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Executive summary...
This report outlines the key experiences, lessons and insights from a 2015 LDC Fellowship programme designed to examine
leadership for public sector innovation. Public sector innovation requires an ‘innovation infrastructure’ comprising
demonstration projects (applying innovation methods to real policy and delivery challenges), capability (skills, tools and
knowledge of what method to apply when), as well as organisations and a public management system that support and enable
experimentation (to ‘do things differently’ and ‘do different things’). Leadership is crucial - at the project, organisation and
system levels. Leaders who support and enable innovation do not need to be innovation experts, but they tend to be
collaborative ‘host’ as opposed to command and control ‘hero’ leaders, who are also curious, empathetic, embrace diversity,
invite challenge and continually test their assumptions. The report concludes with some key considerations for building an
innovation infrastructure in New Zealand.
About LDC Fellowships: www.ldc.govt.nz

Fellowship recipient - Sally Washington
Sally Washington is Programme Manager of the Policy Project in the

Department of
the Prime Minister and Cabinet. The project is designed to improve the quality and
performance of policy advice across government. See www.dpmc.govt.nz/policyproject She
has a long-standing interest in innovation, including the public sector innovations that
followed the Canterbury earthquakes in NZ, on innovation capability in organisations and
innovation leadership . She has worked in NZ and internationally (at OECD and UN/FAO)
and has a body of publications covering a range of public policy issues (gender equality,
government ethics, public sector employment, globalisation, fisheries governance,
ecolabels and private standards, policy systems and public management reform).

Note: Sally’s fellowship was awarded jointly with Lis Cowey, Principal Advisor on

Strategy, Change and Performance, The Treasury. Sally and Lis have worked together for
several years to promote ‘new ways of working’ and collaboration to create public value. They
applied for the Fellowship together to promote collaborative learning (learning is more
effective as a team sport than an individual pursuit) and collaborative leadership. They
believe that together they can have greater impact as leaders including in building a ‘coalition
of the willing’ for user-centered and innovative policy design and delivery.
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Fellowship objectives and method
The study tour was designed to…
Learn about leadership for innovation through:
•
Observing practical examples of innovation practice and understanding the methods involved
•
Discussing leadership for innovation with both those leading and those experiencing innovation
projects
•
Understanding how innovation projects feed into public policy design and delivery (the innovation
infrastructure)
Using the following research methods:
•
Formal study
•
Embedded experiences
•
Ethnographic research and participant interviews
And shaped by the following ‘lines of inquiry’:
•
What innovation methods are being applied in the public sector and how?
•
What drives successful innovation?
•
What does innovation leadership look like – from the perspective of the leader and the ‘led’?
•
Where do innovation capabilities thrive best?

Fellowship programme

Darden Business
school
Formal study
21-24 April

Course on ‘Design thinking
for Innovative Business
Problem Solving’

New York

Embedded experiences
27 April – 1 May
See the real world
application of innovation
and design methods,
leadership of innovation
projects and supporting
design functions.

London

OECD

Innovation
infrastructure
5 - 12 May

International
comparisons
13-15 May

See how the various
innovation capabilities and
functions feed into policy
and service design and
delivery.

Test our thinking against
international evidence of
innovation capability and
exemplars.

Key experiences
Formal study – Darden Business School, University of Virginia
Professor Jeanne Liedtka’s course in design thinking for innovative problem solving at the Darden Business
School is a condensed version of the design thinking module from her MBA course (7 weeks into 4 days).
Her method is compelling as it merges business and design principles into a practical step by step approach
to problem solving. It is highly relevant to a public sector environment and could be applied to strategy, policy
or service design. Her book is the most accessible overview of design methods I have encountered and I
highly recommend it. Designing for Growth: A design toolkit for managers (co-authored with Tim Ogilvie,
Colombia Business School, 2011). The course involved groups actually designing and testing a solution to a
real business challenge. It showed the power of learning by doing.
Details of the course are included in blog entries in the annex or watch Jeanne
on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OIBAJCPNR6M#t=12

Read an account of each visit and related insights and impressions in the annex or
in this blog:
https://www.ldc.govt.nz/news/blogs/ldc-2015-fellows-sally-washington-and-lis-cowey/ 5

