“It is an investment in creating a new practice. There will be knowledge that could work as
general recommendations or tendencies. And it could also produce practical stories or
narratives that can work as inspiration. In this way, we are facilitating a community that delivers
ongoing information for creating new policy and practice down the road.”
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Value is by Moore seen relative to the different sectors (public, private, civil society), different levels of government
(local, regional, national, international), services (educational, health, housing, employment etc.), professions involved in
tackling the problem, between political, managerial, civic leadership and practices, between strategic, operational and
front-line management, and between users and producers. It needs to be understood both horizontally (between sectors,
organizations, disciplines, professions and stakeholders) and vertically (the value chain from policy to practice).
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The project team certainly recognized the experimental nature of this process. What makes sense for the
practical level or in relation to facilitating an outcomes-focused authority role should not necessarily make
sense for the DECA. Was this project actually undermining their purpose and role in the Danish society?
Taking their name seriously (the Danish Enterprise and Construction Authority), could they no longer act as
an authoritative organization with the ability to guide actors utilizing services and regulations inside their
jurisdiction?

The concern of the DECA public servants was basically to take ownership of a process rather than a product.
There were at least three implications of this. Firstly, it involved the exploration of the possible rather than an
attempt to reach the optimal solution. The potential of new solutions was not seen as something interesting
enough in itself. Secondly, it was considered to be too complex. In particular if the guidance tool was less
about concrete knowledge and recommendations and more about facilitating a diverse community of practice.
Thirdly, the guidance involved losing control. The DECA would be able to define its own criteria for actions,
decisions and procedures to a much lesser extent than before. Instead it had to be adaptive to new insights and
ideas coming from various actors involved in the field of PPI without knowing in advance what needed to be
authorized. The question was whether these three aspects of the guidance tool should or could create a new
kind of authoritative knowledge practice of the DECA.

IDEALS OF ALGORITHMS
Interestingly, as this project was initiated, it was recognized that plenty of ‘guides’ or ‘manuals’ developed by
public ministries or agencies for guiding conduct were 1) rarely being used and 2) not in tune with the needs
of the users who often found it too hard to contextualize the information that was provided in them. Yet
despite plenty of indications that this kind of guidance by way of ‘algorithms’ or unquestionable models for
correct conduct was unrealistic and unproductive, efforts continued to be made. As one civil servant rather
surprisingly described it during a coffee break at a workshop:

“The answer is always given beforehand: we have to develop a guide. But usually guides are
developed by a single ministry or agency within its own area of responsibility, leaving much of
what is relevant to know untold. And usually they aim at establishing one interpretation. The
consequence is always the same: these guides end up not being used. In printed versions
collecting dust on the shelf or as guides online that no one uses because they relate very little
to the practical context of the people who are in need of guidance”.

This gives rise to the question of what it means to act legitimately as a public authority within the context of
public innovation. Riles’ (2011) account of Japanese traders’ and bureaucrats’ attempts to engage in the
complex world of global finance can again provide a useful detour to illuminate the character of this issue. In
particular, her anthropological perspectives on what she calls ‘collateral knowledge’ (Riles, 2011) applied to
the efforts involved in dealing with immense complexity by aspiring to establish shared and standardized
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arrangements for dealing with global market transactions. Collateral is usually a term referring to the formal
obligations or guarantees made to secure lending, exchange deals or trade transactions. Collateral helps the
risk assessment officers simplify complex issues by providing end points to their analysis. These end points
make it possible to oversee cultural, economic and political factors in the analysis of transactions that
otherwise rely on significant amounts of trust and mutual understanding; “assuming you are satisfied with
amount and quality of the collateral, your analysis is finished; you can check it off your list and move on to
your next transaction. Instead of trusting social relations, you trust collateral” (Riles, 2011:55). In this sense,
as Riles formulates it, “collateral is an achievement of standardization across knowledge systems, jurisdictions
and different kinds of expertise” (Riles, 2011:59). It can provide consistent theoretical knowledge and a
standardized set of technologies to concretize how to approach and deal with current problems in a consistent
and thereby accountable way.

The ideal of consistent theoretical knowledge and standardized sets of technologies seems to drive much
bureaucratic conduct – and perhaps rightly so considering that a substantial part of bureaucracy serves
purposes of upholding social order, good government and civil rights through systematized and standardized
procedures (Du Gay, 2000). However, considering the character of the knowledge practices involved in public
innovation described throughout this thesis, the idealization of standardized or ‘collateralized’ guidance of
PPI was ambitious to say the least. The interesting feature to observe in this context is how the perceptions of
Danish public servants exist in a dynamic spectrum between asking rather desperately ‘how are we to make
use of this concept?’ while at the same time maintaining the ideal of building a consistent guide or model of
PPI for everyone to follow. I argue that this is a central feature of the bureaucratic handling of public
innovation in general: on one hand, there was a consistent desire to check innovation off the list of things to
do by developing a model or a guide to ‘do’ it and move on to the next assignment. On the other hand,
innovation as a concept and practice with its open-ended character did not go away, but kept itself persistently
on the to-do list of public servants despite their desire to finish it off. This did not alter the fundamental ideal
for the public servants: as for the risk assessment officers studied by Riles, “just because things often do not
turn out so neatly in practice does not mean that we should ignore the fantasy, the ambition, the hope of
collateral” (Riles, 2011:57).

But, as Johnson & Toulmin (1988) argue in analysing the abuse of casuistry, this kind of idealization of the
‘exact’ comes with a price: it only pays “direct attention to circumstances and cases that are ‘abstracted’ (i.e.,
selected out) as being relevant to central theoretical goals” (Johnson & Toulmin, 1988:31). Their reminder in
this respect is that in practical fields such as law and public administration we deal with concrete actual cases,
not with abstract idealized situations:

“In morality, as in law and public administration, the assumption that all practical decisions
need to rest on a sufficiently clear and general system of invariable rules or principles has,
from a theoretical point of view, a certain attractiveness ... The real-life application of moral,

	
  
	
  

137

THE IRREALITIES OF PUBLIC INNOVATION

	
  
legal, and administrative rules calls for the exercise of human perceptiveness and
discernment” (Ibid.:9).

The important aspect of their argument here is that they highlight the tendency among people to relate to
ethical principles or moral rules as though they are exhaustive of the particular set of ‘ethics’ in the given
context which then can be accepted as authoritative. In this understanding, practical problems can be dealt
with simply by “recognizing – or choosing – the particular code of rules that one will accept as having
authority over one’s thoughts and actions” (Ibid.:6).

This is similar to when a doctor comes up with the right diagnosis and therefore is able to prescribe treatment
and act accordingly. This exercise is not only about attempting to provide an effective treatment, but also to
illustrate and represent his or her actions as appropriate, fulfilling the duty of the authoritative position
(Ibid.:42). The problem related to the guidance of PPI is that even though one may make the right ‘diagnosis’
in connection with a way of ‘doing’ PPI, it will not automatically lead to the right ‘cure’ every time. The issue
is that it was never about ‘curing’ a problem in the first place, but in fact about dealing with various problems
in different contextual ways through a variety of practices. Idealizing standardization in the context of public
innovation and PPI practice may involve the same risk as much other bureaucratically led development:
namely that the search for clear guides, models and rules will only lead to an infinite number of more guides,
models and rules, and that “injustice in the administration of those rules can be prevented only by adding
more rules” (Ibid.:9). In this light, the ideal of developing one authoritative guiding principle or algorithm
would only lead to additional rules or guiding procedures that would point in contrary or arbitrary directions
rather than be subject to practical judgement in substantive and contextual terms (Ibid.:29-30).

DISPLACING AUTHORITY
One example in this respect was the challenges involved in dealing with the legal aspects of PPI. The problem
here was that the current EU procurement rules made it difficult for private companies to be in close
partnership and cooperation with public organizations about the development of new welfare solutions
without getting disqualified for having too much competitive advantage before the actual product was
produced and ready for the market. Because of issues of equal rights, private companies can be disqualified
from bidding on a public assignment if they have been part of the process of developing ideas and concepts for
the particular potential solution. This was perceived to be a massive barrier for PPI by both public and private
actors.

However, the chief lawyer of ‘Kammeradvokaten’, the legal adviser to the Danish government, saw the
possibility of overcoming it. Usually the chamber law office had the highest status in judging the legality of
problematic issues and thereby could claim to be an authority on which to rely. The chief lawyer and his
colleagues had a few different hypotheses that could be potential paths to take in handling the complex
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processes of ensuring that private companies were not disqualified during the PPI process. They just needed
someone to make the attempt. But to the surprise of the chief lawyer, so far no one had dared to try:

“We have made the description. It is already there. We only need to qualify it and learn more.
But it seems like we are all waiting for something more... I don’t know... knowledge... or…
somebody to force someone to try.”

Within that same time period, the project team engaged with the person who had the chief responsibility for
legal issues in a municipality. His jurisdiction was, as he described it, all about keeping the actions of his
colleagues inside the lines of what counted as ‘correct’ conduct. He had been looking at the possibilities of
setting up a more established practice of how to deal with PPI. When confronted with the views of the chief
lawyer, he responded simply by rejecting his view. To him it was simply not possible. He claimed to have read
every description and every document on this matter and did not know how anyone would expect him to take
such a risk:

“We are not valued for our ability to create new practice, but for our ability to avoid mistakes. If I
suggest to my executives that we should embark on these new ways of cooperating and then
the projects fail or even just get delayed because of legal complications, I will be held
responsible. And no one will pat me on the back if we actually succeed.”

It was not that he did not respect the ideas of an authority like the Legal Adviser to the Danish Government,
but right now his focus was on handling complaints since the traditional procurement activities of the
municipality had increased.46 The point is here that if a clear-cut model for conduct was not available or
seemed to be impossible to generate, public sector actors and organizations at all levels were reluctant to
engage in the field of PPI.

Consequently, the only way that PPI came about in practice was through the displacement of responsibility
and not claiming authority over one’s knowledge or actions. No public agencies or organizations wanted to
take ownership of not-knowing enough to consciously explore new potential. One way that regions and
municipalities facilitating or involved in PPI projects dealt with this premise was through external funding –
mostly relying on funding programmes of user-driven innovation enabled by the DECA or the ABT fund
(see Chapter four) enabled by the Ministry of Finance. These programmes were focusing on different aspects
of user-centric and technology-focused development that were only parts of the PPI theory. The only project
specifically funded in the name of PPI was ICPH. It was funded to develop a model for PPI and to a large
extent failed to deliver on this in the eyes of the DECA. In this case, it was possible for both ICPH and the
DECA to displace responsibility for the outcome: ICPH had plenty of evidence and indications to suggest
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At the time, fewer companies had been invited into the public market. Therefore there were more complaints from
companies not having been favoured. This meant that, particularly at the moment, he had to be extremely cautious and
aware of what he was doing, spending most of his time processing these complaints.
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that PPI as a theory of development was very difficult to operationalize in a Danish public sector context in its
current form. The DECA in turn had the possibility to blame the practitioners at ICPH for not coming up
with a reliable model for PPI; either they were not doing a good enough job, or they simply were not getting
the point of the thinking behind PPI. Consequently, on one hand, the theory of PPI had already been
established as the ‘truth’ and something to be dealt with through bureaucratic tools of development – funding
initiatives, projects and strategies in the name of PPI. On the other hand, the process of establishing the
theory of PPI itself was not subject to questioning, leaving it intact and subject to a project of developing a
reliable guide for ‘how to do it’.

The problem is that in the context of public innovation, the theory of PPI could not be authorized just by
being articulated in a bureaucratic document (Riles, 2009). Bureaucratic decisions were made in order to
establish PPI as something to be implemented, but its legitimacy was to be tested through practical
application. It would be evaluated on its ability to create societal outcomes, not on terms already predefined in
a policy document or as a bureaucratic product of a political compromise. Authorization of PPI was to come
through actual narratives of its effects. And since these were still not convincing enough, public agencies and
ministries hesitated to take ownership of PPI. At best, they hired other non-public actors to do the work for
them, displacing authority elsewhere; one obvious example being the hiring of consultancies to write reports
on the potential and barriers of PPI (Danish Enterprise and Construction Authority, 2009). Public servants
are not used to ‘walk the plan’ themselves. Their work is usually finished once a decision has been made, or a
policy document has been written. I argue that the concept of innovation calls for public servants to ‘walk the
plan’ through its explorative future orientation and irreal spaces, potentially altering what it means to act as a
public authority. Being able to claim ownership of not-knowing enough is essential in this respect,
introducing an authority role much more connected to scientific discovery than traditional bureaucratic
planning.

BETWEEN SCIENCE AND BUREAUCRACY
‘Authoritativeness’ in bureaucratic documents and law-making, contrary to for example the creation of
scientific text, is the result of establishing what has already been agreed upon rather than of building an
argument with the purpose of convincing the reader of its validity (Riles, 2009). Latour’s description of the
role of the commissioner of law provides an interesting perspective:

“Unlike scientists, who dream of overturning a paradigm, of putting their names to a radical
change, a scientific revolution or a major discovery, commissioners of the law invariably
present their innovations as the expression of a principle that was already in existence, so that
even when it deeply transforms the corpus of administrative law it is ‘even more’ the same than
it was before” (Latour, 2010:219).
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The commissioner of law provides a parallel image to the paradox of the context in which the DECA had to
provide guidance of PPI practice. Latour (2010) characterizes the work of scientists as something in
opposition to any kind of stability with innovation as their ultimate goal, constantly creating a progressive
distance between themselves and common sense (Latour, 2010:229). Scientists pursue new versions of the
truth and leave it to the scientific community to verify their claims, thereby accepting the unknown future as a
judge of the value of their research. The argument presented in a document begins the discussion rather than
ending it. In law, judges act with sovereignty and decide issues that should be taken “as the truth” (Ibid.:238)
with an authority claimed through the fragile immanence of the law apparatus. The purpose is to keep rules
and texts intact, thereby ensuring transparency and visibility as pillars in the creation of an understandable
process of judgement. In science, on the other hand, all claims to truth and certainty are accompanied by
modesty as the future will probably prove one wrong (Ibid.:222). Scientific stability simply makes no sense,
whereas legal stability provides the premise and legitimacy of the practice of law (Ibid.:243).

Considering authoritativeness in relation to public innovation and the guidance of PPI practices, there is a
curious intertwining of the principles of law and science. The DECA idealized an ability to simultaneously
authorize certain ‘best practices’ through an ‘exhaustion’ of available knowledge, and what the practice of PPI
provided was at best new ideas and concepts expressed in multiple different practices taking place on the
fringes of legitimate public sector conduct. I will argue that the constant struggle in guiding PPI, as well as in
public innovation practice in general, was to find the middle ground between the two principles; between
different kinds of knowledge practices either belonging to bureaucratic practice or scientific exploration.

In relation to public innovation, these different principles introduce two notions of creativity drawing on
different kinds of cognitive equipment and distinctive processes of subjectivity and subjectification: in the
judicial sphere there is a particular form of subjectivity which involves the creation of a distanced indifference
and disinterest towards the subject matter. In the scientific sphere, there is a specific form of subjectification
where the researcher or the scientist subjects herself to an experimental object (Ibid.:236). Creativity in law is
about exercising authority through a logic of justification where the ‘right’ calculation and authoritative use of
what is already claimed to be known. The aim in this matter is to create a particular kind of ‘charismatic
power’ or aesthetic quality similar to when mathematicians with a certain kind of elegance solve equations
(Joas & Sennett, 2005:23). As Latour argues, it is a particular form of subjectivity that is object-less and
“therefore depends entirely on a quality of speech, deportment, dress, and on a form of enunciation” (Latour,
2010:236).

Creativity in science is applying the logic of discovery that involves an ongoing process of experimental
exploration of truth(s) to be redefined indefinitely. Thereby, the creative process becomes one of being able to
objectify one’s actions relating to the problem at hand indefinitely. This form of creativity is a process of
continuously working on a problem and constantly solving it (Joas & Sennett, 2005:23-24). In relation to
public problems, “policies and proposals for social action should be treated as working hypotheses, not as
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programs to be rigidly adhered to and executed” (Dewey, 1927:202). It thereby becomes an experimental
search for the possible rather than trying to claim the creation of a final answer; a process of subjectification to
an experimental object.

The creativity in law and the creativity in science became intertwined in developing the guidance tool for PPI.
Guiding PPI practice became a matter of focusing on the practice of PPI as an experimental object while at
the same time maintaining a particular ‘best practice’ as an ideal. This intertwining came with unwanted
consequences for the public authority. What is involved in legal cases is always the ‘exhaustion’ of the available
channels of appeal; the end of a case never reaches a claim to truth (or ‘best practice’) that is more grandiose
than a particular kind of ‘exhaustion’. ‘Truth’, or authoritative knowledge, in this matter is the result of
varying processes of negotiation following specific criteria of law enactment. The risk of introducing this kind
of logic in the guidance of PPI is similar to the use of experts in relation to political issues. As Latour
formulates it:

“The invention of the role of the expert has allowed two quite opposing functions to be
confused, because it requires that scientists, having been diverted from their roles, occupy the
throne of supreme court judges, cloaking their testimony in the incontrovertible authority of the
facts as judged … What had been decided in legal settings should be taken as the truth, which
means, precisely, that it should in no way be confused with the truth” (Latour, 2010:238).

Experts, relying on their research, are not equipped to have the last word. The ideal of guiding PPI through
algorithmic knowledge became the search for enacting an expert role that not only was not available and left
the field of PPI in a state of paralysis, but also involved a fundamental misunderstanding of the premises on
which PPI functions. This misunderstanding relies on the only kind of authority role that is familiar to the
public sector: a role that depends on assertion rather than a process of subjectification to an experimental
object; and a role comfortable to engage with a logic of justification rather than the logic of discovery.

EMBRACING NOVELTY
The question is whether there is or should be a constructive authority role balancing the disciplines of law and
science, exploring and enabling the potential of the epistemological approach of public innovation? Should
the public authority role be better equipped to embrace continuous change and novelty? Riel Miller (2011),
philosopher and Head of Foresight at UNESCO, explores the notion of ‘futures literacy’ as a way of dealing
with the lack of knowledge or what is unknown (Miller, 2011). For Miller, the challenge is not that we must
find ways to ‘know’ the future, but that we need to find ways to live and act with not knowing it. Miller
recognizes that ‘modern’ thinking rarely allows for sustaining practical approaches of living or planning with
such openness because projects usually have to deliver on a specific intent (Adam, 2009; Ulanowicz, 2009).
However, Miller argues that openness for unpredictability and improvisation does not necessarily mean a loss
of intentionality and systematic conduct. On the contrary, delivering on a specific intent is not about finding
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methods for overcoming or reducing the unknown. Rather, the goal is to accept and use the unknown by
sustaining it while still exercising one’s intention. This goal depends on striking a balance between or even
breaking with the problem-solution point-of-view that either assumes that the solution is knowable in
advance or sustain a belief in calculating the likelihood of a particular outcome. In both cases, this problemsolution stance obscures much of the potential of the present by privileging and authorizing one particular
way of doing things (Miller 2011:8). Thus, Miller recommends “shifting attention away from the search for
ever more powerful headlights capable of revealing what is possible” (Ibid.) – both as something set up prior
to actions and decisions and as a goal for change-making processes.

The PPI guidance tool places itself right in the middle of this argument. Instead, we attempted to adopt an
approach to guiding public conduct based on an aspirational state of mind embracing ambiguity and
unpredictability, “refraining from fixing the future” (Ibid.:3). This perspective implied that it was not only
important to “clarify and delimit the specific how-to-methods for creating knowledge about the (imaginary)
future” (Ibid.:7). It was an attempt to establish a creative practice based on developing and maintaining a new
consciousness enabling the public authority to participate in the field of public innovation in a new way,
reshaping its role and relationships. In this sense, it was more than about discovering new knowledge; it was
an experimental attempt to radically refashion the consciousness of the public authority itself (Pope, 2005:11).

