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Abstract. The complexity and uncertainty that increasingly characterize public
issues in contemporary societies indicate the relevance of public innovation,
which designates a collection of approaches for exploring, testing and validating
new ideas that create added value for society. Despite its relevance, studies are
still needed to go further in analyzing the literature built on the subject, and to
identify new research agendas that can generate inputs to translate theories into
practice. Hence, the purpose of this article is to analyze the concept of public
innovation and establish a future research agenda about the topic, on the basis of
a systematic literature review of documents published between 2004 and 2018 in
the Web of Science® multi-disciplinary database. For this purpose, the data
mining software Vantage Point® and the qualitative analysis software
MAXQDA® were used to study 148 documents. The results show the need to
deepen the construction of public innovation theory from the perspective of the
actors who interact in its dynamics. Finally, from the methodological perspec-
tive, it was found relevant to study the topic using a triangulation of methods,
and through developing longitudinal and comparative studies, in order to
understand the conditioning factors and results of the network collaboration
exercises implicit in public innovation processes.
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1 Introduction

Social problems are frequently multi-dimensional and with low structuring, not sen-
sitive to segmented treatments, and integrate complex cause-effect relationships. The
implementation of public policies involves mobilizing interventions in response to
issues which, in general, do not have shared definitions, involve a plurality of actors
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with particular perceptions and aspirations, and at the same time, imply the interaction
of multiple and complex dynamics [1]. Public innovation becomes relevant in response
to these challenges [2]. Innovation has been considered as a key factor for private
businesses [3], understood as a dynamic process in which problems are defined, new
ideas are developed, and solutions are selected and implemented [4]. Some studies have
analyzed the differences between the private sector and the public sector in terms of
their innovation capability, proposing that innovation capability is more developed in
the private sector since it is driven by competition. In contrast, public organizations
could be less innovative, because the nature of their work dynamics makes them
reluctant to take risks [5, 6]. The challenges of public sector innovation can also be
related with a limited understanding of the dynamics of innovation in public organi-
zations [7]. Public innovation is tied with the diversity of objectives and results
expected from the public sector: providing high-quality services to people, encouraging
the innovation capabilities of the private sector, guaranteeing public values such as
democracy, trust and safety [8], and responding to multiple and complex social chal-
lenges [9, 10]. Within these dynamics, public innovation becomes a possibility to break
public policy deadlocks, reduce their costs and improve services for the benefit of
citizens and other stakeholders [11–14]. In the literature, a growing interest in the
measurement and evaluation of public innovation has arisen, to understand its con-
tribution for improving the efficiency of the public sector and the quality of its services
[15]. However, some authors argue that although there are gaps in the measurement of
public innovation, first it is necessary to understand the concept [16, 17], achieve a
deep comprehension of how it has been developed over time and what factors promote
or hinder it [6, 18–20]. As Liddle [21] points out, the urgency of measurement has
often left aside addressing the more fundamental question: What is public innovation?
and perhaps more importantly, why should the public sector innovate? [22].

The field of public innovation still requires more research to deepen the concep-
tualization of the topic from an integrative vision [23–25] that articulates preceding
research literature, to avoid considering it a “magical concept” or a mere trend [26]. For
this reason, more studies are needed to both to understand public innovation and to
generate critical stances to the public innovation strategies on which many govern-
ments have embarked [27, 28]. Accordingly, the purpose of this research is to analyze
research trends about public innovation, to deepen the knowledge of the concept and
establish an agenda for future research in this field. A systematic review of the literature
published between 2004 and 2018 in the multi-disciplinary database Web of Science®
was carried out to make a theoretical contribution to the comprehension of Public
Innovation. It also pretends to make a methodological contribution through the rigorous
documentation of a systematic literature review, integrating cutting-edge tools for the
analysis of research trends over a field of study, in order to become a reference for
future research. The paper starts with a description of the methodological structure of
the research [29]. Subsequently, the results of the review process are synthesized in
three sections: (1) an analysis of research trends on the topic; (2) the contributions of
the reviewed literature about the topic in a timeline; and finally, (3) the definition of a
research agenda on the basis of the gaps identified in the analyzed documents. Lastly,
the implications of the findings are discussed.
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2 Methodology