Key experiences…
Embedded experiences – observing leaders in their natural habitats
A key objective of the study programme was to observe leaders and their teams in action. Sometimes this took the
form of ‘shadowing’ a leader, sometimes being a ‘fly on the wall’ in meetings, and in other cases we were invited to
participate in discussions or asked to give our feedback at the end. We were privileged to be allowed into
discussions that involved critical strategic decisions including on organisational direction and strategy (eg. UK
innovation Unit leadership team, NYC Mayor’s office, GovLab) and had access to very senior leaders (e.g NYC
Deputy Mayor Richard Buery).
All of these methods enabled us to observe relationships, language (verbal and body) and approaches to decision
making. What struck me most about the leaders and organisations that embraced innovation was:
• Leaders ‘curated’ or facilitated rather than controlled discussions. They did not appear to impose views up front
or drive their preconceived ‘solutions’
• Challenge and diversity was deliberated invited (all voices counted), decisions were typically made collectively,
the team was paramount, with the use of ‘we’ rather than ‘I” language. Feedback was respectful – with
“yes…and” responses to ideas rather than “no…but”
• Meetings sometimes appeared chaotic – it wasn’t always clear who was ‘in charge’ - but they got the job done
(decisions taken) nonetheless. Hierarchy was not a feature.
We also conducted more traditional interviews with leaders and organisations and sometimes with their
stakeholders and clients. The latter enabled us to test how leaders and their teams were perceived and
experienced by their interlocutors (e.g shadowing an Innovation Unit leader and team in the field and being able to
speak with individuals from partner organisations and clients). This gave a more rounded picture of methods, style
and impact.

Read an account of each visit and related insights and impressions in this blog:
https://www.ldc.govt.nz/news/blogs/ldc-2015-fellows-sally-washington-and-lis-cowey/
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Key experiences…
International comparisons – outside looking in

Our programme was designed to see a variety of different levels of government (NYC city government, UK
central government, and OECD for an international overview), to observe innovation projects and to learn
how innovation capability is developed and supported at the system level. This enabled us to test a number
of factors:
•
•
•
•

The role of high level sponsorship and central support for innovation
Where innovation capability sits – inside/outside government – and with what implications
How innovation is incentivised at a system level
How the pieces of the innovation infrastructure fit together to create an environment conducive to
innovation (innovation system and culture)

Read an account of each visit and related insights and impressions in the annex or
this blog:
https://www.ldc.govt.nz/news/blogs/ldc-2015-fellows-sally-washington-and-lis-cowey/ 7

Lessons and insights…
What innovation methods are being applied in the public sector ?
The innovation toolbox includes a range of different tools, methods and approaches. The right technical skills (ethnography,
design methods, behavioural insights, random control trials, big data) need to be applied to the right challenge . Our study
tour included getting up close and personal with:
• Design methods (Darden Business School, Public Policy Lab, Innovation Unit, NESTA, UK Policy Lab, UNDP)
• Behavioural insights and random controlled trials (Behavioural Insights Unit, What works centres)
• Meta evidence, big data, IT driven innovation (What Works Centres, GovLab)
Key lessons: Whatever method or combination of methods, successful application of those methods to public services or
policy requires:
• a focus on user needs (deep insight and/or evidence/data, preferably a combination of quantitative and qualitative
information)
• co-design - designing solutions ‘for’ and ‘with’ those likely to be affected by the policy or service
• an experimental approach (testing and iterating solutions, prototyping rather then piloting, inviting critique, continually
testing assumptions, evaluation)
• appropriate capability (skills, guidance, technical support). IT is an important innovation tool but is generally not an
innovation in itself. ‘Showing’ and ‘doing’ (visual aids, interactive methods) is more effective than ‘telling’ for a ‘build as
you go’ approach to capability and for demonstrating the value of innovation methods,.
We perceived a tendency for organisations to favour (almost to the point of fetishisation) one innovation method to the
exclusion of others. This is also a risk in the NZ context which could be mitigated by an understanding of which method, or
combination of methods, is most appropriate to which task or challenge. For example, behavioural insights using random
controlled trials is best applied to policy challenges where compliance is a factor. Some sort of matrix of methods and where
and how they are best applied would be helpful, but does not yet seem to have been developed anywhere. This would help to
reduce competition between methods and their proponents and potentially encourage collaboration and an interesting use of
combinations of methods or new hybrids.

What drives successful innovation?…testing the assumptions
What in practice are the critical success factors for enabling innovation ?