AN EPILOGUE ON THE GUIDANCE TOOL
Abandoning the goal of developing a specific guide, we set out to explore and draw upon people’s knowledge,
experiences and perspectives to generate a useful knowledge platform. Www.opiguide.dk had the purpose of
working as an online guidance tool where people could be informed and inspired by people involved in PPI
practice, illustrating how to deal with various challenges in the PPI processes as well as facilitating mutual
learning by enabling exchange of experiences and ideas. The ideal of guiding PPI through this kind of website
was an attempt to generate an anticipatory system of assumptions and parameters (Rosen, 1985) that could
arise in a variety of ways, “constantly reimagining the potential of the present” (Miller, 2011:6).

According to my colleagues in the project team, it was a success in itself to get the head of the department
and the chief operating officer at the DECA on board and make the space for this kind of project: “normally,
that kind of approach would never be possible. It just would not come up as an option”, as one colleague
phrased it. In April 2012, it was even launched by the minister for business and growth himself in a session
with stakeholders from public organizations, private companies and various interest organizations. However,
while to a large extent accepting the substantial intention behind the guidance tool, the DECA did not make
it part of any further investment or made it part of any employee’s result contract. It was thus never subject to
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any actual resource allocation after the preliminary development phase.47 Instead, it has remained displaced in
an unauthorized state, now re-launched and owned by OPI-LAB; a three-year development initiative with no
resources to bring it further beyond this time horizon. Constructing a knowledge platform capable of
exploring how problems should be addressed rather than relying on the promise of solving existing ones, in
the end, did not seem worth further investment. Reflecting on this after the first launch of the website, one
project team member said:

“I think I spend about 90% of my time figuring out how to make the ministry or the DECA take
sufficient ownership of the guidance tool after it has been developed. We have not created
something where you can just press ‘print’. We rely on somebody to drive a process of learning.
But maybe we should just stop running our head against the wall. We can emphasize all we
want that in order to create a new and effective practice of PPI, we all need to collaborate and
learn about what actually makes sense in practice. But it just requires so much more. It is new
understanding of their role and the task that they are set in the world to fulfil. As long as we
cannot give them what they perceive as a clear specification of what that means for them, it
will not make much difference. So if I have to be honest, the guidance tool is dead at the
moment.”

The issue of changing how to think about the future, I argue, poses a fundamental question of whether
‘authoritativeness’ comes through the promise of ‘problem-solving’ or the capacity of ‘problem-posing’ or
‘problem-searching’? The constant desire to guide PPI through algorithmic guidelines is in line with ideas of
creativity as problem-solving (Pope, 2005:29). Similarly, when public authority is connected to this perception
of creative endeavour, guiding PPI becomes a problem to be solved by starting from an already given
perception of the problem through a particular intervention or analysis.

What was attempted by the project team in developing a guidance tool rather than a guide was actually to
reframe an authority role based on refashioning awareness by posing new questions. It meant enabling an
exercise of exploring what would make sense to provide answers for in the first place, recognizing that much
of the foundation for creating positive change is laid much earlier; “asking questions about things previously
assumed, abandoned or ignored” (Ibid.:54). However, incorporating this inclusive and learning-based
approach left the result of the project open-ended – open to negotiation over the processes and outcomes of
PPI. The proposed role for the DECA as an entity that would be responsible for continuously facilitating
heuristic guidance and a dynamic authorizing environment rather than sanctioning and authorizing particular
knowledge claims. This did have some appeal, but, in the end, this proved to be an approach over which the
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The guidance tool was instead overtaken by the three-year cross-regional initiative OPI-lab (PPI lab), an initiative
funded by the DECA and the European Regional Development Fund. They have developed the web platform further and
have taken responsibility for operationalizing it. They launched the website in a new version in September 2013. The
ownership of the DECA when this initiative ends in late 2013 is still not clarified.
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public authority could not take ownership. The question here is whether this is also the case for public
innovation more generally?

The success of the PPI guidance tool depended on a kind of knowledge practice involving an authority role
that relied on approaching the future as knowable in advance and therefore should be subject to calculated
analysis of the state. The result is an unproductive intertwining of two different approaches to deal with two
different perceptions of knowledge which have different procedures for how it can be acquired, how it is
established as the truth, and not least what kind of role ‘truth’ is allowed to play in the knowledge practices of
the state. Trying to facilitate open-ended processes of experimentation, while holding on to the ideals of
establishing clear grounds for guiding conduct authoritatively, is asking people to participate in projects with
two contradicting ideas of creating change. The task for the public agency in this case involves much more
than deregulation. It implies enabling an anticipatory system that does not privilege one way of doing things,
but changes the relationship to the future by opening up for exploring and learning about how to actually
create a practice based on a conceptual idea in a complex social environment.

This is what causes the conflict in the perceptions of the purpose and identity of the public authority role
itself in this context. The question remains whether this way of dealing with the creation of a new
development practice or other kinds of public challenges should be within the scope of the public authority
role in the first place. Public innovation is making the case of enabling cognitive equipment that is capable of
exploring the potential of the present based on a future that can be without existing. At this stage, I argue that
the public authorities could be better at making strategic choices in relation to the particular challenge they
face with much more sensitivity towards understanding the knowledge practice they are setting out to
rehearse, authorize and own. In other words, there might be more than one political epistemology of the state
depending on the challenge at hand. The next chapter will focus on one attempt by a ministry to own a
similar challenge in a different way where it starts by changing “how we think about the future, not what
specific futures we imagine” (Miller, 2011:9).
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CHAPTER 7
DISTRIBUTED CHANGE AND SOCIAL MOVEMENTS: RETHINKING MODERNIZATION ON THE
PREMISE OF SYNERGY
“The world is not a solid continent of facts sprinkled by a few lakes of uncertainties, but a vast
ocean of uncertainties speckled by a few islands of calibrated and stabilized forms” (Latour,
2007:245)48

This chapter will be a conscious effort to reorient knowledge to the future by focusing on current
modernization efforts in Denmark as an emerging initiative of public innovation. In the following, I will focus
on an attempt to reframe the concept of modernization from referring to rationalization and optimization
through market-driven logics of effectiveness to concepts of potentiality speculating on the premise of future
synergy between local strategies, processes, collaborative efforts, resources and technologies. This is an
example of a ministry attempting to transform Danish ‘administration politics’ by facilitating a distributed
change process directed through broad outcomes-focused principles. It is also an example of attempting to
apply a kind of political epistemology that is unusual for the state, but is a deliberate attempt to enable a
distributed change process based on a change in how to think about developing new public service systems
rather than imagining specific future solutions. One example given in the following in this respect is the
approach of ‘co-production’ that sets out to create local solutions developed through new forms of
collaboration between various actors of society.

The Danish modernization efforts provide an interesting example of an attempt to transform the dynamics
between central initiative and local practice, creating a potential space for a distributed social movement
driven on the basis of the irreality of the present and a premise of non-knowledge. I will suggest in the
following that this potential change in the ‘administration politics’ of the state is dependent not only on
changing the political epistemology of state interventions, but also on the ability of the state to experiment
with and stabilize interpretations of events and activities in coping with the lack of knowledge. The following
is thus an act of ethnographic correspondence in order to explore the potentiality of an alternative way of
enabling public innovation by the state.
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Bruno Latour’s description of the illusory perception of modernity and what he perceives as a long-term confusion
caused by the separation of nature and culture – and thereby also confusing or even merging what consists of ‘facts’ and
what is created by values. Latour attempts to reconnect the social and natural worlds by arguing that the modernist
distinction between nature and culture never existed. He claims we must rework our thinking to conceive of a "Parliament
of Things" where natural phenomena, social phenomena and the discourse about them are not seen as separate objects to
be studied by specialists, but as hybrids made and scrutinized by the public interaction of people, things and concepts
(Latour, 1993).
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MODERNIZATION IN DENMARK
As I have illustrated so far, productively taking ownership of public innovation and new kinds of explorative,
collaborative or networked approaches to public development has been an ongoing problem for the Danish
state. In the previous chapter we learned how it did not hold much appeal for the state agency to step out of
the traditional authority role and take consistent ownership of facilitating a distributed authorizing
environment of explorative learning. However, in the most recent Danish government platform – the
document that sets out the goals and focus areas of the newly elected government – launched after the
October 2011 election, there are many signs of a change in this respect. Typical of Danish government policy
of the past 30 years, the concept of modernization played a prominent role (the Danish government, 2011b).
However, contrary to much of its previous use, the concept of modernization was not only connected to
various interpretations of effective progress including rationalities of efficiency management and
debureaucratization inspired by New Public Management. The new government (consisting of the Social
Democratic Party, the Socialist People’s Party and the Social Liberal Party) increasingly connected the
modernization of Denmark to the successful application of new types of relationships between various actors
of society through new kinds of collaboration, partnerships, societal participation and distributed and
localized change. The 80-page government platform document contains many phrasings along these lines:

“When we move towards each other, we gain strength. And when we think of the entire country
and not special interests, we achieve what everyone believed was unachievable. The time has
come to think of the entire country. Denmark needs a new form of cooperation. A new form of
cooperation between the parties of the Folketing (Danish Parliament), between employees and
employers, between voluntary organisations and the public sector. Cooperation between people.
And a new form of cooperation with the world outside Denmark. … However, the deep economic
crisis … threatens to erode our welfare. … We must modernise Denmark. This requires extensive
and innovative reforms forged in partnerships that break down traditional divisions. Each one of
us can contribute to this modernization” (From the Danish government platform, ‘A Denmark
that stands together’, October 2011, the Danish government, 2011b, p.5, official translation).

Modernization is a concept that is characterized by its lack of precise definition, but seems to be capable of
containing almost everything, thus thriving on its very ambiguity (Beck, 1997:4). In the Government
Platform, modernization, collaboration and innovative reforms were here seen in relation to each other. In
particular, the government platform was calling for a kind of social innovation where new relationships and
partnerships across sectors and between people locally could drive a movement of change.49 Modernization
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From a political science perspective, this could be interpreted as a rather typical left-wing rhetorical stand with its
emphasis on a kind of solidarity and socialist approach to development. However, my contention is that not only could
many of the same tendencies towards emphasis on collaboration (particularly public-private) and public innovation be seen
under the previous administration, but it can also be seen as a part of a significant international movement supported by
Western-oriented governments across the world such as for example Australia, the US, the Netherlands, the UK and the
Scandinavian countries. This new emphasis on cross-cutting collaboration and public innovation seems to cut across
political boundaries.
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here, like innovation, seems to promise a capacity to save the doubtful sustainable nature of the public service
system as well as to provide some legitimacy of the search of new public futures. What is less evident is not
only what these new societal futures will look like, but also specifically what ‘modernization’ actually entails in
order to take us there.

Modernization has been a key word in Danish political reform and public development policy for several
decades (Ejersbo & Greve, 2005). In many ways, it is possible to compare the current situation in Denmark
with the circumstances affecting the modernization reform in 1983. Then, a combination of national
economic struggle, poor budget maintenance and a new conservative, right-wing government led to the
launch of the ‘Programme for Modernization’ (the Danish government, 1983, my own translation). The 1983
modernization reform was interesting because it was the first of its kind in Denmark to focus on public
administration itself, making it an area of politics on the level of larger areas like social or environmental
politics (Ibid.:14). The Programme for Modernization was a deliberate attempt to change ‘administration
politics’ or ‘public management policy’ into an active policy for reaching specific goals through changing
organizational structures, processes and procedures (Ibid.:18). The ideal was to make public bureaucracy a
better instrument for the political authorities through ‘aim and frame steering’ in the form of governmentwide rules in the areas of planning, financial management, civil service and labour relations, procurement,
organization and methods, and audit and evaluation (Barzelay, 2001:9).

In the 1980s, modernization reform had the financial instability of the early 1980s as its point of departure,
thereby setting up the goals of effectiveness and strict budget control as the dominating principles of
administration. The modernization efforts of the 1980s can thus be seen in direct correlation with the
principles of NPM (as described in Chapter 3) of private sector-inspired management systems, consumerbased choice and enhancing competitive performance by facilitating a stronger division of labour where public
and private companies were to compete for delivering public services. In this sense, the programme signifies a
critical juncture in the development of Danish public bureaucracy. It created a new ‘path dependency’ (Ejersbo
& Greve, 2005:20), which significantly influenced future organizational changes in the light of the significant
events of the early 1980s and, seen in a historical and institutional perspective, changed the way the public
sector now functions (Laegreid & Pedersen, 1994, 1999).

This set the management regime of NPM at the heart of the development of the Danish public sector and
gave way to particular forms of ‘managerialism’ and audit created through the ideas of maximizing efficiency
and managing risk (Power, 1994). In a Danish context, this path dependency is, for example, evident in the
central role played by the Ministry of Finance in the modernization efforts made since the early 1980s to
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relate progress and improvements to economic agendas and budget maintenance (Ejersbo & Greve, 2005:2223).50 As a result, this ministry also to a large extent determined the shape and content of potential
innovations. The consequence was the ongoing “budgetization of activity” (Rose, 2006:156), as described by
Rose as…

“... not merely in the setting of the budget, but in the very ‘budgetization’ of the activity, the
terms of calculation and decision are displaced and new diagrams of force and freedom are
assembled” (Rose, 2006:156).

In this light, this particular conception of modernization significantly influenced how potential changes in
governance structure or development practice could take shape and materialize by establishing and
reproducing system logics based on NPM. This path set out by the 1983 modernization reform and related
initiatives has created a particular kind of ‘authorizing environment’ with dominant certain administrative and
operational procedures (Bennington & Moore, 2011) on which state interventions or development initiatives
had to be based in order to gain support and legitimacy.

The 2011 government platform emphasizes the need for dealing with the present economic crisis through
“extensive and innovative reforms forged in partnerships that break down traditional divisions” (the Danish
government, 2011b:5, official translation). As previously argued in this thesis, the concept of public
innovation is to some extent driven by deliberately making explicit some of the negative implications of the
NPM paradigm. Seen in the historical context of the 1983 modernization reform, the question is whether
public innovation has become part of attempting to create a new ‘critical juncture’ (Ejersbo & Greve, 2005:20)
in Danish public administration and governance? The current modernization initiative of the Ministry of
Economic Affairs and the Interior at least seems to maintain this ambition.

NEW PRINCIPLES OF MODERNIZATION
The new modernization strategy was launched in June 2013 by the Danish Ministry of Economic Affairs and
the Interior. The strategy is a product of negotiations between the ministry, Local Government Denmark
(KL - interest group and member authority of Danish municipalities), Danish Regions (the five regions’
interest organization), the Danish Confederation of Professional Associations (‘Akademikerne’ – an umbrella
organization for member organizations offering services to professional and managerial staff graduated from
universities or other higher educational institutions), the Central Organisation of trade unions (FTF) and
OAO (the main interest organizations for public employees). Its seven guiding principles were meant to work
as reference points in various activities to change the current paradigm of Danish administration politics
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Their argument is that the traditional conception of the modernist mentality continuously remains as a dominating
principle in public organization and governance. This can be seen in the attempts to support or drive forward effectiveness
and efficiency (the Ministry of Finance, 1999) and target management (the Ministry of Finance, 1986) as well as in
various initiatives directed at managing knowledge, science and technology, bringing Denmark into the ‘Information age’
(Ejersbo & Greve, 2005:26-27).
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(currently based mostly on NPM principles and management systems). The intent was to move away from a
standardized specification of public problems and from calculating specific process targets and instead begin a
distributed process of change based on increased trust in the local ability to generate good outcomes in diverse
ways. The new principles of modernization follow here (the Danish government, 2013, my own translation):

1.

Management in the public sector should focus on goals and outcomes.
Management in the public sector should be based on objectives and results rather than on rules
and procedures. The state, regions and municipalities should create the most possible space to
solve the tasks based on local and regional conditions and needs.

2.

Dialogue, openness and clear goals should be the starting point for carrying out public tasks.
There should be openness about priorities and clear objectives for problem-solving at all levels
of the public sector. Dialogue about purpose, results and documentation should make the work
meaningful and support the desired objectives.

3.

Leadership and management should be based on trust and responsibility.
Leadership and management should be based on trust in public employees, creating room and
space for them to develop their professionalism and dedication.

4.

Development and professional scope of action should be based on meaningful evidence.
Freedom to organize work should build on well-founded and meaningful knowledge.
Meaningful evidence is justified, simple and integrated into the work processes. There should
be management focus on follow-up in collaboration with employees.

5.

Solutions must be based on knowledge of what works in practice.
Innovation, quality and good use of resources are achieved by using knowledge about what
works and by learning from those who achieve better results. Freedom of method can be used
locally to choose the best possible methods in the given situation.

6.

Leadership and commitment to foster innovation.
Innovation and use of technology require that public managers take responsibility for
developing organizations and building commitment among employees, so that together they
can find better solutions. It requires active learning from their own as well as from others'
mistakes and successes.

7.

Public services should involve citizens’ resources.
The knowledge, resources and commitment of citizens, relatives and the local community
should be applied and involved in problem-solving to promote quality and efficiency. Public
services should focus on supporting individuals in taking responsibility for their own lives, based
on their resources and potentials.

The purpose of these principles is that municipalities and regional agencies across Denmark have to make
sense and use of them within their own context and create new ways of approaching public administration
and improve the functionality of public service systems. They are thus meant to enable a diverse and
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distributed change movement. What is most striking about most of these principles, I argue, was the move
away from emphasizing the known and predictable to an increased appreciation of what needed to be
discovered in practice. The particular kinds of management, leadership, organizational models, collaboration,
networks, systems of transparency and evidence should reflect these realities. They should create support for
and trust in the particular professional judgement made locally. Moreover, collaboration and dialogue about
what works were also emphasized as drivers of development as well as the ability to foster innovation through
making productive use of local knowledge and resources. This kind of modernization agenda does not give
ready-to-hand models or procedures for managing public service systems, but emphasizes that these models
and procedures have to be created continuously in pursuit of improving outcomes in various local contexts.

Clear parallels can be drawn to the argument made by Jean Hartley (2005, see Chapter three) in relation to
her description of networked governance and its potential for fostering public innovation. The new principles
of modernization start from a perception of social reality as complex, diverse and continuously changing.
There is a strong emphasis on the value of the local context with its specific professional competence,
community and civil society where public value is created through the contextual application of useful
collaboration, partnerships, networks and co-production practices. The role of the public state is to lead
processes of facilitation by exploring and interpreting how public value is created in various ways and
continuously finding out how to support, organize and validate these (Hartley, 2005). In other words, the
attempted reconceptualization of modernization is not only an attempt to build on principles of networked
governance which can be seen in clear alignment with the public innovation agenda. It is also a conscious
attempt to establish and legitimize a new kind of political epistemology. In this epistemological
understanding, modern progress is perceived to be outcomes-focused, collaborative, explorative, diverse and
open-ended.
MODERNIZATION THROUGH CO-PRODUCTION
One example within this line of thought where the principles of modernization and the agenda of public
innovation meet is in relation to the specific concept, or rather mentality, referred to by both scholars and
practitioners as co-production (Moore, 1995; Newman et al., 2003; Pestoff, 2008; 2009; Pestoff & Branden,
2009; Bennington & Moore, 2011; Alford, 2011). Or, as described in the new principles of modernization,
“the knowledge, resources and commitment of citizens, relatives and the local community should be applied
and involved in problem-solving to promote quality and efficiency” (Ministry of the Economy and Interior,
2013). This is in line with the rhetorical stance of the government platform where there was a significant
emphasis on the unique characters and contributions of every member of society in their local context,
including private businesses, third-sector organizations, communities, interest groups and citizens.

Co-production is seen as a way of creating space for civil society to shape service systems around the needs
and desires of citizens, making it a more appealing alternative both economically and democratically. Coproduction, in its ideological base, is an attempt to enter into new relationships of codependence between
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citizens and the state; first and foremost to ensure an increasing amount of responsiveness to a population
with a high degree of social and cultural variation, thus sustaining the legitimacy of the state in the eyes and
minds of the citizens (Newman et al., 2003, 2004). This way of thinking about the public has given way to
the idea of co-production where citizens as well as other actors of society are seen as co-producers of public
value (Moore, 1995). It is also seen as a way of increasing democratic value by challenging ‘representative
democracy’ as a sufficient form of citizen representation inapt to deal with local and global issues. Here, the
main interest among scholars has been to explore co-production as an alternative idea of public participation
and what has been called ‘deliberative democracy’ (Burns et al., 1998).

