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Abstract
This thesis investigates, analyzes and discusses innovation efforts and the use and understanding of the
innovation concept and related policies in municipal welfare services. There are two main themes in
the study, policy and practice. It is based on interviews with employees and managers in four Swedish
municipalities. Also, an analysis of related policy documents on both a national and local level was done.
Methods used were document analysis, thematic analysis and critical discourse analysis.

The results indicate differences between management levels in the view of innovation and what was
achieved. Senior managers stressed the importance of innovation, but experienced obstacles in the form
of old structures, ways of working, and employees lack of time for innovation. Employee innovations
achieved were accordingly not acknowledged.

Middle managers and employees experienced opportunities for employee-driven innovation (EDI).
However, barriers such as time and lack of internal communication existed. The study suggests that an
excessive control, insufficient empowerment and limited autonomy for employees may be of hindrance
for innovation.

Local authorities stressed the importance of innovation in strategic documents, but the dynamic
resources of the municipalities were not used to support and develop innovation.

Innovation procurement was prominent in central governmental policies, but concrete elements were
otherwise missing. The documents were also influenced by New Public Management, for example on
control and efficiency.

Research on welfare services innovation is limited. The study contributes with an understanding of the
challenges management meet and knowledge of what barriers and opportunities employees experience
for their taking part in innovation. It also raises several fundamental questions about innovation in
welfare services, such as if a different approach to innovation in welfare services may be needed as
compared to other sectors or if innovation is less important in this context.

This study develops welfare sector innovation research, from empirical knowledge to concept
development and a better understanding of the conditions for innovation in welfare services. Further
research is needed, addressing the question how innovation, if at all, ought to be managed within the
context of welfare services.
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Hallo!" said Piglet,  
"what are you doing?"  
"Hunting," said Pooh.  
"Hunting what?"  
"Tracking something," said  
Winnie-the-Pooh very mysteriously.  
"Tracking what?" said Piglet,  
coming closer  
 "That's just what I ask myself.  
I ask myself, what?"  

 
 

Abstract 
Innovation in Municipal Welfare Services is a thesis in working life 
studies that investigates, analyzes, and discusses innovation efforts as 
well as the understanding and application of the innovation concept and 
related policies in municipal welfare services. The thesis, which has two 
main themes, policy and practice, is based on semi-structured 
interviews with 38 employees and managers in four Swedish 
municipalities. In addition, the thesis analyzes related policy documents 
at both the national and local levels. Methods used were document 
analysis, thematic analysis and critical discourse analysis.  

The thesis shows that perceived differences between management 
levels in what is deemed innovation and what is deemed achievable 
were major hindrances to innovation in municipal welfare services. 
Senior managers stressed the importance of innovation but experienced 
obstacles in the form of old structures, old ways of working, and 
employees’ lack of time for innovation. Senior management did 
accordingly not acknowledge employee innovations. Middle managers 
and employees, on the other hand, experienced opportunities for 
employee-driven innovation as well as insufficient support to fully 
exploit these opportunities, insufficient time to pursue innovative 
initiatives, and poor internal communication. The thesis supports the 
view that excessive control, insufficient empowerment, and limited 
employee autonomy all counteract innovation. A complementary finding 
was that, although local authorities stressed the importance of 
innovation in strategic documents, they did not act to mobilize the 
dynamic resources of the municipalities to support and develop 
innovation.  

Central governmental policies largely limited innovation to 
procurement of innovation, while concrete elements of innovation 
support were noticeably not addressed. The responsibility for 
innovation was thus transferred from the municipal organization to 
external suppliers. The documents studied were also influenced by 
control and efficiency ideas attributable to New Public Management, 
thus promoting such structures that limit opportunities for innovative 
experimentation. To conclude, the innovation concept was not 
transferred and fully adopted to welfare services. 
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Preamble 

 
As I began my work life career in the 70´s, I remember the proposals 
committees but they never impressed me, particularly when an excellent idea 
I had turned into a well-written proposal was rejected. At one time in my 
career I was on the verge of becoming part of such a committee, but that was 
never realized. At that time I already had an interest in workplace 
development, how decisions were made and in leadership. In other words, an 
early interest that finally led me to doctoral studies in working life science. 

I cannot recollect the word innovation specifically being used then. 
However, in 1984, the municipality of Nynäshamn published this statement 
about its Proposals Committee, FK (Förslagskommittén, in Swedish) 
(Nynäshamns kommun, 1984): 

All employees have the right to submit suggestions and ideas to improve the 
work and working environment. Proposals may be submitted individually or 
in groups. The proposal must provide the municipality with something new 
and provide demonstrable benefits. The proposal shall be formulated outside 
the proposer's normal duties. (Author´s translation) 

What the municipality does here is describing employee-driven innovation, 
EDI, which brings to the organization new ideas and have a certain 
substance, i.e. demonstrable benefits. The word innovation is not used, but 
the spirit is an example of innovation from the 70´s and the 80´s in the public 
sector. The recent introduction of the concept of innovation has meant that 
one may get the wrong impression that there were only few innovations 
made before. Much of what was previously described in other terms today 
would be coined innovation. Some even argue that society's capacity for 
innovation peaked in 1871 (Huebner, 2005), contrary to the popular belief 
that we are now at the height of the innovation society. 

The Proposal Committees, FK, are now languishing, only occasionally 
found in the industry and to some degree in government. Through these 
committees, trade unions and their members had a substantial role, as the 
unions provided most members. Historically, I therefore, see a link between 
EDI, as studied here and early efforts of proposals committees. In Sweden, 
EDI has been addressed to some extent by both the trade union Vision and 
the Union of local government workers (Kommunal, 2013). History is easily 
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overlooked, but may again repeat itself with new forms for employee 
proposals. 

What also inspired me to write this thesis was my personal experience, 
primarily as a manager in two municipalities, but also as a specialist in 
administrative functions. I was puzzled why engagement and discussion of 
changes, on the entire work process and the organization in its entirety was 
so intense in the first place, while at the other people focused only on their 
task, uninterested in the overarching questions? 

In addition, I experienced significant changes brought about by what was 
later coined New Public Management, NPM, such as the introduction of the 
purchaser-provider model, management by objectives, reforms of psychiatry 
and elder care. This background and my interest in innovation and 
development finally resulted in this thesis. 

Furthermore, it should be emphasized that my research subject is working 
life science, dealing with innovation at the workplace. What is happening in 
the organization and what employees and managers experience and are 
doing is my main concerns. My interests also give the thesis  an 
interdisciplinary focus, encompassing administrative science, political 
science, psychology and sociology. 

The introduction of a new concept 
Despite the historical context mentioned here, innovation is a fairly recent 
concept in the public sector, having its roots in business and trade and being 
defined in such contexts. What happens when such a concept is considered 
to be essential for the public sector, something that should be implemented 
in the municipal organizations? What values do innovation policy documents 
express, explicitly and implicitly, what does the policy-making stand for, 
what is the intention? Such were my initial questions. 

Concepts influenced by business and trades are not new to the public 
sector. On a large scale, we may look at NPM, but also on Total Quality 
Management, TQM, and Lean, concepts that have made their mark. 
Innovation is, like these, traditionally linked to other sectors. Could there be 
room for the innovation concept in organizations upholding other values 
than economic profit? TQM and Lean have been introduced and used in the 
public sector, including in welfare services, so sometimes what are described 
as management fashions or fads from industry do find their way into the 
public sector. How, then, do managers and employees in welfare services 
regard the opportunities for and barriers to innovation, as formulated in 
policies and visions, in these circumstances? Are they prepared for 
innovation, do they understand what its consequences may be, and are they 
prepared to use the dynamic resources at hand, to achieve the goals that have 
been set? 
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Further questions to reflect on are how employees are affected, especially 
in relation to changing user needs and requirements. Can employees work 
creatively and innovatively? What is possible, what can they change, and 
how can they propose innovative ideas? What support do they get? How can 
management lead organizations, so that employee's efforts and skills benefit 
society, users, as well as the employees themselves?  

Despite the mentioned difficulties, most discussion of innovation in the 
public sector is of the unspoken assumption ”innovation is good” character. 
Those who are discussing the differences, particular prerequisites and 
complexity of the public sector compared with other sectors are rare. A most 
pressing question therefore is; are innovations really all that good in the 
public sector and in welfare services?  

In short, we have a concept rooted in another tradition and unfamiliar to 
public sector management, leading to uncertainty as to what values this 
concept expresses in relation to the public sector and welfare services. 

Two research themes 
Due to the questions raised, two research themes are addressed in this thesis 
(Table 1). The first theme, Theme A, concerns the background, primarily 
consisting of the policies and other strategic documents studied and 
expressing certain values (but what values?). The second theme, Theme B, 
concerns what happens in the municipalities studied as the policies are 
supposed to lead to action by those responsible and involved, management 
and employees. These interrelated themes also explain the dual-focus in the 
constituent articles of the thesis, in which policies and strategies form the 
background (described in Articles I and IV) to what is happening in the 
welfare services of the studied municipalities, (Articles II and III). 

It should be noted, that the aim has not been to discuss the value or 
contribution of innovations as such or to compare what was accomplished in 
the four municipalities, neither to study the individual processes of change in 
the studied municipalities. Instead, the starting point of the study is that the 
municipalities concerned, like some other municipalities, have decided to 
incorporate innovation into their visions, policies and other strategic 
documents and to investigate how management and employees regard the 
possibility of realizing this. We may compare this with the introduction of 
the other concepts mentioned, TQM and Lean, but there is a difference. 
Innovation is used in a much wider context, for example in marketing and 
sales; it is on the agendas of the EU and the OECD. Therefore, it is 
particularly important to study the introduction of innovation into 
municipalities and what this brings about. Accordingly, the focus is on the 
innovation concept, not change processes in general. In other words, the 
particularity of the innovation concept in new circumstances is in focus here. 



 14 

overlooked, but may again repeat itself with new forms for employee 
proposals. 

What also inspired me to write this thesis was my personal experience, 
primarily as a manager in two municipalities, but also as a specialist in 
administrative functions. I was puzzled why engagement and discussion of 
changes, on the entire work process and the organization in its entirety was 
so intense in the first place, while at the other people focused only on their 
task, uninterested in the overarching questions? 

In addition, I experienced significant changes brought about by what was 
later coined New Public Management, NPM, such as the introduction of the 
purchaser-provider model, management by objectives, reforms of psychiatry 
and elder care. This background and my interest in innovation and 
development finally resulted in this thesis. 

Furthermore, it should be emphasized that my research subject is working 
life science, dealing with innovation at the workplace. What is happening in 
the organization and what employees and managers experience and are 
doing is my main concerns. My interests also give the thesis  an 
interdisciplinary focus, encompassing administrative science, political 
science, psychology and sociology. 

The introduction of a new concept 
Despite the historical context mentioned here, innovation is a fairly recent 
concept in the public sector, having its roots in business and trade and being 
defined in such contexts. What happens when such a concept is considered 
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Further questions to reflect on are how employees are affected, especially 
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expressing certain values (but what values?). The second theme, Theme B, 
concerns what happens in the municipalities studied as the policies are 
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innovation concept, not change processes in general. In other words, the 
particularity of the innovation concept in new circumstances is in focus here. 
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Table 1: Articles and themes in the thesis, referring to the two main themes and the 
four articles. 

Theme Focus Article 

A, Policy National policies Innovation policy for welfare 
services in a Swedish context 
(Article 1) 

A, Policy Local and national policies, 
the innovation concept 

The use of the innovation 
concept in the public sector 
(Article 4) 

B, Practice Employees Employee-driven innovation 
in welfare services (Article 2) 

B, Practice Management Innovation Management in 
Swedish welfare services 
(Article 3) 
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Background 

Development of the public sector 
Not so long ago the committee chairman in smaller municipalities paid the 
contemporary counterpart to today's social benefits at his kitchen table, in 
cash. Municipalities in Sweden were often small, and there were plenty of 
them, at most just over 2500 before the reform in 1952. Now they are just 
290. Municipal employees were few, and it was fairly easy to manage and 
direct the operations (Andersson, 1993). 

Today, the local government sector, where most welfare services exist, is 
a considerable part of Swedish society. The sector is significant both in 
economic terms, as an employer and in everyday life for many Swedes. 
Twenty percent of the GNP is within the public sector (Government Offices 
of Sweden, 2012). Ninety percent of local government budgets are allocated 
here (Ekonomifakta, 2013). In 1981, the number of full-time employees was 
485 000, which had risen to 624 000 30 years later (Sveriges Kommuner och 
Landsting, 2011). Eighty percent of the employees work in preschools and 
childcare, elementary schools, elder care and care of people with different 
kinds of disabilities.  

If we add employees of public welfare services provided by privately 
owned providers, not included in the statistics above, the increase in recent 
decades is even more pronounced. Overall, the proportion of employees 
working in the public sector but not employed by it rose from 10.4 percent in 
2003 to 17.3 percent in 2010 of the total number of public sector employees 
(SCB, 2011).  

The OECD (2009) urges that employment data should be interpreted with 
caution. Still, substantial differences are indicated between countries. The 
public sector in Norway and Denmark in 2008 employed close to 30% of the 
workforce, the corresponding figure in South Korea was 5.7 %. In Sweden, 
the workforce in the municipalities in 2011 (Statskontoret, 2011) represented 
12-13 percent of the total workforce. 

There are considerable differences within the Swedish public sector 
concerning organization and mission, and there are differences when 
comparing with other countries. For example, most Swedes do not pay taxes 
to the state; instead taxes are paid to the municipalities and the county 
councils. The provisioning of services like schools and elder care is the 
responsibility for the municipalities, but services are to a large part provided 



 16 

Table 1: Articles and themes in the thesis, referring to the two main themes and the 
four articles. 

Theme Focus Article 

A, Policy National policies Innovation policy for welfare 
services in a Swedish context 
(Article 1) 

A, Policy Local and national policies, 
the innovation concept 

The use of the innovation 
concept in the public sector 
(Article 4) 

B, Practice Employees Employee-driven innovation 
in welfare services (Article 2) 

B, Practice Management Innovation Management in 
Swedish welfare services 
(Article 3) 

 

 17 

Background 

Development of the public sector 
Not so long ago the committee chairman in smaller municipalities paid the 
contemporary counterpart to today's social benefits at his kitchen table, in 
cash. Municipalities in Sweden were often small, and there were plenty of 
them, at most just over 2500 before the reform in 1952. Now they are just 
290. Municipal employees were few, and it was fairly easy to manage and 
direct the operations (Andersson, 1993). 

Today, the local government sector, where most welfare services exist, is 
a considerable part of Swedish society. The sector is significant both in 
economic terms, as an employer and in everyday life for many Swedes. 
Twenty percent of the GNP is within the public sector (Government Offices 
of Sweden, 2012). Ninety percent of local government budgets are allocated 
here (Ekonomifakta, 2013). In 1981, the number of full-time employees was 
485 000, which had risen to 624 000 30 years later (Sveriges Kommuner och 
Landsting, 2011). Eighty percent of the employees work in preschools and 
childcare, elementary schools, elder care and care of people with different 
kinds of disabilities.  

If we add employees of public welfare services provided by privately 
owned providers, not included in the statistics above, the increase in recent 
decades is even more pronounced. Overall, the proportion of employees 
working in the public sector but not employed by it rose from 10.4 percent in 
2003 to 17.3 percent in 2010 of the total number of public sector employees 
(SCB, 2011).  

The OECD (2009) urges that employment data should be interpreted with 
caution. Still, substantial differences are indicated between countries. The 
public sector in Norway and Denmark in 2008 employed close to 30% of the 
workforce, the corresponding figure in South Korea was 5.7 %. In Sweden, 
the workforce in the municipalities in 2011 (Statskontoret, 2011) represented 
12-13 percent of the total workforce. 

There are considerable differences within the Swedish public sector 
concerning organization and mission, and there are differences when 
comparing with other countries. For example, most Swedes do not pay taxes 
to the state; instead taxes are paid to the municipalities and the county 
councils. The provisioning of services like schools and elder care is the 
responsibility for the municipalities, but services are to a large part provided 



 18 

by private companies. In Stockholm 55 percent of elder care is carried out by 
private providers (Flores, 2013).  

Turning points 
The 1990s were in many ways a turning point in municipal and county 
operations. Sweden’s financial crisis early in the decade was a key factor, 
leading to ideologically driven changes, such as allowing privately owned 
business to operate in welfare services. Regardless of the fact that NPM is an 
imprecise term, many of the changes have been labeled NPM (Almqvist, 
2006). Hood (1991) sees four major trends in the NPM context: restraint in 
the resources allocated to the public sector, privatization or a quasi-
privatization, automation using information technologies that change the 
way services are provided and a more international agenda which also alters 
the decision-making mechanisms and policy design. 

NPM may be seen as transferring management and organizational models 
from industry to the public sector (Almqvist, 2006). It is not about the 
application of neo-liberalism, even if it was inspired by this ideology 
(Hasselbladh et al., 2008). Attempts at public sector reform are not new, but 
their impact was greater when they were included within the framework of 
NPM (Gruening, 2001). Examples of NPM-related changes in Sweden are 
new steering models such as management by objectives and competition, 
which in some cases has resulted in a division organizationally between 
purchaser and contractor/provider. The purchaser-provider concept, PPM 
(Swedish Beställare-utförarmodell), can be organized in various ways in 
terms of financing, regulation and production (outlined in Table 2). The 
services described in this thesis are generally publicly financed and 
regulated, though the production may be public or private. However, in this 
study all the units were public, as in the italic column. The importance of 
this will later be touched on. 
Table 2. There are many different combinations possible in PPM, the purchaser-
provider model, and in public-private partnership (Gustafsson, 2000). The studied 
units are in italic. 

Financing Public Private 

Regulation Public Private Public Private 

Production Public Private Public Private Public Private Public Private 

Innovation and New Public Management 
With the introduction of New Public Management, NPM, several 
innovations were implemented, here summarized by Halvorsen et al. (2005); 
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The reforms of NPM introduced administrative and organizational 
innovation. Examples of this are the introduction of "managerialism” 
(entrepreneurial -and strategic management, management by objectives, team 
management, etc.) and the introduction of new systems for budgeting and 
accounting. An example of a conceptual innovation was the implementation 
of privatization as a principle for the downsizing of the public sector. 

NPM could also be said to involve a system interaction innovation to the 
extent, “that the reforms resulted in a strengthened interaction between the 
public and the private sector." (Ibid., p. 4) 

During the period new legislation for local authorities to decide on their 
organization of committees and boards was introduced (Government Offices 
of Sweden, 1991). Legislation on deregulation and competition was 
introduced (Regeringen [Government of Sweden], 1993) and opened up for 
new forms of organization in the public sector. 

Furthermore, roles and leadership changed. Politicians became 
accountable for the overall objectives, while the actual execution was the 
responsibility of the officials (the municipal bureaucrats). Most explicit this 
was found in PPM, which was introduced in both the municipal and the 
county council sector, notably in larger municipalities such as Linköping, 
Helsingborg and Västerås (Montin, 2004). The fundamental principle of 
divided responsibilities resulted in decisions made by the purchaser-
/representative of the political level on what to do while the providers were 
responsible for the actual implementation, how to do it. The providers were 
supposed to find opportunities to innovate and improve the services offered. 
Hence, an innovation perspective was at hand, although the term itself had 
not yet been adopted. 

Hasselbladh et al. (2008) argue that profound changes beyond NPM often 
are overlooked. One such example is what they describe as 
transorganizational governance regimes, seemingly unrelated governance 
practices with committees and groups that create a normative practice. For 
example, networking can be viewed as one such governance regime. 

