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2

1.	 Introduction: collaborating for digital 
transformation in the public sector
Lise H. Rykkja, Gerhard Hammerschmid, 
Erik Hans Klijn and Koen Verhoest

INTRODUCTION 

Governments around the globe, international organizations, as well as the 
European Union, recognize the need for digital, open, and collaborative gov-
ernments. Digital transformation promises a pathway forward for governments 
and organizations that aim to improve their policy design, services, and effi-
ciency. At the same time, intergovernmental and public-private collaboration 
is actively, widely, and increasingly used to achieve such transformation. This 
book investigates both, specifically the interlinkages between digital trans-
formation and collaboration, and how collaboration works – in practice – to 
support and/or promote the digital transformation our society and governments 
are going through.

Collaboration within governments and between public and private actors 
has always played a crucial role in policy development and implementation. 
Both themes have been covered a lot in research over the last two decades. 
For collaboration within governments, one can think of the classic work of 
Agranoff (1986) or Hanf and Scharpf (1978) on which a wide literature has 
been built. If it comes to collaboration between public and private organiza-
tions there is a wide tradition of collaborative and network governance that 
has dealt with this over the past two decades (see, e.g., Kickert et al., 1997; 
Huxham and Vangen, 2005; Ansell and Gash, 2008; Emerson et al., 2012). 
However, combining these traditions with the literature and practice of digital 
transformation is understudied.

Our book aims to contribute more specifically to understanding how gov-
ernments move towards digital transformation and interact with others in this 
collaborative endeavour. It theoretically develops and empirically explores the 
interlinked aspects of digital transformation, intergovernmental collaboration, 
collaborative governance, and public sector innovation through dedicated 
and diverse chapters. It does so by connecting the long-standing literature on 
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3Introduction

collaboration, and collaborative and network governance with literature about 
digitalization and digital transformation and applying this to a large number of 
cases throughout European Union (EU) countries.

It thus provides a strategic perspective to the governance of digital trans-
formation. This book explicitly explores the relevance of the digital transfor-
mation of government and the interplay between digital transformation and 
governance. It provides a brief introduction to the topic of intergovernmental 
and public-private collaboration to achieve digital transformation, addresses 
key challenges of collaboration, and more specifically looks at how institu-
tional design and leadership can help overcome such challenges and foster 
collaborative dynamics to achieve digital transformation. The general aim is to 
provide significant insights to both academics and practitioners through a large 
variety of research methodologies and a comparative analysis of a diverse set 
of empirical cases across Europe. 

The book is a result of intense collaboration and extensive research done 
in and related to an EU Horizon 2020 research project funded from 2017 to 
2021: ‘TROPICO: Transforming into open, innovative, and collaborative 
government’.1 TROPICO studied internal collaboration within the public 
sector looking at whether and under which conditions collaborative public 
management delivers innovative public services and advances digital govern-
ment across levels and between organizations within government. The project 
furthermore devoted research to practices of external collaboration, studying 
different kinds of partnerships between government, private stakeholders, and 
users in the creation and delivery of innovative and digital public services. 

Most of the chapters in this book draw directly from research within the 
project. An additional chapter from Miriam Lips puts this research into 
a broader context of international research findings on digital transformation 
in government.

DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION AND COLLABORATION

The concept of digital transformation has injected new vigour into both policy-
making and conceptual and empirical research across the world. Governments 
see digital transformation as an opportunity to improve service delivery and 
policies, change or streamline public sector operations, processes, and design, 
and collaborate in new ways, creating more transparency, interoperability, or 
citizen satisfaction (Curtis, 2019; Mergel, Edelmann, and Haug, 2019). The 
European Commission recognizes the urgency and relevance of the ‘Digital 
Decade’,2 as the COVID-19 pandemic has made the need for digitization in 
our governments and societies abundantly clear. Thanks to digital technol-
ogies, societies were able to mitigate many of the detrimental effects on the 
economy and society of the COVID-19 crisis. This would not have been 
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4 Collaborating for digital transformation

possible only a few decades ago. The European Commission (2021) prioritizes 
a strategic orientation towards digital transformation and has recently formu-
lated a Digital Compass, which connects four cardinal points of digitalization: 
(1) A digitally skilled population and highly skilled digital professionals; (2) 
Secure and performant sustainable digital infrastructures; (3) Digital trans-
formation of businesses; and (4) Digitalization of public services. For this 
book, particularly the fourth cardinal point is of interest, as it pertains to how 
governments in Europe can digitally transform their services.

There is a myriad of approaches to and definitions of digital transformation 
(Vial, 2019). Diverse initiatives to promote the digital transformation of public 
services have been launched widely in many countries and are used to initiate 
various strategizing and organizing activities. The European Commission, for 
example, has adopted a strategy aimed at ‘A Europe fit for the digital age’, 
aiming to empower people and businesses to make use of new technology.3 
However, many authors point to the fact that a universal and comprehensive 
understanding of the concept is lacking (Gong and Ribiere, 2021). Mergel et 
al. (2019) focus on the transformational part of the concept, highlighting the 
evolvement and outcomes of digital transformation and seeing it as a holistic 
effort to revise core processes and services of government, evolving along 
a continuum of transition from analogue to digital in the process of review-
ing and revising current policies, processes, and services. Gong and Ribiere 
(2021, p. 12) seem to capture some of the essence in their unified definition 
of digital transformation as: ‘A fundamental change process, enabled by the 
innovative use of digital technologies accompanied by the strategic leverage 
of key resources and capabilities, aiming to radically improve an entity* and 
redefine its value proposition for its stakeholders.’ (*An entity could be: an 
organization, a business network, an industry, or society.) Similarly, Hinings, 
Gegenhuber, and Suddaby (2018, p. 52) from an institutional organization 
theory perspective understand digital transformation as ‘the combined effects 
of several digital innovations bringing about novel actors (and actor constella-
tions), structures, practices, values, and beliefs that change, threaten, replace or 
complement existing rules of the game within organizations and fields’.

Related to the many definitions, digital transformation is achieved in many 
ways. A pure technological approach may provide some of the necessary 
tools and building blocks, but digital transformation is also about creating 
an environment for change to happen. Here, also managerial, organizational, 
and processual factors are crucial. Thus, digital transformation requires ade-
quate governance structures, management, leadership, information sharing, 
cross-organizational collaboration, specific skills, expertise, and mindsets. 

In the literature, the digital transformation of services goes beyond the 
simple development and implementation of information and communication 
technology (ICT)-enabled services. On a macro level, digital transformation 
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5Introduction

hence relates to the profound changes societies, industries, and governments 
undergo because of the introduction of digital technologies (Vial, 2019). On an 
organizational level, digital transformation corresponds to the organizational 
strategy or trajectory towards change and transformation by using digital 
technologies (Singh and Hess, 2017). Digital transformation at the macro level 
can act as a contextual feature, which necessitates the introduction of digital 
transformation strategies at an organizational level but also implies the ability 
to innovate and implement new digital solutions. 

In the government’s pursuit of digital transformation, its ability to achieve 
ICT-enabled services in collaboration with internal and external stakeholders, 
such as government agencies, market actors, third-sector organizations, civil 
society, citizens, and service users, is crucial. Both internal and external col-
laboration networks enable the connection between stakeholders’ capabilities 
and help to align the problem-solving efforts of stakeholders, which stimulates 
technological innovation and increases the impact of digital transformation 
(Camarinha-Matos et al., 2019). This is also strongly linked to findings from 
research on collaborative public sector innovation (Torfing, 2019) which 
emphasizes both the (resource) dependency of actors and their availability of 
different information (and perspectives) as core elements for innovation. 

Ansell and Gash (2008, p. 543) argue that collaboration has emerged as 
a new form of governance to replace adversarial and managerial modes of 
policymaking and implementation. This governance form typically brings 
public and private stakeholders together with public agencies, resulting in 
more consensus-oriented decision-making. The ensuing research has found 
that there exist a large variety of approaches to collaboration and that the 
term is used to describe a number of different practices, relating to partici-
pation, agency, inclusiveness, and scope – and based on different normative 
assumptions (Batory and Svensson, 2018). As society and governments face 
more complex cross-cutting policy challenges, calls for better coordination 
of government policies and more transboundary collaboration also within 
government, between multiple levels of government, and in public administra-
tion, in general, have become stronger (Lægreid et al., 2014; Molenveld et al., 
2020; Molenveld, Verhoest, and Wynen, 2021; Lægreid and Rykkja, 2022). 
Collaborative frameworks, cutting across organizational boundaries, are fre-
quently seen as challenging the traditional hierarchical ‘silo’ structures and 
closed top-down processes that characterize public organizations (Scott, 2020), 
resulting in more innovation (Bommert, 2010; Callens et al., 2022). A move 
away from New Public Management (NPM)-driven disaggregation towards 
reintegration and needs-based holism which imply whole-of-government 
solutions and collaboration is regarded as a key characteristic of a ‘digital-era 
governance’ (Dunleavy et al., 2006).
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6 Collaborating for digital transformation

So, the literature suggests that multi-actor collaboration can spur public 
innovation and hence move digital transformation forward. Collaboration is 
essential because it brings actors with different world views, experiences, and 
innovation assets (like information and resources) together. This can poten-
tially create productive destructions of existing mindsets and perceptions and 
trigger the formulation of new creative ideas, pool the resources and capacities 
needed to transform these ideas into innovative products, organizational 
designs, and procedures, and promote innovation diffusion to relevant audi-
ences (Agger and Sørensen, 2018, p. 54). However, collaboration within and 
between governments, and between governments and external stakeholders 
(e.g., firms, non-profits, citizens) is far from obvious, as new challenges may 
arise in the form of network complexities, power imbalances, and increased 
risks (Huxham and Vangen, 2005; Klijn and Koppenjan, 2016; Torfing, 2019). 
Collaboration within digitalization projects is even more intricate because of 
the variety of stakeholders involved, as well as the content, resources, and 
(technical) knowledge required to be successful (Picazo-Vela et al., 2018; 
Callens, 2022; Dockx et al., 2022; Breaugh, Rackwitz, and Hammerschmid, 
2023).

Despite the growth and interest in collaborative innovation within the 
realm of digitalization, there are still many unanswered questions regarding 
how public organizations should govern and organize collaborative processes 
within digital projects (Lopes and Farias, 2020). To achieve digital trans-
formation, collaboration networks need to be properly designed (in terms of 
their organizational arrangements, process agreements, formal regulations, 
the constellation of engaged stakeholders, etc.), and led (in terms of the type 
of leadership the coordinators use) (e.g., Torfing, 2019). User involvement 
and participation are also important topics, as well as assessing the impact of 
collaboration in terms of achieving expected outcomes related to, for example, 
more efficiency, better services, or improved policies.

This book addresses many of these aspects and examines intergovernmental 
collaboration networks as well as collaboration in public-private networks in 
the context of government digitalization. By connecting insights from digital 
transformation and collaborative governance, we aim to provide an integrated 
approach to the digital transformation of public services in a complex and 
interconnected government and society. 

ABOUT THE BOOK

In the following chapters, we explore two major themes of collaborating for 
digital transformation. First, how do intergovernmental collaboration net-
works stimulate digital transformation in public services? The respective chap-
ters consider the dynamics and challenges of intergovernmental collaboration 
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and study how the institutional design and leadership of intergovernmental 
networks can promote the development of digital government services and 
smart cities. Second, the book highlights the relevance of external collabora-
tion, looking at how public-private collaboration networks promote the digital 
transformation of healthcare services. Here, the authors consider how various 
features of public-private healthcare collaborations – including their structure, 
management, leadership, and user involvement – stimulate the adoption of 
innovative eHealth technologies. 

The book addresses the two themes through an analysis of empirical data 
from a total of eight countries within five European administrative tradi-
tions: a Nordic tradition (represented by Denmark), a Central and Eastern 
European tradition (represented by Estonia), a Continental tradition (repre-
sented by Germany and the Netherlands), a Napoleonic tradition (represented 
by Belgium, Italy, and Spain), and the Anglo-Saxon tradition (here, the United 
Kingdom) (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2017). The different chapters draw on spe-
cific and comparative case studies in these eight countries, including studies 
of the digital transformation of administrative services of core governments 
(e.g., online service platforms), smart cities, and healthcare services (e.g., 
data-sharing platforms, eHealth apps). 

Most of the chapters build on extensive and in-depth empirical research. In 
TROPICO, a total of 29 collaboration projects were studied between 2019 and 
2020. Questionnaires and interviews were conducted with 192 practitioners, 
including project coordinators, senior government officials, executives from 
private companies, programme managers, representatives of user organi-
zations, and individual users. The TROPICO cases were selected through 
rigorous case selection criteria. Each case of intergovernmental collaboration 
was either a key national project used to implement digital platforms in line 
with the EU Single Digital Gateway regulation or a city with a population of at 
least 50,000 that was considered a frontrunner in digitalization and was imple-
menting a smart city strategy. Only cases where the main implementing actors 
could be assigned to the public sector were chosen. Furthermore, only cases 
that had moved beyond their planning phase were selected. The public-private 
collaboration networks were selected based on five criteria. First, all cases 
were established as a formal partnership between public and private actors. 
Second, each of the cases exhibited some level of user involvement. Third, 
only cases that implemented or at least thoroughly tested the created services 
were selected. Fourth, only partnerships that created eHealth services were 
selected. Fifth, the created eHealth services had to be relatively recent (created 
within the last five years). 

Various methodologies were used to collect and analyse the data in a sys-
tematic and comparative form. Data from the intergovernmental collaboration 
networks was collected and analysed through qualitative case studies and inter-
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8 Collaborating for digital transformation

view coding; 62 semi-structured interviews were carried out for the ten cases 
in five countries. Data from the public-private collaboration networks was col-
lected and analysed through qualitative case studies, qualitative comparative 
analysis (QCA), and Q-methodology. A total of 130 interviews, 124 surveys, 
and 112 Q-sorts were conducted in 19 cases. Research teams from each of the 
seven European countries were involved in the data collection and analysis of 
the 29 cases in the book. Besides providing the raw data, the national research 
teams each also provided detailed case study descriptions of ‘their’ case, and 
which also can be found on the TROPICO online case repository.4 

This systematic and standardized collection of data from many cases con-
tributes to literature and practice, as it transcends the usual single country/
single case study/single sector designs, and combines insights from both inter-
governmental and public-private collaboration networks on digital transforma-
tion. The multi-method approach used in this book, which relies on a variety of 
data gathering and analysis methodologies, contributes to the empirical rigour 
and relevance of the results for both scholars and practitioners. The in-depth 
qualitative analyses also contribute to the formulation of rich insights that 
should be useful for both project coordinators and policymakers. 

Our book aims to be both academic and practical in nature. By combining 
insights from collaborative governance and collaborative innovation literature 
with literature on digital transformation, key antecedents of digital transforma-
tion in government are suggested and tested. Tangible conditions of enhanced 
digital transformation related to institutional design, management, and lead-
ership are systematically examined in chapters showcasing findings from 
in-depth research in two types of collaboration networks: intergovernmental 
collaborations and public-private collaborations. The integration of various 
fields of inquiry and the broad scope of types of collaboration networks is 
intended to contribute to the practical relevance of the book and generates 
insights that are not restricted to one specific case, service, country, or sector. 
This rigorous empirical analysis of many cases allows for the formulation of 
widely applicable lessons for project coordinators who are engaged in similar 
collaboration networks, and for policymakers that want to exploit the advan-
tages of collaborative governance/innovation and digital transformation. 

THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

The book is structured into three parts. The first part (Chapters 2–4) focuses 
on the conceptual understanding of digital transformation and a theoretical 
development of the relevance and conditions of intergovernmental and 
public-private collaboration for digital transformation. 

Chapter 2 by Miriam Lips presents an overview of the literature on digital 
transformation in government and explores the conceptual background of 
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digital transformation. The chapter develops a theoretical perspective for stud-
ying digital transformation processes in the public sector, explores empirical 
research, and provides valuable insights into the conditions that stimulate and 
influence digital transformation in governments with a special look at digital 
transformation experiences in New Zealand.

Chapter 3 by Hammerschmid, Breaugh, and Rackwitz presents a conceptual 
framework for studying intergovernmental collaboration for ICT-enabled ser-
vices. Drawing on an in-depth literature review of the collaborative and digital 
governance literature it assesses crucial contextual starting conditions and 
identifies key collaborative challenges and governance interventions focusing 
on institutional design and leadership.

In Chapter 4, Callens and Verhoest focus on how collaborative arrange-
ments between public and private actors develop digital service innovations. 
The chapter presents a theoretical framework that aims to unravel the impor-
tance of the partnerships design, structure, and leadership, as well as agency, 
connecting four types of conditions: (1) the features of the partnership, such 
as composition, governance structure, type, size, management, and leadership; 
(2) the agency-related and individual features of those involved, including the 
importance of trust, knowledge, expertise, and support; (3) the technological 
structures of the collaboration, especially ICT; and (4) the features related to 
the user’s impact on the innovation process. 

The following two parts of the book each consider a specific type of col-
laboration, showcasing in-depth empirical and original case-oriented analysis. 
Part II (Chapters 5–7) investigates intergovernmental collaboration for digital 
transformation, while Part III (Chapters 8–11) presents insights from several 
cases of public-private collaboration for digital transformation and innovation.

In Chapter 5, Breaugh and Nõmmik compare five case studies on collabora-
tive management for government digitalization linked to the EU Single Digital 
Gateway legislation. The authors argue that system context to a large extent 
shapes the collaboration process and how both governance and leadership 
approaches unfold. 

Chapter 6 by Rackwitz and van Doninck investigates two smart city initi-
atives in Belgium and Germany, both known as digital pioneers. The chapter 
explores the implementation and dynamic environments behind the collabora-
tion in these initiatives, focusing on the who, the how, and the characteristics 
of collaboration and coordination in the two cases.

In Chapter 7, Rackwitz, Breaugh, and Hammerschmid give a systematic 
analysis of the leadership literature within public management and broader 
management, highlighting the most dominant theories related to leading 
collaborations. The chapter further draws on extensive qualitative data from 
ten case studies on collaborative digitalization projects in five countries and 
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10 Collaborating for digital transformation

presents an in-depth study of key leadership strategies to handle collaborative 
complexity in intergovernmental collaborations. 

In Chapter 8, Callens, Verhoest, Klijn, Brogaard, Lember, Pina, and van 
Doninck take on a practice-based view to analyse key success factors of 19 
eHealth projects in five European countries. Through a qualitative analysis of 
more than 130 interviews with participants in these collaborations, the authors 
identify conditions that enable collaborative eHealth projects to succeed, and 
provide evidence of the salience of, for example, structural characteristics, 
agency-related features, the use of ICT, and user involvement.

Chapter 9 is about leading and managing complex innovation partnerships. 
Here, Callens and Klijn use a fuzzy-set QCA methodology to analyse 19 
contract-based eHealth partnerships and investigate how contract conditions 
such as the presence of output specifications and contract flexibility work on 
the innovativeness of such services. The chapter also considers and tests the 
influence of network management strategies on the collaboration process on 
the innovativeness of these services. 

In Chapter 10, García-Rayado and Callens analyse how public and private 
partners in eHealth innovation partnerships think that users should be involved. 
Using Q-methodology to analyse the perceptions of the partners, the authors 
look specifically at viewpoints concerning the motivations and activities of 
users, and viewpoints related to the support of the partnership for user involve-
ment. Their findings show that multiple viewpoints exist, which has important 
implications for the design and leadership of such collaborations. 

Chapter 11 by Langbroek and Verhoest looks more closely at the impor-
tance of interaction. By utilizing social network data from three different 
partnerships, it examines the extent to which the structure and interactions of 
collaborative partnerships in relation to the importance of actors can explain 
successful innovative outcomes. 

The book ends with a reflective chapter, Chapter 12, by the editors, con-
necting the dots between the preceding conceptual, theoretical, and empirical 
chapters, and reflecting further on how we can use collaboration to enhance 
digital transformation. 

NOTES

1.	 The TROPICO project received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 
2020 research and innovation programme under grant agreement No.726840. 
For more information: https://​cordis​.europa​.eu/​project/​id/​726840 (accessed 26 
September 2023).

2.	 https://​digital​-strategy​.ec​.europa​.eu/​en/​policies/​europes​-digital​-decade (accessed 
26 September 2023).

3.	 https://​ec​.europa​.eu/​info/​strategy/​priorities​-2019​-2024/​europe​-fit​-digital​-age​_en 
(accessed 26 September 2023).
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4.	 https://​tropico​-project​.eu/​case​-studies/​ (accessed 26 September 2023).
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2.	 Digital transformation in the public 
sector
Miriam Lips

INTRODUCTION

Governments around the world are increasingly using digital technologies 
and data to fundamentally change their core functions, structures, operations, 
processes, activities, and relationships with stakeholders, including citizens, 
businesses, other government organizations, and civil society (Lips, 2020). 
These digital transformations are facilitated by fast-moving developments in 
the area of digital technologies, such as the Internet and other digital network 
infrastructures, social media, mobile technologies and devices, smart technolo-
gies, robotics, and artificial intelligence (AI). Another fast-moving technologi-
cal development, which is further adding to the digital transformation potential 
available to governments and is particularly enabled by smart technologies 
and devices, is the creation of large volumes of data (e.g., Borgman, 2015; 
Gil-Garcia et al., 2016; Kitchin, 2014; Lips, 2020; Meijer and Bolivar, 2016;  
van Zoonen, 2016).

However, digital transformation in the public sector is not a straightforward 
process but can be seen as a complex issue. For instance, it is important to 
consider that digital transformation in the public sector is not caused by digital 
technology and data but is a complex process of mutual shaping between 
actors, technologies, institutions, economic factors, political factors, and 
socio-cultural factors (see also the next section). Also, digital transformation 
doesn’t happen in a vacuum: in other words, governments haven’t stopped 
their operations and activities in order to undertake a complete “reset” in the 
digital age, but they are adopting digital technologies and new forms of data 
use whilst they are dealing with business as usual (BAU). 

Moreover, there are substantial risks involved for governments to undertake 
digital transformation initiatives, which are not attractive from a political lead-
ership point of view: for example, many digital transformation initiatives in 
the public sector fail (Lips, 2020). Another substantial risk is that as the costs 
involved with digital transformation initiatives are so significant, many gov-
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ernments are reluctant to take on large-scale government technology projects 
that will have a major impact on their structures, functioning, and external rela-
tionships. Although the intended outcomes of digital transformation are diffi-
cult to achieve, it is clear that compared to the paper-based past, governments 
are fundamentally different in their operations as a result of digital transfor-
mation, which potentially could lead to increased effectiveness and efficiency. 
For example, a study conducted by McKinsey and Company (Dilmegani et 
al., 2014) suggests that capturing the full potential of digital transformation 
in the public sector could free up to US$1 trillion annually in economic value 
worldwide, through improved cost and operational performance. 

In this chapter, we will further explore this concept of “digital transforma-
tion”, and more specifically what it means in the public sector. First of all, we 
will explore a theoretical perspective on the process of digital transformation 
in the public sector, and in particular the role of technology, in the second 
section. In the third section, we look at how scholars have given meaning to the 
concept of digital transformation. We will be able to compare these scholarly 
meanings with forms of digital transformation in the public sector which have 
emerged in worldwide practice in the fourth section. And finally, not all digital 
transformation initiatives end up in failure: we can learn what has worked 
effectively from empirical research into successful digital transformation 
initiatives in the public sector. Ten success factors of digital transformation 
initiatives in the public sector will be discussed in the fifth section.

MUTUAL SHAPING OF DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION 
IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR

Digital transformation in the public sector commonly is seen as a development 
that started with governments’ adoption of the Internet in the 1990s. However, 
the application of IT in government was not a new phenomenon at the time. 
Government computing had existed already for many years, with the first com-
puters in government being used to perform simple mathematical calculations, 
such as data processing as part of the census in the USA (Agar, 2003; Lips, 
2017). From the 1950s until the 1980s, governments started working with big, 
centralized mainframe computing machines for the execution of large-scale 
numerical processing tasks (Agar, 2003; Bellamy and Taylor, 1998; Lips, 
2017). This particularly concerned government agencies responsible for 
storing and managing large quantities of data, such as tax authorities, social 
welfare departments, and national census bureaus. Introduced in government 
departments in the 1980s, personal computers (PCs) were initially used for 
word processing, calculation, data processing, and programming and became 
ubiquitous throughout government agencies (Bellamy and Taylor, 1998). 
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With the introduction of server-based networked computing, the PCs of 
public officials could be connected to the Internet, for example, which led to 
a shift away from centralized mainframe computing towards decentralized 
network computing in government (Lips, 2020). This trend continued with 
the introduction of more recent technologies. The Internet has already been 
mentioned as a digital technology that has an important impact on decentral-
ized ways of working in government agencies, but also other digital network 
infrastructures, such as cloud computing, have had an effect of networked, 
decentralized access to data and information. Other more recent digital tech-
nologies that have a profound effect on government agencies are social media, 
mobile technologies and devices, smart technologies, robotics, and AI.

However, the influence of early IT solutions on government should not be 
underestimated. For example, governments continued to use centralized main-
frame computing systems in parallel with decentralized network computing 
solutions after their adoption of the Internet. The operation and use of existing 
older digital technologies and IT systems in government is also referred to as 
“legacy systems”. Legacy systems often have a profound impact on digital 
transformation initiatives, as governments have the costs of operating and 
maintaining these older operational systems whilst making investment deci-
sions about the adoption of new technology.

However, although digital technology and data are prominent in digital 
transformation initiatives, they should not be seen as solely or in a linear way 
responsible for the societal outcomes: actual achievements in digital transfor-
mation initiatives in the public sector will not be determined by the technology 
per se, but by deep-seated social, institutional, legal, political, economic and 
cultural processes and structures, leading to fragmented and evolutionary out-
comes (Bellamy and Taylor, 1998; Dutton, 1997; Fountain, 2001; Garnham, 
1996; Lips, 2020). The relationship between digital technology and society can 
be characterized as a perspective of mutual shaping: digital technology and 
society influence and shape each other and, as a result, are mutually constituted 
rather than being neutral, mutually exclusive, and separate (Lips, 2020). Social 
choices between different technical options are made at every stage in the 
design, development, and use of the technology. These choices are not always 
conscious decisions; selected options depend on a wide range of technological 
and social factors, which, in interaction, co-shape the direction and outcomes 
of the technology itself and the societal change process it enables (Williams 
and Edge, 1996).

In general, when applied to digital transformation initiatives in the public 
sector, what this mutual shaping perspective reveals is a dynamic, complex, 
and incremental working together of digital technology capabilities, on the one 
hand, and socio-cultural, economic, political, institutional, and organizational 
factors, on the other (Lips, 2020). In other words, the design, development, and 
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16 Collaborating for digital transformation

use of digital technology can be understood as a social phenomenon: an inex-
tricable part of society (MacKenzie and Wajcman, 1999). As social factors are 
context-dependent and co-evolve with technology, societal change outcomes 
of this mutual shaping too are contingent and unique due to different social, 
cultural, institutional, and historical circumstances within a particular context 
(Lips, 2020).

This mutual shaping perspective, which is also known as the social shaping 
of technology (MacKenzie and Wajcman, 1985), explains why the same 
digital technology may be designed, developed, and used differently in differ-
ent contexts at a particular moment in time, leading to varying outcomes (Lips, 
2020). It also explains why there is often a mismatch between intentions for 
or expectations around a particular technology and the actual experience with 
this technology: in other words, why digital technologies often fail to deliver 
on predicted outcomes (Lips, 2020). In accordance with this mutual shaping 
perspective, the journey towards outcomes of a digital transformation initia-
tive can be conceptualized as a complex negotiation process between various 
actors and technological, social, and institutional factors in a particular context 
(Latour, 1986). Several scholars also emphasize the critical role of users 
as co-shapers of digital technology within this mutual shaping eco-system 
(Dutton, 1999; Oudshoorn and Pinch, 2003; Williams and Edge, 1996).

This points to the critical importance of empirical observations and analysis 
in order to understand the mutual shaping of digital technology and govern-
ment actors and their varying impacts, outcomes, and implications (Brown 
and Duguid, 2000; Castells, 1996; Woolgar, 2002). Empirical research in the 
context of digital transformation in the public sector has confirmed that digital 
technology- and data-related change in government should not be considered 
a rational, predictable, rapid, or straightforward process but an extremely chal-
lenging, unpredictable, complex, evolutionary, and non-linear course of action 
(Bellamy and Taylor, 1998; Eppel and Lips, 2016; Fountain, 2008; Lips, 2012; 
McLoughlin et al., 2013). 

Digital technologies and data form critical parts of complex socio-technical 
assemblages positioned within the context of digital transformation initiatives 
in the public sector. Besides digital technologies and data, these socio-technical 
assemblages are made up of people and communities, users and stakeholders, 
government organizations and institutions, businesses, political leadership, 
public sector norms and values, democratic and ethical arrangements, legal 
and regulatory arrangements, budgets, policies, processes and procedures, 
forms of knowledge and experience and practices and activities (Lips, 2020). If 
we want to understand how digital technologies and data are being introduced, 
managed, and used in the context of digital transformation in the public sector, 
we will need to focus on the socio-technical assemblage as a whole and not just 
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17Digital transformation in the public sector

on the digital technology and/or the data per se (Ananny and Crawford, 2018; 
Bellamy and Taylor, 1998; Fountain, 2001; Kitchin, 2014; Lips, 2012, 2020).

Fountain offers an institutional perspective of the use of digital technology 
or enacted digital technologies as she calls it, in socio-technical assemblages 
in government and, with that, insights into the strategic role of digital tech-
nologies in the public sector in the following three ways (Fountain, 2001, 
pp. 195–6):

1.	 Enacted digital technologies are tools of politicians, public decision-makers, 
and public managers. These tools can be used or misused.

2.	 Enacted digital technologies become a vital digital infrastructure in 
governments. Once adopted, designed, and constructed, these digital 
technologies become part of the institutional settings of government 
organizations. Important influencing factors here are the high sunk costs 
of large digital transformation projects and the legislative arrangements 
that have been put in place to legally embed these digital technologies in 
the fabric of government. This situation not only influences future actions 
in government organizations but also creates a tendency to persist with 
this digital infrastructure even when technology changes rapidly, as insti-
tutionally embedded digital technologies are difficult to change.

3.	 Enacted digital technologies serve not only as enablers of change across 
government but even more so as strong catalysts for change within 
individual government organizations as they promise dramatic effi-
ciency gains, productivity improvements, and more control. This strategic 
alignment between digital technologies and the interests of government 
organizations makes it difficult for public managers to resist using these 
technologies to produce such organizational promises; the institutional 
design of the bureaucratic state overwhelmingly structures behaviour 
within government agencies rather than between agencies.

Fountain (2001) also empirically observed at the time that in many cases in 
government, public officials used digital technologies in order to sustain or 
strengthen what she refers to as “deep institutions” or the history and culture 
encoded in the existing norms and values of a government organization. This 
phenomenon, which is also known as the “reinforcement thesis”, acknowl-
edges technology enactment by public sector decision-makers in ways that 
leave institutional structures and processes undisturbed or even reinforce and 
strengthen the institutional status quo (Fountain, 2001; Kraemer and King, 
2006).
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18 Collaborating for digital transformation

SCHOLARLY MEANINGS OF DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR

In the last few decades, the transformational potential of applying digital 
technologies and data in government has strongly captured the interest of 
scholars (Taylor and Lips, 2008). Especially in the early days of the public 
Internet in the 1990s, but also more recently as a result of the arrival of new 
technologies, some form of radical transformation in the public sector was 
seen as an inevitable and often desirable outcome of the rapid technological 
developments that were happening in society at the same time (Lips, 2014; 
Taylor and Lips, 2008). A well-known example in the early days of the public 
Internet was that the application and use of the Internet would lead to a more 
horizontal, decentralized network society (Castells, 1996). However, as dis-
cussed earlier, the transformational potential embedded in digital technologies 
should not be considered a given; instead, digital transformation outcomes 
depend on the actual use of digital technologies and data as part of a particular 
socio-technical assemblage (Lips, 2020). 

Moreover, although many scholars and practitioners have used “transforma-
tion” as a key concept to explore changes in the context of digital transforma-
tion initiatives, the meaning of this concept is usually ambiguous, ill-defined, 
or not defined at all (Lips, 2017; O’Neill, 2009). The meaning of the concept 
usually is associated with some form of fundamental change related to the 
application and use of digital technologies and data in the public sector (Lips, 
2020). Based on empirical research in New Zealand, O’Neill (2009) offers 
a further distinction of the meaning of transformation in two separate ways:

1.	 Instrumental transformation: a radical change in the existing admin-
istration, information management, and service delivery practices of 
government agencies that may also have a consequential impact on 
organizational structures and/or management practices. This application 
of transformation often results in less disruptive changes to operational 
and management practices that deliver benefits of increased speed, better 
quality of government service, and lower transaction costs and can be 
described as “doing the same things differently”.

2.	 Systemic transformation: a radical, disruptive change in existing govern-
ance arrangements in the public sector, including constitutional respon-
sibilities and accountabilities, fiscal management, legislation, regulation, 
and decision-making rights over public resources. From this perspective, 
transformation is also about a disruptive, fundamental change in key 
institutional and democratic relationships, such as between government 
and citizens, within a broader systemic order. Therefore, systemic trans-
formation is about “doing different things”.

Koen Verhoest, Gerhard Hammerschmid, Lise H. Rykkja, and Erik H. Klijn -
9781803923895

Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 02/07/2024 08:58:51AM
via Open Access. This work is licensed under the Creative Commons

Attribution-NonCommercial-No Derivatives 4.0 License
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


19Digital transformation in the public sector

Several scholars have used the term “transformation” also as an ideal type for 
fundamental changes in the public sector related to the application and use of 
digital technologies and data: several maturity models for digital government 
have been distinguished, with the final stage being identified as “transforma-
tion”. These maturity models all indicate a linear development towards better, 
mature, and transformed digital government (Andersen and Hendriksen, 2006; 
Klievink and Janssen, 2009). As an example, the following four-stage maturity 
model has been developed by Layne and Lee (2001):

•	 Stage 1 – catalogue: representing the presence of a government organiza-
tion on the Internet;

•	 Stage 2 – transaction: users can do transactions online with the government;
•	 Stage 3 – vertical integration: the integration of a functional area across 

either one hierarchical government organization or different administrative 
levels; and

•	 Stage 4 – horizontal integration: the integration of processes and activities 
within and across different public sector organizations.

Another example is the following five-stage maturity model developed by 
Klievink and Janssen (2009, p. 278):

•	 Stage 1 – Stovepipes: few applications, public services or products are 
interconnected, and data are not shared between government organizations.

•	 Stage 2 – Integrated government organizations: public service delivery 
and digital technologies within government organizations are integrated to 
create a one-stop shop at the organizational level.

•	 Stage 3 – Nationwide portal: a nationwide government portal is introduced 
to provide access to existing government products and services, including 
a digital vault personalized for each individual citizen. The digital vault 
can be used to provide government organizations with access to citizens’ 
personal data when their public services and products are being requested.

•	 Stage 4 – Inter-organizational integration: clearly defined and standard-
ized cross-agency services are bundled and integrated and can be delivered 
as virtually one service via the portal.

•	 Stage 5 – Demand-driven, joined-up government: instead of citizens 
having to find and apply for government services, the portal will search for 
the relevant public services and make recommendations.

A further example of a maturity model that leads to digital transformation is 
the open government maturity model developed by Lee and Kwak (2012). This 
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20 Collaborating for digital transformation

maturity model consists of the following five stages toward transformed open 
government (Lee and Kwak, 2012, p. 496–9):

•	 Stage 1 – Initial conditions: no or few open government capabilities exist, 
and social media are hardly used. The focus is on presenting and broadcast-
ing information to the general public;

•	 Stage 2 – Data transparency: high-value, high-impact government data are 
published online and shared with members of the public. Data quality is 
assured in terms of accuracy, consistency, and timeliness;

•	 Stage 3 – Open participation: interactive communications with members 
of the general public are established around open government data, includ-
ing participatory opportunities for public feedback, conversation, voting, 
and crowd-sourcing;

•	 Stage 4 – Open collaboration: inter-agency collaboration and open col-
laboration with members of the general public around open government 
data are established. The focus is on co-creating value-added government 
services; and

•	 Stage 5 – Ubiquitous engagement: public engagement around open gov-
ernment data becomes easier for members of the general public and uni-
versally accessible through mobile and ubiquitous computing devices and 
applications. Also, open government data, public engagement methods, 
social media tools, and government services are seamlessly integrated 
within and across government agencies so that the public can easily navi-
gate and engage in various open government activities.

The benefits of achieving higher stages of digital transformation on these 
maturity models have been identified by Foley and Alfonso (2009). Based on 
research data from 28 digital government projects in one of the OECD member 
states, they found that the net benefits substantially increase when digital gov-
ernment projects are moving from the transaction stage into the transformation 
stage.

EMPIRICAL FORMS OF DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION 
IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR

From an empirical perspective, when we consider digital transformation 
initiatives where governments have fundamentally changed their core func-
tions, structures, operations, processes, activities and/or relationships with 
stakeholders, including citizens, businesses, other government organizations, 
and civil society, we can observe the following forms of digital transformation 
around the world (Lips, 2020). First of all, forms of service transformation 
can be observed, where governments have fundamentally changed their public 
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21Digital transformation in the public sector

service provision to users. A particular form of service transformation is inte-
grated government. This development is a shift away from government-centric 
ways of providing public services towards more customer-centric ways of 
public service delivery. The following three integrated government transfor-
mation areas can be distinguished:

1.	 Virtual integration, such as public services provided through integrated 
web portals;

2.	 Vertical integration of public services provided in different policy 
domains or government sectors, such as all public services provided in the 
wider social sector, through integrated government counters or “one-stop 
shops”;

3.	 Horizontal integration of the front and/or back offices of government 
organizations.

Digital technologies, such as cloud computing, are considered critical enablers 
of joining up and integrating government front and back offices. A special 
mention needs to be made for digital transformation in the area of so-called 
shared services, or the horizontal integration of back-office services across 
government agencies in areas like finance, procurement, and human resources 
management.

Another form of service transformation is citizen-centric government. 
This form of service transformation became popular amongst governments 
in response to narrower customer-centric thinking in public service delivery. 
Citizen-centric government acknowledges the unique nature of the gov-
ernment’s service relationships with citizens in the following ways (Lips, 
2017; OECD, 2009a): firstly, the acknowledgement that citizens’ rights and 
obligations are different from more narrowly defined customer rights; and 
secondly, that governments need to balance the distinct interests and needs of 
different groups of citizens within the broader framework of the public inter-
est. This implies that governments cannot use a one-size-fits-all approach in 
their public service design and, consequently, need to shift from a traditional 
government-centric service provision paradigm towards a more differentiated 
citizen-centric service design paradigm (Lips, 2017; OECD, 2009a).

The main difference between a traditional government-centric paradigm and 
a citizen-centric paradigm is the following (OECD, 2009a): where a traditional 
government-centric paradigm takes an “inside-out” perspective by emphasiz-
ing the organizational logic and coherence of government, a citizen-centric 
paradigm takes an “outside-in” perspective by emphasizing the context of 
the citizen and their specific service needs. This then creates an external, 
citizen-centric logic for organizing government service provision and leads 
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22 Collaborating for digital transformation

to the following characteristics of citizen-centric government (OECD, 2009a, 
2009b):

•	 Taking an “outside-in” instead of an “inside-out” perspective;
•	 Individuals are not just customers of government agencies, but citizens 

with rights and duties;
•	 Many “customers” of government are “involuntary customers”;
•	 An externally focused, citizen-centric logic for organizing government 

service provision;
•	 Providing integrated government services tailored to the individual needs 

of citizens;
•	 Allowing for cross-government data sharing to support personalized 

government service provision and remove duplicated efforts of citizens to 
provide personal data to government;

•	 Co-design of government services between government organizations and 
citizens;

•	 Collaboration between multiple service providers depending on the citi-
zen’s service needs; and

•	 A networked perspective of the wider public sector.

An example of how digital technologies can facilitate citizen-centric gov-
ernment is the application of the so-called life event model in public service 
provision. First introduced and used by the Singaporean government, this life 
event model clusters, integrates, and presents government information and 
services in accordance with major life events of citizens, such as looking for 
work, setting up a business, buying a house, having a child, and retiring (Lips, 
2020). Another practical example of citizen-centric government is the intro-
duction of administrative simplification initiatives in governments around the 
world, where citizens do not need any longer to submit the same personal data, 
such as the change of an address, over and over again to multiple government 
organizations but only need to tell government once (Lips, 2020).

Another form of service transformation is digital-by-default government. 
Especially popular during the recent Covid-19 pandemic, governments have 
replaced traditional paper-based and face-to-face service channels with 
a variety of digital channels (e.g., web services, smartphone apps, SMS, social 
media) and data as their standard way or default setting in government service 
provision (Lips, 2014). In general, there are six main reasons why govern-
ments want to become digital by default (Lips, 2014, p. 183):

1.	 To follow fundamental changes in society and seize the digital opportu-
nity to transform themselves;

2.	 To promote substantial efficiency and cost savings;
3.	 To become customer-centric and provide better quality services;
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23Digital transformation in the public sector

4.	 To improve the availability and accessibility of open government data;
5.	 To move away from siloed approaches and duplications across the public 

sector by introducing common digital technology platforms; and
6.	 To promote the adoption of digital public services through enhanced 

security and privacy protection.

The following two main approaches can be observed in governments becom-
ing digital by default (Lips, 2014): a service-centric approach, which converts 
traditional ways of government service provision into digital equivalents, and 
a data-centric approach, which makes open government data publicly avail-
able for use to create new information products, services, and applications 
that are most useful to consumers of that information. Another substantial 
difference in national digital-by-default government service reform strategies 
can be found in the implementation focus (Lips, 2020). For instance, some 
countries (e.g., the UK, Australia) focus on developing digital-by-default gov-
ernment services at the level of individual government organizations, whereas 
other countries (e.g., USA, Denmark) focus on developing government-wide 
digital-by-default solutions, such as open government datasets and public reg-
isters, which can be used in government-agnostic, programme-agnostic, and 
device-agnostic ways (Lips, 2014, p. 186).

Secondly, we can observe business transformation in government agencies 
around the world: the fundamental change in government organizations’ 
structure, culture, processes, and activities. An important part of business 
transformation includes changes in how business is conducted, or the organiza-
tion’s operations, such as the change of traditionally paper-based systems into 
information systems which are enabling the operation of digital government. 
Good examples are the building of identity management systems, payment 
systems, and basic registrations or shared datasets across the government. 
Another example of business transformation is in the area of digital security. 

SUCCESSFUL CONDITIONS FOR DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR

Empirical research in New Zealand has pointed towards ten success factors 
for achieving digital transformation in the public sector. A successful digital 
transformation initiative can be identified as a project that is in use and has 
realized benefits for users and the project owner (Eppel and Lips, 2021a, 
2021b; OAG, 2012).

First of all, having strong support from leaders and senior managers is an 
important success factor for digital transformation in the public sector. Ideally, 
strong effective leadership is both delivered at the political level and at the 
senior management level in government (Eppel and Lips, 2016; OAG, 2012; 
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Sikkut, 2022). Empirical research in six successful digital transformation 
projects in the New Zealand public sector showed that strong leadership and 
support from main stakeholders, such as ministers and senior managers (OAG, 
2012, p. 53): 

•	 are critical to effectively realizing benefits in digital transformation 
projects;

•	 can help to accelerate critical decisions, resolve resource blockages, set and 
manage realistic expectations, and add impetus to a project; and

•	 are particularly important for the reporting stages, when information about 
the project is given to people outside the project for them to make decisions 
‒ this includes the business case and benefits planning and reporting stages.

Effective leaders in digital government initiatives are often facilitative leaders, 
bringing people and stakeholders together and facilitating collaboration (Eppel 
and Lips, 2016, 2021a). Facilitative leadership was also required in the New 
Zealand-based Landonline case study as a result of the adoption of agile ways 
of working (Eppel and Lips, 2021a): it included senior executives finding 
ways to allow people working in development teams to take risks and make 
decisions within certain boundaries (guardrails) without having to first get 
permission from higher up the chain. The potential for a mistake or what 
was retrospectively seen as a poor decision was limited by the parameters of 
the guardrails and the ongoing stocktake and review processes of the agile 
methods used. 

Based on an empirical study into effective leaders of digital transformation 
in government, Sikkut (2022, pp. 279–85) lists the following ten themes as 
lessons learned for delivering digital transformation best practice:

1.	 Managing for delivery – through remaking or creating policy, strategy, 
organizational structure, processes, team, culture, values, routines, effec-
tive leaders need to organize and lead for delivery. If effective leaders 
deliver, they will build credibility. This may be a prerequisite to be able to 
ask for levers or resources from superiors or build up soft power to ensure 
collaboration from other stakeholders, and get support from the public too 
(Sikkut, 2022, p. 280).

2.	 Strategy setting – a skilful strategist can use a strategy to build up the port-
folio of activities and create a roadmap for lasting change. Setting a clear 
vision, an ambitious strategy, and an achievable action plan also can help 
to make delivery easier, because it can empower the team or rally other 
stakeholders behind (Sikkut, 2022, p. 281).

3.	 Strong political support – in some cases, strong political support from the 
highest-possible level in a country turned out to be the most fundamental 
precondition for successful digital transformation. Effective political 
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support goes beyond recognition, with political masters needing to take 
actual steps to give digital transformation leaders the institutional levers 
for coordination and delivery across the government or through the power 
of their office to mobilize stakeholders.

4.	 Stakeholder management and networking – to mobilize resources and to 
ensure necessary collaboration for delivery.

5.	 Good communications – effective communications can deliver benefits 
including strong public support, stakeholder buy-in, political backing, 
and talent recruitment. This was also an evident success factor in the 
Landonline and MyACC for Business case studies (Eppel and Lips, 
2021a, 2021b).

6.	 Building the best possible team – to get the most potential out of a good 
team, people can be empowered with an enabling management style and 
routines, and a needed culture and values can be instilled.

7.	 Working for lasting change – lasting change is important as government 
agencies can be quite resistant to long-term change and fall back to previ-
ous ways of working. Most lasting change potential comes from building 
up strong and mature teams that can keep going without prior leaders, 
from leaving behind a strategy for the next years, and from building 
up a culture that is different from what was there before (Sikkut, 2022, 
p. 283). Another way of working on lasting change would be to embed 
changes into the machinery of government: policies, standards, laws, 
institutional arrangements, or international donor assistance deals are all 
ways to make it harder for successors to undo changes made. However, 
the best way to ensure continuity and make changes last is delivery: the 
creation of digital transformation solutions of a new quality that meet 
people’s needs (Sikkut, 2022, p. 284).

8.	 The job is hard: be ready for it – if effective leaders want to keep deliv-
ering and achieve any impact, they should be sure to maintain their own 
stamina and keep a clear mind (Sikkut, 2022, p. 284).

9.	 Fix your sight on the users: the impact on citizens and businesses – effec-
tive leaders focus on the bigger picture: the mission and vision. This 
includes keeping their sight on the users and the impact they make on their 
lives through transformed digital services.

10.	 Effectiveness is in the hands of the effective leader – mindset and approach 
make all of the difference. Relevant experience, including an ability to 
handle challenges, is critical for this role.

Secondly, understanding the environment and making the most of the circum-
stances have been identified as an important success factor for digital trans-
formation initiatives (OAG, 2012). More specifically, the empirical research 
found identifying increasing or future demand for services as an impetus for 
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change and recognizing extreme or special circumstances of a given situation, 
including the impetus of limited time and treating this as an opportunity, 
as important ways to make the most of circumstances (OAG, 2012). The 
latter was, for instance, found in Christchurch with the establishment of the 
Christchurch Earthquake Support Syvstem, where digital services had to be 
delivered within a few days of the 22 February 2011 earthquake. 

Thirdly, another success factor of digital transformation initiatives is using 
a business-led, flexible, and agile approach. The six successful projects that 
were studied in 2012 and the two more recent case studies published in 2021 
all had a focused business purpose: there was an important acknowledgement 
in these projects that technology is not an end in itself but that a clear busi-
ness purpose guides how the technology is used. In the case of the MyACC 
for Business case study, technology was seen as an important enabler of the 
envisioned organizational transformation roadmap, or a servant of business 
transformation. In this case, the use of technological solutions sat alongside 
organizational and cultural change and a central focus on the government 
agency’s customers (Eppel and Lips, 2021b).

Because the six digital transformation projects and the two case studies all 
had a business focus, it was important to involve people who know a lot about 
the business, such as business owners. Other commonalities of the six suc-
cessful projects were that they don’t try to solve everything at the same time, 
they followed an iterative or pilot approach, and they used current technology 
where it makes sense to and did not reinvent solutions (OAG, 2012, p. 51). The 
two more recent successful digital transformation case studies also followed an 
agile, iterative approach. In the case of Landonline, during the transformation 
process, the organization had come to accept the transformational potential 
of the Landonline rebuild as an organization-wide challenge (Eppel and Lips, 
2021a).

A fourth success factor of digital transformation initiatives is collaboration. 
Empirical research into six successful digital transformation projects shows 
that successful project teams have strong and collaborative relationships 
within the project team, with vendors, and with stakeholders, including other 
government agencies involved and end users (Eppel and Lips, 2016; OAG, 
2012). The two more recent case studies point out the importance of internal 
collaboration between the business owners, the digital teams for achieving 
successful digital transformation and the teams responsible for customer 
engagement (Eppel and Lips, 2021a, 2021b). 

