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Co-Production and Co-Creation 
in Public Services: 
Resolving Confusion and Contradictions
Paul Waller, Brunel University London, Uxbridge, United Kingdom

ABSTRACT

Publicationscontinuetoaffirmthattherearenoagreeddefinitionsorconceptualframeworksforco-
productionandco-creationinrelationtopublicservices.Consequently,acrossandwithinacademic
and grey literature lie many examples of confusion and contradictions. These hinder insightful
discussionandexplanatoryresearch.Thispaperarguesthatunderlyingthismuddleisafailuretobe
clearaboutthenatureandstructureofpublicservices.Thecommonlyused“servicetocustomers”
modelfromcommerceisamisleadingoversimplification.Tore-framethediscussionsonco-creation
andco-production,amodelisdevelopedofagenericmulti-actor,multi-instrumentsystemthathelps
to identify thereal issuesassociatedwithgovernmentalandnon-governmentalactorscombining
toachieveasocialoutcome.Thesystemcanbeassessedintermsofrelationships(e.g.degreesof
opennessandcollaboration)andtheroleoftechnology(e-government).Theessentialroleofthe
governmentisdeterminedtobepolicyandsystemdesign.

KEywoRdS
Co-Creation, Co-Production, E-Government, Governance, Government, Instruments, Policy, Public Services, 
System

INTRodUCTIoN

In19thcenturyLondon,fireenginesneeded22peopletomanuallypumpthewaterforthehoses.
Ratherthantakeabus-loadofpumperswiththem,thefiremenusedtorecruitthemfromthecrowd
of onlookers at the scene, literally crowdsourcing. Pumpers were paid one shilling for the first
hourandsixpence(halfashilling)forsubsequenthours.Wasthisco-production,orco-creation,or
contracting-out,oroutsourcing,orcitizenparticipation,orvolunteering?Wasthisapublicservice,
anopengovernmentservice,orpublicsectorinnovation?Wasthefireengineownedandrunbythe
citygovernmentoraprivatecompanyunderaprivatefinanceinitiative?Didanyofthismatter?

JoandNabatchi(2016)sumupthepublishedworkonco-productioninpublicservicesfromthe
studygroupoftheInternationalInstituteofAdministrativeSciencesonthesubject,concludingthat
thereisaneedforacleardefinition,andframeworksandtypologies,tomakesenseoftheconcept
ofco-productioninpublicservicesasafoundationforexplanatoryresearch.Theyarguethatmuch
workhasfocusedonindividualcases,liketheoneabove,thatdonotprovideauniversallyconsistent
definitionandmodel.

Voorbergetal.(2015)carriedoutanextensiveliteraturereviewon“publicco-creationandco-
productionwithcitizens”.Inhalfofthecasesreviewed,citizenstooktheroleofco-implementer,in
contrasttobeingaco-designerorinitiatorofaventure.However,theyfoundthatco-creationand
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co-productionfrequentlyweregivensimilardefinitions,andchallengedthelackofconceptualclarity
arisingfromthis.Similarpointscontinuetobemade(Meijer,2016;Osborne,Radnor,&Strokosch,
2016).

Consequently,thispaperaimstoresolvetheuncertaintyaroundco-productionandco-creationin
relationtopublicservices.Todosoitwillcombineconceptsfromthepoliticalsciencesconcerning
publicpolicydesignandimplementation,andfromsystemandnetworkmodelling.Thecoreargument
isthatafailuretoclearlyarticulatethenatureof“publicservices”underliesthemanyconfusionsand
contradictionsinthediscussionofco-productionandco-creationthatappearnotonlyinacademic
work but in “grey” publications by governments, think tanks and international bodies. Where
specificconfusionsandcontradictionsarediscussed,citationswillnotgenerallybegiven:theissues
arepervasive,andsinglingoutindividualauthorswouldbeunfair.Thispaperwillusehyphenated
versionsofthewordsco-productionetc.,thoughtheyappearcommonlyunhyphenatedinliterature.

The Problem
ElinorOstrominitiallydefinedco-productionsimplyastheprocessbywhichinputsusedtoproduce
agoodorservicearecontributedbyindividualswhoarenot‘in’thesameorganization(Ostrom,
1996,citedinBovaird,2007;Boyle&Harris,2009;Brandsen&Honingh,2016).Later,whenshe
andothersapplieditto“co-productioninpublicservices”theycreatedagreatvarietyofdefinitions
andterms(Brandsen&Honingh,2016)andindeedheroriginalformulationhasbeenchallengedas
appearingtoembracetoomuch(Joshi&Moore,2004).Bovaird&Loeffler(2012)provideabrief
history,andillustratehowmanymoretermsbeginning“co-”haveenteredthediscussion(notablyco-
creationandco-designamongmany),withinterchangeableusageorvariousattemptsatdifferentiations
(Voorbergetal.,2015).

Early in thishistory, thekeyactor inco-productionwas identifiedas the individualcitizen,
variouslya“user”,“customer”,“client”or“consumer”ofapublicservice.Studies thusbecame
focussedontheroleofthisindividualcitizenincontrasttootherpeopleinnon-stateorganisations
suchascharities(Voorbergetal.,2015).Incontrast,theactorswithinthepublicservicebecame
characterisedas“professionals”,veryofteninthecontextofhealthorcarerelatedexamples,but
byimplicationextendingtoofficialswithina“traditional,bureaucratic”publicservice—precise
definitionsarerareintheliterature.Boyle&Harris(2009)refertorealco-productionastheintersection
ofplanninganddeliverybyprofessionalsandothers(users/communities),butsaythatthereisno
agreeddefinition.