During the 1990's, criticism of the public sector´s lack of quality and 
competition increased, leading to the introduction of independent schools, 
retirement homes and home care assistance provided by various healthcare 
companies, quality models and business intelligence, or maybe rather 
municipal intelligence. Three-letter abbreviations such as TQM, ISO, SIQ 
(an organization for quality systems) and QUL (a quality system model and 
an acronym for Quality, development and leadership in Swedish) became 
familiar in municipalities and welfare services. In recent years, the concept 
of Lean has been introduced in the public sector (Brännmark, 2012).  
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Private contractors 
The introduction of private providers in welfare services was controversial. 
In the 1980´s different private companies were figuring in the debate, as they 
were using loopholes in the legislation to make it possible to operate within 
welfare services with private provision. For a period, 1984-92, a specific 
law, “Lex Pysslingen” (Socialdepartementet), existed as an attempt to fill the 
loopholes and to stop the development towards privatization. However, with 
changing opinions, several steps to increase freedom of choice were taken, 
through deregulation and introduction of various models of customer choice 
(Utbildningsdepartementet, 1996). More recently the LOV legislation, the 
law of freedom of choice, was introduced (Socialdepartementet, 2008). 

There are now signs that the attractiveness of private schools has stalled. 
The Swedish National Agency for Education reports that the proportion of 
students who apply to and attend independent schools has dropped slightly 
since 2012 (Skolverket, 2014). Competition has intensified, and some 
private schools have had financial difficulties, even going bankrupt, which 
may lead to a lower reputation for the independent schools. There has also 
been a debate questioning the huge profits at some of these schools and the 
role of venture capital companies within the welfare sector. 

Nevertheless, alternative operating modes are now widespread, and we 
are heading towards a situation of oligopoly (Sundin and Tillmar, 2010b; 
Lodenius, 2012). In some municipalities, the alternatives represent the 
majority. In Solna, 70 percent of the elder care is private (Flores, 2013), in 
Nacka there is no municipality run home care at all (Nacka kommun, 2014). 
In other municipalities, the large majority of provision is still provided by 
the municipality itself. 

Andersson argues that the outcome is dependent on how procurement and 
regulation is handled (Andersson, 2001). The question now is whether the 
trend towards oligopoly will continue, as described in a municipal case study 
(Sundin and Tillmar, 2010b). Small entrepreneurs seem to be disappearing, 
one by one, even though today we often talk about social innovation and 
entrepreneurship, particularly in the world of education and elder care.  

Reaction against changes 
At the time of writing, there is ongoing debate on the consequences of 
previous decisions, for example on the role of profit and venture capital 
companies, as mentioned earlier. It is easy to forget that the changes took 
place, as a result of extensive criticism of the inflexibility, inconvenience, 
and inefficiency of formerly publicly provided services (Lindgren, 2009). 

The debate regarding the consequences of NPM is not new. Towards the 
end of the 1990´s, it was argued that the purchaser-provider model was 
eroding public governance and political influence (Montin, 2012). However, 
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despite changing political majorities PPM, like many other changes inspired 
by NPM, still exists in various forms in many municipalities and counties. 

No matter what model that exists at the local level, there are laws and 
other forms of steering from the government side. In this context, one may 
consider the complexity of school governance. Despite being a formal task 
for the municipalities since the 1990´s the school system is still controlled by 
the state in many respects (Skolverket, 2010). Whether this means less 
freedom for innovation at the local level, is a matter of debate. 

Private and public contractors  
As the public sector, including welfare services, have been influenced by the 
business-related ideas of NPM it is not surprising to find similar systems of 
economic governance, exercised via balanced scorecards, and quality 
systems at both public and private providers. But there are differences. The 
municipalities under the Local Government Act (Government Offices of 
Sweden, 1991), have the ultimate responsibility for citizens. If an 
independent school is closing it does not have formal responsibility for their 
students, instead the municipality must assume responsibility. Furthermore, 
there are differences in accounting between local governments and a 
corporation or foundation (ibid.). Municipal providers, unlike private ones, 
are not permitted, except in exceptional circumstances, to operate outside 
their municipalities, which may lead to a competitive disadvantage.  

Regarding the results by private and public providers there seems to be 
little difference when quality has been measured. Health scandals, such as 
neglect of care, are equally common; there is no apparent difference in the 
incident report system (Lex Sarah) notifications (Socialstyrelsen, 2013). 
There are more employers to choose from, but nothing that suggests that the 
female-dominated welfare workers have received higher wages due to 
competition and the possibility to choose between employers. On the 
contrary, the Teachers Union found that teacher salaries are slightly lower 
among private employers (Lärarförbundet, 2013). 

The most profound difference may be the leadership. Several researchers 
(Cregård and Solli, 2009; Nyström, 2010) emphasize the complexity of the 
public leadership, mainly due to the political dimension. Fuglsang and Storm 
Pedersen (2011) suggest there are differences in the innovation focus. 
Innovation in schools and elder care provided by private companies is more 
concerned with profit and efficiency. The public sector is more oriented 
towards quality issues. A Swedish study points in the same direction 
(Andersson, 2001).  

Thus, the municipal and county municipal sectors have experienced 
significant changes over the past 30 years, also affecting employees. The 
focus of research into these changes has mainly been on the organizational 
models, governance and competition issues, changes which may be seen as 
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organizational innovations. Aspects such as economic efficiency and 
democracy have been studied at greater length than have the operational 
content and development (Helby Petersen and Hjelmar, 2014). For example, 
the actual service development and the employee contribution to this has 
been studied much less. 

One example is found in a report on the consequences of competition, 
focusing on its economic benefits (Dahlgren, 2003). In addition, the 
democracy aspect has been studied (Montin, 1996). The report 
Konkurrensens konsekvenser (The consequences of competition) concludes 
that the impact of increased competition is remarkably unexplored (Hartman, 
2011). The report describes that various government propositions and 
appropriations highlighted expectations of higher efficiency, better quality, 
and better accessibility and less bureaucracy. Competition would also lead to 
new innovative methods. Hartman concludes, that neither any 
distinguishable efficiency gains nor benefits in terms of lower costs have 
been demonstrated. Nor have clear quality increases been demonstrated.  

The innovation concept and related concepts 

The concept of innovation  
Managers and employees are important in the study. Therefore, it is 
important how they understand innovation and what action or inaction they 
relate to the concept. This is in the first place about understanding employees 
as they try to understand innovation, but also related concepts such as 
creativity and learning, and how this relates to work in welfare services. The 
definition used in the studies emanates from West and Farr (1990, p. 9):  

The intentional introduction and application within a role, group or 
organization of ideas, processes, products or procedures, new to the relevant 
unit of adoption, designed significantly to benefit the individual, the group, 
the organization or wider society. 

This definition was chosen because the goal for public sector innovation is 
wider than purely financial. The innovation must have certain significance; 
minor changes in the process are not included, and innovation should be new 
to the unit of adoption (meaning that the innovation may have existed in 
another context). Fuglsang and Storm Pedersen express this, as "There is 
agreement that innovation does not have to be new to the world, but just new 
to the firm or the organization in order to count as innovation” (Fuglsang and 
Storm Pedersen, 2011, p. 46). Hartley (2014, p. 231) puts it: “Improvement 
can occur through continuous improvement methodologies, which are based 
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on doing things better, rather than innovation which is based on doing things 
differently." 

 

Commonly used innovation definitions 
The origin of the innovation concept is often attributed to Joseph 
Schumpeter (1934), but his definition of innovation is limited compared to 
how the concept is used nowadays. Schumpeter defined innovation as the 
introduction of a new good or new quality of a good, a new method of 
production, the opening of a new market, a new source of supply of raw 
materials and a new organization in the industry, such as changes in the 
situation of monopoly. He was skeptical against public sector innovation, 
due to the short-term orientation of politics (Schumpeter, 1942). 

The industrial background is apparent in the commonly used definition by 
the OECD (2005, p. 46): 

An innovation is the implementation of a new or significantly improved 
product (good or service), or process, a new marketing method, or a new 
organizational method in business practices, workplace organization or 
external relations. 

According to the OECD Manual, public sector innovation is important. Yet, 
it is not included within the OECD definition but could later become 
included in a separate manual (OECD, 2005).  

VINNOVA, the Swedish agency for Innovation, and the national 
government is using the OECD definition, also in public sector contexts 
(Hovlin et al., 2011; Government Offices of Sweden, 2012). The impact of 
the OECD also manifest in the documents in the prevailing study. The 
OECD appears in a total of 1032 instances in 58 documents, out of 108 
documents. 

Definitions in science of public sector innovation 
Koch and Hauknes (2005) point to the particular difficulties in defining 
innovation in the public sector context, as this concept has its roots in 
business and technology. They note that the term should function as an 
analytical concept and tool for analysis of social activities and interaction. 
Perry (2010), provides 15 examples of public sector innovation concept 
definitions, pointing to the diversity of innovation. He looks at common 
features, such as change, newness, and implementation and concludes that 
there is no universal definition.  

Røste (2008, p. 255) is also pointing to the problem of defining public 
sector innovation: “The innovation concept is found in literature that focuses 
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organizational innovations. Aspects such as economic efficiency and 
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on various aspects in the public sector, but in spite of this diversity very few 
discusses what the concept actually covers in the various settings."  

As the public sector is varied, from schools and elder care operating under 
quasi-market conditions to the pure exercise of public authority, this could 
leave room for a variety of definitions, as suggested by Langergaard and 
Hansen (2013), which may in turn lead to difficulties, for example, when 
comparing innovativeness. Furthermore, the public sector exists in many 
countries in various forms and in many countries. The difficulties to use the 
concept within municipalities is seen in this study and in Nählinder´s study 
(2013), describing the varieties of interpretations by managers in 
municipalities, causing uncertainness as to what kind of innovation is sought 
for.  

It is worth noting that innovation represents a significant change. The 
definitions omit simpler or smaller quality improvements. What constitutes a 
significant change cannot be defined; it is up to the observer, so to speak.  

At the same time it should also be noted that this significant change does 
not have to be positive; it may be of a negative nature although some 
scholars argue that there are no negative innovations. My understanding is 
that as long as something has gone from an idea to an implemented 
significant change, it is an innovation, although later it may be evident that 
the product, service or process has such adverse effects that the innovation 
needs to be suspended or terminated. Another argument may be that an 
innovation may result in a positive change for some people but a negative for 
others.  

Service innovation 
Osborne and Brown (2011) sees welfare services as in many respects akin 

to the four characteristics of services that Normann (1991) defined based on 
a number of studies; Intangibility, services are processes rather than concrete 
goods and so cannot be stocked or demonstrated and the transfer of 
ownership uncommon; Inseparability, that the production and consumption 
of services occur simultaneously and cannot be separated, unlike for 
manufactured goods; Perishability, that service must be consumed at the 
point at which they are produced and finally; Co-production, that services 
are produced through the interaction between service providers and their 
consumers. 

Normann's definitions have similarities with municipal welfare services. 
The similarities make it useful to study service innovation within the field of 
public sector innovation. However, there are differences. It is mandatory to 
provide education and elder care, not to operate a department store or a 
hairdressing salon. Welfare services are funded mainly by tax money, even 
when a private company is the provider, not the user. 

 25 

However, regular service and community welfare activities have come 
increasingly to resemble each other when it comes down to freedom of 
choice. Just as I may choose a hairdresser, I may, at least on a theoretical 
level, choose whom I want as a provider of my home care. Admittedly, 
freedom of choice is more complex in a elder care services context in 
Sweden. A formal decision under the Social Services Act (Social-
departementet, 2001) is a prerequisite for being able to use the service and 
choose provider. Thus, there are similarities but also differences. Still, the 
similarities make it worthwhile for public sector researchers to study service 
sector innovation. 

Employee driven innovation 
The concept of EDI is important in this thesis. Klitmøller et al. (2007, p. 
207) defines EDI as “The development and implementation of new 
organizational forms, services, operation and service processes where ideas, 
knowledge, time and creativity among employees is in active use.” 

Kesting and Ulhøi (2010) argue that EDI is linked to radical innovation, 
while Kristiansen and Bloch-Poulsen (2010) argue that EDI is associated 
with improvements for employees in their work environment, linking it to 
incremental innovation. The definition by Klitmøller et al. was used in this 
thesis, allowing both radical and incremental innovation to be part of EDI. 
Kesting and Ulhøi (ibid.) add that the employee should not have 
improvement or innovation as his or hers particular mission. This difference 
is not taken into account here, because it may well be the organization's 
approach and assignment for all employees to suggest improvements. 

Hvid (2013) equates EDI with workplace-driven innovation. The latter is 
also a concept used by the EU. However, in the thesis it was chosen to use 
the term EDI, which now is fairly established, as the focus is innovation 
emanating particularly from the employee perspective, not just at the 
workplace. 

Other related concepts: TQM and Lean 
As discussed, the concept of innovation is complex, making it difficult to 
relate it to other concepts such TQM, Lean and change in general. 

Still, between TQM and innovation there is a kinship that may be 
expressed in such a way that TQM has similarities with incremental 
innovation but not with radical innovation (Perdomo-Ortiz et al., 2009; Bon 
and Mustafa, 2013). Innovation is a wider concept, even a household word. 
TQM improves the existing processes; radical innovations take away such 
processes and replace them with new or different ones. Innovation may 
appear as a single change; an idea that through implementation makes a 
difference while TQM is something that often affects the wholeness of a 



 24 

on various aspects in the public sector, but in spite of this diversity very few 
discusses what the concept actually covers in the various settings."  

As the public sector is varied, from schools and elder care operating under 
quasi-market conditions to the pure exercise of public authority, this could 
leave room for a variety of definitions, as suggested by Langergaard and 
Hansen (2013), which may in turn lead to difficulties, for example, when 
comparing innovativeness. Furthermore, the public sector exists in many 
countries in various forms and in many countries. The difficulties to use the 
concept within municipalities is seen in this study and in Nählinder´s study 
(2013), describing the varieties of interpretations by managers in 
municipalities, causing uncertainness as to what kind of innovation is sought 
for.  

It is worth noting that innovation represents a significant change. The 
definitions omit simpler or smaller quality improvements. What constitutes a 
significant change cannot be defined; it is up to the observer, so to speak.  

At the same time it should also be noted that this significant change does 
not have to be positive; it may be of a negative nature although some 
scholars argue that there are no negative innovations. My understanding is 
that as long as something has gone from an idea to an implemented 
significant change, it is an innovation, although later it may be evident that 
the product, service or process has such adverse effects that the innovation 
needs to be suspended or terminated. Another argument may be that an 
innovation may result in a positive change for some people but a negative for 
others.  

Service innovation 
Osborne and Brown (2011) sees welfare services as in many respects akin 

to the four characteristics of services that Normann (1991) defined based on 
a number of studies; Intangibility, services are processes rather than concrete 
goods and so cannot be stocked or demonstrated and the transfer of 
ownership uncommon; Inseparability, that the production and consumption 
of services occur simultaneously and cannot be separated, unlike for 
manufactured goods; Perishability, that service must be consumed at the 
point at which they are produced and finally; Co-production, that services 
are produced through the interaction between service providers and their 
consumers. 

Normann's definitions have similarities with municipal welfare services. 
The similarities make it useful to study service innovation within the field of 
public sector innovation. However, there are differences. It is mandatory to 
provide education and elder care, not to operate a department store or a 
hairdressing salon. Welfare services are funded mainly by tax money, even 
when a private company is the provider, not the user. 

 25 

However, regular service and community welfare activities have come 
increasingly to resemble each other when it comes down to freedom of 
choice. Just as I may choose a hairdresser, I may, at least on a theoretical 
level, choose whom I want as a provider of my home care. Admittedly, 
freedom of choice is more complex in a elder care services context in 
Sweden. A formal decision under the Social Services Act (Social-
departementet, 2001) is a prerequisite for being able to use the service and 
choose provider. Thus, there are similarities but also differences. Still, the 
similarities make it worthwhile for public sector researchers to study service 
sector innovation. 

Employee driven innovation 
The concept of EDI is important in this thesis. Klitmøller et al. (2007, p. 
207) defines EDI as “The development and implementation of new 
organizational forms, services, operation and service processes where ideas, 
knowledge, time and creativity among employees is in active use.” 

Kesting and Ulhøi (2010) argue that EDI is linked to radical innovation, 
while Kristiansen and Bloch-Poulsen (2010) argue that EDI is associated 
with improvements for employees in their work environment, linking it to 
incremental innovation. The definition by Klitmøller et al. was used in this 
thesis, allowing both radical and incremental innovation to be part of EDI. 
Kesting and Ulhøi (ibid.) add that the employee should not have 
improvement or innovation as his or hers particular mission. This difference 
is not taken into account here, because it may well be the organization's 
approach and assignment for all employees to suggest improvements. 

Hvid (2013) equates EDI with workplace-driven innovation. The latter is 
also a concept used by the EU. However, in the thesis it was chosen to use 
the term EDI, which now is fairly established, as the focus is innovation 
emanating particularly from the employee perspective, not just at the 
workplace. 

Other related concepts: TQM and Lean 
As discussed, the concept of innovation is complex, making it difficult to 
relate it to other concepts such TQM, Lean and change in general. 

Still, between TQM and innovation there is a kinship that may be 
expressed in such a way that TQM has similarities with incremental 
innovation but not with radical innovation (Perdomo-Ortiz et al., 2009; Bon 
and Mustafa, 2013). Innovation is a wider concept, even a household word. 
TQM improves the existing processes; radical innovations take away such 
processes and replace them with new or different ones. Innovation may 
appear as a single change; an idea that through implementation makes a 
difference while TQM is something that often affects the wholeness of a 



 26 

process. Furthermore, one can express this as Hartley (2014) does, that 
continuous improvement is to conduct something better while innovation 
means that something becomes different. The implication here is, according 
to Hartley, that innovation does not necessarily mean an improvement. 

Lean is a concept that is difficult to define, Brännmark et al. (2012) note. 
In a meta-analysis of the definitions in the research of Lean (ibid.) they find 
that the only common in definitions is continuous improvement and set-up 
time reduction, the latter as I understand it, a clear industrial indication. 
When the concept of Lean is compared to TQM they find that quality is 
more important in TQM, Lean focuses on "just-in-time" and cost cutting. 
Furthermore, TQM has more of a customer focus.  

The same problem defining the concepts seems to apply to both Lean and 
TQM. There are areas where change may be characterized as an innovation 
as well as a consequence of TQM and Lean. All three of these, innovation, 
Lean and TQM, may form part of organizational change and development, 
and need not be mutually exclusive (Todnem By, 2005). Nevertheless, the 
following summary indicates the differences: 
a. Innovation is about doing things differently. 
b. TQM has a distinct customer focus on quality improvement and 

processes. 
c. Lean focuses primarily on efficiency and cost reduction processes. 

I also characterize methods and concepts such as innovation, TQM and 
Lean, when used properly, as dynamic resources, in line with the definition 
of Teece et al. (1997). 

Previous research 
Much of innovation research has focused on how to create innovation, on 
innovation management, how to build an organizational culture that fosters 
innovation and how successful innovation processes should look like (van de 
Ven, 1986; Niehaves, 2007; Nieboer and Strating, 2012) and it is also 
evident that innovation is seen as unproblematic and something positive by 
itself, as Langergaard and Hansen critically describe it (2013). Some 
research is part of the so-called grey zone between management consultancy 
and science. Each month there are more than 100 new books on innovation 
published (Rehn, 2014), many of them of this kind.  

Accordingly, innovation seems to mean everything or nothing. The bar is 
low. It may be seen as a management fashion (Abrahamson, 1996) or what 
Røvik describes as a management virus (Røvik, 2011). 

However, critical innovation research exists. The unspoken phrase 
"Innovation is good" is questioned by e.g. Sveiby et al. (2012, p. XIII), 
arguing that research sometimes neglects negative consequences; 
”Unintended and undesirable consequences of innovation for society are an 
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(almost) completely neglected area in innovation research." Lindell (2012) 
argues for the necessity of innovation models minimizing undesirable 
consequences. He also notes that existing models lack employee focus. 
Judging by these examples, it is probably not in innovation research, 
descriptions of employee stress and other adverse effects, as a result of 
innovation is found, but rather, for example in working life science and 
public health research. The emerging interest in EDI indicates that there are 
scientists focusing on the employee perspective. In this thesis, the employee 
perspective is in focus, an important context in which innovation may 
contribute to the wellbeing of employees, as well as to frustration and other 
negative outcomes. A comprehensive overview of EDI-related research is 
given in Employee-driven innovation, A New Approach (Høyrup et al., 
2012).  