Innovation capability and demonstration projects (to inspire and to show the value of ‘doing things differently’) are important
(albeit not sufficient) for building organisations and a system that enables, encourages and supports innovation.
In a Policy Quarterly article (Seismic Shifts: designing and growing innovation capability, Policy Quarterly, February 2013) Rachel
Groves and I analysed the characteristics of organisations that support and enable innovation. We argued that those
organisations:
•
•
•
•

Are led by leaders that are passionate about outcomes but flexible about how to reach them,
Encourage experimentation and tolerate (bounded) risk
Focus on the customer/user, solicit ideas from and engage with diverse internal and external sources
Build capability, skills and experience in innovation methods adequately supported by resources (funding, time and space)

We further argued that a public management environment to enable innovation – an “innovation infrastructure" - was needed,
including to overcome some of the barriers we saw in the NZ system including:
• The challenge of collaboration between agencies and with private sector and NGO partners (on innovation projects but also in
sharing capabilities and information)
• Difficulties with jointly funding initiatives
• Business cases and performance reporting that require a level of specificity that does not enable the iteration and adjustment
involved in prototyping and experimentation
This study tour allowed me to further test my analysis and assumptions and to dig deeper into the leadership side of the
innovation equation. It confirmed my earlier analysis and also showed that NZ is not alone in this challenge to build a public
sector system and leaders that encourage and enable innovation. We found no easy answers but many common questions.

What drives successful innovation?...what we found

We did not find any deliberate systemic approach to innovation in the centres we visited (NYC, UK). Like NZ, these centres
have capability in innovation (albeit arguably more advanced) but like NZ those capabilities do not appear to be joined-up
and in some cases, are more competitive than collaborative. Moreover, their influence on policy settings is often suboptimal or non-existent. For example, the What Works centre related to education works within existing policy settings –
random controlled trials are in areas that fall within the ambit of school principals not experiments designed to test existing
or design new policy (although arguably the results of trials could be used in that way subsequently). Moreover, innovation
capabilities tend to still be applied to challenges at the delivery level or organisational change - the use of innovation
methods in policy design remains a new frontier where few have yet ventured.
We also found that the innovation activity that had attracted us to the centres we visited seemed to depend on:
•

•

high level sponsorship – this creates a risk when that sponsor moves on, especially when the sponsor is political.
For example, the NYC school i-zone, once described as one of the most inspired public sector innovation
programmes in the world, fell prey to political change in NYC. It was strongly associated with former Mayor
Bloomberg. Mayor de Blasio has his own valuable innovation priorities and projects, but the i-zone has lost its central
support. ‘Not invented here’ is a common risk for the sustainability and spread/scaling of innovation.
Inspiring, energetic and connected individual leaders. For example, 3 leaders – David Halpern, Geoff Mulgan and
David Albury – have had a significant impact on the UK innovation scene. All worked together in former PM Blair’s
strategy unit , and now lead respectively; the Behavioural Insights Unit and What works centres, NESTA, and the
Innovation Unit. Interestingly all have moved their capability from inside to outside government although remain highly
connected to people and agencies within government.

We confirmed that leadership is crucial in the innovation equation – of projects, of organisations, and of the overall public
management system. So what do innovation leaders look and act like?

What does innovation leadership look and feel like?

What sort of leadership is required for innovation, what does it look like in day-to-day practice?
Personal style – the innovation leaders we observed exhibited the following behaviours/characteristics:
•

Curious – including about us (in the more traditional spaces people were more inclined to focus on themselves and their
own stories)
• Leans back and listens – leaning back in the chair, lots of positive body language, listened more than spoke (we wondered
if gender would be a factor here; would women leaders - challenged to ‘lean in’ not ‘lean back’ be considered indecisive and
judged differently in this scenario?)
• Enabling/empowering– let others draw their own conclusions, seemed permissive about people experimenting and trying
new things rather than telling them what to do
• Values diversity and challenge – invited challenge and diversity of views and backgrounds (either in the team or exhibited
a desire for stakeholders/users to be bought into the conversation/project), uses safe and constructive feedback techniques
(“Yes…and”, not “No…but” type language)
• Empathetic – questioned how people ‘feel’, regularly gauged levels of comfort with direction, raised how those impacted by
their work would experience them
• Nurtures the team and individuals – this was palpable at the UK Innovation Unit where discussion about strategic
direction included the importance of creating a good working environment, and staff having the space to develop their ‘dream
projects’.
These characteristics are all consistent with the notion of ‘host’ (enabling, brokering, facilitating) as opposed to ‘hero’ leaders
(command and control or what Harvard Professor Dean Williams in his book ‘Leadership for a fractured world’ refers to as “big
man leadership”).

Leadership types – we observed diverse forms of leadership associated with innovation including:
•

•

•

Sponsor – a sponsor may not be the technical expert or innovator per se but is able to see the value of innovation methods,
brings it in, resources it, protects it, and allows it to be applied to real challenges where it will count (eg. NYC Mayor’s office
supported projects, support from the Cabinet office for the UK Policy Lab, UK Dept of Education projects with the Innovation
Unit)
Challenger and champion – Promoter of innovation methods, pushes the boundaries and challenges others to experiment
(often individuals working under the radar and building coalitions of innovators eg. NYC innovators network) The UNPD has
consciously enlisted ‘innovation champions’ in project areas to bring expertise and help broker projects or solve
development bottlenecks.
Co-leader – innovative environments are more likely to experiment with alternative forms of leadership. The UK Innovation
Unit has several co-leadership arrangements which appear highly successful (and durable) because they are based on
mutual respect, complementary skills and capabilities, and a shared vision (these were very inspiring).