Fifthly, a strong success factor of digital transformation initiatives is 
co-design and user-centricity. Empirical research into six successful digital 
transformation projects shows that successful project teams pay a lot of 
attention to users’ experiences, and the two more recent case studies point out 
that the feedback and experience of users is critical to the development of the 
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digital transformation solution, in line with the application of an agile approach 
(Eppel and Lips, 2021a, 2021b; OAG, 2012). Feedback from customers as the 
digital transformation solution was rolled out both allowed the product to be 
improved but also provided heart and encouragement to the developers that 
they are on the right track and building a product that is valued by customers 
(Eppel and Lips, 2021a).

Sixthly, of critical importance for successful digital transformation initia-
tives turned out to be the use of the right technology tools for a given set of cir-
cumstances or strategic, fit-for-purpose technology choices. The MyACC for 
Business case study also pointed to the requirement of a timely replacement of 
legacy systems. Empirical research into six successful digital transformation 
projects pointed at the following technology tools (OAG, 2012): agile method-
ologies, open data, and open-source technology tools. More recent empirical 
research confirms the critical importance of using agile methodologies in 
successful digital transformation initiatives (Mergel et al., 2018, p. 291): gov-
ernments need to adapt to changes in their internal and external environments 
and create systems that allow them to scan trends, identify developments, 
predict their potential impact on the organization, and quickly learn how to 
implement changes to their standard operating procedures. Agile methodolo-
gies enable government agencies to become more flexible, adaptive, and rapid 
in their behaviour (Mergel et al., 2018). In the case of the Landonline case 
study, adopting an agile delivery method enabled an incremental approach to 
build fit-for-purpose in-house capacity and using user insights to inform the 
development of the system (Eppel and Lips, 2021a), multidisciplinary devel-
opment squads were recruited to provide the capability to build quickly and 
well to meet user needs and work with end users on adoption. The MyACC for 
Business case study shows that the adoption of an agile approach was a delib-
erate decision in support of the agency’s customer-centric strategy (Eppel and 
Lips, 2021b).

A seventh success factor in digital transformation initiatives is organizational 
openness to new ways of working. The decision to build the new Landonline 
product in-house necessitated some rethinking of how the responsible govern-
ment agency organizes itself internally to do things and who is responsible for 
what (Eppel and Lips, 2021a). As the Landonline build became operational, 
it threw new light on business as usual and organizationally entrenched ways 
of working. In many cases, they were practices buried in (often long) history. 
A new technology application became an opportunity to consider whether they 
are still needed and the most efficacious.

An eighth success factor in digital transformation initiatives is fit-for-purpose 
governance and accountability. In the case of the Landonline case study, the 
initial governance process for the new system involved only a subset of the 
agency’s senior executive team and some external digital governance experts 
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who operated as a governance board (Eppel and Lips, 2021a). This arrange-
ment risked overlap and conflicting responsibilities and accountabilities with 
the organization’s executive leadership team. Gradual wider organizational 
realization of Landonline’s transformational potential prompted a rethink 
about its governance: the original governance process was reformed to take 
account of Landonline’s impact on the organization as a whole and included 
the full executive leadership team and the chief executive. The government 
agency also needed to change governance processes to fit with agile delivery 
methods, as was required in the MyACC for Business case study, and needed 
to convince Treasury and ministers of the need for different arrangements for 
accountability reporting, and funding drawdowns to match the more continu-
ous delivery of an agile project (Eppel and Lips, 2021a, 2021b). 

Ninthly, a success factor for digital transformation initiatives is change 
management and fit-for-purpose internal capability and processes. In the case 
of the Landonline case study, the government agency realized that it is not the 
technology alone that is changing but the organization is also changed by the 
technology and must be prepared to adapt and operate differently if full benefits 
are to be realized (Eppel and Lips, 2021a). A longer-term, capability-building 
view was taken in thinking about the capacity needed internally to build and 
maintain the new Landonline system. 

Lastly, a tenth critical success factor in digital transformation initiatives 
is a clear articulation of the benefits, and routine monitoring of the benefits 
being realized (OAG, 2012). Effective benefits realization needs to be treated 
as a dynamic, continuous process of documentation and review of benefits. 
Using an agile methodology enabled the government agency to deliver ben-
efits progressively along the way, rather than waiting some years for a fully 
developed product to be launched to realize those benefits (Eppel and Lips, 
2021a, 2021b).
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3.	 Intergovernmental collaboration in 
the context of digital transformation: 
state-of-the-art and theoretical notions 
Gerhard Hammerschmid, Jessica Breaugh 
and Maike Rackwitz 

INTRODUCTION 

The process of digitalisation is rapidly changing the way public sector organi-
sations are managed and governed. In order to achieve the increasing pressures 
towards digital government, more and more governments are turning towards 
collaborative approaches, not only because many digitalisation processes 
cross ministerial lines, but also to harness the interest, knowledge, and skills 
of their own public service. Simply put, digital transformation challenges silo 
mentality, forcing government organisations to work together to build prod-
ucts to service citizens. Digitalisation processes also necessitate a complete 
re-evaluation of the way government policies, processes, and services are 
designed and implemented (Mergel et al., 2019). However, notwithstanding 
the need for collaboration, being able to manage large-scale collaboration 
projects in the realm of digitalisation is notoriously difficult and requires the 
ability to manage both the technologies being implemented, as well as the 
people who are expected to implement them. Indeed, there is always a balanc-
ing act between the push of technological change and the pull of organisational 
capacity (Clausen et al., 2020). 

The process of digitalisation, in conjunction with intergovernmental collab-
orative approaches, does possess characteristics that are rather unique. These 
include the technical nature of the projects, where success hinges on both the 
technical capabilities as well as managing the many stakeholders involved in 
the project (Picazo-Vela et al., 2018). The combination of outside pressures 
for more digital and streamlined services and the speed at which technology 
is changing offers a double burden on governments – racing to find solutions 
while also understanding the need to work through unclear or archaic regu-
latory processes, legal and constitutional challenges as well as traditions of 
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32 Collaborating for digital transformation

ministerial independence. Supra-national reform pressures, for example, from 
the EU, add additional pressures and complexities when it comes to designing 
interoperable citizen services that are accessible to all EU residents. 

Despite the difficulties of collaborative projects, the collaborative approach 
has become an essential component of modern public organisations, as many 
move towards ‘collaboration by default’ (Ansell and Gash, 2008; Dickinson 
and Sullivan, 2014; Torfing, 2019). Given the complexity that digitalisa-
tion processes entail, including handling the complexity of large-scale and 
multi-actor collaboration projects, it is necessary to better understand how this 
can be achieved. This includes both understanding the system challenges and 
related dynamics of collaboration such as complexity, risk, and power, as well 
as the public management tools that can be used to manage these challenges 
and dynamics such as institutional design and leadership. The purpose of this 
chapter is to do just this – examine how public management interventions can 
be used to manage the systemic challenges of intergovernmental collaboration. 
To do so, we start with a review of the collaboration literature, focusing on 
collaborative management, collaborative innovation, and digital innovation. 
We then shift to exploring the role of system context as a key starting condition 
in understanding collaborative dynamics. Next, we examine key challenges 
in collaboration projects as well as key public management interventions 
related to institutional design and leadership that can be used to tackle these 
challenges. Before outlining how this framework can be applied in varying 
contexts, we also note the difficulties in measuring performance outcomes. 

INTERGOVERNMENTAL COLLABORATION AND 
DIGITAL GOVERNANCE

The research field in government collaboration is a fast-moving and disjointed 
field of research (Bianchi et al., 2021) primarily due to the variety of different 
foci and terminology used to understand and study collaborations (Scott and 
Merton, 2021). In an effort to clarify our research scope, we briefly review 
three areas of collaboration research. The first is collaborative management 
or the structures and design features of collaborative endeavours, the second 
is collaborative innovation, focusing more specifically on the role that collab-
oration plays in handling wicked public management problems, and finally, 
digital governance, which focuses especially on how digital projects have been 
adopted and governed in the public sector. 

COLLABORATIVE MANAGEMENT 

The concept of collaborative management has become highly salient within 
the context of digitalisation primarily due to its ability to understand and 
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explain cross-boundary transformative projects by examining the structures 
in which they are embedded (Agranoff and McGuire, 2003; McGuire and 
Agranoff, 2011). The empirical research focusing on collaborative manage-
ment has, for the most part, substantiated the theoretical propositions from the 
literature. In most cases, empirical scholars emphasise tangible project-related 
characteristics such as institutional design and leadership as critical compo-
nents in collaborative management (Eriksson et al., 2020) in addition to trust 
and relationship building (Cristofoli et al., 2017; Vangen and Huxham, 2003). 
More and more scholars are now coming to the conclusion that there are many 
critical elements in collaborative management approaches. These include 
how interactions are structured. Clear rules and mandates, goal commitment, 
reducing transaction costs as well as being able to manage interpersonal rela-
tionships appear to be critical (Eriksson et al., 2020; Krogh, 2022; Scott and 
Merton, 2021). 

COLLABORATIVE INNOVATION 

In contrast to collaborative management, collaborative innovation is a term 
emerging from the innovation literature, with a focus on using innovative 
solutions to handle difficult, hard-to-define, and hard-to-solve problems 
facing society (Torfing, 2019). Often referred to as ‘wicked’ problems, 
built upon the work of Rittel and Webber (1973), this type of collaborative 
innovation focuses on the relationship between various governmental and 
non-governmental stakeholders and the decision-making processes under-
taken to address complex challenges facing society (Wegrich, 2019, p. 12). 
Similar to the literature on collaborative management, there is a strong focus 
on stakeholder management and critical leadership skills, but also introducing 
elements of risk-taking (Bommert, 2010; Krogh and Torfing, 2015; Torfing et 
al., 2019). 

DIGITAL GOVERNANCE 

Collaborative management focuses on how management structures can be 
used to handle the complexity related to working across government silos, 
while collaborative innovation takes this one step further in addressing how 
these collaborations can be used to harness innovative programme design and 
delivery for increasingly complex problems. While the digitalisation process 
is indeed a complex endeavour involving a multiplicity of actors, for the most 
part, they are more ‘tangled’ than ‘wicked’ (Dawes et al., 2009). Yet, the rapid 
and often disruptive changes occurring within the context of digitalisation 
present themselves not only as a shift in the way services and programmes are 
delivered from analogue to digital. They also manifest in a de-siloing process 
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inside government (Margetts and Dunleavy, 2013, p. 6), needs-based holism, 
or focusing on design elements for citizens rather than government to increase 
their successful adoption (Mergel et al., 2019). The complexity of governance 
then becomes designing and managing internal and external changes happen-
ing simultaneously. It is a process that requires many different types of skills, 
and also, without an end (Mergel et al., 2019; Picazo-Vela et al., 2018), chal-
lenging traditional project management logics (Clausen et al., 2020). The key 
question then becomes, how can these processes be understood and governed? 
The next section sets out a preliminary framework to do this. 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Based on the established literature on collaboration and digital governance 
discussed above, several common themes emerge related to collaboration 
dynamics. 

System Context 

While collaborative approaches to digitalisation offer a means of addressing 
essential whole-of-government problems, the context in which the collabora-
tion takes place also plays an essential role in the challenges, dynamics, and 
solutions that emerge as well as the ultimate success (or failure) (Emerson et 
al., 2012). Indeed, the system context not only impacts the entire collaborative 
process but many of the barriers that emerge typically can be identified from 
the system context itself – especially in the start-up phase of the collaboration 
(Mergel, 2018). Elements of system context include the political system in 
which the collaboration is embedded, the political and administrative context 
(including political ripeness), as well as legal foundations of the state, the 
organisational culture and logics of specific stakeholders, and the stakes of the 
overall project (Ansell and Gash, 2008; Bingham, 2008; Dawes and Pardo, 
2002; Emerson et al., 2012; Jaeger, 2002; Lewis et al., 2018). These types 
of contextual factors impact the challenges and dynamics that emerge within 
a collaboration project. 

Challenges and Dynamics 

In all forms of collaborative endeavours, challenges and dynamics impact the 
way the collaborations are developed and managed. In the public sector, in 
particular, collaborative networks challenge traditional silos of government, 
including introducing overlapping authorities and difficulties in performance 
measurement and accountability (Bovens, 2007; Klijn and Koppenjan, 2014). 
In a recent literature review, three key aspects that challenge collaborations, in 

Koen Verhoest, Gerhard Hammerschmid, Lise H. Rykkja, and Erik H. Klijn -
9781803923895

Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 02/07/2024 08:58:51AM
via Open Access. This work is licensed under the Creative Commons

Attribution-NonCommercial-No Derivatives 4.0 License
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


35Intergovernmental collaboration

particular, emerged (Rackwitz et al., 2020). These are complexity (Klijn and 
Koppenjan, 2014), risk (Brown and Osborne, 2013; Timeus, 2019), and power 
(Ansell and Gash, 2008; Huxham and Vangen, 2015). 

Complexity 

Complexity refers to complications arising from managing different hier-
archical and/or legal structures, relationship management, and changing 
natures of project goals and perceptions (Klijn and Koppenjan, 2016; Meijer, 
2015). Following Klijn and Koppenjan (2016), complexity can be divided 
into three sub-types: substantive, strategic, and institutional. Substantive 
complexity refers to the variation in perceptions of the collaboration’s goals, 
problematisation, and solutions by project partners. This type of complexity 
can lead to a lack of shared meaning, leading to coordination problems related 
to selective perceptions, or those whose goals and associated behaviours are 
pursued individually rather than as a collective (Dearborn and Simon, 1958; 
Klijn and Koppenjan, 2014; Wegrich, 2019). Strategic complexity focuses on 
the variance in strategic direction within a collaboration. Institutional com-
plexity refers to the institutional conditions that inherently guide collaborative 
frameworks and constrain behaviours. Typically, this reflects different legal 
or policy precedents, and also formal organisations’ and/or institutions’ roles 
and regulations. Within the context of digitalisation, issues such as designing 
appropriate technologies (Liu and Zheng, 2018; Mergel, 2018), a lack of IT 
skills and technological dependencies and information asymmetries add to 
these complexities (Dawes and Pardo, 2002; Ferro and Sorrentino, 2010; 
Neumann et al., 2019) and lead to both strategic and substantive complexity. 
Institutional complexity is also particularly acute due to the cross-cutting 
nature of the government digitalisation project, especially when they cross or 
challenge traditional legal or jurisdictional boundaries (Apostolou et al., 2011; 
Mergel, 2018). 

Risk 

Within the context of collaboration, risk is a second key challenge, or rather, 
the perception of risk (Timeus, 2018). Digital projects entail a mix of open and 
closed system risks depending on the level of analysis. For certain project part-
ners, the internal risks can be minimised through processes and procedures, 
while at the project level, a certain level of risk is accepted and managed in 
order for the innovation to be brought ahead, which also means exploiting the 
innovation process in and of itself (Brown and Osborne, 2013; Hartley et al., 
2013). What does set digitalisation projects apart are their high risks of failure, 
working in unregulated territories and high financial investments (Mergel, 
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36 Collaborating for digital transformation

2016; Neumann et al., 2019). The failure to actively manage risk may also 
increase risk perceptions – especially if and when collaborative projects have 
a diversity of actors and their values, goals, and cultures clash (Gil-García 
et al., 2019). This is supported by Wang and Feeney (2016), who note that 
a risk-taking culture needs to be established to mitigate project-related chal-
lenges, structural constraints, and the adoption of technology. 

Power 

The concept of power relations is critical for understanding the behavioural 
dynamics of actors engaged in collaborative endeavours. What is critical is not 
necessarily power itself, but whether or not there is a negative perception of 
power imbalance within a collaborative relationship. The perception of nega-
tive power imbalances can hamper the collaborative process and also impact 
the way goals are achieved and resources are allocated (Ansell and Gash, 
2008; Choi and Robertson, 2014; McGuire and Agranoff, 2011). Because of 
this, managing power imbalance becomes a critical factor upon which success 
hinges (Huxham and Vangen, 2005; Klijn and Koppenjan, 2000; Purdy, 2012; 
Ran and Qi, 2018, 2019; Sedgwick, 2016). Such power imbalances can operate 
in two ways. First, if power imbalances are the result of a lack of capacity or 
knowledge or second, if they are due to unequal power distributions mandated 
in the projects themselves (like coordinating bodies) (Ansell and Gash, 2008; 
McGuire and Agranoff, 2011). However, these can be managed through both 
structure and governance mechanisms that clearly outline power distributions 
and means of correcting and controlling this power, making power more com-
plementary. Research examining power in digitalisation projects is inconclu-
sive. Some have found that dispersed power relations made collaboration the 
only solution to achieve project-related goals (Luna-Reyes et al., 2007), while 
others showed that power imbalances hampered the diversity and inclusion 
necessary for the intended collaborative process (Jones and Hooper, 2017). 

PUBLIC MANAGEMENT INTERVENTIONS 

In order to manage complexities of large-scale intergovernmental collabora-
tions, scholars have pointed to institutional design features and leadership as 
essential (e.g., Ansell and Gash, 2008; Torfing, 2019). 

Institutional Design 

With respect to institutional design, we focus on structures, level of inclusion, 
process legitimacy, and trust building (Torfing, 2019; Scholl et al., 2012). 
Considering that the adoption of digital processes in government is often 
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enacted and constrained by structure (Fountain, 2001), it is important to 
outline different types of structures. Hierarchical structures reflect traditional, 
top-down structures. Design features of this approach include strict account-
ability and governance through legal regulations. Collaboration challenges 
are thus handled through formal institutional rules and processes (such as 
a strict chain of command, planning, compliance and control), concentrating 
power at the top (Meuleman, 2008). The utility of this style is mixed, with 
some noting a certain level of malaise and constraint to collaborative capacity 
(Kickert et al., 1997; Wegrich, 2019) while others have noted the necessity of 
top-down control as a function of government (Span et al., 2012). Inspired by 
New Public Management, market-based structures use market-style principles 
such as a focus on cost savings, input-output calibrations, professional man-
agement, and measures of performance (Hood, 1991). This approach manages 
collaboration complexities via the heavy use of negotiation tactics and decen-
tralised power distributions. The final structure that we focus on is network 
governance structures. These are characterised by flat structures, a sense of 
cooperation, equality, and a lack of formalised leadership (Provan and Kenis, 
2008). Collaborative complexity is handled through inclusion and a sense of 
community building forming a shared participant model making power shared 
and symmetrical across all stakeholders (Meuleman, 2008). While these 
structures are presented with a certain level of mutual exclusivity, in reality, 
empirical research has shown that hybrid structures may also emerge at differ-
ent stages of the projects (i.e., more structure at the beginning of the project, 
moving towards a more networked-based model later on). However, many 
still advocate for a lead organisation model, meaning one organisation takes 
on a clear management and coordinating role, to ensure smooth coordination, 
especially if projects are large and cross-cutting (Clarke, 2019; McGuire, 
2006; Span et al., 2012). 

Inclusion 

A second component of institutional design critical for intergovernmental 
collaboration is the concept of inclusion. According to scholars, widespread 
inclusion is a key component of collaboration projects to build legitimacy 
into the process, enhance creative and innovative potential, and ensure that 
agreed-upon goals and project outcomes take into consideration all stakehold-
ers in the process (Ansell and Gash, 2008). Establishing who the stakeholders 
are from a very early stage also helps to identify roles and responsibilities 
towards the strengths of these stakeholders, and also reduces ambiguity in who 
is involved and who is not (Vangen and Huxham, 2003). 
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Rules 

A third component is clear protocols and rules that guide behaviours of actors 
within the collaboration (Ansell and Gash, 2008). Indeed, rules provide a clear 
purpose, and rules and expectation management are critical components of 
collaborative digitalisation projects (Dawes and Pardo, 2002; Gil-García et 
al., 2018). These ground rules serve several purposes. First, they help to guide 
behaviour, by providing information to actors about what is acceptable and 
what is expected behaviours, which can reduce both scepticism, risk, and neg-
ative perceptions of power imbalances (Ansell and Gash, 2008). Second, clear 
rules identify boundary conditions that clarify the roles and responsibilities of 
stakeholders including the intended outcomes of the collaborations themselves 
(Vangen and Huxham, 2003). This leads to better goal alignment which then 
reduces complexity and risk from participating actors (Scholl et al., 2012), and 
can foster a greater sense of goal commitment which may lead to higher levels 
of collaborative persistence (Scott and Merton, 2021). Clear rules are also an 
essential foundation for trust to develop, where any potential problem and/or 
power struggle can already be integrated into the rules themselves (Wegrich, 
2019). A lack of ground rules can, and has, led to planning difficulties 
(Gil-García et al., 2007). 

Trust 

Building and maintaining trust is a final component of handling complexity 
related to collaboration, primarily due to its link with performance outcomes 
(Chen et al., 2019). Understood as a type of ‘soft factor’, it focuses on rela-
tionship building and building norms of reciprocity (Cristofoli et al., 2017; 
Emerson et al., 2012; Eriksson et al., 2020) which acts as a ‘lubricant that 
enhances mutuality’ (Sedgwick, 2016, p. 238). According to Vangen and 
Huxham (2003), collaborative relationships involve trust, willingness to col-
laborate, and actual work being completed. They are all interdependent on 
one another and are built through a ‘cyclical trust-building loop’ (McGuire, 
2006, p. 38). Building trust over time is essential for overcoming barriers in the 
collaborative process, and also because it is a way to signal actors’ intentions 
(Klijn and Edelenbos, 2007). Initial trust-building exercises always come with 
an element of risk, however, and begin to build as expected and actual behav-
iours align (Vangen and Huxham, 2003). In some instances, trust is a means 
of reducing risk perceptions (Cohen and Cohen, 2021). This also increases the 
willingness to take active roles in collaboration projects (Luna-Reyes et al., 
2007). Because trust is linked to social capital development, it is also linked 
to stronger project norms and behaviours – facilitating decision-making pro-
cesses (Fedorowicz et al., 2014).
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The collaborative literature focusing on digitalisation also emphasises 
trust building as a core component of managing collaborations and notes that 
inter-agency trust is directly related to performance outcomes (Chen et al., 
2019). Some emphasise that trust is important for building a sense of shared 
meaning and its effects are reflected in all aspects of the collaborative project, 
including being able to work together and correct problems (Liu and Zheng, 
2018). Luna-Reyes et al. (2007) also note that trust is one of the most impor-
tant components in collaborative arrangements of digitalisation projects. They 
argue that this is affected by institutions themselves and that trust results in 
the interest and willingness of actors to collaborate. They especially provide 
evidence that showing results early in the process helps to build trust. In addi-
tion, institutional arrangements, organisational structures, and management 
processes reinforce trust and decrease the perceptions of risk.

Dawes and Pardo (2002) state that relationship building does not just occur 
at the onset of a new collaborative digital project, it can be based on previous 
collaborative experiences, and also that these relationships may dictate the 
current ones (i.e., if they were collaborative, contractual, regulatory, or adver-
sary). As a result of this, history is an important consideration. They argue that 
to build trust in collaborative digital systems, individuals and organisations 
need to be able to identify and understand stakeholders, understand their ‘abil-
ities, strengths and limitations’ (p. 269), and commit to partnerships with some 
level of interdependence and division of tasks and responsibilities. Chen and 
Lee (2018) take this distinction one step further to identify trust relationships at 
different levels of the collaboration itself. To gain trust and support, financial 
support can help get people on board with the programme and build institu-
tional arrangements for joint action. As social capital increases, so does the 
strength of project norms and behaviours, which results in a higher probability 
of coming to agreements on technological and process decisions (Fedorowicz 
et al., 2014). Soft factors involving trust and interpersonal relationships are 
a recurring theme in both public management and digital governance literature 
as it is a design feature that can be used to handle collaboration challenges 
related to complexity, risk, and power imbalances in the context of digitalisa-
tion efforts. 

LEADERSHIP 

In addition to institutional design mechanisms, the role of leaders in steering 
large-scale collaboration projects is paramount (Lewis et al., 2018; O’Leary et 
al., 2012). While there is a plethora of leadership literature, a specific subset 
of this literature especially looks at leadership in the context of collaboration. 
Collaborative leadership scholars have noted that active participation, control 
and facilitation, and group management skills are critical components of being 
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40 Collaborating for digital transformation

a successful leader (Lasker et al., 2003). As a result, leaders are often tasked 
with managing both overarching project complexities and also handling inter-
personal dynamics on top of this (Torfing, 2019). 

In the literature, there are different types of leadership approaches that char-
acterise collaborative leadership. These include engaging in the role of con-
venors, facilitators, mediators, and catalysts (Ansell and Gash, 2012; Torfing, 
2019). Convenors play the role of facilitators, ensuring inclusivity, empower-
ment, and active information exchange (Torfing, 2019). Facilitators play three 
different roles as stewards, mediators, and catalysts. Stewards focus on the 
management components of leadership – that is, setting ground rules, develop-
ing a sense of shared goals, and encouraging the development of social capital 
(Ansell and Gash, 2012). Mediators have a stronger focus on interpersonal 
relationship building and have skills in brokering and conflict management 
by clarifying goals, understanding different perspectives, and understanding 
and managing power dynamics (Ansell and Gash, 2012; Crosby and Bryson, 
2010). Catalyst leadership approaches are more active than mediators by 
playing an active role and being a benefactor of problem-solving solutions. 
Because of this they seize opportunities and are able to see and understand the 
larger role that each stakeholder plays (Ansell and Gash, 2012; Morse, 2010). 

Despite the beneficial aspects of collaborative leadership approaches, public 
organisations also benefit from transactional types of leadership, due to the 
fact that public organisations remain hierarchical in nature. This hierarchy, 
however, can be used as a means of problem-solving (Meuleman, 2008). 
Transactional leadership characteristics focus on procedurally oriented behav-
iours and look at how incentive structures can be used to motivate individuals 
(Jensen et al., 2019; Lewis et al., 2018). Linked to this are clear goals and 
behavioural expectations (Ruggieri and Abbate, 2013, p. 1172). 

To reconcile both collaborative and transactional leadership styles, many 
scholars have now begun to question the either-or rhetoric, and instead stress 
the importance of a multi-faceted or contingent leadership approach in manag-
ing collaborative projects (Ansell and Gash, 2012; Eriksson et al., 2020; Van 
Wart, 2003). This means they need to be able to adapt to stress, change, and 
problems that may emerge from the collaborative process. They essentially 
become critical for both nurturing the development of the collaboration itself 
(using, e.g., collaborative leadership skills), but also buffering instability or 
conflict diffusion (through, e.g., engaging in more transactional leadership 
skills) (Agger and Sørensen, 2018; Vangen and Huxham, 2003). This is very 
similar to Clarke (2019) who makes reference to a top-down versus diffused 
leadership model with top-down referring to standard-setting and authoring 
building, whereas diffuse leadership focuses more on relationship building 
through support and guidance. A common thread in this, however, is the reac-
tive ability of a leader, especially in seeing gaps, understanding the interplay 
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and incentives of actors, the roles and responsibilities of partners, as well as 
the overarching ‘picture’ of a large-scale collaborative project to be able to 
manage across networks (Chen and Lee, 2018; Elnaghi et al., 2019; Jones and 
Hooper, 2017; Scholl et al., 2012). In some cases, the leader’s ability to shift 
and adapt design features to reflect changing contexts is also critical (Krogh, 
2022). For more information regarding leadership, see Chapter 7. 

OUTCOMES

Measuring performance outcomes is a notoriously difficult undertaking, pri-
marily due to public sector logics that favour public value creation over com-
petition (Moore, 1995). Within the context of collaboration, projects tend to be 
rather long, with limited goal clarity further complicating the ability to measure 
direct outcomes (Clarke, 2019; Scholl et al., 2012). Yet outcomes are essential 
components for collaborations, not only as a means of tracking the impact but 
also because they play an important role in future collaborations in terms of the 
ability to develop good working relationships (Ansell and Gash, 2008; see also 
Chapter 5). Despite this rather underreached or underreported area of collabo-
ration (de Vries et al., 2016; Scholl et al., 2012; Torfing, 2019), some scholars 
offer a framework for study outcomes, nonetheless. More specifically, Ran 
and Qi (2018) outline two approaches to measure collaboration outcomes. The 
first is project-related goals (or outcome-based measures), while the second 
focuses on the collaborative processes that enabled the project to achieve its 
goals (process-based measures) (Head, 2008). Process-based measures are 
sometimes linked to the notion of ‘small wins’ that positively reinforces col-
laborative behaviour and persistence (Doberstein, 2016; Termeer and Dewulf, 
2019), or as Mergel et al. (2018, p. 295) note, early wins can also be linked 
to ‘early validation’ reducing the risk perceptions of collaborative actors, and 
also initial evidence of a viable digital product. 

Outcomes are important to examine as they set a precedent for future pro-
jects, build confidence in the collaborative potential, and increase the appeal of 
the collaborative approach (Luna-Reyes et al., 2007; Scholl et al., 2012). It is 
therefore essential to include outcomes in the conceptual framework. 

OVERARCHING FRAMEWORK 

Based on the development of the previous sections, we reiterate the conceptual 
model elaborated by Rackwitz et al. (2020) (Figure 3.1). First, complexity, 
power, and risk are central to the model, highlighting their critical and often 
oscillating influence on collaborative outcomes. Figure 3.1 also underscores 
the fact that these three aspects of collaboration are not mutually exclusive 
from one another – rather, they often influence each other. The model also 
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Source: Taken from Rackwitz et al. (2020) based on research by Ansell and Gash (2008); Brown 
and Osborne (2013); de Vries et al. (2016); Emerson et al. (2012); Hartley (2005); Klijn and 
Koppenjan (2014); Ricard et al. (2017); Torfing (2019).

Figure 3.1	 Conceptual model for collaboration dynamics

42 Collaborating for digital transformation

shows the variety of systemic contextual factors that influence or are influ-
enced by collaboration challenges and dynamics. As per our theoretical 
stipulations, it also shows the moderating role that public management inter-
ventions such as key institutional design features as well as leadership has on 
collaborative outcomes. This means we theorise that particular types of public 
management interventions have the potential to enhance or thwart the collabo-
rative challenges and dynamics of intergovernmental collaboration. 

By presenting it in this way, we open up the possibility of testable hypothe-
ses for studying elements of intergovernmental digital collaboration projects, 
including studying specifically which types of context factors impact com-
plexity, power (im)balance and risk perceptions, and which design features or 
leadership skills are more suited to handle this. Chapters 5, 6, and 7 begin to 
examine some of these relationships in more detail.

APPLICATION AND TESTING OF THE FRAMEWORK 

The application of our proposed model requires a variety of research methods 
and modes of analysis, especially with respect to the more nuanced aspects of 
each of its components. This is particularly relevant to testing its applicability 
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and universality. It also opens up the possibility to examine digital projects and 
their development at the process level (Mergel et al., 2019). This then enables 
one to examine aspects related to interpersonal behaviours including percep-
tions and behavioural decision making (which plays a very important role in 
each component of our conceptual model). 

The first way in which the model can be tested is by examining the interplay 
between complexity, power, and risk. This can be accomplished in several 
ways, including examining the level of relevance and intensity of these chal-
lenges in a particular case and then validating this variance through a multi-case 
study design. For example, one could select cases with different levels of 
challenge intensities, and then analyse if public management interventions 
also change. This may reveal not only how particular behaviours emerge, such 
as turf wars, but also, how they are managed. A multi-case study design could 
then test the external validity and reliability of our claims, something that is 
already rather sparse in the digitalisation literature (Neumann et al., 2019). 
This may also provide systematic and empirical evidence to examine the extent 
to which collaboration challenges and dynamics are universal. 

Linked to the notion of universality, a cross-country study could also exploit 
the rather rich literature on the role of administrative traditions in governance 
approaches (Guy Peters and Pierre, 2019). Within the European context, these 
include, for example, Anglo-Saxon, Continental, and Scandinavian traditions 
(Benz and Zimmerman, 2011; Huxley et al., 2016; Meyer and Hammerschmid, 
2010). Traditions are an interesting way to analyse collaboration arrangements 
because of their ability to explain the variation in collaborative behaviours by 
using institutional logics. This includes, for example, the legal frameworks 
of a country, an understanding of hierarchy and the level of pragmatism used 
in governance. These are the same characteristics which we argue are critical 
for understanding the starting conditions of intergovernmental collaboration 
because they dictate, to a large extent, the rules of the game, and how these 
rules are understood, applied, and also enforced. 

Finally, while comparative analyses based on administrative tradition may 
provide insights into cross-country variation, moving between different levels 
of government within one country may also reveal different insights related 
to the dynamics of collaboration, while holding, to some extent, institutional 
logics constant. By exploiting the variation in administrative units (see 
Kuhlmann and Wollmann, 2019), it may be easier to isolate the role of project 
design itself or the role that the type of digitalisation may play in dictating 
collaboration dynamics (Wang and Feeney, 2016). 

The role of administrative tradition and the desire to examine multi-levels 
of governance approaches is the exact approach that motivated our large-scale 
qualitative research project in intergovernmental collaboration. First, we 
selected five European countries that represent different types of administra-
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tive traditions, and also different levels of digital maturity. These countries 
were Belgium, Denmark, Estonia, Germany, and the United Kingdom. First, 
we identified key national projects related to one reform act: the EU Single 
Digital Gateway (SDG; The European Parliament and Council of the European 
Union, 2018). This approach was taken in order to add an element of control 
and enhance comparability between cases and also due to the necessity of col-
laborative efforts required to implement the act. To identify specific projects, 
we focused on the development of national online platforms, which are linked 
to the SDG act and must abide by similar guiding conditions, including follow-
ing the ‘once-only’ principle, and ‘user centricity’ necessitating both vertical 
and horizontal collaborations. Second, based on the country-level selection, in 
order to hold administrative tradition somewhat constant, five municipalities 
were selected within these countries. Within these municipalities there were at 
least 50,000 inhabitants. Similar to the national level, to enhance comparability 
and relevance, a comparison of collaborative projects in the realm of the ‘smart 
city’ was selected due to the fact that this represents a key innovation where 
collaboration was necessary. 

The results of this ambitious research project are extensive (Breaugh et al., 
2020; Rackwitz et al., 2020), with several key themes that emerged across the 
case studies. First, given the complexities of digitalisation projects, especially 
when they cross ministerial boundaries, collaboration has become an essential, 
and default governance approach in tackling the complexity of the task at 
hand. However, in every case study, the complexity of both the content of the 
projects themselves, as well as managing the interpersonal relations within the 
collaboration were serious hurdles that needed to be overcome. Second, risk, 
complexity, and power did indeed become salient in each of the cases, but the 
large variance of when and how these dynamics emerged in the course of the 
collaboration suggests that no project is alike and that the public management 
interventions need to be specifically tailored to this context of the project itself. 
Third, from an institutional design perspective, the dynamics and challenges 
were handled primarily through a central coordinating body that managed all 
the projects. These central coordinating bodies held most of the steering power 
of the projects. However, through clear structures related to rules and pro-
cesses, flatter, more inclusive, and participatory approaches emerged through 
the use of working groups. The clear project structures enabled clear lines of 
accountability (and thus managing risk), and they also acted as a means of 
working groups to exert power through their clearly articulated process rules 
and responsibilities. Finally, the role of leadership was salient in all ten case 
studies. Similarities in leadership styles showed the necessity for leaders who 
are not only sensitive to understanding these dynamics but also agile enough to 
handle them using different strategies. This does, without a doubt, underscore 
the essential role that flexible leadership plays. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this chapter was to examine the collaboration dynamics of 
intergovernmental collaborations within the context of government digitalisa-
tion. It is clear that collaborations are an essential form of modern governance, 
especially when addressing the process of government digitalisation and 
reform. But, despite its clear necessity, it does not discount the fact that it is 
hard, time-intensive, and requires high levels of administrative, project, and 
interpersonal skills on the part of leaders. It also requires all other stakeholders 
to be willing and interested in engaging – without this, collaborations run the 
risk of being more ‘talk’ than ‘action’. However, as the demands of a digital 
society increase and digital public services increase alongside this, public 
sector organisations have to continue to embrace collaborative approaches, 
breaking down silos, and accepting the new form of dispersed power and 
influence. 

While this chapter presents the beginning stages of understanding collabo-
ration within the context of digitalisation, there are still many questions that 
emerge that deserve more research attention. The first is the importance of 
digging deeper into the dynamics of collaboration itself. To date, except for 
Klijn and Koppenjan’s (2016) work on understanding collaborative com-
plexities, very few researchers have dug deeper into the different types of 
risk and power that emerge in collaboration projects, for example, different 
types of risk (related to reputation, financial and/or political) and if and how 
they impact collaboration behaviours differently. This would provide a more 
nuanced understanding of collaboration conditions and build on Ansell and 
Gash’s (2008) collaborative conditions interdependency hypotheses. A second 
area of research could be to examine the notion of collaborative resistance, 
and why, when given the choice, organisations choose not to participate in 
collaboration projects. This could be related to the collaboration dynamics 
noted above (risk, power, and complexity), but it is also more strongly focused 
on practical issues related to a lack of skills or understanding of digital pro-
cesses, a lack of motivation due to fear of change, or a lack of people able to 
engage with the process. If a lack of motivation and/or skills is the case, then 
training in digital skills needs to become a part of the collaboration frame-
works. If it is more a lack of personnel and resources, then organisations and 
those heading collaboration projects must take greater consideration of the 
personnel costs of collaborating and account for this in their budgets. Finally, 
while current research focusing on collaboration has a rich understanding 
of how collaboration projects are set up, especially within the context of 
digitalisation, very little literature focuses on long-term project maintenance. 
Questions include aspects such as the dependency of the project managers on 
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the digitalisation project, and if and how a handover may occur, if and how 
collaboration changes in the maintenance rather than set-up phase of a project 
(see, e.g., Brorström and Diedrich, 2022), the role of collaboration inertia in 
the long-term sustainability of collaboration networks (Vangen and Huxham, 
2003), and how the challenges and dynamics may change as projects become 
more mature, goals are solidified, and the ‘complexity’ of the project reduces 
as learning and competencies increase. 

Overall, the digitalisation processes that governments are currently under-
taking represent a new and very large wave of reforms that will (and do) 
fundamentally change the way governments work and interact with citizens 
and other stakeholders. To this end, while digital offers technical solutions that 
may simplify the work of government, the re-centralisation process necessary 
to achieve this is not an easy task. Collaboration appears to be the best and 
only suitable approach to do this. While the benefits are evident, the time, 
energy, and highly skilled management required to collaborate effectively will 
continue to challenge the collaboration-first mentality for years to come. 
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4.	 Conditions for successful 
public-private collaboration for public 
service innovation 
Chesney Callens and Koen Verhoest

INTRODUCTION

Digital transformation and public service innovation are being propelled 
by partnerships that unite public sector actors (e.g., governments, agencies, 
public hospitals, etc.) and private sector actors (e.g., third sector organizations, 
firms, grassroots organizations, etc.). The basic premise to use these types of 
configurations is that today’s societal problems have become too large, com-
plicated, and interconnected to expect solutions from individual organizations 
(Sørensen and Torfing, 2020). Public sector organizations are exploring dif-
ferent types of collaborative arrangements such as public-private partnerships 
(PPPs) (Brogaard, 2017; Callens et al., 2021), triple-helix partnerships, which 
include universities (Leydesdorff and Meyer, 2003), and public-private inno-
vation partnerships (PPIs) (Brogaard, 2021; Di Meglio, 2013) to pursue public 
service innovation. The search for public service innovation is, however, often 
entangled with digital transformation initiatives, as disruptive technological 
innovations are a crucial part of digital transformation (Nadkarni and Prügl, 
2021). In complex policy sectors, digital transformation through technological 
innovation can often only be achieved through collaborative partnerships, as 
no individual actor possesses all the required knowledge, resources, and capa-
bilities to innovate. Furthermore, these partnerships are often public-private 
collaborations, as government organizations have important political incen-
tives, regulatory powers, and public resources that can be directed towards 
innovation, while private sector organizations possess the specialized knowl-
edge and capabilities to develop these innovations. Hence, partnership syner-
gies emerge between public and private actors (Lasker et al., 2001), which can 
lead to disruptive and transformative public service innovations.  

The purpose of this chapter is to develop a theoretical framework that 
unpacks structure and agency-related conditions of public-private collabo-
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rations that are directed towards the creation and implementation of digital 
service innovations. The theoretical framework not only allows us to concep-
tually and analytically study the design and agency of such partnerships but 
also to gauge the effect of these elements on the success and innovativeness 
of these partnerships. The framework connects four different types of condi-
tions, which influence the process of collaborative innovation. The first set of 
conditions focuses on the features of the collaboration at the level of the part-
nership. We explain how structure-related conditions, such as the partnership 
composition and governance structure, and agency-related conditions, such 
as the management of the partnership, can affect the innovation process. The 
second set of conditions considers features at the level of the individuals and 
organizations involved in the partnership. Conditions such as interpersonal 
trust, knowledge and skills, and external support are considered. The third 
set of conditions focuses on how technological structures such as the use of 
information and communication technology (ICT) affect the collaborative 
innovation process. ICTs are a central characteristic of digital transformation, 
but ICT use can also be an enabler for enhanced collaborative innovation, 
because of their impact on collaborative dynamics between partners, and on 
the service design. Last but not least, the fourth set of conditions is directed 
towards the involvement of service users in the innovation process. Users are 
crucial agents in innovation processes, as they can legitimate, support, and 
even drive the innovation process. We consider various features and conditions 
of user involvement. 

DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION THROUGH PUBLIC 
SERVICE INNOVATION 

Digital transformation is related to the changes organizations, sectors, and 
societies undergo as a result of the introduction and implementation of digital 
technologies (Vial, 2019). An important way to obtain digital transformation 
is through the adoption of public service innovation. Indeed, through the use of 
highly advanced digital service innovations, governments are able to transform 
their processes, routines, work tools, and service delivery (Mergel et al., 2019). 
However, digital transformation goes further than its impact on government 
organizations, as digital innovations have often a broad impact on industries, 
governance structures, and policy ecosystems (Eom and Lee, 2022). Public 
service innovations, such as smart city technologies, eHealth technologies, 
and COVID-19 response technologies affect many societal stakeholders (i.e., 
private companies, non-profits, public sector organizations, citizens and users, 
etc.), and have dramatically changed important aspects of our societies. For 
instance, digital transformation in healthcare affects the quality of healthcare 
(Agarwal et al., 2010), but also the health standard of communities and socie-
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ties as new treatments become possible or crucial health information becomes 
accessible to healthcare providers. Hence, digital service innovation propels 
the digital transformation of significant parts of our society. 

Although these digital public service innovations have a huge impact on 
our society, even now, innovation in the public sector is being exposed to 
much scepticism (Hartley, 2005), and, until recently, the word ‘public sector 
innovation’ was regarded as an oxymoron (Bommert, 2010; Torfing et al., 
2020). While the concept of innovation as a research subject emerged from 
‘Schumpeterian’ economics in the private sector, in recent decades, inno-
vation has been intensively researched in the public sector as well. Indeed, 
evidence from the public sector shows how governments are often respon-
sible for important technological breakthroughs, with classic examples such 
as the invention of the World Wide Web and biotechnological innovations 
(Windrum, 2008), but also that governments are at least equally proficient 
at organizational innovation as many private sector organizations (Djellal et 
al., 2013; Earl, 2004; Windrum, 2008). Public service innovation is regarded 
as a means through which complex societal issues can be solved, the rising 
demands of citizens can be achieved, and government resources can be spent 
more efficiently (de Vries et al., 2018). 

Digital service innovations are digital services that are ‘perceived as new by 
an individual or other unit of adoption’ (Rogers, 2003, p. 12). The process by 
which these services arise is crucial to understand how organizational inno-
vation can be stimulated. The innovation process is defined by Damanpour 
and Schneider (2008, p. 496) as ‘the development (generation) and/or use 
(adoption) of new ideas or behaviours’. Two important components of the 
innovation process can be distinguished from this definition. First, during the 
idea generation phase of the innovation process, ideas are proposed, circulated, 
discussed, integrated, transformed, and selected by the innovators. Second, 
during the implementation phase of the innovation process, the selected ideas 
are translated into implementable digital solutions, which can be practically 
adopted by users. Idea testing can work as a gateway between idea generation 
and idea implementation, as selected ideas that are tested might either be eligi-
ble for idea implementation or, if they are not, they can be circled back to the 
idea generation phase of the innovation process (Meijer, 2014). This circular 
motion of the innovation process is illustrated in Figure 4.1. Note that the 
proposed characteristics of the innovation process are widely shared amongst 
innovation scholars in the public sector. Innovation scholars such as Walker 
(2007), Sørensen and Torfing (2011), de Vries et al. (2015), and Cinar et al. 
(2019) recognize similar phases of the innovation process. However, scholars 
also emphasize that innovation processes are intrinsically chaotic, and the 
phases might therefore overlap with each other (Meijer, 2014). 
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Figure 4.1	 The innovation process
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Although the literature on public service innovation has expanded dramatically 
in the last decades, there are still some challenges and drawbacks to public 
service innovation that need a proper discussion. First, critiques of innovation 
in the public sector argue that the government is often not suited for innovation 
because of its rule-bound, command-and-control, bureaucratic nature (Hartley 
et al., 2013). Second, in contrast to the private sector, where the concept of 
innovation was introduced by Schumpeter (1942), the public sector is less 
sensitive to or affected by competition dynamics. Innovation can be regarded 
as an optimization strategy in the public sector, while it is a survival strategy 
in the private sector (cf. ‘creative destruction’, Schumpeter, 1942). Even then, 
as governments are not directly punished with decreased revenues when their 
performance should go down, they are also not incentivized to use this optimi-
zation strategy (Gullmark, 2021). Third, governments are more risk-aversive 
than private sector organizations, as they use public resources that are exter-
nally controlled by politicians, the media, and the public (Gullmark, 2021). 
Fourth, innovation has a large disruptive potential, which is not always desired 
in the public sector (Wynen et al., 2020). As most government organizations 
have a monopolistic position, pursuing innovations that are simultaneously 
highly disruptive and very unpredictable, and risky, might endanger the conti-
nuity of public policy and service delivery. 
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COLLABORATIVE INNOVATION 

In order to meet some of these critiques regarding innovation in the public 
sector, the field of public sector collaborative innovation has been growing 
exponentially in the last decades. On the one hand, service innovation is 
viewed as an important way to solve complex, wicked problems, which cannot 
be solved through traditional methods (Sørensen and Torfing, 2011). On the 
other hand, the public sector is influenced by an intricate network of different 
public and private sector stakeholders, and individual stakeholders have, there-
fore, problems solving these societal issues on their own (Bryson et al., 2015; 
Emerson et al., 2011; Osborne, 2006). The current complexity of societies and 
industries demands multi-dimensional solutions which can transcend organi-
zational boundaries, policy sectors, and even spheres of societies (Crosby et 
al., 2017; Diamond and Vangen, 2017). For this reason, public and private 
sector stakeholders work together in networks and partnerships, from which 
new policies and services can emerge (Ansell and Gash, 2007; Bryson et al., 
2006). These public-private collaborations are potentially valuable breeding 
grounds for innovation, as partnership synergies might arise from the close 
interactions between the involved actors (Lasker et al., 2001). Knowledge, 
resources, and perspectives from a diverse set of stakeholders are integrated 
in those partnerships, which might result in the adoption or creation of new 
frames and ideas, from which innovations might arise (Torfing, 2019). Recent 
research by Wilson and Mergel (2022) confirms the advantages of ‘networking 
strategies’ for overcoming structural and cultural barriers to digital transfor-
mation. The majority of the interviewed digital government champions in their 
study indicated that networks and collaboration enable the opportunity to learn 
from peers and exchange knowledge across contexts. Furthermore, collabora-
tions are better able to share the risks and costs of creating and implementing 
innovation, which would otherwise all end up in the same organization 
(Appleyard and Chesbrough, 2017). 

Collaborative innovation has several advantages over other forms of innova-
tion (e.g., in-house innovation). We argue that these advantages can be summa-
rized into two principal premises of collaborative innovation (see also Callens 
et al., 2020). First, collaboration has a reinvigorating effect on the innovation 
process. Collaborative innovation allows partners from different backgrounds 
to access new knowledge, connect and build on each other’s ideas, and adopt 
new perspectives, which stimulates divergent thinking and generates creative 
momentum (Paulus et al., 2018). Collaborative innovation opens up the inno-
vation process to a broader ideation context from which new ideas can arise 
more easily. By opening up the innovation process, collaborative innovation 
prevents the innovation process from being trapped in the convergent thinking 
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of like-minded people, which could lead to groupthink and tunnel vision, and 
which inhibits innovation (Torfing et al., 2020). Second, collaboration also has 
a protective effect on the innovation process. Indeed, through collaborative 
innovation, difficult problems such as wicked issues are shared amongst mul-
tiple stakeholders (Crosby et al., 2017), as are the risks and costs that are tied 
to inventing something new (Corsaro et al., 2012). Protecting the innovation 
process with the resources and commitment of multiple stakeholders is no 
unnecessary precaution, as innovations have a high chance of failure (Van der 
Panne et al., 2003). Furthermore, innovations often require significant invest-
ments, but do not always translate properly to a real-life context, nor are they 
always sufficiently adopted by the public or sustainable in the long run (Brown 
and Osborne, 2013, p. 187). In collaborative innovation, multiple stakeholders 
are responsible for creating and implementing the innovation, which increases 
their capacity to avert innovation failures. Furthermore, the collaboration 
might also create an isolated, socio-technical niche in which experimentation 
and trial-and-error behaviour are tolerated, without the risk of falling prey to 
highly competitive (market) dynamics (Hermans et al., 2013).     