Borins (2002) belongs to those scholars who emphasize the importance of 
public sector innovation and also tries to provide evidence that the public 
sector is truly innovative. In any case, the public sector should be able to 
become innovative (Bason, 2010). Mulgan (2007) emphasizes that 
innovation is a core value in the public sector, when it comes to making the 
most out of taxpayers´ money. According to a survey 64 percent of public 
institutions had innovated in the last five years as compared to 72 percent in 
the private sector. Employees were the major source of public sector 
innovation (Fuglsang and Storm Pedersen, 2011). A study by Earl (2002) 
finds the public sector more innovative than the private sector within similar 
types of activities, such as welfare services. 

Some scholars emphasize that public sector innovation is problematic, as 
other goals may be more important. Shleifer (1998) indicates that the 
incentive structure is different in the public sector. Brown (2010) and Bhatta 
et al. (2003) emphasize the legal risk regarding innovation in the social 
services, while Brown and Osborne (2013) argue that this risk may be 
controlled if there is awareness. Nählinder (2012) notes, that when the 
municipal sector, especially welfare services for elder care, is innovative, it 
takes after the technology and gadget thinking that traditionally has been 
associated with innovation.  

Nählinder (2007) is further stressing the importance of critical research 
and that research should discuss if innovation is appropriate for the public 
sector. She also notes (2013), that the poor understanding of the concept of 
innovation among practitioners will strengthen the perception of the public 
sector as being non-innovative. The popular opinion of the inability to be 
innovative in the public sector is furthermore found in a survey carried out 
by IVA and Sifo (2010). 

The question is also what remains of innovation as a concept when it 
exists in various shapes? It may risk becoming what Nählinder (2013) is 
describing as a fuzzy concept that ultimately leads to the public sector is not 
able to manage innovation if they even can´t properly define it.  
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Bouché and Volden (2011) hold a critical view, from the perspective that 
there are other opportunities for development than through innovation, for 
example through networking and knowledge sharing rather than traditional 
innovation management and traditional innovation processes. For major 
innovations in areas such as social work, networking and coalition building 
may be necessary, Jalonen argues (2011). 

In literature overviews of public sector innovation, it is noted that there is 
an increased interest in public sector innovation, an increase in peer-
reviewed articles but also a lack of theory development and state-of-the-art 
research (Nählinder, 2007; Matthews et al., 2009; Nauta and Kasbergen, 
2009). 

Although research on public sector innovation is limited there is related 
research that may be of value in this context. This includes learning, and 
theories of dynamic resources. Ellström (2010) links learning to innovation. 
Other scholars also describe this (McGrath, 2001). As I see learning as an 
integrated part of the dynamic resources, you will find this evolved in the 
section on conceptual and theoretical perspectives.  

As mentioned, innovation, as a concept is different from TQM and Lean. 
Innovation has become almost a wider, even a household concept, not only a 
concept associated with change and organizations. Applying research from 
these areas, TQM and Lean, and in this setting with an innovation focus is, 
therefore questionable. However, it is worth contemplating about other 
concepts like professions and identity, change management, organizational 
culture etcetera and their relation to innovation. For example, Åmo (2006) 
found, that the attitude towards innovation varied depending on your 
professional role. Assistant nurses are to a large extent influenced in their 
innovative behavior by colleagues, not by management or physicians.   

Although Åmo´s study was made in a health care setting it included 
assistant nurses. In the prevalent study, one of the occupations studied were 
assistant nurses, but in the field of elder care. Health care employees are 
considered to have a strong professional identity (Andersson, 2013). Other 
public sector employees considered having a strong professional identity are 
teachers (Frostenson, 2010) and the police (Andersson and Tengblad, 2009). 
The implications are that professional identity may influence attitudes and 
willingness to innovation. 

Andersson (2013) reports a strong de-coupling in elder care between 
management measures and the acting of employees, assistant nurses and 
others. Dobni (2013) describes a similar, rule-breaking attitude and finds it 
sometimes justified. 

The strength of the professional identity may also be diminished if 
competences go unnoticed, as described by Schmidt et al. (2013). The 
problem with competing value system, for instance, an NPM-related steering 
system with efficiency demands versus a professional identity, leads to 
moral dilemmas and less well-being, as described by Thunman (2013). 
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Otherwise, given autonomy and a role for the professional, innovation may 
lead to well being according to Rasulzada (2007), also found in a case study 
in Sundsvall, Sweden (Swan and Blusi, 2013).  

Thus, we can conclude that organizational culture and its effects on the 
individual are important in innovation research. Organizational culture, 
professions, identity etcetera have links to innovation and innovative 
performance and are well-worth studying and discussing. However, the four 
municipalities in this study have not been studied and compared with regards 
to their particular culture as this goes beyond the scope of this thesis.  
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Otherwise, given autonomy and a role for the professional, innovation may 
lead to well being according to Rasulzada (2007), also found in a case study 
in Sundsvall, Sweden (Swan and Blusi, 2013).  

Thus, we can conclude that organizational culture and its effects on the 
individual are important in innovation research. Organizational culture, 
professions, identity etcetera have links to innovation and innovative 
performance and are well-worth studying and discussing. However, the four 
municipalities in this study have not been studied and compared with regards 
to their particular culture as this goes beyond the scope of this thesis.  
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Aim of the study 

Research themes and the aim of the study 
As described in the introduction, two research themes are addressed in the 
thesis, the innovation concept and how it is understood, described in 
innovation policies and other documents, and practices such as EDI. The 
overall aim was therefore to investigate, analyze, and discuss innovation 
efforts and the use and understanding of the innovation concept and related 
policies in the welfare services of Swedish municipalities.  

The following aims of the study were formulated, related to the specific 
articles that are the basis of the thesis: 

To explore the role of public welfare services as expressed in the Swedish 
government´s innovation policies (Article I) 

To explore the barriers and opportunities for participation in innovation as 
experienced by employees in Swedish welfare services (Article II) 

To explore the barriers and opportunities experienced by managers while 
trying to fulfill policies for innovation (Article III) 

To study the use and the understanding of the innovation concept in the 
public sector by employees and management and to disclose assumptions in 
official documents regarding public sector innovation (Article IV) 

Two of the articles are of a more conceptual nature. One describes the 
background in the form of existing innovation policies (Article I) and 
strategies and one how the concept of innovation is perceived and used 
(Article IV). The others have an employee focus, (Article II), and 
management focus (Article III). The related perspectives, developed in the 
section on conceptual and theoretical perspectives, address the use of the 
concepts of innovation and innovation policies and how innovation 
conceptually relates to welfare services. The perspectives includes dynamic 
capacity, what capacity means in concrete terms, the use of resources, for 
example, of learning, and how these may be associated to innovation, 
particularly EDI. 

The study is empirically driven, having as its starting point an interest to 
better understand the less well researched area of welfare services 
innovation. The empirical knowledge acquired here aims to fill knowledge 
gaps about public sector and welfare services innovation but also aims to 
contribute to future theory building. 
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Limitations of the thesis and clarifications  
It may be remarked that the use of the policy concept is vague in the studied 
municipalities and at the national level and that, for example, strategy, plan, 
and policy are not clearly distinguished. In most cases, the studied 
municipalities refer to policies, so it was chosen to use that word except in 
circumstances when legislation or clear directives are referred to.  

In addition, the reader should pay attention to the alternate use of the 
concepts public sector and welfare services in the thesis. In the thesis “public 
sector” refers to the public sector in general terms, and this includes welfare 
services. “Welfare services” is referred to when such services are described 
and not the public sector in general. This is done because research and 
policies often do not explicitly refer to welfare services as such, instead 
referring to welfare services as part of the public sector. The thesis is entitled 
Innovation in Municipal Welfare Services, specifying the setting of the study 
and implying that the study should not be interpreted as a general study of 
innovation in the public sector in general. 

Though the study does not treat the process of innovationpolicy making in 
detail, the policymaking process will be touched on in general terms in the 
thesis. The focus here is on policy effects, i.e., how policy and innovation is 
experienced, in an empirically driven approach, but a more thorough study 
of the policymaking process would be a useful option for further research. 
Other concepts such as professional identity and organizational culture also 
lend themselves for further research, and are touched on only briefly here. 

In conclusion, it was chosen to focus, first, on employees’ perceptions of 
their creative and innovative situation and environment and, second, on the 
importance of the major structural features, including policies and visions, of 
the welfare services setting in four Swedish municipalities.  

Finally, the approach used was such that the research path and the most 
important issues and related theories could not be set out in detail in advance 
but evolved over time as the research progressed.  

Contribution 
This thesis, with a pronounced empirical basis, contributes to knowledge of 
innovation within welfare services. Through this contribution, it provides an 
empirical background for future research and theory building. 

The four constituent studies of the thesis provide the basis of a 
comprehensive overview of Swedish innovation policy for welfare services, 
giving insight into priorities and questions. The study also suggests that it is 
especially important to expand knowledge of innovation at the regional and 
local levels and of how the innovation concept is used there. 
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The thesis contributes to knowledge and discussion of policy making in 
the field of innovation. Furthermore, it improves the understanding of the 
difficulties when transferring the innovation concept from business to 
welfare services. In addition, the study advances the discussion if welfare 
services may be developed through employee-driven innovation or not. 

The study also yields empirical knowledge of what employees see as 
barriers to and opportunities for taking part in innovation at the workplace. 
This knowledge is relevant to improving and designing innovation processes 
and innovation management. It fosters an understanding of the challenges 
management at various levels face when attempting to create a culture of 
innovation, yielding insight into what to consider when trying to develop an 
innovation culture in an organization.  
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Methods 

The study consists of four parts with the research methods varying in nature. 
Thus, to obtain the best fit between the research questions and the empirical 
basis different methods were used. Even within the different parts of the 
study, with their corresponding articles, a variety of methodological 
approaches were used. Schematically the approaches look as outlined in 
Table 3. 

 
Table 3. Outline of the research design of the thesis. 

 
Article Aim Design, methods Data collection 

I To explore the role of public 
welfare services as expressed in 
the Swedish government´s 
innovation policies 

Document analysis, both 
qualitative and 
quantitative 

55 documents 

II To explore the barriers and 
opportunities for participation 
in innovation as experienced by 
employees in Swedish welfare 
services 

Thematic analysis Interviews with  
27 employees 

III To explore the barriers and 
opportunities experienced by 
managers while trying to fulfill 
policies for innovation 

Thematic analysis and 
Document analysis, both 
qualitative and 
quantitative 

Interviews with 
six middle 
managers and five 
senior managers, 
53 documents 

IV To study the use and the 
understanding of the innovation 
concept in the public sector by 
employees and management 
and to disclose assumptions in 
official documents regarding 
public sector innovation 

Thematic analysis  
and Critical discourse 
analysis 

Interviews with 
six middle 
managers and five 
senior managers. 
Four documents 
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Data collection 
Most of the empirical material in Articles II and III was collected from semi-
structured interviews. A total of 38 people were interviewed, 27 employees, 
six middle managers and five senior managers. The interviews took place in 
the May 2011 - January 2013 period in four Swedish municipalities of 
varying size, located in central Sweden. Details on this selection are 
described in each article and the "Settings" section.  

The employee interviews lasted 35-65 minutes and the management 
interviews 35-90 minutes. Based on these interviews, two thematic analyzes 
were undertaken, one for the management group and one for the employee 
group. In Article IV, portions of this material, regarding employees and 
managers' interpretation of the concept of innovation, was used; otherwise, 
this material was mostly used in Article II and Article III. Article I was 
solely built on document analysis. 

The interviews with employees were conducted at eight different units in 
the welfare sector, primarily within individual and family care, preschools 
and elder care. The middle managers also belonged to the welfare sector, 
being the managers of the units in which the interviews were performed. The 
senior managers worked in the central municipal administration or at other 
leading management and administrative functions, with management 
responsibilities encompassing the studied units. 

To provide a background for the interviews, the Swedish innovation 
policy for the public sector, especially welfare services at regional and local 
levels, was examined through an analysis of 55 documents from the 
government and its agencies published in the period of 2000-2012. This 
analysis, which is the basis for Article I, used a mix of quantitative and 
qualitative methodologies. The local visions and objectives related to 
innovation, as expressed in different vision and mission statements, were 
studied. A total of 53 relevant documents from the period 2011-2013 were 
examined and used in the study on the management role (Article III). 
Furthermore, some of the most significant strategic documents were used in 
the critical discourse analysis (Article IV).  

Analysis 
Thematic analysis, a method for identifying, analyzing and to find patterns in 
the data studied (Braun and Clarke, 2006), was used in Articles II, III and 
IV. Its advantages are that it both reflects reality and unravels the surface of 
reality.  

Braun and Clarke´s method may be seen as an iterative process of 
alternating between the raw data and the preliminary themes (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). Thus, after transcription (all interviews here except one were 
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transcribed), the interviews are read thoroughly to gain an impression of the 
interviews as a whole. In a second reading, meaning units, what Braun and 
Clarke describe as interesting features of the data, are highlighted; that is, 
significant parts of sentences, whole sentences, and parts of paragraphs 
judged to have a bearing on the research questions are identified. The 
meaning units are each assigned a code. After the preliminary coding, the 
meaning units and coding are analyzed in depth to find the latent content. 
This is done iteratively to identify themes or patterns. Depending on 
similarities and differences, the codes are grouped into main themes as a 
result of the iterative process; going back and forth among meaning units, 
codes, and themes to finally decide on the theme structure.  

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) (Fairclough and Wodak, 1997) was 
used in Article IV, in studying the use of innovation concepts in strategic 
documents. It resembles thematic analysis somewhat in that it identifies 
patterns. However, CDA views language as a social practice and may be 
regarded as a methodology rather than a strict method. Wodak and Meyer 
(2009) describe it as having an interest in naturally occurring language rather 
than abstract language systems. Its focus is on units larger than isolated 
words and sentences; it studies action and interaction and also extends to 
non-verbal aspects, such as images and multimedia.   

In Article I, a more traditional document analysis was performed, both 
quantative and qualitative. 

It is important to note that although various empirical materials and 
methods were to gain a deeper understanding of the research questions, the 
interviews were important. Semi structured interviews were conducted based 
on interview guides (see appendix 2 and 3), containing different areas or 
issues. 

Two computer programs, Atlas.ti and Maxqda, were used to support and 
structure the analysis, to manage and search in the extensive material, to 
create structures and to develop the analysis. In both programs, it is possible 
to compare texts and encode relevant words, sentences and paragraphs.  
 

Methodological considerations 
Brand and Clarke (2006) describe the benefits of thematic analysis as a 
method that can provide a rich, detailed and complex account of data, while 
still offering some theoretical freedom.   

There are additional interpretations ways of analyzing text, such as the 
qualitative content analysis proposed by Graneheim and Lundman (2004). 
Although there are evident similarities between thematic analysis and 
qualitative content analysis (Vaismoradi et al., 2013), the model by 
Graneheim and Lundman is more detailed and structured, which in this case 



 36 

Data collection 
Most of the empirical material in Articles II and III was collected from semi-
structured interviews. A total of 38 people were interviewed, 27 employees, 
six middle managers and five senior managers. The interviews took place in 
the May 2011 - January 2013 period in four Swedish municipalities of 
varying size, located in central Sweden. Details on this selection are 
described in each article and the "Settings" section.  

The employee interviews lasted 35-65 minutes and the management 
interviews 35-90 minutes. Based on these interviews, two thematic analyzes 
were undertaken, one for the management group and one for the employee 
group. In Article IV, portions of this material, regarding employees and 
managers' interpretation of the concept of innovation, was used; otherwise, 
this material was mostly used in Article II and Article III. Article I was 
solely built on document analysis. 

The interviews with employees were conducted at eight different units in 
the welfare sector, primarily within individual and family care, preschools 
and elder care. The middle managers also belonged to the welfare sector, 
being the managers of the units in which the interviews were performed. The 
senior managers worked in the central municipal administration or at other 
leading management and administrative functions, with management 
responsibilities encompassing the studied units. 

To provide a background for the interviews, the Swedish innovation 
policy for the public sector, especially welfare services at regional and local 
levels, was examined through an analysis of 55 documents from the 
government and its agencies published in the period of 2000-2012. This 
analysis, which is the basis for Article I, used a mix of quantitative and 
qualitative methodologies. The local visions and objectives related to 
innovation, as expressed in different vision and mission statements, were 
studied. A total of 53 relevant documents from the period 2011-2013 were 
examined and used in the study on the management role (Article III). 
Furthermore, some of the most significant strategic documents were used in 
the critical discourse analysis (Article IV).  

Analysis 
Thematic analysis, a method for identifying, analyzing and to find patterns in 
the data studied (Braun and Clarke, 2006), was used in Articles II, III and 
IV. Its advantages are that it both reflects reality and unravels the surface of 
reality.  

Braun and Clarke´s method may be seen as an iterative process of 
alternating between the raw data and the preliminary themes (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). Thus, after transcription (all interviews here except one were 

 37 

transcribed), the interviews are read thoroughly to gain an impression of the 
interviews as a whole. In a second reading, meaning units, what Braun and 
Clarke describe as interesting features of the data, are highlighted; that is, 
significant parts of sentences, whole sentences, and parts of paragraphs 
judged to have a bearing on the research questions are identified. The 
meaning units are each assigned a code. After the preliminary coding, the 
meaning units and coding are analyzed in depth to find the latent content. 
This is done iteratively to identify themes or patterns. Depending on 
similarities and differences, the codes are grouped into main themes as a 
result of the iterative process; going back and forth among meaning units, 
codes, and themes to finally decide on the theme structure.  

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) (Fairclough and Wodak, 1997) was 
used in Article IV, in studying the use of innovation concepts in strategic 
documents. It resembles thematic analysis somewhat in that it identifies 
patterns. However, CDA views language as a social practice and may be 
regarded as a methodology rather than a strict method. Wodak and Meyer 
(2009) describe it as having an interest in naturally occurring language rather 
than abstract language systems. Its focus is on units larger than isolated 
words and sentences; it studies action and interaction and also extends to 
non-verbal aspects, such as images and multimedia.   

In Article I, a more traditional document analysis was performed, both 
quantative and qualitative. 

It is important to note that although various empirical materials and 
methods were to gain a deeper understanding of the research questions, the 
interviews were important. Semi structured interviews were conducted based 
on interview guides (see appendix 2 and 3), containing different areas or 
issues. 

Two computer programs, Atlas.ti and Maxqda, were used to support and 
structure the analysis, to manage and search in the extensive material, to 
create structures and to develop the analysis. In both programs, it is possible 
to compare texts and encode relevant words, sentences and paragraphs.  
 

Methodological considerations 
Brand and Clarke (2006) describe the benefits of thematic analysis as a 
method that can provide a rich, detailed and complex account of data, while 
still offering some theoretical freedom.   

There are additional interpretations ways of analyzing text, such as the 
qualitative content analysis proposed by Graneheim and Lundman (2004). 
Although there are evident similarities between thematic analysis and 
qualitative content analysis (Vaismoradi et al., 2013), the model by 
Graneheim and Lundman is more detailed and structured, which in this case 



 38 

may lead to content being overtaken by structure. The intention is to be as 
explicit as possible about the procedure and the analysis.  

The Braun and Clarke approach was adopted here not only because of its 
theoretical freedom, but also because intellectual work of the present kind is 
essentially a process that cannot be described and specified in every detail. 
However, it is still essential that the various steps be outlined in the analysis 
as described in the method sections of each article. This approach does not 
imply, as Braun and Clarke emphasize, that anything goes.  