Similarly:

Co-production means delivering public services in an equal and reciprocal relationship between 
professionals, people using services, their families and their neighbours. Where activities are co-
produced in this way, both services and neighbourhoods become far more effective agents of change. 
(New Economics Foundation - nef, 2012, p. 9)

Withintheliterature,someauthorspositionco-productioninpublicservicesaspartofanew
regimeforpublicpolicyimplementation,sometimeshypothesisedtobeaNewPublicGovernance
(Osborne, 2006, 2010), that follows Old Public Administration (OPA, essentially Weberian
bureaucracy)andtheNewPublicManagementmovement(NPM,Hood,1991;Hood&Dixon,2015)
thatembracedtheapplicationofprivatesectormodels—markets,managementandmeasurement
(Ferlie,Ashburner,Fitzgerald,&Pettigrew,1996)—tothepublicsector.Incontradiction,others
assertthatithasalwaysexisted,regardlessofthese,particularlyasnationsdevelop(Joshi&Moore,
2004).Developmentsfrommarketingtheory,suchasservicesystemstheoryandService-Dominant
Logic,aremappedbysomeauthorsontopublicservices(Akesson&Edvardsson,2008;Maglio,et
al.,2009;Osborne,etal.,2014;Vargo,etal.,2008)toattempttomodelco-creationofvalue—but
viewsdifferonwhetherornotthisleadstoadifferentparadigmtoNPM.
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Acommonomissionisacleardefinitionof“publicservice”,alongsideattemptstoreconcile
taxesandregulationsasbeingthesamethingsas“services”likeahealthservice.Debatestakeplace
onwhethertouseanyorallofuser,citizen,customer,consumerorclientforapersonexperiencing
aservice(orregulation,tax,etc.).Indeed,thelanguageofcommercedominatestheliteratureinthe
field,unsurprisinglyastheoriginsofco-productionlieinthebusinessworldandNPMhasmadethe
terminologycommonplaceinthepublicsector.Themostcommonwords,alongside“customer”,are
“deliver”,“provide”,and“produce”.

Thishascreatedanimplicitcoremodelofaservice-providingorganisationinteractingwitha
customer,ontowhichthemanyattemptstodiagnoseandexplainco-productionandco-creationhave
beenoverlaid.Thisisofcourseentirelyreasonableinacommercialcontext,butasdiscussedhas
presentednumerouschallengeswhenattemptedinapublicsectorcontext.Notleastofthesechallenges
isthat,inpublicadministration,thepurposeofanactivitymaynotrelatedirectlytoahumanperson:
itmayconcerntheenvironment,infrastructure,evenanimals,unlikeinacommercialcontextand
servicesciencewhereitprimarilyisaboutthecustomer.Contortionsthusappearwherecasessuchas
recyclinghouseholdwastearesoughttobeillustrationsofco-productioninanenvironmentalsetting
—despitethisbeingareasonableaiminitselfastheprincipleofco-productionseemsapplicablehere.

Numerous papers switch insouciantly in mid-argument from talking about an individual’s
experience“atthepointofdeliveryofaservice”toabroadoutcomefrommultipleinfluencesand
actorsinteracting,suchasenvironmentalimpact.Statementsthenarisethatwouldappearabsurdto
alayman,suchasthatlockingyourhousewhenyougooutisanactofco-producingapublicservice
(asopposedtojustlookingafteryourpossessionsorcomplyingwithyourinsurancepolicy).Authors
consequentlycallonthenotionof“thepublic”asawholebeingthebeneficiary,orcustomer,ofa
“service”,bringingfurtherlevelsofterminologicalconfusionasdiscussedbelow.Avoidablelinguistic
muddleisalsofoundintheliterature,suchasinterchanginglegitimate,accountable,responsible,and
obligated—suchwordsareunfortunatelysometimesusedinsurveysaswell,whererespondents
maynotfullygrasptheessentialdistinctions.

This introduces the thesisof thispaper, that the failure to reachclarityon thenatureofco-
productioninthepublicrealmresultsfromapervasiveconfusionbetweenapublicsectorfunction
andasocialorcivicoutcome.Thefirstisaspecificactivityexercisedbyagovernmentalorganisation,
suchasastate-runhospitaloracouncil’srubbishcollectiondepartment,arisingfromapoliticalchoice
todothatasastate-fundedactivity.Thesecondistheresultoftheworkofasystemofactorsthat
hasevolvedorbeenconstructedtodealwithasocialissue.Thatsystemmayincludeorganisations
runbylocal,regionalornationalgovernmentsaswellasnon-governmentalactorssuchascharities,
individualcitizensandcommercialorsocialenterprises.Thesystemwillalsobesubjecttoother
governmentalandnon-governmentalinfluences,suchasregulations,taxes,informationcampaigns,
marketing,insuranceschemes,socialpressures,andmanyothers.Suchsystemshavealwaysexisted
—rediscoveringandrelabellingthemtosupportargumentsfora“new”modelofgovernanceis
largelyaresponsetoinaccuratemodelsandassumptionsdevelopedinliteratureoverrecentdecades.

Healthcareisanexample.Thedesiredsocialoutcomeisahealthypopulation(thoughthatin
itselfneedsrefinementtomorespecificgoals).Theachievementofthatwillinmanyplacesand
erasinvolveaninterconnectedsystemofgovernment-fundedbodiesalongsidebothregulatedand
non-regulatednon-governmentalactors—individualsand institutions—plusnormsofexpected
behaviour(e.g.fromsickpeopleandtheirfamilies).Inotherwords,itcanbetheoutcomearisingfrom
anetworkofstatefunds,facilities&employees;privateprovidersandinsurers;not-for-profitactors
likecharitiesandvolunteers;andfamily,friendsandpatients.Thesystemislikelytobeunderpinned
byanassortmentoffunding,paymentsandregulations,andoverlaidbyavarietyofgovernanceand
accountabilitystructures.

Inanattempttoresolvetheinconsistenciesandcontradictionscausedbythisconfusionbetween
social outcome and governmental action, there are many references in literature to “traditional
stateroles”,orsometimes,implyingfalseequivalence,“traditionalgovernmentresponsibilities”.A
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government’sresponsibilityistoensureasocialoutcome(determinedaccordingtoitscurrentpolitical
mandate)isachieved,bypolicydesignandimplementation,whichmayormaynotinvolvearolefora
distinctstate-fundedbody.Thereisnoevidencethatthereisanysuch“tradition”inthewaythatthat
isrealisedwhenlookingacrosstime,policydomainsandgeography.Itseemstobecodeforatime
whenthestatedidabsolutelyeverything,whichisalmostneverthecase(exceptpossiblyinsome
domainsin20thcenturycommunistregimes).However,itleadstostatementssuchas“parentscan
co-producetheeducationoftheirchildren”(inapositedpost-traditionalnewgovernancemodelof
society),or“withouttheinvolvementofthepatient,adoctorcannotprovidetheservice”.Further,
theintensedebateaboutwhetherco-productionaddstoorsubstitutesfor“publicservices”stems
fromthisconfusion.