A literature review is defined by Onwuegbuzie, Bustamante and Nelson [30] as the
interpretation of a selected set of documents published about a specific topic. Fink [31]
considers a literature review to be a systematic and reproducible method to identify,
evaluate and synthesize research work in a particular area. In this study, a systematic
literature review was conducted with the aim of developing a conceptual consolidation
in a fragmented field of study. The three-phase methodology proposed by Tranfield,
Denyer and Smart [29] was followed:

2.1 Planning

In this phase, the research purpose was defined and the information sources were
identified. The purpose was to identify research trends, analyze convergences and
divergences about the concept of Public Innovation, and establish a research agenda.
The search was limited to documents from peer-reviewed journals, considering the
suggestion of some authors [32] regarding validity and potential greater impact in the
field of study. Specifically, the Web of Science database was selected under the premise
of being considered one of the most complete databases of peer-reviewed journals in
the social sciences [33]. It includes over 20,000 multi-disciplinary, peer-reviewed,
high-quality scholarly journals published worldwide [34]. Finally, a quality criterion in
the filtering process was established: the inclusion of documents that contribute to
explore how the concept of Public Innovation reflects in the practice.

2.2 Development

The second phase was structured in five stages. In the first stage, the search equation
applied in the Web of Science database includes “public innovation” as a keyword in
the “Topic” field. All available years were included (2004–2018/November) and all
languages. With this search equation, a total of 148 documents were obtained. In the
second stage, the 148 documents were analyzed using the data mining software
VantagePoint®. In the third stage, the following aspects about the field of study were
identified: publication dynamic by countries, publication dynamic by authors, and
correlation between research topics related with public innovation. In the fourth stage,
a reading of the titles and abstracts of the 148 resulting documents was done in order to
verify compliance of the quality criterion described above; as a result, 62 documents
were selected. In the fifth stage, a complete reading and coding of the 62 documents
was done using the qualitative analysis software MAXQDA®. As a result, 58 docu-
ments were added to the sample by snowball, leaving as a result 120 documents that
were analyzed (See Fig. 1).
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2.3 Reporting Research Findings

During the reading process of the 120 articles resulting from the methodological stages
described above, five analytical categories were designed to codify the information:
(1) definition, (2) timeline, (3) concept relevance, (4) conceptual gaps and
(5) methodological gaps.

3 Results

3.1 Descriptive Analysis of the Public Innovation Field

Since 2004, there has been an annual growing trend in publications about Public
Innovation (See Fig. 2). The three most cited documents published in 2015 were
focused on analysis from a theoretical perspective [35] and the practice of public
innovation processes [36], from a collaborative perspective among networks [37]. The
analysis of the publication dynamic by country (Fig. 3), found that Denmark is the
country in which the highest number of documents during the studied period was

Fig. 1. Systematic literature review process. Source: Authors

Fig. 2. Growth of articles about public innovation in the Web of Science database. *Value for
2018 was estimated based on data up to 14/11/2018.

168 L. F. Serrano Cárdenas et al.



published, followed by Australia, the United States and Spain. The most cited docu-
ments generated in Denmark were oriented towards the analysis of collaborative net-
works for public innovation [38, 39], and the study of sustainability strategies for
innovation initiatives in the public sector [40].

The most outstanding author is Professor Eva Sørensen from Roskilde University,
Denmark. Her publications have appeared almost uninterruptedly from 2011 to 2018. Her
main topics of interest in the knowledgefield are: collaborative governancewith emphasis
on multiple actors [39, 41], the analysis of the proliferation of governance networks and
their relationshipwith the growing demand for public innovation [38, 42, 43], the study of
key drivers for political innovation [38, 44], and the need for innovations in polity, politics
and policy [45]. Another prominent author is professor Jacob Torfing, who has published
books in the field of Public Innovation [46–48], and contributed to the study of the
generation of public value through governance networks [49].

The journal with the greatest interest in the topic is Public Management Review of
the United Kingdom (12 publications), with an emphasis on documents that explore the
development of the public management field and that study the governance of inter-
sectoral relationships. The next outstanding journal is Research Policy of the Nether-
lands (8 publications), with a focus on articles that examine, empirically and theoret-
ically, the interaction between innovation and economic, social, political and
organizational processes [51]. Last among the three most featured journals in the field
is the International Review of Administrative Science of the United States (6 publi-
cations), which focuses on comparative analysis, seeking to shape the future agenda of
public administration.