Trustworthiness and limitations 
There are several ways to enhance trustworthiness in qualitative research. 
Krefting (1991) notes that strategies of trustworthiness may vary with 
context and the type of study. Consequently, one has to adopt a strategy to 
the situation at hand. In this thesis, Guba’s model (1981) with its four 
components, i.e., truth-value, replicability, consistency and neutrality, is 
found useful.  Applied on qualitative research this, according to Guba, 
corresponds to an approach of credibility, transferability, dependability and 
confirmability. To achieve trustworthiness, and drawing on Guba and 
Krefting, the following strategies were used: 

i Triangulation, in the form of exploring various settings 
and groups of people, was used to obtain 
diversification based on the variety of structures and 
therefore to enhance trustworthiness, not to generalize 
from the results or to compare the municipalities. This 
strategic choice made it possible to capture different 
angles and perspectives that could contribute to the 
understanding of innovation processes in the public 
welfare sector. In Sweden, municipalities have far-
reaching freedom to organize their operations. 
Theoretically there are numerous combinations of, for 
example, public and private financing, and provision. 
Therefore, the strategic selection of municipalities and 
units can add variety, even though the study was not 
designed to compare the different municipalities, as 
compared with results of a single-case study.  

ii In peer examination, the results were discussed with 
colleagues not directly engaged in the study. 

iii During the interview process, methods proposed by 
May (1991), such as reframing, repetition of questions 
and expanding questions were used to counteract the 
difficulties that Alvesson (2003) describes. He 
particularly notes the methodological difficulties with 
interviews, such as the informant having strategies to 
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achieve certain objectives. Alvesson identifies factors 
such as power, political agenda, identity creation, 
storyline, cultural scripts, morality storytelling and 
promotional activity or impression management. In 
addition, as an interviewer, it is important to be 
sensitive, especially to responses that deviate from the 
expected or signal a departure from the agenda (Kvale 
and Brinkmann, 2009). Limits need to be established 
for practical reasons and depending on the purpose, but 
if outlying information is found, new interviews or 
additions should be considered. However, this has not 
been the case here. In the interview process, the role as 
a researcher was clearly articulated, but I also to some 
extent acknowledged my own experiences when this 
was beneficial for the informant to feel more 
comfortable (all interviews were made by the author). 
Questions were repeated, usually with slightly 
different wording, in order to improve the 
understanding of the answers and to be sure the 
informant had understood the question. The 
interviewer was also engaged in the dialogue to 
understand how the informants viewed the interview 
and what they saw as their objectives, as suggested by 
Alvesson (ibid.).  

iv A rich description of the process, that allows for other 
researchers to reflect on the transferability to other 
settings. This process is described in the articles. 

v A coding-recoding procedure, especially useful as 
thematic analysis was conducted; this analysis was 
discussed with co-writers of the articles to reach inter-
subjective agreement. Inter-subjective agreement was 
generally sought via frequent discussions with the co-
authors. 

vi A variety of units and professions were involved, to 
diminish the influence of organizational culture and a 
strong professional identity.  

vii The use of quotations, to illustrate core statements but 
also to counter-act what Antaki (2003) describes as 
over-quotations or isolated quotation. 

Naturally, the analysis also involved considerable reflections on the 
material itself, contesting the logicality of the results obtained. 

Pre-understanding may also be a part of trustworthiness. During my 
professional life, I have had the privilege of working in both government 
agencies and municipalities, as described in the preamble. I have carried this 
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May (1991), such as reframing, repetition of questions 
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difficulties that Alvesson (2003) describes. He 
particularly notes the methodological difficulties with 
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achieve certain objectives. Alvesson identifies factors 
such as power, political agenda, identity creation, 
storyline, cultural scripts, morality storytelling and 
promotional activity or impression management. In 
addition, as an interviewer, it is important to be 
sensitive, especially to responses that deviate from the 
expected or signal a departure from the agenda (Kvale 
and Brinkmann, 2009). Limits need to be established 
for practical reasons and depending on the purpose, but 
if outlying information is found, new interviews or 
additions should be considered. However, this has not 
been the case here. In the interview process, the role as 
a researcher was clearly articulated, but I also to some 
extent acknowledged my own experiences when this 
was beneficial for the informant to feel more 
comfortable (all interviews were made by the author). 
Questions were repeated, usually with slightly 
different wording, in order to improve the 
understanding of the answers and to be sure the 
informant had understood the question. The 
interviewer was also engaged in the dialogue to 
understand how the informants viewed the interview 
and what they saw as their objectives, as suggested by 
Alvesson (ibid.).  

iv A rich description of the process, that allows for other 
researchers to reflect on the transferability to other 
settings. This process is described in the articles. 

v A coding-recoding procedure, especially useful as 
thematic analysis was conducted; this analysis was 
discussed with co-writers of the articles to reach inter-
subjective agreement. Inter-subjective agreement was 
generally sought via frequent discussions with the co-
authors. 

vi A variety of units and professions were involved, to 
diminish the influence of organizational culture and a 
strong professional identity.  

vii The use of quotations, to illustrate core statements but 
also to counter-act what Antaki (2003) describes as 
over-quotations or isolated quotation. 

Naturally, the analysis also involved considerable reflections on the 
material itself, contesting the logicality of the results obtained. 

Pre-understanding may also be a part of trustworthiness. During my 
professional life, I have had the privilege of working in both government 
agencies and municipalities, as described in the preamble. I have carried this 
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experience with me into the thesis research, where it can be seen as strength 
in that it helps me approach my research subject without rose-tinted glasses. 
Though practical experience might well be a strength, awareness of the risk 
of interpretation being affected by previous experience is also important. To 
address the impact of having worked for a lengthy period in environments 
similar to those in the study, this pre-understanding was discussed with the 
co-authors and also at seminars and similar forums. 

In relation to the setting, one can furthermore question why were four 
municipalities and several units used instead of conducting a case study in 
just one of the municipalities? The multiple-municipality approach to 
broaden the study was chosen, not for the reason to compare the 
municipalities, but because doing so would eventually obtain a variety of 
questions and answers. This approach was also chosen because of the simple 
fact that the four studied municipalities had all expressed interest in the 
study and, consequently, supported it in practical and financial terms. The 
municipalities, however, refrained from taking an active part in the study 
except when initially discussing its aim. The financial ties have thus from 
that point not affected questions asked, methods used nor conclusions drawn. 

It was also decided to limit the study to municipal welfare services and 
not to include the county councils. From an innovation perspective health 
care differs from general municipal operations. Traditionally, it is not 
uncommon for the county councils and the major hospitals to have their own 
organizational units for innovation development. This was discussed at the 
outset with representatives from the health care, who agreed on the 
differences between the organizations. To include health care may have 
made it more difficult to analyze innovation within municipal welfare 
services. 

Finally, there are several areas that relate to the study subject of 
innovation, but which I decided not to immerse in for reasons. Within the 
limited resources, doing so would have affected the research quality and 
lessened the focus on innovation that was strived to uphold. Also, 
considering the limited research especially on empirical grounds of 
innovation in welfare services this focus was important. Examples of related 
areas include the roles of the profession and the professional identity, the 
organizational culture, and the process of policymaking in the municipalities 
including implementation. Naturally, all of these are important and further 
research could well include these areas. 
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Settings 

The interviews were conducted in four municipalities in central Sweden, 
differing in size and as well as other respects. Two of them have a strong 
industrial tradition, but increasingly also target trade and shopping. One of 
the municipalities has some industry but may now be characterized as a 
suburban municipality. Furthermore, one of the municipalities has a solid 
educational tradition but also a diversified economy, including various forms 
of business and industry. 

All the municipalities have for many years had a left wing political 
orientation, although this has weakened in recent decades. Nevertheless, 
local politics was quite varied. In two of the municipalities, the presence of 
private providers was comprehensive. In one of the municipalities, the 
proportion of private providers was limited, below the national average for 
schools and elder care. In the fourth municipality, there were several private 
providers. Despite its right-wing political majority, the municipality was 
rather conservative when it came to allowing private providers in elder care, 
while the number of private providers was considerable in childcare. 

The differences between the municipalities were evident in the way they 
had chosen to organize the welfare services. In one of them, there was a pure 
purchaser-provider model (PPM). Virtually everything in the welfare sector 
was incorporated into this. In one of the other municipalities, there existed a 
purchaser-provider model, but this was not consistently implemented. The 
third municipality had a purchaser-provider model applied to a large part of 
the welfare sector, but not consistently implemented. In parts of the welfare 
sector, the same board was responsible for both purchasing and provision. 
Finally, the fourth municipality had no PPM, its organizational departments 
managed the few private providers at hand.  

Hence, the study has breadth, both in its approach and in the varying 
structures of the studied municipalities. Admittedly, it was not possible to be 
comprehensive; to include all the different types of welfare services, but just 
as diversification regarding participating municipalities is beneficial, it also 
contributes to the discussion if several types of welfare services are 
involved. Therefore, employees were interviewed from the fields of 
education, social services and elder care, all of which large, central parts of 
the welfare sector. An overview of the informants and their environment is 
presented in Table 4. The number of employees in each organizational unit 
varied from 10-50. For reasons of confidentiality, no more specific 
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information is given about the units. It should also be noted that the middle 
managers interviewed came from all four municipalities, from the units 
where the employee interviews were conducted, while the senior managers 
interviewed came from three of the four municipalities. Senior managers 
were selected based on their superior position relative to middle 
management and on their responsibility for the welfare sector. In terms of 
their professional roles there were two HR directors, one director of 
development, one administrative manager for the purchasers and one 
manager for a department of municipal provider units. Unfortunately, no 
senior manager was available for interview in the fourth municipality, within 
the available time frame so these informants came from three municipalities. 

Table 4. Overview of units in the study and employees interviewed. 
 

Unit Unit name Professions/occupations 
1 Short-term elder care Two assistant 

nurses 
One activity 
leader 

One 
physiotherapist 

One  
technical 
assistant 

2 Palliative care Two assistant 
nurses 

   

3 Day Care center Two 
preschool 
teachers 

Two 
childcare 
workers 

One youth 
worker 

 

4 Nutrition/restaurant Four cooks    
5 Street and park 

maintenance, general 
services 

Two 
gardeners 

Two park 
workers 

One  
technical 
assistant 

 

6 Refugee center One assistant One social 
worker 

  

7 Social services (youth) Two social 
workers 

   

8 Recruitment center (short 
term substitutes) 

Two 
recruitment 
officers 
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Ethics 

The study used empirical material from documents and interviews. The 
documents were, according to the Swedish principle of public access, freely 
available. 

Managers and employees were interviewed in their respective roles as 
public sector employees. They were informed orally and in writing about 
confidentiality, regardless of the fact that their data was not of a sensitive 
nature. In a few cases, the informants mentioned colleagues or users, but 
these were not named or made identifiable to the interviewer. The questions 
from the interview guides (Appendix 2 and 3) and the context were not of 
such a nature that a formal ethical approval was mandatory.  

The informants were also informed in writing and verbally of the study's 
purpose, people responsible for the study and how the data were about to be 
used. Information was provided about the possibility to waive or cancel the 
interview. However, in no case were interviews canceled, only interrupted 
on rare, brief occasions for practical reasons. 

The interviews conducted generally went smoothly. On one occasion did 
an informant mention a problematic relationship to another person and began 
to cry. The interviewer then informed about the possibility of canceling the 
interview or taking a break. After a short break, the informant nevertheless 
said that the interview was valuable and necessary to conduct and chose to 
continue. 
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Conceptual and theoretical perspectives 

Innovation policy and the concept of innovation 
To understand the movement towards an innovative culture, which is the 
intention of the studied municipalities, it is important to understand the 
concept of innovation as such. The major problem that occurs with the 
innovation concept in the context of the welfare services is that it appears to 
be difficult to apply. Different people use and understand it differently 
(Nählinder, 2013). 

When it comes to the use, there is not a single, coherent definition of 
public sector innovation, and this may or may not be a problem, depending 
on one’s view. Langergaard and Hansen (2013) take a rather relaxed 
position, concluding that we should aim to interpret the concept so as to 
cover what is important in the context where it is supposed to be used. 
Accordingly, public sector innovation may include issues of legality and 
democracy as well as other issues. Therefore, Langergaard and Hansen argue 
that a single definition is impossible. 

Nählinder (2013) regards the innovation concept and the problems 
interpreting it from a different perspective. A variety of interpretations, 
signals lack of knowledge and understanding of innovation in the 
organization. This has consequences for how society regards the 
professionalism of the public sector and its ability to work with the concept. 

 Intentionality which figures prominently in the definition by West and 
Farr (1990) used in this study, touches Nählinder’s discussion (ibid.), in that 
innovation as a concept and process, involving creating, deciding, 
implementing and diffusing, should be treated consciously and from a 
coherent organizational view of what innovation is and should aim for. As 
Brandi and Hasse (2012) observe, it should not be assumed that there is a 
common discourse of innovation in an organization. 

The interpretation of what problems innovation intends to solve, as 
described in policies, is also important to analyze, not least what is not 
covered in the policies (Bacchi, 2000; Bacchi, 2009). 

In other parts of the thesis, the reader will find innovation policy and the 
concept of innovation related to the study evolved further. 
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Dynamic capacity  
 
Dynamic capacity is a way to describe the readiness of an organization to 
use its resources, a concept that can be traced to an industrial context, but 
that could be applicable to any organization (Piening, 2011). The concept 
intends to describe the starting point and to examine the ability to implement 
change, in the present context to promote the emergence of the desired 
innovative culture. 

The concept dynamic capacity is criticized (Piening, 2013) as being 
vague, on much of the same grounds as the concept of innovation. Zollo and 
Winter's (2002, p. 340) definition is used in this study, where dynamic 
capacity is: “Learned and stable pattern of collective activity through which 
the organization systemically generates and modifies its operating routines in 
pursuit of improved effectiveness.” 

This definition does not include occasional changes or improvisations 
(Piening, 2013). Instead, it concerns procedures for integration and 
coordination, learning and reconfiguration. Concepts such as PBL (Nilsen 
and Ellström, 2012) may also be included. Dynamic capacity does not 
encompass occasional activities, but rather the coordinated and disseminated 
capacities of resources to lead to renewal and development. Assessment of 
an organization’s dynamic capacity precedes the use of its dynamic 
resources. In turn, this assessment may lead to a need for new or changing 
dynamic resources, which is also a reason to use the term here in connection 
with the creation of innovations or an innovative culture. 

An organizational culture that is dynamic may also create better 
conditions for innovation. On the other hand, barriers may appear, when an 
organization manifests "path dependency" in which the past throws up 
obstacles for renewal (Teece et al., 1997). 

The following model (Figure 1), relates the various elements of dynamic 
capacity, use of resources, innovation and its diffusion. The model describes 
my interpretation of the works of Piening (2013), Teece et al. (1997) and 
Zollo and Winter (2002) and should not be seen here as the result of the 
study.    
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Figure 1. Dynamic capabilities and change. The figure shows the different steps 
creating an innovation culture, leading to innovations and their diffusion (Based on 
Piening, Teece et al., Zollo and Winter).     

 
The model describes that based on the assessment of the organization’s 
dynamic capabilities; change is needed to create the appropriate dynamic 
resources. In the subsequent phase, change is needed when the dynamic 
resources are optimized to create an innovative culture and later on to diffuse 
the innovation. 

The process of change is here linked to the desired objectives, the 
organization's dynamic capabilities and translating the dynamic resources 
into innovations or an innovative culture. In the final phase, activities may 
be required to diffuse the innovation, which can lead to the use of other 
dynamic resources and improvements in these activities, for example in 
communication, networking and meeting places. 

Dynamic resources for innovation 
Learning and innovation are closely linked. Learning may even be described 
as a driver of innovation (Høyrup, 2012). This applies particularly to what 
has been called development-oriented learning (Ekholm et al., 2003). 
Ekholm et al., distinguish this type of learning from mastering learning, i.e., 
the process of mastering a craft’s procedures and processes. The ability to 
learn and how learning is managed can be viewed as part of the dynamic 
capacity. The concept of PBL (Høyrup et al., 2012; Nilsen and Ellström, 
2012) implies that the employee learns in situations as they arise, which is 
facilitated if the time for reflection exists. Further, there is a connection 
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between innovation and PBL in what Fuglsang and Sørensen (2011) call 
bricolage, where small changes are added together, eventually becoming a 
major innovation. 

Development-oriented learning is somewhat similar to what Argyris and 
Schön describe as double-loop learning (Argyris and Schön, 1996). Ekholm 
et al., stress the link between development and innovation, although one can 
infer that Argyris and Schön see double loop learning as a tool for this. 

Learning, according to Nyström (2010), may be linked to how we regard 
the organization. She argues that horizontal organizational thinking (e.g., 
cooperation across borders) is associated with learning while vertical 
thinking is linked to efficiency. 

Consequently, if both development-oriented and practice-based learning 
is vital for innovation, how does one create the right conditions for such 
learning? Nilsen and Ellström (2012) argue that creating the right conditions 
entail creating a culture, characterized by questioning, critical reflection, a 
culture that emphasizes policy options and tolerates for differences.  

Nilsen and Ellström argue that disagreements, conflict and power are 
basic organizational conditions in and prerequisites for development-
oriented learning. Kristiansen and Bloch-Poulsen (2010), who study 
teamwork where employees are supported to manage conflict in a 
constructive way describe how to deal with such situations.  

However, Levitt and March (1988) and Lipsky (1980) argue that there is a 
real risk that developmental learning does not take its place in daily work. 
Whether management understands how to create learning opportunities will 
be significant. 

Ellström (2001) argues that it is important to create a high degree of 
autonomy at the workplace, i.e., space to independently carry out and have 
control over the task. Autonomy creates development-oriented learning, but 
may also have additional benefits in terms of improved wellbeing, according 
to Karasek and Theorell’s demand-control-support model (Karasek and 
Theorell, 1990) and may also be advantageous from an innovation point of 
view (Rasulzada, 2007). According to Gustavsen (2007) autonomy may be 
seen from two different perspectives, i.e., a principle of job design and as a 
prerequisite for joint learning, the latter perspective grounded in a certain 
amount of freedom to build trust. Høyrup (2012) describes this as a 
discretionary learning form of work, which fosters learning more 
successfully than traditional organization and Taylorism. Price et al. (2012) 
emphasize that these forms of learning are emergent and spontaneous and 
thus cannot be controlled by management. Less controlling management 
may be needed via generative leadership using bottom-up processes (Surie 
and Hazy, 2006; Backström et al., 2006). It may also be a question of 
personal traits. Psychological research (Adolf et al., 2013) identifies several 
personal characteristics that could be significant, e.g. the individual’s ability 
to carve out space for thinking and development.  
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Several researchers have studied the importance of HRM practices in 
relation to innovation. For instance, Cavagnoli (2011) notes the importance 
of learning and rewards as part of HRM strategies when trying to improve 
innovation. Eslami (2011) argues that organizational innovation is enhanced 
where there are a supportive learning climate and a link between appraisal 
and remuneration. Smith et al. (2012) found that certain HRM practices 
could develop innovative capacity, being necessary conditions for 
innovation. Thus, involvement from HRM departments and in stimulation of 
creativity and innovation could be utilized (Çokpekin and Knudsen, 2012).  

Ekholm et al. (2003) suggest that in every job one must find a balance 
between mastering everyday routines and being able to develop it. With 
today’s focus on goals, pursuing easily monitored objectives, there is a need 
to find a balance between development and daily routines. Furthermore, 
there is a risk that easily measured mastering goals are overemphasized. The 
setting of objectives is challenging; as governance and objectives may be in 
conflict with development and innovation (more about this in the 
discussion). In addition, objectives are often unclear, creating discussion and 
interpretation problems. However, this is a chance for development 
(Ellström, 2001). 

An external pressure for change is important for innovation, but not 
enough. Schein (2010) contend that such a pressure is insufficient to break 
established procedures that need to change. There must also be a powerful 
support for developmental learning. The importance of pressure for change 
as an innovation creator is also downplayed by Borins (2012). 

The role of management in the public sector 
Cregård and Solli (2009, p. 16) argue that the manager's role in the public 
sector is particularly complex:  

When reviewing the organizational context surrounding each senior manager 
within the public sector the management position, compared to many other 
management positions, is complex. Every manager in the public sector must 
be able to handle paradoxical values and expectations. (Author´s translation) 

In this already complex situation, management has furthermore been 
assigned the role of promoting innovation. The fact that public sector top 
managers often are replaced could be a sign of the greater complexity of 
their task (Cregård and Solli, 2009), one that maybe is even more complex 
now that policy dictates they are also responsible for marketing (Kallstenius, 
2010).  