Consequently, co-production is not only an ideological means to develop society, but it has also become a
governance strategy. In co-production, the task of the government becomes to facilitate the exploration of
useful links and connections within society and between the local and the societal level to create value for
society as a whole. The legitimacy of this agenda is bound up with the basic perception that the state supports
the very meaningful agenda of making citizens able to take control of their own lives and existence. Scholars
have identified several attempts by Western governments to shift the focus towards various forms of coproduction, empowerment, ‘welfarism’, community involvement and strategies of ‘responsibilitization’ (among
many: Du Gay, 1996; Shore & Wright, 1997; Rouban, 1999; Barnes & Prior, 2000; Newman et al., 2003).
Especially ideas of ‘responsibilitization’ and empowerment, seeing the citizen as a resource in the operation of
public services, have been the subject of significant anthropological analysis and criticism (among many:
Hyatt, 1997; Cruikshank, 1999; Asmussen & Jöncke, 2004; Salamon, 2007; Selmer & Bjerge, 2007). In
particular, these critiques have been aimed at the state’s attempt to install self-governance and activation
among vulnerable citizens through inexplicit and hidden power relationships. The emphasis on facilitating
individual freedom and choice through a ‘contractual language’ (Du Gay, 1996:76) makes Rose and other
scholars talk about ‘advanced liberalism’ (of which co-production can be seen as a part), not only as a form of
government, but as a “respecification of personhood” (Rose, 2006:161).

Co-production sets forth a neoliberal development proposal that implies a so-called ‘liberation’ of state
influence by emphasizing the individual’s right to pursue his or her own ways and priorities. Interestingly, the
state also deliberately frames its own responsibility negatively by taking the blame by identifying itself as the
main cause of this unproductive and inhumane break with our traditional values by ‘getting too much in the
way’ of the everyday lives of its citizens. There are plenty of stories about people getting caught between the
categories of the system, remaining unhelped in times of need or experiencing meaningless of being ‘in the
system’. This seems to create an ideal and legitimate platform, along with severe pressures on public budgets,
to pursue developing and carrying out public services in a more co-productive way. Situating innovation and
modernization within this frame of understanding becomes a smart ‘confessional exercise’ where the state has
to answer for and respond to all its wrong-doings in supporting everyday public life.
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I argue that there are three interconnected points to consider in relation to the links between co-production,
modernization and public innovation. Firstly, modernization or innovation through co-production seems to
be offering both a direction to the past and to the future at the same time, managing to both incorporate
radical high-modern technological progress and a nostalgic return to our basic humane values of solidarity and
community. Firstly, this orientation towards the past creates a productive space for a kind of ‘structural
nostalgia’ (Herzfeld, 2004) framing modernization and public innovation as the return of a long-time missed
solidarity in Western societies where people seem to have forgotten the simple value of taking care of the ones
close to them; whether this is family, friends, neighbours or local community.51 With co-production,
modernization and public innovation are tied not only to societal obligation and individual responsibility, but
also refer to a much needed re-establishment of a nostalgic past. The idealized image of the times when
ordinary, hard-working people took care of each other and took responsibility for creating a society in their
own image thus suddenly influences many ideas for innovation. In this way, rather than only being situated
within the movement of (traditional) modernist progress, public innovation as co-production gains its
momentum and legitimacy through its reference to an almost forgotten or utopian past. This expands the
possible space for people and organisations to engage efforts of public innovation and modernization since the
specifics of new solutions considered as progress or innovative are very open to contextual interpretation.

Secondly, while this kind of agenda potentially increases the legitimacy of local knowledge and diversity, it is
important to be and remain critical towards the self-evidence of what is being articulated as progress; in
particular when the agenda draws so heavily on people’s emotional belonging and sense of responsibility to respecify their personhood. For example, if the public state underplays its own authority by emphasizing
individual freedom while at the same time making various organizational and economic sanctions to influence
that very same ‘free’ choice of citizens, this can contribute to a questionable legitimization of social struggle by
framing it as an opportunity rather than a public problem (Hyatt, 1997). In this light, the articulated progress
and distributed potentiality of modernizing society through co-production should thus continuously be
subject to careful and critical attention.

Thirdly, in specific relation to the overall main argument of this thesis, co-production as a powerful
mobilizing agenda is enabling a new kind of potentiality in public governance. Co-production is inherently
articulated in its potentiality and open to ‘inhabitation’ through local ownership and contextual interpretation.
Its success, however, depends on continuous experimentation about ‘what works in practice’ and requires
distributed local efforts of exploring different ways of addressing public problems in the particular context. It
is part of a modernization agenda characterized by an open-ended and distributed way of planning, offering
no specified plan or procedure to enable these principles in practice, only the potential of synergy. Seen in this
light, the efforts to enable local and distributed co-production practice as part of a government strategy is an
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This way of thinking has been given new life in the light of the economic crisis; for example in the political agenda of
Big Society in the UK set forth by Prime Minister David Cameron. The Danish government platform seems to apply the
same rhetorical line by constantly underlining that “any one of us can contribute” (the Danish government, 2011b:5).
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example of an attempt to reinvent the political epistemology of state interventions from a premise of
facilitation rather than direction or control; enabling a diversity of local movements through a kind of
centralized decentralization.52

DEALING WITH THE POTENTIAL OF SYNERGY
Seen from a perspective of traditional instrumental approach to public policy and governance, the current
ideas of modernization and public innovation in a Danish context seem to obscure more than they illuminate.
Public policy makers and practitioners experience the limitations of existing administrative and governance
approaches by dealing with various potentialities that not only do not offer standardized solutions to public
problems, but also entail accepting the various irreal spaces that require continuous creative exploration where
positive outcomes depend on the creation of local and contextual synergy between people (for example:
‘dialogue’, ‘openness’, ‘leadership’, ‘trust’, ‘participation’ (Ministry of the Economy and Interior, 2013)). And it
only offers new possible solutions through the successful application of various potentially productive types of
processes, organization, relationships, mentalities, motivations, approaches and methods in search of fruitful
synergies. It is the ongoing facilitation of a diverse social movement of distributed invention of new practical
realities. At some point, the local potentiality might establish itself in a particular mode of practice which will
rely on utilizing “the dynamic potential of an entire field of relationships to bring forth the persons situated in
it” (Ingold, 2008:7).

This promise of synergy is not something that the civil servants are very likely to find appealing. As a director
of a department in a municipality described it:

“I am beginning to get a little bit fed up with all this talk of innovation and co-production. I have
yet to meet someone who can actually explain to me how we are supposed to make reliable
policy that enables these things. I am certainly open to suggestions and new information. But
every time we talk about these things, it is either a very local example that seems impossible to
scale or some academic with a theory that has very little to do with reality. We should be very
careful of not taking on something that we cannot properly control or govern.”

However, the Danish modernization efforts are still in progress. But this way of reorienting the nature and
scope of knowledge may prove to be a very risky exercise for the ministry since the cognitive equipment that
the new modernization initiative builds on is very different from its usual knowledge practices. In Chapter
four, I emphasized how the different kind of knowledge foundation introduced by public innovation stands in
opposition to the production of authoritative knowledge rendering reality into the domain of rational
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I owe this phrase to UK innovation expert Charles Leadbeater whom I have been lucky enough to collaborate with
recently. Leadbeater emphasizes that we try to improve society at a time when oxymorons characterize many of the
challenges we are facing; including having to deal with ‘centralized decentralization’ as a premise of creating space for local
initiative and more dynamic and flexible service systems capable of pursuing human-centred outcomes through central
initiative.
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intervention. Similarly, in Chapter five I explored the practical handling of the intangibility and
unpredictability introduced by processes of public innovation. In this context, the involved actors were
fighting for their local knowledge to be acknowledged and taken seriously. In Chapter six, related issues arose
when the state had to authoritatively guide the practice of public-private innovation where dominant notions
of public authority relied on the ability to create reliable problem-solving systems despite dealing with
circumstances where both consistent and practical knowledge was lacking. In all cases, I argue that public
servants responsible for innovation initiatives have to recognize and come to terms with being dependent on a
different kind of political epistemology: one resulting in a role for the state that to a lesser degree is about
generating activity directly and is more about establishing knowledge practices that aim to experiment with
and stabilize interpretations of events and activities in processes of centralized decentralization.

This is in essence the challenge for the modernization efforts of the Ministry of Economic Affairs and the
Interior. I argue that the new principles of modernization are an attempt to reinvent the political
epistemology of the processes in which the state is rediscovering the public and its problems. The ministry
now depends on creating and legitimizing the knowledge practices that are capable of supporting centralized
decentralization, shaping the environment through distributed processes of change. The same is the case for
understanding whether this is in fact a ‘critical juncture’ in Danish public administration and governance.
This potential change in ‘administration politics’, enabling a new way of ‘budgetizing’ the activity of the state,
is entirely dependent on the ability of the state to establish knowledge practices aiming to experiment with
and stabilize interpretations of events and activities in coping with the lack of knowledge. As I have illustrated
throughout this thesis, this is a matter of an uncomfortable interaction between different knowledge practices
that rely on varying worldviews, epistemologies and perceptions of what it means to govern.

The ownership by the Ministry of Economic Affairs and the Interior of activities related to facilitating
different irrealities to be explored outside of existing approaches to public development and governance is
extremely rare in a Danish public sector context. The ministry has the courage to engage in a position of nonknowledge and uncertainty where most bureaucratic procedures and practices have the exact purpose of
avoiding this position of instability. Consequently, modernization is not a specified plan to be drawn and
implanted from a top-down power relationship. For this reason, the new principles of modernization will be
subject to what the Ministry of Economic Affairs and the Interior has called ‘governance labs’ that set out to
experiment with and test new governance techniques and knowledge practices. This is a deliberate attempt by
the ministry to apply the logic of discovery before justifying and authorizing certain solutions or approaches.

To what extent these governance labs will contribute to the legitimization of a new political epistemology or a
new ‘path dependency’ for the development and governance of public service systems remains to be seen. One
critical aspect of this whether public servants can see themselves contribute to the reshaping of public
authority and their own professional self-identification influenced by a very different political epistemology
than they currently idealize. This next chapter will explore the consequences of this different political
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epistemology in more detail in relation to bureaucratic formalizations and the politics of visibility that
determines much of the character and legitimacy of knowledge in the processes of changing public service
systems. Meanwhile, the public servants currently responsible for the Danish ‘modernization’ efforts are facing
a significant challenge where they constantly risk being left stranded; stranded between two paradigms
dependent on different kinds of knowledge practices; stranded between different relationships to the future
and ways to get there; stranded in the oxymoron of exercising centralized power to ensure decentralized and
distributed outcomes; and stranded between different visions of what ‘modernization’ should actually consist
of.
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CHAPTER 8
MAKING REALITY APPLICABLE FOR STATE INTERVENTION: TOWARDS BUREAUCRATIC
AESTHETICS BETWEEN DESCRIPTION AND ILLUSTRATION
“Truth is often inapplicable, is seldom sufficient, and must sometimes give way to
competing criteria” (Goodman, 1970:107)

In the previous chapters, we have seen how the concept of public innovation enables irreal spaces and a radical
relativism that allows for a distributed set of imaginative ideas and visions to engage the future in new ways.
When attempts are made to reorient knowledge to the future, it fundamentally challenges the knowledge
practice in the public sector by introducing a still undefined scope of rationality that can only be developed
and established through continuous discovery. Developing a better understanding of citizens’ experiences or
facilitating new kinds of collaboration between public and private actors will not in itself produce an
innovative outcome, but it emphasizes and allows for the potentiality of the present. Consequently, when
applied in state contexts, public innovation often becomes less about new explorative processes of problemsearching and experimentation and more a question of inventing the perfect theories or ‘best practices’ to be
applied and administered as public innovation. This mentality also threatens the current Danish
modernization efforts since they rely on the state to enable diverse and distributed process of centralized
decentralization.

The question throughout this thesis has been what kind of knowledge practices characterizes or should
characterize public innovation practices. Chapter 8 explores this by analysing the role of the concept of needs
in public innovation practice; in particular the emphasis of ‘unidentified needs’ as a source of public
innovation. This focus will frame an analysis of two empirical examples of public innovation projects funded
by the programme for user-driven innovation. These accounts will illuminate some of the paradoxes and
pitfalls of innovating public services when attempting to stabilize knowledge about the public and its
problems through user needs. This will also offer some perspectives on the particular kind of accountability
involved in bureaucratic formalization and representation in contexts of intense and overwhelming uncertainty
and complexity. They will thus highlight the need for a more nuanced way of thinking about the cognitive
equipment and political epistemology of the state.

In exploring this more nuanced way, I will draw upon perspectives from theories dealing with social and
existential complexity through artistic expression and scientific enquiry (James, 1910; Dewey, 1910; Bauman,
2001) and reframe the knowledge practices in change-making processes by connecting them more closely to
the experiences that they produce (Dewey, 1934) and the tasks they make possible (Crowley & Hegarty,
2005). I suggest rethinking and recognizing bureaucratic accountability in terms of bureaucratic aesthetics
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opening up for different ways of allowing for both the descriptive and illustrative character of knowledge
(Gombrich, 1960; Goodman, 1970). Ideas and processes with the aim of changing public service systems
through innovations in organization, behaviour, roles, responsibilities or relationships are struggling to be
made feasible in the ‘right’ technical terms. The following will suggest that they are in their description, at
best, illustrative of a potential future state where changes in conduct and synergy between people will
determine the social practice that eventually can be subject to rigorous description.

I will argue for an understanding of the formalizations of knowledge first and foremost as aesthetical forms
(Ranciere, 2010, 2013; Joas & Sennett, 2005) that will open up for exploring the creative dimensions of state
interventions. Ultimately, this can be seen as way of rethinking the ‘politics of visibility’: what should it entail
to give account when changing public service systems? Are we looking for ideas that literally describe the
specific features of the possible innovative welfare solution or the process that created it? Or will the
illustrative character of ideas or new insights be enough to legitimize decisions that authorize exploring their
potential public value? I will argue that a more dynamic and nuanced political epistemology could allow for a
new approach to creative processes reinvented through the notion of bureaucratic aesthetics. This chapter will
thus lay out a theoretical framework developed in light of public innovation practice which will be taken
further in the remaining part of this thesis in order to illustrate and contribute to the continuous shaping and
reshaping of the institutional culture of the state.
DESCRIPTIONS AND ILLUSTRATIONS
Art historian Ernst Gombrich wrote in ‘Art and illusion’ (1960) that “Painting is a science of which pictures
are experiments” (Gombrich, 1960:33). He referred primarily to approaches involved in the interpretation of
artworks, but the more general point was that whatever agreements are made in relation to particular matters,
they are always relative to a certain system of knowledge. Painting is not valuable or relevant by the mere
concept and practice of painting itself, but becomes relevant and powerful through its experimental
formalization and aesthetical expressions within the particular system of knowledge. Grombrich’s art theory is
taken further by Nelson Goodman (1970) in his analysis of various ‘ways of world-making’. Goodman
challenges the strict distinction between fiction and non-fiction, not by abolishing the distinction all together,
but by highlighting the inherent features involved in bringing about change. Intended change and
transformation will always have to rely on what is perceived to be fictional when attempting to configure (or
reconfigure) and imagine (or reimagine) the world in a certain way. What is known to be true can be
inadequate in dealing with and making sense of a continuously changing world. Therefore, it is important to
understand the world beyond its literal or figurative state (Goodman, 1970:106-107):

“What a portrait or a novel exemplifies or expresses often reorganizes a world more
drastically than does what the work literally or figuratively says or depicts; and sometimes
the subject serves merely as a vehicle for what is exemplified or expressed” (Ibid.:106).
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The reason for bringing in theories of art and social constructivism in this chapter is to reframe and create a
better understanding of the modes of formalization that are involved in the practice of public innovation and
highlight an ongoing paradox: why do we look for accountability and legitimacy in domains of non-fiction
when the goal (innovation) inherently expects the process to be explorative in search of an outcome that is yet
in the domain of the fictional or imaginative?

Whether we focus on works of art, scientific experiments, public innovation or other acts of imaginative
practice, there is a significant difference between the ‘descriptiveness’ and ‘illustrativeness’ of ideas and
knowledge. Works of art, just as most of the knowledge involved in public innovation practice,
“characteristically illustrate rather than name or describe” (Ibid.:11) the particular issue, problem or area of
interest. The distinction between illustration and description enables different kinds of ‘recognition’; where
re-cognition in this context refers specifically to the (lack of) ability to make and remake familiar realities and
recast them “in remarkable and sometime recondite but eventually recognizable – that is re-cognizable – ways”
(Goodman, 1970:105). ‘Recognition’, when considered linguistically, refers to the formal acknowledgement of
the existence and validity of certain claims of truth, knowledge or reality. In this light, for example, while it
may make sense to associate ‘technology’ with public innovation and recognize it as such within the current
system of knowledge, it does not mean that this ‘truth’ provides an adequate approach to deal with all aspects
of the public problem. The issue here is two different ways of recognizing state interventions. Conveniently,
technological solutions come with a technical language for their production and use; they become more
applicable for specified description in terms of representing and authorizing what kind of solution is needed.
But the public problem is seldom solved completely through this technological intervention. Most often, it is
merely one illustration of how to address it which should not necessarily delegitimize other efforts that
perhaps are less applicable for technical description.

THE NEED FOR ‘NEEDS’
Canadian doctor William Osler practicing around the beginning of the 20th century is quoted saying: “listen
to the patient – he is telling you the diagnosis”.53 He highlighted the importance of taking the time to really
listen to the patient because, he argued, this will make information available that, as a supplement to physical
examination and laboratory testing, is essential to provide the correct diagnosis. Connecting the current
discussion to medical science is not coincidental at this stage. Just as the diagnosis is the prerequisite for
initiating treatment in the medical field, it seems that specific concepts increasingly become prominent in
‘diagnosing’ directions for public innovation initiatives; particularly the concept of ’needs’. As a leader of a
public-private innovation project phrased it:

“One should not ask if the public sector can or should satisfy the needs of citizens; it is only a
question of how one should go about it.”
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Quoted from: Tuteur, Amy (2008-11-19). "Listen to your patient". The Skeptical OB. Retrieved 2012-04-09.
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Two different hypotheses can be set up in relation to the needs of citizens: 1) citizens are capable of
experiencing and articulating their own needs and thereby command and assess the possibilities of their own
life. 2) Other people (most likely professionals) are capable of identifying the needs of the citizens and use this
knowledge productively to help them satisfy these needs.

In Danish innovation practice in particular, the idea of ‘unidentified needs’ has had a special appeal.
‘Unidentified needs’ are something that the citizens have, but are not aware off or able to express themselves.
On the one hand, it relates to a lot of the professional work carried out by the public sector. Social workers,
doctors, nurses, home carers, teachers and other essential public employees make decisions every day on behalf
of or in relation to others based on their professional judgement. These are continuous efforts to relate to the
specific realities of citizens in various practical situations. On the other hand, the ‘needs-based approach’
challenges this significantly by making static categories out of the knowledge that usually is a part of the
practical interaction with between professionals and citizens. My concern here is precisely the clash between
the continuous practical work of professionals and the attempts to discover needs to be used as useful
descriptions to scope innovation initiatives. The question is what kinds of realities are actually described in
these ‘discoveries’ of citizens’ needs?

In the following I wish to unfold this discussion empirically through an analysis of the concept of unidentified
needs applied in the Danish programme for user-driven innovation. I will explore this by focusing on how
‘unidentified needs’, which are products of ethnographic contributions to public development, ‘live on’ and are
made applicable in the practice of public innovation projects in processes of modification, translation and
legitimization.