Inconclusion,theunderlyingassumptionsbehindthemajorityofdiscussionsofco-productionand
co-creationinthecontextofpublicserviceshavebeenbasedonthesimplecustomer-serviceprovider
relationshiptakenfromthecommercialrealm.Theconstructhasessentiallybeenofsomethingbeing
doneforsomeonebyanorganisationthatispartofthegovernment.Therealityisvastlydifferent
andmorecomplicated,andthisconstructisflawedineveryaspect.

what are “Public Services”?
Theterm“publicservices”appearstolieattheheartofmuchconfusion,stemmingfromthisimage
ofapartofagovernmentbeingaservice-providingentity.Tomakesenseoutofthishowever,the
term“government”firstneedsunpacking.Focussingforthemomentonwesterndemocracies,their
governanceisfoundedontheprinciplesoftheRuleofLaw(Tamanaha,2004)and(toagreateror
lesserextent)theSeparationofPowers(Benwell&Gay,2011).Thismeansthattherearedistinct
componentsof“government”withseparaterolesandaccountabilities.

TheRuleofLawsaysthatthelawissupreme(Hood,1991):everyone,includinggovernment
ministersandpublicofficials,issubjecttothelawasultimatelyinterpretedbyjudgesinaCourt.The
lawismadebyaLegislature,orParliament,representingthepeople.Anindependentpoliceforceand
independentjudiciaryenforcethelaw.AnExecutivebranchofgovernment(generallycomprising
politiciansandcalled“theGovernment”)proposeslawstothelegislatureinordertoimplementits
politically-determinedpolicies.Dependingontheconstitutionofthecountryconcerned,amonarch
orpresidentmayalsohavearole.Foramorenuancedanalysisthanthissummaryofacomplextopic
seeBenwell&Gay(2011),particularlyinregardtotheUK,EuropeandtheUSA.

The means of implementing policies will be a combination of selected policy instruments
(Howlett,2004),craftedbytheexecutiveforpresentationtothelegislaturefordebateandinclusion
inadministrativelaw.Toillustrate,instrumentsforgivingmoney,throughbenefits,grants,subsidies
orloans,utilisethestate’sabilitytoredistributemoneywithintheeconomy.Thatmoneywillbe
raisedthroughanotherclassofinstrumentsthatincludestaxes,duties,fees,charges,andborrowing.
Agovernmentcanseektoinfluencethebehaviourofindividualsbynon-coercivemeanssuchas
runninginformationcampaigns(forexampleonhealthortheenvironment),orcoercivemeansby
criminalisingcertainactivity(suchasusingdrugs)orrequiringspecificpermissiontobeobtained
beforedoingsomething(throughlicencingandissuingpermits).Allsuchinstrumentsrequirean
organisationtoadminister(and/orenforce)themasdeterminedinthelegislation.

Inothercircumstances,agovernmentcanuseitsresourcestocreateahumanorganisationto
interveneinsociety,theeconomyortheenvironment(Hood&Margetts,2007).Astateorganisation
workingdirectlywithanyofthese,likeapublicly-fundedhospital,isaninstrumentforachieving
policy goals (in this example, healthcare — but this is a political choice: a state could have an
insurance-basedprivate-providersystemasanalternativeinstrument,suchasObamacare).Physical
state-funded entities form another typeof instrument, commonly transport infrastructure, public
buildings,andprotectedlands—thesealsowillhaveanorganisationchargedwithmanagement,
maintenance,oversightorregulationofuseoftheasset.

Consequently,itisthesevariouspolicyinstruments,underpinnedbylegislation,thatprovidethe
interfacesthroughwhichgovernmentsinteractwithpeople,businessesandtheenvironmenttoachieve
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theirpolicygoals.Themajorityofthepublicsectorentitiesvisibletocitizenscanbeclassifiedaseither
beinginstrumentsinthemselves(eitherhumanorganisationsorphysicalobjects),ororganisations
administeringinstruments(Waller&Weerakkody,2016).TheseentitiescomprisetheAdministration
andaregenerallynon-politicalorganisationschargedwithcarryingoutthelaw,underthedirectionof
theresponsible(political)ministerorofficialintheExecutive,whointurnistypicallyaccountable
totheLegislature.Anyactionbyanyofthesethatsomeoneconsiderstobeoutsidetheirlegalremit
canbereferredtotheCourtforjudgement.Incaseswheresomeoneconsidersthattheadministrative
processeshavebeendoneincorrectly(maladministration),theymayinsomecasesbeabletoobtain
redressbyreferringthemattertoanOmbudsman,anofficialappointedtodealwithsuchcomplaints.

Itisalsopossible(andafeatureofNPM)fortheadministrationofinstrumentstobecontracted
outtoprivatebusinesses,orcommissionedfromnon-governmentalorganisations(NGOs)suchas
charities.However,throughthecontracts,theaccountabilitychainremains.Theoverallpicturewill
thereforebecomplicatedanduniqueinanynationalcontextandpolicydomain.

Inanydemocraticcountry,governmentsofthisnaturecanoccuratmultipletiers,withvariations
inform,butthefundamentalprinciplesremainsacrosanct—andindeedarepartoftheTreatiesof
theEuropeanUnion.Outsidewesterndemocracies,mostorallofthesecomponentsexist,butcanbe
arrangedinverydifferentpowerandaccountabilityrelationships,forexamplewhereanindividual
(perhapsamonarchorapresident)orpoliticalpartytakestheExecutivefunctionatthetopofapower
hierarchy,overseeingtheLegislature,JudiciaryandAdministration.Insuchacase,neithertheRule
ofLawnorSeparationofPowersarelikelytoapply.

Wehavenowestablishedthattheinterfacetogovernmentsforcitizens,businessesoreventhe
environmentisthroughorganisationsthatadministerlegislatively-definedinstruments.Thissetsthe
contextforunderstanding“publicservices”.Waller&Weerakkody(2016)explainthatafullEnglish
dictionarygivesmultiplemeaningsofboththewords“public”and“service”.

“Public”asanadjectivecanmostrelevantlymeaneither“of,relatingto,paidforby,orworking
foragovernmente.g.shewaselectedtoapublicoffice;publicfinances,publichousing”,or“able
tobeusedbyanyone—accessibletopeopleingeneralratherthanrestrictedorprivatee.g.apublic
telephoneortoilet,theyagreedonacoffeeshopasasafepublicplacetomeet”.Thelatterdoesnot
implytheformer,norviceversa.