Cregård and Solli (ibid.) highlight seven arguably characteristic aspects of 
public organization leadership: it is big, highly differentiated, covering 
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between innovation and PBL in what Fuglsang and Sørensen (2011) call 
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multiple domains, subject to goals–means dilemmas, concerned with 
budgets, political, and often professional. The question is: How does this 
relate to innovation? The answer may be related to the results and 
consequences examined in this research, covered in the “Results” section 
and in Article III and also alluded to in the “Discussion” section.  

There are additional arguments for Cregård and Solli´s interpretation. The 
number of employees per manager is higher in the public sector (Ledarna, 
2012) and the freedom to find new sources of funding if the economy sheaf 
is very limited. Nyström (2010) argues that the public sector manager 
operates within a complex organizational system, which requires that the 
manager needs to understand the operative political logic. Accordingly, in 
the public sector organization, various logics, i.e., professional, 
administrative, and political, are in play. Nyström describes a further level of 
complexity in areas such as education, where the market and competition are 
on one side and legislation is on the other. Tollgerdt-Andersson (1995) also 
notes the complexity, however claiming that privately owned welfare service 
providers may go bankrupt, while publicly owned providers do not. 

Björk (2013) claims that, in care activities, NPM has put greater pressure 
and demands on middle managers, while the work of middle managers in 
technical areas has not been as affected. Björk relates this to gender, since 
the predominantly male managers in technical departments seem to have 
protected themselves more than have the female managers of care activities. 

The employee and innovation 
Employees can be viewed as important generators of innovation by pursuing 
good ideas stemming from users and their own experiences in 
implementation. EDI has increasingly come into vogue, and the close 
relationship between employees and users in welfare services could be an 
important factor in this. 

There are several reasons why EDI is now being highlighted in research. 
Employees are creative and may see new possibilities, and there are simply 
more employees than other groups of workers in any organization (Kirzner, 
1997). Galbreath (2002) observes that employees have external contacts that 
can provide new sources of knowledge and ideas. 

In addition, Klitmøller et al. (2007) highlight that: 
1. employees are in close contact with customers; 
2. employees may be at the center of the workflow in an 

organization; and 
3. employees have exclusive procedural information about processes 

that senior management lacks. 
Since welfare services are provided mainly via direct contact with users 

and often in large units with many employees per manager (Ledarna, 2012), 
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employees play a central role in for example capturing the needs of users. 
Thus, this suggests that with the large unit size and the complexity of the 
services provided it is the employees, not their managers, who know what is 
actually going on. 

Kesting and Ulhøi (2010, p. 73) summarize this situation as follows: 
“Consequently, ordinary employees are capable of seeing things that 
management does not, and of drawing the right conclusions from this. 
Therefore, they can be seen as underutilized sources of potentially valuable 
ideas." 

Brandi and Hasse (2012) advance yet another argument for EDI, namely, 
that it is based on PBL (Ellström, 2010). In light of Brandi and Hasse’s 
argument, as there are various situations that employees need to manage this 
could lead to innovations and new ways of completing tasks. Whether these 
innovations are recognized as such is another question. 

However, EDI may vary in importance, according to Kesting and Ulhøi 
(2010), as the employee’s potential and participation limits vary across the 
stages of innovation. In other words, employees play a greater role in idea 
generating than in allocating resources for implementation of an innovation. 

Furthermore, one may approach EDI from three vantage points, 
depending on whether the employee is directly or indirectly a force. In this 
context, Brandi and Hasse (2012) see three different discourses: 
I. The R & D discourse, in which the employee is seen as working on 

innovation as such (this falls outside the scope of this thesis); 
II. The management discourse requiring that all employees be innovative as 

such; and 
III. The discourse of individual creativity. 

Individual creativity may be seen as a personal attribute (Gupta and 
Singhal, 1993) or, in the case of employee creativity, as linked to social 
contacts. Herein lies potential for organizational learning. As mentioned 
earlier, Brandi and Hasse (2012, p. 134) emphasize the central role of 
organizational learning, which can be understood as: "Learning that arises 
from the everyday chores of the practice and bring a group of people 
together in social designation."  

Organizations that want to develop their innovative capabilities can use 
two approaches (Fuglsang and Storm Pedersen, 2011): a) develop 
employees’ innovative skills or b) assume that the employee already has 
innovative excellence, and focus on what helps and hinders the innovation 
process. In addition, employees in the public sector are already the most 
important source of innovation, according to top managers.  

When are innovations resulting from PBL recognized as innovations? 
One should not assume, Brandi and Hasse (2012) argue, that an 
understanding of innovation is based on a common discourse in an 
organization. What is seen as an innovation in the workplace may sometimes 
not be seen as such in a different context or by management. It also becomes 
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difficult to see and measure innovation, as innovations may challenge the 
top–down management culture’s view of the culture existing in the 
organization.  

Organizational culture arises, as a continuous flow, in the interaction 
between managers and employees, in what Stacey (2003) describes as 
complex responsive processes in which individual employees, their 
colleagues, and the organization constantly interact in ongoing processes. 
Brandi and Hasse (2012) argue that organizational culture comprises a 
number of local workplace cultures created through subtle and complex 
processes of practice-based learning. Furthermore, Brandi and Hasse define 
organizational culture as what people do in an organization. They believe 
that employees’ ideas are often closer to the organization’s core activities 
than to top management goals. Martin (2004) takes a similar approach, 
claiming that it is not management but the organization’s members that 
create a culture. 

As Brandi and Hasse (2012) suggest, the situation may have impact when 
it comes to creating an innovative culture. A simple top–down change 
program may not work. As innovation is largely dependent on employee 
knowledge and experience, top–down solutions by definition respond to 
what are defined as problems in management culture, not to actual problems 
experienced by employees in their everyday working lives. This view is 
supported by Nisula (2012), who describes differences in perceived 
innovation within a municipality, where top executives have the most 
negative attitude towards innovation.  

That employees create or at least greatly contribute to organizational 
culture, situated as they are amid the central flow of contacts with service 
users (Brandi and Hasse, 2012) underscores the significance of EDI. To 
exploit these opportunities, conditions fostered by learning leadership of a 
generative type may be needed (Surie and Hazy, 2006), as well as the efforts 
of various support functions, such as HRM. Self et al. (2010, p. 19) 
summarize a common view of EDI: 

Organizational efforts to foster innovation may be enhanced by considering 
the creative capital and ideas that reside with ground level employees. It is 
only at the frontlines, the factory floor, or the store floor, where employees 
directly interact with the product, the service, and the customer, that 
recognition of problems and opportunities can occur. Organizations that 
value and place trust in employees and that provide a supportive environment 
will be organizations that succeed. 

Policymaking and innovation 
In a municipal setting, policies are a common form of discourse. A quick 
look at a municipal website reveals links to environmental policy, equal 
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treatment policy, employer policy, salary policy, IT policy, cooperation 
policy, communication policy, etc. Policies and policymaking are therefore 
integral and common elements of municipal organizations’ lives. 

Bacchi (2009) argues that the content and direction of policy are 
determined by the problem definition, as policy aims to seek solutions to 
problems. Bacchi (1999) further claims that the benefit of research is that it 
may expose what is not addressed in policies, what is left un-problematized, 
the assumptions underlying given problem representations, and the 
consequences these may have. Thus, we may in this context discuss what is 
not addressed and left un-problematized.  

Oakley (2013) sees policymaking as a sequential process, starting with a 
triggering event, followed by a policy window through which otherwise 
ignored problems are placed on the policy agenda, which defines the 
problem and proposes a solution via decision making, leading to the 
resulting policy and immediate outcomes. 

Sweden does not possess a national innovation policy; it has a national 
innovation strategy. This national innovation strategy does not give specific 
directives. As Lindvall and Rothstein (2006) have noted, modern 
government must advocate what should be done rather than simply 
legislating it. This leads us to governance, interaction, and networking, even 
when it comes to social policies and welfare services, as described by 
Jalonen (2011). 

Pressmann and Wildawsky (1984, p. XXIII) take a different view on 
policies. They argue that objectives are what policies should be judged 
against: 

 We can work neither with a definition of policy that excludes any 
implementation nor one that includes all implementation. There must be a 
starting point. If no action is begun, implementation cannot take place. There 
must be also an end point. 

Implementation cannot succeed and fail without a goal against which to 
judge it.  

An expanded discussion of objectives and innovation policies is found in the 
“Discussion” section and in Article IV. 
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Results 

Article I, Innovation policy for welfare services in a 
Swedish context 

Aim  
The aim of the study was to explore the role of public welfare services as 
expressed in the Swedish government´s innovation policies. 

Results 

The study was based on 55 documents published by the national government 
and its agencies. Welfare services were visible in the documents, especially 
when they were a driving force for innovation in the public sector. This 
applies especially when public procurement becomes a vehicle for business 
innovation. When municipal welfare services became visible there were 
often references to a need for efficiency improvements. The study concluded 
that there was no coherent national innovation policy for the public sector 
and weak government support for public sector innovation.  

Article II, Employee-driven Innovation in Welfare 
Services 

Aim 
The aim of the study was to explore the barriers and opportunities for 
participation in innovation as experienced by employees in Swedish welfare 
services 

Results 
The study, based on interviews with 27 employees, identified three main 
themes that had great impact on the innovation performance of the studied 
organizations. These themes were support (including leadership and 
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innovation processes), development (including creativity and learning), and 
organizational culture (including attitudes and communication). Employees 
were thinking in terms of innovation, though they rarely used the term. They 
acted and realized new ideas despite the absence of formal, structured 
innovation processes, organized innovation support, and innovation 
management.  

Having sufficient time and latitude to discuss and develop ideas with 
colleagues was important. Employees felt stressed by having to keep up with 
regular activities while attempting to innovate as well. Time was a more 
serious constraint than were economic resources. Another problem at times 
was the attitude of colleagues, who could be negatively disposed towards 
new ideas. Detailed control from the organization was also found to be an 
obstacle to utilizing employee expertise, impeding the emergence of ideas 
that employees wanted to test and develop.   

Article III, Innovation Management in Swedish Welfare 
Services 

Aim 
The aim of the study was to explore the barriers and opportunities 
experienced by managers while trying to fulfill policies for innovation  

Results 
Five senior managers and six middle managers were interviewed. In 
addition, 53 documents related to innovation were studied to understand the 
local policy background. The main findings were the gaps between 
hierarchical levels. Senior management identified several barriers to 
innovation, mainly of a structural sort and described as Tayloristic 
organizational elements and the like. Innovation developed in the units and 
cited by middle management and employees was not acknowledged as such 
by senior management; instead, senior management noted barriers to middle 
management and employee innovation, such as very tight staffing. Senior 
management also acknowledged that there was a lack of support for 
innovation, which was not well “orchestrated.” 

On the other hand, middle management claimed that innovation was 
taking place and that it indeed was possible to be innovative. However, there 
were constraints such as lack of time, as acknowledged by senior 
management, and the prioritization of other tasks.  

In conclusion, the two management levels communicated poorly with 
each other regarding innovation and also differed in their innovation focus.  
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Article IV, The Innovation concept in the Public Sector 

Aim 
The aim was to study the use and the understanding of the innovation 
concept in the public sector by employees and management and to disclose 
assumptions in official documents regarding public sector innovation 

Results 
The study demonstrated that the social practice of NPM was obvious at the 
central governmental level but less so at the local government level, 
suggesting that innovation may be understood and used very differently by 
these two levels of government. Innovation can be used internally as a 
concept promoting change and effectiveness in a competitive society, but it 
can also be used in hegemonic ways to promote certain values and beliefs in 
society. From the interviews, it was evident that the interpretation of the 
innovation concept varied widely. A conclusion is that these differences 
could be considered when discussing and working with innovation, as 
innovation is understood and used differently.  

Summary of results 
The national policy, primarily expressed in the national innovation strategy, 
paid little attention to the public sector in general or to welfare services in 
particular. This strategy was influenced by ideology and social practices, for 
example, as espoused by NPM. At the local level, policies may be less 
explicitly linked to NPM, but may still include a strong procurement focus. 

Local policies were more concrete and did lead to some action, such as 
discussions and the provision of information about innovation. Nevertheless, 
innovation was not prioritized and innovation efforts were limited. 
Innovation was still found at the unit level, but limited acknowledgement of 
this innovation by senior management meant that it diffused to a limited 
extent in the organization.  

Barriers to employee participation in innovation were found in the form 
of lack of support for innovation processes, limited focus on creativity and 
learning, and an organizational culture not favoring innovation. Senior 
management saw barriers to innovation mainly in the form of structural and 
organizational factors.  

To conclude, the study indicates the difficulties in transferring the 
innovation concept from business to welfare services, suggesting a better 
adaption to this particular context is needed. 
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Article IV, The Innovation concept in the Public Sector 
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of lack of support for innovation processes, limited focus on creativity and 
learning, and an organizational culture not favoring innovation. Senior 
management saw barriers to innovation mainly in the form of structural and 
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Discussion 

In this thesis the aim was to investigate, analyze, and discuss innovation 
efforts and the use and understanding of the innovation concept and related 
policies in the welfare services of Swedish municipalities.  

The background for the thesis was that municipalities included in the 
study had in their policy documents, expressed that innovation is important 
and that they desired to become more innovative. This was expressed as 
intent of going from a more traditional, bureaucratic organization to a more 
flexible organization that introduces novel ideas to meet the needs of the 
users.  

The thesis shows that perceived differences between management levels 
in what is deemed innovation and what is deemed achievable were major 
hindrances to innovation in municipal welfare services. Senior managers 
stressed the importance of innovation but experienced obstacles in the form 
of old structures, old ways of working, and employees’ lack of time for 
innovation. Senior management did accordingly not acknowledge employee 
innovations. Middle managers and employees, on the other hand, 
experienced opportunities for employee-driven innovation as well as 
insufficient support to fully exploit these opportunities, insufficient time to 
pursue innovative initiatives, and poor internal communication. The thesis 
supports the view that excessive control, insufficient empowerment, and 
limited employee autonomy all counteract innovation. A complementary 
finding was that, although local authorities stressed the importance of 
innovation in strategic documents, they did not act to mobilize the dynamic 
resources of the municipalities to support and develop innovation.  

Central governmental policies largely limited innovation to procurement 
of innovation, while concrete elements of innovation support were 
noticeably not addressed. The responsibility for innovation was thus 
transferred from the municipal organization to external suppliers. The 
documents studied were also influenced by control and efficiency ideas 
attributable to New Public Management, thus promoting such structures that 
limit opportunities for innovative experimentation. To conclude, the 
innovation concept was not transferred and fully adopted to welfare services. 

Thus, the thesis' empirical results give an accord of the complexity of 
working with innovation in the public sector. Here, the complexity of 
innovation in welfare services, including transferring the innovation concept 
from business to the welfare sector and how the municipalities are acting to 



 58 

 

 59 

Discussion 

In this thesis the aim was to investigate, analyze, and discuss innovation 
efforts and the use and understanding of the innovation concept and related 
policies in the welfare services of Swedish municipalities.  

The background for the thesis was that municipalities included in the 
study had in their policy documents, expressed that innovation is important 
and that they desired to become more innovative. This was expressed as 
intent of going from a more traditional, bureaucratic organization to a more 
flexible organization that introduces novel ideas to meet the needs of the 
users.  

The thesis shows that perceived differences between management levels 
in what is deemed innovation and what is deemed achievable were major 
hindrances to innovation in municipal welfare services. Senior managers 
stressed the importance of innovation but experienced obstacles in the form 
of old structures, old ways of working, and employees’ lack of time for 
innovation. Senior management did accordingly not acknowledge employee 
innovations. Middle managers and employees, on the other hand, 
experienced opportunities for employee-driven innovation as well as 
insufficient support to fully exploit these opportunities, insufficient time to 
pursue innovative initiatives, and poor internal communication. The thesis 
supports the view that excessive control, insufficient empowerment, and 
limited employee autonomy all counteract innovation. A complementary 
finding was that, although local authorities stressed the importance of 
innovation in strategic documents, they did not act to mobilize the dynamic 
resources of the municipalities to support and develop innovation.  

Central governmental policies largely limited innovation to procurement 
of innovation, while concrete elements of innovation support were 
noticeably not addressed. The responsibility for innovation was thus 
transferred from the municipal organization to external suppliers. The 
documents studied were also influenced by control and efficiency ideas 
attributable to New Public Management, thus promoting such structures that 
limit opportunities for innovative experimentation. To conclude, the 
innovation concept was not transferred and fully adopted to welfare services. 

Thus, the thesis' empirical results give an accord of the complexity of 
working with innovation in the public sector. Here, the complexity of 
innovation in welfare services, including transferring the innovation concept 
from business to the welfare sector and how the municipalities are acting to 



 60 

achieve an innovative culture will be discussed. The key elements of the 
perspectives are also discussed in relation to the main results of the thesis 
with its corresponding articles, namely innovation policy (Article I), the 
concept of innovation (Article IV), the role of managers/leadership (Article 
III) and the employee (Article II). 

The transfer of a concept to the public sector 
Innovation was initially developed in the industrial and business sector, and 
was later transferred to the public sector. This means that one must discuss 
whether a direct transfer is appropriate and possible. When it comes to the 
public sector, it is often assumed that innovation is useful and needed 
(Bason, 2010; Mulgan, 2007). Critical voices are fewer. The concept itself 
may seem to be what Hacking and Hansson (2004) describe as a taken-for-
granted or inevitable construct.  

What, then, are the arguments in favor of public sector innovation? One is 
very simple: A public organization, even if it is stable in itself, needs to 
address societal changes and therefore changing challenges. Society is not 
constant, not even for those who represent values, such as democracy and 
certainty of law, that are not changing rapidly. Innovation can be one of the 
means for public sector organizations to develop according to these needs 
and to stay relevant. Bason (2010) advocates the necessity of public sector 
innovation due to the challenges the sector faces in the form of “wicked 
problems” such as segregation, unemployment, and environmental problems. 
In addition, demographic changes may require changed public sector 
responses, though this does not necessarily mean that these changes need to 
be innovations. It is an open question whether innovation is a functional 
option when other methods to achieve desired objectives have failed. 

We may also find arguments against public sector innovation. Shleifer 
(1998) argues that innovation is less important in this sector, due to different 
incentives. Brown (2010) suggests that particularly within social services 
user safety and legal certainty makes innovation difficult, albeit these 
difficulties may to some extent be possible to handle. Furthermore, one may 
discuss if the assignment to run certain services, in certain forms, and 
perhaps given through elections, gives room for changes of innovative 
character without a proper political discussion. In addition, financing comes 
from taxpayer´s money, not from venture capitalists. In the results from this 
thesis, managers put forward their view that other things were more 
important than implementing and discussing innovation, such as budget 
keeping and quality systems. This view appeared both in statements from 
senior managers and middle management. In other words, the situation may 
be different than in a private sector company looking for business 
opportunities. 
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Government priorities, reflected in the wording of the Swedish national 
innovation strategy, indicate that demands other than innovativeness within 
the sector are prioritized in the public sector. The public sector’s resources 
should be used to procure innovations from others, not to develop them 
within the organization (Government Office of Sweden, 2012), as the results 
of the study show in Article I.  

NPM, entrepreneurship and market  
The study shows that competition, privatization or quasi-privatization is of a 
minor influence on innovation in the studied municipalities, although this is 
one of the core components of NPM, as described by Hood (1991), and 
according to theory an important driver for public service innovation. Thus, 
Peters (2009) argues that NPM has given the public sector employee more 
freedom, because political constraints have disappeared and the new 
thinking incorporates a more entrepreneurial spirit, which should create a 
greater opportunity for innovation. One of the municipalities in the study 
described in their vision, that competition was an important driver for them. 
However, in only three of the 38 interviews, competition was mentioned as a 
driver for development and innovation at the organizational units. Satisfying 
user needs was much more frequently described as a driver for innovation 
(Article II). It was not described that satisfying the users also could be a way 
to competitive advantage. Job satisfaction occurred when the employee had 
done something important and useful for the user.   

The interviews for the study reflected the situation that a clear majority of 
employees within welfare services are women. Sundin and Tillmar argue 
(2010a) that changes related to NPM have not led to increased female 
entrepreneurship; instead, they find that the customer-choice system has 
masculinized the elder care sector. However, in this study, the informants 
when discussing barriers to and possibilities for innovation did not raise the 
gender issue, neither was any form of entrepreneurship discussed. Instead 
other aspects were expressed as more important in relation to innovation. 