Sørensen and Torfing (2011) and Ansell and Torfing (2014) propose four 
interrelated processes of collaborative innovation. First, public-private collab-
orations integrate knowledge, perspectives, and resources from a variety of 
stakeholders, which increases the likelihood that synergies arise. Such partner-
ship synergies are important for the quality of the interaction in collaborations 
(Lasker et al., 2001) but are also essential for the creation of something new, 
as new ideas can arise out of the combination of different knowledge pools and 
perspectives, and collective capacity can be activated by sharing and connect-
ing resources and skills from multiple actors (Waldorff et al., 2014). Second, 
by interacting with each other, individuals exchange information and knowl-
edge, which allows them to create new associations between distinct concepts 
and learn from each other (Ansell and Torfing, 2014). Learning is an impor-
tant second process of collaborative innovation because it uses the available 
variance in the partnership and transforms it into novel and creative ideas, for 
instance, by building on other’s knowledge and ideas (Hartley and Rashman, 
2018). Third, consensus building allows the partners to arrive at a shared idea, 
towards which the efforts of the partners can be directed. Through consensus 
building, the partners can search for agreement and similarities between 
perspectives (Innes and Booher, 1999), which should eventually lead to joint 
ownership over the idea (Lindsay et al., 2020). Fourth, building commitment to 
implement the idea is a final process of collaborative innovation (Trivellato et 
al., 2021). Commitment refers to the willingness of the involved stakeholders 
to mobilize resources towards the implementation of the innovation.

However, as with public service innovation itself, collaborative innovation 
also has some drawbacks that need to be recognized. These drawbacks are 
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particularly related to the inherent tension between creative ideation and col-
laborative stability (Torfing, 2019), and the inefficiencies surrounding collab-
oration. Collaboration is often a lengthy and underperforming process, because 
of the consistent need for aligning and realigning different perspectives, 
visions, interests, etc. (Huxham, 2003). Klijn and Koppenjan (2015) discuss 
three types of network complexities that are common in partnerships (i.e., sub-
stantive complexities, strategic complexities, and institutional complexities), 
which need to be held in check if the partnership wants to optimize its perfor-
mance. Several network management strategies are proposed by the authors to 
manage these complexities (i.e., exploring, connecting, arranging, processing 
rules). However, managing these complexities means that coordinators need to 
invest a lot of time into the network interactions, which increases the transac-
tion costs, and potentially lowers its performance compared to other organiza-
tional arrangements (Jobin, 2008). Furthermore, as innovation thrives on the 
variance that is introduced in these partnerships (Sørensen and Torfing, 2017), 
collaborative innovation should increase these complexities and related trans-
action costs even further. In other words, the pursuit of innovation through 
collaboration might magnify the drawbacks of public-private collaborations. 
Collaborating for technological innovation might be even more challenging 
because of the technical complexity of the content of the innovation process, 
and the required variety of resources and knowledge in such partnerships 
(Picazo-Vela et al., 2018).

From these arguments, it becomes clear that pursuing digital transformation 
through collaborative innovation requires a prudent approach. Too much 
focus on conditions that stimulate variance and creative ideation might result 
in the premature termination of the partnership because of the increasing 
complexities and transaction costs. However, too much focus on reducing the 
transaction costs and complexities might extinguish any creative upsurge and 
increase the risk of groupthink. In the following section, we explore which 
conditions contribute to this delicate balance. Some of these conditions will 
be aimed at controlling and managing the collaborative innovation process 
(e.g., partnership structure, management, etc.), while other conditions will be 
focused on increasing the variance and creative potential of the partnership 
(e.g., knowledge and skills of partners, user involvement, etc.). 

PUBLIC-PRIVATE INNOVATION PARTNERSHIPS

As mentioned in the introduction, multiple types of public-private collabo-
rations can exist. We will focus in this chapter on public-private innovation 
partnerships (PPIs), which are partnerships between public actors and private 
actors that are aimed at producing innovative services, for which they often 
involve service users (Brogaard, 2021). These types of partnerships are 
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relatively short-term partnerships, in which not only commercial firms are 
involved, but also non-profit or third-sector organizations (Di Meglio, 2013). 
In contrast to, for instance, public-private partnerships (PPPs), PPIs are less 
formalized, and the public partner (e.g., government) often adopts a ‘leading 
role as initiators, organisers and propagators of new ideas’ (Di Meglio, 2013, 
p. 80). 

CONDITIONS OF COLLABORATIVE INNOVATION

Figure 4.2 shows the conceptual model that we use in this chapter, which was 
part of the Horizon 2020 TROPICO research project.1 Building on a broad 
variety of research, including literature on collaborative innovation research, 
public service innovation, collaborative governance and coproduction, the 
conceptual model integrates several types of conditions. We propose that these 
conditions stimulate the processes of collaborative innovation, which were 
discussed in the previous section. These processes of collaborative innovation 
enable public-private collaborations to generate innovative public services. 
While we recognize that ex ante (e.g., ‘starting conditions’, Ansell and Gash, 
2007) and ex post conditions (e.g., diffusion-related conditions, Rogers, 2003) 
might also influence collaborative innovation, this chapter focuses particularly 
on the conditions during the process of collaborative innovation. We consider 
four clusters of conditions, that is, conditions on the level of the partnership, 
conditions on the level of the involved individuals and organizations, condi-
tions related to ICT, and conditions related to user involvement. This section 
discusses these clusters of conditions. 
As indicated in Figure 4.2, the first cluster includes features of the part-
nerships. We consider particularly structural partnership features and 
management-related features. For the structural partnership features, we focus 
on the composition of the partnership and the governance structure that is 
used in the partnership. With regard to the management-related conditions, we 
consider two types of management, that is, contract management and network 
management. The second cluster is composed of conditions on the level of the 
individual partners and involved organizations. We consider conditions such 
as the interpersonal trust between the involved individuals and organizations, 
the knowledge and skills of these individuals, and support of the external envi-
ronment (e.g., policy sector, politicians, media). The third cluster introduces 
ICT-related conditions. We focus on multiple ways in which ICT can contrib-
ute to the collaborative innovation process, both internally (i.e., by stimulating 
collaborative interactions) and externally (i.e., by creating an enabling envi-
ronment). The fourth cluster considers how users are involved in processes of 
collaborative innovation. Users are amongst the most important stakeholders 
in innovation projects because of their knowledge of and experiences in the 
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Figure 4.2	 Conceptual framework 
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service context. We consider how different features and conditions of user 
involvement may affect the process of collaborative innovation. 

FEATURES OF THE PARTNERSHIP

Partnership Structure

As we discussed in the previous sections, the presence of some initial variance 
in the partnership is necessary to kick off the innovation process. However, 
too much variance can lead to increased network complexities and transaction 
costs. This duality makes the selection of the partners in the collaboration 
extremely important. Partnerships with stakeholders that are very similar to 
each other might not produce enough synergies and learning opportunities to 
initiate the innovation process, while partnerships with stakeholders that are 
very different from each other might have difficulties working together and 
building trust, which can lead to the collapse of the collaboration (Torfing, 
2019). 

Furthermore, the composition of the partnership will also be dependent on 
the objectives of the partnership. Sørensen and Torfing (2017) argue that the 
selection of partners will differ if the goal of the partnership is to enhance the 
efficiency and effectiveness of public governance, enhance the democratic 
legitimacy of public sector organizations, or create public sector innovation. 
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If the partnership is established to enhance the efficiency and effectiveness 
of public governance (e.g., increasing the coordination between disparate 
public and private organizations), the authors argue that the partnership should 
include actors with resources and capabilities that are relevant to ensure 
optimal use of existing resources. A partnership that wants to enhance the 
democratic legitimacy of certain organizations or institutions, should, accord-
ing to the authors, include a broad selection of representatives of the affected 
organizations or institutions (e.g., interest groups). Following Sørensen and 
Torfing (2017), partnerships that want to pursue public sector innovation 
should include a wide variety of stakeholders that possess innovation capabil-
ities (e.g., expert knowledge, field experience, creative thinking, testing and 
implementation capabilities, etc.). 

Note, however, that these three types of objectives of partnerships will often 
be intertwined in processes of collaborative innovation. Partnerships that want 
to pursue innovation will most likely also have to engage a wide selection 
of representatives, as public innovations will have consequences for public 
policy and service delivery, and are often part of or connected to government 
programmes. Furthermore, innovations are often aimed at introducing systems 
that allow more efficient and effective public governance, which means that 
stakeholders who can optimize the use of existing resources (e.g., by connect-
ing disparate resources) will probably also be involved in innovation-oriented 
partnerships.  

Governance Structure

The governance structure of a partnership is crucial for the interaction dynam-
ics that unfold during the collaboration process. Governance structures build 
a framework around collaborative interactions, which determines which actors 
are included in the partnership, which responsibilities the involved actors have, 
how these actors are positioned towards each other, and how decisions are 
made (Lopes and Farias, 2022). For instance, in innovation partnerships, user 
involvement might be of particular importance because they are part of the 
context in which the innovation will eventually be adopted (see later). Through 
a governance structure, the partnership is able to structurally involve the users 
by, for instance, establishing a project team of which the users are part. This 
allows a more inclusive, transparent, and empowered engagement of the 
users, which might stimulate intensive user involvement throughout the whole 
innovation process. Furthermore, the governance structure of a partnership 
connects the resource support of the represented organizations (e.g., govern-
ments or private sector financers) with the bottom-up innovation initiatives 
(Lam and Li, 2018). Through various structures (e.g., steering committees, 
project teams, work groups, etc.), the partnership introduces a semi-hierarchi-
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cal system that allows proper coordination, management, and accountability 
of the partnership’s activities, but also protects the creative and experimental 
approach of the innovation process. 

Provan and Kenis (2007) distinguish three types of governance structures. 
The first governance structure is the ‘shared participant-governed’ structure, 
which involves the equal involvement and contribution of all the involved 
actors in the partnership. All involved actors are responsible for the governance 
of the partnership and have equal decision power. The authors suggest using 
this type of governance structure when there is a limited number of partners, 
a lot of trust and goal consensus between the partners, and a low need for spe-
cialized network management skills. The second governance structure is the 
‘lead organization-governed’ structure, which entails that one or a few actors 
are responsible for the governance of the partnership and have high levels of 
decision power. The lead actor functions as a central broker in the partnership 
and has the power to enforce decisions. According to the authors, this gov-
ernance structure should be used in partnerships with a moderate number of 
participants, low levels of trust and goal consensus between the partners, and 
a moderate need for specialized network management skills. The third gov-
ernance structure the authors propose is the ‘network-administrative organisa-
tion’. This type of partnership structure establishes a separate administrative 
entity that is responsible for the network governance and acts as a broker. The 
authors advise using this type of governance structure in partnerships that have 
a large number of actors, a moderate level of trust and goal consensus between 
the partners, and need a lot of specialized network management skills (e.g., 
because of the presence of a lot of network complexities). 

Note that there is no consensus in the literature on which type of governance 
structure is more suited to produce collaborative innovation. For instance, 
while high levels of goal consensus (e.g., in shared participant-governed 
partnerships) can stimulate collaborative interactions between the partners, 
it might also reduce divergent thinking and create tunnel vision. Similarly, 
the centralization of decision power (e.g., in lead organization-governed 
partnerships) might reduce open interaction and free circulation of ideas and 
perspectives, but it might also reduce the interaction costs that arise from 
network complexities. Some tentative results from recent research indicate that 
more centralized partnerships such as lead organization-governed partnerships 
are actually better suited for collaborative innovation (Lam and Li, 2018). 
However, future research should take a closer look at how different govern-
ance structures affect the collaborative innovation process. 
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Partnership Management

Contract management
Innovation in partnerships can be stimulated by managing the contractual 
foundations that underlie the collaboration. Indeed, many innovation partner-
ships have one or more (formal or informal) agreements between the involved 
partners that comprise what the partnership wants to achieve. Research into 
public procurement for innovation gives us insights into how contract manage-
ment can stimulate innovation. Contract management is a demand-side instru-
ment, which means that a public procurer demands a certain innovation from 
one or more contractors through conditions that are stipulated in a contract 
(Callens et al., 2021), which increases the control over the accomplishment of 
certain demands (Edquist et al., 2015). As innovation and collaborations are 
inherently risky and unpredictable, public procurers can formulate conditions 
in contracts, which protect them from undesired project deviations. Through 
contract management, the public procurer is able to share the risks of failure 
with the involved partners and reduce the transaction costs that are connected 
to the unpredictability of collaborative innovation processes. Indeed, demands 
that are stipulated in a written agreement can be legally enforced by the 
procurer, which gives the procurer a lot of control over the end result of the 
collaboration. This helps to increase the commitment of the partners to develop 
and implement the requested end product. Furthermore, the contract makes 
the objectives and conditions of the collaboration clear for every involved 
actor, which increases the goal consensus between the partners and eases the 
collaboration. 

Contract management can be exercised through several instruments, which 
are listed by Uyarra et al. (2014). The contract instruments that are most 
often used are the inclusion of innovation-oriented output specification in the 
contract, innovation incentives in the tender award criteria during the procure-
ment process, design freedom or contract flexibility that allow changes in the 
contract that are caused by the unpredictable nature of innovation process, and 
contract sanctions in case the partners deviate from what was agreed (Edler 
and Georghiou, 2007; Georghiou et al., 2014; Leiringer, 2006; Tadelis and 
Bajari, 2006). All these instruments direct the partners towards the expected 
outcome of the collaborative innovation process. Some of the instruments 
have a direct influence on the pursuit of innovation, for instance, by specifying 
what needs to be accomplished through output specifications or by selecting 
more innovative proposals through the use of innovation-oriented tender 
award criteria. Other instruments work indirectly on the contract partners, for 
instance, by allowing some flexibility in the contract in order to redirect the 
project when new information is obtained (e.g., new direction due to the results 
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of a testing phase) or by imposing sanctions on partners who refuse to deliver 
innovative solutions. 

Network management
Whereas contract management is particularly focused on controlling the input 
(e.g., through innovation incentives in the tender award criteria) and output 
(e.g., through sanction management) of the process, network management is 
aimed at managing the collaboration process itself. Network management can 
be defined as ‘the deliberate attempt to govern processes in networks’ (Klijn 
et al., 2010, p. 1065). Literature on network governance and network manage-
ment (e.g., Ansell and Gash, 2007; Emerson and Nabatchi, 2015; Huxham and 
Vangen, 2005; Klijn and Koppenjan, 2015; Klijn et al., 2010; Sørensen and 
Torfing, 2017) start from the premise that network complexities can only be 
solved by intervening in the collaboration process itself, instead of trying to 
control the input and output conditions (e.g., through contract management). 
Collaborative interactions are very dynamic, unpredictable, and interdepend-
ent, which means that the process needs to be controlled from the inside. By 
managing the interactions between the involved actors, network managers are 
able to align goals, vision, interests, and perspectives, and converge towards 
the same ideas. Network management resolves tensions and conflicts between 
collaboration partners and opens up discussions to explore the ideas and 
perspectives of the partners. As collaborative innovation is built on the col-
laborative interactions between the partners (i.e., synergy, learning, consensus 
building, commitment), innovation should also be stimulated by purposefully 
managing these collaborative interactions. Recent research has already indi-
cated this stimulating effect of network management on collaborative innova-
tion (e.g., Brogaard, 2017; Callens et al., 2021; Parrado and Reynaers, 2020). 

Klijn et al. (2010) propose four different types of network management 
strategies. The first strategy is aimed at exploring content. This strategy 
searches for differences in perspectives and goals, which could strengthen the 
innovation process but might also hinder a smooth collaboration. Information 
and knowledge of partners is explored by using this strategy, and variation in 
ideas and solutions are identified by stimulating creative ideation. The second 
strategy involves connecting the partners together. The purpose of this strat-
egy is to connect the perspectives, beliefs, and goals of the partners, but also 
their knowledge and resources. Klijn et al. (2010, p. 1069) point to several 
examples, such as the selective (de)activation of actors, resource mobilizing, 
the initiation of new series of interactions, coalition building, mediation, the 
appointment of process managers, and the removal of obstacles to and cre-
ation of incentives for cooperation. The third strategy is aimed at arranging 
the collaboration process. Whereas the governance structure represents the 
stable and rigid framework in which the collaboration process evolves, the 
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collaboration arrangements that are stimulated through the arranging strategy 
are aimed at capturing ongoing collaborative interactions in new, ad hoc, and 
often temporary governance structures (e.g., boards, project organizations, 
etc.). The fourth strategy entails the establishment of process agreements. 
Process agreements refer to rules that the partners agree on in order to govern 
the collaboration process. Since a strong bureaucratic structure is rare in tem-
porary partnerships, these rules allow the partners to clearly articulate what is 
expected from them and how the partnership will act in certain circumstances. 
Examples of such rules are rules for entrance into or exit from the partnership, 
conflict regulating rules, rules that specify the interests of actors or veto pos-
sibilities, rules that inform actors about the availability of information about 
decision-making moments, etc. (Klijn et al., 2010, p. 1069). 

FEATURES OF THE INVOLVED INDIVIDUALS AND 
ORGANIZATIONS 

Interpersonal and Organizational Trust

Systematic literature reviews on public service collaboration and innovation 
indicate that interpersonal trust is a crucial condition for enhancing the col-
laborative interactions between partners (Brogaard, 2021; Cinar et al., 2019; 
de Vries et al., 2015; Lopes and Farias, 2022; Voorberg et al., 2015). Trust 
can be defined as ‘a psychological state comprising the intention to accept 
vulnerability based upon the positive expectations of the intentions or behav-
iour of another’ (Rousseau et al., 1998, p. 395). The presence of trust between 
collaborating partners increases the confidence in the decisions and actions 
of the partners (McNamara, 2012) and reduces potential tensions and conflict 
between the partners (Entwistle and Martin, 2005). Interpersonal trust also 
facilitates the coordination and acceptance of the roles and responsibilities 
of the involved partners (Poocharoen and Ting, 2015). Increasing the trust 
between the involved individuals is necessary for processes of collaborative 
innovation, as the cultural diversity that is present in these processes might 
cause tensions and conflicts, which may reduce interpersonal trust (Diamond 
and Vangen, 2017). Similarly, because of the inherently risky nature of 
innovation, stimulating interpersonal trust will be of great importance in col-
laborative innovation processes (Brogaard, 2021). Moreover, creativity and 
innovation require a certain level of psychological safety, which allows indi-
viduals to freely think, and act without any hesitation, and which is fostered 
when people trust each other (Edmondson, 2003; Paulus and Dzindolet, 2008). 
Furthermore, interpersonal trust also eases collaborative interactions that are 
crucial for collaborative innovation, such as intensive engagement, discussion 
and dialogue, and commitment (Sørensen and Torfing, 2011; Torfing, 2019). 
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Knowledge and Skills

One of the principal reasons for establishing a partnership is the opportunity 
the collaboration creates to access desired resources (Ansell and Gash, 2007). 
Knowledge sharing through inter-organizational networks allows governments 
to make sense of a complex environment but also stimulates cross-fertilization 
of ideas from which innovations can arise (Hartley and Benington, 2006). 
The latter is clearly visible in Triple Helix configurations between indus-
try, government, and university, in which different types of knowledge are 
united and feed into each other (Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff, 2000). Recent 
research of Trivellato et al. (2021) indicates that collaboration indeed allows 
knowledge sharing and learning (which are central to innovation), but also 
that these dynamics strengthen the innovation capabilities of the organization 
and the system. In other words, integrating the right knowledge pools can 
have profound effects on the capacity of the partnership, organization, and 
system to innovate. For this reason, it is useful to distinguish different types 
of knowledge. 

Vines et al. (2015, p. 190) make a distinction between personal knowledge 
and explicit knowledge. Personal knowledge corresponds to subjective knowl-
edge that is embodied in the individual talents, habits, and skills of people, 
and in the unconscious propensity of people to act in a certain way. According 
to Vines et al. (2015), this knowledge is often tacit (i.e., unconscious) and 
implicit (i.e., not yet made explicit), and is developed through experience. 
Explicit knowledge, however, is objective knowledge that is codified in 
a certain ‘database’ (e.g., in language). Whereas personal knowledge is expe-
riential, explicit knowledge is often technical. Both are, however, needed in 
collaborative innovation processes, as the presence of explicit knowledge 
unites objective information from different fields of practice, while personal 
knowledge introduces intuition, know-how, and experience from these fields 
(Hartley and Benington, 2006). Selecting actors in the partnership who bring 
solid objective information to the table, while also having the experience and 
know-how of working in a particular field, will be particularly important in 
projects which aim at generating something new. 

Skills for collaborative innovation, as a part of the personal knowledge of 
individuals, come in different forms. The two main activities in collaborative 
innovation (i.e., collaboration and innovation) each require a different set 
of skills. O’Leary et al. (2012) conclude from their empirical research into 
the skills of successful collaborators that there are three important groups of 
collaboration skills. The first group includes individual attributes such as, 
among others, having an open mind, patience, and self-confidence, and being 
risk-oriented, flexible, unselfish, persistent, and diligent. The second group 
includes interpersonal skills such as being a good communicator, an excellent 
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listener, and being able to work well with people. The third group includes 
group process skills such as being able to facilitate, negotiate, solve problems 
collaboratively, deal with different personalities and organizational cultures, 
compromise, resolve conflicts, build consensus, and mediate. With regard to 
innovation skills, creativity and innovation literature indicates the importance 
of problem-solving skills (Lindsay et al., 2017) and creative-thinking skills 
(Anderson et al., 2014). Problem-solving skills refer to the ability to mobilize 
the proper personal and explicit knowledge for a certain problem (Vines et al., 
2015). Creative-thinking skills correspond to a broad set of creative abilities, 
which essentially boil down to the core ability of divergent thinking, in which 
individuals refrain from drawing early conclusions, but consider multiple 
alternatives (Acar and Runco, 2012). Other authors point to the importance of 
having some previous experience with collaborative innovation (Sørensen and 
Torfing, 2017) and possessing the ability to critically question and evaluate 
assumptions (Sørensen and Torfing, 2021). 

Besides collaboration and innovation skills, collaborative innovation pro-
cesses are also highly dependent on who leads the process. Innovation leader-
ship skills have been studied in many forms, from visionary leadership (van 
der Voet and Steijn, 2021), entrepreneurial leadership (Meijer, 2014), ambi-
dextrous leadership (Giekse et al., 2020) in innovation research, to creative 
problem-solving leadership (Reiter-Palmon and Illies, 2004) and complexity 
leadership (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007) in creativity research. Similarly, collabo-
rative leadership has also pointed to different leadership skills. For instance, 
Ansell and Gash (2012) propose a typology of three different leadership styles, 
each with its own skills (i.e., stewards, mediators, and catalysts). However, 
other authors have also looked at these (and other) leadership skills in col-
laborative innovation processes themselves. From this research, Lopes and 
Farias (2022, p. 124) extract leadership skills such as coordination capacity 
(Grotenberg and van Buuren, 2018), risk-taking (Mergel, 2018), commitment 
to the process organization (Hennala et al., 2011), and the ability to exert 
a certain patrimonial influence and authority over the process (Tuan, 2018). 

External Support and Legitimacy

According to institutional theories of organizational development, organiza-
tional action is largely defined by the institutional environment in which the 
organizations operate. Through regulative, normative, and cognitive-cultural 
structures, the institutional environment gives meaning to the organization, and 
imbues the organization with legitimacy (Scott, 1995). In institutional theory, 
increasing organizational legitimacy is intricately connected with isomorphic 
pressures to conform to the value systems of the institutional environment 
(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). The institutional environment defines what is 
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appropriate for an organization and what is not. Institutional scholars propose 
that innovation is a strategy of the organization to conform better to the value 
system of the institutional environment (de Vries et al., 2015). For instance, 
Verhoest et al. (2007) show that state agencies that lack legitimacy are more 
likely to express innovative behaviour. However, successfully innovating to 
conform to the institutional environment is only possible if the organization 
receives signals from this environment, in the form of external support for 
the innovation. This external support may originate directly from the policy 
field in which the innovation is produced (e.g., the health sector for eHealth 
innovations) but might also come from other actors. For instance, failed public 
service innovations have been linked to a lack of support from political repre-
sentatives and entities (Bakici et al., 2013; Cinar et al., 2019; Meijer, 2015), 
and media attention has been found to exert important pressures on innovation 
projects (Borins, 2001). 

Partnerships and networks are particularly interesting to search for the 
effects of external support on innovation because they often connect multiple 
institutional environments with each other. Indeed, institutional scholars argue 
that institutional logics are being transmitted through these networks from 
one organization to the next (Owen-Smith and Powell, 2008). As these insti-
tutional logics can come from different institutional environments, different 
institutional environments might be responsible for imbuing the innovation 
with legitimacy. This might lead to value conflicts between the partners, as 
institutional environments of which some of the involved organizations are no 
part, can play an important role in legitimizing the innovation. As Klijn and 
Koppenjan (2015) argue, this institutional complexity can hinder productive 
collaboration. However, it might also affect how innovations are generated and 
eventually implemented. Even with a successful collaboration, innovations 
might still fail because they receive insufficient legitimacy from a particular 
institutional environment. Successful innovations might therefore need to inte-
grate multiple institutional logics (e.g., public value and commercial logics). 

USE OF INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION 
TECHNOLOGY

Information and communication technology (ICT) has a central role in joining 
up governments, as they can structurally connect disparate entities through 
digital means (Dunleavy et al., 2005; Margetts and Dunleavy, 2013). As 
such, ICT works quite similarly to partnerships and networks, as it increases 
the capacity of organizations to share information, coordinate strategies and 
activities, and work closer together. Hence, the question is how collaborative 
innovation processes are stimulated through the use of ICT. 
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We consider two different ways in which the use of ICT can influence 
collaborative innovation. First, ICT can have an internal effect on collabora-
tive innovation by enhancing the collaborative dynamics during the process. 
Indeed, digital technologies facilitate extensive communication and interaction 
between individuals, while reducing the transaction costs that such interac-
tions would entail if digital means were absent. ICT provides opportunities to 
interact with each other more frequently and efficiently without the transaction 
costs that come with normal interactions (e.g., physically going to a meeting), 
and also enables communication with distant partners, which would be very 
time-consuming in other circumstances. Although intensive interaction is 
a necessary condition for collaborative innovation, it may, however, also cause 
‘collaborative inertia’, which refers to slow, inefficient, and lengthy interac-
tions, with a lot of deadlocks (usually caused due to tensions or conflicts), 
and which never really generate any action (Huxham, 2003). ICT might be 
better at directing certain interactions between individuals, as it allows quick, 
informal and bilateral communication (e.g., through digital messages such as 
email or message apps on smartphones). This could ensure that deadlocks and 
related tensions or conflicts, which hinder collaboration, are addressed more 
quickly. However, too much ICT-enabled interaction might also be a barrier to 
collaborative innovation, as building interpersonal trust and social identity can 
be more difficult without physical interactions. 

Second, ICT can also have an external effect on the collaborative inno-
vation process. Particularly if technological innovations are pursued by the 
partnership, broader ICT infrastructures will often play an important role in 
connecting the innovation to the digital systems of the involved organizations. 
These external ICT structures may not only influence the successfulness of the 
implementation of the innovation, but may also be crucial in the upscaling, 
diffusion, and broader adoption of the innovation by the public. For instance, 
Kattel et al. (2020) show how regional and national ICT networks often enable 
the creation and expansion of digital services, by allowing the connection 
of new services to the overarching ICT network. These ICT networks also 
frequently determine which organizations can work together, how the partners 
interact with each other, and which actions the partners can undertake (Kattel 
et al., 2020). Hence, the overarching ICT network and infrastructure might 
determine the starting conditions of these collaborative innovation processes 
(e.g., who is involved, which digital services are possible, which digital 
resources are available, etc.), which emphasizes the importance of this condi-
tion for collaborative innovation. 
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USER INVOLVEMENT

Services users are crucial stakeholders in collaborative innovation processes, 
and insufficiently involving them in innovation projects is regarded as a major 
barrier to public service innovation (Cinar et al., 2019). As users are the stake-
holders that will apply the newly created service in practice, they are key to 
providing legitimacy to the innovation process and its outcome. When the part-
nership pursues legitimate and user-oriented solutions, this will require infor-
mation about the expectations and demands of users, which will largely shape 
the development of the innovation (Sørensen and Torfing, 2017). A direct 
way for the partnership to obtain this information is by involving the users in 
the innovation process. Besides information regarding the expectations and 
demands of users, this also allows the partnership to access information that is 
extremely valuable but also difficult and costly to come by, such as informa-
tion about service experiences and the local implementation context (Simmons 
and Brennan, 2017; von Hippel, 1994). Von Hippel (1994) calls this informa-
tion ‘sticky information’, because it is difficult to acquire, transfer, and employ 
in a new context. Involving users in the innovation process makes (some of) 
this information accessible to the service providers. Roszkowska-Menkes 
(2017) discusses two additional reasons why users should be involved in 
innovation processes. On the one hand, users often have heterogeneous needs, 
which require a certain level of customization of services. Involving the users 
in the innovation process makes this customization easier. On the other hand, 
while users provide essential information for the innovation, they are usually 
not interested in shielding the innovation from competitors (e.g., by patenting 
the innovation) or commercializing the innovation. This expedites the broad 
diffusion and adoption of the innovation, which increases the potential imple-
mentation and impact rates of the innovation. 

Literature on user involvement in processes of collaborative innovation 
relies particularly on coproduction research (Callens, 2022). Through copro-
duction, users can be actively involved in the collaborative innovation process. 
However, different types of user involvement can exist. For instance, users 
might be involved for different purposes (e.g., providing legitimacy or knowl-
edge), in different stages of the innovation process (e.g., conceptualization 
stage or testing stage), in different intensities (e.g., isolated, ad hoc involvement 
or repeated, structural involvement), and in different ways (e.g., consultation, 
deliberation, development, etc.) (Alam, 2002). Furthermore, the coproduction 
process can be conditioned on the role of the user in the service system. For 
instance, the role of service planner and deliverer might be exclusively placed 
with the professional service providers, but users might also be partially or 
fully responsible for the service planning and delivery (Bovaird, 2007), which 
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changes how these two stakeholders interact with each other in coproduction 
processes. Moreover, user involvement may also vary depending on the scope 
of the involvement. For instance, some users might only be involved on the 
operational level, while other users might be involved on the strategic level, or 
might even lead the whole process (i.e., respectively consumer, participative, 
and enhanced coproduction, Osborne and Strokosch, 2013). Alternatively, 
some user involvement might be aimed at service design for users (i.e., domi-
nant role of service providers), with users (i.e., equal involvement of users and 
service providers), or by users (i.e., the dominant role of users) (Arnkil, 2010). 

Multiple conditions have also been linked to successful (and unsuccessful) 
user involvement and coproduction, which can be clustered into two types 
of conditions. The first group of conditions relates to the capabilities of the 
users themselves. For instance, research has indicated that dialogue skills 
(Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004) and general psychological skills (Etgar, 
2008) are important for successful user involvement. Additionally, Simmons 
and Birchall (2005) indicate that a certain degree of commitment to participate 
and invest time into the process is important for successful user involvement. 
Other scholars point to the qualities of the users that can inhibit effective user 
involvement. For instance, users might have a lack of motivation to radically 
innovate services or might have cognitive limitations (e.g., lack of knowledge) 
which hinders valuable input (Lettl, 2007). A second group of conditions cor-
responds to how the process of user involvement is organized and managed. 
For instance, a very rigid organization of the user involvement process, with 
specialized, isolated, and stable user tasks, might reduce the freedom for 
involved users to innovate (Torvinen and Ulkuniemi, 2016). Furthermore, 
managers should be aware to also involve ‘unseen’ users and to devote suffi-
cient time to the active involvement of users (Gulliksen and Eriksson, 2006). 
Moreover, target groups for user involvement should be clear to the project 
manager, as should the proper balance between involving highly specialized 
users and involving users for legitimacy purposes (e.g., interest groups) 
(Karlsson et al., 2013). Also note that, although user demands remain essential 
to most user-oriented service innovations, some of the demands will be fixed 
and enforceable by, for instance, tenders, contracts, or grant agreements. This 
might cause tensions between what a public procurer or other financing insti-
tution demands, and what the users expect (Jæger, 2013). 

CONCLUSION: TOWARDS A HOLISTIC APPROACH 
TO CONDITIONS OF COLLABORATIVE INNOVATION

This chapter provided an integrated framework for the conditions that influ-
ence processes of collaborative innovation for digital transformation. Through 
processes of synergy, learning, consensus building, and commitment (Ansell 
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and Torfing, 2014; Sørensen and Torfing, 2011), innovation is stimulated in 
public-private innovation partnerships. Four clusters of conditions that work 
on these processes were identified, that is, conditions on the level of the part-
nerships, the involved individuals and organizations, the use of ICT, and the 
user involvement. These conditions may have isolated effects on collaborative 
innovation. For instance, by increasing the trust amongst the partners, collab-
orative interactions become smoother and more constructive, which enhances 
the various collaborative innovation processes. However, different conditions 
may also have a combined effect on collaborative innovation. For instance, 
different types of management techniques such as contract management and 
network management might have a larger effect on collaborative innovation 
when they are combined with each other. 

Such a ‘holistic approach’ is particularly interesting for inherently complex 
and chaotic innovation processes, which are subject to interconnected dynam-
ics that evolve simultaneously throughout the innovation process (Meijer, 
2014). Hence, multiple conditions may influence the success of the collabora-
tive innovation process at the same time. Employing such a holistic approach 
to the conditions of collaborative innovation might generate insights into the 
intricate nature of diverse, and sometimes even contradictory dynamics in the 
innovation process. For instance, Torfing (2019) mentions that collaborative 
innovation is inherently paradoxical as conditions that stimulate intense 
collaboration might also inhibit extraordinary innovation (e.g., collaboration 
thrives in contexts of similarity, while innovation exploits diversity). A holistic 
approach might uncover and explain such tensions and give accurate advice on 
how conditions of collaborative innovation lead to innovative public services.   

Such a holistic approach on collaborative innovation is applied throughout 
Part III of the book, ‘Public-Private Collaboration for Digital Transformation 
and Innovation’. In Chapter 8, we test the theorized conditions on a large 
empirical dataset of 19 eHealth collaborations in five European countries, 
through a qualitative comparative case study. Several of the identified con-
ditions are then empirically tested in more detail in the subsequent chapters 
of Part III. Chapter 9 is devoted to the contract management and network 
management conditions, in which we assess whether the combination of these 
conditions stimulates the innovativeness of the produced eHealth services in 
these partnerships. Chapter 10 considers how users view their own roles in pro-
cesses of user involvement. Finally, Chapter 11 tests how partnership design, 
and more specifically the structure of the social networks inside the partnership 
affects innovative outcomes. 
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5.	 The coordination of digital 
government platforms: the role 
of administrative tradition and 
collaboration history
Jessica Breaugh and Steven Nõmmik

INTRODUCTION 

Collaboration within the context of digitalisation processes represents oppor-
tunities to break down organisational silos that hamper bureaucratic public 
organisations, while at the same time offering a new way of approaching 
public service provision through streamlined services. It is also an essential 
component of public sector digitalisation approaches (Gil-García, 2012), both 
as a factor defining the change management process and a factor shaping the 
outcomes of this change given the new organisational structures that emerge 
from digitalisation processes (Kuipers et al., 2014; Orlikowski, 2007). In 
many cases, the process of digitalisation fundamentally changes the way both 
internal and external processes are conducted. With the introduction of digital 
platforms as well as the necessity for cross-governmental collaboration many 
challenges naturally arise. The challenges originate from both the siloed nature 
of administrative systems as well as the complex digitally specific context of 
increased power, complexity, and risk (Rackwitz et al., 2020). 

Although technology implementation has been perceived as a technical 
exercise (for example, Kapoor et al., 2021), its introduction occurs in an insti-
tutional environment that considerably shapes its realisation (DeSanctis and 
Poole, 1994). This appears in goals set out in official strategic documents and 
the interpretation of these documents occurring from design to implementation. 
These variations emerge from varying cognitive frames of stakeholders who 
are embedded in different institutional environments (Orlikowski and Gash, 
1994). With the increased role of government collaborative digitalisation pro-
jects, the potential challenges from the varying cognitive frames increase, with 
each actor bringing their own sets of goals and objectives, including protecting 
their own identities, processes, and approaches to service provision. 
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Despite this, however, research on collaboration in the context of gov-
ernment digitalisation is only just emerging (Costumato, 2021). Even fewer 
studies exist that examine intra-government collaboration from a comparative 
perspective (for example, Breaugh et al., 2023). A failure to compare collab-
orative approaches across different governments, and different types of pro-
jects, however, results in a lack of understanding of the role of context, or the 
forces external to digitalisation projects that play an essential role in how they 
develop and are ultimately implemented. According to Granovetter (1985), 
context is paramount to understanding behaviour and the outcomes.

Context can take on many meanings, however, as a starting point of 
comparative analysis two critical components emerge. First is the role of the 
institutional environment. Administrative tradition is useful for understand-
ing the institutional environments that impact project dynamics and thus 
provides a method for studying the system context of projects (Breaugh and 
Hammerschmid, 2020; Painter and Guy Peters, 2010a). The second compo-
nent is the role of collaboration history. Collaboration history in this context 
refers to the networks and relationships built in previous collaborations, which 
offer opportunities for knowledge sharing to initiate innovation (Damanpour 
and Schneider, 2006). This provides a method of understanding how relation-
ships influence collaborative approaches. Therefore, the overarching question 
explored in this chapter is the influence of the institutional environment 
(understood through the concept of administrative traditions) and collabo-
ration history (with a focus on pre-existing relationships) in the perceptions 
of power, complexity, and risk in digitalisation projects. This will be accom-
plished through an analysis of five case studies of collaborative digitalisation 
projects at the national level – all working on topics related to digital platforms 
linked to the European Union (EU) single digital gateway legislation.1 

The organisation of the chapter is as follows. We will begin by outlining the 
concepts of power, complexity, and risk identified as common challenges that 
emerge in government digitalisation projects (Rackwitz et al., 2021). We then 
develop six propositions regarding how administrative traditions and collabo-
rative history could be related to these challenges. We then present and discuss 
our analysis of the five case studies. 

CHALLENGES OF DIGITAL COLLABORATION

While the uptake of collaborative solutions for large-scale government digital-
isation projects is growing, three challenges are often highlighted in the liter-
ature that hamper and deter the collaborative process – particularly in a public 
sector context. These are power, complexity, and risk (Ansell and Gash, 2008; 
Crosby and Bryson, 2010; Osborne and Brown, 2011; Torfing, 2019). These 
will be explored in this section.
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The first challenge to be discussed is power. Power is a Multi-faced 
concept reflecting the capacity to influence, control, or resist the activities of 
others (Purdy, 2012). The capacity derives from resources, formal structural 
positions, perceived importance as well as day-to-day activities (Choi and 
Robertson, 2014). While variations in power are inherent to multi-actor col-
laborations, its perceived misuse can create perceptions of power imbalances 
that hamper collaboration (Hartley et al., 2013; McGuire and Agranoff, 2011). 
Within collaborative initiatives, power can be used in different areas. These 
include deciding who is at the table, the design of the project itself, and what 
the governance structures used to manage it will be. The stakeholders included 
in the decision-making process affect the variation of perspectives available 
for defining the problem and choosing the solution (Ansell and Gash, 2008). 
Power imbalances may lead to the adoption of approaches from the more pow-
erful members limiting a mutual understanding of the problem and the possible 
solutions (Bryson et al., 2006; McGuire and Agranoff, 2011; Wegrich, 2019). 
This can limit the capacity of less powerful members to contribute to the initia-
tive (Jones and Hooper, 2017). More powerful members may also opt towards 
governance structures oriented in self-interest that ensure their resources and 
minimise risks (Wegrich, 2019). This is subject to constant shifts through-
out the deliberative process, with the change in the relevance of individual 
stakeholders’ goals, resources, and positions (Choi and Robertson, 2014). 
Within the context of digitalisation, power is open to further shifts concerning 
technological capacity itself. Technological capacity reflects the ability of an 
organisation to explore, develop, and/or adapt new technological solutions in 
public service design, delivery, and evaluation (Lember et al., 2018). Within 
a collaboration, actors with higher technological capacity are less dependent 
on collaborative functions, and thus yield considerable power in their levels of 
engagement and final adoption of the product. 

The second challenge to discuss is complexity. Complexity is 
multi-dimensional, encompassing both the specific collaborative process as 
well as the wider administrative structure through substantive, strategic, and 
institutional facets (Klijn and Koppenjan, 2016). Substantive complexity refers 
to the complexity that arises from differences in perceptions of problems, 
goals, and foreseeable solutions within a collaboration project. This can be par-
ticularly acute in digitalisation projects encompassing many different service 
areas. The complexity surfaces both on the technical level with the interop-
erability of different digital solutions in a cross-organisational context and 
the semantic level with a shared understanding of work language (Gil-García 
and Sayogo, 2016; Pardo, 2010; Picazo-Vela et al., 2018). Each collaboration 
partner is likely to have different goals for a particular digital product, and thus 
propose very different solutions. Strategic complexity refers to complexity 
related to varying strategies used by actors within a collaboration to handle 
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conflicts. Existing organisational goals and values guide the actors towards 
behaviour that leads them towards a desirable goal (Klijn and Koppenjan, 
2016; Raadschelders and Whetsell, 2018). These values originate from 
personal beliefs, organisational, and professional culture as well as society 
guiding an individual participant towards a specific choice (Raadschelders and 
Whetsell, 2018). Varying strategies can lead to uncoordinated actions, further 
diverging the project outcomes from their intended goals. Finally, institutional 
complexity reflects the institutional context in which a collaborative project 
is embedded, including formal and informal traditions, laws, and regulations. 

The third and final challenge for collaboration is risk. Public sector organ-
isations have a reputation for being risk averse. Risk aversion comes from 
several factors – from a lack of resources to a very limited tolerance for failure 
(Flemig et al., 2016). Furthermore, risk perception is contingent on the organi-
sation’s previous history of reforms and the capacities (including technological 
capability) developed during reform phases that affect the ability to evaluate 
risk with an initiative (Kattel et al., 2020; Torugsa and Arundel, 2017). From 
a single-actor perspective, engaging in a collaborative project opens the 
risk of losing control of their autonomy, a loss of legitimacy and resources, 
or creating the fear of blame for potential failures (Hinterleitner and Sager, 
2015). It may also result in a lack of engagement from critical actors. Within 
the context of digitalisation projects, an elevated level of uncertainty due to 
the high financial costs, accountability, and knowledge asymmetries elevate 
these risk perceptions (Mergel, 2016; Neumann et al., 2019). Therefore, the 
challenge becomes how to manage risk perceptions, rather than the risk itself 
(Timeus, 2018; Timeus and Breaugh, 2020). Having explained three core 
challenges related to collaboration within a digital context, the discussion will 
now shift to understanding how contextual factors of administrative tradition 
and collaboration history are linked to these challenges. These will be explored 
in the next section.

SYSTEM CONTEXT AND COLLABORATION 
CHALLENGES 

Two aspects of system context relevant to digitalisation are the institutional 
environment of the projects, defined using the concept of administrative 
tradition, and collaboration history, defined as the pre-existing relationships 
apparent at the onset of a collaborative project. In this section, we develop 
argumentation regarding how these aspects play a role in understanding the 
differences in the challenges (i.e., power, complexity, and risk) present in 
collaborative digitalisation projects. 
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Administrative Tradition

Although the design and implementation phase of digitalisation initiatives 
possess an important role in shaping the final adoption and diffusion, the initial 
steering originates from the facilitating and constraining role of the underlying 
structures within the environment (Barrett et al., 2013). This is concluded 
within both the broader public sector innovation literature (for example, de 
Vries et al., 2016) and the digital innovation literature (for example, Nasi 
et al., 2015). With considerable perceived differences present in existing 
administrative systems, administrative traditions provide a good heuristic tool 
for detailing this context. Administrative traditions refer to a way of classi-
fying public administrative systems based on social and political institutions 
vis-à-vis society, the history of a particular system as well as the legal and 
regulatory systems (Painter and Guy Peters, 2010b). Research in this area has 
suggested that traditions can and do explain differences in state behaviours, 
including the legal and/or cultural constraints of individual government actors 
when they collaborate with one another. Depending on the administrative 
tradition present, the stakeholders may be predisposed to several values related 
to efficiency, effectiveness, and quality (Guy Peters, 2021). Anglo-Saxon 
traditions tend to be characterised as non-legalistic, pragmatic, and pluralist, 
with a strong centralist governance structure (Huxley et al., 2016; Painter and 
Guy Peters, 2010a). The Continental tradition is characterised by a strong legal 
basis for governance and as interventionist in their approach to society as well 
as a strong hierarchical governance approach (Meyer and Hammerschmid, 
2010). They also have a clear separation of federal and regional powers, 
characterised by a strong adherence to the principle of subsidiarity (Benz and 
Zimmerman, 2011). Finally, the Scandinavian traditions appear to be a mix 
of both Anglo-Saxon and continental approaches. On the one hand side, 
they have a strong legal tradition as a basis for understanding the state and 
a consensus-oriented approach (Huxley et al., 2016), but on the other hand 
side, they mirror the centralist structures of the Anglo-Saxon models with 
a stronger corporatist structure (Meyer and Hammerschmid, 2010). Based on 
these characterisations, we would expect to see differences in how the projects 
are designed and managed that reflect, in part, administrative and cultural tra-
ditions in the given country. We propose six propositions to aid in this analysis. 

With the centralised governance structures present in Anglo-Saxon coun-
tries, there is a larger tendency towards asymmetrical power balances with 
the leading organisation(s) controlling stakeholder activation (Huxley et al., 
2016). This is compared to the Continental and Scandinavian contexts, where 
power is more multi-lateral with more limited shifts to alternative power 
positions due to a stronger adherence to established processes (Bach et al., 
2017). With stronger asymmetries present, there may be a higher tendency 
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towards negative responses due to perceived power imbalance that can lead to 
a reduction in commitment and turf protection strategies from actors who are 
perceived to have a limited voice. Proposition one (P1) therefore argues that 
there will be a stronger perceived power imbalance within the Anglo-Saxon 
countries compared to Continental and Scandinavian traditions.

Our second proposition (P2) focuses on the concept of complexity. As actors 
face differences in understanding technical solutions as well as semantics from 
professional language, complexity can increase. The administrative structure 
within the Continental tradition focuses on a balance between procedures and 
rules, maintained through public officials, trained typically as lawyers, within 
the policy fields, leading to challenges in the initiation of boundary-spanning 
initiatives (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2011). In some cases, complexity may 
be heightened due to the necessity for legal frameworks to be developed 
alongside the projects in the Continental countries, while the pragmatism 
of the Scandinavian and Anglo-Saxon traditions could limit the plurality of 
perspectives in favour of cost-efficiency, therein reducing the substantive 
and strategic complexity. We, therefore, propose (P2) more decentralised and 
shared governance structures, for example, seen in the Continental tradition, 
can increase substantive and strategic complexity. 

Our third proposition (P3) focuses on risk. A general aversion to risk in the 
public sector is quite well established in the literature (Chen and Bozeman, 
2012). However, scholars have noted the role that socio-political institutions 
play in risk perception (Slovic, 1997). We, therefore, suggest that administra-
tive traditions with more ministerial independence and pragmatist approach, 
like the Anglo-Saxon tradition, may experience more risk perceptions with 
stakeholders being more risk averse to participate in collaborative initiatives. 
The combination of ministerial independence, lack of legally binding con-
tracts, and pragmatism lead stakeholders to an increased perception of the pos-
sible losses to other stakeholders from failure, thus affecting their calculations. 
With the silosation present, the mitigating factors from the past collaboration 
are limited due to limited connections. On the other hand, the continental 
European traditions, characterised by a more strict socio-legal order may per-
ceive digitalisation projects as riskier in general as many disrupt the stability of 
a legal state – often pushing for reforms and change at a faster speed than the 
administration can process. 

Collaboration History

Next to the institutional perspective of administrative tradition, the collabora-
tion history of stakeholders provides additional contextual factors facilitating 
or hindering collaborative initiatives. Based on previous research, it is evident 
that relationship building is a critical component in collaboration projects 
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and is linked to the performance of the collaboration in general (Chen et al., 
2019; Luna-Reyes et al., 2007). With an increased level of social capital, 
project norms and behaviours develop much faster, increasing the proba-
bility of developing clear converging goals, as well as active and effective 
decision-making strategies (Fedorowicz et al., 2014). This provides stakehold-
ers access to a more informal environment, where formal rules are of lesser 
importance, thus facilitating more knowledge sharing (Lewis et al., 2018). 
Collaborations that start with successful collaboration history are more readily 
able to function due to the activation of social capital (Granovetter, 1973). 
Successful collaboration history facilitates the pre-eminence of personal 
relationships over formal role relationships, which affect the evaluation of 
benefits and the assignment of obligations for different stakeholders (Ring and 
de Ven, 1994). This is underscored by Dawes and Pardo (2002), who note that 
collaboration history impacts the way new projects emerge and develop. In the 
context of digital collaborations, previous interactions may result in a better 
understanding of the digital infrastructure of potential partners as well as in 
initial compatibility between the solutions (Kattel et al., 2020). If the past was 
positive, it makes relationship building easier as there is already a base level of 
trust and understanding. 