“Service”suffersfromanevenwiderrangeofpossiblemeanings(36in theOxfordEnglish
Dictionary).Itcommonlyistakentomeananactivitythatprovidesbenefittosomeone.Thisiscertainly
itsmeaninginbusinessandmarketing,oftenasacounterpointto“product”(Maglioetal.,2009).
However,inthecontextofgovernment,policyinstrumentsandpublicadministration,thetermmeans
astate-fundedorganisation.Thatisevidentinorganisations’namessuchasPrisonService,Probation
Service,CoastguardService,DisclosureandBarringService,CivilService,FireService,andsoon.

Consequently,“publicservice”canmeansomethinglikecitytransportation,evenifprovided
byaprivatecompany,oranorganisationthatisanarmofgovernment(apartofthePublicSector).
McGregor(1982)assertsthatapublicserviceisanentitycomprisingpeople(butheissomewhat
ambiguousonwhetheritiscomposedonlyofgovernmentemployees):

...an institution- comprised of persons whose lives have been spent attempting to deliver on the 
promises of government. The institution of public service is that part of a community which concerns 
itself with the achievement of public objectives and the implementation of public policy. (McGregor, 
1982, p. 304)

WallerandWeerakkody(2016)reviewhowtheinterchangeableuseofthesedistinctmeanings
hassystematicallyunderminedconceptualclarityinthefieldofe-government,andthesameapplies
toco-productionandco-creation.Asignificantaspectofthisistheobscurationbyterminologyof
thefactthatpublicadministrativeorganisations:
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… exist necessarily and sufficiently either to be or to manage instruments arising from the policy 
design process. The scope for change — e.g. process or organisational transformation — within or 
between them is constrained by the political, design and legislative process that constituted them, 
which, depending on the legal and public sector norms in the relevant national context, may leave 
managers within them little discretion for structural change, process change or innovation. Indeed 
there is potentially a conflict between managerial empowerment and the principles of objectivity in 
administration and legality (e.g. through creating a possibility for bias or corruption). (Waller & 
Weerakkody, 2016, p. 10)

Itisnowapparentthatsuchbodiesarehighlyconstrainedinwhattheyarelegallyabletodo,
andhowtheymightdoit.This,andthegeneralconfusion,mayhelptoexplainwhytheliterature
describesmanybarrierstoco-production“of”,“in”or“with”publicservices,suchasvariousaspects
of“resistancetochange”.

Thepervasivephrase“co-productionof/inpublicservices”isthereforeinneedofclarification.
Thatcanbedonebytaking“publicservice”tomean,asabove,astate-organisationcreatedthrough
legislationtoachieveapolicygoal.Inthatcase,externalactorscannotjoinwithothersto“produce”
itorbe“in”it.However,theymayworkwithit,ortogetherwithgovernmentrepresentativestodesign
it.Individualsmayclaimstatutoryentitlementsfromit,orbeheldsubjecttolegalobligationsbyit.

Therefore,thispaperadvocatesusingtheterm“publicservice”onlytomeanagovernment-funded
organisation,employingpublicservants,asopposedtoamorediverseconglomerate,anactivityor
anoutcome.Thereisthennolongeraneedtointroduce“professionals”,“traditionalgovernment
services”,“customers”andotherartefactsintheliteratureinordertounderstandanddescribewhat
isgoingon.

A System Model
The analysis above indicates the need to focus on the concept of public policy and how that is
designedandimplemented,astheresultofthatiswhatpeopleactuallyseeandexperience.“Public
policiesaretheresultofeffortsmadebygovernmentstoalteraspectsoftheirownorsocialbehavior
inordertocarryoutsomeendorpurposeandarecomprisedof(typicallycomplex)arrangements
ofpolicygoalsandmeans”(Howlett,2014,p.188).Thispapernowexploresthenatureofthese
arrangementsintermsofinstitutions,peopleandpolicyinstruments,bymodellingthemassystems,
tofindexplanationsofthephenomenatermed“co-production”and“co-creation”.

Adoptingasystemperspectiveisnotnewinthefield.Inherworkonsystemsappliedtosocial
andenvironmentalpolicychallenges,Meadows(2008,p.11)definesasystemas“aninterconnectedset
ofelementsthatiscoherentlyorganisedinawaythatachievessomething”.Ostromherselfobserved
that combinationsof public andprivate sector organisationswere commonplace (Ostrom,1975,
citedinErsoy,2016).Ng,Maull,&Yip(2009)suggestoutcome-basedcontractsbetweenactorsas
driversforsystemsthinkingbyswitchingthefocusfrominputstooutcomes.Bovaird(2007)and
Geyer&Rihani(2010)introducetothefieldofpublicpolicytheideaofcomplexadaptivesystems.
Phang&Kankanhalli(2011),Radnoretal.(2014)andOsborneetal.(2016)discusstheapplicability
ofservicesystemstheoryandaPublicServiceDesignLogic.Klijn&Koppenjan(2012)consider
applyingnetworktheoryto“governancenetworks”ofinterconnectingactors.

Asatermthen,“system”isquitegeneric,butmeansessentiallyaboundedsetofinteracting,
interdependentparts(Abercrombie,Harries,&Wharton,2015).Asthecitationsaboveindicate,the
partsmightbedifferenttypesofentities.Mostpeopleprobablythinkimmediatelyofmechanical
orelectricalsystemsmadeupofphysicalcomponents,orcomputersystemscomprisingsoftware
programs.Systemscanalsobemadeupofpeopleandinstitutions,asforexampleinpublicgovernance
(asystemthatmakesdecisionsaboutgoverningacommunity1).Studyingsystemscomprisingpeople
andinstitutionshelpstounderstandtheirmotivationsandconstraints,andrelationshipsbetweenthe
actors—whichcanbequitefluidandhardtodefineprecisely.Thirdly,therearesystemsofpolicy-
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relatedfactorsthatinfluenceeachothersuchasvehicleemissionsandairpollutionlevels,andthese
arethesubjectof“softsystems”studiesand“systemsthinking”.Systemsconsistingoffactorsofthis
lasttypeareissue-specificandidealforworkingoutwhatishappeninginaparticularproblemarea,or
testingpossibleeffectsofinterventionsorchangessuchasnewpolicies.Thelasttwotypesofsystem
modelarecomplementaryandbothcanbedeployedwhenlookingataspecificreal-lifesituation.