In the underlying idea of PPM, the purchaser determines what should be 
done while the provider determines how, including discovering new, smart, 
and innovative ways to deliver services (Almqvist, 2006; Hartman, 2011). 
The provider also wants to attain a strong position in the market and will 
therefore try to work better and smarter (Hartman et al., 2011). However, as 
described in Article III, the purchase order may be so detailed that little 
“how” is left to the provider. This was sometimes leading to a conflict 
between employees professional knowledge, as they described it, and ways 
to act that was approved in the organization and by politicians. Fuglsang and 
Storm Pedersen (2011) argue that NPM leads to more standardization and 
control, which can depress innovation. On the other hand, they point out that 
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employees still have some discretion within the system, allowing EDI to 
remain strong in the public sector.  

As competition was not put forward in the interviews, Article II, the 
reason for this could be that this is a market with limitations. It could be 
described as a quasi-market, which is a market subject to some form of 
regulatory limitation, a description applicable to the welfare services 
examined here.  

Market plays a reasonably subordinate role, as revealed in the interviews 
(Article II), indicating the quasi-market context. Bartlett and Le Grand 
(1993) describe the quasi-market as having three characteristics: not all 
actors strive to maximize their profit, demand is regulated, and users do not 
choose providers unequivocally. In the context of the study this situation 
may be at hand. The municipality may procure a retirement home for elder 
care: not anyone can operate such accommodations, only those who have 
made a bid and won the tender competition. Competition can also work so 
that citizens may choose homecare. However, this choice requires an 
administrative decision made by an assistance officer, or the equivalent, 
before the homecare-eligible person can choose the provider. Other 
limitations may apply in preschools and schools, where the proximity 
principle may mean that those who live in the school’s catchment area are 
prioritized. Consequently, the theory of market-driven innovation in welfare 
services has limitations and market competition and innovation mean 
something different in welfare services than in business and the service 
sector in general. Therefore, I find it questionable to apply the market logic 
argument by Peters (2010).  

What, then, is the outcome in terms of the broad picture of NPM-related 
innovation? Hartman (2011) finds that the advent of competition and private 
providers has meant no change in the amount of innovation. Halvorsen et al. 
(2005) also note the same lack of effect. One objection to Hartman’s claim is 
that public sector innovation is difficult to measure (Bloch, 2010). Moreover, 
things not previously characterized as innovations may now be considered as 
such, meaning that the perceived current innovation trend may theoretically 
be an artifact or even a negative trend. To conclude, the advantages for 
innovation that NPM in some research is described as having, was not 
visible in this study. This indicates that the innovation concept needs to be 
adjusted to the circumstances at hand. 

Trust and autonomy 
The informants in the study (Article II) stated that the users hardly put 
forward any suggestions or ideas to the employees. This was stated even 
though frequent close encounters between employees and users took place.  
Also more formalized methods to capture the user´s opinions and ideas, such 
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as surveys, were used. The survey results were studied but apparently had 
little impact.  The informants explained the low degree of user activity by 
the users trust in the competences of the employees. Occasionally, it was 
described by informants that attitudes and opinions of users (or their 
relatives) had limitations, for example that a relative was not aware of what 
the elderly relative really needed. We may discuss the attitude of the 
informants but also what Rønning et al. (2013) describe, how formal 
contracts and standardization limit the individual adaptation of welfare 
services, which also leads to the limitation of EDI. Thus, what we see is a 
complex situation where limitations are imposed on employee actions. 
However, this needs to be studied further.  

The complex situation furthermore shows itself when something fails, 
trust and autonomy may be very fragile. As a consequence, the purchaser 
strives to control both processes and results, also when it comes to a public 
provider (Article III). If there was initially trust in the procurement process, 
it may vanish in the event of failure. This can happen even though by 
choosing our welfare service provider we have become customers, despite 
the fact someone else has made the procurement for us. Consequently, we 
are expected to choose a new supplier if we have become unhappy with the 
one initially chosen. The customer theoretically controls the delivery, but in 
practice this may be more difficult. When a supermarket is grinding old beef 
and selling it as fresh, we can easily choose another supermarket, but when a 
welfare service scandal occurs, it may be difficult to change to another 
service provider as the user may be bound by arrangements, decisions made 
earlier and emotional bounds to employees. 

Thus, significant difficulties are encountered when moving control 
regimes and innovative thinking from one environment to another and 
expecting them to work in the same way and just as well. The view on 
customers is different here, as indicated in the study, and the customer is also 
a citizen and a taxpayer. The point here is not to argue for or against market 
solutions, rather to point out that in situations where innovation is promoted 
in an organization, it would be useful to discuss how this could be done in 
that particular context, and not just to emulate an existing model. Here, there 
are apparently differences regarding market and trust, thus such a discussion 
is highly relevant, according to the findings.  

Norms and innovation policy 
 

In Article I, the Swedish innovation policy for the public sector was found to 
be weak, a conclusion later also reached by the OECD (2013) in their 
analysis of Swedish innovation policy. There may be various explanations 
for this weakness, for example hidden gender issues, as Lindberg argues 
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(2010). Welfare services involve largely female-dominated occupations that 
could be strengthened by greater autonomy, empowerment, and 
opportunities to contribute to innovation. This indicates a perspective of 
power and influence and interesting questions that could be researched 
further. In Article II, employees did not raise these questions, although most 
of them were female, they indicated some opportunities for innovation but 
also lack of time and stress. This may be a system question that the 
informants feel they have no influence on. 

So, from an overarching perspective, Lindberg (2010) argues that the 
weaker position of public sector innovation is due to gender and that 
innovation policy ignores social relationships. Pettersson (2007) argues that 
Swedish innovation policy is characterized by male engineering ideals, as 
represented by areas focusing on technical or scientific knowledge. 

Kline and Pinch (1999) argue that social group identity is reconstituted in 
the process when shaping for example new technology. We can, therefore, 
question and discuss if EDI in welfare services is challenging the positions 
of power in the same way, as it may reconstitute the social group identity for 
welfare service employees. My interpretation is that including EDI in 
welfare services could boost both the employee and the professional role, but 
this is an area that needs more research. 

We may again consider how policymaking is constructed, as in this case 
employee-driven innovation is hardly mentioned in policies. Bacchi (2000) 
argues that any policy proposal contains a diagnosis of the problem it intends 
to address. Bacchi calls this the problem representation and argues that the 
first step in policy analysis is to understand the problem representation 
hidden in the policy proposal, as found and discussed in Article IV. As for 
the Swedish national innovation strategy, I find, by applying Bacchi’s (2000) 
approach, that the public sector’s problem representation in the national 
innovation strategy is that it needs to become more efficient, controlled, and 
quality assured in order to drive the overall development of society through 
innovation, and in the procurement hereof. In line with this reasoning, 
innovation in the sector may become subordinate, as its main purpose is the 
need for overall national competitiveness in the knowledge economy league, 
as described by Alvesson (2006). According to this problem analysis, EDI, 
indicating empowerment and autonomy, and open innovation are 
subordinate factors, possibly even a threat against the present power 
structure.  

The difficulties with public sector innovation 
What the results in this thesis reveals is an innovation discourse that has 
been transferred, but not adapted, from business to the public sector. 
Competition is different, gender issues may be involved, the roles of citizens 
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and taxpayers as well as user must be taken into account, and the dialogues 
with users are different compared to business. Langergaard and Hansen 
(2013) and Nählinder (2013) claim that such a transfer leads to problems, if 
the specific public sector questions are not considered. Hartley (2014), on 
the other hand, suggests that public sector innovation offers particular 
advantages. Nauta and Kasbergen (2009) describe the difficulty of working 
innovatively in the public sector conclude that, overall, it is more difficult 
than in the private sector, or in any case, different. 

What makes it more difficult? The senior managers interviewed in Article 
III did not claim that it was more difficult or impossible to innovate in the 
public sector. They instead identified the problems that may exist in all types 
of organizations, such as traditions and organizational culture that prevent 
change. According to Hartley (2014), the key resource is people, and a 
positive innovation climate in which knowledge creation and learning are 
central is something that the public sector can foster and exploit. Hartley also 
argues that the diffusion of innovation is particularly beneficial for the public 
sector, as there is no need to fear that an innovation might give a competitor 
an advantage. 

Hartley’s claims regarding the advantages of diffusion may be considered 
relatively weak, as many municipally run welfare services do have 
competitors, albeit within the limitations described earlier. One possibility is 
that it is more difficult to conduct innovative work in municipalities because 
they are so complex and involve so many people and stakeholders. This 
diversity of stakeholders could be considered a strength, however, as it 
would permit an idea to be validated from various angles. Furthermore, it 
could also be argued the difficulties encountered in public sector innovation 
could relate to the complexity resulting from changes in the political 
majority and consequent changes in policies and goals. However, the senior 
managers interviewed (Article III) did not identify this as a problem, perhaps 
because municipal politics are after all fairly constant. Rather, it was the 
middle managers who in Article III emphasized that politics can sometimes 
“rock the boat” when politicians attempt to steer policy implementation in 
detail. Hartley (2014) and Borins (2002), in contrast, argue that politics and 
politicians can support the implementation of new, innovative measures.  

The innovations described in the study at the unit level dealt extensively 
with efforts to provide better, higher-quality services, and the informants 
never talked in economic terms. While municipal organizations want to offer 
better services, private providers and their employees, seek more economic 
efficiency, according to Andersson (2001). Andersson’s analysis supports 
the same kind of findings as described in Article II.  

Yttermyr (2013) describes the process of marketization and its initial aims 
of raising quality, boosting effectiveness, and fostering innovation. 
However, it is contested whether marketization has actually led to these 
things. Anell (2011, p. 211) describes this as it pertains to care as follows: 
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(2010). Welfare services involve largely female-dominated occupations that 
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“The new operations have approximately the same offerings to the 
population as previously and innovations in this regard are so far few." 
(Author´s translation). Swedes in general also lack confidence in the ability 
of the public sector to be innovative according to a survey by IVA and Sifo 
(2010). However, the reasons for this lacking confidence are not described. 

Another problem identified in Article III, is the significant differences 
between organizational levels, notably between senior and middle 
management, such as senior management not acknowledging the innovations 
middle managers claimed existed. These various positions concerned 
whether innovations are believed to be possible and whether innovations 
have been implemented. They could be explained by how the concept of 
innovation is interpreted at the two levels, leading to different assessments of 
the actual innovations taking place. One can also view this as Nählinder 
(2010) does, indicating a general lack of knowledge of innovation. The 
municipalities included in this thesis had not clearly established why they are 
working on innovation or in what areas they need it. Instead it was expressed 
in general terms as an objective itself. This indicates a lack of knowledge of 
innovation. The informants nevertheless had a reasonably consistent, though 
unelaborated, understanding of the innovation concept, although there had 
not been a serious discussion of how innovation should be defined in the 
organizations. A research report for the OECD (2013) argues that how 
innovation is defined is important for effective innovation efforts. Following 
Nauta and Kasbergen (2009), management should be clear about what 
problems they intend to solve by means of innovation, what can be 
interpreted as innovation, how radical innovations are allowed to be, and to 
what extent dynamic resources can be used to achieve the objectives set 
forth in policy. This had not been done in the studied municipalities, which 
to at least some extent can explain the noted significant differences between 
organizational levels.  

The use of dynamic resources 
What emerges from Articles II and III, is that few dynamic resources are 
being used to create the change that the desired innovative culture needs. No 
matter whether one thinks that innovation is good or bad, the studied 
municipalities had decided to foster an innovative culture. The fact that they 
saw this culture as a vision and/or a goal also emphasized that they had not 
yet achieved it. Some activities had been initiated, such as lectures or some 
form of innovation strategy, but no support system was in place to help the 
individual employee who had an idea, as described in Article II. Nor were 
any specific resources allocated for the development of ideas. Innovation 
was apparently not prioritized, despite the high-sounding visions and 
strategies. Accordingly, the organizations were not properly aligned for 
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innovation. Another way to describe this is to see it as decoupling (Meyer 
and Rowan, 1977) in which formal structures are buffered from anomalies 
and inconsistencies in activities. One property that Meyer and Rowan ascribe 
to such decoupling is the avoidance of integration and neglect of 
implementation, which could be described here as not mobilizing dynamic 
resources. 

One can, of course, take the view that innovation is not yet important in 
the public sector, and that other things are more important. Innovation does 
not necessarily have to be number one on the agenda when upholding basic 
public services is the priority. This may also have to do with the notion that 
innovation represents something alien, a concept from another context. One 
may take the position of the National Council for Innovation (2013), that 
what is important is not whether something is described as innovation or 
change in general, but what is achieved in relation to citizen needs. 

Furthermore, it is possible that there is resistance to the implementation of 
an innovative culture because the word “innovative” as such brings to mind 
a more industrial and commercial culture that is not desired. However, even 
with reasonable objections regarding priorities or the application of the 
innovation concept in the public sector, it is still difficult to imagine that no 
innovative approaches will be implemented in the public sector given the 
challenges this sector is facing. To do this, one may make use of the 
available dynamic resources, and also likely develop them and create new 
ones, as discussed in Article III. In the study employees expected support if 
they had an innovative idea, but the study found that in reality this support 
was very limited, and no resources available. Instead, sometimes employees 
by themselves had to try to implement the innovation. Senior management, 
in Article III, admitted that the organization’s structure, resources, and 
culture in general were not aligned to create opportunities for innovation and 
the implementation of these.  

In earlier research (Ellström, 2010; Høyrup, 2010) the importance of 
learning has been identified, both practice-based learning in everyday work 
and development-oriented learning. Both options require that the employee 
has autonomous space in which to act and sufficient time to reflect on what 
has been learned or to diffuse it to others. However, as found in Article II, 
employees were trapped in a situation with both high demands at work and 
to be innovative. This requires a control system that does not impede 
creative and flexible action, unlike the findings in Article II. For example, 
distrust blocked the choice of a method the employee found most effective 
for a drug addict to escape his addiction. 

It is worth mentioning that the aforementioned autonomy, i.e., giving the 
employee control and reasonable latitude for free thinking and to reflect on 
learning, has health benefits that are valuable in themselves but also create 
better conditions for innovation according to Rasulzada (2007). However, 
there are studies that point to the risks of major changes (Szücs and 
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Hemström, 2010) or note that the same change can be managed and received 
very differently, depending on the profession it targets (Åmo, 2006; 
Falkenberg et al., 2009). Bryson et al. (2009) identify the negative effects of 
the top–down perspective, in that innovations imposed by top management 
reduce experienced wellbeing. The situation in the study, as described in 
Article II, indicates such a risk for decreased wellbeing, as employees find 
themselves in the midst of an inner conflict of satisfying user needs or 
satisfying the demands of management of innovation. 

The constant measurement of quality and results can also be a negative 
factor, as described by both senior and middle managers in the interviews 
(Article III). This may be partly because the focus of such measurements 
may be wrong, as they do not measure what really is important and partly 
because too much time is spent on them (Lindgren, 2006). 

To achieve the goal of a culture of innovation, an implementation strategy 
is required that includes the elements that Fixsen et al. (2009) discuss and for 
which the alignment of various earlier-mentioned resources are necessary. 
Fixsen et al. refer to support systems, administrative support, systems 
intervention, selecting the right people, coaching, and learning, as well as to 
management actions in which innovation is more than just rhetoric. This 
approach entails letting go of control, reducing rigidity, and monitoring 
achievement while encouraging learning and providing support for 
innovation.  

Finally, systems intended to have a stabilizing effect by structuring and 
monitoring municipal welfare services, may give a false sense of security 
and as earlier mentioned, measurements take time away from more 
important tasks. Middle management in this thesis described such a 
situation. There is no guarantee that what is being measured and monitored 
is relevant. Reality may also differ from what occurs in theoretical models, 
process mapping, and even balanced scorecards, which both managers and 
employees acknowledged in the study. Rombach (1991) argues that it is 
impossible to govern complex organizations with simple goals, so this is 
indeed cumbersome, and apparently by middle management here also 
experienced as difficult.  

 

EDI advantages 
In two of the studied municipalities, the encounter between employee and 
user was emphasized in policies. This relationship is also seen as important 
in research into creativity and innovation (Kesting and Ulhøi, 2010).  

I suggest that trust can be an important component in the desired 
innovative culture, not only in the described encounter between user and 
employee, but also between employees and management. Bekkers et al. 
argue (2011) that trust leads to better outcomes of innovation. In the study 
some informants described the trust users have in them. There were also 
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indications from middle management, Article II, of the trust they had in the 
capacity of employees to come forward with ideas for improvement. Senior 
management did not show the same kind of trust.  

The thesis thus indicates that employees can advance innovation and that 
they were encouraged to do so by middle management in the studied 
municipalities. However, there are obstacles, and these can be understood 
from the perspective of power. Based on Bekkers et al. (ibid) I argue that a 
top-down perspective may be negative for innovation outcomes, when the 
service is created in the encounter between employees and care recipients, 
and where trust is important. Bryson (2009) argues that a top-down 
perspective in innovation is not beneficial for employee wellbeing. Thus, a 
bottom–up dynamic may be beneficial both to user, in the form of improved 
services, and employees, in the form of increased wellbeing.  

Based on research and this study some arguments for EDI may be found: 
¥ Employees are well trained; the proportion of employees with higher 

education is 47 percent in the public sector against 38 percent in the country 
as a whole (SCB (Statistics Sweden), 2014). In this study the proportion with 
higher education was slightly less, 44 percent. 

¥ The Nordic model of leadership is characterized by low hierarchy and 
non-authoritarian leadership, which creates favorable conditions for 
participation, autonomy and accordingly innovation (Lindell and Arvonen, 
1996; Smith et al., 2003). This type of leadership was found in Articles II 
and III.  

¥ Welfare services are largely created in the encounter between patient 
and employee (Normann, 1991), and the quality of this meeting largely 
determines the overall quality while simultaneously providing the employee 
with information, that may be used to create innovative ideas (Klitmøller et 
al., 2007). 

¥ Experience from meetings with users may generate practice-based 
learning (Klitmøller et al., 2007; Ellström, 2010) that creates flexibility and 
adaptability to various situations. EDI may also lead to a desire to learn 
more, which strengthens development. Some practice-based learning was 
found in the study, for example when information problems to users lead to 
new ways to inform. 

¥ Employees are situated in the center of the information flow and possess 
knowledge that neither their immediate supervisors nor senior managers 
possess (Klitmøller et al., 2007).  It was claimed by employees (Article II) 
that they possessed knowledge and information management did not have.  

¥ As innovation is often a collective process (Fonseca, 2004), EDI can 
strengthen solidarity and team spirit. There were in the study some 
indications of this, for examples when coffee breaks were used to discuss 
innovative ideas with co-workers.  
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¥ If conditions are right, employees have a broad network of colleagues, 
which can lead to learning and development although this was not found in 
this study (Klitmøller et al., 2007).  

¥ More freedom of action and more opportunities for employees to 
contribute to innovation can make work in the welfare sector more attractive, 
based on how employees in the thesis describe their work and innovation. 

EDI risks 
EDI may also, based on research, entail risks and disadvantages, and these 
have so far received little research attention. A contribution to the innovation 
process that does not give anything back to employees, leaving them feeling 
exploited, could be counterproductive. However, the informants did not raise 
this here. EDI as described earlier, also requires autonomy (Klitmøller et al., 
2007; Aasen et al., 2012), i.e., there should be discretion, for example, to 
change the process. It is likely that this autonomy is also related to 
empowerment, which may mean that the granter of autonomy surrenders 
power. An interesting example of a shift towards more autonomy is found in 
a homecare unit in the municipality of Sundsvall (Swan and Blusi, 2013). 
Here, a new model is benefitting users, staff, and the organization’s 
homecare services and has reportedly improved effectiveness and financial 
performance as well. Furthermore, this model had strong support from 
various functions, which apparently was beneficial unlike the situation in 
this study, described in Article II, where employees experienced stress based 
on high demands to participate in innovation as well as a demanding daily 
work and also to a little extent had support exempt in moral terms. 