UNIDENTIFIED NEEDS
As mentioned earlier, 2007 marked a significant investment in user-driven innovation in Denmark by the
public state when the DECA launched ‘The Programme for User-Driven Innovation’. This programme led to
a DKK 270m investment in various projects applying user orientation with the goal of creating innovative
solutions; primarily in the welfare sector. This concept relies on the ability to grasp possible innovation
potentials by putting the social and practical realities at the centre of the focus of qualitatively-based research
to create a bureaucracy with an increased level of quality (the Danish government, 2007a). This was a
conscious attempt to use the ‘end-user’ perspective as a source of new knowledge. This knowledge relied on
discovering new ‘social truths’ through emphasizing a qualitative understanding of the service experience and
using it as a vantage point for development. A primary part of this agenda is the identification of the needs of
citizens (Damvad, 2009). The focus on ‘needs’ is not in itself a new agenda in a public sector context. It was
introduced with the ‘New Public Management’ shift, where ‘competition’ worked as the final criteria of
success for improving the quality of public services. This implied, among many things, the redefinition of the
citizen as a user in a market-oriented world of consumers (Hartley, 2005). In this conception, the ‘needs’ of
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citizens are out there, ready to be identified or discovered, then described and analysed, and finally addressed,
fulfilled or satisfied.

The DECA divided user-driven methods into two dimensions: either aiming to understand users as
contributors of information; or aiming to uncover the already evident or unidentified needs of users.
Evaluations of the user-driven innovation initiative have most significantly pointed towards the lack of
competences and knowledge regarding what they call ‘the advanced methods to uncover the unidentified
needs’ (Damvad, 2009). The DECA describes these methods in the following terms:

“Advanced methods to uncover ‘unidentified needs’ include: in-depth interviews, observation
and participant observation (in-depth ethnographic or anthropological studies of user activities
over a longer period of time)” (Damvad, 2009:23, my own translation).

The DECA to a large extent equates the ability to uncover ‘unidentified needs’ with core qualities of the
ethnographic method. The people applying this method are to gain access to these needs by observing and
participating in the lives of citizens or the practical settings of public institutions and in this way discover
what otherwise is outside of regular talk or reflection. It is mostly carried out by internal or external
consultants specializing in qualitative research or facilitating particular change-making processes.
Ethnographic research on the concrete contact points and confrontations between citizens and public service
systems is to provide descriptions that are meant to work as new knowledge foundations for public
innovation.

This kind of user-oriented focus inferred that the current ‘input’ in public development processes is. The
translation from citizen to user was seen as a way of breaking with current understandings of reality,
facilitating processes of active “liberation from constraints of a world that is already made” (Hallum & Ingold,
2007:2). This ‘active liberation’ from the current constraints was to be supplied by the valuable instrumentality
of ethnographic contributions. This aspect received significant attention in the evaluation of the programme
for user-driven innovation. Especially because the solutions created from projects funded by the significant
investments in user-driven innovation had not created the hoped-for valuable solutions. Consequently, it
became a high priority to improve the methods to uncover ‘unidentified needs’ (Damvad, 2009).

I will now introduce two examples which had the experience of the users of public services as their point of
departure. These examples are used to reflect on the processes in which ethnographically inspired research is
being instrumentalized in the making of bureaucratic knowledge. They are introduced to ask the question:
how is social reality made applicable for state intervention? What kind of relationships between ‘illustration’
and ‘description’ exists and what are the implications for the development initiatives as well as for the
legitimacy of state intervention itself?
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WHEN PUBLIC CHALLENGES BECOME THE NEEDS OF CITIZENS
One example of the problems and challenges involved in uncovering unidentified needs comes from a publicprivate innovation project in the eldercare sector in a municipality carried out from 2008 to 2009. Integrating
new types of technology in public eldercare services was not only seen as contributing to possible solutions,
but was also a source of new ideas for focus areas. This was thought to happen through cooperation with
private companies focusing their knowledge and competence on specific technological ideas and solutions.

A vital part of this project was researching the everyday lives of the elderly citizens. For this purpose, the
municipality collaborated with a consultancy agency partly financed by the programme for user-driven
innovation. Uncovering the ‘unidentified needs’ of citizens was not an explicit and constant agenda of the
project, but it remained a part of the rationale for thinking about how to achieve potentially innovative
solutions, drawn from broader development questions addressing central aspects of public service delivery.

The concept of needs emerged when decisions had to be made in order to provide a specific plan for the
development process itself. At this stage, the rhetorical reality of the project was changed. The development
questions were transformed into concrete needs: 1) Citizens wanted to be more self-reliant; 2) public
employees needed a better work environment; and 3) public organizations needed to ‘free up’ time. These
needs were then set up as measurable criteria of success and were meant to show a direct connection between
the goals of the innovation process and the experiences of citizens. The concept of needs was applicable
because it appeared to actually encapsulate the real experience of the people involved while being seemingly
static and solvable.

I did not participate in the research phase of the project, which included interviews, observation studies and
user workshops, but I attended some of these activities as an observer. Here follows a conversation between
two elderly citizens at one of these workshops:

A: ”I understand that they want to try new things, but I don’t know if it is good idea with all that
new technology.”
B: ”I agree. I don’t see the point. I couldn’t be more satisfied with Lise [the home carer]. She is
fantastic. And the other carers have similar qualities. The worst thing would be if they actually
changed it.”
A: ”Yes, they [the home carers] certainly know what they are doing.”
B: ”Exactly. If they should change something, they should make Lise come more often (laughs).
A: ”You’re so right. The most important thing is the positive relationship with the carer. It is nice
that they become part of your day.”
B: “Exactly. Of course help is not something that you like to begin with. But it turns out to be a
nice addition to your life.”
A: “Yes...we have nothing to complain about. Quite the opposite, in fact”
(my own translation).
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The conversation between the two elderly citizens serves to illustrate the dynamic and sometimes paradoxical
nature of ‘needs’. The obvious ‘needs’ expressed here were typical during the project: a widespread satisfaction
with the current level of care and help received. Or, in another interpretation, a conscious and strategic effort
to express positive satisfaction about the current standard of care because of the fear that it may be subject to
budget cuts (which the elderly had experienced many times before). Evidently, the good and meaningful
contact with the home carers was emphasized as the most important thing and definitely experienced as
something the elderly were ’in need of’ every day.

However, the ‘need’ that was identified through ethnographic research was different; namely that the elderly
wanted to be more self-reliant. I query this conclusion. The problem I see is not whether the elderly want to
be more self-reliant and free themselves from their dependency on public services. Nor is there any doubt that
the public staff is in need of solutions that can create more time, working already too tight work schedules.
The focus of my critique is threefold: firstly, the use of unidentified needs involves an unquestioned process
where the unidentified need per definition disqualifies the need that is actually expressed. The ‘need’ that
seemingly belongs to the citizens is at the same time something that they have lost the right to define. Does
this mean that the municipality has a better idea about the needs of the citizens than they do themselves? In
any case, defining the ‘unidentified needs’ of citizens may underminethe citizen’s right or ability to express
what he or she really wants. Additionally, it also creates a seemingly self-evident category that hides its
connection to an administratively or politically motivated value-based interpretation in a project focusing on
developing technological solutions in cooperation with private companies.

Secondly, the identified ‘need’ becomes the static cornerstone of every particular development initiative in the
project. After the research is done and the need is defined, it is less a matter of understanding under what
circumstances, in which contexts or at which times the elderly do in fact want to be more self-reliant. The
need works as a static and self-evident vantage point from which all development efforts are directed. Elderly
people may want to be more self-reliant and manage their own everyday life. But they may also want the help
and company of the home carers. Both these different needs can be there simultaneously. They can by backed
by more or less rational reasons, one of which is that the social interaction with the home carers increases the
meaning of the everyday life of the elderly. Being more self-reliant means less social interaction and perhaps
an increase in loneliness – often perceived to be the biggest problem among elderly people in Denmark.
Consequently, the potential satisfaction of one need will probably result in creating a conflicting need. In
other words, if we assume that a need can actually be satisfied in a finished form, this innovation project
refuses to take into account the complexity of the citizen’s individual and social situation as well as the broader
development agendas of the municipality.

Thirdly, this illustrates the complexity and ‘situatedness’ of a ‘need’ and thereby also the problems involved in
abstracting individual and social experience into specific one-dimensional needs. The question is whether it is
actually about the needs of the citizens? If any need is involved, is it not the need for the public sector to make
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budget cuts in the least hurtful way? It could also be about a need to carry out the government strategy for
involving private companies and technology in the development and facilitation of public welfare services? Or
it could simply be the project leader’s need to meet the project criteria for success? When the municipality is
opting out of addressing some expressed needs of the citizens and chooses to address needs that are less visible
or ‘unidentified’, it is probably done with the best of intentions based on professional, economic or political
reasoning. However, instead of making these reasons explicit, the need for a consistent form – in this case an
‘unidentified need’ – to provide the legitimacy of state intervention paves the way for an ongoing
‘depoliticization of politics’ (Rose, 2006) where priorities, agendas and responsibilities are continuously
blurred. Not only is the public organization given the problematic right to formulate what the needs of the
citizens actually are, but these ‘needs’ are applied in projects that promise satisfaction through the creation of
the right innovative public solution. The very emphasis on ‘needs’ both boldly simplifies the multiple aspects
and factors that determine the citizens’ relationship to the public state and reformulates and formalizes these
as entities that can actually be ‘solved’ or ‘satisfied’.

FORMALIZING LONELINESS
Another example along these lines is a public-private innovation project in the elderly sector financed by the
same programme for user-driven innovation and a part of the project mentioned in Chapter five. As
described, the research phase of the overall project provided several potential ‘innovation tracks’ for changing
the services in a municipal elderly home. One of these tracks was addressing the loneliness of the elderly
citizens which qualitative research had identified as a significant social problem with huge negative influences
on the quality of life. The municipality prioritized cooperating with private partners that could develop
solutions meant to address the social dimensions of the feeling of loneliness. In other words, the experience of
loneliness had been translated into a more or less recognized or realized need for social activity and “keeping
in touch” with relatives and friends. This provided seemingly constructive criteria in the scoping of innovative
ideas and concepts for new service solutions.

One of the companies that got involved was a developer and supplier of outdoor training and exercise
facilities. Their concept was an outdoor training facility inspired by public exercise facilities in China. The
idea was to make exercise and training easily accessible with equipment available to everybody no matter their
level of fitness. Not only were these facilities to include people not used to doing exercise, but they were also
to become a centre of outdoor social activity that could potentially counteract experiences of loneliness. The
project thus combined two of the innovation tracks. The concept had never been tried out at a Danish care
home before which made it subject to an interpretation as a potential user-driven public innovation, especially
because the elderly and the staff were directly involved in designing and developing the training facilities.54
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These aspects of the project require a separate and more thorough discussion since they are related to the value of user
involvement itself. However, two central aspects of this are: 1) Involving a fragile group of elderly people living at the
latest stage of their lives is very challenging since their mental and physical weakness poses the question of their actual
contribution to the process. This also carries with it an ethical dimension in terms of drawing on their already very limited
resources. 2) In this specific project process, it is relevant to ask whether the value of involving the elderly in the
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Potentially, this project could improve the physical and social life of the citizens at the elderly care home.
However, after building the training facility, the elderly citizens did not seem to value the social aspect of the
facility while being happy about the physical dimension of the solution. The lack of social interaction at the
training facility became a source of reflection for both the project workers and the staff at the elderly home.
They wondered if the need for social activity could actually be linked to the feeling of loneliness. The staff
experienced regularly that several of the elderly citizens had shown a disinterest in interacting with the other
residents at the care home. Some kept to their individual daily routines of mostly being in their own room,
perhaps watching a lot of television. Some wanted to participate more in social activities, but did not have the
mental state to do so in a sufficient or sometimes even meaningful way. And some had simply lost the desire
to engage socially with people other than their relatives or other close relations. Sometimes the loss of the
ones close to them made them either protective of their own feelings or just left them with a feeling of
‘completeness’ in a life fully lived. As one of the elderly citizens put it in a conversation:

“I do not really want to get to know new people. I had enough. To be honest with you, I’m
tired of losing them. I have lost my husband, my son, my brothers. And people here die every
day. I’ve attended more funerals here than I can remember right now. Sometimes it is easier
keeping to yourself.”

A significant part of daily life at a care home is that people are not there for a long time (‘death is a natural
part of life’, as another innovation track was named). There are probably many ways of coping with this at a
care home; one was is to take little interest in engaging in social activities. The elderly woman told me later
that she often felt quite lonely, but wondered if it was just a part of getting old. You tend to miss the people
that had meant a lot to you during your life and that was in a way a good thing, she thought. It meant that
people had mattered and that you had dared to love and feel connected to them. What I am getting at here is
the implications of translating experiences and feelings of loneliness into citizens’ ‘need’ for social activity or
interaction. While it certainly made the innovation track focusing on loneliness more accessible for legitimate
state intervention by setting up a direct connection between the citizens’ needs and the innovation initiative, it
also set up project criteria that not only were out of sync with the social realities of the elderly, but also
compromised the innovation initiative itself despite its otherwise potentially productive focus and concept.

Two issues emerge out of this. Firstly, a feeling of loneliness is not necessarily something that can be dealt
with through a public service or something you can address through innovation initiatives. Loneliness is
characterized by the type of ambiguity that public problems often consist of: highly contextual experiences
that lie outside of strict and clearly defined areas of intervention. It can rightly be discussed to what extent

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
development process mostly related to the process itself and to a lesser degree to the actual solution? The elderly found a
lot of meaning in being involved in development, but increasingly ceased to be interested in the final product. Moreover,
to a large extent, the users of the outdoor facilities were mostly the elderly who had been involved in the development
process. These aspects of user involvement among elderly people require much more depth and go beyond the scope of
this thesis.
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these attempts at addressing deeply personal matters should be the subject of state intervention at all. While I
feel very sympathetic to the ideology behind addressing basic existential issues like this, it carries with it a
responsibility to deal with the problem in the light of its actual character: namely substantially complex.
‘Formalizing’ the experience of loneliness through the concept of ‘needs’ risked setting expectations for service
delivery that were out of touch with the actual possibilities available. Loneliness was not curable or solvable by
addressing specific assumptions of citizens’ needs or by applying other formulas for perfecting public services;
no matter how much innovation you ‘throw’ at it. In this case, formalizing social experience became an
exercise that undermined the legitimacy of state intervention by setting unrealistic expectations rather than
addressing the serious issue of loneliness more productively.

Secondly, loneliness is not something that can be translated into a static and unambiguous need. At one
moment, loneliness can be accommodated through social activity; at another moment, loneliness is preferred
to the grief over losing somebody you get close to. Consequently, assuming that a ‘need’ is something that
actually develops and materializes in the dynamics of social practice, the identification of a ‘need’ is highly
situational, which in practice prevents the representation of it in general or static terms. It involves an
understanding of the specific context where a ‘need’ is created and manifested as well as captures the
contextual implications in which the ‘need’ is uncovered or identified. Even then, a ‘need’ is not static, but is
being reinvented and modified by the involved actors in the dynamics of social practice. The same premises
can be stated about the process of interpreting the need in a public innovation project. Making a static form
out of something as complex and situational as a need can in so many ways set out a wrong direction for
innovation processes when it is made into a consistent point of departure and direction. In this sense, this
particular project became an example of the consequences of an innovation initiative attempting to predefine
what was meaningfully innovative and manifest it in bureaucratically tangible forms rather than make it
subject to continuous exploration and rediscovery.

THE IMPLICATIONS OF ‘UNIDENTIFIED NEEDS’
There are at least three problematic implications of unidentified needs as an example of bureaucratic
formalization of social reality or experience. The first two points are related to the concept of needs itself
within a public sector context and illustrate common dilemmas of public legitimacy involved in simplifying
social reality. The third is related to the ethnographic contributions to these processes and is meant to more
specifically address the processes of formalization in order to open up alternative avenues for discussing a new
kind of knowledge practice in the public sector.

Firstly, since the idea of citizens’ needs comes from private sector-inspired consumer logic, there is a problem
related to the increased complexity of the relationship between the citizen and the public state in comparison
to the customer-company relationship. Misguided expectations for user-driven or user-oriented approaches
have been created by relying on the specification, description and satisfaction of needs rather than on
illustrating the multiple nuances of human experience. The public sector not only focuses on the ‘usable’
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needs. Instead, public employees work in a context where the value of the needs is judged or negotiated
continuously in the particular context and in the light of political visions or economic circumstances.
Moreover, in areas like health, social care and marginalized groups of society, the needs of citizens are often
based on democratic and human rights rather than being a result of a particular market demand. In the public
sector, there is a very different relationship of obligation and trust between the citizen and the state in terms
of providing care and service beyond an articulated demand; this works by sometimes providing more
attention and help than the citizens ask for or by setting up certain not-negotiable demands that the citizens
cannot turn down or ignore. For example, how do you, as a social worker in a labour market authority, satisfy
a citizen’s needs when the citizen declines to be interested in getting a job? As a civil servant in the Ministry
of Employment phrased it: “our situation is difficult in relation to this aspect since the ’product’ we offer to
our citizens is one that they don’t want.” In other words, you could certainly ask whether the purpose of the
public sector always complies with the individual needs of the citizens. Is the realization of the needs of
citizens the same as addressing societal challenges? When citizens become customers and thereby are seen as
individuals with certain needs, what are you supposed to do with the services that they do not ask for? What if
‘the need’ is not there?
Secondly, the introduction of unidentified needs as a starting point for legitimate state intervention is a way of
giving the citizen the possibility to contribute to the process of redeveloping a public service while at the same
time taking his or her right to define what his or her legitimate needs are. This aspect becomes a question of
personal ownership because a particular unidentified need may be identified in the particular context which
the citizen may not find representative of his or her state of being. The questions are who has the right to
define the need of a citizen and what kind of rationality is good enough to select between different needs? In a
context where the areas of intervention become ever more personal (Foucault, 1991), insisting on defining
something as personal as a ‘need’ and then applying it as a static form into processes of public innovation
where an evident connection between the need and state intervention has to be represented, might be both
unhelpful and unnecessarily risking the legitimacy of the state intervention. What if the ideas of taking a
vantage point in in-depth studies and learning about the lives of citizens were kept alive, but at the same time
the public authorities refrained from embarking on the extremely ambitious project of turning these into
‘needs’ to be satisfied?
Thirdly, the instrumental use of the ethnographic method to uncover unidentified needs (or any kind of ‘need’
for that matter) is a significant and controversial misunderstanding of the purpose of ethnographic research. It
builds on perceptions that we already know from applied anthropology in for example social work. Here,
anthropologists become patient or client ‘experts’ with an apparent unique access to lived reality. They are
expected to produce a ‘realist’ anthropological analysis which discovers authentic and context-free needs of
people through systematic and standardized studies and descriptions of the social world (Halse et al., 2011). I
will argue that the application of ethnography in the programme for user-driven innovation as a method
consequently misconceives not only ethnography as an methodological approach, but also misdirects the
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production of knowledge by focusing on clearly describing citizens’ needs in search of legitimate reasons for
intervening rather than illustrating the complex character of the problem and the possible different
interventions that might address it.

In a seemingly increased appreciation of social complexity, unidentified needs then become a particular way of
processing the contextual production of knowledge into specific kinds of bureaucratic formalizations. It is the
ability of ethnography to carry out this type of ‘bureaucratic processing’ of social complexity that is being
evaluated in relation to the programme for user-driven innovation facilitated by the DECA; not its ability to
portray or represent social reality in its complexity and dynamic continuity. Evaluations of development
initiatives often only serve to prove or devaluate the theory of the development project (Mosse, 2005; 2007).
In this case, user-driven innovation as an overall theory of a programme remained accepted and intact, but the
people involved in the projects were told to be better at using the ‘method’. Maintaining the current
perception of the underlying theory, the evaluation recommended ‘perfecting’ the skills and competences to
carry out the advanced method to uncover ‘unidentified needs’ in practice (Damvad, 2009).

I argue for an alternative evaluation: rather than either accepting or rejecting the theory of the ethnographic
contribution to public innovation, the focus should be directed towards critically examining the
epistemological understanding and practical application of the particular methodological approach. The
notion of ‘unidentified needs’ can be seen as a specific recognition of reality where description rather than
illustration is the dominant determinant in the established knowledge practice. This again becomes a question
of what kind of ‘recognitions’ that should characterize the ‘cognitive equipment’ and political epistemology of
the public state to rediscover the public and its problems. What should characterize the formalizing processes
themselves?