Where do innovation leadership capabilities thrive best?

Where are innovation leadership and technical capabilities best placed in the system to lead across
boundaries? (e.g. embedded? Clustered? Outside?)
There does not appear to be any one answer to the question of where innovation capabilities and leadership is best placed in the
system. We saw a range of options and impacts:
• Not-for-profit innovation units acting as external capability (Public Policy Lab, Innovation Unit, NESTA) or advocating for public
sector innovation (GovLab)
• Central government units acting as internal consultants providing innovation capability (UK Policy Lab)
• Internal units promoting, advocating and brokering innovation projects (UNDP, NYC Mayor’s office)
The UK has a pattern of capability being seeded inside government and then moving outside (eg. the Behavioural Insights Unit
following an initial 2-year proof of concept moved from the Cabinet Office to become a ‘mutual’ able to work with a wider range of
‘clients’ on a cost-recovery basis. A similar scenario is envisaged for the Policy Lab). Many of the organisations we visited were
funded through endowments. Very few had direct central government financial support beyond initial seed funding (although we
know this is more common in the Scandinavian context which was not part of our study tour). In the NZ context philanthropic financial
resources are rare. Moreover, we are also short on think tanks and centres of research/evidence (such as the Institute for
Government, What works centres in the UK) which are part of the innovation infrastructure in other jurisdictions.

While there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ some critical success factors include:
• External but connected – embedded innovation capability runs the risk of being subsumed in BAU while external capability
can be remote, academic and not applied to real public sector challenges. The key seems to be ensuring that any capability
is connected to real problems but has some ‘space’ to think and operate outside traditional organisational operating models
• New partnerships/collaboration with shared goals – we saw interesting partnerships collaborating on innovation projects
(eg. the Innovation Unit partnering with private sector partners, including one of the big consulting firms, with shared risk, a
generous approach to sharing IP, and each partner playing to their strengths.
• ‘Build as you go’ capability – successful and sustainable innovation benefitted from processes whereby capability was
built within the host organisation/sector/community, rather than being helicoptered in and out (e.g innovation unit projects in
the education sector using innovation ‘coaches’ and ‘coaching the coaches’ processes, NYC Mayors office projects, UNDP
innovation champions).

Building an innovation infrastructure – critical considerations
Considerations for building an innovation infrastructure in NZ (see visual on the next page), based on local and overseas observations
during this Fellowship, would include:
•

•

•

•

•

Better matching of supply and demand. While we have fledgling capability (design thinking, behavioural insights, big data and
analytics, continuous improvement, design labs) the supply is often not driven by or applied to policy challenges (demand). This
risks a scenario of ‘playing with methods’ rather than seeking the right method for the challenge at hand. How might we build a
more deliberate and experimental approach to applying innovation methods to significant policy, delivery, and organisational
challenges.?
Capability building and deployment – There is a need to map, support and join-up the current fledgling capability and methods
with some deployable resource to help build capability across the system. How will we, as a system, learn from and build on the
Auckland co-design lab test? How can we better draw on the expertise external to the public service including in some new
partnerships (university design schools, not-for-profits, social entrepreneurs)? How might we build an accessible repository of
information and resources that agencies and individuals can draw on?
Governance and management – who should have responsibility for the innovation infrastructure at the system level including a
deliberate approach to the strategic selection of experiments/demonstration projects? How might we develop some collective
system support?
Systemic incentives – how might we strengthen and incentivise innovation, ‘doing things better and doing better things’ into our
overall performance management regime (CE/staff performance agreements, PIF, agency reporting systems). In general, our
current mechanisms increasingly call for innovation, collaboration and system contribution but still tend to reward agency-centric,
BAU, risk-adverse results and ‘safe pair of hands’ individuals. How do we incentivise and grow innovation leaders?
Strategy - How might we have a collective conversation about how we build an innovative public management system, including
the right balance between BAU/stability and innovation (keeping the home fires burning while venturing into experimental new
territory).