Inthispaper,givenitstopic,thefocusisonsystemsofpeople,institutionsandpolicyinstruments,
andtherelationshipsbetweenthem.Examplesandillustrationsofsuchsystemsappearinpapers,
notablyapictureofthecomplicatedsystemfordealingwithchildhoodautisminItaly(Siciliaetal.,
2016)where12publicbodiesinterconnectacrossthreetiersofgovernment.Astudyconductedfor
theEuropeanCommission(Blakemore&Wilson,2009)explicitlysoughtoutandmodelledanumber
ofsuchsystemsinorder to investigate thesustainabilityof theiroperatingandfinancialmodels.
Lubell(2015)positssomepromisingtheoreticalperspectivesforanalysingsocio-ecologicalsystems
alongsideexamplesofsuchcomplexinstitutionalsystems.

Harrison,Pardo,andCook(2012)arrivedat similarplace (“strategicecosystems thinking”)
whendiscussingopengovernment:

Ecosystems are naturally occurring phenomena and the metaphor may be applied to any existing 
socio-technical domain, they can also be seeded, modelled, developed, managed, that is, intentionally 
cultivated for the purpose of achieving a managerial and policy vision. (Harrison, Pardo, & Cook, 
2012, p. 907)

Theirensuinganalysisfocusesonspecificissuesofopengovernment,transparency,andopen
data(apolicyinstrumentinthetermsabove),whereasthispaperaddressesthegeneralphenomenon.

RandleandAnderson(2017)setthisphenomenoninalocalcontext,exploringhowthreegroups
—statutorybodies(equivalenttopublicservicesasdefinedinthispaper),non-statutorybodies,and
citizensandcommunities—differacrossninedimensions(“buildingblocks”)yethavethepotential
tocollaboratetoimprovesocialoutcomes.

TheUK’sNationalHealthService(NHS)providesanexampleofhowdiverseactorscombine
withotherpolicyinstrumentstocreateahealthcaresystem(orecosystem,ifoneprefers).TheNHS
isthestatebodythatadministers,assetoutinlaw,theuniversalentitlementofUKcitizensandnon-
citizenstostate-fundedmedicaltreatment.Itownsandrunshospitals,butnotdoctors’surgeries.
Manyhealthcareprofessionals(generalpractitioners,surgeons,dentists,etc.)arenotemployedbyit,
butworkforitthroughnationally-setcontracts.Alocalcouncilmayneedtoprovidecareforapatient
leavinghospital.Charitiesprovidesupporttopatientsandtheirfamiliesinmanywaysfromtransport
to counselling. Private companies have roles from hospital cleaning and laundry to pharmacies
issuingprescribedmedicinesandprovidingtreatmentadvice.Chargesapplysometimes,fordentistry
orprescriptionsformedicines,andfortourists’operations.Numerousotherinstrumentsareinthe
system:regulationsapplyrangingfromtheuseandsaleofmedicinesanddrugs(includingalcohol);
taxesapplytounhealthyconsumablesliketobacco;thereareregularhealthawarenesscampaigns;
andmedicalresearchisfunded.Lessdirectinstrumentscontributetoo,suchastherequirementfor
vehiclepassengerstowearseatbelts,andlocalcouncilsfencingoffdangerousdropsorwaterways.

AgeneralpictureofsuchasystemmightlooklikeFigure1.Notallactorsorinstrumentswill
bepresentineverysystem,andnumberswillvary.Theformsthatrelationshipsbetweentheactors,
andtheirgovernanceandaccountability,mighttakearediscussedinthefollowingsectionandTable
1,butnotshownhereforclarity.Asanoteinpassingforthoseinterested,reflectingthepointabove,
oneoftheinputinstrumentsmightbeopendata.

A systemof this formconcerns theday-to-dayoperationof the result of policydesign and
implementation.Twofeaturesareworthnoting.First,relevantpolicydecisionsmaybetakenand
legislateduponatdifferentlevelsofgovernment,forexamplecity,state/regional,federal/national
andsupra-national,andtheresultinginstrumentsmaythereforehaveanestedstructurewithsome
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beingdependentonothersdeterminedatalevelabove.Second,andrelated,thestructuresformaking
decisionsaboutthesystem,thegovernance,arethemselvessystemsthatmayinvolvesomeofthose
actorsinvolvedintheseoperationalsystems.Thisillustrateshowmost“service”baseddiscussions
ofco-productionarehugeoversimplificationsofreality.

Thequestionalsoarisesastowhetherthebeneficiary(the“user”)isinthesystem.Many(see
Millard,2015,foradiscussion)refertodrawingontheassetsandcapacityoftheuseraspartofthe
meansofachievingtheoutcome,especiallyinhealthcare(referringtoanactualorpotentialpatient).
Insuchacaseonewouldsayyes,theuserispartofthesystemandincludetheminsidethesystem
boundary.Then,however,thesupportingnetworkmaydifferforeachindividualuser,andwemight
say that thegeneralsystemis instantiated ineachcase,orpersonalised, inawaythat thepublic
servicescannotbeastheymustapplytherulesequallytoall.Thisaddresses,withnewnuances,
anotherpropositioninliteratureregardingthe“personalisationofpublicservices”.

However,theintendedoutcomeofthesystemmaynotbedirectedtowardsanindividualhuman
being. It might be the reduction of air pollution, or the preservation of an endangered species.
Nevertheless, a similar mixed system of actors, including individual citizens, volunteers etc. as
appropriate,andotherinstrumentscombinetoachievetheoutcome.Themodelthereforeismore
generallyapplicablethanjustto“co-productionwiththecitizen.”

Thequestionsthatarisefromtakingthesystemmodelperspectiverelatetohownon-governmental
actorsareengagedin:

Figure 1. A multi-actor multi-instrument system to achieve a social outcome
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• Developingpolicygoalsi.e.determiningtheproblemandintendedsocialoutcome
• Choosingthepolicydesign,i.e.whatthesystemwilllookliketoachievetheoutcome–including

instrumentsandrolesofpotentialactors
• Implementingthepolicydesigntobuildthesystem–includinglegislating,developingprocesses,

creatingorganisations,arrangingfinancing,establishingrelationships
• Operatingthepolicysystemtoachievetheoutcome
• Evaluatinghowwellthesystemisworkinginrelationtotheintendedoutcome.