HOW TO THINK LIKE A STATE?
When planning for change, the state necessarily has to reduce social complexity in order to enable specific
plans or make reality applicable for state intervention (Sharma & Gupta, 2006:243), something that Scott has
termed ‘state simplifications’ (Scott, 2006). The ongoing challenge of the state is that it is forced to “reduce
the chaotic, disorderly, constantly changing social reality to something more closely resembling the
administrative grid of its observations” (Scott, 2006:262). The state is not meant to capture the world in its
social diversity since it is when complex realities are reduced into schematic categories that state officials
discover “new social truths rather than merely summarizing known facts” (Ibid.:259) and actually shape the
environment. Thus, I do not reject the need for ‘state simplifications’ as a premise of public development and
governance. What I emphasize is that the processes of the social production of bureaucratic tangibility should
be given careful attention; not only the processes in which simplifications are being formalized through
particular interpretations of the public and its problems, but also attention towards the processes after the
simplification or formalization has been made.
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What I have illustrated in this chapter so far is the risks involved when bureaucratic formalizations and
knowledge practices are driven by a logic that is meant to create the possibility of ‘finishing off’ projects based
on specified and static ‘recognitions’ of the public, thereby maintaining the ability and authority to represent
oneself as an organization that ‘gets things done’ and fulfils a role as a ‘problem solver’. I will argue that this is
a dangerous misconception of the role of the state in change-making projects. Both of the projects that I have
provided as examples in this chapter make the experiences of the citizens the centre of attention. In both
cases, these processes reinvent stateintervention by applying a different cognitive frame for coming up with
new kinds of legitimate knowledge. The programme for user-driven innovation attempts to gain legitimacy
for the approach and the results that it creates by representing the ethnographic method as a reliable
procedure to access citizens’ unidentified needs characterized more by technical calculation than empirical
curiosity. The problem, according to Bruno Latour (2007), is not a lack of ‘calculating devices’ in state
practices, but that these devices seldom rest on empirical curiosity and a research process that is able to
support the hypotheses and policies at work. As he writes:

“Whatever has been planned, there are always unwanted consequences for a reason that
has nothing to do with the quality of the research or with the precision of the plan, but with
the very nature of action. It is never the case that you first know and then act, you first act
tentatively and then begin to know a bit more before attempting again.” (Latour, 2007:4)

Latour’s rather provocative stand here is that public states often act with the “bizarre cognitive notion that
once you have the calculating devices, you can simply calculate the optimum automatically” (Ibid.:5). In other
words, states act as if they inherently represent the public good by representing its methods and calculating
devices as “expedients of truth” (Bauman, 1997:112). This is logic where the ability to come up with the right
answer or interpretation is created by the procedures and knowledge practices themselves, thereby also making
the state capable of rejecting other alternative or contrary views on the subject. If people doubt or challenge
the results of calculation through complaints or resistance, public legitimacy is upheld not by careful empirical
investigation, but by referring to these experiences as non-evident matters since they lack the legitimate
verification that the state has built into its calculating devices.

I follow Latour in questioning the knowledge practices that are currently authorized to pursue and sustain the
‘public good’ – both in the practice of public innovation and in the more general approach of public policy and
reform. This questioning is not to ignore that knowledge and ideas of ‘hard evidence’ often play an ambiguous
role in public development as it is up to politicians to select the information and knowledge criteria that they
see fit. Action does require suspending an awareness of the ambiguities and complexities of reality for a while
– not only to simplify decision-making processes, but often because the only way to gain knowledge is to act
tentatively and see what happens. However, it is important to remain critical of the “politics of visibility” that
drive much development practice; “knowledge becomes most compelling not just when it is useful but when
its very visibility makes it hard to ignore” (Mulgan, 2009:134). In the following, I will explore what could
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characterize a different kind of ‘politics of visibility’ in the processes of making social reality applicable for
state intervention.	
  Not only in terms of potentially changing how public servants and other people responsible
for changing public service systems could be accountable when attempting to simplify, represent and
formalize the problems and needs of citizens in creating the right scope and knowledge to make a valuecreating change process resulting in a new state intervention. But also in terms of changing the way that the
people responsible for carrying out the change-making initiative should be accountable during the change
process itself.

THE DYNAMIC SPACE BETWEEN FORMALIZATIONS AND THE ‘FORMLESS’
The politics of visibility is often a question of what it means to give account; the “intellectual technologies
that make visible to the collective eye of the State what it is to envision any state of affairs” (Latour, 2007:3).
While

Scott

accepts state simplifications as a premise in the practice of bureaucracy, he too points to the

problem of accountability in dealing with social complexity with technical and analytical instruments of
planning that are applied as if the social world is instrumentally manageable. I follow and expand this line of
critique by focusing on how knowledge and information are contextually processed in the social production of
bureaucratically tangible forms, making up the dominant knowledge practice that authorize and ‘budgetize’
the process of development itself. What has been interesting to observe is that public innovation processes
make a case for what Scott refers to as “metís-friendly institutions” (Scott, 1998:352); institutions capable of
incorporating multifunctional and adaptable organizations and roles that allow for local diversity, feedback
and unintended outcomes.55 A detour to art theory, I argue, can nuance the thinking and conversation in this
regard.

The interest in form as a field of analysis came from modernistic art. It could be seen both in 19th-century
experiments with form and in 20th-century attacks on form through various artistic expressions or
interpretative analysis. One prominent account of the latter is Georges Bataille’s ‘formless’.56 In formless,
Bataille opens up a new space for understanding processes of conceptualization and form-giving. He
highlights that we take part in a world characterized by its ‘unknowable’ and ‘formless’ nature, but we cannot
and should not cease to conceptualize it and bring it into ‘form’. As Crowley and Hegarty point out in their
analysis of Bataille, “what you have in front of you should not be. It organizes the formless, makes it occur,
makes it be – and therefore betrays the formless” (Crowley & Hegarty, 2005:9). Indeed, betraying the
formless seems to be at the very heart of everyday life. People, organizations and institutions continuously
engage in making sense of their purpose and journey by naming, interpreting, representing and giving form to
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These organisations might have the profile of a public sector laboratory. For an elaboration of this point, see
Christiansen & Bason, 2011.
56
Georges Bataille: ’L’informe’ (“Formless”) (1929):”A dictionary begins when it no longer gives the meaning of words,
but their tasks. Thus formless is not only an adjective having a given meaning, but a term that serves to bring things down
in the world, generally requiring that each thing has its form. What it designates has no rights in any sense and gets itself
squashed everywhere, like a spider or an earthworm. In fact, for academic men to be happy, the universe would have to
take shape. All of philosophy has no other goal: it is a matter of giving a frock coat to what is,a mathematical frock coat.
On the other hand, affirming that the universe resembles nothing and is only formless amounts to saying that the universe
is something like a spider or spit”
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feelings, thoughts and experiences that are not necessarily applicable for form-giving. This thesis, obviously,
also betrays the ‘formless’ by now existing as a specific ‘formalization’ the irrealities of public innovation; it is
’brought down in the world’ as a product of a dynamic process of, among other things, fieldwork, reflection,
analysis, abstraction and the production of text. It illustrates a situated perspective on an experience that
actually consists of many different contextual and situated experiences pointing to various meanings and
interpretations.

The point is that while we all operate in the domain of the unknowable and ‘formless’, paradoxically the
formless and formalizations coexist without being mutually excluding. The ‘formless’ is not in direct
opposition to formalization, but is a premise to be dealt with continuously. I see the abandonment of the
oppositional relationship between form and the ‘formless’ as core to the practice of public innovation and
public development more generally. Whether the task was to develop policy, authorize a particular approach
to innovation or act productively as a project leader, the challenge is one of creating and legitimizing
particular formalizations within an uncertain context and ‘formless’ practical reality. Throughout this thesis,
we have learned how people had to plan or guide public innovation with a goal of stabilizing it in specific
theories, models or representations despite often recognizing the unpredictable and uncertain space they were
in. Consequently, their authoritative notions of bureaucratic formalizations were legitimized through their
particular ‘aesthetical’ articulation (Joas & Sennett, 2005) and their primary project became to describe the
specific capacity that produced it (Hallam & Ingold, 2007). In this sense, they were trying to enable
explorative processes in what Scott possibly would call a ‘non-metís-friendly’ environment. The problem, I
argue, was not the stabilizing efforts themselves, but rather a knowledge practice characterized by a nondynamic relationship between the ‘formless’ and formalizations.

Public servants know that their work is not ‘perfect’. They also know about the probable inadequacy,
insufficiency or incorrectness of their analytical endeavours. And they are well aware of the ‘randomness’
involved when setting up new projects, programmes and other potentially intervening initiatives. The
knowledge and information giving way to and backing up public initiatives are products of non-linear and
non-systematic processes of interaction, knowledge sharing and various rhetorical exercises of theoretical
arguments and manifestations of power relationships. For example, most public servants I engaged with in the
Ministry of Economic and Business Affairs or DECA struggled to explain how the theory of PPI came about.
Suddenly it was just there, and they had the responsibility to make it work. What they then will insist on,
however, intended or unintended, is to represent their analysis or reasoning of the particular phenomenon as
self-evident; the end result has to be the inevitable outcome of an ‘exhaustion of knowledge’ within the
particular policy area. It has to be represented as one inevitable solution or theory which, so to speak, ends the
discussion.

This mentality is challenged by the concept of public innovation through its ability to simultaneously be a
verb, adjective and noun. We have to ‘innovate’, be ‘innovative’ and create ‘innovations’. This seemingly
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ambiguous meaning of innovation is certainly not unproblematic. However, my contention is that it has the
consequence of directing attention to both the diffuse capacity for and the diverse processes involved in
creating change in contexts of social complexity. Within the community of ‘public innovation thinkers’, it is
often highlighted that the state has to get better at “losing control”. What I argue here is that the ‘formless’
and ‘controlled’ formalizations were never in opposition to each other to begin with. Therefore, it is not a
matter of going from ‘being in control’ to ‘losing control’. Rather, it is matter of accepting that people were
never in control in the first place since public problems, as the ‘formless’, cannot be controlled or
‘domesticized’ in the ways that public management systems were set up to do (see also Latour, 1993). It is
their resistance to control that makes public problems ‘wicked’.

What Bataille adds to this discussion emphasizes the creative dimension of formalizing the social complexity
of the everyday lives of the public. As he writes, “a dictionary begins when it no longer gives the meaning of
words, but their tasks” (Bataille, 1929). Bataille accepts things to require their form despite the paradoxical
nature of giving conceptual form to inherently dynamic phenomena, but shifts our attention from the meaning
to the tasks of conceptual formalizations. He is thus more interested in what formalisations make possible
than in their precise description or representation. For example, in Bataille’s conception, despite their
seemingly stable conceptualization, words have an inherent creative dimension that opens up “a process,
something that is at work” (Crowley & Hegarty, 2005:13). Consequently, any idea, insight or piece of
information, much like this thesis, is by no means an end point, but is in fact ‘something at work’, enabling a
new creative process. Bureaucratic formalizations should not be applied to find the ‘right’ understanding of
loneliness or identifying the all-exhausting ‘citizen need’ to satisfy in the pursuit of ridding the world of lonely
elderly citizens. Rather, I argue that the ‘simplifications’ of the state in this context should recognize that
loneliness is something to be addressed in different ways and that the role of the state is to support the process
of dynamically exploring, illustrating and describing how to deal with it in practice in order to create the best
possible system of support.

In this light, accepting social reality as ‘formless’ is not a passive acceptance of an unstable world where
conceptualizations and formalizations are inherent misrepresentations of social reality, but is actually enabling
a worldview of forward-oriented creative exploration. In this sense, we should pay attention to the ways the
‘formless’ and formalizations are connected, complement and reinforce each other. What studying the policy
and practice of public innovation continuously has reminded me is that formlessness and formalization should
be seen as part of the same process, characterized by constant ‘reorientation’. Exploring the most effective and
meaningful ways of being self-reliant as an elderly person involves a fragile and diverse citizen group where
good solutions are local, contextual and a product of particular interactions and synergies between
professionals and citizens. While there may be elements of for example technological character or procedures
that can be standardized and scaled, it still requires a distributed process of change where concepts are applied
differently in different contexts. Self-reliance will thus take many different forms in different social
environment and require continuous attention to how state interventions make new tasks possible. Similarly,
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this thesis is an attempt to open up a conversation about the possibilities of policies and practices of public
development by illustrating the practice of public innovation rather than ending the discussion by giving a
final answer to describe ‘public innovativeness’.

Whether we focus on works of art, scientific experiments, public innovations or other acts of imaginative
practice, it calls for facilitating productive movement between different kinds of ‘descriptiveness’ and
‘illustrativeness’. On the one hand, there is a need for clear descriptions of social phenomena and the need for
‘state simplifications’; on the other hand, it has to be taken seriously that, in ambitious change-making efforts
(as in ethnographic representation), idiographic descriptions of human experience are often both unrealistic
and unwanted. It might be that descriptions of social reality are well-suited to deal with the procedures of
bureaucracy or establishing legitimacy of particular interventions through evaluation. But it might also be that
some public problems require exploring the irreality and potentiality of the present; illustrations of how public
value can be created in processes of systematic exploration and experimentation, focusing on the consequences
of state interventions and the experiences and knowledge they create. This entails continuously striking the
right balance between exploring and illustrating new possibilities on the one hand and describing and
formalizing successful interventions on the other. The challenge is to create and establish a new awareness of
how to intervene in changing public service systems, of what should be subject to description and illustration,
and of when to appropriately be made accountable in what way. To introduce a more nuanced and dynamic
way of thinking about this challenge, I suggest rethinking the formalizations and accountability of the state
through what I refer to as bureaucratic aesthetics57 as described in the following.

BUREAUCRATIC AESTHETICS: DISTRIBUTION OF THE SENSIBLE
One of the most prominent theorists of the concept of aesthetics is philosopher Jacques Ranciere (2004;
2010).58 His starting point is that art constructs a world separate from existing realities and provides a
challenge to the current ‘distribution of the sensible’ (Ranciere, 2010:8-9). He equates aesthetics and politics
in the sense that they both ‘distribute the sensible’ by ‘interrupting’ common sense and suggesting an
alternative to it. An aesthetic idea is thus “a way of thinking about what renders possible the differences that
are instituted by particular sensible domains” (Ranciere, 2010:211). I argue that bureaucratic formalizations
similarly can be seen to have the purpose of making social reality applicable for state intervention since these,
through certain knowledge claims, recognize social reality in particular (alternative) ways to be subject to
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The term ‘bureaucratic aesthetics’ is originally invented and used by Danish anthropologist Nina Holm Vohnsen (2011)
to describe the particular kind of aesthetical fetish in public bureaucracies involved in the writing of documents and texts –
for example in the way matters are represented in threes: there are very often three reasons why a particular problem has to
be dealt with, three recommendations for the minister, three choices when deciding on how to go forward in the process
etc. I am expanding on Vohnsen’s use of the term by reframing it in the understanding introduced by Ranciere (2004;
2010), Dewey (1934), Joas & Sennett (2005) and Bauman (1997) connecting to human experience, creative exploration,
forward orientation and a multiplicity of truths.
58
Ranciere’s conception of aesthetics can be traced through what he argues as the three regimes of art. The first regime is
the ethics of images portraying what the community values. The second regime is the representative regime of art, which
reflects certain experiences of life. This regime traces back to the thinking of Aristotle and his ideas of a mimesis. The
third, in which Ranciere situates himself, is the aesthetic regime of art. Here, art constructs a world separate from existing
realities and provides a challenge to ‘the distribution of the sensible’ (Ranciere, 2010:8-9).
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specific state interventions or innovation initiatives. For example, the need to be more self-reliant was
manifested as a ‘user-need’ which directed innovation efforts by redistributing a new ‘sensible’ point of
departure in redeveloping public service systems enabled by verifying its own legitimacy.

In this respect, bureaucratic formalizations can be seen to function as aesthetical ideas; self-verifying
inventions that shape what will be understood as sensible. They ascribe significance to existence and create
the spaces of possibility wherein particular truths and conceptions of evident matter come into being. In order
to legitimize initiatives aiming to make people more self-reliant, a ‘need’ of being self-reliant had to be
constructed to legitimize the state intervention. In this sense, they are bureaucratic aesthetics verified within
formal systems of justification. To clarify, this is not an argument against the function of bureaucracy with its
ethos of responsibility, impersonality or adherence to due process (Du Gay, 2000). On the contrary, it is
precisely the dominant value of responsibility that only highlights the importance of this point. Since state
bureaucracy in this case is taking ownership of the facilitation of creative change-making activity, it should do
so in a responsible way and with careful attention to the practical reality that it manages. What I argue is that
there are interesting parallels between the instrumental value of state interventions and the aesthetics of
creative or artistic endeavour that both influence the relationship between bureaucracy and politics as well as
the relationship between the state and its citizens. Firstly, the formalizations of the state and the aesthetics of
artistic creation both attempt to establish new criteria for what can perceived as sensible or legitimate to
enable a specific kind of accountability. Secondly, they both seek to create new possibilities of perceptions and
actions through a highlighted or alternative understanding of the public and its problems. Thirdly,
understanding bureaucratic formalizations as aesthetical ideas emphasizes that is state interventions are not
inevitable products of objective analytical activity and calculation, but actually articulations that take part in
creating and shaping the environment from political ambition and envisioning, distributing a new kind of
sensibility.

All three aspects of the links between bureaucratic formalization and aesthetics thus actualize the scope and
nature of the political epistemology since it recognizes practices of public policy and law-making to be about
“’ways of doing and making’ that intervene in the general distribution of ways of doing and making as well as
in the relationships they maintain to modes of being and forms of visibility” (Ibid.:13). This kind of
perspective recognizes that the policies, reforms, laws, programmes and other methodological approaches for
state interventions in the toolbox of the public servant are illustrative of certain political ideas, not describing
one evident intervention or plan. Scott formulates this aspect in this way:

“Common law, as an institution, owes its longevity to the fact that it is not a final codification of
legal rules, but rather a set of procedures for continually adapting some broad principles to
novel circumstances” (Scott, 1998:357).
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Viewed as aesthetics, bureaucratic formalizations are allowed to function merely as a contemporary mediation
that distributes the sensible temporarily and therefore should be accompanied by a political epistemology
allowing for continuously rediscovering the public and its problems in this light.

The notion of bureaucratic aesthetics is thus first and foremost a way of reminding public servants that their
assignment not only involves inventing new ways of intervening in the lives of citizens, but also that these
inventions themselves are shaped through political (this is: subjective, unstable, negotiated) envisioning of
social reality. The formalizations and simplifications constructed by public servants might be the products of
rigorous analysis and hard-worked knowledge creation, but they are still aesthetical representations of the
public and its problems. Thus, the politics of making these representations ‘visible’ in ways that legitimize a
seemingly calculated intervention should be subject to careful attention. Consequently, with the notion of
bureaucratic aesthetics, my intention is to manage the expectations towards what can be expected by the
knowledge practices and processes in which the state is held to account when managing the space between
political intentions and practical reality. The final section will suggest some critical points in this respect that
could reinvent (or rediscover) the political epistemology of state interventions.