Past relationships may increase the acceptance of created asymmetries 
with stakeholders improving mutual understanding and actions to reduce 
the distance (McGuire and Agranoff, 2011). With the social capital present, 
the possible negative perceptions of power imbalances are appeased. Within 
digital initiatives, stakeholders have adopted a common language and better 
comprehend the underlying technical infrastructure stakeholders possess pro-
viding a better idea of the possible solutions (Pardo et al., 2010). Therefore, 
our fourth proposition (P4) argues that past successful collaboration history 
reduces negative perceptions of power imbalance. 

With the increased mutual understanding from previous collaborations, it is 
easier for stakeholders to comprehend the technological capacity and goals of 
stakeholders (Chen and Lee, 2018). Through a common language, the stake-
holders are better able to perceive the differences in interests, resources, and 
competencies (Quick and Feldman, 2014). This streamlines the process that 
stakeholders would otherwise utilise for getting to know each other. Therefore, 
projects that have actors with a positive collaborative history perceive sub-
stantive issues more compared to stakeholders without a collaborative history. 
With a lack of past collaborative history, the stakeholders assume a position 
based on their existing role within the administrative structure and are more 
rigid towards adjustments (Alford and O’Flynn, 2012). The appeals to existing 
strong relations result in the stakeholders perceiving strategic and institutional 
issues less acutely. Therefore, our fifth proposition (P5) is that collaborations 
with positive past relationships predominantly perceive substantive complex-
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ity, whereas stakeholders lacking past relationships perceive strategic and 
institutional complexity more strongly.

Moving to the concept of risk, high levels of trust and the predictability 
of other stakeholders’ actions lead other partners to be more confident in 
committing resources and more flexible towards any potential shifts in role 
requirements from the initial agreed setup, thus reducing the effect of chal-
lenges (Alford and O’Flynn, 2012; Edelenbos and Klijn, 2007). Past positive 
relationships improve the feeling of continuity and provide a shared under-
standing of the group and therefore limit the perception of risk (Joffe, 2003; 
Noteboom et al., 1997). If the past was negative, however, it could make the 
starting conditions more complex and induce higher risk perceptions. The lack 
of past interactions results in stakeholders being more cautious when engaging 
with stakeholders (Bryson et al., 2006). Negative interactions limit the willing-
ness of actors to engage in trust-based agreements and make them rely more on 
existing institutional design (Nooteboom et al., 1997). Based on past failures, 
stakeholders perceive a higher risk of potential resource loss (Verhoest et al., 
2007). Therefore, our sixth proposition (P6) is that past positive relationships 
would reduce the negative perceptions of risk.

CASE STUDY INTRODUCTION

The cases included are key national projects within the EU’s Single Digital 
Gateway (SDG). The SDG focuses on the digitisation of public services across 
the EU. They all represented key administrative traditions in Europe (based 
on the classification from Meyer and Hammerschmid, 2010). The SDG not 
only provided specific targets but also outlined principles in which this should 
be undertaken. These include the once-only principle and being user-centric. 
Because most citizen services cross organisational boundaries – especially to 
achieve the once-only principle – collaboration is at the forefront in terms of 
how projects are designed, built, and ultimately implemented. A total of 36 
interviews across the five cases inform the empirical analysis of this chapter. 
There were between six and nine interviews per case, where at least one senior 
manager, consultant, and programme manager were interviewed. For more 
information about the cases, see Breaugh et al. (2023). All interviews were 
transcribed and coded (by coders in their original language). Each interview 
was coded by one person and reviewed by a second. The coding scheme was 
developed by a main coding team, and several training sessions were held for 
the coders for each case study. The coding scheme was based on a combination 
of concept-driven and data-driven approaches. Coders were instructed to high-
light segments of interviews when the interviewee discussed aspects related 
to risk, complexity, and power imbalances based on a clear coding book and 
framework based on Rackwitz et al. (2020). The interview questionnaire 

Koen Verhoest, Gerhard Hammerschmid, Lise H. Rykkja, and Erik H. Klijn -
9781803923895

Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 02/07/2024 08:58:51AM
via Open Access. This work is licensed under the Creative Commons

Attribution-NonCommercial-No Derivatives 4.0 License
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Table 5.1	 Case characteristics

Country Belgium Denmark Estonia Germany United 
Kingdom

Administrative Continental Scandinavian Scandinavian Continental Anglo-Saxon

Tradition

Project Civil Registry eIDas 
Regulation

Employment 
Registry

Online 
Access Act 
(OAA)

Government 
as a Platform 
(GaaP)

Project 
duration

2010–19 2013–ongoing 2013–ongoing 2017–22 2011–ongoing

Main goal Moving the 
decentralised 
Civil Registry 
to a central 
online database/ 
mandatory

Implementing 
electronic 
identity 
verification/
voluntary

Creating 
a centralised 
digital solution 
for the 
collection and 
storage of all 
employment 
data

Offering 
all public 
services 
online via 
a joint 
portal/ 
mandatory

Introducing 
GaaP as an 
overarching 
platform 
principle/ 
voluntary

Key Lead Administrative 
Simplification 
Service

Agency for 
Digitalisation

Estonian Tax 
and Customs 
Board (ETCB)

BMI/it-PC Government 
Digital 
Services 
(GDS)

Source: Adapted from Breaugh et al. (2020).

89The coordination of digital government platforms

included questions about power, complexity, and risk, enabling the authors 
to identify the relevant themes in the interview data. Periodic quality checks, 
including different coding exercises, were undertaken to encourage consist-
ency among the coders (for more information regarding the coding process, 
see Breaugh et al., 2023). Table 5.1 presents the characteristics of each of the 
cases.

FINDINGS

Administrative Tradition and Collaboration Challenges

Overall, it was clear that the institutional environment played a role in if and 
how decisions were made. Exploring the proposition of power imbalances 
(P1), interviewees from all the cases highlighted perceiving power imbalances. 
However, based on the coded data, this was perceived most acutely within 
the UK case, where the context had a contributing role to the perception of 
challenges. The key project coordinator, the Government Digital Service 
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(GDS), faced obstacles related to the voluntary nature of the project. With 
the surrounding context of strong ministerial prerogative (a clear attribute of 
the Anglo-Saxon tradition), budgetary framing, and silosation, the stakehold-
ers perceived the initiative as a shift in status quo towards GDS obtaining 
a more asymmetrical position at the expense of their resources that led to 
confrontations.

… GDS, when it first started, grew up in opposition to the other departments 
because, essentially, building GOV.UK took capabilities that other departments 
had, and centralised them outside of those departments. (UK SDG 2, Pos. 36) 

The asymmetrical position formed was related to challenges within their 
administrative tradition – with the necessity to break down hierarchical struc-
tures within the ministries. This led to cross-organisational engagement being 
affected by the existent structure.

The truth is that there are some problems with collaborating with departments if you 
think about them in terms of departments because departments are run in a top-down 
way by people that in the civil service often have highly politicised careers where 
they’re trying to get promoted. They have their own power struggles. So, actually 
dealing with departments from the top down is, I think, a really difficult and prob-
lematic way to transform government, because the people at those top levels don’t 
actually … They’re so far removed because of the way the civil service is structured 
in terms of its hierarchy. They’re so far removed from the needs of the people doing 
the work of delivering services at the front line that they make bad decisions for 
them. (UK SDG 2, Pos. 43–44) 

While there were power struggles present with the other cases and traditions, 
they weren’t perceived as the most important challenge. Within the Continental 
traditions, the context provided measures for mitigating perceived challenges. 
The German and Belgium cases were legally mandated which shaped the 
dynamics from power imbalance to power management because stakeholders 
had to engage with the process and it was clear from the onset, through legal 
mandates, the roles and responsibilities of the actors. This limited the oppor-
tunities to exercise power for the creation of asymmetries. Furthermore, the 
federal structures present in both Belgium and Germany also meant that power 
was more dispersed between the partners (regardless of size), which meant that 
leaders needed to engage in more negotiation and mediation. In the German 
case, for example, stakeholders even began to align with the departments’ 
objectives to be able to receive support. 

In the past, there were always laws, I would say from the Federal Ministry of the 
Interior for the internal issues. Then there were laws, you can think of the exam-
ples at will, quasi-always laws from the corresponding ministry for this specialist 
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context, but very rarely only cross-cutting. And the OZG is something cross-cutting, 
which also pushes us in particular in our federalism. (DE SDG 2, Pos. 29) 

With the Estonian and Danish cases, the coordinators possessed a considerable 
number of resources and an asymmetrical position like the UK case. This was 
manifested in the control of the interaction arenas (regarding stakeholder acti-
vation as well as the agenda) and resources (funding, personnel, knowledge). 
However, the engaged stakeholders perceived limited challenges from power 
imbalances. The context of both countries possessed a role, as informality, 
high levels of trust, merit-based system, and low levels of politicisation led to 
both countries framing the initiative from a technical perspective.

To explore proposition 2 (P2), we examined the impact of administrative 
traditions on complexity. The German and Belgium cases, representing the 
Continental tradition, highlighted the importance of the legal basis for provid-
ing the necessary authority and the frame of reference for enacting the change. 
This limited substantive complexity. Both cases, however, noted a challenge 
in strategic complexity through issues of interoperability of the digital archi-
tecture between the individual ministries. In the German case, this was the 
result of the heterogeneity of the existing functionalities of the actors and the 
challenges of funnelling them into a joint portal. In the Belgium case, hetero-
geneity was also present through the varying capacities and IT systems present 
in local municipalities. However, due to the digitalisation of a previously phys-
ical process, the decentralised digital infrastructure possessed a limited role, 
with the strategic complexity originating more from the deep-seated identities 
and silos of government ministries.

With the Scandinavian tradition, through the Estonian and Danish cases, 
there were certain similarities as well. The focus on limited politicisation, 
professionalisation, pragmatism, and informal environment streamlined the 
process, limiting the perceptions of complexities to a primarily substantive 
level. The substantive complexity of the initiatives was perceived in both cases 
with differences in operational logic leading to miscommunication regarding 
functionalities and opportunities. Both initiatives highlighted the importance 
of perceiving the process as a technical challenge rather than a political one. 
This was achieved through the framing of the technical capabilities of the 
coordinators, with both the Danish Agency for Digitisation and the Estonian 
Tax and Customs Board utilising similar measures (i.e., existing resources and 
past experiences). The engagement within the Estonian and Danish cases high-
lighted some elements of corporatism. The Danish case highlighted attempts 
to engage as many public sector actors as possible with the scope and design 
of the Gateway with a strong mutual understanding regarding the possible effi-
ciency wins through the initiative. Within the Estonian case, through mutual 
recognition of the problem and the administrative burden, the stakeholders 
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attempted to engage not only the public but also interest groups within the 
private sector to build mutual understanding regarding steps forward. Informal 
networks were used between middle and top-level managers of the respective 
agencies with the initiative reaching the political level. The broad level of 
engagement contributed to the substantive complexity with stakeholders 
possessing challenges even with the use of proper professional language. For 
example, in Estonia, one interviewee noted, 

The main differences were with regards to the level of detail in the registry entries 
and the classification to be created next to it. Whether the dataset that was being 
entered was sufficient and mutually understood. For instance, there was even a very 
large debate with regard to employment contracts and the use of the term contractor, 
which is completely unacceptable to us. As the employment contract can be only 
between an employee and an employer with contractors being covered through 
the Law of Obligations Act. … Devil is in the details. These tiny details would 
sometimes make us argue for hours and reaching a common understanding in these 
instances was difficult. (EE SDG 3, Pos. 103) 

In the UK case, the connections between administrative traditions and com-
plexity were less pronounced. The interviewees highlighted the challenges 
with complexity originating from the complicated UK administrative structure 
with the taxonomy of services delivered and the people responsible obfuscated. 
In conjunction, a rotating of leaders and personnel (also a typical characteristic 
of Anglo-Saxon states) meant that the complexity of the project was strategic 
– including convincing individual ministries to become engaged in the project 
(thus giving up their resources). These issues started right from the beginning, 
with the GDS’s struggles with identifying key stakeholders. 

I think you need to have all the people that matter in the room at the start. Very often 
we would start with the first person we found, which was because we were under 
time pressure, which is the wrong way to go about it. You need to bring people 
together, get all the people in the room that need to be there to start with, to start 
together. Starting together is really important for collaboration. (UK SDG 2, Pos. 
165) 

However, hierarchical governance was present through the GDS, who used 
their asymmetrical position to determine the products to be developed as well 
as the stakeholders to be involved in new initiatives.

With proposition three (P3), the connections between administrative tra-
ditions and risks remained ambiguous. The Estonian and Danish cases high-
lighted the role of corporatism and the consensus-oriented approach. While 
the Estonian and Danish cases relied on pre-existing positive relations, the 
interviewees perceived important risks at the different stages of the initiatives. 
Within the Estonian case, the engagement of different stakeholders led to an 
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increased perception of risks regarding efficient service provision due to dif-
ferences in operational logic and standards.

If insurance is missing, they will call us [Estonian Health Insurance Fund]. If they 
start checking an individual for health insurance that should already exist but hasn’t 
been established due to technical reasons, then the individual has to pay for their 
health care service on their own, which they shouldn’t need to do. (EE SDG 5, Pos. 
59) 

The risks regarding effectiveness and compatibility between processes and 
digital solutions were also reflected in the Danish case. This was highlighted 
by the aim of the stakeholders (i.e., Tax Agency) to keep digital development 
to a minimum to avoid either duplication or conflict with existing information 
systems. Furthermore, the consensus-building environment amplified percep-
tions of risks from time pressure for the Estonian case, as there were disagree-
ments regarding the legal framework between actors (i.e., Ministry of Justice 
and Tax and Customs Board). 

In the UK case, the perceived risks had similarities with the Danish and 
Estonian case reflecting the similarities between the respective traditions. The 
UK case reflected risks regarding effectiveness with stakeholders concerned 
about the productiveness and sustainability of the technical solutions for 
which individual ministries would remain responsible. The pragmatist and 
centralist-oriented structure created further perceptions of risk. For inter-
viewees, this manifested with the perceived risk of GDS’s reputation and the 
ability to manage expectations and narratives with issues of overpromising 
and balancing between meeting desired goals and implementing the solution 
promptly. 

The story of GOV.UK Verify is one where the concerns about risks of the viability 
of the product, on the side of customers in government, government service teams, 
departmental leads, whoever it is, in terms of those actors, has meant that there is 
a narrative around the product. Which is that it is troubled, it doesn’t work, it’s 
a problem, etc., etc. And partly that’s a symptom of it being such a high-profile 
thing. (UK SDG 1, Pos. 121) 

Many of the organisations seeking digital solutions saw the processes as risky 
because they did not have long-term funding for the maintenance of the pro-
grammes, especially coming from outside their ministerial prerogative. 

In the Belgium and German cases, both cases perceived risks of failure 
and loss of resources and authority. With the pressure to standardise, the 
decentralised structure provided a space for increased perceptions of risks with 
uncertainty regarding the resource allocation moving forward. In the German 
case, the risk aversion behaviour entrenched within the administrative culture 
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became a considerable obstacle. This stemmed from attempts to maintain 
the resources available to organisations due to the perceived risk of being 
transferred through digitalisation as well as the reputational damage due to 
the potential failure. While Belgium also had perceived risks linked to the 
decentralised structure and the dispersion of resources, the bigger risks lay in 
the resistance by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and the Ministry of Justice.

Overall, the first two propositions concerning administrative traditions and 
power and complexity (P1, P2) received support with the cases highlighting 
the impact of the unique factors within different administrative traditions 
related to the digitalisation initiative. The silosation and decentralisation of 
competencies present in the Continental tradition resulted in power games as 
well as perceptions of strategic complexity through goal conflicts with stake-
holders. This was contrasted by the Scandinavian tradition, where a combina-
tion of professionalisation, pragmatism, and informality led to stakeholders 
viewing the process through a lens of technical issues rather than political 
ones, leading to challenges of substantive complexity. The final proposition 
regarding administrative traditions and risk (P3) receives limited support. 
Although all of the cases reported risk, the sources of this perceived risk 
differed (perceived loss of resource, reputation, power, etc.). For example, the 
Scandinavian perceptions derived from compatibility while the Continental 
tradition derived more strongly from turf protection, and the Anglo-Saxon 
tradition risks were more concerned with ministerial independence. It was 
clear that during a digitalisation process, the administrative tradition can 
amplify potential collaborative challenges, but also mitigate them or provide 
context-specific intervention measures.

Collaboration History and Collaboration Challenges 

The second research question examines the role of collaboration history. 
Propositions four to six (P4–P6) proposed that positive collaboration history 
would influence how power, complexity, and risk are perceived in the projects. 
To explore proposition four (P4), we focus on the links between power imbal-
ances and collaboration history. Within the Estonian case, the interviewees 
emphasised the considerable role of collaboration history in accepting power 
imbalances. For example, despite stakeholders possessing asymmetric posi-
tions within the initiative (with available resources as well as organisational 
priorities), the stakeholders were accepting of these disparities. The interview-
ees noted several interconnected factors (i.e., the technical capability of the 
coordinator, past successful initiatives, access to increased resources, and trust 
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of individuals connected to the initiative) with some of the factors being based 
on interdependencies from previous collaborations:

As I said before, the reason why the ETCB came to us, was because of our very good 
working relationship. We used a lot of their data in certain activities. The use of the 
data also meant that the system was interfaced. We had already developed a good 
working relationship and I would also point that out as far as the ministries were 
concerned. (EE SDG 3, Pos 9) 

This was utilised by the coordinator to frame the project as a technical 
rather than political project despite the shifts in power positions following 
implementation. The Denmark case utilised a similar framing with power 
imbalances present, but not perceived as a significant challenge. However, the 
interviewees did not highlight the role of collaboration history, but rather the 
technical capability and past successful initiatives of the coordinator as key. 
The Belgium case also utilised technical capability to reduce perceptions of 
power imbalances with a weaker past collaboration history with the stakehold-
ers. However, a lack of collaboration history meant that the project leaders had 
to spend more time and effort to establish themselves and their own perceived 
legitimacy. This was also like the UK case, in that the legitimacy of the project 
leaders needed to be established. The German case reflected an antithetical 
case with considerable fragmentation and heterogeneity resulting in clear 
power imbalances that led to impediments with active participation by the 
stakeholders with a stronger power position. The aforementioned examples 
highlight the impact of collaboration history on power imbalances. It is clear 
that collaboration history has ameliorating effects in accepting the power 
imbalances of the collaboration projects, while the administrative traditions 
have a closer link to understanding how power imbalances emerge in the first 
place.

Proposition 5 (P5) focused on the connections between collaboration 
history and complexity. The German case highlighted complexity as the most 
perceived challenge for the initiative. However, while the fragmented institu-
tional environment inhibited considerable pre-existing collaboration ties, the 
interviewees did not highlight weak collaboration ties as a factor. In the UK 
case, with a lack of strong collaboration history, the coordinator was initially 
unaware of the additional resource required for mapping the necessary stake-
holders and services due to institutional complexity. 

In some cases, quite high-profile services … we went round in circles, cats from 
team to team, to team, to team. In the end, we couldn’t find someone, who was 
responsible for it, so it wasn’t included in the research. … it wasn’t always easy to 
find the actual responsible party for it. (UK SDG 1, Pos. 38) 
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The Belgium case also had a limited collaboration history, and they also expe-
rienced significant institutional complexity. This resulted from the varying 
capacities of the municipalities as well as the legislative framework that 
needed to be complied with. The interviewees for the Estonian case didn’t per-
ceive complexity as a prominent challenge with past collaboration highlighted 
as a reason for only minor substantive complexity being present. Within the 
Danish case, substantive complexity was also highlighted as a minor chal-
lenge. This was mainly to do with user definition and subsequent develop-
ment. However, the Danish case had a limited collaboration history between 
the stakeholders. While collaboration history can have ameliorating effects 
regarding the overall perception of the challenges from complexities present, 
the administrative traditions help to comprehend the type of complexities the 
stakeholders perceive as most acute. 

Proposition six (P6) focuses on the link between collaboration history and 
risk. For the Estonian case, there was very limited risk perceived, and it was 
clear that past successful collaboration history was a reason for this. The 
interviewees from the Belgium case were more positive with risks being of 
limited importance. The main risks were the tensions between the National 
Register and Civil Registry and between the Ministry of Internal Affairs and 
the Ministry of Justice. For the German case, the fragmentation was reflected 
in the perceived risks regarding technical challenges with the creation of a joint 
portal in the context of heterogeneity. The interviewees also noted that there 
was an intra-organisational risk averse culture that affected decision-making. 
A lack of previous collaborative experience meant that in both cases, the senior 
leaders had to spend time and effort to solve these challenges and build their 
legitimacy. In Denmark, the collaboration history did not appear to impact 
risk perceptions per se as this was overshadowed by technical issues. In the 
UK case, the interviewees perceived several risks. The lack of collaboration 
history was reflected in uncertainty regarding the capabilities and achievability 
of goals and overpromising issues. Overall, we appear to have only limited 
support for collaboration history and risk perceptions, following similar find-
ings with administrative tradition. 

Overall, the analysis of connections between collaboration history and 
challenges (P4–P6) highlighted certain tendencies. The analysis provided the 
strongest evidence for P4, with the existence of strong collaboration history 
enabling stakeholders to utilise the established relationships for idea creation 
and conflict resolution to streamline interactions between stakeholders. Within 
the Estonian case, it was an essential component for the success of the initi-
ative. For the UK, the lack of strong collaboration history resulted in GDS 
needing to put considerable effort into engaging stakeholders and determining 
the relevant stakeholders from both the top and bottom of the hierarchies. With 
regards to P5, while collaboration history was reflected by the stakeholders 
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related to complexity in the Estonian and Belgium cases, there was only 
limited support for the propositions. Although the Estonian case highlighted 
substantive complexity and its limited challenge, the Danish case highlighted 
perceiving similar challenges with limited collaboration history, making it 
difficult to make any conclusions regarding the connections between collabo-
ration history and complexity. For P6, the findings indicate that the previous 
collaboration history ameliorates the perceived possible risks, but the evidence 
is limited and not consistent across the cases.  

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this chapter was to examine the collaborative dynamics of, 
power, complexity, and risk in large-scale digitalisation projects across dif-
ferent administrative traditions with different histories of collaboration. To do 
so, we add to the literature that examines cases in the context of institutional 
embeddedness. We proposed six propositions, organised between the themes 
of administrative tradition and collaboration history and their link to common 
collaborative challenges. The findings show full support for P1, P2, and P4 
and limited support for P3 and P5. This means that there is evidence to suggest 
that administrative traditions can be linked to how power and complexity are 
established in collaboration, and a strong collaborative history may be linked 
to more acceptance of power imbalance. Due to the ambiguity in defining 
risks, P6 focusing on collaboration history and risks did not have sufficient 
findings to make any conclusions.

In all, our findings show certain behavioural clustering related to differences 
in administrative traditions such as pragmatism, legal culture, level of formal-
ity and hierarchy which did play a pivotal role in the perception of project 
challenges. This was most visible with the Continental and Scandinavian 
traditions, which represented contrasting findings with challenges from polit-
ical aspects more relevant for the former and technical aspects for the latter. 
However, similarities did emerge in the context of actually managing the 
projects, which weakens the applicability of administrative traditions for 
evaluating challenges. Collaborative history between actors within a digi-
talisation project appeared to be the strongest regarding the threat posed by 
power imbalances. It did not appear to be as consistent concerning risk or 
complexity. Future research should go more in-depth into the specific admin-
istrative traditions. With a limited number of cases, the possible inferences 
remain limited. Furthermore, throughout the study, the interviewees reflected 
on the mitigating role of strong leadership alongside pre-existing relations. 
While this study focused on the latter, the former went beyond the scope of 
the current study and is a key research topic for the future. It also enables us 
to learn more about the applicability of administrative traditions. To conclude, 
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as digital solutions become the default approach to government modernisation 
and change, government collaboration in this field will also change and adapt 
to balancing both the need for collective and interoperable digital solutions, 
while also taking into consideration the unique needs and logic of individual 
actors and environment during the process.

NOTE

1.	 The TROPICO project received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 
2020 research and innovation programme under grant agreement No.726840. For 
more information: https://​cordis​.europa​.eu/​project/​id/​726840.
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6.	 The coordination of smart cities: 
insights from a cross-case analysis 
on the implementation of smart city 
strategies 
Maike Rackwitz and Dries van Doninck 

INTRODUCTION 

Cities around the world strive to strengthen digital innovation, attract eco-
nomic activity, and create public value by becoming ‘smarter’ (Estevez et 
al., 2021; Meijer and Bolívar, 2016; Neumann et al., 2019). As intersections 
of economic, cultural, and social activity, they have been at the forefront of 
exploring the potential of technology to tackle increasingly complex societal 
problems (Barber, 2013; Drapalova and Wegrich, 2020; Landry, 2006). 

While initial approaches to capturing this movement – such as Dutton et al. 
(1987) recognise only one networked city (Wired City) – a smart city today is 
regarded more as a gradual concept where cities are not ‘smart or dumb’, but 
their smartness is determined by ‘its capacity to attract and mobilise human 
capital in collaborations between various actors through the use of information 
and communication technologies’ (Meijer and Bolívar, 2016, p. 398). Put dif-
ferently, what today constitutes ‘smart’ is, in addition to the pure networking 
of information and communication technology (ICT), the pluralism of actors 
and technologies like artificial intelligence, self-learning algorithms, and the 
internet of things. This makes control and thus the public management of 
smart city processes a particularly complex challenge (Ruhlandt, 2018). In 
this regard, it is often emphasised that competencies on the part of the city 
administration need to be strengthened to adequately face these challenges, 
and governance must become smart as well (smart city governance). Only this 
way would local actors be able to comply with tasks and make independent 
decisions for the good of their city (Bolívar, 2016). As a result of the plurality 
of actors and high-end technologies, smart cities could be regarded as prime 
examples to study collaboration in a digital transformation context. 
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Although there seems to be a normative consensus on the mutually pos-
itive effects of collaboration as ‘ends and ‘means’ of smart city initiatives, 
empirically based studies on network dynamics from an intra- and intergov-
ernmental perspective remain scant, with an even greater need for systematic 
cross-national research (for some exceptions see, e.g., Pereira et al., 2017; 
Sancino and Hudson, 2020). 

While the collaboration rhetoric in the digital realm has gained scholarly 
attention in recent years (Anthopoulos and Reddick, 2016; Mergel, 2016; 
Neumann et al., 2019), it often neglects the fact that stakeholder interaction 
can take on multiple facets, with collaboration being only one of them. From 
this perspective, it is questionable whether the frequent use of the analytical 
concept ‘collaboration’ adequately captures what is meant by navigating 
collective action towards desired smart city outcomes. However, because dif-
ferent intensities of partnerships may have distinct demands required for their 
governance, a more nuanced understanding is important for finding targeted 
public management interventions to guide smart city dynamics effectively. We 
take up this ambiguity in the literature and seek to explore the question: How 
does collaboration manifest in smart city networks? 

To address this question, we draw on the theoretical notions of the 3C 
concept (e.g., Keast et al., 2007), which recognises varying degrees of part-
nerships along, as we argue, three key dimensions: interdependence, trust, 
and commitment. This helps us find evidence of cooperation, coordination, 
or collaboration in joint smart city efforts, ranging from the least to the most 
integrated and connected form. To this end, we conduct a comparative case 
study using archival data and semi-structured interviews. For the empirical 
setting, we select cases based on their similarities: the Belgian city of Antwerp 
and the German city of Darmstadt, both embedded in a distinct Rechtsstaat 
tradition and nationally known as digital pioneers, to investigate how they 
strategically proceed to master (novel) tasks of joint public management. 
This is done to hold the institutional logics constant to some extent, to isolate 
the role of project governance and its arrangements in dictating partnership 
dynamics (Wang and Feeney, 2016), while also exploring the extent of smart 
city governance variations across Europe. 

This chapter is organised as follows. First, the theoretical framework is 
outlined; we elaborate on three intensity degrees of partnerships using the 3C 
framework and its core dimensions. Second, we move to our empirical analysis 
as we present the genesis and partnership arrangements of our two case studies, 
to which the framework is subsequently applied. Finally, we provide a compar-
ative discussion of the results. 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The ‘3C’ Framework and Intergovernmental Relation 

‘Collaboration’ is a term commonly applied in the context of smart cities to 
describe a set of organisational actors working together to achieve joint goals 
(e.g., Grossi et al., 2020; Meijer and Bolívar, 2016; Neumann et al., 2019; 
Pareira et al., 2017). This ‘smart collaboration’ is, in theory, often attributed 
to high-intensity interaction between actors, entailing a pronounced trans-
formation (Meijer and Bolívar, 2016) through ‘collective learning’ (Meijer 
and Thaens, 2018, p. 367) and ‘promoting communication, interaction, … 
participation in decision making and direct democracy’ (Pereira et al., 2018, 
p. 144). In contrast, Dameri and Benevolo (2016) and Gil-Garcia et al. (2015) 
highlight the various types of partnerships at play in smart city environments, 
such as networks, engagements or collaborations, which involve the activities 
of sharing, communication, and integration and, thus, surpass mere collabo-
rative components. The sparse empiricism on smart collaboration echoes this 
discrepancy. In their study on UK smart city initiatives, Sancino and Hudson 
(2020), for instance, aim to investigate ‘collaborative projects’ (p. 706). 
However, their case selection reflects loose arrangements that are intended to 
facilitate platform interaction yet that have significant communication barriers. 
Moreover, in most smart city studies, ‘collaboration’ refers to relationships 
between governmental and non-governmental organisations (e.g., Meijer 
and Thaens, 2018; Wang et al., 2018; Zvolska et al., 2019), rarely examining 
whether this stands up to the test of ‘true’ collaboration, and even less so, how 
this plays out at other structural levels of smart city efforts within and between 
governments. 

In the collaboration literature, strictly speaking, ‘collaboration’ refers to 
a specific form of working together (Huxham, 2000) and does not consider 
the varying degrees of actor commitment, engagement, and integration. In 
practice, however, partner-like relationships can be broken down into different 
facets of how intensively people work together and what they endeavour to do 
(Keast et al., 2007). Reflecting this, the ‘3C’ concept has emerged, referring to 
‘cooperation, coordination, and collaboration’ with its implications extending 
well beyond semantics. In the literature, there is a growing tendency to use 
‘cooperation’, ‘coordination’, and ‘collaboration’ interchangeably or subsume 
them under each other. In fact, they can be placed on a horizontal continuum of 
increasingly intense partner interactions within a network (Costumato, 2021; 
McNamara, 2012). 

Accordingly, each step along the continuum involves the stronger integra-
tion of ‘mission and tasks, risks and rewards, and authority and accountability’ 
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(Mattessich et al., 2001, p. 61; Thomson and Perry, 2006) and consequently 
greater interdependence between partnering organisations (Elston et al., 2018). 
We will position each of the Cs on this continuum, which allows us to work out 
and delineate them according to their core dimensions, and ultimately make 
the case for a more nuanced understanding of partnerships within smart cities. 

Cooperation

Cooperation can be understood as a starting point for further, more intense 
interaction usually accompanied by low structural linkage and, thus, high frag-
mentation. Information sharing is the preferred choice of exchange and formal, 
binding agreements are dispensed with (McAllister and Taylor, 2015). This is 
often associated with the actors’ low commitment and low willingness to relin-
quish their autonomy, which can partly be explained by the anticipated risk 
that others will behave opportunistically (Keast et al., 2007). Therefore, a lack 
of or underdeveloped trust plays a decisive role in this form of partnership 
(O’Leary and Bingham, 2007). However, the risk and rewards of interacting 
are comparatively modest (Sedgwick, 2016). 

Coordination

Coordination becomes necessary when specialisation and more formalised, 
repeated interaction is desired (De Pourcq and Verleye, 2021). It has a more 
instrumental function, presupposing a basic concern between partners to act in 
concert by structurally adapting to each other (Ansell, 2000). While this may 
involve the pursuit of a common predetermined goal, it is task-oriented and 
does not necessarily require cultural adjustment or a loss of individual auton-
omy of the partnering organisations. The partners exchange not only infor-
mation but also resources, which entails greater risk and potentially greater 
benefit from the partnership (Keast et al., 2007; Mattessich et al., 2001). 

Collaboration

Collaboration refers to the most intensive and comprehensive mode of 
interaction that promotes mutual dependence, goal alignment, and joint 
planning and action, often accompanied by a structural and cultural blurring 
of organisational boundaries (Gray, 1989; Sedgwick, 2016; Thomson et al., 
2009). Partners are more proactive and ‘whole-hearted’ (Keast et al., 2007, 
p. 17), involving a higher level of trust. Simultaneously, this includes a more 
decentralised form of power-sharing where all members are responsible for 
controlling the network. With it, the risk and the potential reward magnify 
(Ansell and Gash, 2018; Whelan, 2015). 
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Figure 6.1	 Horizontal partnership intensity continuum
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The 3C Dimensions: Interdependence, Trust, and Commitment 

A closer inspection of 3C concepts reveals that they differ analytically along 
three interrelated dimensions: interdependence, trust, and commitment (see 
Figure 6.1 for the horizontal partnership intensity continuum). We will briefly 
outline what the collaboration literature understands through these dimensions 
and finally use the framework to compare our two cases.

Interdependence is understood as the extent of connections between elements 
of a system or ‘nodes connected to other nodes’ within partnerships (O’Leary 
and Bingham, 2009; Whelan, 2015). Hence, interdependence implies con-
nectedness and decreasing autonomy of partners as it relates to the position 
that actors take within the structural linkages or ties that connect them (Lewis 
et al., 2016). It also refers to the types of assets shared. These can be tangible 
or intangible, ranging from the sharing of information to resources to power. 
Interdependence occurs whenever ‘one actor does not entirely control all of 
the conditions necessary for the achievement of an action, or for obtaining the 
outcomes desired from the action’ (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978, p. 40).

Similarly, building trust stimulates partnerships by reducing the transaction 
costs of oversight and more formalised governance (Ring and van de Ven, 
1994) and, thus, the risk of adverse strategic behaviour (Kwon and Suh, 
2004). Trust is broadly defined as ‘expectations that any information or other 
resources provided will not be used by the other in ways that could do harm 
to oneself’ (Wiedner and Ansari, 2019, p. 200). This effect is potentially 
enhanced by face-to-face dialogue and frequent exchanges (Ansell and Gash, 
2008; Lasker and Weiss, 2003). 

Trust has been shown to be positively related to commitment (Gray, 1989), 
the willingness of partners to invest in a relationship. More precisely, inter-
party commitment, or attachment, can be defined as an ‘inertial or binding 
force between exchange partners that can lead to the maintenance of an 
existing relationship to the exclusion of alternatives’ (Seabright et al., 1992, 
p. 126). A strongly committed partnership includes partners who recognise 
mutual dependence and exert mutual control while empowering each other to 
initiate actions (Ansell and Gash, 2008). Like trust, commitment is attributed 
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to vulnerability as it is highly contingent upon partners’ agreement on values 
and goals (Talay and Akdeniz, 2014). 

However, this continuum, with its dimensions outlined, does not imply 
a normative view that assumes that greater intensity is accompanied by an 
increase in partnership effectiveness. In fact, for instance, while interdepend-
ence can be seen as the key rationale for forming partnerships (Gray, 1989), 
too much interdependence can drive up transaction costs and increase the per-
ceived or objective management burden resulting from the partnership (Elston 
et al., forthcoming). Overdependence can also create tensions as organisations 
tend to value their autonomy (Seabright et al., 1992). Additionally, while 
trust is a desirable prerequisite for partnerships (Huxham and Vangen, 2005), 
overreliance in relationships may lead to negligent behaviour. This risks 
exploitation and brings strategic disadvantages, especially in opportunistic 
environments. In a similar vein, over-commitment in the face of disconfirming 
evidence or changes in resource fit can lead to holding on to something shown 
to be ineffective (Jarvenpaa and Majchrzak, 2016; Seabright et al., 1992). 

As commitment and trust are built through interaction and joint experiences 
of success (Ansell and Gash, 2008; Vangen and Huxham, 2003), collaborative 
intensity can be assumed to vary within partnerships. By engaging in joint 
efforts over time, actors can get to know each other and build up expectations 
of reciprocity and shared meaning, lifting the intensity level of the partnership 
(Liu and Zheng, 2018). Following Ansell and Gash (2008) and Emerson et 
al. (2012), interactions within a partnership are also influenced by structural 
conditions including the establishment of hierarchies, process rules or arenas 
for interaction. As a consequence, we expect the intensity of interactions to 
vary by temporal and structural features within partnerships. 

By applying this relevant distinction of working in partnerships to our 
empirical context of two Western European smart city networks, we explore 
along the 3Cs and their dimensions the extent to which they involve more 
intensive collaboration or represent alternative forms of partnership, such as 
coordination. This considered, we extend the initial research question, asking: 
What level of partnership intensity manifests in smart city networks and how 
do time and structural differences affect this level of intensity? 

To this end, we drew on document analysis of items including case-related 
strategic documents, meeting agendas, minutes, and newspaper articles in both 
countries. Semi-structured interviews were then used to verify initial findings 
and gain complementary insights from those involved in setting up or main-
taining the smart city cases. This resulted in a total of 12 interviews, six in each 
country, with bureaucrats (non-politicians) representing different interests and 
positions to ensure a balanced picture (see Table 6.1 for interviewee details). 
Interviews were each conducted by native interviewers at participants’ work-
places between September 2019 and March 2020 and lasted up to 90 minutes. 
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Table 6.1	 Overview of interviewees and their professional positions 
with numbering in brackets referred to in the main text

Case  Country  Senior mgmt.  Middle mgmt.  Total 

Antwerp’s smart city policy  Belgium  3 [A1:A3]  3 [A4:6]  6 

Digitalstadt Darmstadt  Germany  4 [D1:D4]  2 [D5:D6]  6 

           12 
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They were recorded and transcribed verbatim and coded along with the 
selected documents using MAXQDA software. This served to systematise the 
rich material in line with our research aim. 

CASE INTRODUCTION 

In the following sections, we give a brief description of the background and 
context of the cases under study. The cases selected are smart city projects in 
two medium-sized Western European cities: the smart city policy of Antwerp 
in Belgium and the Digitalstadt Darmstadt project in Darmstadt, Germany 
(see Table 6.2 for key case characteristics). Both cases can be characterised as 
Anthopoulos’s (2017) model 1, where the city itself or one of its outsourced 
entities takes over the management of the smart city – a common model used 
in other cities such as Amsterdam, Barcelona, or Vienna. 

Similarities in System Context 

As mentioned, both cases represent leading digital cities within their coun-
tries. Hence, some similarities between the cases can be found in their system 
context. The first similarity is both cities’ economic position within their 
region or country. Antwerp is the largest city in the Belgian Flemish region. 
In 2015, it won the first Global Startup Nations Award for Local Policy 
Leadership (TakeOff Antwerp, 2015). In traditional economic sectors like 
logistics and retail, Antwerp has one of the most important concentrations 
of economic activity due to its central location in Europe, close to numerous 
European highways and railroads. Additionally, the Port of Antwerp is one 
of the largest seaports in Europe and hosts the largest integrated chemical 
cluster in the world. Located close to the Rhine River and between big indus-
trial cities like Frankfurt-am-Main and Mainz, Darmstadt is situated in the 
economically prosperous Hesse region. The Rhine-Main-region is dominated 
by activities in manufacturing, pharmacy, chemistry, and biotechnology. In 
1997 Darmstadt was awarded the title of City of Science. Several scientific 
institutes are located in Darmstadt including the European Space Operations 
Command (ESOC) of the European Space Agency. Further, the Technical 
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University of Darmstadt (TU Darmstadt) is one of the most important research 
universities in the country. Darmstadt has also been awarded for its efforts in 
digital transformation. Additionally, the city has been honoured as the most 
sustainable German city four years in a row by a well-established magazine 
called Wirtschaftswoche (Bitkom e.V., 2019). 

A second similarity in the cases’ system context can be found in the political 
environment of both cities. Both Germany and Belgium are federal states 
with smart city competencies regarding innovation and digital transformation 
mainly located at the regional and local levels. Additionally, both municipali-
ties could rely on strong support from the regional level. In 2012, a centre-right 
coalition took office in Antwerp with an economically liberal agenda focussing 
on innovation and economic development. In 2014, a coalition represented by 
the same political parties took office in the Flemish government with a similar 
economic agenda. The Flemish region invested in digital transformation in its 
coalition agreement and put this into practice by launching the Smart Flanders 
programme, in partnership with IMEC, around the same time the city of 
Antwerp launched its local Smart City Programme in partnership with IMEC. 
Darmstadt is a so-called kreisfreie Stadt, which means that it directly falls 
under the regional Länder policy level, which is similar to Antwerp’s position 
within the multi-level structure of the Belgian state. Darmstadt found support 
at the regional policy level for its smart city projects as the Hesse region 
declared Darmstadt a model municipality (Hessische Modellkommune), which 
subsequently became the support of €5 million for the smart city projects. 

Antwerp’s Smart City Policy 

The smart city policy of Antwerp was formally kicked off in 2016 when the 
city council signed a covenant with IMEC, a research centre renowned for its 
work in digital transformation and smart cities. The general strategy for smart 
city projects in the city revolves around five ‘building blocks’: a digital trans-
formation of the city administration’s front and back office, the creation of 
a single digital platform, the creation of Europe’s biggest open laboratory, an 
open data policy, and an ecosystem for digital innovations. The most important 
output of the smart city policy leading up to the time of data gathering at the 
end of 2020 has been several digital innovation projects conducted in the open 
laboratory also referred to as the ‘smart zone’. 

IMEC and the city of Antwerp have a quite elaborate history of joint 
working, as they have been co-partners in several research projects funded 
through the European Commission’s Horizon 2020 programme or innovation 
programmes of the Flemish regional government. A third important actor in 
the smart city policy is Digipolis. Digipolis, at the time of the inquiry, was 
an ‘inter-municipal association’, which is an autonomised legal structure 

Koen Verhoest, Gerhard Hammerschmid, Lise H. Rykkja, and Erik H. Klijn -
9781803923895

Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 02/07/2024 08:58:51AM
via Open Access. This work is licensed under the Creative Commons

Attribution-NonCommercial-No Derivatives 4.0 License
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Source: Stad Antwerpen (2020).

Figure 6.2	 Governance structure of Antwerp’s smart city projects and 
general policy
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to which governments can delegate certain public services. Digipolis was 
responsible for all IT-related activities of the city of Antwerp, including digital 
infrastructure. 

Regarding the governance arrangements of the partnership, the backbone of 
the smart city activities is a covenant between the city of Antwerp and IMEC 
in which they agree on a central strategy for the smart city policy of Antwerp 
and on the covenant budget, for which they each contribute equally (650,000 
euros for the duration of the covenant). After an evaluation of the first years of 
the covenant, an addendum was added in which a formal governance structure 
of smart city projects was implemented. A schematic representation of this 
governance structure can be found in Figure 6.2. 

The governance structure is made up of hierarchical levels where different roles 
of governing different parts of smart city activities were assigned to different 
partners within the governance structure. For example, at the steering commit-
tee level, the global strategy of the smart city is laid down and decisions about 
the covenant budget are made. Members of the city administration, the mayor, 
and the alderman of Economy and IMEC are represented. On the second level 
is the ‘operations team’. It is an in-between level where the decisions of the 
steering committee are translated into concrete actions for the projects. Here, 
the members of the steering committee are represented, along with operational 
managers of both IMEC and the city administration. Often, representatives of 
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ongoing projects are invited as well. Important to note is that this body has no 
formal decision-making power, but they do prepare the agenda for the steering 
committee. Third, expert groups debate on specific, thematic issues that arise 
in the projects. The fourth level comprises the actual project teams, where the 
different smart city projects are executed and implemented. 

Digitalstadt Darmstadt 

Our second case, the Digitalstadt Darmstadt smart city project developed from 
2016 onwards. After winning the ‘Digitale Stadt’ competition in 2017, several 
stakeholders engaged in partnerships with the city of Darmstadt. A total of 
32 funded projects were set up in accordance with an overarching smart city 
strategy. This strategy was already in place before the Digitale Stadt competi-
tion but as the competition approached, it was aligned with the city’s existing 
economic strategy (HEAG, 2018). The projects encompass 14 areas of digital 
innovation: administration, mobility, trade and tourism, health, culture and 
Industry 4.0. Examples of projects are intelligent traffic light control, smart 
parking, a House of Digital Media Education, multimodal mobility and patient 
data networking. These projects are developed in partnership with several 
external partners like the University of Darmstadt, Fraunhofer Research 
Institutes, companies, or the city administration. 

Like in Antwerp, the activities of Digitalstadt Darmstadt are also structured 
in a separate governance structure. In 2018, a limited liability company was 
founded under private law. This ‘GmbH’ was established as a subsidiary 
outside the core administration’s structure. Digitalstadt Darmstadt GmbH is a 
100 per cent subsidiary of the city of Darmstadt, there is a 95 per cent funding 
quota from external donors (5 per cent own funds). Bitkom with its private 
sponsors as well as the Hessian Ministry, therefore, play a crucial role in how 
the projects evolve. Besides these, the broader network consists of 50–70 
‘strong partners’ (Digitalstadt Darmstadt, 2018), from politics, business, and 
science such as the Technical University of Darmstadt or several Fraunhofer 
research institutes, who have all contributed additional financial or technical 
support for individual project implementations. 

Quite similar to the Antwerp case, the governance structure is made up 
of different hierarchical levels where different roles regarding governance 
are separated across actors. The strategic committee comprises top-level 
decision-makers with no direct connection to the projects on the ground. These 
are the mayor, the funding office of the Hessian Ministry for Digital Affairs, 
the Chief Digital Officer of the City of Darmstadt, the two managing directors 
of the GmbH, as well as the head of the Department of Urban Development 
and Economics and the CEO of HEAG, who were already actively involved 
in the competition participation. The second level is comprised of two exec-
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Source: Authors’ illustration based on Roland Berger (2018).

Figure 6.3	 Governance structure of Digitalstadt Darmstadt

113The coordination of smart cities

utive managers employed by the GmbH to provide the expert groups with 
information and serve as a link between them and the steering committee. 
Additionally, they are responsible for leading the internal organisation of the 
GmbH’s own departments such as programme management, IT, communica-
tion, or tenders (represented by level 4 in Figure 6.3). Lastly, the divisional 
heads make up another hierarchical level and they represent the project groups 
towards the executive management and the GmbH’s departments.

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

In this chapter, we look at two cases of smart city partnerships to explore the 
different guises of interactions in digital transformation networks. Smart city 
initiatives in two cities nationally leading in digital innovation were analysed 
through a document study and qualitative analysis of 12 interviews (six for 
each case) with non-political practitioners active in different roles and posi-
tions within the partnership.

Our analysis reveals that stakeholder interaction within smart city innova-
tion partnerships comes in many shapes and is more nuanced and dynamic 
than often assumed in current scholarship on collaboration in digital trans-
formation. We find two main dynamics in our data along which the level of 
interdependence, trust, and commitment varies and, as a consequence, the 
intensity of interactions varies. 
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Table 6.2	 Key characteristics of the smart city cases 

Case Smart City Policy, Antwerp Digitalstadt Darmstadt, 
Darmstadt

Country Belgium Germany

State structure Federal Federal

Project duration 2016–2019/no ongoing due to 
renegotiation

2018–21/now ongoing due to new 
funding

City size (population as of 2019)/
structure

525,936/monistic 159,103/dualistic

Primary motives Efficiency and quality 
improvement/voluntary

Quality improvement/voluntary

Main partner responsible City countil and IMEC Digitalstadt GmbH

114 Collaborating for digital transformation

Temporal Dynamic 

First, we distinguish a temporal dynamic where the intensity of partnership 
interactions varies across time. 

The origin of both cases lies in interactions with a high level of intensity of 
a small, select group of influential collaborators. In Darmstadt, a close group of 
assertive and influential people teamed up to prepare Darmstadt’s participation 
in the Bitkom competition. This ‘inner circle’ [D3] including the mayor, the 
chairman of the board of HEAG Holding AG, and the head of the urban devel-
opment and economy department was driven by high levels of commitment 
and interdependence, the interactions between these collaborators had a high 
level of intensity that resembled collaboration (Keast et al., 2007). As they 
prepared a joint bid for the competition, mutual alignment of goals and joint 
action were necessary to outline implementation structures and to enthuse the 
local ecosystem. These horizontal interactions, with weekly meetings over an 
extended period of time, resulted in winning the competition and kickstarted 
the Digitalstadt Darmstadt project. 

In Antwerp, the partnership originated in a rich prehistory of collaboration 
between a limited group of core partners. IMEC, the Department of Innovation 
and Digipolis had partnered in various digital innovation and smart city pro-
jects in the past, funded by a variety of government programmes including the 
European Commission’s Horizon 2020 and the Smart Flanders programme. 
The interdependency that became apparent, and the trust developed in these 
projects, can be seen as a breeding ground that created an opportunity to 
engage in a more intense form of interaction that resembles elements of 
coordination, with a more formalised interaction through the signing of a joint 
covenant, and collaboration, with the alignment of goals and the planning of 
joint action that entailed some blurring of structural and eventually cultural 
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organisational boundaries. ‘We did many things from Antwerp, we did many 
things in Antwerp. We did some things with Antwerp already. So, why not 
do these smart city activities together with the city’, one core partner recalled 
[A1]. 