Thispromptsthreeimportantobservations.First,thenon-governmentalactorsinvolvedmaybea
differentsetineachofthese,andgovernmentalinstitutions(theExecutive,Legislature,Administration,
Courts,andotherslikeauditors)featureindifferentwaysineach.Second,thisisverysimilartothe
classic“policylifecycle”,muchdiscussedinliterature(Bobrow,1970;Bridgman&Davis,2003;
Petersen,2009).Howlett (2010)howeverprovidesa richerdescription than the lifecyclemodel
oftheprocessesinvolvedandtheirrelationships,givinggreaterattentiontothekeyroleofpolicy
instruments.Third,itisevidenthowtheterms“co-production”,“co-design”,or“co-creation”have
more or less randomly been applied to different aspects of the commonplace phenomenon now
described,confoundingrigorousanalysis.

AsimilarsetofthesefivequestionsarisesconcerningtheroleofICTineachofthestages.That
leadsintothemuch-discussedfieldsofe-government,e-participation,theroleofsocialmedia,therole
ofdata,andsoon,andmuchhasbeenwrittenabouttheroleoftechnologyanddatainco-production
includingonthesubjectof“opengovernment”.Inasystemmodel,ICTmayfacilitatetheworking
ofthesystemorindividualactors,anditspotentialtodosoisaconsiderationinthesystem’sdesign
orevolution(Waller&Weerakkody,2016).Further,theprocessofdesigningsuchasystemmaybe
facilitatedbyICT,asmanyhavewritteninpapersonICT-enabledco-designorco-creation,including
engagementthroughe-participation.

Regardingtheprocessofcreatingasystem,itispossibletoask“whatwillmakeitwork?”and
“whatcangowrong?”—Millard(2015)identifiesnumerouschallengesandrequirements.Putting
togetherthethreelinesofenquirynowidentified(policyformulation,designandimplementation;
therolesofnon-governmentalactors;thecontributionofICTanddata)givesaholisticmodelwith
whichtowork.Themajorityofstudiesomitsoneormoreofthesethree,mostcommonlythepolitical,
legislativeandadministrativedimensionthatunderpinsanythinginvolvingthepublicsector(Waller
&Weerakkody,2016).Itcanbenotedinpassingthatliteratureintheoverlappingfieldofpublic
sectorinnovationsufferssimilarproblems.

drivers, Relationships, and Accountability
Thenextstepistolookmorecloselyattheactorsandtheirattributesandrelationshipswithinthe
system.Blakemore&Wilson(2009)studiedmanycaseswhereintermediariesprovidedessential
directlinksbetweendisadvantagedpeopleandpublicservicesandothersupportorganisations,and
concludedthatinorderforthesystemtobesustainable,stablerelationshipswerenecessary:“The
intermediariesandtheirnetworksneedtoworkwithinacoherentgovernanceframework,withclear
workingarrangements,andwherealltheactorsinvolvedareworkingtowardsagreedobjectives”
(Blakemore&Wilson,2009,p.5).AsFigure1implies,achievingthismaynotbestraightforwardand
willrequireexplicitattentioninanysystemdesign,andanunderstandingofthepotentiallyconflicting
objectivesandmotivationsofactorsinthesystem(Randle&Anderson,2017).

Table1attemptstosummarisesomeofthesekeyfeatures.Whilenotclaimingtobecomplete,
it shows how in reality a system can be complicated with challenges in reconciling objectives
andaccountabilitiesandformalisingrelationships.Forexample,theUKpolicy,calledTheWork
Programme, to help unemployed people back into work through payment by results to private
companiesandNGOsexperiencedsuchchallenges(NationalAuditOffice,2014).Indiscussingthe
legalpositionofvolunteersinapublicadministrativefunction,Tuurnas,Stenvall,&Rannisto(2016)
observethataccountabilityappearstobeacomplexissue.
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TheentriesinTable1representcommonpossibilitiesandmayvaryfromcountrytocountry
(particularlyinrelationtocharitiesandthelegalformsofsomenon-governmentalbodies)soitshould
betakenasindicativeratherthandefinitive.Thepoliticalaccountabilityofpublicbodiesmaybe
particularlycomplicated,withsomefunctionscomingunderdifferentlevelsofgovernmentindifferent
places,andthosemaybeunderthecontrolofopposingpoliticalparties.TheUKillustratesafurther
levelofcomplication,asatlocallevelthegeographicalboundariesfororganisations’governance
structuresdonotcoincide,forexamplethoseforhealth,socialcare,policeandemergencyservices.

Thesystemmodelandthistableshowhoweveryactorcanhavedifferentmotivations,constraints
and,inthecaseofindividuals,personalandsocialvaluejudgementsonwhatis“right”and“fair”
—considerpolicytowardslanduse(Foster&Iaione,2016)ormigrantsforexample.Butdealing
withconflictinginterestswithinsocietyisnotnew,andsomewhatthepointofdemocraticprocesses
(Heaney,2014;Mansbridgeetal.,2010).Methodsexisttoexplicitlytakeintoaccountinpolicychoices
theconflictingbenefitsandburdensamongstakeholders(Waller&McKinnon,2013).

This brings to light the potential risks inherent with such systems. The European Union’s
Framework Programme 7 (FP7) funded project Learning from Innovation in Public Sector 
Environments (LIPSE)sumsupitsmixedfindingsregardingaccountabilityandequityinitsPolicy
Brief2:

We did not find many respondents who argued that governmental accountability improved. Moreover, 
some even noted that accountability decreased. ... Regarding equity, the results are also not as 
favourable as one might hope. Although we did find very positive examples of equity improving as a 
result of co-creation ... already well-off citizens often benefited from co-creation as well. ... It seems, 
therefore, that co-creation does not always result in more equity, and can even work in the opposite 
direction. (Tummers, Voorberg, & Bekkers, 2015, p. 7)

Table 1. Characteristics of system actors

Actor Objectives & drivers Governance and 
accountability

Nature of possible 
relationships

Publicservice/agency
Policy,legislative,financial
(budgetary),administrative
equity&efficiency

Political,judicial Statutory,contractual

Charity Philanthropic,financial
(fund-raising)