THE CREATIVE DIMENSIONS OF BUREAUCRATIC AESTHETICS
I will argue that the introduction of bureaucratic aesthetics emphasizes at least three important and
interconnected aspects of public innovation practice which can serve as attention points in relation to the
political epistemology of state interventions. They all suggest that public servants and other developers of
public service systems have much in common with the work involved in artistic creation when they explore
and learn what it means to (more or less creatively) pursue and compose the common good:

Valuing experience
Bureaucratic aesthetics introduces an understanding where formalizations can only be created and understood
in close connection with the experience they enable. As Dewey describes it: “the doing or making is artistic
when the perceived result is of such a nature that its qualities as perceived have controlled the question of
production … and the artist embodies in himself the attitude of the perceiver while he works” (Dewey,
1934:48). Thus, the aesthetics of artistic expressions is valued through the experience that they create or make
possible. What is often evident in the development of public service systems is that these processes usually
involve a large knowledge base of the problem area to come up with the best plan possible. However, this
knowledge is usually more focused on defining the right plan before setting the initiative in motion and has a
tendency to focus on the quantitative and technical aspects of the state intervention: ‘how many citizens are
we dealing with through the new initiative and how can we categorize them into relevant target groups?’
‘What is the likelihood that the local authorities and frontline workers will be able to understand and deliver
on the intent of the initiative?’ Or ‘will the initiative deliver on its particular promise of saving XX amount in
next year’s budget?’
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In the work of art, many artists – both in his or her process of production and when the aesthetical expression
is exposed to the audience – have to be in close touch with and pay close attention to the experiences that his
or her work creates. This way of connecting to the qualitative experience that the artwork creates opens up a
new perspective on the consequences of state interventions. Rather than attempting to plan the whole
initiative in advance or evaluating whether a reform or policy works as intended, this perspective illustrates
how the reform or policy works and what kind of actual experiences that it generates. In this respect, solutions
for public service systems have to be understood as dynamic, relational and in their interaction with their
surroundings and the experiences that they make possible. In the end, the aesthetics of bureaucratic
formalizations is judged and valued from its ability to enrich or positively change life as experienced, not
merely through its beauty in form or its instrumentality for special and limited ends (Dewey, 1934).

Enabling a multitude of solutions
Emphasizing the bureaucratic aesthetics of state interventions recognizes that the ways that public servants
can address public problems are multiple; there is not one evident solution to be discovered. The particular
way of addressing the problem is often extracted as a formula or a ‘truth’ to be used in its independent entirety
as a guide or ‘best practice’ in other contexts or domains. In a work of art, such a singular claim to one true
solution would not make sense. Instead, it is significant as an integrated part of the different perspectives that
illuminate this particular aspect of the societal realm (Dewey, 1934:35). As Bauman formulates it:

“The truths of art are born in a company of other truths and used from the start to enjoy such
company. They do not view the presence of other meanings/interpretations as an offence, a
challenge, a threat to their own sense. They rejoice in adding to their multitude”
(Bauman, 1997:124-125)

In this light, a potential ‘failure’ to plan or reflect social reality in a good way would not threaten the process
of artistic creation itself, but would only be an invitation for more contributions and doing better in order to
create more significant experiences for the public. Seen in relation to bureaucratic formalization, needs of
citizens or other legitimate grounds for state intervention and accountability are constructed in a context
where an ambiguity towards truth exists that lends itself to “the contingent, the not-wholly determined, the
not-wholly understood and the not-wholly predictable” (Ibid.:119). In this respect, public servants might be
on a ‘quest for certainty’ in their formal aesthetical articulations (Dewey, 1927), but “at most and best, it is a
potentiality of reaching a stable and fixed end” (Ibid.:20).

Open-ended creative exploration
The knowledge practices that deal with continuous rediscovery of the public and its problems demand for
some level of creative exploration. The challenge is that “creativity isn’t a state, but that the creative process is
always a process of being able to objectify” (Joas & Sennett, 2005:9). The notion of bureaucratic aesthetics
inherently sets out the challenge of changing public service systems to be about being creative under certain
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conditions, working with resistance rather than attempting to overcome it and continuously exploring what is
to be done in light of the complex consequences of the state intervention. This implies that formalizations of
the state should always be subject to a critical process of open-ended understanding, experimentation and
reinvention. Consequently, bureaucratic aesthetics reframes formalizations as the beginning of a process
rather than an end point; every ‘solution’ or every achievement of form enables efforts to build on it and try
something else (Joas & Sennett, 2005:23-24).

Richard Sennett and Hans Joas (2005)59 exemplify this point by referring to the example of the painter Henri
Matisse, who was “constantly working on the problem of colour and constantly solving it” (Ibid.:23). The
aesthetical expression is the achievement of form. This does not imply a conclusion to or closure of the
particular problem or thematic scheme, but is a moment where the person and people involved in the creative
process leave it as an object independent of themselves. New established knowledge claimed to be true, in
whatever form, “appears less as a solution, then, than as a program for more work, and more particularly as an
indication for the ways in which existing realities might be changed” (James, 1910:28). In this sense, creation
is seen as a ‘continuous training session’ for dealing with complexity (Bauman, 1997:125). This not only
involves bureaucratic formalizations that distribute the sensible in order to make new experiences possible,
inherently recognizing new and more dynamic criteria for the accountability of state interventions. It also
introduces a knowledge practice that is continuously oriented towards the future, focused on the actions and
tasks that it makes possible and with an attention towards both the descriptive and illustrative character of
knowledge and the dynamic relationship between them.

The creative dimensions of bureaucratic aesthetics
While knowledge and experience may give the state various kinds of illustrations of possible forward-oriented
paths and avenues, of what might work and of how things could be operationalized, it will rarely give the state
the knowledge and means to specify the solution itself. The practice of public innovation interacts
uncomfortably with the existing development practice of the state because the legitimacy of state interventions
is stuck around ideals of prescribing and describing public service solutions rather than continuously
reorienting efforts towards the irreal future practices of public service systems. Through the concept of
bureaucratic aesthetics, I argue for a change in the politics of visibility that enables a more nuanced and
dynamic knowledge practice when ambitiously changing public service systems and making the public and its
problems applicable for the interventions of the state. I argue that bureaucratic formalizations of social reality
should be understood, not as products of objective analysis and self-evident calculation, but as acts of
distributing the sensible, actively creating new premises of legitimacy and shaping the environment from

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
59
The account of Sennett and Joas can largely be seen as a critique of the ‘essentialization’ of creativity.59 To Joas and
Sennett, creativity is not an ‘inner quality’ to be set free. It is not a quality or feature that belongs exclusively to ‘the few’.
They argue that it is necessary to go beyond the idea that a certain concrete type of action can be considered the complete
realization of a creative potential. The problem comes when you pose the question: “what does this concrete action or
incarnation of creativity belong to? Who ‘owns’ it or specifically made it occur?” (Ibid.:10). Thus, in this light, creativity is
not about self-actualization, but rather about viewing the self as part of a creative process.
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politically envisioned initiatives. These aspects of the politics of visibility are created, determined and
reproduced by the political epistemology of the state.
I have argued that the notion of bureaucratic aesthetics has much to offer in order to reinvent the political
epistemology in this respect; in particular in orienting attention to the experiences that state interventions
create, allowing for the potentiality of the multiplicity of solutions and enabling open-ended creative
exploration. In this way, a more nuanced approach to deal with public problems could become available by
working productively in the intersections between descriptions and illustrations. This could enable the
continuous exploration of how the state should be accountable through its bureaucratic aesthetics; both in
developing public service systems and in relation to the public itself.
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CHAPTER 9
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
“We have to ask whether there is any reason why we should be terrified by the hinterland, by
the imaginative possibility it offers or denies, by (the impossibility of) crossing over? Can we
not take pleasure in its irreality, in its possibility, the play it facilitates? Are we culturally and
historically bonded to fear and anxiety before imaginative possibility? Are we victims of a
puritanical epistemology of presence? Or are these fears, this anguish, an essential
component of the human condition?” (Crapanzano, 2004:17)

This thesis has explored public innovation as a potential reinvention of intervention in the search for new
public futures. It has focused on the ambivalent and contested space wherein the concept of innovation
continues to exist prominently despite epistemologically and cognitively being at odds with and interacting
uncomfortably with existing development practices. The basic feature of the concept of innovation is that it
enables a new relationship to the future: it reinvents the interventions of the state by introducing knowledge
practices based on a new kind of political epistemology that accepts the irreality of the present and draws on
the logic of imaginative discovery and creative exploration. This potential change in the knowledge practice of
the state has been the main focus of this thesis.

Throughout this thesis I have questioned the current ways of operating and changing public service systems
when they fail to create the intended impact or enable positive change in the concrete interactions between
the citizen and the state. My presumption throughout this thesis has been that the legitimacy of the state is
always at stake, relying on the ability to act more productively and responsibly in very complex and uncertain
settings. Do our public institutions and our ways of exercising authority serve the purposes we want them to
serve? Do they create the outcomes we want them to create?

Public innovation has become part of a response. Not only a response to a perfect storm of multiple crises, but
also to the challenges experienced by many of the civil servants whom I have met throughout my project when
they emphasize that their usual instruments, techniques and approaches for bringing about change are
insufficient in creating the politically intended outcomes. When they ask how to increase the likelihood of
realizing political intentions, they question the current relationship between policy and practice. When they
ask what should characterize the implementation task of the ministry, they recognize that state interventions
rarely go as planned and involve many instrument effects and unintended outcomes. When they ask what the
relationship between diverse and practice-led ‘bottom-up’ approaches and ‘top-down’ reforms and regulation
should be, they emphasize the need for centralized decentralization in order to take local knowledge and
diversity seriously. And when they ask how the ministry should ensure that intended outcomes are created,
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represented and evaluated on the right terms, they make a case for understanding outcomes in their particular
context.

The critical issues in all these questions (also mentioned in the introduction) is the nature and scope of the
knowledge practice involved in realizing political visions and decisions as well as the processes in which the
state is rediscovering the public and its problems; what I have called the political epistemology of state
interventions throughout this thesis. Public innovation in Denmark is a particular cultural perception of how
to deal with current challenges based on a human-centred approach to public development. This perception
has significantly challenged established systems of development, management, governance and justification.
The concept of public innovation has produced a need for a change in the perception of knowledge itself in
terms of its character, availability, functionality and legitimacy when envisioning and formalizing social reality
to make it applicable for state interventions.

Since public servants use knowledge to drive change, the character of this shift in knowledge is essential
because it calls for new kinds of knowledge practices as legitimate parts of developing public service systems.
Knowledge practices are not only illustrative of the cognitive equipment used to discover and rediscover the
public and its problems, but also show the continuous negotiations, struggle and conflicts in the contested
space of what can legitimately make up the ‘institutional culture’ of the state. Public innovation does not
emerge as an answer to challenges in itself. Rather, it can be seen as a particular response suggesting a more
explorative way of coping with public problems and the challenges of state interventions. In the following I
will comment on and respond to some of the main questions and themes of this thesis as well as explore some
of the implications for the state if the epistemology and knowledge practices of public innovation should be
taken seriously.

THE IRREALITY OF INNOVATION
Throughout this thesis I have been focusing on the concept of public innovation as an emic term and asked
what it is socially producing: ‘what kinds of conceptual and practical realities does public innovation open up
for and in what way does it shift what is possible and legitimate?’ Innovation makes actions and decisions
possible despite that there do not necessarily be any direct correspondence between the actuality of the present
and what the concept of innovation opens up for. I have joined already active communities of practice and
established various ‘para-sites’ in order to participate in and study this ‘overcoming’ of the reality of the
present.

I argue that what the concept of public innovation socially produces – through its direct connection with
notions of multiple crises and a ‘perfect storm’ – is irreal spaces: spaces of radical relativism where new kinds of
experience and imagination are made possible through a dynamic and mutually reinforcing relationship
between practical experiences of the present and idealizations of the future. In this sense, public innovation
generates a new sense of agency. Irreal spaces thrive on people’s ability to apply virtually true ideas about
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potential future ways of addressing public problems. Public innovation thus introduces a context of conduct
where the challenge for people is to come to terms with or make use of …

”... the paradoxical ways in which the irreality of the imaginary impresses the real on reality and
the real of reality compels the irreality of the imaginary” (Crapanzano, 2004:15).

Consequently, fuelled by a diagnosis of the present as a perfect storm of societal and global circumstances,
innovation installs a forward-looking temporality; a striving towards the future which continuously
destabilizes the present reality. In other words, it enables and allows for a kind of hopeful thinking. Not a
passive hope in a utopian alternative reality, but hope in the sense that people are “after things that have ‘no
place as yet’ but can acquire one” (Crapanzano, 2004:101). In this sense, public innovation socially produces
‘well-founded hope’; a constructive sense of agency in order to mobilize, motivate and drive real processes of
change.

I argue that it is this aspect of public innovation that first and foremost allows public innovation to continue
to thrive as a widely supported development agenda while maintaining an ambivalent position in the minds,
perceptions and practices of the people responsible for making it ‘happen’. Innovation avoids any strict
definition and continuously remains open to interpretation and hopeful thinking when applied in various
contexts, resulting in various inconsistent and multifaceted processes of change. The sense of hope is
supplemented by a public innovation agenda that allows for concepts of potentiality with an inherently
positive connotation (‘innovation’, ‘networked’, ‘collaborative’, ‘co-production’) mainly speculating on the
premise of future synergy rather than existing in tangible examples to either approve or disapprove. The latter
means that public innovation is never entirely rejected and can live on as an inherently positively intended
approach. Public innovation generates the continuous interpretation of social reality as an irreal space, and the
ambivalent concept of innovation thus continuously mobilizes support by giving “reality a historic character”
(Moltmann, 1967:18).

THE LEGITIMACY OF PUBLIC INNOVATION
Public innovation has defined a path forward that has been given and introduced along with a premise that no
one will know in a technical way precisely how to do it or what it exactly entails. As the new Danish
modernization agenda, public innovation requires an open-ended and distributed way of planning, thus
depending on internal acts and processes of legitimization where there is an inherent lack of direct causal links
between knowledge, decisions, processes and outputs. At least three kinds of legitimacy are relevant in this
respect: firstly, establishing and legitimizing the premise of having to innovate. Secondly, it involves making
innovative processes a legitimate part of public development. And thirdly, it requires legitimizing innovations
in the core operations of the public sector. The first point is to a large extent legitimized through the
emphasis on crisis that establishes a sense of urgency to change. Points two and three have been the main
focus of this thesis in exploring the political epistemology and knowledge practices of public innovation.
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Innovation has become an ambivalent concept for public servants. Only rarely are ‘policy worlds’ of public
innovation allowed where a particular knowledge input does not necessarily lead directly to a particular
output. And while a broader system capacity and diverse knowledge practices for developing local and
outcomes-focused solutions might be the goal of much innovation policy in Denmark, it often ends up being
subject to a technical exercise of stabilizing theories and practices considered as public innovation. In this
light, the struggles of public servants to facilitate innovation in the public sector are the product of working in
the intersections between ‘models of’ reality and ‘models for’ reality. They attempt to create pre-established,
non-symbolic models of reality that idealize social reality in a certain way, but are caught up in dealing with a
concept constantly demanding new models for reality through the iterative and diverse feedback from practical
reality.

What currently goes unrealized is that, in the practice of public innovation, it is rarely possible yet useful for
authorities to generate or guide activity directly. Rather, the diverse practice of public innovation requires an
adaptive authority role that facilitates ongoing interpretations of practical activity. When we consider failure
in this light, it is rarely public innovation projects that fail, but they are more likely failed by wider networks
of support and validation. Public innovation practitioners struggle because planners and administrators of
public innovation are forced to come up with the right policy or recipe for conduct: the right knowledge
input; the right innovation theory; the right representation of the innovation process; or the right algorithmic
guide for innovation. This quest for instrumental knowledge in an unchanging form is not only badly
equipped to deal with the unpredictable exploration of new possibilities, but also idealizes the theoretical
(stability) over practice (change). For public innovation to become a legitimate part of the development
practices of the state, the task is to recognize it as a knowledge practice allowing for an iterative relationship
between practical realities and dynamic ideals. The challenge is to offer a way of coping with the lack of
knowledge rather than assuming that the cognitive understanding of the public and its problems can inform
and calculate a clear-cut intervention.

I argue that, in this way, the potential legitimacy of public innovation threatens the current institutional
culture of the state. By introducing new cognitive equipment and knowledge practices that accept the irreality
of the present rather than attempting to control or stabilize it, innovation makes a case for planning the future
from incomplete knowledge. This disturbs current notions of public authority and questions current
perceptions of bureaucratic professionalism; both of which are linked to the character of legitimate decisionmaking processes and instruments of bureaucratic planning. While public innovation efforts are good at
legitimizing an ambitious vision of opening up and exploring new possibilities (the first kind of legitimacy
mentioned), the processes and solutions of public innovation are subject to a kind of bureaucratic
institutionalization only making room for problems to be solved, theories to be drawn out, solutions to be
specified or practices to be approved and authorized.
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Consequently, public innovation might continue to thrive on a sense of well-founded hope while the openended knowledge practices of public innovation are constantly caught up in developing theories, models and
guides that fit with the existing ‘knowledge instruments’ of the state. In dealing with the complex processes of
changing public service systems in light of rediscovering the public and its problems, the political
epistemology of state interventions has not been transformed significantly. The cognitive functions of public
innovation continue to interact uncomfortably with existing dominant approaches, worldviews and
epistemologies that determine the knowledge practices of public development and governance. So while the
bumble bee is still flying, the concept of innovation is being reshaped by the institutional culture of the state
rather than reshaping the state institutions and their representations.

BUREAUCRATIC CREATIVITY
In this thesis, I have argued that the issues of legitimacy raised above are largely a consequence of an
unproductive intertwining of two different notions of creativity – one drawing on the scientific method and
one drawing on the logic of law-making. Creativity in law is about exercising authority through the ‘right’
calculation, deciding issues that should be taken as the truth. Creativity in science is an ongoing process
involving the experimental exploration of truth(s) where the creative process is one of being able to indefinitely
objectify one’s actions relating to the problem at hand. When applied by the state, public innovation thus
draws simultaneously on these two notions of creativity, which in practice is an uneven battle between
something very familiar to the state and something unfamiliar and elusive in relation to its existing changemaking activity.

The consequence is that public innovation practice is being transformed through a continuous application of
bureaucratic development models that to a large extent build on the knowledge and ideology of what scholars
of creativity have called ‘modernist’ readings of creativity (Pope, 2005; Hallam & Ingold, 2007). Public
innovation becomes a “backwards reading, symptomatic of modernity, that finds in creativity a power not so
much of adjustment and response to the conditions of a world in formation as of liberation from the
constraints of a world that is already made” (Hallam & Ingold, 2007:2). In this perspective, ‘imaginative
solutions’ are required, and creativity becomes a kind of problem-solving instrument for social change and
engineering (Pope, 2005:19-20). The critiques of Ingold and Pope shift the focus to the temporality of the
creative processes taking place in public sector development. Inspired by the classic writings on creative
evolution by Henri Bergson (1911; 1946), the primary concern of Ingold and Pope is that ideas of intellectual
endeavour that they imply that we are able to give account of creative processes in the form of descriptions
revealing them as step-by-step plans “as though there was in every act a novel intention that precisely
anticipated its outcome” (Hallam & Ingold, 2007:10). The most prominent problem in the practice of public
innovation is precisely the often paralysing premise of having to identify the ‘right’ kind of creative response
rather than being part of a process of actual creation. As Pope formulates it:
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“This is creativity as a paradoxical and, one might argue, potentially paralysing response to
the challenges of the future. It has everything to do with adaptation to the environment but
nothing to say about radical adaptation of or with the environment; it is as though the future
is already there in some form, to be responded to creatively, rather than itself in the process
of being created” (Pope, 2005:20).

In this light, I argue that the public innovation agenda has provided a much needed questioning of the
bureaucratic need for putting change processes into ‘modern’ and instrumental models. Can we begin to think
about a new kind of ‘bureaucratic creativity’ that much more productively balances the creativity of law and
the creativity of science? At least, what the concept of public innovation implicitly makes a case for is a
capacity for creative planning and change-making processes that, rather than merely adapting to an already
given environment, allows for or even demands exploration and improvisation when working with the
environment to create a new distributed set of solutions addressing public problems in their particular context.