In both cases, however, the intensity of the departure of the partnerships was 
only temporary. As the networks grew and external partners were included, 
loss of autonomy, conflicting interests, and increasing risk became more 
salient. Many projects in both cases, therefore, started off slowly, with very 
little output in the beginning. In Antwerp, time was needed for goal alignment 
and the development of mutual understanding, where trust and commitment 
were at a lower level resulting in less intense interactions resembling coopera-
tion, mainly revolving around the exchange of information, and characterised 
by a reluctance to exchange other resources. ‘The hard thing was that we had 
different finalities, I think. And this came through to the working floor as we 
asked how we will set up these projects?’ ‘I have to say that the core partners 
did find each other eventually, but in the beginning, it was hard’, a core partner 
recalled [A2]. The interdependence created in the period of interactions with 
a high intensity revealed value conflicts among the more peripheral actors in 
the network. 

In the project teams, the intensity of interactions was also impeded by a lack 
of commitment from the city departments. As they did not have the capacity, 
nor the knowledge to fully commit to the projects, goal alignment and joint 
action were impeded [A6]. The intensity level of interaction, therefore, resem-
bled cooperation. In Darmstadt, the fast growth of the network also required the 
projects to slow down in the beginning. Constant dialogue and communication 
were required to sustain the Digitalstadt network, however, this also resulted 
in tensions with managing the projects. A step-by-step approach proved to be 
effective, although time-consuming, to manage the different complexities that 
come with a large and diverse network. In other words, while there were not 
necessarily issues of trust and commitment, connections between the different 
parts of the network had to grow and this limited the possibilities for joint 
action and goal alignment. In this phase, the interactions between the partners 
in the network were ‘stuck’ at the level of cooperation. ‘First, think in large 
dimensions and then break it down into actionable measures’, an interviewee 
explained [D2]. 

The above-mentioned growing pains could be resolved by continuing 
interactions between partners, but by lowering the intensity of the interactions. 
In Antwerp, for example, tension arose about the use of (public) data within 
smart city projects. While these are integral aspects of most smart city inno-
vation projects, the use and reuse of public data are also highly controversial, 
especially for public organisations [A4]. Further, data standards are very 
important to enable the use of data for smart city innovations. These tensions 
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became more salient as projects moved on and as the intensity of the partner-
ship and the exchange within developed, which caused many projects to stall. 
By implementing a data charter and the aforementioned formal governance 
structure with expert groups who could advise on these issues, these issues 
were eventually resolved [A1; A2; A4]. Organisational boundaries were 
re-emphasised (e.g., as a data supplier and a data user), which created clarity 
and reduced the risk of committing to the projects. The first target agreements 
in the Digitalstadt Darmstadt projects were also respectful of organisational 
identities and cultures. Later on, regular round tables were introduced where 
core partners of the smart city partnership could meet with external players in 
the ecosystem to generate and develop ideas which caused ‘the network to get 
stronger’, as one respondent formulated [D4]. 

Structural Dynamic 

Aside from interaction intensity varying across time, we also find a structural 
dynamic where the intensity of partnership interactions varies as a function 
of elements within the partnership’s structure like roles or hierarchical levels. 

For instance, the position of the interaction within the governance structure 
of the network was of influence for the intensity of the interaction. For example, 
core partners who are represented at the higher hierarchical level find it easier 
to develop more intense modes of partnership interaction. In Darmstadt, this 
is partly attributed to the visionary mayor’s leadership style. He deliberately 
installed a culture of trial and error by creating spaces for mutual learning and 
allocating time for personal interaction. As one interviewee emphasised, unlike 
in the city administration, ‘we call each other by our first names’ [D5]. High 
levels of interdependence foster more intense interaction, which creates oppor-
tunities to grow trust and commitment. Similarly in Antwerp, the core partners 
also put forward openness and transparency towards each other: ‘I think we 
tried to have the core partners represented in everybody and every project. 
That is one thing. Another is to be as open as possible about the lessons learned 
and to make them available for each partner’ [A3]. Core partners are generally 
included in the governance structure’s top hierarchical levels. They, therefore, 
deal with issues that are strategic, broad and more encompassing of the entire 
smart city. This allows their exchanges to be more visionary while engaging in 
more abstract thinking and requiring a strong sense of commitment. 

In lower hierarchical levels, however, like in Antwerp’s expert groups and 
project teams or Darmstadt’s project teams or programme management groups, 
the discussions are more operational and hands-on. In this environment, con-
flicting interests and risks are more salient and concrete. An example from the 
Antwerp case was a test case with smart streetlights. While this certainly fits 
into the general goal of enabling smart technologies in the urban environment, 
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there are several issues like altering the electric circuit of street lighting or the 
tramway overhead line to install a smart camera [A6]. In other words, when 
getting into the nitty gritty of such a project practical problems are created 
which have to be solved in a way compatible with the normal service delivery 
of the city administration [A5]. The commitment of city departments towards 
the smart city projects was low, as their focus is on the daily service delivery in 
the city. This prevents specialisation and joint action and limits the intensity of 
interactions within the project teams. Projects are then limited to experiments 
and do not evolve to a level of mutual goal development or the creation of 
a joint vision. 

Another element creating variation in interaction intensity as a result of 
structural conditions is the capacity the individuals have to participate in 
smart city initiatives. This is generally higher when moving towards the upper 
hierarchical levels of the governance structure. In Darmstadt, for example, the 
GmbH Digitalstadt Darmstadt has employees on its payroll, including two 
programme managers. Their sole occupation is to manage the smart city pro-
gramme of the city. In Antwerp, the city administration has a smart city direc-
tor, as does IMEC. Both are represented in the steering committee with the task 
of developing the smart city policy in Antwerp. In the project teams, however, 
civil servants of city administrations or employees of private companies are 
included in the collaboration. They are indispensable to executing smart city 
innovation projects in a real-life living context, but they also have many other 
tasks within their job as a civil servant, for instance, in the Department of 
Mobility, or as an employee of a private company. This is also acknowledged 
by a respondent in the higher hierarchical level: ‘It is not always clear for them 
what they have to win. They have to put a lot of time and effort into something 
that won’t achieve their goal directly’ [A2], 

CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this chapter was to shed light on how different intensity levels 
of collaborative interactions manifest in smart city innovation partnerships 
and how temporal and structural differences affect this intensity. In doing so, 
we sought to better understand whether these partnerships – as commonly 
assumed – involve more intensive collaboration between partners or instead 
represent alternative interactive forms such as coordination and what this 
implies for public management practice, drawing on the theoretical notions 
of the 3C concept (e.g., Keast et al., 2007). We focused on two cases in cities 
that are regarded as digital pioneers, the cities of Antwerp in Belgium and 
Darmstadt in Germany and conducted six interviews and a document study for 
each case. Both cases have relatively similar elements in their system context, 
which allowed our analysis to focus on the interactions between different 
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partners within the network to explore the different ways in which these inter-
actions can manifest in smart city innovation partnerships. In this concluding 
section of our chapter, we highlight our findings and outline implications for 
practitioners and researchers. 

The analysis revealed that in the cases under study smart city networks are 
not clearly collaborative, as lower intensities of partnership were primarily 
observed. The answer to the question of how collaboration within smart 
city networks manifests is, therefore, more nuanced and indicates a varying 
intensity of interactions depending on the project phase and structural level. 
More so, our results reveal a temporal dynamic and a structural dynamic in the 
intensity of interactions between the members of the partnership (e.g., Ansell 
and Gash, 2008). 

These findings have several implications for both practitioners and research-
ers of smart city projects. First, it is important to recognise the dynamic nature 
of partnership intensity. Collaboration is resource-intensive and creates several 
challenges that must be overcome. Therefore, interactions within the network 
cannot always be highly intense. Rather, periods of intense collaboration are 
needed to lift the network into a different phase. For example, episodes of 
intense collaboration can lead to the formulation of joint goals or a compelling 
vision which can kickstart the formation of a formal network. However, a new 
phase of partnership creates new challenges, and the engine of collaboration 
can become overheated as complexities, interdependencies, and conflicting 
interests become more salient (Elston et al., forthcoming; Huxham and 
Vangen, 2005; Seabright et al., 1992). In this case, managers of smart city 
projects need to allow the partnership to slow down and gain some distance. 
This period of low intensity can support problem definition and the develop-
ment of solutions like institutional design measures. These new, formal design 
elements can then serve as handles to increase the intensity again and continue 
working towards joint goals. Our results suggest periods of high, medium, and 
low intensity need to be alternated to resolve conflict and move forward. 

A second dynamic in our findings is a structural one. We find that the inten-
sity of partnership interactions within smart city networks is also a function 
of structural elements. In our results, we mainly find evidence to support the 
observation that intensity varies by position within the governance structure 
of the interaction. Interactions more easily evolve towards an intensity level 
of collaboration at the top hierarchical levels of the network, where strategic 
decisions are made, and discussions are likely to be more abstract and related 
to the overall objectives and vision of the network. In project teams, however, 
operational decisions are made, and these decisions are more prone to value 
conflicts and practical obstructions. Therefore, our analysis finds the interac-
tion intensity at the project level to be more limited and needs to be designed 
with greater caution. Managers and scholars of smart city networks, therefore, 
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have to be aware that a network can be diverse, and that different forms of 
partnership and different challenges can arise in different areas of the network 
(Emerson et al., 2012). It is also important to align the strategic and operational 
perspectives on the problem. A two-way exchange between the top and the 
bottom is important to make sense of the bumps in the partnership road at the 
different levels. 

Our nuanced perspective on partnerships with associated modes and inten-
sities that has emerged thus suggests that a broad or fuzzy understanding of 
smart cities as collaborations falls short of adequately assessing what is needed 
to navigate network dynamics towards desired digital outcomes. Rather, it 
appears that public management practices must be attuned to varying degrees 
of intensity. In line with Keast et al. (2007), the suitability of each of the 3Cs is 
about ‘getting the right mix’ (p. 10) across structural levels within the partner-
ship and over time (see also Ansell and Gash’s 2008 ‘contingency approach’). 
This yields an important takeaway point of our chapter, that collaboration may 
represent the most intensive form of partnership but does not come without 
costs. It is difficult to achieve the intensity level of collaboration, and it can be 
resource-intensive, but it is even more difficult to sustain it (see also Keast et 
al., 2007). Therefore, managers should not aim for high-intensity interaction 
all the time and at every stage in the partnership, but rather find a balance 
between intense collaboration and less intense interactions where there is room 
for regrouping and reconsidering one’s own values, resources, and objectives. 

It is also interesting to note that in both Antwerp and Darmstadt, the project 
outcomes were moderate at the time of the interviews, three or four years after 
the formal founding of the partnership. Although the programmes and, in the 
case of Darmstadt, the funding period had already advanced, very few of the 
subprojects had entered the concrete implementation or scale-up phase. In 
addition to regulatory restrictions, especially with regard to legal uncertain-
ties in the digital field, this is also due to the underestimated effort or time 
required to build and maintain fruitful networks. Given the volatile nature of 
interdependence, trust, and commitment, this may involve fragile phases of 
cooperation and collaboration and, as shown, more stable coordination in the 
longer term. 

Again, important to note here is that collaboration, although the most intense 
form of interaction, is not always the adequate choice to achieve the desired 
partnership outcomes. Rather, intensive, shorter periods of collaboration with 
smaller groups of the right partners should be pursued only when most appro-
priate. During these short stints of intensive interactions, managers should 
build a trusting environment with regular yet informal exchange and strong 
commitment, while avoiding the exhaustion of partners’ engagement and 
resources. In the long run, managers should also consider other, less intensive 
forms of interaction such as cooperation and coordination to ensure partner-
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ship resilience in the face of both intentional and unintentional fluctuations in 
staff, rationales, and resources. 

In fact, the analysis is a snapshot from the beginning of 2020. The smart 
city projects and thus the interactions taking place may have intensified and 
weakened again in the meantime. In Darmstadt, for example, the planning 
of an overarching data platform was discussed, in the course of which addi-
tional joint structures, visions, and a resource pool are to be created. This is 
further supported by a newly generated grant of 13.3 million euros from the 
Federal Ministry of the Interior (BMI), which is to ensure the continuation of 
Digitalstadt’s endeavours for the next seven years (BMI, 2020). In Antwerp, 
the learning outcomes were regarded as the most successful at the time of the 
interviews. A positive evaluation resulted in a renewal of the covenant, also 
implying a further investment of financial resources, in which expectations 
and goals for the partnership were delineated more sharply (Stad Antwerpen, 
2020). 

Building on this empirical work and following up on recent project devel-
opments would be a promising starting point for future analysis. This can 
help to better understand potential shifts in collaboration and derive practical 
implications for leadership and institutional design, considering partnership 
intensity as a key factor in finding appropriate mechanisms for effective smart 
city governance in Europe and beyond. 
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7.	 Leadership for intergovernmental 
collaboration towards digital 
transformation
Maike Rackwitz, Jessica Breaugh and 
Gerhard Hammerschmid 

INTRODUCTION

Achieving public sector digital transformation and enhancing innovation 
raises the question of how to organise – develop, facilitate, and nurture – col-
laboration in and between governments (Torfing, 2012). While public admin-
istrations have long seen a fundamental shift in service delivery patterns from 
single bureaucracies to more complex networks across levels of government 
and sectors, governing such networks remains a major challenge (Ansell and 
Gash, 2008; Emerson, Nabatchi, and Balogh, 2012; O’Leary and Vij, 2012). 
This is primarily due to the necessity of balancing increased risk, power imbal-
ances, and complexity that emerge in collaborative projects that tackle wicked 
and even ‘tangled’ issues of the 21st century (Dawes, Cresswell, and Pardo, 
2009; Rackwitz et al., 2020). Adding in the element of digital-only aggravates 
these issues due to an increased knowledge gap in technical skills, and the 
need to balance the incredibly technical, yet socially dependent, components 
of implementing digital projects. While the tension and interaction between 
technical development and human action are not new (Orlikowski, Wanda, 
and Gash, 1994), it remains an essential, yet understudied, component in 
understanding how digitalisation can and should progress in the public sector 
from a management perspective (Carey and Wellstead, 2021). The purpose 
of this chapter is to examine the role of leadership in the implementation of 
large-scale digitalisation projects. In particular, we ask, what role does lead-
ership play and what leadership strategies are used in the implementation of 
large-scale digitalisation projects?

Leadership is essential for collaboration and any type of organisational 
reform (Tassabehji, Hackney and Jeffares, 2016). Its function is to ‘orches-
trate various activities to try to overcome the various barriers to interaction, 
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collaboration, and innovation’, to greatly enhance the possibility of effective 
collaboration, yet must be adapted in style depending on the situation (Hartley, 
Sørensen, and Torfing, 2013, p. 827). It is often argued that leadership has 
a stronger influence on the course of partnerships than structural features 
such as procedural rules and regulations (Lewis et al., 2016; O’Leary and Vij, 
2012). Yet, while studies on leadership in collaborative contexts are manifold, 
there is little empirical knowledge on the role of leadership and how it is being 
exercised in intergovernmental collaborations targeting digital transformation 
(Gasco-Hernandez, Gil-Garcia, and Luna-Reyes, 2022; Roman et al., 2019; 
Sancino and Hudson, 2020). As we have argued, digital transformation adds 
additional levels of complexity having to balance both the technical know-how 
of the digitalisation itself with the social and institutional components neces-
sary to make collaboration work. As more and more digitalisation projects 
cross ministerial and departmental lines, this tension increases.

Collaboration always places high demands on leadership because collabo-
ration processes are often ambiguous and uncertain (Sullivan, Williams, and 
Jeffares, 2012). This is exacerbated in the context of digital government trans-
formation due to the cross-boundary nature of digitalisation projects and the 
need to reconcile inherently heterogeneous actors, functions, and processes. 
In this task, there is also a latent tension between confronting complexity and 
creating unity of effort (Allen, 2012), underpinned by the power and status of 
existing institutional practices (Pittaway and Montazemi, 2020; Tassabehji, 
Hackney, and Jeffares, 2016). In addition, high initial investments are typi-
cally required, and there are still limited best practices on proven procedures 
and project outcomes to guide them. As highlighted in previous chapters (see 
Chapters 2, 5, and 6), these aspects make governing intergovernmental digital 
projects a challenging undertaking.

Since challenges vary depending on project contexts, scope, and goals 
(Bryson, Crosby, and Stone, 2015), leadership approaches need to be attuned 
to this. However, there is scant empirical evidence surrounding what types 
and configurations of leadership practices are needed to best address these 
challenges. We attempt to address this lacuna through a review of leadership 
research in both the public management field and the broader management 
literature and then apply this knowledge to a five-country, ten-case study 
research project. To do so, we analyse the role of leadership in managing 
intergovernmental collaboration of digital projects, how leaders approach 
and manage the various challenges of government collaboration in the digital 
realm, and if and how specific types of leadership styles emerge or not. 

The structure of this chapter is as follows. We first begin with a review of 
the literature on leadership in the context of collaboration and government and 
highlight key leadership approaches that are considered essential for manag-
ing collaboration in the context of digital transformation. We then introduce 
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our empirical setting of ten collaborative digitalisation projects representing 
different countries and government levels and examine the extent to which the 
leadership approaches outlined, that is, collaborative and transactional ones, 
are reflected in this empirical context. The use of a cross-country case study 
allows us to test to a certain extent the universality of the leadership claims. 
We end by providing practical implications and an agenda for future research. 

LEADERSHIP IN THE MANAGEMENT LITERATURE 

Leadership is crucial for effective collaboration (Provan and Kenis, 2008). 
Some scholars even claim that leadership has a stronger influence on collabo-
rative innovation than institutional design features such as budgets, plans, and 
policies (Lewis et al., 2018; O’Leary and Vij, 2012). A variety of concepts and 
labels for leadership has emerged in the public management literature over 
the years, often reflecting their zeitgeist and, consequently, what is known as 
‘appropriate’ behaviour (Sullivan, Williams, and Jeffares, 2012). We focus 
on two critical approaches, collaborative and transactional leadership. Both 
approaches understand leadership as creating alignment of purpose and direc-
tion of the organisation as well as creating and maintaining the internal envi-
ronment in which individuals can fully commit to achieving the organisation’s 
goals (t‘Hart and Tummers, 2019). Nevertheless, there are striking differences 
between the two. We show how in combination, they convincingly capture the 
intricate situation of vertical and horizontal integration of intergovernmental 
digitalisation projects. We then attempt to reconcile these approaches with the 
existing, and often disjointed, digital government literature that highlights the 
role of leadership in the implementation of large-scale digitalisation projects. 

Collaborative Leadership Approaches

Scholars have noted that the traditional understanding of leadership may not 
be able to capture the complex nature of multi-actor collaboration (Huxham 
and Vangen, 2005), which requires a more holistic perspective on leadership 
to better understand the interaction between the different dynamics of collabo-
ration, such as the people involved, the system dynamics, and the system struc-
ture itself (Morse, 2010). The specific concept of collaborative leadership is 
a means of capturing these dynamics and attempting to understand the variety 
of different leadership skills typically required in collaborative environments 
(Ansell and Gash, 2012; Hartley, Sørensen, and Torfing, 2013). 

Collaborative leadership has its own understanding of who leads and how 
leadership is perceived. While alternative approaches describe leadership as 
‘making things happen’ (Huxham and Vangen, 2000, p. 1161), collaborative 
leadership refers to empowering others by ‘helping to make things happen’ 
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(Ansell and Gash, 2008, 2012, p. 6; Sullivan, Williams, and Jeffares, 2012). 
This is less personalised and more role-based, which means that the task of 
leadership can shift, tends to fluctuate, and has a more decentralised and hori-
zontal character (Park, 2018). 

Most studies on collaborative leadership emphasise some crucial strategies 
that leaders need to pursue in order to facilitate collaboration such as conven-
ing, mediating, and catalysing (Ansell and Gash, 2012; Morse, 2010; Torfing, 
2019).

Convening refers to bringing people together to orchestrate information 
sharing and develop trust by creating inclusive processes. Convening leaders 
act as agenda-setters, and actively engage, motivate, empower, and promote 
the mutual adjustment of expectations (Scott, 2011; Torfing, 2019).

Mediating focuses on developing interpersonal relationships and can arbi-
trate between stakeholders (Ansell and Gash, 2012). Mediating leaders seek to 
build trust between partners and to understand and mediate different points of 
view. Mediating skills also include the ability to connect different stakeholder 
perspectives (p. 13). In this way, leaders manage conflicts and can redefine 
roles and responsibilities by clarifying goals and dependencies (Crosby and 
Bryson, 2010). They also manage the processes by diving into different phases 
(Hartley, Sørensen, and Torfing, 2013). Mediating leaders also support the 
building of trust and relationships by understanding and managing how power 
and resources are distributed. 

Finally, catalysing relates to creating opportunities to think outside the box 
by causing ‘disruption’ to find bold solutions to problems (Torfing, 2019, 
p. 7), and help ‘… identify and realise value-adding opportunities’ (Ansell and 
Gash, 2012, p. 6). This involves engaging in substantive ways in negotiations 
to seize opportunities based on the relevant stakeholders and the big picture of 
outcomes (Morse, 2010), which differs from mediating because it plays a role 
in the solutions and benefits from the outcomes. 

Based on the work of Ansell and Gash (2012) and Torfing (2019), it is 
clear that collaborative leadership approaches have merit in understanding 
how leaders should manage the cacophony of interests inherent in collabo-
rative projects. However, the question as to if these approaches are the most 
appropriate for digitalisation projects now emerges. We argue that there are 
certainly elements that are applicable, and limitations also emerge that may 
require different theoretical approaches. First, digitalisation projects do indeed 
require the inclusion of many different stakeholders. As a result of this, collab-
orative leadership qualities of relationship-building emerge as highly relevant. 
Second, the focus on shifting leadership approaches may also emerge as an 
important element, especially given the variety of stakeholders who may have 
varying goals and interests. Finally, and relatedly, because a multiplicity of 
stakeholders often brings the risk of opportunism and unpredictable strategic 
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turns, the ability to generate enthusiasm for the project and build trust is 
equally essential. However, while collaborative leadership provides insights 
into how leaders may approach the management of collaborative projects, 
the reality of public sector organisations, especially their bureaucratic nature, 
may indeed limit the application of collaborative leadership theory. The next 
section introduces the theory of transactional leadership, which introduces 
ways in which leaders can act in more pragmatic ways to push projects forward 
– attenuating both the complexities of organisational identities as well as the 
complexity of competing goals, values, and foci of these organisations. 

Transactional Leadership Approaches 

Although collaborative leadership is touted as the key to succeeding collab-
orative projects, governments still operate in bureaucratic structures marked 
by hierarchy, and procedural accountability remains an integral aspect of their 
work. This structure can have serious limitations on collaborative approaches, 
especially those focused on flat hierarchies and participatory structures. The 
hierarchy that is evident in public organisations can, in fact, be used as a means 
of problem-solving, especially in large, complex organisations (Meuleman, 
2008). Accordingly, employing more traditional leadership skills, such as 
those associated with transactional leadership, is essential for managing pro-
jects in the context of public organisations.

In contrast to the more distributive understanding of collaborative leader-
ship, the transactional style is characterised by single, visionary leaders. These 
typically take the initiative, are both authoritarian and problem-oriented, and 
focus on how incentive structures can be used to encourage and motivate 
their subordinates (Jensen et al., 2019; Lewis et al., 2018). While they have 
been found to be negatively related to consensus decision-making (Flood et 
al., 2000), similar to catalysing, transactional leaders are also described as 
‘negotiating agents’, trained to gain power in groups (Ruggieri and Abbate, 
2013, p. 1172). Their leadership approaches do not aim to ‘transform’ through 
sense-making but to develop strategies to ensure that followers comply with 
established rules and regulations. This is done through the principle of reward 
and sanction (Bass, 1985). As a result, tasks, goals, and processes are clearly 
defined and monitored, with associated behavioural expectations (Ruggieri 
and Abbate, 2013). In contrast to the ‘big picture’ understanding of collab-
orative leaders, transactional leaders define success from a comparatively 
short-term perspective through the acquisition of tangible achievements 
(Ricard et al., 2017; t‘Hart and Tummers, 2019). Multiple studies have linked 
transactional styles to employees’ well-being, performance, and goal attain-
ment (e.g., Jensen et al., 2019), but little is known about whether this also 
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applies to cross-boundary environments requiring both vertical and horizontal 
integration. 

Applied to large-scale collaboration projects, the transaction leadership 
approaches could prove to be beneficial. This is primarily due to the pragmatic 
nature in which leaders sometimes must be in order to push projects out of 
stalemates.

Leadership for Collaborative Digital Government

In examining the literature specifically on collaboration in the digital realm, 
much of what the collaborative leadership literature argues is reflected in the 
findings of several case studies, including the essential role that leadership 
plays in facilitating collaborative efforts (Gasco-Hernandez, Gil-Garcia, and 
Luna-Reyes, 2022; Luk, 2009; McDaniel, 2005; Mergel, Edelmann, and Haug, 
2019; Ruijer, 2021). Others emphasise that the alignment of resources, exper-
tise, tasks and goals, norms and values are key to successful collaboration, that 
structures can be created with institutional designs, but that implementation 
and management can only be achieved through leadership (Picazo-Vela et al., 
2018). 

Despite the recognition and salience of leadership, the digital government 
literature does not seem to use consistent, overarching theories in relation to 
leadership approaches. Taking a more pragmatic approach, the majority of the 
research focuses on different aspects of leadership and how it is embedded 
within larger project dynamics and outcomes. However, their leadership refer-
ences can and do align with previously established leadership theory. 

For example, Chen and Lee (2018) argue that leaders need to be able to 
identify and close ‘gaps’ and manage the ‘interplay’ between collaborative 
actors, incentive structures, and institutional design. Others have noted that 
leaders must think long term, have broad horizons, have communication skills, 
be able to connect with their organisations through collaborative efforts, and 
‘… manage across networks and leverage partnerships and resources across 
organisational boundaries’ (Elnaghi et al., 2019, p. 198). Jones and Hooper 
(2017) emphasise that leaders should empower rather than dictate, while 
Scholl et al. (2012) highlight the importance of understanding not only the 
context but also the roles, responsibilities, and capabilities of project partners. 
In their recent work on digital champions, Wilson and Mergel (2022) further 
note that non-linear approaches are used by leaders in the pursuit of building 
a digital government. These bespoke approaches are focused on skills such as 
storytelling, current orientation, and on community building and validation. 
Concurrently, the literature calls for leadership capable of digital innovation 
and change to promote shared responsibility across accountability lines 
(Gasco-Hernandez, Gil-Garcia, and Luna-Reyes, 2022) and ‘decentralized 
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bottom-up decision-making, efforts to mobilize internal and external capabili-
ties, wider participation to spot and internalize developments, and continuous 
adjustments to deal with uncertainty’ (Janssen and Van der Voort, 2016, p. 4). 

In contrast to these works specifically referring to theories of collaborative 
leadership, digital government scholars also advocate the use of agile leader-
ship approaches, which, however, can be well associated with collaborative 
leadership concepts. They argue that these can be used to initially reduce 
risk perceptions (e.g., if there is senior/higher management support) and can 
lead to a change in values and organisational culture (including traditional 
hierarchies). Agile leaders also need to be able to lead teams in times of uncer-
tainty, deal with experimentation, explore alternatives, and allow for failure 
(in conjunction with faster timelines). This is what Mergel calls ‘procedural 
innovation’, moving from contract management to a collaborative orientation 
(Mergel, 2016, 2018). 

These aspects all draw on social and interpersonal leadership skills that 
reflect several of the characteristics of collaborative leadership related to 
catalysing, mediating, and convening as described by Ansell and Gash (2012) 
and Torfing (2019). Luk (2009) also refers to aspects of convening leadership 
styles and stresses the importance of formulating and promoting visions and 
strategies to facilitate the implementation of joint digital projects. However, 
he also stresses the importance of transactional leadership skills to understand 
the pressures and pulls of bureaucratic structures and a leader’s ability to steer 
projects through them. This is consistent with the ‘contingency approach’ to 
leadership proposed by Ansell and Gash (2012). 

In fact, multiple scholars, such as Clarke (2019), take a more systemic 
understanding of leadership and point to two different leadership models in 
their analysis of governance in digital government institutions. Clarke (2019) 
suggests the strong top-down model and the diffuse leadership model. The 
top-down model has features that are more akin to transactional leadership, 
such as the setting of standards and the power to fully direct and manage the 
actions of those involved in the collaboration. The diffuse leadership model, on 
the other hand, refers to a softer approach where units lead projects by provid-
ing more support and guidance. In this model, units are only given power and 
authority when asked to do so by their stakeholders. 

This contingent understanding of leadership is often found when it comes to 
the concrete realisation and implementation of digital structures into work pro-
cesses, where digital know-how becomes an asset. Besides a leader’s ability to 
mould initial conditions in favour of collaborative change (Ruijer, 2021), the 
leader’s technical know-how and understanding of its dimension are essential 
to foster better alignment between digital solutions and organisational goals 
(Bassellier, Benbasat, and Reich, 2001; Nograšek and Vintar, 2014). This is 
a focus that is labelled in the literature with terms such as IT, e- or digital lead-
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ership (Bekkers, 2012; Nograšek and Vintar, 2014; Pittaway and Montazemi, 
2020; Van Wart, et al., 2019). Similarly, Pittaway and Montazemi (2020) 
report on implementation barriers related to IT-enabling governance struc-
tures. Once a SAP leader was added to the steering group and SAP architects 
were included in the teams, the problems were mitigated. Wang, Medaglia, and 
Zheng (2018) note that government needs to be cultivated and led by single, 
legitimate experts with digital knowledge, while this competency-based 
transactional leadership can also be brought in from external partners, such 
as universities, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) or companies. This 
knowledge must be, however, combined with strong collaborative abilities to 
create an increasingly seductive digital environment that favours commitment 
over command and tends to be highly effective despite common problems 
reported with IT adoption, such as ‘email and data overload, worker alienation, 
or weak social bonding’ (Roman et al., 2019, p. 855). Scholl et al. (2012) 
confirm the importance of project knowledge and understanding, arguing that 
the more complex projects are, the more skilled managers need to be. 

Moreover, cross-boundary digital-related networks are likely to run into 
jurisdictional issues. In addition, there is tension between control and inno-
vation that relates to the concrete concern of data misuse by partners, which 
reduces the incentive to share data (Klievink, Van der Voort, and Veeneman, 
2018). Leadership must therefore also have the competence to manage the 
challenge of data ownership and control, overcoming not only social and 
organisational boundaries but also jurisdictional ones (Chen et al., 2019). 
Effective IT governance, therefore, requires respect for expertise, a com-
mitment to resilience, performance monitoring, and sensitivity to operations 
(Pittaway and Montazemi, 2020). Only if government has an ‘effective cham-
pion’ (Chen and Ahn, 2017, p. 8) or top management support (Ziemba et al., 
2016) or management with ‘high power and status’ (Pittaway and Montazemi, 
2020, p. 6) can these requirements be met, which all underline the additional 
leverage of transactional leadership coupled with digital know-how.

Supporting the clout of centralised control, Luna-Reyes et al. (2016) observe 
that the lead organisation mainly drives technological enactment within the 
collaboration, ultimately determining its course. However, they also advocate 
for a more collaborative approach in the form of careful governance design. 
According to the authors, the design should empower the weaker counteracting 
the trend towards rulers and followers in the partnership and also revealing 
a gap between ‘wishful thinking’ and actual collaborative practice. Chen et al. 
(2019) and Larsson and Grönlund (2014) in turn suggest that distributing tasks 
and responsibilities in e-governance should, however, not be accompanied by 
a loss of leadership. Instead, there remains a clear need for control that ensures 
rules- and value-conformity based on ‘human rights, equality and privacy’, 

Koen Verhoest, Gerhard Hammerschmid, Lise H. Rykkja, and Erik H. Klijn -
9781803923895

Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 02/07/2024 08:58:51AM
via Open Access. This work is licensed under the Creative Commons

Attribution-NonCommercial-No Derivatives 4.0 License
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


132 Collaborating for digital transformation

which proves particularly difficult given the parallel demand for horizontal 
and vertical distribution. 

This highlights the inherent tensions that collaborations face in implement-
ing shared digital solutions. Thus, to navigate these tensions, leadership is not 
about an either-or, but a multi-faceted approach that corresponds to changing 
and sometimes ambiguous project dynamics.

Corroborating this, Bekkers (2012), Gil-Garcia, Dawes, and Pardo (2018), 
and Nograšek and Vintar (2014) all believe that joint information and com-
munication technology (ICT) integration will lead to altered forms and modes 
of leadership. Leaders in the digital context will have to act as ‘mavericks’ 
(Bekkers, 2012, p. 333) to effect change. This means that leaders switch 
between the roles of facilitator, sense-maker, and goal-setter, but also technical 
assistance in order to explore new solutions and push them through (Bekkers, 
2012). This is similar to the concept of ‘meta leadership’ (Allen, 2012), which 
encompasses ‘leading upward’, ‘leading downward’, and ‘leading across’, and 
fits into the multi-dimensional context of cross-boundary digital government 
projects. By this, Allen (2012) presupposes understanding oneself and one’s 
emotions, understanding the event or challenge correctly, leading upwards 
in the space between political leaders and professional or technical experts, 
leading downwards to support one’s staff, and leading across organisational 
boundaries. 

Against this backdrop, it can be deduced that single leadership approaches 
fall short of addressing joint digital transformation projects in their ambiguity 
and complexity. Rather, it needs a leader’s ability to adapt tactics to circum-
stances to reflect the changing nature of collaborative projects and maintain 
momentum given the multi-faceted nature of projects. Therefore, combining 
collaborative and transactional leadership elements, complemented by relevant 
digital know-how, appears promising in order to analytically capture and 
better understand these dynamics. Table 7.1 summarises the key characteris-
tics of collaborative, transactional, and in combination, collaborative digital 
government leadership. The extent to which these theoretical considerations 
are reflected in different practices of leadership is explored in the following 
section.

CASE STUDIES

Case Selection

To investigate the role of leadership in different digital government contexts 
and the approaches used, we compare all ten case studies of intergovern-
mental collaborations. These include five cases related to implementing 
a national single digital gateway and five cases related to implementing smart 
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Table 7.1	 Leadership approaches derived from the literature

Leadership 
variable

Collaborative Transactional
Collaborative digital 
government

Key 
characteristics

Decentralised, horizontal
Convening, mediating, 
and catalysing
Outcome-oriented
Trust-building
Long-term ‘big picture’ 
understanding

Single, visionary leader
Strong, directive steering and 
controlling
Problem- and rule-oriented
Reward and sanction
Short-term, tangible 
achievements

Flexible leadership 
combining collaborative 
and transactional 
approaches coupled with 
relevant digital know-how

Source e.g., Ansell and Gash, 
2008; Hartley et al., 
2013; Lewis et al., 2018; 
Torfing, 2019

e.g., Jensen et al., 2019; 
Lewis et al., 2018; Ricard, 
et al., 2017; Ruggieri and 
Abbate, 2013

e.g., Clarke, 2019; Elnaghi 
et al., 2019; Pittaway and 
Montazemi, 2020; Wilson 
and Mergel, 2022
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city strategies, showing how digital transformation manifests itself across 
countries and (central and local) government levels. We, therefore, draw on 
empirical data from five countries belonging to the five administrative tradi-
tions of Europe: Nordic (Denmark), Central and Eastern European (Estonia), 
Continental (Germany), Napoleonic (Belgium (mixed)), and Anglo-Saxon 
(United Kingdom) (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2017). Accordingly, the leadership 
analysis is based on coded interviews with 64 practitioners (56 public manag-
ers, seven consultants, and one politician) who were actively involved either 
in one of the five national digital platforms or the five smart city cases. This 
gives us the widest possible range in terms of administrative tradition, level of 
government, and scope of challenges to work out differences and similarities 
regarding leadership roles or styles and to validate the findings.

FINDINGS

Overall, all cases showed that effective leadership was key to the projects’ 
progress. An unambiguous result of the case studies is that the collaborative 
and transactional leadership approaches appeared far more integrated than 
the clear-cut examples described in the literature. The ‘contingent leadership’ 
approach was a recurring theme as leaders had to adapt to the changing circum-
stances of their projects. Yet, it was also evident that leaders’ behaviours were 
somewhat constrained by the context in which they were working. Therefore, 
a mix of transactional and collaborative leadership styles was primarily 
used, which in many cases also led to increased legitimacy for the leader. In 
particular, key factors emerged in the projects, which include the fact that con-
textuality, structural levels, and the degree of perceived legitimacy determined 
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134 Collaborating for digital transformation

how contingent leadership unfolds and which of the two leadership approaches 
ultimately gains prominence. 

The emergence of leadership styles depended on a variety of different 
project-related factors. These include the type and scope of the projects. 

The case of the Danish digital platform is a good example of how a project 
scope dictated the way leaders behaved. In this case, their approach was pri-
marily characterised as transactional. This was interpreted as the most appro-
priate means of addressing their mandate, which was to develop a gateway and 
integrate it into their online service offering to provide cross-border online ser-
vices. For them, the transactional approach was used because of the ‘technical’ 
nature of the project as well as its scope. It simply made more sense to engage 
with stakeholders individually because most of the technical components and 
end goals of the project (to increase EU interoperability) had already been 
developed based on an EU norm. This left very little collaborative space. 

Overall, the transactional style of leadership was generally more common in 
the digital platform cases than in the smart city cases, likely due to the fact that 
national governments tend to be more siloed than municipal governments, and 
the size and scope of the projects were larger. However, the ability of leaders 
of the platform projects to adapt their tactics was also evident. For example, 
in the Belgian digital platform case, both collaborative and transactional lead-
ership styles were used. The leaders, in this case, used a catalytic approach by 
organising workshops, dissemination events, and creating other opportunities 
for communities to voice their opinions and objections. At the same time, they 
used more pragmatic approaches to ensure that projects moved forward, often 
shifting towards a more transactional style of leadership. For example, they 
used their authority and power to give direction and make decisions, especially 
when issues were more persistent. Contingent leadership approaches further 
emerged and proved to be successful in managing problems and balancing 
different interests within projects. This includes, for example, the ability to 
mediate between different stakeholders, clarify decisions, and deal with chal-
lenges as they arise. While consensual approaches were mostly sought when 
escalation was imminent, more traditional mechanisms akin to transactional 
leadership approaches were used. One interviewee in the Belgian smart city 
case made this act of balancing and mediating very clear, they noted: ‘It is my 
role to explain that we are sometimes not doing [these projects] to scale them 
up, but just to test. I then try to make sure the challenges [the city departments] 
face are integrated into the projects.’

In addition to mediating and intervening that emerged in the event of dis-
agreement or rules violation, smart city project leaders saw the need to also 
catalyse. This was to inspire and retain project partners, especially given the 
voluntary nature of the networks, as one interviewee in the German smart city 
case emphasised: ‘I consistently keep up the project’s esprit so that it never 
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threaten[ed] to become a plain administrative task, but stay[ed] an exciting, 
engaging project.’

Similarly, a convening style was used by the central coordinators when 
expectations diverged between heterogeneous project partners, as in the 
case of the German and the Belgian smart cities. In the Belgian smart city 
case, there were technical difficulties due to the low IT knowledge of the 
city departments and the fact that they did not know what to expect from the 
project. Ultimately, the coordinator clarified the process. It was, however, vital 
for the collaboration that the coordinator was not overly technically minded, 
which also contributed to his legitimacy, as one interviewee noted, putting into 
perspective the relevance of the leader’s digital know-how. The adjustment 
of expectations also occurred in the platform cases but was more formalised 
in the form of working groups embedded in the project governing structures. 
These working groups brought almost all the stakeholders together, offering 
them the ability to become actively involved, and provided an outlet where 
they were able to express not only their needs and wants for the final platform 
but also their grievances. This was somewhat the case for every platform 
except for the Danish case. Interestingly, rather than lacking the IT knowl-
edge as in the Belgian smart city case, the Estonian platform case resorted to 
transactional leadership in part because there we no tools or skills available to 
engender non-hierarchical, more collaborative means. This highlights the need 
to invest in collaborative competencies alongside technical infrastructures to 
enable appropriate choice between leadership approaches in the first place.

The type of leadership introduced depended not only on the contextual con-
ditions and scope but also on the structural levels of the projects. For example, 
in the German and Belgian smart city cases, at the vertical organisational level, 
moving from the steering committee to the operational teams, more transac-
tional styles were applied, with an emphasis on results and goals of the collab-
oration and strong, directive steering. On the horizontal level, such as at the top 
within the steering committee or ‘in the field’ within the project teams, a more 
profound understanding of shared responsibility in a collaborative sense was 
evident (see also Chapter 6). This can also be observed in the German platform 
case, where the basic structures were laid and communicated top-down in 
a rather centralised and exclusive decision-making process. By contrast, on 
the bilateral level or within the units subordinate to the central coordination 
body, such as the Secretary-General meeting, mediating leaders built trust that 
helped the partners ‘to come out of their shells’, which ultimately accelerated 
the process.

Another interesting finding of the case studies is the importance of the 
project partners’ perception of the legitimacy of the project leaders. In most 
cases, legitimacy came from previous experience with IT projects (similar to 
the feedback loop mechanisms elaborated by Luna-Reyes, Gil-Garcia, and 
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136 Collaborating for digital transformation

Cruz, 2007) or from concerted efforts to build them. In most cases, simply 
giving a mandate was not enough. For example, an interviewee from the 
Estonian smart city case described the following problem: ‘An external project 
manager was selected, but it was very difficult to give orders to people who do 
not obey them …’. This was also the case for the Estonian platform case, in 
that the project leaders already had digitalisation experience, and were there-
fore understood to be well respected in this area. 

By contrast, a lack of legitimacy was clearly problematic and led actors to 
simply disengage from the collaborative process. This was particularly an issue 
with projects that were non-mandatory in nature. The solution to this problem 
was to adopt a collaborative rather than a transactional leadership style. In 
the case of the UK digital platform, the central coordinator was forced to 
change their leadership approach due to problems with participation and (lack 
of) legitimacy at the beginning of the project. In fact, their initial controlling 
approach, in the sense of transactional leadership, appeared to have led to 
large levels of both disinterest and distrustful project stakeholders. As a result 
of this, the leadership pivoted towards a more collaborative, user-centred 
approach, focusing on larger-scale inclusion, active community building, and 
trust-building among the stakeholders. To this end, the leaders created various 
interactive arenas to bring interested parties together. These arenas convened 
by collaborative leadership were critical to the success of their projects and 
offered a means of more informal cross-departmental communication chan-
nels. In addition, the element of time and staff rotation worked in their favour 
as staff moved in and out of the coordinating organisations and ‘carried on’ 
the importance of the digital effort, indicating the need for flexibility but also 
for distributing power and a longer-term understanding. Notwithstanding the 
Government Digital Services (GDS) decision to re-examine their leadership 
style and move towards embracing collaborative approaches, supporting 
our line of argumentation, they also became more pragmatic. This was most 
clearly seen when they began focusing on and supporting organisations that 
were interested in the products the GDS could offer, regardless of their size. 
This was a key feature of the leadership style adapting to the non-mandatory 
participation in the overall project. 

The German, Belgian, Estonian, and Danish digital platforms as well as the 
German and Danish smart city had widely accepted coordinators who drew 
their legitimacy from their good reputation in previous projects. The Belgium 
and Estonian platform coordinators also had a reputation for competencies in 
managing large-scale projects, including those that were digital in nature. The 
German platform used a collaborative rather than a transactional leadership 
style to enforce collaborative approaches in a highly formal, dense regulatory 
and legal logic. According to one interviewee from this case study: ‘[Leaders 
need to] care about others, make them feel taken seriously, look after interests 
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and bring benefits … You have to prove that, then the process goes faster, and 
they come out of themselves. With violence and political attention, it is also 
possible, but much less sustainable.’ In the German smart city case, people 
who had many years of experience within administrative structures were used 
for leadership positions. This was partly due to the lack of time for regulatory 
rigorous recruitment procedures but can also be understood as trust-based 
and distributive leadership, in the sense of a collaborative one. In some of the 
cases, reference was also made to ‘agile leadership approaches’ with clear 
overlaps to collaborative leadership, which is also highlighted in the literature 
(Mergel, 2016, 2018). For example, both the German digital platform and the 
Danish smart city stated that they needed to be able to deal with uncertainty, 
identify and close gaps, deal with experimentation and failure, and have 
a broad horizon to achieve their results. 

CONCLUSION

This chapter aimed to decipher the role of leadership in implementing 
large-scale digitalisation projects within and across governments and empiri-
cally derive the various types of leadership styles used to address collaboration 
challenges from ten cases that differ by cultural and structural conditions.

Overall, the analysis revealed that decision-making and leadership behaviour 
played a crucial role in the collaborative projects. A common thread running 
through all the cases was the leader’s ability to deal with a variety of problems, 
to involve stakeholders in a participatory way, and to ensure project progress. 
The problem-solving and strong stakeholder engagement mirrored elements of 
collaborative leadership, while transactional leadership emerged in the context 
of pragmatism and/or within the context of leaders needing to push projects 
forward when the projects became stalled. Through a balance of both collab-
orative and transactional leadership styles, leaders effectively mimicked the 
hybridity of structures for collaboration in and between governments. Where 
collaborative leadership styles were used, we noted a tendency for the catalyst 
to be responsible for initiating, the convener to set the agenda and sustain the 
project (in smart cities this was often the mayor and in the online platform 
cases, the project manager), and the mediator to manage the project along the 
way. While technical skills were indeed beneficial in some cases, people and 
process skills and an understanding of the ‘collaborative advantage’ became 
particularly evident. This suggests that governing novel digital intergovern-
mental projects does not necessarily give rise to changed forms of leadership 
but can be largely captured by combining existing explanatory approaches (cf. 
Bekkers, 2012; Nograšek and Vintar, 2014). It also underscores that transform-
ing government through digital means is far more focused on organisational 
structures and processes involved in change management, rather than solely 
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138 Collaborating for digital transformation

on the technical components. This further extends the theoretical models 
proposed by Gil-Garcia and Flores- Zúñiga (2020), showing the important role 
that people and people processes play across the ten case studies.

The predominance of transactional elements in platform projects at the 
central government level implies that collaborative forms of leadership – 
although deemed desirable (Luna-Reyes et al., 2016) – may not work in all 
contexts and, consequently, may not always represent an immediate instru-
mental purpose but a normative proclamation (Hammerschmid et al., 2023; 
Sullivan, Williams, and Jeffares, 2012). This is especially true for those with 
greater complexity that span multiple domains, where reaching consensus is 
sometimes unrealistic. 

Leaders should therefore reflect on the appropriateness of their style in 
light of the project’s goals, scope, and arenas of exchange, an aspect critical 
to follow-up research on collaboration. This considered, leaders need to 
understand themselves as vital players in the digital transformation process, 
able to tap into multi-faceted roles, as facilitators (stimulating cooperatives 
and opening up data), regulators (ensuring framework conditions), and users 
(deploying digital means). While this opens up unprecedented scope for 
design, it also necessitates careful crafting of options in regard to the range of 
leadership styles and their institutional and societal implications. Alongside 
technical infrastructures, large-scale digital projects must therefore strengthen 
the capacity of political and administrative leadership to develop critical col-
laborative competencies and networking skills (Gasco-Hernandez, Gil-Garcia, 
and Luna-Reyes, 2022; Roman et al., 2019; Wilson and Mergel, 2022).

Moreover, some of the cases were in their initial stage; in more mature 
stages, after the necessary network structures have been established, different 
skill sets might be required. Given that digitalisation is not a ‘one-time’ project, 
appropriate leadership approaches may also depend on the project phase. For 
example, in the initiation and network-building phases, interpersonal aspects 
in the sense of collaborative leadership may be paramount, while later more 
transactional styles are required, as technical scaling and compliance elements 
gain importance to further sustain the project flow or vice versa as illustrated 
by the UK platform case. Future studies examining this evolutionary aspect 
of project implementation are promising and will contribute to an even better 
understanding of how leadership can help digital transformation succeed in 
the long term, yielding improved service provision and public value increase.
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8.	 The design and management of 
public-private eHealth partnerships
Chesney Callens, Koen Verhoest, Erik Hans 
Klijn, Lena Brogaard, Veiko Lember, Vicente 
Pina and Dries van Doninck

INTRODUCTION

The public sector faces an urgent need to develop new, innovative services to 
be able to continue delivering quality services (Sørensen and Torfing, 2011). 
Resource constraints, pandemics, and climate change are examples of some 
of the complex problems that call for innovation of public services. However, 
public actors cannot meet the demand to innovate on their own. Several 
authors from various fields propose collaboration as a mechanism for creating 
innovation. Arguments for innovation through collaboration can be found 
in the increasing complexity of industries and societies (Ketchen, Ireland, 
and Snow, 2007; Hartley, Sørensen, and Torfing, 2013; Crosby, ‘t Hart, and 
Torfing, 2017; Diamond and Vangen, 2017), the added value in developing 
something together rather than having to do it all individually (Huxham and 
Vangen, 2005; Leydesdorff and Cooke, 2006; Bryson, Ackerman, and Eden, 
2016), the easy access to relevant knowledge and other, external sources 
(Chesbrough and Appleyard, 2007; Dell’Era and Verganti, 2009; Walsh, 
Lee, and Nagaokab, 2016), and the general fact that innovating internally is 
both extremely expensive and very risky (Bianchi et al., 2016; Appleyard and 
Chesbrough, 2017).