Note: Through its Observatory of Public Sector innovation, the OECD is attempting to document and categorise public sector innovation
in OECD countries. We suggested to the OECD Public Governance Directorate that analysis on innovation infrastructures – what
systems, structures and supports create a public management environment that enables innovation - would be more useful for national
administrations than analysis of innovation projects which are often country specific (what is deemed innovation in one jurisdiction might
be BAU in another). This would follow a similar approach to the OECD’s work on government integrity (which I initiated with analysis on
the ‘ethics infrastructure’ in the 1990s). A similar systems approach would emphasise systemic support for innovation – how to shift
from random innovation to innovation ‘by design’. Our suggestion was met with interest.

An innovation infrastructure
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Learning and impact – bringing it home
Contacts and connections

Sharing the insights

Through the Fellowship I was able to create and
build connections that add value to the NZ state
sector, including:

To date I have shared insights from the
Fellowship through:

•

•

•

•

•

Solidifying the relationship between the UK and NZ
Heads of the Policy Profession (agreed regular
video conferencing to take place and regular
contact between the two HoPP support teams)
Brokering (with Lis Cowey) a visit by Jeanne Leidtka
(Darden Professor) to NZ where she reached a
senior public service audience including the Tier 2
Policy Leaders Network
(http://www.dpmc.govt.nz/policyproject/news-andevents)
Distributing a request from the UK PPSU for NZ
candidates to apply for a senior role in the UK Civil
Service learning around the central senior HR
community (including Chief Talent Officer and LDC)
Facilitating the secondment of a senior analyst
from the UK Institute of Government to work with
me on the Policy Project (jointly funded
secondment will occur in Nov/Dec 2015)
Brokering contact between the CE of Veterans
Affairs and the US Head of innovation for Veterans
Affairs to discuss using user centred design for
identifying and meeting veterans needs

• Individual briefings (including SSC DCE, GCIO
senior staff, innovation insiders)
• Delivering a Master Class to ANZSOG EMPA alumni
on collaborative leadership as part of the 2015
ANZSOG conference (see
https://www.anzsog.edu.au/alumni/news-andevents/empa-refresher-2015/speakers)
• Preparing collateral and developing interactive
material for workshops on the Darden design
thinking method (supporting Lis Cowey)
• Planned – Fellows seminar @ LDC
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Learning and impact – bringing it home
Value added to current role

Personal development

My work leading the Policy Project has
benefitted from the Fellowship in
multiple ways, specifically I have:

The Fellowship contributed to my personal
leadership and style by:

• Adapted a UK fledgling policy skills framework
using a co-design approach to develop a
prototype framework appropriate to the NZ
policy context
• Developed a proposal for analysis on the
range of methods for innovation in a policy
process (BI, design-thinking, big data,
developmental evaluation) what they offer and
where they are most appropriately deployed
(TBC)
• Employed techniques learned (eg. poster
gallery, personas, empathy mapping, design
methods) in sessions with the Tier 2 Policy
Leaders Network and other cross-agency
policy groups

• Refreshing my interest in and energy for
innovation, building my technical skills and
expertise in innovation methods and strategy
• Reinforcing my commitment to collaborative
leadership – ‘Host’ as opposed to ‘Hero’ – and my
view that system change, and addressing complex
cross-cutting public policy issues requires a
collaborative rather than a ‘command and control’
approach.
• Confirming my career trajectory as one focused on
collaboration for system change rather than
climbing the hierarchy in any one organisation
(although realising roles in this domain are limited
or do not yet exist)
• Reassuring me that system change takes time,
many are wedded to the status quo and will resist
it, but sharing experiences and challenges with
others helps to define the right questions and
future pathways.

”…even on a small scale, systemic innovation is much harder to orchestrate than innovation
in products and services; and it takes longer to happen” NESTA (Systems Innovation)
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Fellowship programme – links to organisations visited
Executive course: Design thinking for Innovative
Business Problem Solving

New York
NYC Mayor’s Office

London

Paris

Discussion with 2
founders of the
Department of
Education innovation
unit (i-zone). Currently
undergoing
restructuring

http://www.darden.virginia.edu/

http://thegovlab.org
http://izonenyc.org
http://www.nyc.gov/ceo
http://publicpolicylab.org
http://www.undp.org/innovation
http://www.innovationunit.org
http://www.behaviouralinsights.co.uk
http://www.gov.uk/government/organisat
ions/civil-service-policy-profession
http://www.openpolicy.blog.gov.uk/
http://whatworksgrowth.org
www.eif.org.uk
http://www.nesta.org.uk/
http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.u
k
http://www.oecd.org/gov/publicinnovation
http://www.oecd.org/governance/observ
atory-public-sector-innovation
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Annex 1. Blog entries…https://www.ldc.govt.nz/news/blogs/ldc-2015-fellows-sally-washington-and-liscowey/

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

Leadership Development Centre
www.ldc.govt.nz