THE ‘MA’ OF PUBLIC DEVELOPMENT
Public innovation efforts have suffered from their lack of ability to represent the process as well as the
solutions in a legitimate way. In this context I have specifically drawn attention to the ‘trials of explicitness’ of
public innovation by illuminating the personal struggles of and the moral consequences for actors responsible
for carrying out public innovation projects. Gaining trust from one’s own organization is a core challenge for
practitioners of public innovation. Instead of creating space for creative processes needed in order to even
begin exploring and developing potential innovations, the goal becomes one of searching for and identifying
particular formalizations and representations perceived to enable an innovative process or outcome – whether
this includes static interpretations of citizens’ experience, particular methodologies for the innovation process
or specific innovative solution concepts. Local and practical knowledge is under-prioritized in the pursuit of
the ‘right’ description of needs, theories, processes, solutions or even an overall narrative of the innovation
initiative as a whole.

This difficulty of representation made me think of Crapanzano’s account of the Chinese expression ‘ma’
(Crapanzano 2004:51-53). Its illustration is a sign that shows the sun in the middle of an open gate and is
meant to illustrate space – both in a physical and temporal sense. A room is a ‘ma’ because it is a space
between walls; a rest in music is a ‘ma’ because it occurs between two notes. ‘Ma’ calls on our appreciation of
what goes beyond words, consisting of the space in between categorizations. It also serves as a reminder of an
epistemic outlook where formalizations, classificatory systems and cohesion historically have been subject to
intense emphasis and theorization, while the analysis of ‘ma’, the silences and spaces in between, is left mainly
to matters of interpretation. Crapanzano identifies the concept of ‘ma’ to be illustrative of a paradox: despite
in many respects celebrating individual autonomy in the Western world, this celebration only seems to
dominate in terms of individually choosing between certain modes of representation, classification or
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categorization. The deliberate choice of remaining silent, of not representing the causalities between
intentions, decisions and actions, is often seen as illegitimate and even a sign of moral uncertainty:

“We note the silences, pauses, of the people with whom we are conversing. We read them
as signs of inner conditions – fear, guilt, embarrassment, shame – and often enough as
unwitting revelations of that which is being concealed” (Crapanzano, 2004:53).

In the world of bureaucratic logics and state authorization, the concept of innovation introduces its own ‘ma’
in the practice of public development. It suggests and sometimes offers, quite literally, an ‘opening’ for change
in a more explorative and open-ended way. For the people responsible for carrying out public innovation,
there was often a desire to temporarily remain ‘silent’ or ‘invisble’ while being immersed in the local practice of
the project. They simply lacked the legitimate criteria of representation that would apply to the kinds of
processes that they were involved in and responsible for. And they struggled to define in a transparent way
what exactly public innovation would mean to the public organizations and institutions they were accountable
to.

Both in relation to rethinking a public service system and to the practice of a public innovation project,
choosing temporarily to be silent was not an option and became signs of professional and personal
incompetence and embarrassment.	
   In the innovation secretariat director’s words, ‘people have to be able to
give an account of the project; they have to be able to say something’. The task for the project team became
to maintain two realities at once: one where accountability was held through existing formalized procedures
and one situated in the irreal space of an emerging practical reality where idiographic descriptions of human
experience and ideas of solutions were both unrealistic and unwanted. This begs the question whether we are
or should be “victims of a puritanical epistemology of presence” (Crapanzano, 2004:17) or perhaps take more
pleasure in the irreality and possibility that they world facilitates?

In this sense, the knowledge practice of public innovation calls for the same methodological and analytical
consideration as some consider applying to anthropological analysis. If the task of anthropology is to a lesser
degree to accurately represent or document ethnographic reality, and more to overcome it by resuming
scholarly imagination (Willerslev, 2011), what kind of knowledge are we then recognizing, representing and
reproducing? This question is partly answered by accepting that anthropology does not create knowledge
about the social world, but is immersed in social environments and engage with people to understand and
describe particular perceptions of the world (Ingold, 2008). As in public development and bureaucratic
formalization, there may still be an ideal of accurately representing and accounting for practical realities with a
strong sensitivity devoted to detailed observation and description, it also involves accepting the inherent
insufficiency of adequately describing and representing a complex and emerging social reality. It will
necessarily involve ‘failure as an endpoint’ (Miyazaki & Riles, 2005).
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BUREAUCRATIC AESTHETICS
Throughout this thesis, I have emphasized the importance of taking the ‘ma’ of change-making processes
seriously and pay attention to the ways in which the ‘formless’ and formalizations complement and reinforce
each other. The practice of public innovation has illustrated that uncertainty and controlled formalization are
not opposites to be dealt with separately, but are interconnected parts of the same creative process. While
public servants and public employees are used to differentiating between what requires intervention and what
is in need of new inventions, the former being their core task, public innovation merges these two approaches
by insisting that in order to intervene, the state has to invent and vice versa. On the one hand, public
innovation involves an explorative redefinition of the problem and the implications that this might have. On
the other hand, public innovation refers to the new solutions as a result of a new approach or process. These
two approaches should be seen as mutually dependent and reinforcing. This, at least ideally, should enable
both processes of problem-searching and problem-solving. However, the main paradox and a persistent
problem of current public innovation practice in Denmark is that the state only takes consistent ownership of
the problem-solving part of the equation.

I argue that a potential increase in the legitimacy of state interventions relies on the ability to rediscover the
public and its problems continuously and apply different kinds of ‘descriptiveness’ and ‘illustrativeness’. While
descriptions of social reality are well-suited to deal with the procedures of bureaucracy and establishing
legitimacy of interventions through for example certain kinds of evaluation, illustrations open up for the
irreality and potentiality of the present in uncertain and unpredictable environments. In this light, I have
introduced the notion of bureaucratic aesthetics to introduce a more nuanced approach to making social reality
applicable for intervention by the state and as a characterization of the knowledge practice in the processes of
public innovation. Bureaucratic aesthetics not only expands how to think about the descriptions of social
phenomena, ‘state simplifications’ and formalizations of the state, but also introduces a new kind of
knowledge practice linking explorative processes of invention (problem-searching) with the analytical and
technical procedures of state intervention (problem-solving). Public authorities already continuously intervene
in people’s lives, thereby inventing solutions that interfere with public, private or personal affairs in multiple
ways. But these processes are often going on without researching the problem in ways that can ensure a
practical understanding of its complex and dynamic character and without careful attention to grasping the
practical consequences of the invented intervention itself. I argue that the potential of bureaucratic aesthetics
is the creation of a dynamic relationship between idiographic descriptions and forward-oriented illustrations
where public servants and employees are enabled to simultaneously intervene to invent and to invent to
intervene and not an attempt to solve complex problems without processes of problem-searching and creative
exploration.

193
	
  

	
  

THE IRREALITIES OF PUBLIC INNOVATION

	
  
In particular, this approach to changing public service systems would make much sense in areas where:

•

There is currently little on offer, either due to underdeveloped offerings or persistent experience of
bad service experiences, such as in family support services.

•

What is currently on offer is not working, either from a lack of take-up or a lack of impact, such as in
some areas of the employment system.

•

There is little evidence of what works in terms of tackling particular issues, such as in some areas of
public health or social care.

•

The system needs to shift towards a more preventative approach, such as in reducing reoffending
behaviour or in preventing the development of long-term health conditions.

•

Commissioners are facing substantial cuts in or changes to their commissioning context,
necessitating imagination and ingenuity when responding to local demand (this is almost the case in
every larger area of public policy).

This does not mean that the state should abandon its current authority role altogether, but it does call for the
state to develop a better understanding of different kinds of public problems. What public innovation practice
has illuminated is the lack of epistemological and adaptive capacity in the state to figure out when to apply
which approach in relation to which problems. And then recognize what that will entail and what kind of role
the state has to play in this context. The state, for instance, has to differentiate between dealing with matters
of administration and organization and dealing with change where social reality needs to be rediscovered and
recomposed in order to illustrate future potentialities. It is essential to know when to be more focused on
contextual and practical stewardship and when to focus on stable delivery or control. This does not only mean
that state organizations need to ensure that the actual premises of the approaches to problem-searching get
recognized to allow the practical realities of public innovation to unfold on their own terms. I argue that it
also means exploring a new culture of decision-making.

Taking the concept of bureaucratic aesthetics seriously calls for exploring a new knowledge practice that I
have argued requires the exploration of a new culture of decision-making in the public sector (Christiansen &
Bunt, 2012, see the annex to this thesis). In the next section, I will give a short introduction of these
principles of decision-making that are pointing out some attention points going forward for the role of the
state and public servants in dealing with changing and developing public service systems. This could shed
some light on how the state should hold itself accountable when its actions and interventions inherently have
unpredictable, unforeseen and unintended consequences for the targeted publics in order to increase the value
and legitimacy of state interventions.
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TOWARDS A NEW CULTURE OF DECISION-MAKING
In the discussion paper “Innovation in policy: allowing for creativity, social complexity and uncertainty in
public governance”60 (Ibid.), Laura Bunt (former Lead Policy Adviser at the National Endowment for
Science, Technology and the Arts (Nesta) and I suggest that innovation efforts are directed at the practice of
public policy itself through exploring and establishing new principles of decision-making inspired from social
sciences, scientific experimentation and the creative arts. The paper, as this section, is an attempt to enable a
new dialogue between policy makers, researchers and practitioners about the dilemmas and challenges
involved in developing public policy-making practices that can respond productively to the current
circumstances and increase the legitimacy of state interventions. The paper and this section are also the
products of two ‘Reflections’ sessions – one in the UK and one in Denmark – gathering leading researchers,
practitioners and decision makers for the purpose of collectively reflecting on, challenging and qualifying the
ideas and insights coming out of my research. Here follows a short overview of these principles (drawing on
Christiansen & Bunt, 2012):

#1: Outcomes, not solutions
There is a need to establish a legitimate practice of addressing public problems in the pursuit of better
outcomes rather than idealizing problem-solving as the only goal of public policy. In the existing way of
approaching public problems, the expectation is that the development of a specific policy, regulation, law or
guide for action will solve the problem. Sometimes the goal can be the decision itself, being made through
political mandate or professional expertise. This rather static way of dealing with problems conceals a not so
hidden premise which points to the solution as an ‘end point’ of development, improvement or innovation
through the right application of effort, knowledge and strategy. Efforts to ‘solve’ problems are based on
projects and programmes developed according to criteria that are applicable with current systems and
procedures. In this way, the expectations of ‘silver bullet’ solutions become possible because social reality gets
squeezed into projects where an intended plan in its theoretical shape can be put into effect through
concentrated efforts within a stable system.

But just as social reality does not pause for implementation, public problems are not solvable in fixed terms.
Whether they exist in order to secure civil rights, a well-functioning job market or a reliable tax regulation,
public services operate within a wider system of organizations, influences and interventions that in various
ways affect these problems. In addressing issues that are complex or where causation is unknown, identifying
and influencing outcomes is part of a continuous practice of addressing and working with the problem with
those for whom the outcome is intended. In this sense, public services are often a matter of continuous
facilitation, and their purpose, content, limits and outcomes have to be explored through creative and
systematic exploration, iteration and adaptation. These practices develop over time and are reliant on
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This article was published in September 2012 by the National Endowment of Science, Technology and the Arts and
MindLab. It was one of the products of a 3-month stay as a research associate with the goal of developing an applied
perspective to my Ph.D. research.
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numerous people, systems, organizations, institutions and stakeholders. The challenge in a public sector
context is that these practices are never perfectly established as a solution to a problem, but need to ‘live’
continuously and dynamically within a community of people in order to create value. In other words, there is
no such thing as a ‘best practice’. Developing new public service systems depends on building the capacity to
pursue outcomes through systematically facilitating local learning and experimentation processes to explore
the ‘localization’ of useful ideas in various contexts and environments.

#2: Creative exploration and experimentation
Governments always want to ensure that interventions by the state are as effective as they can be in a setting
of positively changing public behaviour. Yet human behaviour is not rational and predictable. Our actions and
responses are affected by our experience, our particular context, our social networks, social norms and personal
beliefs (Wilson, 2011). The main problem is that the cognitive equipment from which civil servants tend to
act puts their knowledge to work in a way that, in the name of governance, has to assume that the public
problem is and will remain addressable in a predictable way. But put figuratively, if you want to redraw the
map, it is not useful to use only existing maps to inspire the process (Latour, 2007).

The idea of experimentation in relation to public governance and policy development has connotations of risk.
But there is a need to turn this on its head and see informed experimentation as the responsible foundation
for decision-making in complex settings. Given the current ‘state of uncertainty’, some of the legitimacy of
public governance would come through policy-making as modelled on scientific experimentation and a
process of discovery (Bakshi et al., 2011). The experimental approach can introduce structured methods such
as foresight and prototyping that can contribute to anticipating and ‘rehearsing the future’ in a more active
and productive way (Halse et al., 2011). Using these methods to create a legitimate space for experimentation
can be a way to contain and manage risk and expectation, and learn from (low-cost) failure where the causes
of a problem are unknown or multiple, or where practices are still evolving. This is different from running an
initial pilot prior to launching a full programme, which is often the way in which public policies are developed
(and which involves its own risks). The expectation for experimentation is not necessarily success, but learning
from practice.

The concept of ‘beta’ is relevant here. As an established principle in technology development, beta versions are
an early, prototype version of a platform, tool or web presence. They are expected to be imperfect and exist as
a ‘working hypothesis’ for future improvement (Bason, 2008). It changes expectations of performance and
permanence of public services, given the signal of early-stage development and on-going learning. Beta not
only welcomes feedback, but proactively encourages challenges and critique from the public, potential users,
colleagues, partners, experts and other relevant actors. In this way, failures and complaints become
opportunities for learning and informing change processes. Imperfection should be an expected and legitimate
part of the processes devoted to the experimental search for the possible.
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#3: Exercising a new type of authority
While public problems are increasingly understood in their complexity, most understandings of public
authority still view the state as an ‘all-knowing’ entity with the ability to sanction or validate certain decisions
based on clear knowledge claims. Consequently, the professional culture of public managers, civil servants and
frontline workers values certainty, conviction and technical competency rather than openness to uncertainty.
In this light, there is a need for another kind of authority role – one involved in facilitating and enabling the
generation of knowledge and exploration of effective action. Where the prompts for public problems are
unknown or uncertain, authority comes not just from having access to superior resources or formal powers,
but from understanding the context and conditions that affect problems – both on an operational level and on
the level of changing public services. For example, a doctor prescribing treatment is endowed with formal
authority, but in managing long-term conditions or in public health issues that require behaviour change, the
experiential knowledge and particular actions of patients and the public are important methods to use to
ensure an effective outcome. Or when planning for change in the employment system, the paradoxical
challenge is one of enabling certain actions and decisions based on more rehabilitation and investment in the
situation of the citizen within systems whose administrative and operational capacity is still unfit to authorize
them. On both levels, it is required that the state recognizes itself as one knowledgeable actor among many in
need of exploring the consequences of its interventions in particular contexts.

The challenge in addressing public problems in new ways is to show their actual public value and, at the same
time, build the operational capacity and administrative capability to develop, sustain and govern them
effectively. In light of this, a key feature of decision-making in the public sector is a different perception of
what is ‘authorized’. Intervention becomes about creating a new, productive ‘authorizing environment’ that is
held up by various actors, different power relations and interconnected spaces of meaning and interpretation
(Bennington & Moore, 2011). The change in the public authority role involves distributing various efforts
and resources in order to effectively address problems in search of valuable outcomes (Bourgon, 2009; 2012).
This by no means rules out that public authorities at certain times do have to step in and validate or sanction
certain procedures to establish a standardized approach in order for instance to ensure civil rights, openness
and veracity of information, impartiality and the acknowledgment of dispute. It is rather that in complex
change efforts there is not necessarily a direct causality between authoritative knowledge and state
interventions since the reasons and conditions for making decisions have to be explored and learned rather
than be known fully or in advance.

#4: Useful knowledge and evidence
The notion of bureaucratic aesthetics has quite significant implications for the production and application of
knowledge and information. Particularly, it seems to involve a fundamental discussion about what to consider
as legitimate and not least useful ‘evidence’ to work as a foundation for actions and decisions. To some extent,
new forms of knowing (or not-knowing) have become potential social assets in enabling productive decisions
in the process of changing public service systems. How can there for example be room for more outcomes-
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focused initiatives when that will typically involve highly relational and localized processes which will make
valuable evidence of something depending on contextual factors rather than standardized criteria? Or how can
the state support the application of qualitative insights about citizens in relation to their actual life experience
that might be of a more unfinished and less tangible character, but will often prove to be the source of creative
ideas?

The practical experiences of public innovation projects illustrate that a substantial amount of resources go into
managing expectations of the process, while much fewer resources are spent on the imaginative
experimentation and practice-based learning that actually create the new way of addressing the public
problem. Often, public innovation project leaders spend most of their time legitimizing and gaining support
for the project itself within the organization. This is a matter of an uncomfortable interaction between
different knowledge practices that rely on varying worldviews, epistemologies and perceptions of public
authority and different perspectives on the professional self-identification of public servants. The productive
progress of explorative change processes is entirely dependent on the ability of the state to establish
knowledge practices that aim to experiment with and stabilize interpretations of events and activities in
coping with the lack of knowledge.

Public innovation is one example of how new concepts or policies not only invent new forms of thought and
foundations for decisions, but also involve the invention of novel procedures of documentation, computation
and evaluation (Miller & Rose, 2008). It is not only the actions and practices of public service systems that
should be subject to transformation, but also their systems of support and justification and requires a change
in the ‘budgetizing’ of state activity itself. Building a better capacity for change in public governance simply
requires other kinds of illustrations and representations to help decision makers empathetically relate to the
people and the problem at hand and legitimize the practical and uncertain realities of the change-making
efforts. Rather than assessing the efficacy of an approach as a ‘fix-all’ solution, the primary goal of
measurement and evaluation should be to learn; to shape and adapt practice over time. Focus should be on
institutionalizing this adaptive capacity in public governance and on challenging the existing approaches of
performance measurement, evaluation and audit.

#5: Rethinking the practice of public policy
Experimental and explorative approaches to public governance challenge the desire among public servants to
apply policy instrumentally by creating stable, instructive guidelines for development and implementation.
Policy in its instrumental form aspires to show direct causalities between the projected plan, decisions made,
actions carried out and the particular outcomes and results achieved. The increasingly complex nature of
public problems and everyday lives of citizens calls for a new way of anticipating the future that necessitates
the continuous exploration and validation of concrete processes, knowledge, means and outcomes. Here, the
basic foundation for policy is not the production of authoritative knowledge illustrating tangible paths or
routes to implementation. Rather, there is a need for closing the gap between the development of the model
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and its practical implementation where public policy is no longer seen in its own right, but only makes sense
when seen in relation to its practical outlook and consequences.

Rather than formulating a plan distinct from practical application, it is in the testing and iteration that the
plan truly comes to life. Taking on different perspectives, asking new questions and reframing challenges
through practice create a new kind of dynamic relationship between knowledge and action, creating a
continuous tension with common interpretations that point to different trajectories for addressing the
problem. This should include a focus on rediscovering the causes rather than only the symptoms of public
problems by illuminating their multi-dimensional and interconnected character. Understanding and using the
‘architecture’ of the problem (Boyer et al., 2011) as a driver in exploring possible ways of addressing it will
inherently build questions of implementation and systemic implication into the design process; both focusing
on the concrete causes and consequences of the particular intervention and on the interconnected systems and
networks involved in dealing with it.

REINVENTING POLITICAL EPISTEMOLOGY AND THE POLITICS OF VISIBILITY
Rethinking the practice of public policy is not necessarily about changing the practice of politics itself, but it is
rather about changing the political epistemology and the politics of visibility of state interventions to deal with
public problems as empirical questions. This does not refer to the ways in which politicians set out new
visions for society, but rather the ways in which public servants hold themselves accountable for making these
visions interact constructively with the social realities and experiences of the people whom they are meant to
serve. Being able to nuance and balance different responses to the public and its problems is key to a practice
of public policy exploring what it means to compose the common good in particular contexts or
environments. The intended purpose of the cognitive equipment of public policy should not be objective
analysis and self-evident calculation, but should rather be seen as a contribution to various acts of distributing
the sensible that actively shapes the environment from politically envisioned initiatives.