These incentives encourage both public and private organizations to develop 
innovations in collaboration with other organizations. The basic assumption is 
that collaboration between autonomous organizations has both a stimulating 
and a protective effect on innovation processes. Collaborative innovation is 
stimulating because it gives organizations access to knowledge and resources, 
along with all the underlying experiences, perspectives, and insights that were 
not previously part of the (in-house) innovation process (Davis and Eisenhardt, 
2011). Collaborative innovation is protective because it shares the costs and 
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risks of failure (Bruce et al., 1995; Baldwin and von Hippel, 2011; Corsaro, 
Cantù, and Tunisini, 2012), it shares the burden of solving complex problems 
(Crosby, ‘t Hart, and Torfing, 2017), and it creates space for experimentation 
that would not be tolerated in other circumstances (e.g., highly competitive 
conditions) (Leydesdorff, 2000; Raven et al., 2011; Markard, Raven, and 
Truffer, 2012; Hermans et al., 2013).

While a growing number of empirical and theoretical studies focus on 
innovation in public services through partnerships between public and private 
organizations (Brogaard, 2021; Hammond et al., 2021; Alonso and Andrews, 
2022), little is known about which conditions contribute to the digital transfor-
mation of healthcare through public-private innovation. Healthcare is a core 
human service, where digital transformation has consequences for profession-
als and citizens alike. Hence, this chapter addresses the following research 
question: ‘Under which conditions do different types of eHealth partnerships 
lead to innovative service delivery?’ The chapter describes four clusters of 
conditions that may have a stimulating effect on collaborative innovation, 
namely, (1) the features of the partnership, (2) the features of the involved 
individuals and organizations, (3) the use of ICT in the collaboration, and (4) 
the involvement of users in the collaboration. The chapter focuses on innova-
tion in public service delivery (specifically eHealth service delivery) and looks 
specifically at the conditions that affect the process of collaborative innovation 
(i.e., no specific attention to ex ante or ex post conditions). 

DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION IN THE HEALTHCARE 
SECTOR

In recent years, digital transformation has become an important source for inno-
vating services in both the public and private sectors. Digital transformation 
stimulates organizational efficiency and performance, but also solves complex 
societal issues and increases citizens’ quality of life (Mergel, Edelmann, and 
Haug, 2019; Vial, 2019). Although digital transformation comes with some 
dangers, especially in terms of privacy, surveillance, security, and misuse of 
data (Vial, 2019), it can also have a tremendous effect on citizen’s well-being 
and society’s capability to tackle wicked problems. 

The healthcare sector is a perfect example of how digital transformation 
can lead to innovative technologies and practices, which have a direct effect 
on citizen’s well-being. For example, AI-based technologies that use pattern 
recognition software and big data to identify anomalies are already being 
employed to detect cancers, which has revolutionized precision oncology 
(Dlamini et al., 2020). Furthermore, electronic health records, which facilitate 
the exchange of important health data, enhance the interoperability between 
databases, on which a lot of digital health services ultimately depend (Kane, 
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2015; Lehne et al., 2019). Other health technologies are aimed at increasing the 
well-being of a specific audience. For instance, social robotics are being used 
for elderly people who suffer from loneliness (Loveys et al., 2019), but also 
to learn social skills for children with autism (Pennisi et al., 2016). Moreover, 
digital health technologies assist people in their daily activities, for instance, 
through telehealth and mobile health apps, devices and wearables (Steinhubl, 
Muse, and Topol, 2015). For this reason, eHealth is perceived as one of the key 
priorities of the European Union (European Commission, 2018). 

However, the healthcare sector is also very complex and interconnected, in 
that multiple stakeholders are involved in creating, regulating, financing, and 
providing health services (e.g., government institutions, non-profit organiza-
tions, for-profit organizations, interest groups, and patient organizations). For 
this reason, digital transformation in the healthcare sector is difficult to achieve 
without involving a network of public and private actors. Public-private col-
laborations have valuable properties, which makes them well suited to pursue 
technological innovation. By collaborating with each other, partners learn 
from each other, create new ideas, share resources, and can rely on each other 
to implement new technologies (Sørensen and Torfing, 2011; Torfing, 2019). 
A recent literature review by Brogaard (2021, p. 145) confirms the importance 
of collaborative innovation for the healthcare sector, as the large majority 
of the 170 studies on public-private innovation partnerships covered by the 
review were conducted in healthcare-related policy fields (i.e., healthcare, 
eldercare, and social services). 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Figure 8.1 shows our conceptual model. The research in this chapter attempts 
to identify four clusters of conditions in an extensive set of cases (see ‘Research 
Design’). Before we introduce the clusters, it is important to emphasize that 
the innovation process itself can be divided into several phases, which are also 
discussed in this chapter. Different authors use different classifications of these 
phases, and scholars agree that these phases often overlap and are not easily 
delineated from each other (Meijer, 2014). However, dividing the innovation 
process into several phases can be useful for analytical purposes. This chapter 
bases the innovation process on Damanpour and Schneider’s (2008) distinc-
tion between the idea generation phase and the idea adoption phase. However, 
we agree with other authors who include two other phases to the innovation 
process, one preceding the actual innovation process (i.e., the problem defi-
nition), and one connecting the idea generation phase with the idea adoption 
phase (i.e., the testing phase) (Rogers, 2003; Meijer, 2014). Hence, the innova-
tion process in this chapter is composed of four phases: (1) problem definition, 
(2) ideation, (3) testing of ideas, and (4) adoption and implementation. 
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The four clusters of conditions are developed in great detail in Chapter 4, to 
which we refer for a more extensive elaboration on the theoretical background 
of these conditions. For this chapter, we consider specific conditions from 
these four clusters. The first cluster of conditions includes conditions at the 
partnership level, namely, the structural features of the partnership and the 
used management. We look specifically at the size of the partnership, the gov-
ernance structure of the partnership, and the contract management and network 
management in the partnership. For the second cluster of conditions, we 
consider conditions on the level of the involved individuals and organizations, 
which include conditions such as the knowledge and skills of the involved 
actors, their drivers to engage in the partnerships, and their position in the 
policy sector. The third cluster of conditions relates to the use of information 
and communication technology (ICT). We look at two ways in which ICT can 
influence the collaborative innovation process, that is, through their direct 
impact on the collaborative dynamics in the partnership and through their 
impact via the broader national and regional ICT networks. The fourth cluster 
includes conditions related to user involvement, and we focus specifically on 
the moment of user involvement (i.e., at what stage of the innovation process) 
and the intensity of user involvement (e.g., informing users or co-creating with 
users). 
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RESEARCH DESIGN

An international research team from the European Horizon 2020 TROPICO2 
project collected data from a total of 19 eHealth cases in the period September 
2019–February 2020: five cases in Belgium, four in the Netherlands and Spain, 
and three in Denmark and Estonia. We used purposeful sampling to select 
cases that represent public-private eHealth partnerships in Europe. Hence, 
the countries were selected because they represent the two major European 
healthcare systems (i.e., Etatist Social Health Insurance System and National 
Health Services, Böhm et al., 2013). In National Health Service systems, the 
government controls the regulation, finance, and provisioning of healthcare. In 
Etatist Social Health Insurance systems, regulation is conducted by the govern-
ment, finance by societal actors (e.g., para-fiscal funds), and the provisioning 
of services by private actors (non-profit and for-profit actors). Furthermore, as 
each of these healthcare systems is regulated by the government, the adminis-
trative traditions of (continental) Europe were also considered in the selection 
of the countries (Napoleonic, Nordic, Eastern European, and Continental 
European, Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2017). The typology makes use of five crite-
ria to distinguish different administrative traditions, that is, the state structure, 
the executive government, the minister/mandarin relations, the administrative 
culture, and the diversity of policy advice. Table 8.1 shows the selected cases 
per country.3 

The cases were selected based on several criteria. First, all partnerships were 
collaborations between public actors and private actors. As these public-private 
collaborations can be coordinated by the public actors or the private actors, two 
‘types’ of collaborations were selected: government-coordinated partnerships 
and societally coordinated partnerships. These project coordinators hold 
a special position in the collaboration (Klijn and Koppenjan, 2015), which is 
the reason why this aspect was considered during the selection of the cases. 
Second, all partnerships involved a third type of actor, namely, service users. 
These service users could be citizens and patients, but also health professionals 
such as GPs, nurses, specialists, etc. Third, two types of eHealth technologies 
were selected, which represented the most common eHealth innovations: (1) 
technologies that aimed to innovate the information flows between stakehold-
ers (e.g., digital patient platforms, digital health records, integrated digital 
processes, etc.), and (2) technologies that aimed to innovate the end product 
itself (e.g., apps, smart devices, telehealth, mobile health, trackers, etc.) and 
distinction was made between two types of eHealth projects, namely, projects 
related to (1) administrative simplification and digitization of data sharing and 
(2) telehealth, mobile health, and smart devices. All of these innovations were 
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implemented, or at least tested, in the last five years before the data collection 
started. 

For the 19 cases, data were collected through interviews and surveys. In 
total, data from 132 interviews and 124 surveys were collected. Data were 
collected from project coordinators, public partners, private partners, and 
users. One research team per country was responsible for collecting the data 
from the respective cases. To ensure a systematic data analysis, each research 
team used a standardized questionnaire to collect and report the interview data. 
Moreover, to retain the necessary contextual information, each country team 
wrote a detailed summary of each of the cases. These summaries helped to 
interpret the standardized interview data during the data analysis. To ensure 
a standardized data analysis, one research team was in charge of the data analy-
sis, but the other researchers provided assistance in case some of the data were 
unclear or more detailed contextual data were missing. The data analysis was 
conducted through the use of a data matrix in Excel and NVivo in which all the 
qualitative data, particularly from the interviews and case study summaries, 
were coded for each of the conditions mentioned in the theoretical framework. 
Through this data matrix, a comparison between the cases became possible. 
Examples from the cases were extracted from the data matrix to provide evi-
dence for the insights that were obtained from the analysis. These examples are 
used in the next section of the chapter. 

RESULTS OF THE COMPARATIVE CASE STUDY

In the following sections, we highlight the results of the comparative case 
study. We discuss the case evidence that we found for the conditions in our 
four clusters, that is, the features of the partnership, the features of the involved 
individuals and organizations, the use of ICT, and the involvement of users in 
the collaboration. However, we first elaborate on the phases of the collabora-
tive innovation process, to clarify how this process unfolded in the cases. In 
general, all cases exhibited four, often consecutive, phases: (1) Problem defi-
nition, (2) Ideation, (3) Testing of ideas, and (4) Implementation of ideas. Note 
that aspects of these phases can also occur in other phases. For instance, ide-
ation is still important in the implementation phase of the innovation process, 
while reflecting on the adoption context (which relates to the implementation 
phase) is also important during the ideation phase. 

Key Features of the Collaborative Innovation Process

Problem definition
Innovation processes often start with a phase of problem awareness and 
problem definition (Rogers, 2003), which, in collaborative innovation pro-
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cesses, are crucial as multiple stakeholders join the innovation process. During 
this phase, a clear focus on the problem should be established, which is 
more challenging when stakeholders from multiple backgrounds are brought 
together. We see this also in our comparative case study. Our cases show that 
a shared understanding between all the partners is important and that their 
perceptions regarding the problem need to be aligned. Different strategies were 
used by the partnerships to align the problem perceptions of the different part-
ners. For instance, in case E1, all of the partners already recognized the scope 
of the problem, which made the problem definition easier. Conversely, in case 
S4, the partners signed a contract that explicitly described the objectives of 
the project, and, hence, aligned the perceptions of all of the partners regarding 
the problem. In case B2, the problem was raised by the service users, who had 
created a pilot project in which they tried to address the problem themselves. 
The users influenced the problem awareness and the problem definition of the 
project to a large extent. 

Ideation
Idea exploration and generation are essential dynamics in every innovation 
process. In innovation partnerships, these dynamics emerge from the interac-
tion between partners (Sørensen and Torfing, 2011, p. 842). For instance, in 
case D3, the partners established workshops in order to jointly develop new 
ideas and address the problem. This eventually led to the creation of a proto-
type application, from which further technological development could com-
mence. In case S4, new ideas were developed through synergistic interaction 
between healthcare specialists and ICT experts. Consensus building remained 
the core of these ideation processes, as the partners refrained from conflict-
ing issues and rather focused on the similarities between each other’s ideas. 
However, the interactions between the partners during the ideation phase can 
also create tensions. For instance, in case D2, several partners introduced 
different, sometimes contradictory ideas, which caused tensions between the 
partners during the conceptual phases of the project. The project coordinator 
needed to carefully explore and align these different ideas in order to resolve 
these tensions and extract synergies from these interactions. Similarly, in 
case N2, the project coordinator made sure that the different ideas were well 
aligned, and that the partners saw the collaborative synergies that arose out of 
their interactions.   

Testing of ideas
Testing new ideas in a real-life environment is an important step to identifying 
technological, organizational, and institutional obstacles to the implementation 
of innovations (Meijer, 2014, p. 202). Testing allows us to collect feedback on 
the innovation, and rethink, refine, and change the innovation. For instance, 
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in case E3, the initial application was not properly matched to the working 
routines of the users, which became clear during the testing phase. The 
testing phase in case D2 uncovered some of the technological barriers to the 
application, as the algorithm that was being tested did not differentiate on 
the proper criteria, and often resulted in wrong predictions. Furthermore, in 
case B5, the innovators discovered during the testing phase that the use of 
Internet-of-Things (IoT) technologies compromised the privacy of the users, 
and in case E1, the testing phase promoted intensive interactions between 
the partners. However, testing highly advanced technologies should also be 
supported by proper dialogue with the users. We see in case S4, for instance, 
that the users were instructed on how to use the innovation and how to provide 
feedback on their user experience. Furthermore, in case N2, the partners estab-
lished a roundtable with the involved users in order to guide and inform them 
properly. Note that the testing phase of the innovation process can also lead to 
further ideation and does not always result immediately in the implementation 
of the tested ideas. 

Implementation of ideas
Once the innovation is ready for the adoption context, it can be implemented. 
However, some new barriers may arise in this stage of the innovation process, 
such as a lack of financial resources, implementation capabilities, or commit-
ment from the partners (Damanpour and Schneider, 2008; Ansell and Torfing, 
2014; Meijer, 2014). For instance, in case N3, the partners were highly com-
mitted to implementing the innovation, as they strongly believed in the value 
and benefits of the technologies for the users. In case E1, the partners had 
invested significant financial resources into the innovation, which allowed 
them to implement the innovation without any hurdles. In case B1, the partners 
were encouraged to commit themselves to the implementation of the innova-
tion, as otherwise, they would fall behind their competitors in the market, who 
were also involved in the partnerships. Furthermore, the support of the users 
and other stakeholders for the implementation of the innovation proved to be 
crucial in several cases. For instance, in case N2, an implementation plan was 
introduced to provide coaching and training to the users of the innovation. 
In some cases, external assistance in the form of experts or consultants was 
brought into the project in order to properly implement the innovation. For 
example, in case N4, the partnerships recruited a change management consult-
ant in order to prepare the users for the new technologies. 
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Conditions of Collaborative Innovation in eHealth Partnerships

Features of the partnership

Size and governance structure
Partnerships bring together actors with different knowledge, experiences, 
and perspectives. The synergy between these actors is a crucial advantage of 
collaborative innovation (Sørensen and Torfing, 2017). Yet too much diver-
sity can also cause tensions and fragmentation. Especially in large networks, 
actively searching for a good balance between diversity among the partners 
to stimulate creative processes, on the one hand, and aligning perspectives 
to generate synergy, on the other, is crucial to strengthen the innovation 
process (Nissen, Evald, and Clarke, 2014). As Provan and Kenis (2007) 
argue, larger partnerships benefit from more formal and centralized types 
of governance structures (e.g., network-administrative organization or lead 
organization-governed partnerships).

Overall, we see both smaller (e.g., less than ten partners) and larger (e.g., 
more than ten partners) partnerships in our dataset, which largely depended 
on the specific task they needed to perform. In general, larger partnerships 
engaged in innovation processes which affected a lot of stakeholders in the 
healthcare sector. An example of such a partnership is case B3, which was 
a partnership with over 20 involved actors. The partnership aimed to counter-
act fragmentation in the landscape of evidence-based health professions. As 
a result, several other health professions were also included in the network 
with the intention of covering the whole field of evidence-based health 
practice. The large number of stakeholders and their diversity brought many 
different opinions and interests during the successive collaborations. Since the 
goal of the collaboration was to avoid fragmentation, the opinions and interests 
of each stakeholder had to be considered, resulting in a very complex collabo-
ration and innovation process. 

The government acted here as an important broker to align the different 
opinions and interests, by establishing a steering committee that centralized 
the decision-making authority in the network in order to better coordinate the 
partnership. This steering committee could push through decisions to encour-
age more efficient decision-making. However, tensions also arose between the 
core partners and the steering committee as a result of the establishment of the 
governance structure. Indeed, not all core partners were structurally involved 
in the steering committee, which led to a lack of trust by some of the core 
partners in the decisions of the steering committee. 

However, in the majority of cases, a governance structure was not only used 
to manage or control the partnership but also to promote interaction among 
stakeholders. In case N1, a ‘director’s table’ was created as part of the gov-
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ernance structure to discuss the progress of the project in the involved partner 
organizations. This strengthened the alignment and trust between the organiza-
tions involved. Furthermore, the involvement of key executives ensured rapid 
and legitimate decision-making, as they were supported by the organizations 
involved. In case E1, a strategic-oriented steering committee was established 
to supervise the actions of the project team. Stakeholders from the broader 
health field, such as patient representatives and health insurance funds, could 
be involved in the innovation process through this steering committee.

We can conclude that the size and governance structure determine and 
facilitate the involvement of crucial actors in the process of decision-making 
in the collaboration. Moreover, the governance structure specifies the differ-
ent responsibilities and roles of the partners and creates supported routines 
for decision-making and communication between the different actors in the 
partnership. However, there are also some pitfalls. A lack of communication 
between different parts of the governance structure can result in difficult or 
even parallel decision-making processes and a lack of confidence in the deci-
sions that are made.

Contract management
Formal contracts are a primary way to ensure that goals and roles are clear 
and aligned between partners. In our analysis, contracts were used for several 
reasons: to clarify interdependencies and partners’ roles, to bring additional 
knowledge into the partnership, and to avoid conflict by clarifying accounta-
bility relationships. 

Almost all projects in our cross-case analysis used written contracts. In 
case B2, the coordinator of the partnership emphasized the importance of the 
contract between the partners, calling it one of the most important incentives 
for collaboration. A contract was signed between several regional, but autono-
mous organizations and the coordinating organization (which was specifically 
created to connect the regional organizations and coordinate their activities). 
The contract was important in several ways. First, the contractual ties between 
the partners ensured their commitment to the project. Second, the contract also 
ensured the autonomy of the actors in the project, as the contract prescribed 
that each regional organization could decide to stop collaborating and continue 
working on the innovation on its own. Third, the contract also guaranteed 
an influx of important financial resources for the partnership to develop the 
innovation. 

A second reason for using a contract is to bring additional knowledge that 
originates from an external party into the partnership. In case B4, a tender 
process was initiated to find a private partner to build a new residential care 
centre. The tender process made the expectations of the public organization 
clear for potential candidates. In addition, after contract closure, additional 
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contracts were drafted that clarified the relationships between certain part-
ners. For example, some partners contracted with each other to ensure the 
desired mutual accountability and prevent future disputes. In addition, the 
procurement contract provided a clear accountability relationship between the 
contractors. However, the innovation process also remained quite exploratory, 
partly due to the presence of a ‘proof of concept’ (PoC) in which different 
stakeholders could test the technological innovations and advise the project 
partners on these innovations. Thus, a clear delineation of objectives and 
responsibilities by using a contract does not need to preclude an exploratory 
innovation process, even when it legally enforces the demands of the contract-
ing authority.

Our case studies show that contract management can effectively structure 
the interdependencies in a partnership. It can also clarify the roles of actors and 
establish accountability relationships. In addition to providing a way to coordi-
nate the partnership, a contract can also encourage interactions. A contract can 
also reduce the risk of participating in the partnership. Furthermore, a contract 
also provides clarity on responsibilities and goals without rigidifying the inno-
vation process. In addition, a contract can give actors autonomy and room to 
manoeuvre within the collaboration. Furthermore, a contract does not always 
hinder collaborations to explore new possibilities (e.g., through a PoC as was 
the case in case B4). However, the coordinators of the collaboration also need 
to maintain a constant balance between contract rigidity (clear goals and incen-
tives) and contractual freedom (room to experiment and change things after 
the contract has been concluded), for which they might use additional process 
rules (see next section).

Network management
A second way to effectively manage a collaboration is to use network manage-
ment strategies. In a collaboration, interactions between partners must create 
added value that individual partners cannot achieve as effectively or efficiently 
on their own. The strategies used to promote and manage interactions between 
actors in a collaboration are called network management strategies (Klijn, 
Steijn, and Edelenbos, 2010, p. 1065). Klijn, Steijn, and Edelenbos (2010) 
distinguish four strategies of network management. Connecting strategies 
focus on linking actors and resources together. Exploring strategies are aimed 
at fostering collaboration by searching for interdependencies, goals, and 
perceptions of actors. Arranging strategies focus on establishing (temporary) 
structures that enable interaction, consultation, and deliberation. Finally, 
process rules support the management of the collaboration by, for instance, 
implementing rules regarding the participation of new actors or the termination 
of the collaboration. 
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These network management strategies were observed in the studied cases. 
Some cases exhibited larger levels of these network management strategies 
than other cases, and not all network management strategies were used to 
the same degree in each case. For instance, in case D2, the coordinator was 
commended for facilitating the participation of actors, which can be seen as 
an example of a connecting strategy. By creating incentives to collaborate, 
the coordinator was able to activate partners and propel collaborative inter-
actions. The result was an innovation that took the concerns and needs of all 
the stakeholders into consideration. Case N1 shows an example of the use of 
an arranging strategy. The partnership needed to meet the conditions of the 
funding partners (e.g., deadlines) in order to acquire their funding. To make 
sure that the project met the imposed deadlines, the coordinator implemented 
several structures, such as weekly team meetings and monthly meetings with 
core partners. The structured process proved to be essential to enable thorough 
planning of the activities of the project partners.

Second, network management also refers to the importance of resolving 
conflicts between cooperating partners. In this regard, contracts can also be 
a means of resolving conflicts. For example, in several cases, issues related to 
intellectual property were not resolved at an early stage, which increased the 
risk of intense conflicts between the partners. In cases S2 and B5, for instance, 
conflicts arose because potential intellectual property issues had not been 
raised early on. In case S2, the public partner did not want to be dependent on 
the private partner to further develop the application in the future. Through 
mediation between the public and private partners, the partners eventually 
agreed to a formal contract in which the intellectual property rights were 
settled and in which the public partner was given limited rights to further 
develop the application for its own use. Also, in case B5, a conflict arose 
between the partners because of the ambiguity of intellectual property rights. 
Indeed, the private partner wanted to commercialize the innovation, while the 
local government, where the innovation was developed and tested, and who 
also contributed to the ideas for the innovation, also wanted some recognition 
for the work they put into the project. The conflict led to a deadlock, which 
was only resolved by signing a contract that stipulated the intellectual property 
rights of both partners. Open communication between the partners regarding 
intellectual property rights was crucial in arriving at this contract. The case 
shows that conflict resolution is important to protect the innovation process 
from a failing collaboration. However, both the public and private partner also 
recognized that the discussion regarding intellectual property rights should 
have occurred much earlier in the project. 

Note that both contract management and network management can be 
present in the same partnership. Indeed, whereas contract management is 
particularly focused on the input and output features of the collaborative 
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innovation process (e.g., engaging innovation-oriented contractors, stimulat-
ing innovation through contract incentives and output specifications, etc.), 
network management is focused on the process features (e.g., exploring ideas 
and perspectives, connecting partners, etc.). We refer to Chapter 9 for an elab-
oration on the combined effect of these management practices on innovation.  

Features of the Involved Individuals and Organizations

Expertise and skills of the actors
The first feature of the involved individuals and organizations in the studied 
partnerships concerned the expertise and skills of these actors. Four types of 
expertise were identified in the cases: (1) ICT expertise, (2) legal expertise, 
(3) medical expertise, and (4) technical expertise. ICT knowledge, which was 
indicated as one of the most important types of expertise and was identified 
in all 19 cases, was particularly related to private partners. These private part-
ners created new ICT tools on demand from the other partners or had already 
created similar technologies which could be adapted to the needs of the part-
nership. We find an example in case D1, where the private partner involved 
was an authority on e-learning and also had a background in the public sector. 
Thanks to the private partner’s experience with public actors, he spoke the 
same technical language as the other partners, which contributed to smooth 
communication with users and public representatives. Furthermore, the partner 
knew the hospital procedures. Legal expertise was necessary to draft contracts 
between the partners but was also useful in many steps of the innovation 
process. An example of the former is tender contracts between a public pro-
curer and a private contractor, or contracts that formulated the arrangements 
on intellectual property. An example of the latter is legal knowledge on data 
protection, as many cases processed personal health information of patients 
or citizens. This type of expertise was found in seven of the cases. Medical 
expertise was found in nine of the cases and concerned the knowledge about 
medical problems (e.g., diseases) and treatments, but also about healthcare in 
general. This type of expertise was found a lot in the coordinators and public 
partners, as these actors often had a medical background. Medical knowledge 
was, more so than ICT knowledge, considered the backbone of the innova-
tion process in most of cases. Technical expertise refers to knowledge about 
specific issues that were connected to the innovation process. For instance, in 
case B4, technological innovation was introduced in a new nursing home. The 
implementation of the technological innovation had to be aligned with the con-
struction of the new building, for which architectural knowledge was needed. 

Furthermore, important skills were introduced by the partners in the 
partnerships. First, network management was an important skill, which was 
often attributed to the project coordinator, but could also be present in other 
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partners. As indicated before, network management refers to the improvement 
of interactions between actors, in order to explore differences between the 
actors, connect the actors, resolve conflicts, and ensure proper engagement and 
commitment of the involved actors. A lot of cases proved to have high levels 
of these network management skills. Second, project management skills were 
important to structure and manage the innovation process, for instance, by 
establishing and controlling deadlines, planning, and ensuring that all admin-
istrative requirements are met. These skills were crucial in five of the cases in 
which project management was often provided by the coordinator. However, 
in some cases, the coordinator recruited an external actor in the innovation 
process in order to facilitate the project management, so the coordinator could 
be more involved in the innovation process itself. Third, user engagement was 
important in all of the cases, and the skill to properly interact with users was 
therefore considered to be crucial in many of the cases. The partners interacted 
with the users by providing them with key information about the project, 
listening to suggestions of the users, and involving them in the conceptual 
and testing phases of the projects. Some partnerships even involved user 
engagement specialists in the partnership in order to facilitate a smooth and 
constructive user-partnership interaction. 

Position of the actors in the policy sector
A second feature on the level of the individuals and organizations relates 
to their positions in the policy sector. These positions enabled some of the 
partners to access resources, which would otherwise have been excluded 
from the partnership. We already mentioned the skills and knowledge of 
the partners, which could be acquired through the partnerships, and which 
reflects their position in the policy field (e.g., ICT expertise from an ICT 
partner). However, some of the involved actors had a more subtle influence 
on the partnership through their position in the policy sector. For instance, 
access to relevant service users was often obtained through the involvement of 
specific actors (e.g., hospitals, patient organizations, etc.). This proved to be 
particularly important for some of the private IT partners who wanted to test 
the prototypes of the services they had produced, and who could not access 
the right service users on their own. Similarly, political support was frequently 
enabled by including representatives of responsible ministers or elected poli-
ticians. Moreover, in order to prevent interoperability issues between created 
technologies and (national) ICT infrastructures, in multiple cases the actors 
responsible for this infrastructure were also involved in the partnership. Even 
when these actors were involved at the periphery of the partnership, they often 
had extensive influence over the innovation process, as they were responsible 
for much of the data exchange infrastructure that was vital for many of the 
innovations. 
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Drivers of the actors
These different positions of the actors in the policy sector also revealed dif-
ferent drivers to participate in the collaborations. The first driver was related 
to the wish to innovate, either to reduce the costs of service delivery or to 
improve the quality of the services. However, not all actors were motivated 
by the pursuit of innovation by themselves. Some partners were involved in 
the innovation process in order to solve an urgent problem that directly or 
indirectly affected them. For instance, a lot of the hospitals were involved in 
the innovation project in order to find a solution for medical problems or treat-
ments, and service users were sometimes involved because they were unable 
to efficiently use existing services. 

A second driver came from the opportunity to develop previously created 
services further. Many of the private ICT partners possessed this driver, as the 
innovation project presented an easy way of testing their prototypes on a large 
scale and generalizing them to a wider audience. However, in some cases, 
users were already engaged in pilot projects before the innovation project was 
initiated. For these users, the innovation project presented a chance to attract 
more expertise and capacities to upscale and implement their ideas. 

A third motive to participate in the innovation projects was related to the 
economic value of these partnerships. Private actors such as ICT companies, 
consultants, etc. profited directly from the innovation projects, but could also 
expand their market shares by tapping into new user groups. For instance, in 
case B5, a small start-up that was operating in a niche market was involved. 
The main reason for the company’s involvement was not to sell or innovate 
their products, but to move into new markets by rigorously testing their prod-
ucts on a broader target group. Other types of economic incentives were also 
identified in the cases. For instance, a lot of the private partners were involved 
in the projects because the projects presented opportunities for learning and 
accruing new knowledge, which was of economic value for these actors. The 
phases of user involvement in each of the projects were particularly interesting 
for these actors as they enabled access to knowledge regarding user experi-
ences, which could be used to optimize their own products and services. 

Use of ICT in the collaboration
As all projects revolved around eHealth innovation, the use of ICT played 
a major role in almost all of the innovation projects. However, the use of ICT 
was not always directly related to the technological environment in which 
the eHealth solution was built, but also to the fact that the partners needed to 
work together to achieve a solution. For instance, ICT was often important 
in the collaboration process itself and was frequently used in the partners’ 
interactions with the users. Through mock-ups and testing tools, the partners 
were able to easily involve the users in the innovation process. Through these 
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ICT tools, the users could test the innovations, but could also provide feedback 
on the innovations. For instance, a controlled testing environment was set 
up in cases D1, B4, and N3, which allowed the users to work with the new 
solutions and provide feedback on their experiences. In case B5, mock-ups of 
a website that allowed user feedback were used to test the final prototype of the 
innovation. Furthermore, a lot of communication technologies such as online 
interaction platforms (e.g., Skype, MS Teams, etc.) and cloud databases (e.g., 
Sharepoint, Dropbox, etc.) were used to connect disparate partners together 
and coordinate their work. However, the analytical capabilities of some 
technologies were also important to support decision-making. For instance, in 
case B5, the private partner used a software tool to visualize and analyze the 
desired process flow of the solution. In case D3, the coordinator was granted 
access to the back end of the solution, in order to thoroughly test the solution. 
This also allowed the coordinator to directly add new content to the solution 
without always needing the developers, which increased the efficiency of the 
innovation process. 

The pre-existing ICT infrastructure played a second major role in the studied 
projects, especially in the projects which were aimed at innovating the digital 
information flows between stakeholders (e.g., national health platforms). ICT 
infrastructure such as eHealth networks enabled a lot of the initiatives of the 
partnerships. For instance, cases B1 and B2 were highly dependent on the 
Belgian eHealth platform for their success, as did case E2, which depended 
on the Estonian X-road. These eHealth networks facilitated the access and 
exchange of crucial citizen and patient information, which was the backbone 
of many of these innovations. For instance, the use of the Belgian eHealth plat-
form made it possible for case B2 to connect to other eHealth databases, but 
at the same time, its own databases became connected to other health actors, 
which significantly enlarged the impact of its innovation. Hence, the innova-
tion became part of the ecosystem of eHealth services. However, the existing 
ICT infrastructure might also pose new challenges for the innovating partner-
ship, particularly in terms of interoperability. For instance, the project in case 
S3 was significantly delayed because of the incompatibility of the innovation 
with the existing ICT infrastructure. Moreover, the technical characteristics of 
the ICT infrastructure might influence the design of the innovation. In cases 
E1 and E2, the innovation needed to use the data formats of the X-road, which 
reduced the creative freedom of the developers and meant that the innovation 
needed to be designed with the X-road in mind. We see something similar in 
case B1, in which the original idea was to build a personal health record, which 
centralizes all the available, digitalized patient information. However, due to 
the already existing network of hospital hubs (i.e., networks established around 
the major hospitals), the idea of a central health record was abandoned, and 
a health portal was created instead. 
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The involvement of users in the collaboration

Timing of user involvement
The first dimension that was important in the case studies is the timing of 
user involvement. If users are involved early on in the innovation process, 
there are more opportunities to integrate their input into the final innovation, 
which we saw in most of the partnerships which created highly innovative 
services. In addition, users’ views provide information that is best included 
already when generating innovative ideas. In this way, ideas are generated 
that are directly grafted onto users’ concerns. For instance, in case B2, a pilot 
project was initiated before the start of the actual project by a group of users 
(general practitioners), and these users were later also included in the project 
itself. The involvement of the users and the experiences from the pilot project 
both accrued knowledge that was useful for idea generation. In case D1, users 
were involved early on in the problem definition phase. A survey of users was 
conducted to further identify the main problems surrounding the treatment of 
dysphagia. After the survey, seminars were organized to invite private partners 
to come up with ideas. By involving users at the problem definition stage, 
stakeholders were also highly motivated to implement the innovation.

Intensity of user involvement
A second aspect of successful user engagement is related to the intensity with 
which the users are engaged, which refers to the extent to which the input of 
users is considered in decision-making processes. Intensive involvement of 
the users was particularly important in partnerships which were dependent 
on the users to make decisions on the content and development of the inno-
vation. This could be both in conceptual phases of the innovation process 
and in testing and implementation phases. In order to develop user-centred 
innovations, it is not enough to merely inform users. User input must actually 
be included in decision-making or users must be given real decision-making 
power. In case B5, for example, the whole concept of the innovation changed 
when users were involved in the innovation process. Initially, the idea was to 
develop an IoT solution. However, by involving the users, it quickly became 
clear that the users were not entirely comfortable with this. Despite the promise 
to the subsidizing government, an IoT solution was abandoned in favour of less 
intrusive telephone technology. The innovation was ultimately well received 
by users. 

Another example is that of case N2, where user involvement was tightly 
organized. The project team employed a strict protocol with instructions on 
how to give feedback to the ICT partner. Some respondents pointed to the 
lack of openness in this process of user involvement. By setting too strict 
conditions for user involvement, users were not always able to openly express 
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their preferences and opinions to the ICT partner. In case N4, the project 
team anticipated such problems and built the inclusion of user feedback into 
the innovation process. The project team ensured that enough time was left 
to incorporate user feedback into the application and for trial and error to 
optimize the innovation. This was necessary because users were not involved 
in the design process and several shortcomings in the design (related to the 
comfort of the application for patients and the effectiveness of the device) were 
raised by users after the design process.

CONCLUSION

The comparative case study in this chapter shows that the collaborative inno-
vation process in eHealth partnerships is subject to a large variety of conditions 
related to the design and management of the partnership. From this research, 
we learn that including the right number of relevant actors in the partnership 
in combination with introducing a governance structure that allows effective 
management of the partnership is crucial for successful collaborative innova-
tion processes. We also illustrated the impact of direct management activities 
on the collaborative relationships in our cases. Contract management provides 
a design framework in which the objectives of the partners are aligned, 
responsibilities are secured and enforced, interactions amongst the partners are 
encouraged, and risks between the partners are reduced. Network management 
directly influences the interactions between the partners, encourages learn-
ing, allows innovative ideas to emerge, and remedies tensions and conflicts. 
Furthermore, successful partnerships include the relevant resources (mostly in 
the form of expertise and skills of the involved partners, and the use of ICT) 
and influence, by engaging partners from a multitude of different backgrounds 
and positions in the healthcare sector and involving service users in different 
phases of the innovation process.

A synthesis of the results points towards two interrelated spectra over which 
the conditions push and pull the collaborative innovation process. The first 
spectrum corresponds to the degree of collaborative stability. The higher the 
partnership scores on this spectrum, the more likely that the collaboration can 
be maintained and that the partners will jointly develop a certain outcome. 
Conditions such as the presence or absence of an adequate balance between 
size and governance structure, contract management and particular network 
management strategies (e.g., arranging strategies and process rules), ICT to 
enhance the collaboration, and influential stakeholders enable the partnership 
to move alongside this spectrum. A second spectrum relates to the degree of 
innovative impetus. The higher the partnership scores on this spectrum, the 
more it is motivated by the prospect of developing a creative and innovative 
solution. Conditions such as particular network management strategies (e.g., 
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exploring and connecting), the involvement of a broad range of stakeholders 
that unite a lot of expertise and skills, and the involvement of users through 
which new knowledge can be accrued, push the collaborative innovation 
process higher up this spectrum. 

Although the premise should be to elevate the partnership alongside both 
spectra, literature and practice show that this is quite challenging as encourag-
ing collaborative stability might interfere with achieving innovative impetus 
and vice versa. For instance, focusing managerial attention on contract man-
agement might indeed make the partnership more stable, but it might also 
extinguish creative experimentation and trial-and-error behaviour because the 
contract conditions limit flexibility in the development process. On the other 
hand, stimulating innovative impetus by involving a multitude of different 
actors, including a lot of service users, and letting them freely engage and 
interact with each other might lead to interpersonal conflicts and a disintegra-
tion of joint objectives. The goal should therefore be to achieve a ‘desirable’ 
balance between collaborative stability and innovative impetus. Our compar-
ative case study does not provide answers to what this desirable balance is, 
and more detailed research is needed into the combined effects of particular 
conditions to provide these answers. We start this endeavour in Chapter 9, in 
which we consider the combined effect of contract management and network 
management on the innovativeness of eHealth services. Nevertheless, future 
research should investigate how the other conditions can be optimally config-
ured in order to enhance the collaborative innovation process. 

NOTES

1.	 This part of the chapter is based on the results of the comparative case study, 
reported by Callens et al. (2020).

2.	 The TROPICO project received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 
2020 research and innovation programme under grant agreement No. 726840. 
This article reflects only the author’s view and the Research Executive Agency of 
the European Commission is not responsible for any use that may be made of the 
information that the article contains. For more information: https://​cordis​.europa​
.eu/​project/​id/​726840.

3.	 More detailed case information can be found in the TROPICO case study repos-
itory: https://​tropico​-project​.eu/​case​-studies/​
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9.	 Contract management and network 
management in public-private eHealth 
partnerships
Chesney Callens and Erik Hans Klijn

INTRODUCTION

The healthcare sector is a complex and turbulent environment in which 
multiple stakeholders are interconnected and demands for new services can 
quickly emerge. Digital transformation through technological innovation can 
give healthcare stakeholders the tools to answer these new demands and solve 
complicated problems that have no obvious solutions (Mergel et al., 2019). 
Through digital transformation, healthcare information can be exchanged 
more quickly and more accurately, medical procedures can be made more 
efficient and less risk-prone, patients can be assisted better in their recovery 
process, and elderly people can be supported to make their lives more comfort-
able. As Callens et al. mention in Chapter 8, in the last decade, several of these 
eHealth technologies have emerged, going from electronic health records, 
which allow the exchange of patient information between governments and 
healthcare providers (Kane, 2015; Lehne et al., 2019), to mobile health apps, 
devices, and robotics, which assist people in their daily activities (Loveys et 
al., 2019; Pennisi et al., 2016; Steinhubl et al., 2015). 

However, digital transformation in the healthcare sector is difficult for indi-
vidual organizations because of its interconnectedness and complex nature. 
In a recent literature review on digital transformation in the healthcare sector, 
Kraus et al. (2021) argue that the contemporary healthcare sector actually 
consists of healthcare ecosystems, in which various stakeholders together 
exploit digital technologies to increase the quality of healthcare services. For 
instance, public hospitals depend on digital patient information from govern-
ment institutions, pharmacies, general practitioners, nursing homes, home care 
organizations, etc. Furthermore, digital transformation in the healthcare sector 
often requires specific technological and organizational knowledge from 
experts such as information and communication technology (ICT) experts and 
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business consultants. Moreover, as eHealth innovation creates new services for 
users, these users are usually at the centre of the innovation process. 

This complicated network of stakeholders requires innovators to look 
beyond the boundaries of their own organizations or institutions and collab-
orate with the network stakeholders to innovate their services. This type of 
innovation, that is, collaborative innovation (Sørensen and Torfing, 2011), 
has the potential to increase the innovativeness of the created technologies for 
three reasons. First, collaborative innovation increases creative idea genera-
tion, as multiple actors from different backgrounds join the innovation process 
(Torfing, 2019). Hence, new knowledge pools are accessed, out of which crea-
tive synergies and enhanced problem-solving capabilities can arise. Second, by 
collaborating with the network stakeholders, the quality of the evaluation and 
selection of ideas is improved, as all relevant actors are part of the innovation 
process, and the diversity of the involved actors decreases the likelihood of 
groupthink (Hale and Woronkowicz, 2021). Third, collaboration facilitates the 
implementation of innovation as broader support is achieved by connecting 
the relevant stakeholders, and the involved actors can share their capabilities 
to implement the innovation (Torfing et al., 2020). 

This chapter addresses how partnerships between public and private stake-
holders are managed to create technological innovation. We work further on 
the results of the explorative analyses of Chapter 8, in which it became clear 
that specific conditions of contract management and network management 
were important to produce innovation in the studied eHealth partnership. We 
see this reflected in the literature on projects, public-private partnerships, 
and governance, in which there is a lot of attention on the question of how to 
manage such partnerships (Warsen et al., 2019; Callens et al., 2022). These 
streams of literature often have quite different perspectives about the best way 
to manage these partnerships. 

In general, two large management traditions can be identified. The first can 
be found in the more economic-oriented literature. This tradition emphasizes 
that these projects are dominated by contracts which should deal with the possi-
ble opportunistic behaviour of actors (Jensen and Meckling, 1976). Contracts, 
roughly speaking, then provide the means (sanction and performance indica-
tors for monitoring) to keep the project in line, that is, to secure on time and on 
budget delivery (Savas, 2000). Thus, contract management aims at monitoring 
performance and using the contract as a possible ‘stick’ in case performance 
criteria are not met. Innovation must be achieved by clear performance criteria 
related to the desired innovation and innovation standards.

The other tradition emphasizes that although these projects are dominated 
by contracts, they are also collaborative processes in networks of actors around 
projects. Such projects are often characterized by their complex dynamics. 
Nothing happens entirely according to plan, so there is a constant need to 
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adjust the content of the project and invest in the collaborative process that is 
taking place to achieve good and certainly innovative results (Agranoff and 
McGuire, 2003; Huxham and Vangen, 2005; Steijn et al., 2011; Emerson and 
Nabatchi, 2015). This tradition thus tells us that in these projects it is impos-
sible to foresee all unexpected events and developments and coordinate the 
behaviour of the partners. In this reasoning, managing the daily interactions 
and relations between partners in the network, called network management, 
is essential for achieving good outcomes. In this tradition, collaboration, 
exchange of information, and sharing of knowledge and skills are essential for 
innovation (Torfing, 2019).

So far, we have seen some empirical evidence mainly done on (large) 
environmental or infrastructural projects (e.g., Warsen et al., 2019, Callens 
et al., 2022) that show that public-private partnerships (PPPs) benefit 
from both contract-oriented managerial incentives combined with more 
governance-oriented strategies. However, there are few studies that look at 
other fields.

In this chapter, we take a closer look at the case study data from Chapter 8, 
in which 19 different eHealth projects in five different countries were studied. 
Using this dataset, we explore which of the two mentioned management 
traditions deliver the most promising management practices for innovation 
partnerships and argue that we actually need both of these traditions to create 
highly innovative services in those partnerships. To do so, we first provide 
a theoretical framework that captures the two traditions and shows how the 
management practices related to those traditions can be combined to produce 
collaborative innovation. Next, we perform a fuzzy-set qualitative comparative 
analysis (fsQCA) on the 19 eHealth partnerships to determine the relationship 
between this combination of management practices and innovation. We con-
clude this chapter by discussing these results and by providing management 
recommendations for practitioners. 

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES: INFLUENCING 
INNOVATION THROUGH CONTRACT MANAGEMENT 
AND NETWORK MANAGEMENT

The two management traditions mentioned in the introduction each have their 
theoretical backgrounds. However, before we introduce these two traditions 
and their respective practices, we need to properly introduce what we mean by 
innovation, as the concept is often vaguely defined (Torfing, 2019). 
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Innovation

In the literature, a wide range of criteria is mentioned for evaluating 
public-private collaborations, of which performance and innovation are the 
most common. Performance is usually measured by evaluation criteria, such 
as whether the project stays within the budget (Mantel, 2005), the degree to 
which cost overruns are made (Flyvberg et al., 2003), and the balance between 
benefits and costs (Mantel, 2005). Innovation of the outcomes is a bit more 
difficult to measure than performance in terms of costs and budget. In general, 
innovation is characterized by two features. First, an innovation is considered 
as an ‘idea, practice, or object that is perceived as new by an individual or other 
unit of adoption’ (Rogers, 2003, p.12). The perceived newness of an innovation 
is therefore an essential component of the concept. Second, new ideas can only 
be regarded as innovations if they are adopted in a real-life context (Anderson 
et al., 2004; Walker, 2007). This aspect of innovation distinguishes it from 
related concepts such as creativity and invention (Anderson et al., 2014). 

Furthermore, innovation can both refer to the product itself (product innova-
tion) or to the process in which the product is realized and used (Nooteboom, 
2002; Torfing, 2019). The eHealth collaborations we studied in this chapter 
include both product innovations such as telehealth and mobile health tools, 
robotics, wearables, etc., and process innovations such as new ways to 
exchange patient information, data centralization tools, central communica-
tion, monitoring system, etc. 

Contract Management: The Importance of Innovation Output Criteria

Public-private collaborations are often perceived as instruments of public pro-
curement, as a public procurer collaborates with a private contractor to procure 
a product or service (Grimsey and Lewis, 2007). This view on public-private 
collaboration is particularly common in literature on PPPs. In this literature, 
innovation is achieved through a demand-sided rationale, in which a procurer 
demands innovation from a contractor through contractual means (Callens 
et al., 2022). Such a ‘procurement for innovation’ relies heavily on contract 
conditions to manage the collaboration and to control the output of the collab-
oration (Edquist et al., 2015). 

Strict contract management is an essential aspect of procurement for inno-
vation because it secures both ‘compliance’ of the (private) contract party that 
realizes the service and specifies the indicators for the desired innovation. 
In this reasoning, strongly embraced in transaction economics (Jensen and 
Mecklin, 1976; Williamson, 1996; Brown et al., 2016), principal-agent liter-
ature, and (more classical) project management literature (Mantel, 2005), the 
content of projects and services are fixed by clear indicators and specification 
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of the product. Success in implementation depends on this specification and 
the performance indicators which derive from it. 

It is important in this way of looking at public-private collaborations that 
they are seen as relations between a principal (usually the public actor that 
initiates and commissions the project/service) and an agent (the private con-
sortium that realizes the product/service). This relation is characterized first 
of all by opportunistic behaviour and necessary (incomplete) information 
collection (Akintoye et al., 2008; Savas, 2000). The principal must know how 
the agent performs but, for making that judgement, the principal needs infor-
mation about the agent’s behaviour to monitor the agent and its performance. 
The agent, however, has a better-informed position about her own actions and 
overall performance and will try to hide that information. After all, keeping 
that information for itself as much as possible provides the agent with a better 
position and more possibilities to underperform.

So, monitoring is crucial because the implicit assumption is that the process 
will be dominated by the opportunistic behaviour of the implementing party 
(Williamson, 1996). That party will try to put less work into the project than 
agreed to, or otherwise try to maximize profit at the cost of the contractor 
(Jensen and Mecklin, 1976). This means clear specifications of the innova-
tion upfront is important and help to guide the project in its process (Mantel, 
2005). Thus, strict contract management for the purpose of procurement for 
innovation is mainly setting good and measurable innovation indicators and 
monitoring them. 

Uyarra et al. (2014) synthesize these contract management practices, of 
which two of the most often used are ‘output specifications’ and ‘contrac-
tual incentives’. Output specifications are detailed specifications in a tender 
or contract regarding the features of the delivered innovation. Such output 
specifications are preferred to detailed project designs which might hinder 
contractors to propose innovative solutions (Geroski, 1990). Contractual 
incentives to innovate refer to the criteria the procurer uses to stimulate the 
contractors to work towards a desirable, innovative solution (Georghiou et 
al., 2014). Indeed, even when output specifications regarding the innovation 
are stipulated in a contract, the contractor might still not be incentivized to 
innovate and reuse already existing solutions (Uyarra et al., 2014). Contractual 
incentives to innovate emphasize that ithe nnovative behaviour of the contrac-
tor (e.g., through exploring and pooling new knowledge, experimentation, and 
testing) is required. 