Finally, research topics associated with the study of Public Innovation were ana-
lyzed. Figure 4 shows the keywords repeated at least five times in the documents
analyzed (established criterion for visibility effects). In this co-relation map, the number
in parenthesis indicates the number of documents about this topic, and the blue bubbles
show the relationships between topics. In synthesis, the study of public innovation has
been focused on the analysis of drivers that make this concept a reality in practice
(21 publications), the study of instruments such as public innovation laboratories
(13 publications) which promote collaboration strategies between actors (13 publica-
tions), the understanding of governance in the implementation of innovation initiatives
in the public sector (11 publications), emphasizing the implicit dynamics of network

Fig. 3. Publication dynamic in the public innovation field -by country
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governance (11 publications), and the analysis of government’s challenges in the
development of strategies to promote open innovation (9 publications).

3.2 Understanding the Concept of Public Innovation

In order to structure a definition of Public Innovation in a timeline, the three phases in
which intellectual development about the topic is divided will be considered as a
reference [38, 52], as well as the authors’ analysis in the systematic literature review
process: (1) competitive innovation: the Schumpeterian period [53]; (2) innovation
through systems: the autochthonous-theory period; and finally, (3) collaborative
innovation.

In the first phase, we find Schumpeter’s contributions [3, 54], which studied the
innovation of products and processes within private companies, defining innovation as
the production of something new, or doing things in a different way. In 1977, Pierce
and Delibes’s [55] approaches consider that the concept of innovation is influenced by
the context. Thompson points to the need for innovation capability to be developed
from a business perspective as well as from a government perspective [56]. Although it
is unclear when academic researchers began to systematically examine public sector
innovation, for some authors Roessner’s study “Incentives to innovate in public and
private organizations” [57] could be regarded as the first study that directly examined
the concept of innovation in the public sector. In 1984, Kingdon [58] proposes that
innovation implies a deliberate attempt to change, understanding it as a mixture of
intentional and non-intentional results [59]. In the following year, Porter’s [60] study
was published, arguing that innovation is a source of competitive advantage. Consistent
with this approach, Damanpour [61] defines innovation as the implementation of an
idea related to a device, system, process, policy, program or service, new to the context
of implementation. In 1990, Cohen and Levinthal [62] argued that the main

Fig. 4. Correlation between key topics in the public innovation field
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contribution of innovation to the organizational context is the improvement of the
capability to recognize the value of new ideas, assimilate them and apply them [63].
However, according to Rodgers [64, 65], the fact that innovation implies novelty does
not necessarily mean that it implies invention [66]. Some authors from the 1990 s
[67, 68], as well as from the more recent literature [40, 69], agree in four criteria to
differentiate public innovation from other change processes in the sector: (1) it must
generate an impact in terms of social development; (2) it must be repeated, not just a
point-like initiative [70, 71]; (3) it must represent significant or radical changes; and
(4) it must be intentional [17]. For some authors [5, 72–74], in the 1990 s, with the
growing attention to public management, literature about innovation in this sector
expanded rapidly and the concept was integrated not only in research perspectives but
as a rhetorical element of public life, as part of modernizing proposals in different parts
of the world [75].

The emergence of monopoly capitalism shifted the focus from the individual
businessman to the analysis of cooperative business initiatives. For this reason, in the
second phase, the concept of public innovation was focused on inter-organizational
collaboration between actors [76, 77]. In this phase, the importance of analyzing the
innovation potential of regions and industrial groups was highlighted [78]. Likewise,
literature on public innovation since 2000 moves away from a focus on the private
sector, proposing new conceptualizations to respond to public sector realities
[25, 79–84]. In this sense, some authors [85] have described public innovation as a
“magical” concept. To point out the need for clarification, Cunningham and Kempling
[86] add that public sector innovation is typically addressed to improved performance
and public benefits, rather than the exclusive generation of competitive advantages. In
conclusion, in this phase, public sector innovation was understood as the process of
adopting ideas [87] and organizational practices that are new for a public organization
[88] and add value to society [26, 89].