In Sundsvall trade unions were an active, supporting part, but unlike the 
situation in Norway and Denmark, there is generally no significant trade 
union commitment to EDI in Sweden. Nevertheless, Swedish trade unions 
could well argue that employee empowerment and autonomy could create 
considerable capacity for innovation, triggering a virtuous circle: autonomy 
and trust create innovation, which strengthens the individual to contribute to 
ongoing development. There is no evidence from the data to suggest such a 
virtuous circle. Instead, in Article II it was found that organizational 
obstacles to take advantage of employee capabilities existed. 

Increased scope of autonomy entails a risk that the resulting behavior 
could lead to suboptimal performance and threaten consensus throughout the 
organization, to the extent that Høyrup (2012) also sees a risk that EDI could 
lead to chaos. My interpretation of Høyrup in this context is that services 
could decline because services offered may vary to a greater degree. This 
may be the case, when a unit or individual works according to a model that 
differs markedly from other models, or if a client/patient gains particular 
benefits at the expense of someone else. On the other hand, variation in 
approaches provides opportunities to compare outcomes and foster 
development. In a competitive situation, EDI may become locked in: that is, 
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competition may prevent the spread of innovation. The differences also 
imply that the control systems must operate with a greater focus on 
development and innovation and on how these are aligned with the overall 
objectives. It may be that EDI must take place within certain limits so as not 
to conflict with the public sector’s mission. This was apparently the case in 
Sundsvall (Swan and Blusi, 2013). These limits could hinder creativity and 
innovation but, on the other hand, might lead to entrepreneurship and 
business creation. In addition, ideas created via EDI could lead to 
innovations that run counter to a democratically determined direction. 

The future of EDI 
The results of this study suggests suggests that EDI in welfare services has a 
potential based on the character of the services provided, and the strong 
engagement from staff, as described in Article II. Other research points in 
the same direction (Høyrup, 2010). To counteract the disadvantages I 
propose that there are areas, for example, work with organizational values 
and overall mission, which could positively affect EDI and counteract 
potential drawbacks. The focus of innovation could be developed within the 
context of value system work, leading to agreement on why innovation is 
needed and for what.  

From an innovation point of view, there seems to be limited research into 
the impact of new control systems and competition in the public sector, 
questions that may be raised based on Articles II and III. These factors have 
been studied mainly in terms of other aspects, such as economic effects. 
Innovation is not mentioned, for example, in Blomquist’s (2004) analysis of 
privatization or in Brennan et al.’s (2012) article about the marketization of 
care in the Nordic countries. However, Dibben et al. (2004) argue that NPM 
approaches leads to a loss of trust and therefore does not foster creative and 
entrepreneurial individuals (who supposedly spur innovation). Wynen et al., 
(2013) contend that the NPM claim of outcome control is only valid if 
manager´s have autonomy. Middle management in this study did not express 
they had such a high degree of autonomy was not expressed by middle 
management in this study. Therefore, more research into objectives, control, 
and innovation would be useful. 

Why has EDI so far not had a greater impact on the studied policies and 
municipalities? Perhaps the reason is that EDI is still a relatively unknown 
and unexplored concept in the public sector. In the study, although the 
concept as such is not used, views were expressed both in policies and in 
practical terms that may be described as EDI.  

Some factors can be treated as barriers to EDI, such as a lack of forces 
driving innovation based on outside demands. In Sweden, EDI is 
downplayed or ignored in the government’s innovation policy, by the 
Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions (SKL), and by the 
trade union movement as other priorities, such as innovation procurement, 
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which can lead to learning and development although this was not found in 
this study (Klitmøller et al., 2007).  

¥ More freedom of action and more opportunities for employees to 
contribute to innovation can make work in the welfare sector more attractive, 
based on how employees in the thesis describe their work and innovation. 

EDI risks 
EDI may also, based on research, entail risks and disadvantages, and these 
have so far received little research attention. A contribution to the innovation 
process that does not give anything back to employees, leaving them feeling 
exploited, could be counterproductive. However, the informants did not raise 
this here. EDI as described earlier, also requires autonomy (Klitmøller et al., 
2007; Aasen et al., 2012), i.e., there should be discretion, for example, to 
change the process. It is likely that this autonomy is also related to 
empowerment, which may mean that the granter of autonomy surrenders 
power. An interesting example of a shift towards more autonomy is found in 
a homecare unit in the municipality of Sundsvall (Swan and Blusi, 2013). 
Here, a new model is benefitting users, staff, and the organization’s 
homecare services and has reportedly improved effectiveness and financial 
performance as well. Furthermore, this model had strong support from 
various functions, which apparently was beneficial unlike the situation in 
this study, described in Article II, where employees experienced stress based 
on high demands to participate in innovation as well as a demanding daily 
work and also to a little extent had support exempt in moral terms. 

In Sundsvall trade unions were an active, supporting part, but unlike the 
situation in Norway and Denmark, there is generally no significant trade 
union commitment to EDI in Sweden. Nevertheless, Swedish trade unions 
could well argue that employee empowerment and autonomy could create 
considerable capacity for innovation, triggering a virtuous circle: autonomy 
and trust create innovation, which strengthens the individual to contribute to 
ongoing development. There is no evidence from the data to suggest such a 
virtuous circle. Instead, in Article II it was found that organizational 
obstacles to take advantage of employee capabilities existed. 

Increased scope of autonomy entails a risk that the resulting behavior 
could lead to suboptimal performance and threaten consensus throughout the 
organization, to the extent that Høyrup (2012) also sees a risk that EDI could 
lead to chaos. My interpretation of Høyrup in this context is that services 
could decline because services offered may vary to a greater degree. This 
may be the case, when a unit or individual works according to a model that 
differs markedly from other models, or if a client/patient gains particular 
benefits at the expense of someone else. On the other hand, variation in 
approaches provides opportunities to compare outcomes and foster 
development. In a competitive situation, EDI may become locked in: that is, 

 71 

competition may prevent the spread of innovation. The differences also 
imply that the control systems must operate with a greater focus on 
development and innovation and on how these are aligned with the overall 
objectives. It may be that EDI must take place within certain limits so as not 
to conflict with the public sector’s mission. This was apparently the case in 
Sundsvall (Swan and Blusi, 2013). These limits could hinder creativity and 
innovation but, on the other hand, might lead to entrepreneurship and 
business creation. In addition, ideas created via EDI could lead to 
innovations that run counter to a democratically determined direction. 

The future of EDI 
The results of this study suggests suggests that EDI in welfare services has a 
potential based on the character of the services provided, and the strong 
engagement from staff, as described in Article II. Other research points in 
the same direction (Høyrup, 2010). To counteract the disadvantages I 
propose that there are areas, for example, work with organizational values 
and overall mission, which could positively affect EDI and counteract 
potential drawbacks. The focus of innovation could be developed within the 
context of value system work, leading to agreement on why innovation is 
needed and for what.  

From an innovation point of view, there seems to be limited research into 
the impact of new control systems and competition in the public sector, 
questions that may be raised based on Articles II and III. These factors have 
been studied mainly in terms of other aspects, such as economic effects. 
Innovation is not mentioned, for example, in Blomquist’s (2004) analysis of 
privatization or in Brennan et al.’s (2012) article about the marketization of 
care in the Nordic countries. However, Dibben et al. (2004) argue that NPM 
approaches leads to a loss of trust and therefore does not foster creative and 
entrepreneurial individuals (who supposedly spur innovation). Wynen et al., 
(2013) contend that the NPM claim of outcome control is only valid if 
manager´s have autonomy. Middle management in this study did not express 
they had such a high degree of autonomy was not expressed by middle 
management in this study. Therefore, more research into objectives, control, 
and innovation would be useful. 

Why has EDI so far not had a greater impact on the studied policies and 
municipalities? Perhaps the reason is that EDI is still a relatively unknown 
and unexplored concept in the public sector. In the study, although the 
concept as such is not used, views were expressed both in policies and in 
practical terms that may be described as EDI.  

Some factors can be treated as barriers to EDI, such as a lack of forces 
driving innovation based on outside demands. In Sweden, EDI is 
downplayed or ignored in the government’s innovation policy, by the 
Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions (SKL), and by the 
trade union movement as other priorities, such as innovation procurement, 



 72 

have been set, as described in Article I. Although not evident from this 
study, gender issues should not be excluded as barriers to EDI (Lindberg, 
2010), as women who often do not have full-time jobs, dominate many 
welfare sector professions as discussed earlier. EDI also challenges power 
and control positions and current command and control systems.  

The actual opportunities for EDI are limited by time and sometimes by 
dysfunctional communication. New work methods involving greater trust 
and autonomy may create the time and latitude for innovative thought, but 
may conflict with existing control systems. There may also be EDI potential 
in well-structured processes, as these can save time and create opportunities 
for learning and reflection.   

Innovative opportunities 
Based on the results of the studies in this thesis, the situation in the Swedish 
municipal welfare services may be described as not ideal for EDI. As 
mentioned in Article I, innovation policy does not emphasize EDI, but rather 
the procurement of innovation. The article on empowerment and EDI 
(Article II) identifies opportunities for and barriers to EDI from the 
employee perspective. Article III examines the gap that exists between the 
management categories, where senior managers find it difficult to 
acknowledge EDI. A coherent view of innovation and EDI is clearly lacking 
in the municipalities. Finally, as demonstrated in Article IV, Swedish 
innovation policy is still strongly influenced by NPM, which emphasizes 
control and efficiency, and the results are likely to conflict with EDI. 

Furthermore, it is reasonable to claim that EDI could improve Swedish 
public welfare services. There is, however, no easy way to ensure that this 
actually happens, and reflection is needed on how the obstacles confronting 
employees, teams, and units can be surmounted. Support from political 
leadership and clear signals from management might be needed to give more 
prominence to EDI, as obviously was the case in Sundsvall (Swan and Blusi, 
2013). Both leadership and empowerment could be discussed and developed 
in this direction, together with dynamic resources that may be useful, such as 
the HR function. A strategy, aligned with support resources for idea 
generation, and improved communication, implementation, and deployment, 
could also be useful as the study shows the lack of this, and as the origin of 
the study was the experience that despite policies innovation was not 
happening. 

Aasen et al. (2012) refer to a study in which commitment, 
cooperativeness, and pride were found to be important cultural factors 
promoting EDI. Trustfulness, autonomy, tolerance, and a sense of security 
were also important. Essential was employees’ responsibility for their own 
work as well as their insights into the role of their work as related to 
organizational objectives and the overall situation of the organization, so 
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they can understand their work and professional development in a wider 
context.  

Hoppe (2009) is stressing the importance of intelligence, communication, 
and understanding the wider context. Hartley (2014) and Aasen et al. (2012) 
emphasize the importance of management support, well-functioning groups, 
and organizational culture as beneficial for innovation. As I understand it, 
this all suggests that innovation and particularly EDI should not be regarded 
as isolated phenomena or tasks for the municipalities but as dependent on 
attitudes and culture more generally. In this study there were indications that 
the role of innovation was not clear, also when related to the organizational 
objectives. This may have been of hindrance to the diffusion of innovation, 
also hindered by lacking communication. 

Based on the results in this study there are innovative opportunities that 
are not used to any great extent. The employee can be an important factor to 
reach towards innovation opportunities and a bridge to open innovation, 
user-driven innovation, and especially in our case social innovations, 
through the many encounters they have with users. The study noted that 
open innovation, or direct involvement of the public and users in 
development and innovation, was hardly practiced (Article II). How could 
this low interest be explained and what are the consequences? Few 
respondents felt that there was a genuine interest from the user’s side to 
influence because they trusted the employee's skills. On the other hand, in 
situations with lack of childcare or a lack of resources and problems in the 
elder care users might not dare to make demands and may settle for a lower 
level or quality of services than what they actually desire. 

Even with a firm belief in employees and EDI, there are advantages to 
opening up to the outside world, which should be natural for national, 
regional, and local governments in Sweden. Open innovation can provide 
several advantages (Chesbrough, 2003), such as acquiring knowledge from 
outside the organization. In addition, as citizens are already public sector 
stakeholders, it may create useful relationships.   

Openness and involvement of users may also increase the legitimacy and 
be a way to manage the political risk that was mentioned in Article III. 
Closely related to open innovation is user-driven innovation, where the user 
is the engine in the development of a product or service. It may be one of the 
many users of welfare services, who observe what could be improved and 
sometimes also can create a solution. We often think of user-driven 
innovation in the context of open source software, but it may be a possibility 
in other contexts, such as in the public sector. 

Another emerging area of innovation that may have a substantial bearing 
on welfare services is social innovation. In constrained financial 
circumstances, social innovation could offer a way to tackle societal 
challenges. It could also create valuable partnerships between the private and 
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public sectors and, not least, may take advantage of community interest and 
involvement (Gawell et al., 2008).   

Leadership 
Being a manager in the public sector is one of the most stimulating, but also 
most demanding, missions available, according to Östebo and Härenstam 
(2013). If leadership is complex and demanding in this sector, this leads to 
the next question: Does this make innovation more difficult or easier? There 
are arguments suggesting that it may be more difficult. New ideas may need 
to be discussed in a larger stakeholder circle in the public sector. At the same 
time, this can be seen as a strength, as the diverse stakeholders provide wide-
ranging input, although making the process slower and more complicated 
(Vogel and Masal, 2012). 

As indicated in Article III, the dialogue with politicians created problems 
for senior managers, as politicians responded that they did not dare to try a 
new idea before it had been found to work elsewhere. That new ideas can 
pose a political risk, because of the risk of failure, must be weighed against 
the benefits of success. In research, we also find ideas about how to control 
this risk in social work (Brown, 2010). 

Although the senior managers interviewed (Article III) often spoke 
positively and enthusiastically about innovation in general, there were large 
gaps in their concrete support for actual innovation performance, although 
employees expected to receive such support (Article II). Perhaps senior 
managers’ references to business ideas, strategies, and Taylorism, as 
described in Article III, only constituted a pretext to avoid dealing with 
innovation issues? Maybe senior management found other things such as 
budgeting and meeting financial objectives more important, as mentioned in 
the interviews with middle managers.  

Furthermore, it can be an open question whether top management, i.e., 
both senior management and the political leadership, at heart supported the 
development of an innovative culture, and therefore conjured up all sorts of 
obstacles, such as “It has not been tried before.” Judging by this study, 
innovation is something senior managers talked about but failed to act upon. 

One senior manager, in Article III, emphasized that quality issues were 
more important than innovation. Research suggests that as long as the 
organization performs as expected, the sense of crisis that might be 
conducive to innovation will be missing (Kimberly and Evanisko, 1981; 
Rogers, 2003) 

Another possible explanation for the lack of top management interest in 
innovation is that an innovation can be seen as criticism of the current 
approach, which the current management perhaps advocated earlier. Middle 
management also mentioned another conflict, between financial demands, 
user demands, and employee demands that they thought could be dealt with 
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using a new innovative approach. Because the middle managers were subject 
to some pressure from above, exerted via policies and visions, they ended up 
in a complex role, especially when time and other resources were limited. 
This complexity may explain why employees’ ideas sometimes were 
dismissed without detailed analysis: middle management simply had other 
issues and problems to attend to. The employees interviewed saw the 
opportunities to have their proposals accepted as positive, but also stressed 
that managers were sometimes not so well versed in the details of the job 
(Article II). 

In Article II managers who encouraged employees by giving them 
responsibility for innovation projects were described. Employees other than 
those given such responsibilities also spoke positively about their manager’s 
interest in and commitment to innovation. Nevertheless, Nählinder (2012) 
warns that when innovation is used as a reward, the reward is likely to 
become more important than the innovation itself. 

Another problem informants stressed (Article III) was that small but 
easily measurable and politically sanctioned goals could become obstacles to 
a development focus. Such detailed control may function as a barrier to 
taking advantage of expertise and ideas as well as to testing and 
development (Fuglsang and Storm Pedersen, 2011). Some interviewed 
managers and employees indicated that politically sanctioned, easily 
measurable goals or too rigidly specified assignments were obstacles to 
customizing solutions, for example, to client problems.  

Furthermore, the study found a gap between the ambitious visions and 
goals for innovation expressed in the strategic documents and what was 
actually done to foster a structure and culture of innovation. This situation 
could be the responsibility of managers as they, along with politicians, were 
responsible for the organization’s management and its strategy to achieve the 
goals set. 

A form of leadership that can be valuable in this context, particularly for 
EDI, is generative leadership (Surie and Hazy, 2006). Generative leadership 
ought to work well with EDI, as it is geared toward developing employees so 
that they can develop the organization. In addition, Fernandez and 
Moldogaziev (2013), claim that giving employees the right to change work 
processes may have positive results for innovation, and that this could be 
done in the public sector. 

Generative leadership is based on the theory of complex adaptive systems 
(Stacey, 1996; Surie and Hazy, 2006). It implies change of the system and of 
its relationships with its surroundings in order to create a flow of interaction 
between individual employees, groups, organizational parts, and entire 
organizations. There could be a need to support or create this interaction in a 
way that does not create work overload for individual employees, as they 
described in Article II. I suggest this is a responsibility for management. 
Challenges are positive, but too many challenges are overwhelming. 
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Political support 
The research did not include interviews with local politicians, instead 
focusing on management and employees. Still, in a sense, politics is part of 
the research as central government documents and local visions and 
strategies were examined to determine how these addressed innovation 
issues (Articles I and IV). Politicians were also involved in creating these. 
Some interviewed managers cited political engagement and interest in 
innovations, though political support did not always seem to be present. 
During an interview, a leading politician in the municipality was quoted as 
saying that he was in politics to be reelected, not to chase renewal.  

As it turns out, according to Gustafsson and Szebehely (2007), that 
employees in municipalities have a closer relationship to politics than private 
provider employees, the political signals may be important if the desired 
objectives of innovation and an innovative culture should be realized. It may 
therefore be important that the political signals about innovation reach 
municipal employees. In the case quoted here this may be seen as a signal 
that, despite the policies, innovation is not important.  

A model of core elements 
In this study of Innovation in Municipal Welfare Services several core 
factors in the study have been described. These have included policies, 
employees and management. It has also been argued that the objective is not 
innovation, but what the innovation and an innovative culture in general 
aims at. From the findings we can state that the innovation concept itself, 
how its understood and used, is important for a successful application to 
welfare services. The findings also stress that learning, achieved through a 
dialogue with users and other stakeholders, is important, as well as other 
dynamic resources, and how policies, strategies and visions are formulated 
and used. 

Although the study has focused on internal processes, innovations are as 
mentioned, developed in interaction with the outside world, whether this 
consists of institutions, citizens, customers, suppliers, or users. In other 
words, the organization must respond to the outside world and the changes 
occurring there. Accordingly, a model is suggested here based on these core 
factors, which could be used for scrutinizing one’s organization for 
innovation capacity. The model, as described in Figure 2, includes the core 
elements.  
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Figure 2. Model of core elements, seeing innovation as a part of an overall structure 
for development  

Questions raised related to this may be: how do we follow what is 
happening in the outside world, what kind of innovations are sought after, 
how does a vision, goals and steering fit with innovation and how is learning 
used in this context? The study suggests that by acknowledging the 
interrelation between these core elements and balancing coordinated actions 
regarding the core element, the organizations innovative capacity 
mayimprove. Although built on ideas from this study, the model is untested 
and has not appeared in earlier research in the area, it may be used in 
practice for researchers to develop further. 

The realization of policies 
The informants in this thesis seldom referred to formal policies. However, 
some awareness of these policies existed and employees described some 
policy efforts to promote innovation. It should also be mentioned that the 
interpretation of what constituted policy varied between municipalities. 

The relative invisibility of policy may have several explanations. A single 
search on the website of the participating municipalities identified a wide 
variety of policies, both internally and externally oriented. A more extensive 
search of one municipal website produced more than 1200 hits in which the 
word policy appeared in various documents. The policy concept was used 
and referred to in a variety of contexts. 