Network Management: Connecting and Exploring in Complex Processes

Against the transaction economic perspectives elaborated above, one could 
position a quite different perspective on public-private collaboration which 
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comes from the extensive literature on collaborative and network governance 
of the last decades (Kickert et al., 1997; Huxham and Vangen, 2005; Ansell 
and Gash, 2008; Emerson and Nabatchi, 2015; Klijn and Koppenjan, 2016). 
In this perspective, the complexity of these partnerships is emphasized. It 
shares the idea with the economic perspective that actors have different inter-
ests and conflicts will emerge during the project. However, it also stresses 
both the interdependency between the actors and the fact that interactions 
between partners are dynamic and characterized by a lot of unforeseen events 
and developments. This literature argues that these complexities cannot be 
regulated by a contract because contracts are by nature incomplete and cannot 
foresee future events and developments. The different strategic actions of the 
partners alone, but also external events that happen will certainly affect the 
partnership (Huxham and Vangen, 2005; Ansell and Gash, 2008). Thus, active 
management, usually called network management, is needed to achieve good 
results in partnerships (Steijn et al., 2011; Callens et al., 2022).

Collaborative and network governance literature stresses that it is highly 
unlikely that contracts and monitoring are sufficient to deal with uncertainty 
and changing events (Huxham and Vangen, 2005). When innovative solutions 
are needed, this argument becomes even more important. Technological inno-
vations are the output of innovation processes which combine an idea gener-
ation phase with a phase of idea implementation (Damanpour and Schneider, 
2008). In both phases of the innovation process, a lot of information exchange 
and coordination between the partners is needed. Ideas and perspectives of the 
involved actors need to be explored when developing novel ideas, and partners 
and their resources need to be sufficiently connected to select, test, and imple-
ment these innovative ideas (Callens et al., 2022). 

The literature mentions a wide variety of network management strategies to 
guide and structure interaction processes, so an exhaustive list is difficult to 
provide (Gage and Mandell, 1990; Agranoff and McGuire, 2003). Table 9.1 
provides a summary (of the types of strategies that have been identified, pro-
viding examples of each of the categories (Klijn et al., 2010). In the following, 
we shortly discuss the various types of network management strategies.

In networks, many actors with various organizational backgrounds are 
active and need to be connected. Network managers thus act as in-between 
actors as they try to establish connections among various actors and other 
project activities in the network (Van Meerkerk and Edelenbos, 2014). The 
network management literature emphasizes that the network manager first 
needs to identify the actors required for an initiative and actually create 
a situation in which they become interested in investing their resources (on 
activation, see Scharpf, 1978; Klijn and Koppenjan, 2016). The interactions 
in the collaborative process itself also have to be managed. This can be done 

Koen Verhoest, Gerhard Hammerschmid, Lise H. Rykkja, and Erik H. Klijn -
9781803923895

Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 02/07/2024 08:58:51AM
via Open Access. This work is licensed under the Creative Commons

Attribution-NonCommercial-No Derivatives 4.0 License
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Table 9.1	 Overview of network management strategies

Types of 
strategies

Process 
agreements

Exploring content Arranging Connecting

Main 
strategies 
mentioned 
in the 
literature

Rules for entrance 
into or exit from 
the process, conflict 
regulating rules, 
rules that specify 
the interests of 
actors or veto 
possibilities, 
rules that inform 
actors about the 
availability of 
information about 
decision-making 
moments, etc.

Searching for 
goal congruency, 
creating variation in 
solutions, influencing 
(and explicating) 
perceptions, managing 
and collecting 
information and 
research, creating 
variation through 
creative competition

Creating 
new ad hoc 
organizational 
arrangements 
(boards, project 
organizations, 
etc.) 

Selective (de)
activation of actors, 
resource mobilizing, 
initiating new series of 
interactions, coalition 
building, mediation, 
appointment of process 
managers, removing 
obstacles to cooperation, 
creating incentives for 
cooperation

Source: Adapted from Klijn et al. (2010).
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by appointing a process manager or broker, who invests time and energy in 
connecting the actions and strategies of actors to other involved actors. 

When the collaborative process has started, strategies for exploring content 
are important to clarify the goals and perceptions of actors (Fischer, 2003) 
but also to build (packages) of goals and creative solutions that: (a) keep the 
actors interested in the process, and (b) are able to build coalitions of support 
among involved actors (McGuire and Agranoff, 2011; Koppenjan and Klijn, 
2016). It is important how knowledge and information are used, and especially 
how the discussion about creative solutions that match actors’ interests is 
managed. Network managers thus have an information processing role, as they 
constantly select, transmit, and interpret relevant information originating in the 
organization’s environment (Huxham and Vangen, 2005; Van Meerkerk and 
Edelenbos, 2014).

In addition, the collaborative process must also be arranged and 
guided by organizational arrangements and process rules. The managerial 
strategy-arranging means setting (temporary) structures for consultation, 
interaction, and deliberation, like project organization, communication lines, 
etc. (Rogers and Whetten, 1982). The transaction costs of these arrange-
ments must be kept as low as possible (Williamson, 1996), but at the same 
time, the arrangements have to be acceptable to the actors involved (Klijn 
and Koppenjan, 2016). Various arranging forms have been described and 
the most well known is the distinction between shared governance, lead 
organization-network administrative organization (Provan and Kenis, 2008).
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Another important strategy mentioned in the literature is process agree-
ments that draft temporary sets of rules for interaction that structure the inter-
actions and protect each actor’s core values (Klijn and Koppenjan, 2016). The 
rules can be seen as ground rules for behaviour and interaction in the network 
that the actors in the network have (explicitly) agreed on.

From empirical research, we know that connecting and exploring network 
strategies seem to be the most important (Klijn et al., 2010). So, in the research, 
we especially looked at these two types of strategies.

Combining Contract Management and Network Management in 
Public-Private Collaborations

Recent research into PPPs indicates a combined effect of conditions related to 
contract management and network management on the performance (Warsen 
et al., 2019) and innovation (Callens et al., 2022) of these partnerships. Callens 
et al. (2022) show that in PPPs, the intrinsically unpredictable innovation 
process benefits from network management conditions such as exploring and 
connecting strategies, but contract management conditions have the potential 
to reinforce these network management conditions by providing room in 
the contract to deliberate, explore, and experiment. For instance, instead of 
working with a detailed project design, the contract might allow more freedom 
to incorporate emerging insights on how to proceed with the project. This then 
reinforces the impact of network management on the innovation process. 

Something similar might occur in public-private collaborations. The 
public-private collaborations that are studied in this chapter differ from PPPs 
as they have a less formal contract/tender stage, are often short-term collab-
orations, are established in very complex service environments such as the 
healthcare sector, are primarily focused on producing innovative services, 
and are highly dependent on experiences of specialized users. Hence, these 
partnerships have a lot in common with public-private innovation partnerships 
(Di Meglio, 2013; Brogaard, 2021). However, the core mechanism of the 
combined effect of contract management and network management should 
not solely be related to PPPs. Other collaborations also try to control risk and 
uncertainty by establishing formal or informal agreements when the project 
starts, which define the expectations of the partners and the boundaries of the 
project, and by applying network management strategies to control complex-
ities throughout the lifespan of the project. Hence, we propose the following 
hypothesis:

H1: eHealth partnerships which combine conditions of contract management, 
such as output specifications and contractual incentives, and conditions of 
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network management, such as exploring and connecting strategies, generate 
highly innovative eHealth services. 

CASES AND METHODOLOGIES

Case Selection

The European Union emphasizes the importance of digital solutions in the 
health sector and pushes its member states to adopt new eHealth technologies 
(European Commission, 2018). However, knowledge about collaborative 
innovation in these eHealth technologies is still limited (Wass and Vimarlund, 
2016). For this reason, we selected eHealth partnerships in this study. A total 
of 19 eHealth partnerships from five different European countries (Belgium, 
the Netherlands, Denmark, Spain, and Estonia) were selected. The same case 
sample was used for Chapter 8, to which we refer for an elaboration on the case 
selection criteria. A detailed overview of the selected cases can be found in the 
Appendix (Table 9A.1), or on the TROPICO1 case study repository (https://​
tropico​-project​.eu/​case​-studies/​). 

Fuzzy-Set Qualitative Comparative Analysis

The case data is analyzed through fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis 
(fsQCA), which is a case-sensitive method that uses Boolean logic to infer 
patterns between certain conditions and an outcome (Ragin, 2008). We used 
this methodology because it allows us to examine the combined effect of 
conditions on a certain outcome (here ‘innovativeness’). The method also 
enables a qualitative comparative analysis between more cases than is feasible 
with in-depth qualitative analyses (i.e., medium N-sized samples), which is 
required if we want to gain insights on public-private eHealth partnerships in 
Europe. The downside of this method is that it uses its own terminology (e.g., 
‘conditions’ and ‘outcome’ instead of respectively ‘independent variables’ 
and ‘dependent variable’) and is sometimes quite technical. For the purpose 
of this chapter, we only explain the features of fsQCA that are necessary to 
understand the results. A more detailed introduction to the methodology can be 
found in the handbook of Schneider and Wagemann (2012). 

Through fsQCA, researchers can uncover if conditions (thus in our case 
output specifications, contractual incentives, exploring strategies, and connect-
ing strategies) are necessary or sufficient for a particular outcome (in our case 
innovativeness). A condition is necessary when the outcome is always present 
when the condition is present. A (combination of) condition(s) is sufficient 
when it consistently leads to the outcome. By determining the overlap between 
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sets of conditions and the set of the outcome, one can uncover the necessity 
and sufficiency of the conditions for this outcome.2 The fsQCA analyses (i.e., 
analysis of necessity and analysis of sufficiency) subsequently calculate how 
much the sets overlap with the set of the outcome, which shows how strong 
the relationship between the (combination of) condition(s) and the outcome is. 
For this, two measures are determined, that is, consistency, which calculates 
the degree of overlap between the sets, and coverage, which determines the 
number of cases that are covered by this overlap. 

Data Collection

Data was collected through a collaborative endeavour in the five selected 
countries. Each research team gathered data for their country, which cul-
minated in a dataset of more than 130 observations. More specifically, 132 
semi-structured interviews were conducted with project coordinators, public 
actors (e.g., governments, public hospitals, etc.), private actors (e.g., firms, 
non-profits, consultants, etc.), and service users (e.g., physicians, patients, 
medical professionals, etc.). Prior to the interviews, survey data was collected 
from 124 of these respondents through an online questionnaire. The use of 
multiple data collection instruments (and types of respondents) reduces the 
likelihood of common method/source bias but also has direct advantages 
for the calibration procedure and analysis of the result. On the one hand, the 
survey data allowed a standardized data gathering, which enabled a systematic 
and consistent calibration of the data. On the other hand, the interview data 
enriched the calibration procedure with in-depth qualitative data and made it 
possible to search for causal mechanisms of the discovered fsQCA patterns. 

However, the use of multiple data sources also made the calibration proce-
dure more challenging, as proper data triangulation is necessary. To remain 
highly consistent in our calibration, we chose to collect the interview data in 
a standardized manner. Each research team filled out an extensive question-
naire in which they added all the necessary data from the interviews per condi-
tion/item. To capture the remaining contextual information that was neglected 
due to the standardized approach, each research team also wrote a concise 
summary for each case. As such, all the necessary data could be collected in 
a semi-standardized manner and centralized for the purpose of calibration. 

Measurement of the Outcome and Conditions 

Innovation is defined in this chapter as ‘an idea, practice or object that is 
perceived as new by an individual or other unit of adoption’ (Rogers, 2003, 
p. 12). The concept is therefore composed of two elements. On the one hand, 
the perceived newness of innovation is an important element to distinguish 
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178 Collaborating for digital transformation

something innovative from something that is not innovative (de Vries et al., 
2015). On the other hand, innovation is, in contrast to related concepts such as 
creativity and invention, something that is implemented in a real-life environ-
ment (Walker, 2007; Anderson et al., 2014). For this reason, we measured both 
the degree of novelty and the level of adoption, using a bipolar, seven-point 
scale. The specific items are illustrated in the Apppendix (Table 9A.3). Some 
of these items were asked in the survey, while others were asked during the 
interviews. Factor analysis showed that all the items loaded on the same factor, 
which urged us to calculate the mean value of these items for each respondent. 

The conditions were measured in similar ways. The contractual condi-
tions ‘output specifications’ and ‘contractual incentives’ were measured on 
a seven-point scale (1 – Not at all; 7 – Completely), respectively, with the 
questions: ‘The written agreement described in a detailed way the features of 
the innovation that had to be developed’ and ‘The stipulations in the written 
agreement or procurement criteria provided strong stimuli for developing 
something innovative’. The network management conditions ‘exploring’ and 
‘connecting’ were measured through validated items of Klijn et al. (2010), 
measured through a bipolar, seven-point scale. An example of the used items 
for ‘exploring’ is ‘There has been a lot of attention for involving external 
organizations who could bring in new ideas’, and an example for ‘connecting’ 
is ‘In case of deadlocks and problems in the project, it was tried as much as 
possible to align opposing interests’. The entire constructs for these conditions 
are shown in the Appendix (Table 9.A.4). 

As mentioned earlier, each case is assigned to sets for the conditions and 
a set for the outcome. High set membership means that the case has high levels 
of a specific condition or outcome. To ensure a coherent calibration, the cali-
bration procedure was centralized to one research team. The calibrated dataset 
is shown in the Appendix (Table 9A.2). A detailed overview of the calibration 
steps for each condition/outcome is highlighted in the Appendix (Table 9A.8). 

Results

We made use of the fsQCA software package version 3.1b to perform the 
analysis (Ragin, 2017). The results are reported using standards of practice 
(Schneider and Wagemann, 2012). First, the analysis of necessary conditions 
is discussed, after which the analysis of sufficient conditions is addressed. As 
we are particularly interested in the combined effect of contractual conditions 
and network management conditions, the analysis of necessary conditions is 
only shortly discussed. Before we do this, however, it is useful to first examine 
the distribution of the cases in the set of the outcome. Figure 9.1 shows the 
distributions of the cases in the set of ‘high innovativeness’ of the generated 
eHealth technologies. As is visible from the figure, there is a relatively even 
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Figure 9.1	 Distribution of cases in the set of the outcome ‘highly 
innovative eHealth services’

179Contract management and network management

distribution between the countries, the types of healthcare systems, and the 
type of innovation. Regarding the latter, seven of the highly innovative eHealth 
services were aimed at innovating the information flows between patients, 
professionals, and government (e.g., integrated data sharing platforms, central 
communication, and monitoring systems), while five were aimed at innovating 
the end product/service itself (e.g., technologies based on motion sensors, 
mobile apps, smart cameras, and robotics).

We first performed the analysis of necessary conditions, both for the pres-
ence and absence (~) of the conditions. In fsQCA, a condition is regarded as 
‘necessary’ if the condition is always present when the outcome is present 
A consistency threshold of 0.90 is advised when assessing the necessity of 
conditions (Schneider and Wagemann, 2012). As is clear from Table 9.2, none 
of the conditions reaches a consistency value of 0.90, and, thus, none of the 
conditions can be considered to be necessary for the creation of highly innova-
tive services. Similar results arise for the absence of the outcome (Appendix, 
Table 9A.4). 

Second, the analysis of sufficiency is performed. The first step in this anal-
ysis is the construction of a truth table, which lists all the logically possible 
combinations of conditions (Ragin, 2008). The truth table is shown in the 
Appendix (Table 9A.6). The first three rows of the truth table were retained 
for further analysis.3 The second step in the analysis of sufficiency relates to 
the calculation of the final results.4 Table 9.3 reports the results of this analy-
sis. The results show that partnerships that employ output specifications and 
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Table 9.2	 Analysis of necessary conditions

Presence of highly innovative services

Conditions Consistency Coverage

Output specifications 0.664669 0.769053

~Output specifications 0.499999 0.484526

Contractual incentives 0.665667 0.645692

~Contractual incentives 0.499001 0.576701

Exploring 0.866266 0.721529

~Exploring 0.496007 0.713056

Connecting 0.731536 0.628106

~Connecting 0.531935 0.727149 

Table 9.3	 Results for the presence of highly innovative services

Consistency Raw coverage Unique coverage Cases in path

Output specifications * 
Exploring * ~Connecting

1 0.364271 0.033932 S3, S4

Output specifications * 
Contractual incentives * 
Exploring

0.941593 0.530937 0.200598 B4, S3, B1, B2

Solution consistency 0.944908

Solution coverage 0.564869

180 Collaborating for digital transformation

exploring strategies but do not use connecting strategies (~) generate highly 
innovative eHealth services. In addition, the results also indicate that part-
nerships that use output specifications, contractual incentives, and exploring 
strategies also generate highly innovative eHealth services. With a very high 
solution consistency of 0.94, the empirical data shows that these combinations 
of conditions consistently lead to the outcome.5 

Note that these results relate to the intermediate solution (QCA has three 
types of solutions, that is, the parsimonious solution, the complex solution, and 
the intermediate solution (Schneider and Wagemann, 2012), which considers 
the directional expectations that relate to our theoretical assumption in H1. 

According to Schneider and Wagemann (2012), potential causal relations 
between the conditions and the outcome should always be interpreted using 
qualitative case information. The case information of the two covered cases in 
the first combination of conditions shows that the presence of a contract was 
important to align the differences in objectives and perspectives, but that stim-
ulating the exploration of each other’s ideas and knowledge was also indispen-
sable. Indeed, the contract did not stimulate the emergence of collaborative 
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synergies, which could be used to create new, innovative ideas, which was the 
reason for the presence of the exploring strategy. As the contract, and more 
specifically, the output specifications, had a large impact on the alignment of 
objectives and perspectives, the connecting strategy was not needed in these 
partnerships. 

We see something similar in the second combination of conditions, in which 
the connecting strategy could be present or absent in the covered cases, and 
which means that there is no clear relationship between this condition and the 
outcome (at least not in this configuration of conditions). In these cases, we 
also see a strong presence of contract management, as not only output specifi-
cations but also contractual innovation incentives are present in these cases. In 
all the covered cases, contract management provided the framework of partic-
ipation, which made an explicate use of connecting strategies not always nec-
essary. However, contract conditions could not incentivize the partners enough 
to produce innovation during the innovation process; they needed exploring 
strategies during the innovation process to come up with innovative ideas. 

DISCUSSION 

Our findings indicate that our hypothesis, that is, that combinations of con-
tract management, like output specifications and contractual incentives, and 
network management, such as exploring and connecting strategies generate 
highly innovative eHealth services, is only partially confirmed. Indeed, 
although we find that both conditions related to network management and con-
ditions related to contract management are combined, different combinations 
of these conditions are present. Particularly the combination of output speci-
fications and exploring stand out in our results, as this combination is present 
in both solution paths (Table 9.3). These findings are partly a confirmation 
of earlier research findings, both in PPP and in governance research, but also 
deviate from those, in the sense that particular combinations of conditions 
seem to exist in these innovation-oriented partnerships. Below, we reflect on 
related literature and provide some final conclusions. 

Findings Related to Earlier Research

That we need a combination of more ‘soft’ managerial conditions combined 
with ‘harder’ (contractual) conditions to get good outcomes in PPPs was 
already known. For instance, Warsen et al. (2019) and Callens et al. (2022) 
showed this using a larger number of cases and QCA, both for performance 
and innovation. The importance of network management strategies has been 
shown in survey research (Klijn et al., 2010; Cristofoli et al., 2019). In that 
sense, our findings contribute to the ongoing empirical data we have received 
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over the last decade about the performance and innovation of PPPs. The data 
consistently shows that the original idea of PPPs at the start, to achieve good 
performance, get the contract right, and monitor and punish (Savas, 2000; 
Hodge and Greve, 2010) is not the correct answer. This is related to the com-
plexity of public-private collaborations. Public and private partners engage 
in relations that last for a longer period, and the ongoing interactions in the 
project also contain unexpected events that cannot be met and be foreseen by 
contract rules. The output specifications can never be enough to achieve good 
performance or innovation since they are unable to cover unforeseen events, 
difficulties emerging in the project, and new ideas that come up during the 
project. Given this character of public-private collaborations, it is logical that 
we find solution paths that both contain managerial activities and contract 
characteristics. This insight is very important because it shows that these 
collaborations have to be managed despite their contractual arrangements, and 
thus they need nurturing and effort to function.

In previous research, connecting as a management strategy is found to be 
important (Klijn et al., 2010; Warsen et al., 2019; Callens et al., 2022), while 
in this research it was not. This may very well be related to the specificities of 
the innovation process in the studied eHealth partnerships. Innovation thrives 
in turbulent and creative environments, in which connecting strategies might 
lead to premature closure of the idea-generation phase, which is detrimental to 
innovation (Basadur et al., 2012; Sousa et al., 2014). The exploring strategy, 
however, will stimulate idea divergence, which triggers idea generation and 
innovation (Puccio and Cabra, 2012; Burch et al., 2019). However, it may also 
be that there is another explanation for our finding. In comparison to previous 
research on PPPs, in which the connecting strategy also seems to be required 
to generate innovation (Callens et al., 2022), the studied eHealth partnerships 
had a shorter lifespan, were smaller and more focused on specific eHealth ser-
vices, and emphasized experimentation, trial-and-error, and creative ideation. 
Especially the smaller size of these partnerships compared to those earlier 
studied may explain the lack of importance of the connecting strategy. After 
all, intensive connecting strategies are not necessary in smaller partnerships 
where contacts are usually more frequent and fewer actors need to be con-
nected anyhow. 

FINAL CONCLUSIONS

Our research seems to indicate that other conditions are more important for 
innovation than for performance, and other conditions are more important in 
public-private eHealth partnerships than in, for instance, infrastructural PPPs, 
which is the research topic of the majority of the available public-private 
collaboration research. Other Dutch research, for instance, showed that larger 
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PPP projects usually have more innovation but perform less well than smaller 
projects (Koppenjan et al., 2022), and that network management is less effec-
tive for innovation than for performance (Klijn et al., 2023). Future research 
might look beyond the well-known assumptions of both economic theory and 
governance theory and explore other conditions than contract characteristics 
and management to fully unravel the puzzle of innovations. One can think 
of conditions that have to do with the characteristics of the partners (are they 
similar or different), characteristics of the innovation process (i.e., idea gen-
eration versus idea implementation), or characteristics that are connected to 
the nature of the innovation (e.g., technological sophistication of ICT-enabled 
service innovations). Such research might further unravel the core dynamics of 
cross-sectoral collaboration for innovation.

NOTES

1.	 The TROPICO project received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 
2020 research and innovation programme under grant agreement No. 726840. 
For more information: https://​cordis​.europa​.eu/​project/​id/​726840. 

2.	 Using the case data, cases are assigned to the sets of conditions and the 
outcome. During the calibration procedure, these set memberships are deter-
mined. Four types of set membership are used in this chapter, that is, ‘0’ for full 
non-membership, ‘1’ for full membership, ‘0.33’ for partial non-membership, 
and ‘0.67’ for partial membership. For instance, a case in which the empirical 
data shows that a certain condition is absent receives a membership score of 0. 
This calibration is performed for each condition and for the outcome (thus a case 
that shows no innovation is scored with 0).

3.	 We only retained the three first rows for the subsequent step in the analysis 
because of several reasons (see also Schneider and Wagemann, 2012). First, 
a raw consistency value of at least 0.80 is advised to select truth table rows, 
which excludes rows 6–11. Second, a substantial drop in consistency is observed 
between row 3 and row 4, which indicates that the consistency threshold is 
reached. Third, a contradictory case (i.e., a case that is present in the set of 
the solution path, but not in the set of the outcome) is present in row 4, which 
indicates that the empirical information is not entirely solid. Fourth, the PRI 
consistency (Proportional Reduction in Inconsistency), which is a measure of the 
degree to which the row not only leads to the presence of the outcome but also 
to the absence of the outcome, drops substantially in row 4 (Mendel and Ragin, 
2011). Fifth, the product of the raw consistency and the PRI consistency for row 
4 (0.50) is much lower than for rows 1–3 (respectively 1; 1; 0.77) (Mendel and 
Ragin, 2011), which indicates that only rows 1–3 consistently lead to the pres-
ence of the outcome.

4.	 The calculation of the final results is performed through the logical minimization 
of the truth table rows and the execution of the Standard Analysis, which esti-
mates, based on the three remaining truth table rows, which combination(s) of 
conditions is/are sufficient for the outcome (Schneider and Wagemann, 2012).
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5.	 There are also no contradictory cases in these combinations of conditions (i.e., 
cases that are covered by the combination of conditions but do not exhibit the 
outcome), and there is no model ambiguity (i.e., multiple tied prime implicants).
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Table 9A.2	 Calibrated dataset

Case Output 
specifications

Contractual 
incentives

Exploring Connecting Perceived 
innovativeness

N3 1 0.67 0.33 0.67 0.33

B5 0 1 0.67 0.33 0

E1 0.67 0.33 0.67 1 0

E3 0 0.33 0.67 0.67 0

D1 0.33 1 0.67 1 0.67

B3 0.33 0.33 0.67 0.33 0.67

N4 0 0 0.67 1 0.33

N2 0 0 0.33 0.33 0.67

S3 0.67 0.67 0.67 0.33 0.67

B1 1 1 0.67 1 0.67

B2 1 1 0.67 0.67 0.67

D3 0.33 0.33 0.67 0.33 0.67

S2 0.33 0.67 1 0.67 0.67

E2 0 0 0.67 0.67 0.67

D2 0 0 0.33 1 0.33

S1 1 1 0.33 0.67 1

S4 1 0.33 0.67 0.33 1

B4 1 1 1 0.67 1

N1 0 0.67 0.67 0 0

Table 9A.3	 Operationalization of innovativeness

Newness Adoption

No/A lot of innovative ideas are developed in this 
project

The frequency of use will typically be very low/high

The innovativeness of the developed innovation is 
very low/high

The effect on a user’s life will be very small/
extensive 

The innovative character of the project is lower 
than/exceeds my initial expectations 

Only a selective subgroup of users/All users that 
would benefit from this innovation can use it

The users could do exactly the same thing with other 
tools/would be unable to do those things without 
this innovation 

The innovative ideas that are developed in the 
project are not feasible at all/very feasible 

It is very easy/difficult (or impossible) to find tools 
that have the same functionalities as this innovation 
(at the moment of implementation)

The innovation does not deal with the problems at 
hand at all/really deals with the problems at hand 
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Table 9A.4	 Operationalization of network management

Survey items Interview items

Exploring strategy 

There has been a lot of attention for involving 
external organizations who could bring in new ideas 

Did actors in the project try to reveal as much as 
possible different perspectives and integrate them 
into the decision-making? YES/NO + examples

When gathering information and knowledge in this 
project, there was a lot of emphasis on determining 
the joint information needs

Did actors in the project stimulate the exploration/
acquisition of new information/knowledge or the 
inclusion of new actors with such information or 
knowledge? YES/NO + examplesIt has been attempted to include as much as 

possible different opinions and perspectives in the 
decision-making

Connecting strategy 

In case of deadlocks and problems in the project, 
it was tried as much as possible to align opposing 
interest

Was it tried in the project to align/reconcile 
opposing views or opinions? YES/NO + examples

Besides the coordinator(s), all the other actors were 
involved actively in taking decisions 

Confronted with conflicts or deadlocks, was it 
attempted to enhance the interactions
between opposing actors or to weaken the 
interactions between opposing actors.
Enhance/Weaken + examples 

In this project there has been a lot of attention for 
the relationships between the involved individuals 
and organizations

Table 9A.5	 Analysis of necessary conditions – absence of highly 
innovative services

Absence of highly innovative services

Conditions Consistency Coverage

Output specifications 0.406460 0.421478

~Output specifications 0.777285 0.675048

Contractual incentives 0.591315 0.514037

~Contractual incentives 0.592429 0.613610

Exploring 0.777285 0.580216

~Exploring 0.626950 0.807747

Connecting 0.777285 0.598115

~Connecting 0.516705 0.633015 
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Table 9A.7	 Parsimonious solution for the presence of highly innovative 
services

Consistency Raw coverage Unique coverage Cases in 
path

Output specifications * 
Exploring * ~Connecting

1 0.364271 0.033932 S3, S4

Output specifications * 
Contractual incentives * 
Exploring

0.941593 0.530937 0.200598 B4, S3, B1, 
B2

Solution consistency 0.944908

Solution coverage 0.564869
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10.	 Viewpoints of collaboration partners 
on user involvement in collaborative 
innovation projects
Jaime García-Rayado and Chesney Callens

INTRODUCTION

In the last decades, the idea of an interdependent network of public and 
private institutions, citizens, and third sector organizations participating in 
policy preparation processes and public service delivery has been gaining 
support under the paradigm of the New Public Governance (NPG) (Klijn and 
Koppenjan, 2012; Osborne, 2010; Pestoff et al., 2012). Collaboration has 
been seen as a solution for the improvement of public services and the recov-
ery of legitimacy. Indeed, collaborative strategies can enhance innovation 
better than traditional hierarchical and competitive strategies (Torfing, 2019). 
Collaboration can reinforce all parts of the innovation process, as it allows 
organizations to access knowledge, resources, experiences, and perspectives 
that are different from their own (Sørensen and Torfing, 2011). However, 
collaboration also implies new challenges such as the design of mechanisms 
for active, balanced, and continuous multi-stakeholder participation or the 
achievement of efficient coordination between actors with different objectives 
(Koppenjan, and Koliba, 2013; Osborne, 2010; Torfing and Trianfillou, 2013).

In a collaborative innovation project, two types of actors are typically 
engaged in the partnership. On the one hand, the partners are the actors who 
are centrally engaged in the project, and responsible for creating a new public 
service. These actors can be public organizations or private companies, but 
also other non-state organizations or individual actors. On the other hand, the 
service users are the actors who are going to use the newly created service or 
are currently using similar services. The users can be directly involved in the 
partnership (e.g., as part of a project team, in testing phases, etc.) or indirectly 
(e.g., through their adoption of the innovation), but they are primarily charac-
terized as the real-life users of the created service.
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These differences in partners’ contexts and related levels of involvement of 
users enrich the partnership, but can also cause friction during the interaction 
process, particularly in the case where the users are directly engaged in the 
partnership. For instance, partners and users might disagree in tasks, pro-
cesses, and roles, or value-related conflicts may arise (Mele, 2011). In the first 
phases of a project, role-related conflicts can appear as there are differences 
in the involvement and responsibility that each actor thinks they should have 
(Mele, 2011). Indeed, each public administration paradigm reveals a different 
perspective on the users’ role in public service delivery (Torfing et al., 2020). 
Because of these different frames, collaboration partners may have different 
opinions than users on user involvement, and a conflict that blocks the project 
may appear.

The purpose of this chapter is to analyse the perspectives of partners of 
collaborative innovation projects about the involvement of users in partner-
ships for innovation development. By applying Q-methodology, we contrast 
four roles of user-provider interaction in co-innovation processes with users 
(legitimators, customers, partners, and self-organizers) (Callens et al., 2023). 
The analysis focuses on partnerships for the development of eHealth innova-
tions. These innovations require the collaboration of multiple actors due to 
the specific knowledge of different areas necessary for their development, the 
high validation requirements applied, and the complexity of the sector. Many 
eHealth innovations get stuck in the pilot phase and are never implemented 
(Andreassen et al., 2015). Previous research has found that to avoid this 
blockage, it is necessary that partnerships are capable of creating stakeholder 
networks to integrate resources, mainly knowledge, and have a leadership 
promoting the interaction and integration of ideas, especially in projects 
involving user communities (Urueña et al., 2016). Many of the barriers found 
in the implementation of eHealth innovations are related to user worries and 
problems, for example, lack of trust, insufficient technological skills, low 
impact in service quality, and time necessary to learn and use the innovation 
(Jang-Jaccard et al., 2014). These barriers show that the partnerships for the 
development of eHealth innovations are not properly integrating user knowl-
edge or achieving a successful collaboration network. This chapter contributes 
to revealing whether this problem is caused by a low expectation of partners 
on the role of users or by the inconsistency in the roles expected, for example, 
incompatible roles or mismatching between the motives for user involvement 
and their role in the project.

This research was carried out within Work Package 7 of the TROPICO1 
project which studied the practices of external collaboration for service 
delivery and was funded by the European Union’s Horizon 2020 Research 
and Innovation programme. The chapter is structured as follows. The second 
section provides the theoretical framework. The methodology applied is 
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described in the third section. In the fourth section, the results are explained. 
Finally, the discussion and conclusions are presented. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Our research is based on three widely accepted public administration para-
digms: Traditional Public Administration, New Public Management, and New 
Public Governance (Torfing et al., 2020), and the notion of self-governance, 
which is a wider term that comprises situations in which public and private 
individuals and organizations, on their own initiative, autonomously act to 
achieve public or collective objectives (Sørensen and Triantafillou, 2009). 
Each paradigm defines a role of citizens in public service delivery that delimits 
the possible relation between users and partners in a collaborative innovation 
project. We consider four roles of user involvement: users as (1) Legitimators, 
(2) Customers, (3) Partners, and (4) Self-organizers (Callens et al., 2023). 
Each of these roles supposes different motivations for the involvement, task, 
and responsibilities of the users, and the role of the service providers and the 
leader/coordinator of the partnership during the users’ involvement. Whereas 
Callens et al. (2023) apply these roles to the viewpoints of users, this chapter 
reflects if these roles are also applicable to the viewpoints of the collaboration 
partners. 

Legitimators

From the point of view of the Traditional Public Administration paradigm, 
citizens are only expected to elect public representatives and they have usually 
no, or very limited direct participation in public service delivery (Bryson et al., 
2014; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2007). In this case, the users won’t participate 
actively in collaborative innovation projects; they will just act as legitimators 
to protect user rights and needs and support the innovation. However, even 
if the involved users do not participate actively in collaborative innovation 
projects, they are still crucial stakeholders because they represent the common 
interest of the service users. The leader of the partnership (e.g., the project 
coordinator), therefore, should give them enough information about the inno-
vation, the achievements of the partnership, and its inner workings, so the 
innovation is more likely to be accepted (Silvia, 2011). The leader should also 
protect the regulative framework, as the innovation is not only created for the 
involved users, but for all users (i.e., common interest instead of individual 
interest). 
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Customers

With the introduction of managerial approaches and the focus on efficiency, 
effectiveness, and competition related to New Public Management, citizens 
and public service users are viewed as individual customers (Bryson et al., 
2014; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2007). In this perspective, the focus shifts to 
consumer satisfaction in service delivery, similar to a business approach in 
market competition, and the user is viewed as a customer. Customers look 
for the achievement of their individual interests and needs, and not the public 
interest. In this case, a partnership collaborating to develop an innovation 
would want to obtain users’ knowledge to ensure the developed product or 
service complies with their individual expectations. Knowledge from custom-
ers provides unique information about users’ preferences and can improve the 
new service outcome and the acceptance of the innovation (Mahr et al., 2014). 
Therefore, the partnership should consult the users about their preferences and 
the quality they expect from the innovation. 

When the partnership involves the users as customers, the tasks of the 
partnership leader expand. Leaders must ensure the inclusion of input from 
the consumers, as organizations may fail to include them for various reasons, 
such as lack of resources, expertise, and time, disillusionment with previous 
experiences, poor organizational capacity, or organizational culture opposed 
to their inclusion (Olson and Bakke, 2001). Moreover, the expectations of the 
users define their incentives to participate (Ansell and Gash, 2008), and the 
coordinators should make them see the achievement of their individual goals 
through their collaboration in the network (Silvia, 2011), and let them see how 
the innovation works in practice, to ensure that users fulfil their individual 
interest. Indeed, compliance with the expectations of the involved stakeholders 
influences the success of the collaboration (Ansell and Gash, 2008). 

Partners

The third potential role of the user appears when they are included in the col-
laborative innovation project on an equal footing with the other partners, that 
is, as another partner. This role aligns with New Public Governance, where 
co-production and co-creation of value with citizens and other non-state actors 
is a core feature (Brandsen and Honingh, 2016; Osborne and Strokosch, 2013; 
Osborne et al., 2016; Pestoff et al., 2012). This type of collaboration is nec-
essary to achieve an efficient, effective, and democratic public sector (Pierre 
and Peters, 2020). Indeed, the co-creation of value can occur not only through 
the fulfilment of users’ individual needs, but also through their participation 
in the design and delivery of the service and their contribution to innovation 
(Osborne et al., 2016). 
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If users are included as a partner, co-producing with the rest of the part-
nership, the leader should identify and incorporate those suitable members 
who can provide the necessary resources to the partnership (McGuire, 2006; 
Vangen and Huxham, 2003), in this case the lead users who are ahead of the 
rest in the market (Von Hippel, 1986). In addition, the partnership must deal 
with conflicts between partners such as possible discrepancies about their 
responsibility for the project and conflicts between the value systems of the 
users and the project organizations (Mele, 2011). Moreover, the alignment 
or misalignment between the partners’ views and the actual role of users 
in a partnership could reinforce these conflicts and affect the deliberation 
process. Therefore, the leader should align the goals of partners and involved 
users and ensure the joint decision making between them for the success of the 
collaboration. 

Self-organizers

Self-governing structures of non-governmental actors can carry out collective 
action without the interference of the government (Pierre and Peters, 2020). 
From this perspective, users act as self-organizers. Users can be initiators of 
new services and the government follows their lead (Voorberg et al., 2014) and 
carries out supportive actions, like providing technical knowledge and funding 
(Nederhand et al., 2016). Self-governing structures require a trigger that will 
initiate the interaction of the actors in a network (Nederhand et al., 2016). 
The lack of consideration of new products and services, or functionalities by 
organizations, serves as a trigger for users to look for innovation by themselves 
(von Hippel et al., 2011). These structures need trustworthy relationships, 
exchange of ideas, information, and experiences in open communication 
among the actors (Neederhand et al., 2016). The leader of the partnership uses 
a ‘hands-off’ approach to the governance of the collaboration, by limiting 
day-to-day interventions in the project (Sørensen and Torfing, 2009).

Comparison of User Roles

The four roles reflect different levels of user involvement in the projects 
according to the reasons for their inclusion, the activities they can perform, 
and how to effectively engage them. Users acting as legitimators are external 
to the projects without active participation in them as they are involved just 
to improve the acceptance of the innovation. When users’ involvement is 
intended to improve the quality of the innovation, users should participate 
in the innovation process to provide the partnership with their knowledge as 
customers. In this case, in order to effectively capture and integrate users’ 
knowledge, the partnership should increase the information about the inno-
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vation and provide the users with the opportunity to show their desires and 
needs. However, this role keeps users out of the design and decision-making 
processes of the project. In contrast, the involvement of users as partners 
implies that their knowledge is presumed to be necessary for the design of the 
project and that they have the capacity to make decisions at the project level, 
which may sometimes conflict with the wishes of potential consumers (e.g., 
decisions regarding the cost-quality ratio of the resulting product or service). 

In these three roles, the partnership is ‘above’ the users, restricting or facil-
itating their participation. The partnership takes a step back when the users 
self-organize, and just support the users so they can develop their proposals, 
as the self-organizer users have the required capabilities to direct the project. 

These four user roles are ideal representations of user involvement, and does 
not mean that they cannot be mixed (e.g., the participation of users giving their 
knowledge as consumers could be motivated for the necessity of the improve-
ment of the acceptance of the innovation), or that users with different roles 
could not be involved in the same partnerships due to different necessities of 
the project (e.g., most of them participating as legitimators or consumers but 
a smaller group participating as partners) or different capacities of the users 
according to their background (e.g., physicians, nursing staff, or patients). 

RESEARCH DESIGN

Q-methodology

This chapter makes use of Q-methodology, which was first introduced by 
Stephenson in 1930 as a method to distinguish features of individuals, such as 
their viewpoints (Burt and Stephenson, 1939). Q-methodology enables the fac-
torization of individuals instead of variables on a population of traits, abilities, 
or characteristics, with the purpose of identifying differences between these 
individuals (Watts and Stenner, 2012). Because of its ability to differentiate 
between viewpoints of individuals, it has often been used to identify different 
discourses of respondents (van Exel and de Graaf, 2005). In recent years, the 
use of Q-methodology has increased because of its ability to distinguish dif-
ferent viewpoints of respondents regarding policy choices (e.g., Molenveld et 
al., 2019; Nederhand et al., 2019; Warsen et al., 2019) and citizen involvement 
(van Eijk and Steen, 2014; van Eijk et al., 2017).

Generally, Q-methodology is conducted in four sequential steps (Watts and 
Stenner, 2012). First, the Q-set is constructed. The Q-set is composed of state-
ments that reflect the different discourses or viewpoints present in the popula-
tion. Second, the P-set, or set of participants, is defined. The P-set represents 
the individuals that are relevant for the discourses or viewpoints addressed by 
the Q-set. In our case, the P-set consists of service users related to processes 
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of collaborative service creation and innovation. Third, the statements defined 
in the Q-set are applied to the respondents in the P-set by conducting a Q-sort. 
During the Q-sort, the respondents rank the different statements in the Q-set 
according to the degree to which they reflect their own viewpoints. Fourth, the 
Q-sorts are analysed through Q-methodological factor analysis to separate the 
common variance between the respondents. Out of this factor analysis, differ-
ent viewpoints or discourses regarding user involvement emerge. 

Constructing the Q-set

The development of the Q-set needs to be rigorous and well thought through, 
as an inadequate collection of statements in the Q-set decreases the validity of 
the discourses in the P-set. Watts and Stenner (2012) propose two criteria to 
enhance the quality of the statements. 

First, the statements must be representative of the discourses the researcher 
wants to cover. Scholars use different techniques to ensure this representative-
ness. Some researchers refer to academic literature out of which the statements 
are deductively constructed (e.g., Nederhand et al., 2019; Warsen et al., 2019), 
while other scholars use exploratory interviews on the topics of the discourses 
to extract the relevant statements inductively (Molenveld et al., 2019; van Eijk 
and Steen, 2014). The deductive method enables us to assess the theoretical 
roles of user involvement, as they are compared to the empirical profiles we 
get from the Q-sorts. This allows an evaluation of our own theoretical frame-
work, which is the primary reason why we apply the deductive approach in this 
chapter. In addition, document analysis was used to check how practitioners 
perceive the different roles of users. 

Second, gaps or overlaps between the statements might prevent each state-
ment having an equal contribution to the Q-set. To ensure a balanced Q-set, 
scholars typically use multiple types of statements. Two methods are typically 
used. On the one hand, the typology of Dryzek and Berejikian (1993) is often 
used to distinguish statements according to how they are interpreted by the 
respondent (Molenveld et al., 2019; van Eijk and Steen, 2014). The authors 
distinguish between definitive statements (‘concerning the meaning of terms’), 
designative statements (‘concerning questions of facts’), evaluative statements 
(‘concerning the worth of something that does or could exist’), and advocative 
statements (‘concerning something that should or should not exist’). The des-
ignative and advocative statements are broadly used in public administration 
research (e.g., Molenveld et al., 2019; Nederhand et al., 2019; van Eijk and 
Steen, 2014; Warsen et al., 2019), which is why we apply these two types of 
statements to our Q-set. Statements can also be distinguished from each other 
based on the dimensions relevant to the study. 
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The roles of user involvement in our theoretical framework reflected three 
dimensions: (1) the motives of the users to be involved, (2) the activities 
the users conduct during their involvement, and (3) the role of the service 
providers during the user involvement. These considerations resulted in 24 
statements, illustrated in Table 10.1. Table 10.1 presents two statements per 
type of dimension/role, whereby the first statement is a designative statement, 
while the second statement is an advocative statement.

Defining the P-set

In this chapter, the P-set is largely defined by the types of projects that were 
considered. We selected 19 projects from the health sector, as this is an 
established policy field in the co-production literature (e.g., Daya et al., 2019; 
Gremyr et al., 2018; Sangill et al., 2019; van Eijk and Steen, 2014). This 
ensured valid cases of user involvement in service creation. Furthermore, 
the pursuit of innovative eHealth technologies is high on the agenda of the 
European Commission (European Commission, 2018), while current research 
insufficiently explains successful eHealth innovations (Andreassen et al., 
2015). An elaboration on the selection of cases can also be found in Chapter 8. 

The respondents included in the P-set were representing the organizations 
acting as partners in the collaboration projects – both the public actors (e.g., 
governments, public hospitals, etc.) and private actors (e.g., non-profits, firms, 
etc.). A total of 50 partners were identified for the P-set.2 

Conducting the Q-sort and Factor Analysis

To assure that the statements were valid and easy to understand they were 
tested in one of the countries (Belgium) through a pilot on respondents with 
similar profiles to the service users in our study. The sorting of the statements 
is usually conducted through a fixed structure. We used Q Method Software 
to conduct the Q-sort and used a sorting structure with values from −3 to 
3, indicating the degree to which the respondents identify themselves with 
a particular statement. The respondents were first asked to presort the state-
ments into three piles: statements they generally agreed with, statements they 
generally disagreed with, and statements towards which they were neutral. 
Next, the respondents were asked to rank the statements from −3 to 3. Once all 
responses were gathered, a factorial analysis was carried out with four criteria 
for the selection of the factors: Kaiser-Gutmann criterion, variance, cumulative 
variance, and significance of factor loadings.3
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Table 10.1	 The Q-set

Dimensions/Roles Legitimator Customer Partner Self-organizer

Motives to 
participate

Users should be 
involved primarily 
to create support 
for the innovation

Users want to 
be involved 
primarily to 
indicate what 
they perceive as 
an exquisite end 
product

Involved users 
especially want to 
be recognized as 
partners

Users should 
tackle user issues 
themselves 
instead of waiting 
for others to do it

Users are 
especially involved 
to check whether 
the rights of those 
they represent are 
guaranteed

Involved users 
should above 
all check how 
user-oriented the 
innovation is

Users should be 
involved because 
they can have 
alternative views, 
useful for the 
other partners

Users know best 
how to develop 
and organize 
service delivery

Activities of 
involved users

The majority of 
users is there 
predominantly 
to listen to what 
the partners have 
to say

Involved users 
have to advise the 
partnership about 
how to increase 
user satisfaction

Users and the 
other partners 
should jointly 
define the problem 
and the solution

Users can best 
define problems 
and solutions

Users best leave 
development of 
innovations to 
others

Just like 
a company asking 
its customers 
about its products, 
the partnership 
needs to consult 
the users about 
their preferences

Equal 
contributions 
of users and 
other partners 
(co-creation) is 
the only way to 
create relevant 
innovations

Users should 
set and guard 
the direction for 
the innovation 
process
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Dimensions/Roles Legitimator Customer Partner Self-organizer

Role of partnership 
towards user 
involvement

The users should 
be well informed 
by the partnership 
because the 
innovation can 
then be easily 
accepted

The partnership 
should enable the 
involved users 
to see how the 
innovation works 
in reality

A crucial task of 
the partnership 
is to ensure joint 
decision making 
between the 
involved users and 
the other partners

The main role of 
the partnership 
is to provide 
the resources to 
develop proposals 
for the users

The partnership 
actors are there 
to make sure that 
the input of the 
users and other 
actors certainly 
does not go against 
the regulative 
framework (e.g., 
legislation)

The principal 
concern of the 
partnership is 
letting involved 
users voice what 
quality they 
expect from the 
innovation

The partnership 
should primarily 
align the different 
goals of the 
involved users and 
the other partners

The partnership 
should maximally 
give room to the 
involved users to 
develop their own 
proposals for the 
innovation

206 Collaborating for digital transformation

RESULTS

After the factorial analysis, two factors remained that, explain 38 per cent of 
the total variance. The factors are illustrated in Table 10.2. They represent 
two groups of respondents who gave similar values to the statements. The 
distribution of the statements of each group represents a different profile on 
how partners think users should be involved in public-private collaborations. 
These values show the level of agreement with each of the roles. A positive 
value means that the respondents agree with the statements and a negative 
value means that they disagree with them. In addition, the interpretation of 
each statement should also be done according to the profile as a whole, not 
only its individual value and the pre-designated role of the statement. In the 
following, the main observations from the Q-methodological analyses for each 
of the empirical profiles are presented. 

Output-oriented User Involvement

Table 10.2 shows that the statements in Profile 1 are especially aligned with 
the customer and partner roles as they gave a positive value, or at least not 
negative, to most of the statements. According to the respondents within this 
profile, users should be particularly involved because they can introduce alter-
native views and check how user-oriented the innovation is. In this viewpoint, 
the respondents expect the partnership to consult the users about their prefer-
ences, and to align the different perspectives of the users with each other. The 
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Table 10.2	 Empirical profiles

Dimension Statement Profile 1 Profile 2

Legitimator Motives Users should be involved primarily to create 
support for the innovation 

0 0*

Users are especially involved to check 
whether the rights of those they represent are 
guaranteed 

−1 −1

Activities The majority of users is there predominantly 
to listen to what the partners have to say 

−3* −3*

Users best leave development of innovations 
to others 

−2* -2*

Role of service 
provider

The users should be well informed by the 
partnership because the innovation can then 
be easily accepted 

1 1

The partnership actors are there to make sure 
that the input of the users and other actors 
certainly does not go against the regulative 
framework (e.g., legislation) 

0* −2*

Customer Motives Users want to be involved primarily to 
indicate what they perceive as an exquisite 
end product 

1* 0*

Involved users should above all check how 
user-oriented the innovation is 

2* −1*

Activities Involved users have to advise the partnership 
about how to increase user satisfaction 

1* 1*

Just like a company asking its customers 
about its products, the partnership needs to 
consult the users about their preferences 

2 2

Role of service 
provider

The partnership should enable the involved 
users to see how the innovation works in 
reality 

1 1

The principal concern of the partnership is 
letting involved users voice what quality they 
expect from the innovation 

0* −1*

207Viewpoints of collaboration partners
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Dimension Statement Profile 1 Profile 2

Partners Motives Involved users especially want to be 
recognized as partners 

0 −1

Users should be involved because they can 
have alternative views, useful for the other 
partners 

3* 1*

Activities Users and the other partners should jointly 
define the problem and the solution 

0* 3*

Equal contributions of users and other 
partners (co-creation) is the only way to create 
relevant innovations 

−1* 2*

Role of service 
provider

A crucial task of the partnership is to ensure 
joint decision making between the involved 
users and the other partners 

0 1

The partnership should primarily align the 
different goals of the involved users and the 
other partners 

2* 2*

Self-organizer Motives Users should tackle user issues themselves 
instead of waiting for others to do it 

−2* 0*

Users know best how to develop and organize 
service delivery 

−2* −1*

Activities Users can best define problems and solutions −1* −1*

Users should set and guard the direction for 
the innovation process 

−1* −1*

Role of service 
provider

The main role of the partnership is to provide 
the resources to develop proposals of the users 

−1 −2

The partnership should maximally give room 
to the involved users to develop their own 
proposals for the innovation 

1* 0*

Note: * Distinguishing statements (i.e., statements that are significantly differently ranked in one 
factor as opposed to the other factors, with p < 0.05).