Boardoftrustees,members,
regulatory

Contractual,partnership,
membership,client

SocialEnterprise Philanthropic,financial
(revenue)

Owners,stakeholders,
boardofdirectors,
regulatory

Contractual,partnership,
customer

Commercialbusiness Financial(revenue),
strategic,market

Owners,boardofdirectors,
regulatory

Contractual,partnership,
customer

Volunteers Philanthropic,social,
personal Informal,regulatory Contractual(employment),

informal

Family&friends Personal,social Social,legal*,regulatory
Personal,informal,
statutory*,contractual,
membership

Beneficiary(“User”) Personal Personal,legal*,regulatory

Personal,informal,
statutory*,contractual
(customer/client),
membership

* For example, a family member may have been granted the statutory right (power of attorney) to take decisions on behalf of the beneficiary, in a legal 
framework with which they must comply.
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This is incounterpoint toapparent suggestions in literature thata“bottom-up”combination
of individual interests is a good thing, as it counteracts “bureaucratic, top-down” decisions and
design—despitethisbeingessentiallyanargumentforthedilutionofpoliticaldecision-makingand
equitablelegislativeadministrationbyprovidinganopportunityforthestrong,cleverorcorruptto
distortprocessesintheirfavour(Sørensen,2013).Claimsfortheadvantagesofco-productionthrough
citizenscontributingtheir“knowledgeandassets”arecounterbalancedbythepoorandvulnerable
beingdisadvantagedbecausetheyareunabletogainaccesstoinformationandknowledge(Closs-
Davies,Bartels,&Merkl-Davies,2016).

Theimplicationis thatattentionmustbegiveninresearchandpracticetohowthesystem’s
creationandoperationalprocessesthemselvesaremanagedandgoverned,inparticulartheirfitwith
RuleofLawandrepresentativedemocracy(wheretheseapply),andhowoutcomesareachievedthat
arecompatiblewithequityandhumanrights(wherethesematter).Thisisachallengeofputting
inplaceaneffectivegovernancesystemfortheoperationalsystem.Suchgovernancemayitselfbe
“collaborative”(Ansell&Gash,2008;Foster&Iaione,2016)ornot,butthatisatopicbeyondthe
scopeofthispaper.

Atapracticaldesignlevel,thedisciplineofsystemsthinking(Meadows,2008;Stroh,2015),by
examiningthemeasurablefactorswithinasystem(e.g.vehicleemissions,pollution,ozonelevels),
explainsthetrapsthatsystemscanfallinto(suchasconflictingobjectives,viciouscircles,gapsin
responsibility,burdenshifting,orperverseincentives)andofferstechniquestodealwiththem.Failure
torecognisethetrapscanprovehugelycostlyinfinancialandhumanterms(Closs-Daviesetal.,2016;
Seddon&O’Donovan,2013)ascantheblindadoptionoffashionablemanagerialistapproaches(often
inspiredbyNPM)thatbackfirewhenappliedinagovernmentalcontext(Seddon,2014).

WallerandWeerakkody(2016)proposethatkeydesignobjectives,besideachievingtheoutcome
intendedandavoidingtraps,shouldbethereductionofadministrativeburden(onboththepublic
andpublicadministration)causedbypolicyinterventions,andtheeffectivematchingofdemandon
thesystemtoitscapacity,whilemakinginformationandresourcesavailabletothosewhoneedthem
inappropriateways.

Takentogether,theseissuesmightpointtowheretherearespecifickeyrolesforoneormoreof
theinstitutionsofgovernment.

The Role of Governmental Bodies
Thekeyquestionsarehowthesystemisdesigned,howitisdesignedtooperatesustainably,and
howitisgovernedandthecomponentsheldaccountable(includinghavingachannelforredress
forcitizenswithcomplaints).Asdiscussedabove,achievingthisintermsofbalancingobjectives,
financing,accountability,andadministrativelegislation,withoutfallingintoanyofthetrapsawaiting
suchsystemsisfarfromeasy.Wherepublicpolicy,assetsormoneyareinvolved,agovernmentbody
musttakeresponsibilityforaddressingthese.

TheessentialroleforagovernmentalbodyisfortheExecutivebranchoftherelevantgovernment
todecideonhowtoachievethesocialoutcomeintendedbyitspolicy,determiningtheextentof
publicprovision,publicfunding,anduseofotherinstruments.Thischoiceofmeansvariesintime
andplace,reflectingculturalandsocialcontext,andpoliticalpreferences.Itmaychoosetobuildon
anOPAorNPMparadigm,orneitheroramixture:thatisamatterofpoliticalpreference.

Regardlessofitschoices,itownstheresponsibilitytoitscitizenstocreateasystemthatworks
inspiteofthechallenges.Othergovernmentalbodieshavearoletoplayaroundthis,insupporting,
scrutinising,evaluating,adjudicatingandauditing,inlinewiththerelevantconstitutionalframework
withinwhichtheyinteract.Theoverallprocessiscomplicatedandnon-linear,andusuallyaddressing
anissuewherethereisanexistingintertwinedsetofpoliciesandlawsthathavetobemodifiedor
replacedtoformanewcoherentwhole.

Thisistherealmofpolicydesign(Howlett,2009).Hisnestedmodelofpolicygoalsandmeans,
withoverarchingpreferences,specificgoals,andcalibrationsforeach,providesaframeworkwithin
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whichthepotentialroleofotheractorsandthecontributionoftechnologyanddatacanbeinvestigated
(Waller&Weerakkody,2016).Thelatterauthorsproposethatthesepossiblerolesandcontributions
infactvarybetweenthetypesofpolicyinstrumentandthestagesofpolicydesign,implementation,
operationandevaluation.

Buildingonthisproposition,astudycontractedbytheEuropeanCommission(Galassoetal.,
2016)madeprogressonempiricallyconstructingananalyticalframeworkembracingpolicydesign
and implementation, the roles of non-governmental actors, and the contribution of ICT — the
challengeidentifiedabove.Inthestudy’sterms,OpeneGovernmentServices(OGS)areasubset
ofco-productionandco-creationcases inwhichICTisa facilitator (eGovernment),government
informationorassetsarepurposefullymadeavailable(open),andnon-governmentalactorsareinvited
toparticipate(collaborate).ThisgivesrisetothreecriteriawithtoexamineanyparticularOGS:the
natureoftheopenness,thenatureofcollaboration,andtheroleoftechnology.Thecriteriacantake
arangeofpossibleforms,showninTable2.