The practice of public innovation is interesting in this respect because it aims to transform the politics of
visibility to allow for a more explorative and learning-based approach to find out what public value consists of
in different contexts; not only potentially transforming the way that the state is held accountable when
making social reality ‘visible’ and applicable in processes of changing public service systems. But also aiming to
change the way the people responsible for carrying out the change-making initiative should be accountable
during the change process itself. These aspects of the politics of visibility are created, determined and
reproduced by the political epistemology of the state. Public innovation can thus be seen as an attempt to
reinvent the political epistemology of state interventions – the nature and scope of knowledge and processes in
which the state rediscovers the public and its problems – by accepting the lack of knowledge as a starting
point for an experimental and iterative development process.

199
	
  

	
  

THE IRREALITIES OF PUBLIC INNOVATION

	
  
To what degree this potential reinvention should be seen as something fitting within the legitimate
knowledge practices of the state is currently still subject to continuous debate, interaction, negotiation and
conflict. What I hope, whether or not public innovation should be a concept for the state to take ownership
over, is that institutional culture and intellectual agencies of the state are able to adequately reflect the
experiences of the public and deal with problems and current conditions on their practical terms. In this sense,
a potential reinvention of the current political epistemology is not a solution in itself. It is merely a beginning
of a new dialogue about the ways in which existing realities might be changed in the continuous ‘training
session’ of creating a constructive and legitimate relationship between political decision-making and the
practical reality of the public and its problems.
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ENGLISH SUMMARY
THE IRREALITIES OF PUBLIC INNOVATION

Exploring the political epistemology of state interventions and the creative dimensions of bureaucratic
aesthetics in the search for new public futures

This thesis is exploring an ethnographic field determined by public innovation as a particular response to local,
societal and global problems in a Danish context. These problems are characterized by as a significant threat
to the sustainability of the Danish welfare sector. At the same time, I argue in the introduction of the thesis
that public service systems are not fulfilling their potential in terms of creating the outcomes that they could
and even in some areas are characterized by service experiences that could become a risk for the legitimacy of
the public sector. Thus, my intention in studying public innovation was to get an alternative perspective on
how to most constructively pursue, compose and develop the ‘public good’. In other words, could we learn
something from the practice of public innovation that could contribute to increasing the legitimacy of state
interventions and the effectiveness of the development practice?

Consequently, I explore public innovation as an emic term to understand 1) what actually gets done in the
name of public innovation, 2) what kinds of conceptual and practical realities it opens up for, 3) in what ways
it shifts what is possible and legitimate, and 4) how public innovation thrives as a widely supported
development agenda while maintaining an ambivalent position in the perceptions of the people responsible
for making it ‘happen’? These questions were explored through ethnographic fieldwork carried out between
2009 and 2012. It mainly involved participation in multiple public innovation projects focusing on innovation
in social, elderly and health care as well as a participatory approach to the wider public innovation agenda.
The focus of research was on the character of the response from the state – its people, stakeholders, systems,
organizations and institutions – when faced with the concept of innovation. As a contemporary phenomenon,
the agenda and movement of public innovation were not only interesting as multifaceted and dynamic
processes of change, but also as a particular expression of a current cultural perception of and professional
language for dealing with questionable nature of public service systems. Public innovation in Denmark had
become positioned around a specific kind of human-centred orientation where a better qualitative
understanding of public problems, making human experience the centre of attention, was seen to drive
change-making activities. My ethnographic field was made up by people and organisations that in various
ways promoted, supported, facilitated, worked with or affected by this particular perception of public
innovation in practice; either in the role of public project staff, public administrator, public servant, private
business employee, consultant, researcher, local practitioner or citizen. In such a context, as I seek to illustrate
in Chapter two, I suggest engaging informants as collaborative co-creators of field and analysis while being
actively involved as an ethnographer in their imaginative practice that generate the promise of the present.
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‘The irrealities of public innovation’ refer to the sense of agency created by the concept of public innovation. In
the thesis, I argue that the concept of innovation generates conditions of imagination, hope or ideology that
enable irreal spaces where social reality potentially consists of an endless amount of ‘true’ versions dynamically
created between practical experiences and re-envisioning of possibilities. It has the potential to enable a kind
of forward-looking temporality that in various ways destabilizes current perceptions of reality and possibility,
potentially generating more space and legitimacy for imaginative discovery and creative exploration. In this
sense, the concept of public innovation is also fundamentally at odds with the current instrumental
approaches and knowledge practices of public policy and planning. These knowledge practices can be seen as
central in continuously making up the institutional culture of the state as well as in determining the
conditions for public servants to actually shape the environment when dealing with public problems. In
Chapter three I suggest to understand public innovation as a response to the current ways that public
problems are conceptualized and transformed in the bureaucratic and managerial practices of the state.
Belonging to a paradigm of public governance based on a more networked and open-ended approach, public
innovation seems to caught in a negotiated space interacting uncomfortably with existing knowledge practices
of the state. In this light, the following research question emerged: how do innovation practices fit within the
existing knowledge practices of the state while simultaneously shaping and potentially reshaping the state
institutions and their representations?

This question connects public innovation with what I refer to as the political epistemology of state interventions
to highlight the nature and scope of knowledge and processes in which the state is rediscovering the public
and its problems in order to make social reality applicable for state intervention. In particular I focus on how
public innovation merges processes and practices of invention and intervention, bringing a closer link between
the cognitive equipment of analytical calculation often idealized by public servants and creative exploration
inspired by scientific discovery and artistic creation. This focus will illustrate how the association between the
political epistemology and legitimate knowledge practice is constantly at stake; simultaneously constituted and
destabilized through practical negotiations, contestations and conflicts. This thesis is suggesting that the
dominant knowledge practices not only influence how practices of public policy and project management are
planned and carried out, but also shape the basic perceptions of public authority and systems of justification
that determine how the state formalizes, authorizes and legitimizes its interventions. As explored in the
analysis of Danish innovation policy in Chapter four, public innovation seems to challenge practices of public
policy and strategy by recognizing that policy does not generate activity directly, but rather depends on
establishing a knowledge practice that aims to stabilize interpretations of events and activities in coping with
the lack of knowledge. What the practice of public innovation often illustrate is different ways of countering
this premise by making the goal one of identifying particular ‘ways of innovating’ suitable for a stable
representation. What is at stake in these kinds of bureaucratization processes is the potential transformation
of the epistemology of public innovation into acts of technical instrumentalization rather than facilitating
creative exploration. This seems to make the ability to externalize information in stable and non-contextual
way a social and moral asset which was the case in the municipal innovation project represented in Chapter
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five. Consequently, as emphasized in the account of a project attempting to develop a guide for public
innovation in Chapter six, this really questions what people imagine public ‘authoritativeness’ to be, and what
role it can play in the professional practices of public innovation. This thesis suggests that the practice of
public innovation illuminates an unproductive intertwining of logics of discovery and logics of justification,
causing a conflict in the perceptions of the purpose and epistemological basis of the public authority role itself.
Consequently, the question becomes how the state should be held to account when exploring new ways of
addressing public problems where its actions and interventions are having unpredictable, unforeseeable and
unintended consequences?

‘The creative dimensions of bureaucratic aesthetics in the search for new public futures’ refer to the ways in which the
state makes social reality applicable through specific kinds of formalization. As I attempt to show in the
account representing the recent modernization efforts in Denmark in Chapter seven, this is not only a
question of creating space for unpredictable developments and the practical knowledge (or non-knowledge) of
innovation processes, but it also involves creating a dynamic between central initiative and local practice
allowing for a diversity of ways to be held accountable. In the thesis, I suggest rethinking and recognizing
bureaucratic accountability in terms of what I call bureaucratic aesthetics. Recognizing the aesthetics of
bureaucratic formalizations could be a way of valuing the experiences created by state interventions and
opening up for different ways of recognizing both the descriptive and illustrative character of knowledge. As
the account of the role of ‘needs’ in the innovation project in the elderly care sector suggested in Chapter
eight, this not only involves more dynamic criteria for the accountability of bureaucratic formalizations, but
also introduces cognitive equipment that is continuously oriented towards the future, focused on the actions,
tasks and multiple directions that the particular knowledge about the citizens makes possible.

My theoretical aim in the thesis is thus to provide an alternative to existing approaches that attempt to
conceptualize and theorize public innovation and enable a new discussion about its premises, content and
potential usefulness. I will argue this to involve a change in the politics of visibility. Not only a change in how
public servants and other people responsible for changing public service systems could be accountable when
attempting to represent and formalize the problems and needs of citizens to make social reality ‘visible’ and
applicable for state intervention. But also a change in way that the people responsible for carrying out the
change-making initiative should be accountable during the change process itself to allow for a more
explorative and learning-based approach to find out what public value consists of in different contexts. These
aspects of the politics of visibility are created, determined and reproduced by the political epistemology of the
state. Public innovation can thus also be seen as an attempt to reinvent the political epistemology – the nature
and scope of the knowledge and processes in which the state rediscovers the public and its problems – by
accepting the lack of knowledge as a starting point for an experimental and iterative development process.
Consequently, Chapter nine introduces some suggestions of new governing principles of decision-making
focusing on rethinking the practice of public policy in order to deal with public problems in a more nuanced
and forward-oriented way.
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DANSK RESUMÉ
DEN OFFENTLIGE INNOVATIONS IRREALITET

Antropologiske perspektiver på offentlige interventioners politiske epistemologi og bureaukratiske æstetik

Denne afhandling undersøger offentlig innovation i en dansk kontekst som et særligt modsvar på lokale,
samfundsmæssige og globale problemer. Disse problemer karakteriseres af mange som en reel trussel mod
Danmarks nuværende velfærdssystem. Samtidig argumenterer jeg i afhandlingens indledning for, at offentlige
servicesystemer i mange henseender ikke skaber de effekter, som de har potentialet til at gøre og i visse
tilfælde udgøres af en praksis, som på sigt vil være en risiko for den offentlige sektors legitimitet.
Afhandlingen udforsker således offentlig innovation i et emisk perspektiv for at forstå 1) hvad offentlig
innovation som begreb skaber i praksis, 2) hvilke former for konceptuelle og praktiske virkeligheder, det åbner
op for, 3) på hvilke måder det forandrer, hvad der opfattes som muligt og legitimt, og 4) hvordan det kan
udgøre fundamentet for en bredt understøttet udviklingsdagsorden, på trods af at mange involverede aktører
forholder sig ambivalent til det? Disse spørgsmål har været styrende gennem et etnografisk feltarbejde, som er
udført mellem 2009 og 2012. Det har dels involveret deltagerobservation i flere offentlige
innovationsprojekter i velfærdssektoren og dels en aktiv deltagelse i og udforskende research af den bredere
offentlige innovationsdagsorden. Forskningsprojektets fokus har været på karakteren af det modsvar, som er
skabt hos personer, interessenter, systemer, organisationer og institutioner i lyset af det offentlige
innovationsbegreb. Min etnografiske felt bestod af de mennesker og organisationer, der på forskellige måder
har arbejdet med, forvaltet eller haft ansvar for offentlig innovation i praksis; enten i rollen som projektleder,
projektmedarbejder,

embedsmand,

politikudvikler,

administrator,

frontmedarbejder,

virksomheds-

repræsentant, konsulent, forsker, ekspert eller borger (slutbruger).

Offentlig innovation er ikke kun interessant som en dynamisk og mangfoldig forandringsproces, men er også
som et særligt udtryk for en aktuel kulturel opfattelse af, hvordan dele af forandringen af det offentlige sektor
skal foregå. Min hensigt med at studere offentlig innovation var at få et alternativt perspektiv på, hvordan den
offentlige sektor kunne forbedre dens evne til at skabe forandring – både i forhold til den enkelte borgers
levede liv, men også i relation til at udmønte forandringsskabende politiske initiativer. Med andre ord, kunne
vi lære noget af offentlig innovationspraksis, der kunne bidrage til at øge legitimiteten og effektskabelsen af
statslige interventioner? Specielt set i lyset af at offentlig innovation i Danmark først og fremmest er blevet
centreret omkring et borger- eller brugercentreret perspektiv, hvor innovationspotentialer skal findes en bedre
kvalitativ forståelse af borgernes oplevede virkelighed for at afsøge nye muligheder i forhold til at forandre
servicesystemer i forhold til at håndtere offentlige problemstillinger på nye måder.

Den offentlige innovations irrealitet refererer til den fornemmelse for agens, som offentlige innovationsbegreb
skaber. I afhandlingen argumenterer jeg for, at innovationsbegrebet muliggør ’irreelle’ rum for forskellige
former for håb, forestillinger eller ideologi, hvor den sociale virkelighed potentielt består af en endeløs
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mængde af 'sande' versioner, som skabes dynamisk mellem praktiske erfaringer og idealiseringer af fremtiden.
Det giver en slags fremadrettet midlertidighed, som på forskellige måder destabiliserer aktuelle opfattelser af
virkeligheden, som potentielt skaber mere plads og legitimitet til åben og kreativ udforskning. I den forstand
udfordrer offentlig innovation de nuværende instrumentelle videnspraksisser i offentlig styring og
forandringsskabelse, som er bygget op omkring sikker viden, kalkulation og liniære styringslogikker. En
videnspraksis, som kan ses som et centralt element i den offentlige sektors institutionelle kultur, og som er
med til at fastlægge mulighederne for offentligt ansatte i forhold til måden at håndtere offentlige
problemstillinger på. Som kapitel tre søger at vise, så kan den offentlige innovationspraksis ses som et opgør
med nuværende måder, som offentlige problemer bliver konceptualiseret og håndteret i den administrative og
ledelsesmæssige praksis og som en del af et paradigmeskift indenfor offentlig styring. Således gav denne
erkendelse anledning til følgende forskningsspørgsmål: hvordan passer innovationspraksis ind i den
eksisterende udviklingspraksis i det offentlige, og i hvor høj grad bidrager den til at forme og omforme
offentlige institutioners videnspraksis?

Dette spørgsmål forbinder offentlig innovation med, hvad jeg refererer til som offentlige interventioners
politiske epistemologi.

Dette henviser til karakteren af den viden og de processer, hvori det offentlige

informerer sig om borgerne og de problemer, som de oplever, med henblik på at forstå den sociale virkelighed
og derigennem muliggøre og legitimere interventioner. I særdeleshed fokuserer jeg i afhandlingen på, hvordan
offentlig innovation medfører en sammentænkning af analytisk funderet intervention og kreativ invention,
som

tvinger

embedsmænd

og

politikudviklere

til

at

genoverveje

den

måde,

de

planlægger

forandringsinitiativer på. Dette fokus illustrerer i afhandlingen, hvordan sammenhængen mellem den politiske
epistemologi og legitime videnspraksisser konstant destabiliseres og forandres gennem praktiske forhandlinger
og konflikter. Det viser sig, at den dominerende videnspraksis ikke kun har indflydelse på, hvordan praksis i
offentlig policy og projektstyring planlægges og udføres, men også er med til at forme de grundlæggende
opfattelser af den offentlige myndighedsrolle og skabe de systemer, der bestemmer, hvordan det offentlige
formaliserer og legitimerer sine interventioner. Eksempelvis, som argumenteret i kapitel fires analyse af dansk
innovationspolitik, så udfordrer offentlig innovation traditionelle strategier for politikudvikling og
implementering af policy ved at anerkende, at policy ikke genererer aktivitet direkte, men afhænger af en
videnspraksis, der har til formål adaptivt at stabilisere fortolkninger af begivenheder og aktiviteter i lyset af
stor uforudsigelighed og mangel på viden.

Snarere end at søge og skabe plads til mere kreativ udforskning af nye muligheder eller forskellige lokale
måder at håndtere udfordringer på, så medfører denne mangel på viden den konsekvens, at målet for det
offentlige bliver at identificere bestemte måder at innovere på, som er egnet til en stabil repræsentation, og
som kan gøres til genstand for en form for teknisk instrumentalisering. Evnen til at eksternalisere usikker og
praktisk viden som stabil og i tråd med forudbestemte kriterier for, hvad innovation består af, bliver på den
måde en social og moralsk ressource – som kapitel fems illustration af et kommunalt innovationsprojekt søger
at vise. Det er således relevant at fokusere på, hvordan den offentlige myndighedsrolle primært giver den
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offentlige innovationspraksis svære vilkår ved at være baseret på en videnspraksis, som søger vished snarere
end kontinuerlig håndtering af usikkerhed.

Som fremhævet i kapitel seks i repræsentationen af

udviklingsprocessen for en innovationsguide i en statslig styrelse, så skaber dette en paradoksal og uproduktiv
sammenfletning af forskellige kreativitetslogikker, som henholdsvis på den ene side bygger på lovgivning og
beviseligførelse i søgen efter viden og løsninger, som kan fungere som udspecificerede guides af handling og
beslutninger. På den anden side fordrer den innovationspraksis, som man søger at guide, at man prioriterer en
åben, udforskende og forskningsinspireret tilgang, hvor viden og løsninger forstås i deres flerhed og
midlertidighed, og styrelsen udgør én vidende aktør blandt mange. Det fordrer således spørgsmålet, hvordan
den offentlige sektor skal holdes ansvarlig, når den udforske nye måder at adressere offentlige problemer på,
hvor

dens

aktiviteter

og

interventioner

har

uforudsigelige

og

utilsigtede

konsekvenser

for

forandringsprocessens udvikling og resultat?

I afhandlingen argumenterer jeg for, at dette er et spørgsmål om, hvordan staten gør den sociale virkelighed til
genstand for specifikke former for formalisering. Som illustreret i kapitel syvs repræsentation af det seneste
danske moderniseringsinitiativ, så bliver dette ofte til et spørgsmål om at skabe en dynamik mellem centrale
initiativer og lokal praksis, som skaber plads til en mangfoldighed af måder at gøre tingene ’rigtigt’ på, og som
undgår at underminere hverken udviklingsprojektets praktiske proces eller det endelige ofte uforudsigelige
resultat. I denne afhandling foreslår jeg således at nytænke den offentlige udviklingspraksis med
udgangspunkt i, hvad jeg kalder bureaukratisk æstetik. Dette koncept anerkender de forskellige måder, som
man er nødt til at acceptere at kende til borgernes og offentlige problemers virkelighed på, ligesom det også
søger at erkende den mangel på sikker viden, som er en del af ambitiøse udviklingsprocesser. Bureaukratisk
æstetik er således et forsøg på at skabe et mere dynamisk forhold mellem henholdsvis deskriptiv og illustrativ
viden for at tage innovationsprocessernes præmisser seriøst. Derudover, som jeg viser i kapitel otte i forhold til
idéen om borgerbehov, så handler dette ikke kun om at skabe mere dynamiske kriterier for bureaukratiske
formaliseringers midlertidighed og forklarlighed, men også om at introducere en kognitiv tilgang, der løbende
orienterer sig åbent mod fremtiden med fokus på de handlinger og opgaver, som formaliseringer gør mulige.

Mit teoretiske mål i afhandlingen er således at give et alternativ til de eksisterende tilgange til at
konceptualisere og forstå offentlig innovationspraksis og muliggøre en ny diskussion om dets præmisser og
potentialer. For det første vil jeg argumentere for, at offentlig innovationspraksis kan ses som en tilgang til at
forandre den måde, det offentlige gør den sociale virkelighed ’synlig’ på, når borgerne skal være genstand for
statslig intervention. Den offentlige innovations irrealitet fordrer en mere eksplorativ og læringsbaseret tilgang
for at finde ud af, hvad offentlig værdi konkret består af i forskellige sammenhænge. For det andet kan man
forstå offentlig innovation som et forsøg på at genopfinde den politiske epistemologi – karakteren af den
videnspraksis, hvor staten informerer sig om og genopdager offentligheden og dens problemer – ved at
acceptere manglende viden som et udgangspunkt for en eksperimenterende, iterativ og lærende
udviklingsproces. Disse to elementer kan ses som en del af en bredere forandringsdagsorden i det offentliges
administrative og styringsmæssige praksis. Således afslutter jeg afhandlingen med at foreslå nogle nye styrende
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principper for offentliges forvaltningskultur med henblik på at håndtere offentlige problemer og
udviklingsprocesser på en mere nuanceret måde.
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