A problem is that policy, like innovation, is a concept difficult to define 
and is interpreted in various ways. Policy, as mentioned, has an imprecise 
meaning (Wilson, 2006), it could mean an overall objective, a guiding 
principle, or a specific action taken to realize a specific objective. In the 
present research, my understanding of the municipal innovation policies is 
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Political support 
The research did not include interviews with local politicians, instead 
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Figure 2. Model of core elements, seeing innovation as a part of an overall structure 
for development  
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that they are mainly overall objectives intended to foster innovation or to 
apply innovation in various ways, such as through innovation procurement.  

Two examples from the municipalities studied could be quoted: “The 
municipality shall be characterized by the promotion of knowledge, 
innovation, and entrepreneurship in all its activities” and “In 2012, the board 
will make at least two efforts to encourage and support innovation and an 
entrepreneurial approach”. (Author’s translation). 

However, little action was taken to achieve the overall policy objectives. 
There were several barriers to such action, as this research demonstrates, and 
whether this failure to achieve the objectives constituted a political, policy, 
and/or implementation failure is an open question. Extensive communication 
is required for policy implementation, or, as Fenwick (2010) puts it, 
“policies for interaction.” However, little interaction regarding innovation 
was found in the studied municipalities. On the contrary, when asked, both 
managers and employees referred to a lack of communication about or 
understanding of innovation. The linkage between innovation and innovation 
policy on the one side, and desired action on the other, had apparently not 
been discussed in the municipalities to the extent that may be needed.  

Perhaps the difficulties arose because the use of policies has changed 
(Nilsen et al., 2013). Top–down approaches, especially in complex 
situations, no longer work at the national governmental level, so 
policymaking involves considerable networking and cooperation with users 
and other stakeholders, according to Nilsen et al. This change may also have 
occurred in the municipalities studied, though it may not yet be fully 
understood. As a senior manager remarked: ”we´ve said that they (middle 
managers and employees) must be innovative, but there´s nothing 
happening." (Author´s translation). This could be seen as a case of de-
coupling, as mentioned earlier, but perhaps even more as the senior 
managers lack of acknowledgement for innovation actually happening, as 
described in Article III. Langbein (2000) finds that consensus regarding 
policy and clarity regarding employees and other stakeholders strengthens 
policy. Such clarity was not found in the studied municipalities.  

Despite the lack of implementation, innovation was happening. 
Employees and middle management must act and, contrary to what the 
interviewed senior managers believe, they are the street-level bureaucrats 
(Lipsky, 1980) who implement organizational goals and policies. This was 
apparent in the actions of employees (Article II), although not acknowledged 
by senior management (Article III). A process of action and learning could 
lead to EDI and perhaps also to new policies, even without senior 
management action, as described by Lipsky.  

Policies may not be a priority to street-level bureaucrats, actual and 
pressing problems are. Employees solved problems and innovated without 
significant consideration of policies, and still created new approaches and 
methods. Several examples were cited during the interviews, such as 
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creating new forms of meetings with newly arrived refugees and new ways 
to improve the wellbeing of people with dementia. Other innovations were 
new forms of cooperation between school staff and social workers to identify 
early signs of risk of drug abuse and the redesign of premises so that families 
could meet, talk, and rest in connection with the care of dying relatives. 
Unfortunately, the knowledge gained and ideas realized in these ways were 
not diffused, but remained concealed in specific units instead of becoming 
an inspiration for others. Of course, this could be described as problem 
solving and/or business as usual instead of innovation, but on the other hand; 
if the organization chose to view changes like these as innovations maybe 
they would have been given greater attention and also having a wider 
impact. The potential of innovation was not fully explored. This may be 
attributed to the inability to cope with innovation in a structured way. 

Despite supposedly favorable policies, visions, and strategies, innovation 
was not that high on the management agenda. There is no clear answer to 
why, but the described complexity along with the ambiguity of central 
concepts like innovation and policy, give us clues. As there are no clear 
goals, no obvious and simple way to proceed and no guarantee for success, 
the easiest way to deal with innovation and policy might be to concentrate on 
something else.  
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Implications for future research 

This research has yielded insight into the field of innovation in municipal 
welfare services, including hindrances to and opportunities for innovation. 
This is quite unique empirical research into the application of innovation in 
the public sector, especially in welfare services where research to date has 
been limited.  

The study identifies some important issues that could be addressed in 
future research. If EDI is advantageous for innovation, what premises are 
required for EDI that truly develops welfare? How much innovation will 
there be if we do not consider issues that may affect employee-driven 
innovation negatively, such as excessive control and insufficient 
empowerment and autonomy for employees? What is achieved if a situation 
is created where innovation is part of the context where management, 
leadership, employees, learning, and other resources exist, instead of living 
its own life? What happens when employees are governed by simple, 
measurable goals that are not logically linked to the encounter between users 
and employees or to creativity and innovation? What happens to the 
employee who primarily seeks to solve the user’s problems, regardless of 
detailed steering and measuring? What is the importance of employees 
acting independently and listening to the users of welfare services? There are 
many questions to study in future research. 

If innovation is highly dependent on and accordingly varies with its 
context, it does so within the diverse public sector. The consequence of this 
diversity is that it is important to gain knowledge of how innovation works 
in specific contexts, to develop applicable theories, and to discuss and agree 
on what is to be achieved and what resources and methods are needed. We 
also need to understand the role of different professions, organization 
culture, etc., in the innovative setting. 

Much existing research assumes that innovation is obviously inherently 
good without critically scrutinizing the matter. Critically probing and 
questioning research is therefore needed, especially when a business concept 
such as innovation is transferred into the public service. An essential element 
of such research would be to follow the empirical work done in the public 
sector to increase innovativeness. It would be useful to find methods for 
determining how much innovation is being created and in what form. 
Moreover, it would be important to study the role of both politics and 
political leadership as they pertain to innovation. Furthermore, we need to 
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understand what kind of leadership works best in a particular context, how 
EDI relates to different models of steering and governance, and finally what 
the concept of innovation should stand for in the public sector, if we are to 
use it at all. 
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Conclusions 

Several problems were encountered when attempting to work innovatively in 
the welfare sector in Swedish municipalities, despite the fact that some 
innovations were implemented here. In examining these problems, the 
starting point was policies and the concept of innovation. To understand the 
involved actors in the context of innovation policy and how employees and 
managers perceived the innovation concept and related policies, the 
understanding and use of the concept was studied. It was found that the use 
and understanding was varied, particularly between management levels. 

The studied national-level documents covered a period of more than 12 
years. In the documents only weak support for public sector innovation, for 
example to municipalities, was found. Instead the documents stressed the 
sector´s role to promote and procure innovation from other actors.  

The innovation visions and policies that did exist on the municipal level 
were upheld in general terms but were largely not followed by concrete 
action in the form of clear directions, objectives, and the creation of 
structures to support actual innovation. The concept of innovation lost clarity 
as the management levels interpreted it differently, and this was also 
revealed by how different managers assessed the innovation situation in the 
organizations. In addition, the use of innovation differed as it sometimes was 
used for purposes of motivating employees.  

Significant differences were found in how the concept of innovation was 
understood and used, although there seemed to be agreement on one of its 
main features, i.e., the presence of a significant change although the 
interpretation of what a significant change was somewhat varied. The 
varying interpretations created internal communication problems. It is 
reasonable to conclude that, in an organization where there is uncertainty 
about the innovation concept and its use, action to resolve this uncertainty 
should be beneficial for the organizations innovative capacity. Middle and 
senior management also differed in their views of innovation and what had 
been achieved in attempting to promote it. Incremental innovations made in 
the units were not really acknowledged by senior management. This may 
also be attributed to the varieties in interpretation of the innovation concept. 

The potential for substantial and genuine EDI in the studied 
municipalities and their units, as research describes it, was not realized for 
several reasons. One reason may be that the municipal administration needs 
to facilitate learning as a way to provide opportunities for innovative 
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thinking based on the contacts with users. Learning should therefore be 
linked to areas of renewal and innovation, in what can be called 
development-oriented learning, in contrast to procedural learning aiming to 
master routines. 

Despite the commitment to innovation from the employees themselves 
and from middle managers, the lack of support and time, which can also be 
described as a lack of productive organizational slack, led to tension between 
daily work and innovation needs. Management’s desire for innovation and 
change created fatigue and stress in the employees’ daily work, which are at 
odds with the potential of EDI to create improved working conditions in 
addition to better services. 

The attitudes of colleagues and communication with them contributed to 
the difficulty of implementing innovation, which suggests that it is important 
for management to support a communicative and open culture. 

Research into public sector innovation is still limited. Several key issues 
raised here are not related to conceptual or empirical findings from similar 
studies. These issues can be related to the governance role and to the balance 
between control and freedom or autonomy that allows individual units and 
employees to choose innovative paths to achieve objectives. EDI and its 
consequences for steering and leadership therefore merit further study. 
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Coda 

It was one of 37 interviews. We sat down at a large table across from each 
other. I was a little surprised. I did not know that people so young worked in 
this type of job. She bubbled with energy and enthusiasm. “I have an 
amazing job – I’m learning every day. Some things I find work badly. I 
usually tell my colleagues and my boss about them, so maybe they think I’m 
a bit outspoken.” 

I listened to a lively, wise, insightful, warm story about what it was to 
care for seriously ill patients, perhaps at the ends of their lives. “We also 
accept patients from the hospital,” she said, “who believe they will 
eventually be able to go home, and it sometimes does happen.” 

I asked her whether she intended to study further, to become a manager 
perhaps. She replied, “No, I’ll be working with people, nothing else. It will 
probably be young people, having some addiction, next time. Probably, I 
need to study more for it, but it is with people I’ll be working. Not becoming 
a manager.” My reflection was, managers also work with people. 

I have worked with ill people, sat at deathbeds, and her dedication moved 
me. It was difficult to be a neutral interviewer trying to learn whether she 
could develop her work, through innovation or otherwise. 

Yes, she can. She and many others I met during the interview trip cited 
impressive examples of innovation. A chef left a job as an assistant nurse to 
work to make dinnertime the finest moment of the day for the demented or 
just old. “I am testing the food on my family – it is my mission to be innova-
tive.” There were also occasional tired whiners. They are this way, not 
necessarily because they are such people at heart, but because they have 
never had a chance to develop their best sides at their workplaces. 

Sometime afterwards, I realized what my encounter brought to mind. In 
Uppsala, Sweden, in 1982, I was responsible for guiding two MPs, a young 
woman and an older man, visiting the company where I was working. She 
asked questions, listened, was extremely active and alert, well informed, and 
genuinely pleasant. I immediately forgot the name of the elder MP. I never 
forgot the young woman, Anna Lindh, who was brutally murdered in 2003 
when she was Sweden’s foreign minister. 

The young woman I was interviewing spoke and acted as Anna Lindh did 
then – quick, witty, and analytical. What her path will be like, I do not know, 
but I am confident that she will take creative chances and get to do what she 
desires – something in health and care, something with old people, 
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something with young people. She may be unusual, but she is not unique. I 
saw so much dedication, so much wisdom, and so many ideas during the 
interview trip. For our own sake, for our future, not to take advantage of this 
is a waste of resources of the first degree. 
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Appendix 1, Definitions and concepts used in 
the study 

Dynamic capabilities 
“A learned and stable pattern of collective activity through which the 
organization systemically generates and modifies its operating routines in 
pursuit of improved effectiveness” (Zollo and Winter, 2002, p. 240). The 
systematic use of a pattern of collective activity is accordingly described 
here as the use of dynamic resources. 

Employee-driven innovation, EDI 
Employee-driven innovation, EDI, is a concept frequently used in the thesis. 
It is defined as: “The development and implementation of new 
organizational forms, services, operation and service processes where ideas, 
knowledge, time and creativity among employees is in active use.” 
(Klitmöller, 2007, p. 207) 

Incremental innovation 
Gallouj and Savona (2002) define incremental innovation as increments 
added to characteristics such as competence, technique, and service, whether 
this means a characteristic is added, eliminated, or substituted.  

Innovation policy 
“Any use of public resources (human, organizational, legal, or financial) in 
order to obtain better and more effective functioning of innovation systems 
in terms of their basic infrastructure and key actors can therefore be regarded 
as innovation policies” (Nordiska Ministerrådet, 2004, p.22); author’s 
translation. 

In general terms, policy is seen as “a course of action or inaction pursued 
under the authority of government. It is employed as a concept at the middle-
range level of analysis, larger than a decision (for example, increase benefits 
this year, extend coverage to women) and smaller than a social movement 
(for example, women’s rights, working-class mobilization). A policy may or 
may not be made up of a series of decisions; it may or may not contribute to 
a social movement” (Heclo, 2010, p.4). 
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Open innovation 
“The use of purposive inflows and outflows of knowledge to accelerate 
internal innovation, and expand the markets for external use of innovation, 
respectively. One can also describe it as exploiting external innovations and 
skills to develop one’s own organizational offering” (Chesbrough et al., 
2006). 

Practice-based learning and innovation 
This concept is based on Ellström´s definition (2010, p. 28): practice-based 
innovation refers to the employees’ or the managements’ renewal of their 
own operations in some respect – for example by the development and use of 
new working methods, routines, products or services – where this renewal is 
based on learning in and through work processes within the operations 
concerned. Thus, this definition focuses on workplace learning as a 
fundamental mechanism behind practice-based innovation processes. 

Proposal committee 
The proposal committee (FK, Swedish acronym) is a committee to which 
employees may submit proposals for workplace improvements. Trade union 
representatives are in the majority on such committees. 

Public service innovation 
“The intentional introduction and application within a role, group or 
organization of ideas, processes, products or procedures, new to the relevant 
unit of adoption, designed significantly to benefit the individual, the group, 
the organization or wider society” (West and Farr, 1990, s. 9). 

Radical innovation 
According to Schumpeter (1942) radical innovation create major disruptive 
changes, incremental innovations continuously advances the process of 
change.  

Service characteristics 
According to Normann (1991), services have the following characteristics: 

a. Intangibility, i.e., services are processes rather than concrete goods 
and therefore cannot be stocked or demonstrated and where the 
transfer of ownership is uncommon; 

b. Inseparability, i.e., the production and consumption of services occur 
simultaneously and cannot be separated; 

c. Perishability (as a consequence of b), i.e., services must be 
consumed at the point at which they are produced and cannot be 
stored for future use in the way that manufactured goods can be; and 
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d. Co-production, i.e., services are produced through the interaction 
between service providers and their consumers, the latter being an 
active participant in the production process. 

Social innovation 
“Social innovation means developing new ideas, services and models to 
better address social issues. It invites input from the public and private 
actors, including civil society, to improvement of social services” (European 
Commission, 2013, http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1022). 

Steering model 
A control or steering model can be defined as the actions management takes 
to achieve the desired results; it may relate to planning, monitoring, goal, or 
vision governance, to financial management, or to the management of 
assignments.  

Users 
To avoid confusion the concept ”user” is used here throughout the thesis, 
even though in the municipalities and units studied a variety of words are 
used, such as patient, client, and customer.  

User-driven innovation 
“The process of tapping users’ knowledge in order to develop new products, 
services and concepts. A user-driven innovation process is based on an 
understanding of true user needs and a more systematic involvement of 
users” (Wise and Hoegenhaven, 2013, s. 7). 

Welfare services 
Welfare services are defined as preschools, schools, healthcare, elder care, 
and other social services, in accordance with the SCB (Statistics Sweden) 
statistics subdivision. These services are financed mainly by taxes. 
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Appendix 2: interview guide - employees 

¥ Background: gender, education, work experience, role in the current 
workplace 

¥ The concept of innovation and how the informants perceive it as well as 
how the informants perceive the concepts of organizational development 
and change; participation in any internal activity that might relate to 
innovation/organizational development 

¥ Talk about innovation at the workplace, for example, in the workplace 
match or similar activities, and whether the participant’s manager has 
raised the issues of innovation and development 

¥ The informant’s responsibility to come up with ideas and whether such 
ideas are encouraged 

¥ The informant’s view of the manager’s attitude towards innovation, 
renewal, and organizational development  

¥ How the consequences of change and innovation are experienced by the 
informants, and whether there are any major changes or discussion at the 
moment 

¥ The informant’s influence on idea generating or suggestions and whether 
the informant is experiencing any obstacles or resistance to this 

¥ Ideas from users, whether such ideas are requested, and how these are 
dealt with 

¥ The informant’s opportunities to keep abreast of developments in the 
work area, for example, through internal training, lectures, seminars, 
other learning activities, and networks, and whether the informant uses 
these opportunities 

¥ The interviewer checks that all areas have been dealt with and gives the 
participant the opportunity, if necessary, to supplement previous answers 
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Appendix 3: interview guide - management 

¥ The concept of innovation – is this is a concept the informant knows 
about? Examples of innovation? 

¥ Have you experienced changes in your workplace? Please describe the 
nature of the changes. Where did the initiative for these changes 
originate from? 

¥ The presence of routines for working on innovation 
¥ The importance of suggestions for organizational development or 

innovation from employees 
¥ Encouragement of employees to do this? In what way? The informant’s 

own contribution of ideas and how they were received 
¥ Are innovative ideas being realized? Why were they implemented or not 

implemented? Any particular obstacles? 
¥ Are ideas concerning development and innovation discussed with 

colleagues? Has the informant’s manager raised these issues? 
¥ Is there anything that limits the ability to implement (e.g., legislation) 

and, if so, how is it handled? 
¥ How important are new ideas?  
¥ Collaboration with other organizations and/or users – what are the 

results? 
¥ The interviewer checks that all areas have been dealt with and gives the 

participant the opportunity, if necessary, to supplement previous 
answers. 
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Sammanfattning  

Innovation i kommunala välfärdstjänster är en avhandling inom 
arbetslivsforskningen som undersöker, analyserar och diskuterar 
innovationsinsatser samt förståelse och tillämpning av innovationsbegreppet 
och tillhörande policys i kommunala välfärdstjänster. Avhandlingen, som 
har två huvudteman, policys och praktik, bygger på semi-strukturerade 
intervjuer med 38 medarbetare och chefer i fyra svenska kommuner. 
Dessutom analyserar den relaterade policydokument på såväl nationell som 
lokal nivå. Metoder som används i analysen var dokumentanalys, tematisk 
analys och kritisk diskursanalys. 

Avhandlingen visar att upplevda skillnader mellan ledningsnivåerna i vad 
som anses vara nyskapande och vad som bedöms möjligt att uppnå var stora 
hinder för innovation inom de kommunala välfärdstjänsterna. Högre chefer 
betonar vikten av innovation, men upplevde hinder i form av gamla 
strukturer, gamla sätt att arbeta, och de anställdas brist på tid för innovation. 
Följaktligen erkände inte heller den högre ledningen anställdas innovationer.  

Mellanchefer och medarbetare, å andra sidan, upplevde både möjligheter 
för medarbetardriven driven innovation samt otillräckligt stöd för att till 
fullo utnyttja dessa möjligheter. Även tid för att driva innovativa initiativ 
och dålig intern kommunikation skapade hinder. Avhandlingen stöder 
uppfattningen att överdriven kontroll, otillräcklig egenmakt, och begränsad 
personlig autonomi alla motverkar innovation. En kompletterande slutsats är 
att även om kommunerna betonade vikten av innovation i sina strategiska 
dokument agerade de inte för att mobilisera de dynamiska resurserna i 
kommunerna för att stödja och utveckla innovation.  

Den nationella innovationspolitiken begränsade sig i hög grad till 
upphandling av innovationer, samtidigt som konkreta inslag av innovations-
stöd märkbart saknas. Ansvaret för innovation överfördes på så sätt från den 
kommunala organisationen till externa leverantörer, vilket minskar det inre 
trycket för innovation. Dokumenten som studerats påverkades också av 
kontroll och idéer om effektivitet hänförliga till New Public Management, på 
så sätt främjas strukturer som begränsar möjligheter för innovativa 
experiment. Avslutningvis kan konstateras, att innovationsbegreppet inte var 
fullt ut överfört och anpassat till innovation i välfärdstjänsterna. 
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Figures and Tables 

Table 1. Articles and themes in the thesis 
Table 2. Different combinations of PPM and public-private partnership 
Table 3. Outline of the research design of the thesis. 
Table 4. Overview of units in the study and employees interviewed.  
Figure 1. Dynamic capabilities and change     
Figure 2.  A model of core elements 
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