Finally, the third phase evidences a growing interest on how collaborative inter-
action can encourage public innovation [90]. According to this group of authors
[38, 47], public innovation is the result of collaboration [5, 35, 41, 46], defining it as a
“collective effort” to generate public value [39]. Public innovation is understood as the
attempt to improve public administration in order to make it more efficient, equitable,
receptive, integrated, innovative and democratic [91, 92]. For Bekkers, Edelenbos and
Steijn [93], public innovation is defined as a learning or search process in which
governments attempt to face social challenges. The term “attempt” [16] is important
here, because it signals that innovation involves potential failure.

3.3 Future Research Agenda

There is agreement in the literature that innovation requires novelty and implementa-
tion, but there are divergences on the level of novelty required, and on the specific
types of innovation found in the public sector [19]. This shows the need for the
construction of typologies about the concept. A solid and shared comprehension of
what innovation is in the public sector, and how this sector perceives it, is vital both for
research on the characteristics of public sector innovation and for the development of
measurement models [40]. Specifically, more analysis is needed to understand what is
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the relationship between public governance and public innovation? [94]. It is here
where the need to deepen the analysis of new interactions between government and
society becomes increasingly relevant [95], in order to respond to so-called wicked
problems. It may be useful to understand these relationships by using the approaches
generated under the vision of Network Governance. For Ojasalo and Kauppinen [96],
carrying out scientific research is relevant, as well as developing pilot tests to analyze
new governance schemes in the context of collaborative innovation. Under the above
premises, more research is required to propose approaches and scenarios for the
implementation of open innovation platforms and mechanisms that facilitate collabo-
ration. Although there are previous studies developed with this aim [97], there is still
not enough research that specifically refers to laboratories as intermediaries for open
innovation [98].

In summary, the future research agenda on the topic should contribute to the
analysis of drivers [99], values, barriers [100], results, impacts, mechanisms, types and
phases [72] related with processes of public innovation [2], emphasizing a deep
understanding of contextual elements that support these processes. The literature
review carried out indicates that research efforts are still needed to contribute to the
development of indicators and reference frameworks to measure innovation [16, 40].
From the methodological perspective, is necessary to go deeper in three dimensions:
(1) greater variety in methods: moving from a qualitative domain to mixed methods
[25]; (2) the development of theory by analyzing the relationship of interdependence
between polity, politics and policy [45], generating empirical tests about theoretical
constructions; and lastly, (3) more transnational studies. Finally, more evidence about
the results of public innovation must be provided from an empirical perspective,
integrating longitudinal approaches [6].

4 Discussion and Conclusions

The study of public innovation is a growing topic of interest, from the perspective of
research as well as practice. However, as this systematic review has shown, research on
the topic is fragmented, and there are still theoretical as well as methodological gaps.
The main contribution of this research, from a theoretical perspective, is the consoli-
dation of a great body of knowledge about public innovation from a parsimonious
vision. This allows future researchers interested in the topic to devote themselves to the
specific gaps identified in the literature and generate contributions relevant to the field
of study. The second contribution is the application of a rigorous and transparent
review methodology, in which the field of knowledge was analyzed descriptively.

In synthesis, regarding the concept of public innovation, it was found that contri-
butions in the literature on the topic can be divided in three groups: authors interested
in the analysis of innovation from a competitive perspective; authors who contribute to
the analysis if innovation through a systems perspective, separating the scope of
innovation in the private and public sectors; and finally, in the most recent literature, an
open debate on the challenges for collaborative innovation among multiple actors.
Finally, gaps in the literature that create opportunities for research can be highlighted,
in three dimensions. (1) From the theoretical perspective, there is a need to better
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understand the concept, which implies contrasting the literature with the contributions
of public sector actors and making a rigorous analysis of the drivers, values, barriers,
results, impacts, mechanisms, types and phases of public innovation processes, as well
as deepening the understanding of new structures for network governance that may be
integrated in collaborative innovation processes. (2) From the methodological per-
spective, it is important to develop more multi-method research approaches that can
combine empirical, longitudinal and cross-country comparative studies, in order to
explore the validity of particular case studies and reveal deeper patterns in the field.
(3) Finally, more efforts need to be carried out to understand the interface between
research about public innovation and its practice in both local and global contexts, in
order to identify feedback loops that may contribute to the future development of the
field.
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