Thestudy’ssignificantadvancecomesinidentifyingfromitsempiricalanalysisofcasesapattern
betweentheformsofthesecriteriaandparticulartypesofpolicyinstrument.Thissupportsthethesis
thatthereisalinkagebetweenthechoiceofpolicyinstrumentinpolicydesignandtheappropriate
andfeasiblerolesofnon-governmentalactorsandtechnology.Thesecond-ordereffectofthisison
theformsofgovernancethatarethenappropriatefortheoperationoftheinstruments.

For example, in relation to instruments that exercise government authority (such as issuing
licences)ordistributingmoney(benefits,forinstance),therewouldbepotentialforcollaboration
ondesignthatmightleadtotechnologycomponents,butthesewouldinsuchcasesbeverytightly
controlled, with no open access. In the case of physical instruments like roads, waterways and
buildingshowever,therewouldbethepotentialforcollaborationintheiroperationandmaintenance
throughperhapsvolunteeringorspottingproblems(enabledbyapotholereportingmobilephone
appforexample).

In relation to public services, as defined in this paper, the study concludes that scope for
collaborationintheoperationofoneitselfisverylimited,andisdifferenttocollaborationina“mixed
economy”—asysteminthispaper’sterms.Theimplicationsforotherinstruments,suchasopen
datainparticular,andpolicydecisionprocessesarealsodiscussed.

Table 2. Possible forms of openness, collaboration and technology in relation to policy instruments. (adapted from Galasso et 
al., 2016, Table 24)

Criterion Possible forms

Openness noopenness

opentothegeneralpublic,non-governmentalactors

sharedonlywithinthepublicsectororrestrictedgroup

Collaboration nocollaboration

collaborationindesignand/orimplementation

collaborationarisinginliveoperations

collaborationinfeedingbackonliveoperations

collaborationinfluencingdecisions

Technology notechnology

technologyenablesdesign

technologyenablesoperations

thethingcreatedisatechnicalcomponent
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Thestudyconcludeswithcaveatsregardingvaryingnationalinterpretationsoftheconceptsof
opennessandcollaboration,andattitudestovolunteeringinparticular.Itnotesthat:

‘Openness’ and ‘collaboration’ are words and concepts that when used in relation to the actions of 
a government or the state will be interpreted by citizens, public servants and politicians against their 
own specific historical, cultural and political context, for example in some countries volunteering 
or participation may be seen as giving positive social status while in others it may be seen as doing 
the state’s job for free and highly suspicious. (Galasso et al., 2016, p. 88)

CoNCLUSIoN

Thephenomenadescribedinthispaper—thesystemsandtheirdesignandconstructionasaresultof
apolicyinterventionbyagovernment—existeverywhere,andalwayshavedone(Lubell,2015).The
debatesinrecenttimesaroundthem,introducingnumerousborrowedorinventedterms,frequently
arisefromalackofprecisionabouttheroleofthevariouscomponentsofgovernmentsandthepublic
sectorthatmightbeinvolved,andthenatureofrelationshipsbetweenthemandotherparties.

Thefocusneedstobeontheachievementofasocialoutcomethroughthecombinedefforts
andresourcesofgovernmentalandnon-governmentalactors,workinginaconnectedsystem,inan
environmentinfluencedbyarangeoflegislativeinstrumentsincludingfunding,informationprovision,
regulations,taxes,feesandcharges,andsoon.

Insuchsystems,thedetailofthenatureoftheactorsandtheirrelationshipswilldifferaccording
totheinfluenceofOPA,NPMandeventheformofgovernmentalregime.So,theywilldifferacross
countriesanderas,butnoparticularconfigurationconstitutesa“newformofgovernance”.Theissue
isofpolicydesignandimplementation.Thisisnotstraightforward,andtheappropriateinvolvement
ofnon-governmentalactors,andtechnology,raisesmanyconstitutional,political,legal,andpractical
issues,someofwhichhavebeenraisedinthispaper.

Thebigquestion,forresearchandpractitioners,ishowagovernmentcreatessustainableand
equitablesystemsthatproducebetteroutcomesthanalternativemeans,giventhatthesysteminvolvesa
mixofactorsandthepotentialcontributionoftechnologyanddata.Thiscombineselementsofpolicy
goalsetting,instrumentchoice,andsystemdesign–takingparticularaccountofafinancialmodel
andtheobjectives,accountabilityandrelationshipstructuresofactorsinthesystem.Thequestions
arenotsomuchaboutthepracticalitiesofdesignandcreationprocesses,onwhichmuchworkhas
beendone(Bason,2010;McKinnonetal.,2010),buthowtheytakeaccountofthechallengesand
risksinvolvedandincorporategovernanceintothedesign.Thispointstowardstheapplicationof
systemsthinkinganddesign,firmlyanchoredinthecorrectgovernmentalcontext.

Anaspectofthatishowonemovesfromaprojecttodesignandbuildasystem–popularamong
researchersinthefieldwhofocusonpracticalprocessesforco-designandco-creation–toaself-
sustaining,governableoperation(Walleretal.,2010).Onemightaskhowmanysystemscreatedby
researchandpublicsectorinnovationprojectsactuallysurvivetheclosureoftheproject,andwhatwere
thefactorsthatenabledthemtosurvive.Similarly,researchmightbebetterdirectedatdiscovering
andstudyingoperationalsystems(likeBlakemore&Wilson,2009)todevelopandvalidatetheory,
asopposedtocreatingnewones.

Thispapersupportsacallfora‘re-discovery’ofpolicydesignstudies(Howlett,2014)aftera
coupleofdecadesofthedistractionsdiscussed.Italsoechoesthecalltomovefromexploratoryand
descriptiveresearchtoexplanatoryresearch(Jo&Nabatchi,2016):itispossiblethatwithfurther
work,thesystemsapproachmightprovidethedefinitions,frameworkandtypologysoughtbythem.

Finally,thispapercontendsthatitwouldbebetternowtodroptheill-definedtermsco-production,
co-creationandco-designinrelationtothegovernmentalrealmandleavethemintheircommercial
settingwhencetheycame.Replacementtermsforthe“systems”willnodoubtbeinventedindue
course.
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