208 Collaborating for digital transformation

involved users should also advise the partnership to increase user satisfaction, 
while the partnerships should enable the users to see how the innovation works 
in practice. Users are therefore also primarily involved to indicate what they 
perceive as an exquisite end product. However, the partnership should also 
give maximum room to the involved users to develop their own ideas and 
should inform the users, so the innovation is more easily accepted. 

On the other end of the spectrum, we find statements with which the 
respondents identify themselves the least. The respondents with Profile 1 
disagree with most of the statements of legitimator and self-organizer roles 
and only gave a positive value to one statement of each of these roles. For 
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209Viewpoints of collaboration partners

instance, the respondents do not think that users are involved to check whether 
the rights of those they represent are being guaranteed. Also, they do not think 
that the main purpose of the partnership is to provide resources with which 
the users can develop their own ideas, or that co-creation is the only way to 
create relevant innovations. Users should also not set and guard the direction of 
innovation processes, and they are not best at defining problems and solutions, 
according to these respondents. Furthermore, the respondents indicate that 
users should not tackle user issues themselves, and they should also not leave 
the development of innovations to others. These respondents also do not think 
that the users know best how to develop and organize service delivery, and that 
the users are predominantly involved in these collaborations to listen to what 
the other respondents have to say.

In line with the observations indicated above, the highly ranked statements 
that match the ‘partner’ role might also have been perceived by the respond-
ents from the perspective of output-oriented user involvement. Indeed, the 
respondents might view statements that point to a more active role of the users 
as more effective towards achieving the proper end product (e.g., ‘users should 
be involved because they can have alternative views, useful for the other 
partners’ and ‘the partnership should primarily align the different goals of the 
involved users and the other partners’). Similarly, statements that were part of 
the legitimator role and the self-organizer role, but were highly ranked in this 
profile, might be necessary from the perspective of the respondents in order to 
obtain the required information from the users to develop the end product (e.g., 
‘the users should be well informed by the partnership because the innovation 
can then be easily accepted’ and ‘the partnership should maximally give room 
to the involved users to develop their own proposals for the innovation’). 
Taken together, if the users are not sufficiently informed by the partners, they 
will most likely also not contribute much to the end product. Similarly, if users 
are not enabled to develop their own proposals, it might be difficult for the 
partners to obtain new perspectives and create an innovative end product. 

In summary, the viewpoints of the respondents in the first empirical 
profile are directed towards user involvement as a means to enhance the end 
product. Users are beneficial for the partners because they can introduce new 
knowledge, experiences, and perspectives which are useful for service inno-
vation. User involvement has a functional purpose in the perspectives of these 
respondents, and is, hence, viewed as a means to an end.

Process-oriented User Involvement

Table 10.2 indicates that the statements in Profile 2 are particularly oriented 
towards the partner role, as the respondents gave a high value to most of the 
statements of these roles. Some statements of the customer role related to the 
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activities of the users are also highly ranked in this empirical profile but most of 
the statements related to motivations and the role of the service provided have 
a lower value than in Profile 1. If we synthesize the statements that are highly 
ranked in this profile, it seems that the respondents view user involvement as 
a way to influence the innovation process, rather than its outcome. Indeed, the 
positively ranked statements refer to the way in which users can contribute 
during the innovation process (e.g., by contributing alternative views, advising 
the partnership, jointly defining the problem and solution, co-creating, joint 
decision making, and goal alignment). Even the statements that are aligned 
with the customer role might have been perceived by the respondents as a way 
to influence the innovation process. For instance, two-way communication 
activities such as advising/being consulted by the partnership is a way to 
actively engage in the innovation process and become part of that process. 
Similarly, a positive ranking of the statement ‘The partnership should enable 
the involved users to see how the innovation works in reality’, might mean that 
the respondents in this profile prefer to be engaged in the co-design process of 
the innovation. 

The negatively ranked statements confirm that the respondents in Profile 2 
prefer an active process role of the users in the partnership. Indeed, all the neg-
atively ranked statements correspond to a passive role of the users, with limited 
responsibility. The respondents in this profile disagree that (1) the users are pri-
marily involved in the partnership to check whether their rights are protected, 
(2) the users only need to listen to the partners, and leave the development 
of innovations to others, and (3) the partners are present in the partnership to 
make sure that the proposals of the users are not going against the regulative 
framework. These statements confirm that the respondents in this profile are 
not interested in a passive role for the users and that they expect a contribu-
tion from the users in the innovation process. However, they do not envision 
a very active user role with great responsibility in the innovation processes. 
Indeed, the statements that reflect the self-organizer role are negatively ranked. 
According to the respondents in this profile, involving users in the innovation 
process means that they are working together with the other partners instead 
of leading and directing the innovation process themselves. Hence, they value 
the input of the users during the innovation process but do not believe that the 
users should be organizing the innovation process themselves. 

One statement that is negatively ranked in Profile 2 necessitates some extra 
explanation. The statement ‘Involved users especially want to be recognized 
as partners’ is the only statement related to the partner role that is negatively 
ranked. This is rather remarkable as the statement fits with the other, positively 
ranked statements of the partner role. However, the respondents in this profile 
might have interpreted the statement as a wish of the users to receive recogni-
tion or perhaps even status with their participation in the innovation process. It 
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is clear from the negative ranking of this statement that the respondents in this 
profile do not believe that users are participating in the innovation process in 
order to be ‘appointed’ as real partners. The activities of the users are, accord-
ing to these respondents, more important to guide the users’ motives than the 
particular way in which they are recognized. 

In summary, the respondents who adhere to the second empirical profile 
believe that users should be actively involved in and contribute to the inno-
vation process. User involvement should, according to these respondents, be 
oriented towards the interaction and collaboration dynamics in the innovation 
process, rather than the expected or desired output of that process. This view 
on user involvement is also confirmed by the distinguishing statements, which 
are indicated in Table 10.2 with an asterisk. 

Distribution of the Profiles

Table 10.3 illustrates the distributions of the Q-sorts over the types of actors 
(i.e., public/private partners and the specific types of involved organizations) 
and the countries of origin. The table shows that public and private partners 
are roughly equally distributed over the two empirical profiles. Something 
similar is the case for the distribution of the consultant/firms and governments. 
However, we can also observe that almost three times as many respondents 
from healthcare organizations (e.g., hospitals) adhere to Profile 1 as opposed 
to Profile 2. We see the opposite for the healthcare providers, of which three 
times as many adhere to Profile 2 in comparison to Profile 1. With regard to 
the countries, we observe a prominent difference between Belgium, on the one 
hand, in which the respondents adhere more to Profile 1, and Denmark and 
Estonia, on the other hand, in which the respondents adhere more to Profile 2. 
The respondents in the Netherlands and Spain are more evenly distributed over 
the two profiles than those in the other countries.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This research shows co-existing views on the roles of user involvement in 
collaborative eHealth innovation projects. We obtain two profiles of collabo-
ration partners. Respondents of both profiles agree on the active participation 
of users in the projects but reject the self-organizer role of users, that is, the 
idea of a self-governed structure with the users as initiators and where the 
partnership has a secondary role, particularly established to support the users 
in developing their ideas. The partners’ views on user involvement show that 
they are somewhere in between viewing the users as ‘customers’ from a New 
Public Management paradigm and partners from the network collaboration 
and co-production perspective related to the New Public Governance. 
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Table 10.3	 Descriptive statistics

Type of partner Profile 1 Profile 2 Rest N

Public partner 43.33% 33.33% 23.33% 30

Private partner 45.00% 40.00% 15.00% 20

Type of organization Profile 1 Profile 2 Rest N

Consultant/firm 37.50% 43.75% 18.75% 16

Government 37.50% 31.25% 31.25% 16

Healthcare organization 69.23% 23.08% 7.69% 13

Healthcare provider 20.00% 60.00% 20.00% 5

Country Profile 1 Profile 2 Rest N

Belgium 78.57% 7.14% 14.29% 14

Denmark 20.00% 60.00% 20.00% 5

Estonia 0.00% 60.00% 40.00% 5

Netherlands 41.67% 25.00% 33.33% 12

Spain 35.71% 57.14% 7.14% 14

212 Collaborating for digital transformation

Some respondents are in favour of the involvement of users, because of the 
potential of the users to improve the quality of the output. By ensuring that the 
insights of the users are included, the respondents believe that the innovation 
will be adopted more quickly by the users. These respondents follow the logic 
of New Public Management (Bryson et al., 2014; Denhardt and Denhardt, 
2007), in which the consumers are motivated to participate by their individual 
interests as consumers, and the partnership must align the goals of the partners 
with those of the users to ensure that the resulting service complies with them. 
These respondents believe that consumer tasks should aim to provide infor-
mation on consumer preferences and explain how best to meet their needs. In 
fact, this knowledge of consumers can improve innovation and its acceptance 
(Mahr et al., 2014). From an output-oriented perspective on user involvement, 
these collaboration partners view users as important contributors to the final 
end product of the innovation process. This role of users does not make them 
participants in the internal deliberation process of the partnership, so the 
possibilities of conflicts with the partners are lower. In this case, the effort of 
the leaders should focus on the inclusion of input from the consumers as the 
partnership may fail on this task for various reasons (i.e., lack of resources, 
expertise, and time or poor organizational capacity) (Olson and Bakke, 2001).

However, other respondents believe that users need to be involved because 
they can enhance the collaboration and innovation process itself. These 
respondents think that co-creation is necessary to obtain relevant innovation, 
which is in line with the New Public Governance paradigm (Brandsen and 
Honingh, 2016; Osborne and Strokosch, 2013; Osborne et al., 2016; Pestoff 
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et al., 2012). These respondents also agree that users should participate by 
providing information about their preferences but increase the tasks on which 
they should be involved (i.e., in the definition of the problem and the solution). 
Such a process-oriented perspective on user involvement means that collab-
oration partners view users as important facilitators of the innovation process 
itself. This role of users means that they will be more intensively involved 
throughout the process, which also opens the possibility to more conflicts in 
the deliberation process of the project because of the discrepancies between 
users and partners. The involved users might have a weaker position in the 
partnership than the partners, and the leaders or coordinators of the partnership 
should empower and represent them, so their opinions are considered (Ansell 
and Gash, 2008).

In addition to customer-related tasks, both profiles agree on the importance 
of communication with the users through partnerships and showing them how 
the innovation works in practice. These issues may be related to the necessity 
of information to accept the innovation and see their individual goals achieve 
through their collaboration in the network (Silvia, 2011).

The profiles are not mutually exclusive as users with different character-
istics (e.g., background or time availability) could have different roles in the 
project. Moreover, output-oriented user involvement can be easily instrumen-
talized to enable the participation of a large number of users (e.g., concept tests 
or satisfaction surveys) while process-oriented user involvement does not, as 
it could make the consensus-building process in the partnership challenging. 
Indeed, these profiles could complement each other as users involved accord-
ing to process-oriented profiles could use the knowledge provided by the rest 
of the users involved to support their opinion in the decision-making process 
and ensure that this knowledge is correctly integrated. 

The collaboration partners who support each profile show different char-
acteristics to some extent. Healthcare organizations are more in favour of 
output-oriented user involvement while healthcare providers align more with 
process-oriented. Healthcare organizations may have a more comprehensive 
view of all healthcare processes and doubt the ability of users to consider 
all factors related to innovation (e.g., financial sustainability). In contrast, 
healthcare professionals often have no management responsibilities and, as 
such, are not responsible for overarching management decisions that affect 
the whole organization, so they may be more inclined to give users a larger 
role. Additionally, these different partners’ viewpoints might be explained by 
differences in culture, institutions, or policy between countries. Respondents 
from Belgium, which has a Napoleonic administrative tradition (Pollitt and 
Bouckaert, 2017), are less inclined to citizen participation and are more aligned 
with output-oriented user involvement. Indeed, Belgian public organiuzations 
collaborate in innovation processes far more frequently with other govern-
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ments or private sector organizations than with citizens and users (Verhoest 
et al., 2020). On the other hand, most respondents from Denmark, which has 
a stronger tradition of engaging citizens (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2017), support 
process-oriented user involvement. The case of the respondents from Estonia 
could be explained by the projects’ and partners’ specific characteristics more 
than by country-level characteristics. 

The differences between partners’ viewpoints on user involvement could 
lead to role-related conflicts (Mele, 2011). In such cases, consensus building 
might be more challenging and will need the assistance of strong leaders in the 
project (Ansell and Gash, 2008). Hence, besides identifying and incorporating 
the right members for the partnership, the project coordinator should consider 
the different users needed depending on the vision of the partners, to avoid 
any misalignment between the viewpoints on user involvement of the partners. 

Conflicts could also emerge between the users involved and the partners. 
This research only considers partners’ viewpoints and further research could 
compare users’ and partners’ viewpoints on user involvement, in order to 
reveal possible conflicts regarding the role expected by users and what the part-
ners are willing to accept. This research shows the co-existence of two public 
administration styles regarding user involvement (New Public Management 
and New Public Governance) but discards other considerations of user 
involvement. The ‘self’ in the concept of self-governance concept includes 
a wide variety of public and private actors (Sørensen and Triantafillou, 2009). 
However, the rejection of partners to consider users as initiators or leaders 
of the innovation process shows a limit to user involvement in self-governed 
structures. This restriction might be because of the advanced knowledge 
requirements in information and communication technology and health, nec-
essary for the development of eHealth innovations and the complexity of the 
healthcare sector. Further research could extend this research to other fields to 
test whether partners’ views are common or depend on the field of the inno-
vation project.

NOTES

1.	 The TROPICO project received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 
2020 research and innovation programme under grant agreement No. 726840. 
For more information: https://​cordis​.europa​.eu/​project/​id/​726840 

2.	 Although Q-methodology requires a proportional number of respondents for 
a given number of statements (most often a 1:1 ratio) (Watts and Stenner, 2012), 
we chose to include more respondents because of the inherent variance in our 
research design (multiple countries, multiple types of actors in the partnerships, 
multiple types of eHealth services). A small P-set might have been insufficient 
to capture the large variety of the projects. Furthermore, studies conducted in 
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multiple countries generally consider larger P-sets, and manage to obtain valid 
results (e.g., ratio of 5:1 in Warsen et al., 2019).

3.	 The Q-sort data was analysed using the Q-methodology package KenQ, which 
calculates the correlation matrix, the eigenvalues, and the factor loadings from 
the data. Three cumulative measures are important to decide which factors are 
strong enough to be retained. First, we used the Kaiser-Gutmann criterion, which 
proposes that factors should have an eigenvalue equal or greater than 1 before 
they are retained (Watts and Stenner, 2012). Second, we only retained the factors 
which possessed at least two factor loadings which were statistically significant 
(calculated by ​1.96  × ​  1 _ 

​​ √ 
______________

  Number of items ​
​​ , p < 0.05; Watts and Stenner, 2012). Third, 

a factor was only retained when the explained variance of the factor was at least 
7 per cent and the cumulative variance of the selected factors was larger than 30 
per cent (Molenveld et al., 2019). Additionally, varimax factor rotation was used 
to interpret the factors correctly (Watts and Stenner, 2012).
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11.	 It is all about interaction: network 
structure, actor importance, and the 
relation to innovative outcomes
Tom Langbroek and Koen Verhoest

INTRODUCTION

In recent years, many governments have been establishing collaborative 
arrangements to develop public sector innovations to cope with today’s soci-
etal problems (Hartley et al., 2013; Lopes & Farias, 2020; Torfing, 2019). 
Public sector innovation entails the development and implementation of new 
public policies, services, technologies, and administrative processes that rep-
resent a qualitative change from how things were done before (De Vries et al., 
2016; Gieske et al., 2019). Although working in inter-organisational collabo-
rative arrangements is not a new phenomenon, public sector innovations have 
been increasingly developed in collaborative arrangements in recent years. 
New opportunities to interact have arisen in the past decades, such as digital 
tools that allow interaction with actors that would otherwise be left out of the 
innovation process (Castells, 2000; Geuijen et al., 2017). But also, the increas-
ing fragmentation of society and the subsequent interdependencies between 
actors have led to a need for inter-organisational collaboration (Agger & Lund, 
2017; Bommert, 2010). 

A concept closely related to interdependencies in inter-organisational col-
laboration is that of actor importance (Koppenjan & Klijn, 2004:178; Meijer, 
2014). Stevens (2018) is one of the few scholars who examined actor impor-
tance in collaborative arrangements aimed at innovation in relation to network 
structure. He found that individual actors are in some cases more likely to 
interact with actors they find ‘very necessary’ to tackle the policy problem. 

Recently, considerable research has examined the relationship between 
network structure and network effectiveness (e.g., Cepiku et al., 2020; Raab et 
al., 2015; Stevens, 2018). Research suggests that network structure can posi-
tively influence the outcomes of the collaboration. For example, a high degree 
of network-level connectedness allows information to flow efficiently through 
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the network and is associated with the development of social capital and trust 
(Bodin et al., 2017; Hu et al., 2022; Yi, 2018). 

Clique overlap is named the most effective way type of network integration 
by milestone studies such as those by Provan and Milward (1995) and Provan 
and Sebastian (1998). A clique is a group of at least three actors who are 
directly connected with each other. Cliques overlap when an actor is a member 
of multiple cliques and thus connects multiple cliques with each other. When 
clique overlap occurs, actors in the network are more closely connected to 
each other, while superfluous ties between actors are reduced. Remarkably, 
little attention has been paid to how innovative outcomes can be explained 
by the integration through clique overlap of the most important actors. While 
the inclusion of important actors who are necessary for the realisation of the 
innovation is at the basis of collaborative innovation (Torfing, 2019), little is 
known about the extent to which the integration of important actors in collab-
orative arrangements results in innovative outcomes. 

Therefore, this study answers the following research question: How can 
innovative outcomes of collaborative public sector innovation projects be 
explained by the network integration of its most important actors?

The question is answered by examining three cases in which a collabora-
tive arrangement was established in order to create better digital information 
exchange in the public sector. For each of these cases, the degree of clique 
formation and clique overlap, and the resulting network integration of the most 
important actors are examined in two interaction networks: interaction outside 
meetings and interaction during meetings.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Collaborative Innovation and the Importance of Actors

Governments increasingly turn to the development of public sector innovations 
as a way to deal with wicked problems that arise from a complex, fragmented 
society, unpredictable events, and increasing citizens’ demands for public 
services (Ansell et al., 2021; Lopes & Farias, 2020; Torfing, 2019; Wegrich, 
2019). Although research on innovation has gained increasing attention, no 
clear consensus on the definition of the concept is present. Following the lit-
erature review by De Vries and colleagues (2016) definitions of public sector 
innovation commonly emphasise innovations as being something new within 
a given context. This can be a new or changed service, but also a new policy, 
technology, process, etc. This novelty might exist somewhere else but is new 
in its context and represents a change and discontinuity with how things were 
done before (Damanpour et al., 2009; Gieske et al., 2019; Osborne & Brown, 
2011). Innovation is, therefore, something different from optimisation in the 
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sense that innovation represents a break from the past and concerns the imple-
mentation of something new in the context. Optimisation is, on the other hand, 
an improvement of existing routines in line with the past. In recent studies, 
one additional characteristic of public innovation is commonly acknowledged. 
Unlike private sector innovation, which is driven by competitive advantage 
over others, public sector innovation is specifically aimed at the creation of 
public value instead. The innovation aims to solve a societal problem and adds 
value to society in that way (Chen et al., 2020; Crosby et al., 2017).

As all necessary resources for the development of innovations are usually 
not available within one single government organisation, governments 
increasingly develop public sector innovations in collaborative arrange-
ments (Bommert, 2010; Torfing, 2019). In these collaborative arrangements 
resources such as knowledge, financial means, and production resources are 
combined to develop an innovation to cope with the problem at hand. Still, 
merely bringing actors together does not result in innovations. Several factors 
are closely linked to the process between collaboration, on the one hand, and 
the creation of innovation, on the other hand. Among them are:

(1)	 The inclusion of the necessary actors in the collaborative arrangement 
and their importance (Ansell & Torfing, 2014:11; Godenhjelm & 
Johanson, 2018; Siddiki et al., 2017). For example, actors with knowl-
edge, financial means, decision-making power, etc.

(2)	 The interactions among these actors (Agger & Sørensen, 2018; Lewis et 
al., 2018; Lopes & Farias, 2020). For example, interaction among people 
with different insights or knowledge allows actors to learn and spurs the 
generating of new ideas (Koebele, 2019; Voorberg et al., 2017).

Actor Inclusion, importance, and Interaction

Concerning the inclusion of actors, actors are included for different reasons 
in the innovation process (Godenhjelm & Johanson, 2018). These can be the 
resources these actors can bring to the process, such as different insights or 
financial resources (see, e.g., resource dependency theory; Hillman et al., 
2009; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; Scharpf, 1978), the coordinating role the actor 
fulfils, their decision-making power, or simply because they are interested in 
the problem at hand and want to think along (Koppenjan & Klijn, 2004:178). 
Actors become more important as the substitutability of, for example, their 
knowledge or decision-making power is low. Therefore, a low substitutability 
of necessary resources is a basis of power in collaborative arrangements aimed 
at innovation and thus can make certain actors more important than others. 
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Next, the premise of collaborative innovation is to interact with each other in 
order to combine different resources and perspectives, learn from each other, 
and subsequently implement the innovation (Ansell & Torfing, 2014:11). 
Information sharing is crucial for the development of innovations (Koliba et 
al., 2017). During meetings, actors need to build upon each other’s ideas to 
deepen discussions, come to a synergetic process, and learn from each other. 
Outside meetings, information sharing is necessary to elaborate on the things 
discussed during official meetings, work out details etc.

The structure of the interaction in these collaborative arrangements (also 
referred to as networks) can take many forms and shapes. Network character-
istics such as the density, centrality of individual actors, and structural holes 
reflect the shape of the network, and thus the interaction patterns within the 
collaborative arrangements (Lusher et al., 2012:7). Individuals gain access to 
information, social support, and other resources through the ties with other 
actors (Agneessens & Wittek, 2012; Bodin et al., 2017; Hu et al., 2022; Yi, 
2018). Moreover, research suggests that central actors are more likely to 
access useful knowledge from others and therefore become more important 
(Tsai, 2001; Zhao, 2022). They are the ‘spiders in the web’. Hence, the causal 
relation between importance and network integration is somewhat unclear as 
importance might not only be attributed to actor-specific characteristics such 
as the possession of resources, but also to an actor’s central network position. 

Milestone studies in the relation between network structure and network 
outcomes are the studies of Provan and Milward (1995) and Provan and 
Sebastian (1998), who provided a framework for the determinants of effec-
tive network outcomes; one of them being the integration of actors in the 
network. Three types of integration are commonly distinguished in the 
inter-organisational network literature. First, density-based integration, which 
is the type of integration based on the total level of ties among the actors in the 
network (Scott, 2000:69). In this type of integration the observed number of 
ties between the actors is compared to the maximum number of ties. A higher 
density resembles a higher degree of network integration. A second type of 
integration is centralised integration, which is the extent to which the network 
ties are organised around particular focal actors (Borgatti et al., 2013:149). 
The third type of commonly distinguished type of integration is clique overlap 
(Borgatti et al., 2013:184; Raab et al., 2015). Cliques are a minimum of three 
different actors who are directly connected to each other in a network. When 
actors are a member of multiple cliques it results in clique overlap. In the case 
of clique overlap, an actor connects multiple cliques with each other and thus 
indirectly connects actors who are not in the same clique. 

The discussion has focused on what kind of integration is best for effec-
tive network outcomes and is commonly focused on the balance between 
density-based integration and centralised integration (Provan & Sebastian, 
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1998; Saz-Carranza & Ospina, 2011; Ngamassi et al., 2014; Turrini et al., 
2010). Several studies found that centralised integration organised around 
a central coordinator is positively associated with network outcomes (Cristofoli 
& Markovic, 2016; Provan & Milward, 1995; Raab et al., 2015). Free-wheeling 
behaviour in the network can be prevented as the central coordinator is able to 
control and monitor the behaviour of all the other actors, especially in sparsely 
connected networks (Cristofoli et al., 2021). 

However, in this study, we examine integration through clique overlap 
which is found to combine the advantages of strong density-based integration 
and strong centrality-based integration and enhances the overall network 
outcomes but is very overlooked in current literature (Provan & Sebastian, 
1998). The membership of a clique in the network has been linked to several 
benefits, such as a higher pace of information sharing through the network 
and facilitation of learning (Provan & Sebastian, 1998). It was found that 
network outcomes are evaluated more positively when cliques overlap each 
other, but less positively when too many actors in the network are connected 
to each other. Having clique overlap is effective because members who are in 
several cliques are brokers and thus connect different cliques to each other. In 
this structure, not everyone in the network needs to be directly connected to 
each other because the information is transferred through the actors that are 
members of multiple cliques. Moreover, while a certain amount of dispersion 
of important actors throughout the network seems needed, (complete) sepa-
ration of certain actors is found to be detrimental to successful outcomes (Yi, 
2018). Stevens (2018) examined how actor importance determines interaction 
in collaborative innovation networks that work towards a joint outcome and 
found that actors are in some cases more likely to interact with actors they find 
‘very necessary’ to tackle the policy problem. This suggests that actors who 
find each other important tend to stick to each other. A core group of important 
actors that mainly directly interact with each other without interacting with 
others in the network would be an obstacle to the development of innovations 
(Provan & Kenis, 2008). 

From these previous findings we expect that cases with successful innova-
tive outcomes are characterised by a high degree of clique overlap in terms of 
the most important actors being included in multiple cliques, both during and 
outside meetings. 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND MEASUREMENT

Cases and Data Collection

Three Belgian cases were examined in which a collaborative arrangement was 
created with the goal to implement a public sector innovation. These innova-
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tions aimed to create a better digital information exchange between the key 
players involved in the policy field at hand. They all focus on a more effective 
way to cope with information needs by transforming information systems in 
order to work more effectively. They are clear examples of the line of reason-
ing that effective information-sharing systems are a lynchpin in critical public 
policy areas to be effective and that government must embrace the digital era 
to optimise inter-organisational information integration (Meijer and Bekkers, 
2015; Pardo and Tayi, 2007).

All actors in the network were asked to participate in a survey that asked 
about their interactions with, and their perception of the importance of the 
other actors.1 The cases were selected based on the following criteria: (1) 
The cases entail arrangements involving public actors and to the extent pos-
sible also private actors and citizens; (2) In order to avoid the pro-innovation 
bias we included also cases which did not materialise in innovations, or in 
which innovation processes were particularly difficult in their progress; (3) 
Comparability in terms of network size, goal of the innovation (creating new 
digital procedures to solve difficulties in governmental processes), and acces-
sibility were important criteria as well.

CareLab was a project initiated by the Belgian federal government focusing 
on the simplification of rules and bureaucracy for parents with a disabled child. 
A core group of 18 actors, such as health professionals, civil servants, and 
parents could be identified. The project ended with the idea selection of four 
innovations, including a digital government tool to reduce the administrative 
burden for parents with a disabled child, and a first step towards implementa-
tion. After that, core actors left the process and sustainable implementation of 
these solutions did not take place.

Invasive Species was a project to generate a more comprehensive and effec-
tive policy on invasive species by creating a new institutional arrangement that 
organises and formalises digital information exchange between institutions 
dealing with invasive species policies across Belgian regions and communi-
ties. A core group of 11 actors could be identified. These included federal and 
regional policy officers, scientists, and legal experts. 

Radicalisation was a process innovation with the goal to change the digital 
information exchange procedure concerning signs of radicalisation within the 
group of asylum seekers or refugees to ensure that the transfer of information 
on radicalism is effective, both horizontally and vertically. A new (digital) 
notification procedure to detect radicalisation and the new way of information 
exchange was implemented. A core group of ten actors, such as representatives 
of the Federal Agency for the Reception of Asylum Seekers and the General 
Intelligence and Security Service could be identified.
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Interaction

Two types of interaction networks were studied in each case. To capture inter-
action in the collaborative arrangement outside official meetings we looked at 
the network of information sharing outside official meetings. Moreover, we 
also looked at the network concerning elaboration upon others’ ideas during 
official meetings to determine which actors interact with each other during 
meetings. We will refer to these networks as interaction outside meetings and 
interaction during meetings.

To map the interactions outside formal meetings, the following question 
was asked:

•	 Could you please indicate to whom you gave and from whom you received 
information, after and outside of formal meetings? ‘Information’ includes 
reports, statistics, advice, and remarks. This information can be both 
verbal and written.

A tie between actors was only considered when it was confirmed from both 
sides. For example, if actor ‘i’ claimed that he gave information to actor ‘j’, it 
was only regarded a tie when actor ‘j’ indicated that he received information 
from actor ‘i’. When this was not possible due to missing network data because 
an actor did not fill out the survey (CareLab: 2 actors, Invasive Species: 2 
actors, Radicalisation: 1 actor), a tie was considered by confirmation from only 
one respondent.

To determine the interaction during meetings, we asked:

•	 Which participants in [project name] most frequently elaborated during 
the meetings of [the arrangement] upon the information and ideas you 
shared?

For this question, respondents could indicate the five participants that elab-
orated most frequently on their contributions inside the meetings. Because 
CareLab consisted of more actors, the respondents could name up to eight 
actors in this case to make the networks comparable. That way respondents 
could name around 50 per cent of the actors in all cases. We decided to pose 
this question in a way that respondents were not able to name every actor in 
the collaborative arrangement. As the collaborative arrangements consisted 
of relatively few actors, we were only interested in the actors who elaborated 
most on an actor’s contributions. The meetings in the cases were set up in 
a way that all actors engaged in group discussions with each other. By limiting 
the number of actors, we prevented respondents from naming every actor in the 
collaborative arrangement.

Koen Verhoest, Gerhard Hammerschmid, Lise H. Rykkja, and Erik H. Klijn -
9781803923895

Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 02/07/2024 08:58:51AM
via Open Access. This work is licensed under the Creative Commons

Attribution-NonCommercial-No Derivatives 4.0 License
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


225It is all about interaction

Actor Importance

Respondents were asked to evaluate how important they perceived the other 
actors in order for the innovation process to succeed. They were asked to 
answer the question:

•	 Could you please indicate for each of the participating actors whether you 
considered it ‘very important’, ‘important’ or ‘not that important’ that they 
were involved in the process.

We took only the ‘very important’ answer category into account as respond-
ents were not likely to indicate actors as ‘being unimportant for the process’. 
By only including the ‘very important’ category, we got a clear view of the 
actors respondents felt were the most important, as it eliminated the rather 
neutral ‘important’ category, and, thus, giving a better representation of the 
most important actors. 

The importance of the individual actors in the networks was determined 
by calculating the percentage of the times they were labelled as being ‘very 
important’ by the other actors. For example, in CareLab, the total number of 
times an actor was reported to be ‘very important’ to the process was divided 
by the total number of actors minus three (as actors cannot indicate themselves 
as being very important and the presence of two non-respondents in this case). 

Network Integration

Multiple measures were used to determine the level of integration of each 
network. As a basic variable, the density of the networks was checked to see 
how the actors in the whole network are connected to each other. The density 
is the number of ties between actors compared to the maximum number of ties 
(Borgatti et al., 2013:183). Density is used as a measure of network integra-
tion, as is common in studies examining network structures (Ngamassi et al., 
2014; Provan & Sebastian, 1998).

Next, we examined the different cliques and clique overlap in the networks. 
As mentioned, a clique is a subset of at least three actors in which every actor 
is adjacent to every actor in the subset, and it is impossible to add any more 
actors to this clique without violating this condition (Borgatti et al., 2013:183). 
As we are interested in the clique formation of interactions, we only looked at 
reciprocal ties. We excluded cliques of interaction in which, for example, only 
one actor gives information and the other actors in the clique ‘just’ receive 
information. That way, we only took cliques into account in which all actors 
actively gave information to and received information from all other actors in 
the clique. This principle was applied to both interaction networks. 
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The examination of cliques enabled us to identify central actors, and/
or whether (groups of) actors are totally isolated. Because the networks are 
relatively small, we looked for cliques in which all actors of the clique were 
directly connected to each other. Therefore, methods of analysis that ‘loosen’ 
the strict definition of a clique by allowing actors to be not necessarily con-
nected to every other actor in the clique, such as N-clans (Harary et al., 1965) 
or K-plexes (Seidman & Foster, 1978) were not used. The cliques were iden-
tified using the UCINET software. With this software several key measures of 
network integration were obtained (Kegen, 2015):

•	 The number of cliques.
•	 The clique density (the number of actors in at least one clique).
•	 The average size of cliques.
•	 The individual and average clique centrality. This is the absolute number 

of cliques an individual actor is a member of and, at a network level, the 
average amount of cliques an actor is a member of.

•	 The integration of clusters of cliques. The cliques were analysed using an 
average link hierarchical clustering procedure to see how cliques overlap 
with each other (Borgatti et al., 2013:96). Average linkage hierarchical 
clustering is a stepwise procedure for determining the clusters in the 
network based on the average distance from any member of one clique to 
any member of the other cliques. The algorithm merges the closest pairs 
of cliques into a cluster. Then, the clique that is closest to this new cluster 
is, in turn, merged with this cluster, etc. This procedure is repeated until 
all cliques are merged into a single cluster. As high clique overlap in the 
network requires less stages of this so-called clustering, the lower the level 
(stages) of clustering, the higher the extent of clique overlap.

Innovative Outcome Measures

The innovative outcomes of the cases were determined in two ways. First, 
every respondent was asked to rate the innovative outcomes of the project on 
a scale ranging from 0 to 10 using four items.2 Once data were collected, the 
results of the three cases were pooled and a factor analysis (principal compo-
nents analysis) was executed to come to one broad measure of innovative out-
comes. Second, to overcome a possible bias in the respondents’ answers, the 
phase at which the project ended was determined based on interview data and 
official documents. The commonly used phases of the innovation cycle – idea 
generation, idea selection, implementation, and dissemination – were applied 
to the cases (Sørensen & Torfing, 2011).
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RESULTS

Concerning the innovative outcomes of the cases, the factor analysis indi-
cated that items loaded on one factor and the scale was regarded as reliable 
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.733), the mean factor scores were then calculated to 
obtain comparable measurements per case (see also Provan & Sebastian, 
1998). The results show that CareLab scores substantially lower on innova-
tive outcomes than the other projects, with the negative factor score (−0.34) 
indicating that the project was ineffective in producing innovative outcomes. 
The process of the Invasive Species (factor score: 0.20) and Radicalisation 
case (factor score: 0.46) was much more successful in producing innovative 
outcomes.

As CareLab did not move past the idea selection phase, it is possible to say 
that this project was less successful than the other two cases as these reached 
the implementation phase. 

We expect that cases with successful innovative outcomes are characterised 
by a high degree of clique overlap in terms of the most important actors being 
included in multiple cliques, both during and outside meetings. The remainder 
of this section presents the two types of networks separately. The networks 
are complementary to each other, but it makes more sense to look at each 
network separately as the interactions in the networks are different in nature. 
During meetings, actors build upon each other’s ideas to deepen discussions 
and to come to a synergetic process. Outside meetings, actors can elaborate 
on the things discussed during official meetings and work out the details in 
smaller groups. By comparing the networks separately, it is easier to notice 
the differences between the cases per type of interaction network and therefore 
what the characteristics of a successful case are compared to a less successful 
case and how it is different per type of interaction network. Moreover, the 
networks are measured in different ways, which makes a separate presentation 
more suitable. 

Interaction Network 1: Interaction Outside Meetings

Table 11.1 shows the integration of the ‘interaction outside meetings’ net-
works. Comparing the interaction outside meetings network across the three 
cases, CareLab shows the lowest density, followed by the Invasive Species 
case, and Radicalisation has the highest network density. This can partly be 
explained as the relative measure of density typically decreases when network 
size increases (Jansen, 2006:194). An actor is only able to have a direct tie 
with a limited number of other actors so when the network size increases, 
the relative number of linkages decreases. Larger network size is generally 
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associated with a higher number of cliques, because there are simply more 
actors to connect to. This is visible in the network data as CareLab has one 
clique more than the successful Invasive Species and Radicalisation networks. 
However, the clique density of the CareLab network can be considered quite 
low as just a little over half of the actors (10 out 18 actors) is integrated in at 
least one clique. 

Clique density is a measure that indicates how many actors are a member of 
at least one clique. The clique density is lowest in the CareLab network, and 
higher in the smaller Invasive Species and Radicalisation networks. This is in 
line with the argument that smaller networks have a higher clique density as 
isolated actors are spotted more easily and are consequently sooner squeezed 
into a clique (Kegen, 2015). Furthermore, the cliques in the CareLab network 
all contain the minimum number of three actors, while the other networks 
tend to have some cliques containing four actors, which gives these networks 
a higher average clique size pointing to a higher extent of integration.

Clique Overlap

The clique centralities were obtained to spot indications of clique overlap. 
The clique centrality indicates the number of cliques an actor is a member of. 
Moreover, a hierarchical clustering procedure was executed to see to what 
extent cliques are integrated with each other. The average clique centrality 
of CareLab is 1, indicating that on average every actor is a member of one 
clique. However, as the clique density indicates, only 55 per cent of the actors 
are present in at least one clique. The average clique centrality turned out to 
be especially high because one actor is member of all six cliques, and one is 
a member of four cliques. This indicates a high extent of clique overlap but 
given the observation that only 55 per cent of the actors is included in a clique 
it means that especially a core group is well connected to each other through 
clique overlap and the other actors are more isolated (eight of them are in no 
clique at all). In this network it indicates a strong centralisation towards a core 
group that is closely tied together, while other actors are more isolated.

Actors in the more successful Invasive Species and Radicalisation net-
works are less isolated. The average clique centralities indicate that actors 
are on average a member of 1.55 cliques (Invasive Species) and 1.60 cliques 
(Radicalisation). An interesting observation in the Radicalisation network is 
that one actor is present in all cliques in the network, indicating strong clique 
overlap through this central actor, just as in the CareLab network. Not surpris-
ingly, this central actor is the coordinator. 

However, although a central coordinator is present with whom actors are 
directly connected in the Radicalisation network, the observation that a higher 
percentage of actors in the network are a member of at least one clique (70 per 
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Table 11.1	 Network integration ‘interaction outside meetings’ network

CareLab Invasive Species Radicalisation

Network density 0.127 0.273 0.311

No. of cliques in 
network

6 5 5

Average clique size 3 3.4 3.2

Clique density 0.55 0.72 0.70

Average clique 
centrality

1 1.55 1.60

Individual clique 
centralities

0 to 6 0 to 3 0 to 5

Complete 
integration of 
cliques at level …

2 3 2

Top most important 
actors* (with 
individual clique 
centrality)

1. Local coordinator 1: 
93% (clique centrality: 
6)
2. Parent 1: 67% (0)
3. Private actor 5: 60%
4. Federal coordinator: 
60% (4)

1. Public actor 1 Federal: 
50% (0) 
2. Public actor 2 Flemish 
38% (1) 
3. Public actor 2 Walloon: 
25% (2) 
4. Public actor 1 Brussels: 
25% (0) 

1. Federal actor 4 
(coordinator) 78% (5) 
2. Federal actor 1 67% (3) 
3. Federal actor 2 67% (2) 

Note: * Top three. In case of equal importance more actors are listed in the table.

229It is all about interaction

cent) indicates a high degree of interconnectedness of the other actors as well. 
Therefore, in this network actors interact frequently with the coordinator, but 
unlike CareLab, they also interact with the other actors. 

In the Invasive Species network, none of the actors are a member of every 
clique, meaning that no central actor connects all cliques with each other. In 
this network, 72 per cent of the actors are in either one, two, or three of the five 
different cliques. Not having a central actor that connects all cliques implies 
less clique overlap, which is also confirmed by the lowest level of clique 
integration following the hierarchical clustering procedure. However, as only 
28 per cent of actors are in no clique at all and cliques are on average larger, 
we are able to say that actors are more directly connected to each other than in 
CareLab where interaction concentrates towards a well-connected core group. 

Actor Importance

Then, concerning actor importance, especially the CareLab and Radicalisation 
cases have actors who are regarded to be very important to the process by 
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the vast majority of the collaborative arrangement. The most important actor 
in these cases are coordinators and are a member of all cliques in the ‘inter-
action outside meeting’ network, indicating that the most important actor in 
the network is well integrated with the cliques in these ‘interactions outside 
meetings’ networks. However, the other most important actors in the CareLab 
network, not being coordinators, are less well integrated into the network. 
These important actors are in only one or even none of the cliques. The impor-
tant actors in the Radicalisation case are in that respect better integrated into 
the network as they are all a member of multiple cliques. Interestingly, actors 
in the Invasive Species case tend to qualify other actors in the network less 
frequently as being very important to the process. The most important actor 
is only named ‘very important’ by half of the other actors. Also, the most 
important actors, in this case, are poorly integrated into cliques. Especially less 
important actors are well integrated into the clique structure of the network.

Following from these findings we can conclude that the CareLab network 
has the lowest level of integration on the whole network level with a core group 
of actors that interact with each other, while other actors, including some of 
the most important ones, are in the periphery of the network and hardly share 
information with each other outside meetings. The cliques overlap to a high 
extent, but only a few actors are present in these cliques, making the actors 
who are a member of a clique well connected with each other, but poorly with 
the rest of the (sometimes highly important regarded) actors. This points to 
a very important regarded ‘in-group’ that mainly shares information with each 
other, while the other less important actors hardly interact with each other.

Clique overlap is lower in the Invasive Species network, but as more actors 
are present in at least one clique, the integration of the whole network of 
Invasive Species is higher. Also, important actors are more dispersed through-
out the network; none of the important actors are present in all cliques, which 
means that the important actors have a less prominent role in this network.

The Radicalisation network shows a high level of integration as a majority 
of actors are included in a clique and this network has a high level of clique 
overlap. Because a vast majority of actors are a member of a clique and cliques 
overlap to a high extent, the whole network is tightly connected. Especially the 
most important actors are well integrated in the network having a membership 
of multiple cliques, which means that important actors are at the core of the 
network, yet they are better connected to the others in the network unlike what 
we see in the CareLab network.

Interaction Network 2: Interaction During Meetings

The ‘interaction during meetings’ networks shows more extreme results 
between the different cases. As presented in Table 11.2, the unsuccessful 
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CareLab case has a very low overall density, meaning that actors are to a low 
extent connected to each other. Especially actors in the Invasive Species case 
tend to elaborate on each other’s ideas as almost half of the actors are directly 
connected to each other. 

Clique Overlap

Especially the actors in the Invasive Species network are highly integrated 
as everyone is part of at least one clique in the network, meaning that every 
respondent is part of a group of a minimum of three actors who frequently 
elaborate upon each other’s ideas. We must stress, however, that the two 
non-respondents, in this case, were not taken into account.3

Whereas in the Invasive Species network, every actor is a member of at least 
one of the five different cliques making this a well-integrated network, the 
other networks contain fewer cliques and only a small percentage of the actors 
are members of at least one clique. In the Radicalisation network, only three 
actors form a clique together, and in the CareLab network just four actors.

This means that in both a successful and an unsuccessful case only a small 
core group of actors elaborated upon each other’s ideas. The Invasive Species 
network consists of substantially larger cliques than the other networks with 
an average size of 4.6 compared to the minimum amount of three actors in the 
other cases, indicating strong integration of actors in this network. The high 
average clique centrality indicates that actors are on average a member of 2.54 
cliques, which is considerably higher than in the other cases. 

The individual clique centrality shows that, again, no actor in the Invasive 
Species case is a member of all five cliques. However, multiple actors have 
an individual clique centrality of four, indicating membership of four cliques 
and a strong level of clique overlap. In CareLab, a larger amount of clique 
overlap is present, as the results of the hierarchical clustering procedure show, 
but as only four actors are a member of a clique this only implies a strong 
core group of four actors, but poor integration on the whole network level. As 
the Radicalisation network only consists of one clique, obviously no clique 
overlap occurs in that network. Thus, the Invasive Species case has the strong-
est integrated network in which all actors actively elaborate upon each other’s 
ideas. Everyone’s idea is built upon by at least two other actors given that 
every actor is a member of a clique.

Actor Importance

Concerning actor importance, we found in the CareLab network that the 
members of a clique are among the most important actors of the network. Still, 
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Table 11.2	 Network integration ‘interaction during meetings’ network

CareLab Invasive Spcies Radicalisation

Network density 0.085 0.455 0.156

No. of cliques in 
network

2 5 1

Average clique size 3 4.6 3

Clique density 0.13 1 0.33

Average clique 
centrality

0.33 2.56 0.33

Individual clique 
centralities

0 to 2 1 to 4 0 to 1

Complete integration 
of cliques at level: 
(hierarchical 
clustering of cliques)

2 4 Not applicable, as only one 
clique is observed in this 
network

Top important actors 
(with individual 
clique centrality)

Local coordinator 1: 93% 
(clique centrality: 2)
Parent 1: 67% (0)
Private actor 5: 60% (2)
Federal coordinator: 
60% (1)

Public actor 2 Flemish: 
38% (1)
Public actor 2 
Walloon: 25% (1)
Public actor 1 
Brussels: 25% (1)

Federal actor 4 
(coordinator) 78% (1)
Federal actor 1.67% (0)
Federal actor 2.67% (0)
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some actors who are regarded as being very important to the process are not 
included in any clique.

The most important actors in the Invasive Species case are only to some 
extent a member of a clique. They are only part of one clique, while less 
important actors are a member of up to four different cliques. We argue that the 
most important actors are to some extent well integrated in the network, but the 
network is centralised towards less important actors. In other words, the most 
important actors do not function as brokers in this network. However, as clique 
density is high, they are tightly connected to most other actors in the network 
through clique overlap.

In the successful Radicalisation network, only one clique is observed. The 
most important actor is present in this clique, however, as no other cliques 
are present in this network the overall integration of the network is poor. 
Especially a group of three actors elaborated upon each other’s ideas, while 
only one of these actors was frequently named as very important to the process. 

Following these results we see that the Invasive Species case has more or 
less the same network structure and clique formation in both networks, whereas 
a clear difference between the networks in the CareLab and Radicalisation 
cases is observable in terms of clique formation and inclusion of the most 
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important actors. The clique overlap in these latter two cases depends on the 
type of network, while this is to a lesser extent observable in the Invasive 
Species case.

DISCUSSION 

The goal of this study was to examine how innovative outcomes of collab-
orative public sector innovation projects can be explained by the network 
integration of its most important actors. Following from the work on clique 
overlap and information ties (e.g., Hu et al., 2022; Provan and Sebastian, 
1998), collaborative innovation (e.g., Ansell and Torfing, 2014:11) and actor 
importance (e.g., Cristofoli et al., 2021; Stevens, 2018) we hypothesised that 
cases with successful innovative outcomes are characterised by a high degree 
of clique overlap in terms of the most important actors being included in mul-
tiple cliques, both during and outside meetings.

We can only confirm our hypothesis for the ‘interaction outside meetings’ 
network. Our findings are in line with the argument that clique overlap is 
related to positive network outcomes. We found that the cases with higher 
innovative outcomes have a higher integrated network concerning sharing 
information outside meetings (Cristofoli & Markovic, 2016; Raab et al., 2015). 
Being a member of multiple cliques in the successful Radicalisation case 
indicates that the most important actors are in close contact with less important 
actors and thus act as brokers that connect the different actors with each other. 
In contract, the few actors in cliques of the less successful CareLab case are 
among the most important actors, which points to a very important regarded 
‘in-group’ that mainly shares information with each other, while the other less 
important actors hardly interact with each other. The Invasive Species case 
shows a high amount of clique density and overlap, however, in this case, the 
most important actors are less well integrated as they are in fewer cliques.

We expected the same type of integration to be present in the ‘interaction 
during meetings’ networks. We expected successful cases to have a higher 
level of clique density, higher clique centrality of the most important actors, 
and clique overlap. This is confirmed to some extent as the relatively success-
ful Invasive Species case has a higher level of clique density and more actors 
are a member of a clique than the CareLab network. However, the successful 
Radicalisation case follows the pattern of the less successful CareLab case in 
the ‘interaction inside meetings’ network: limited cliques, with little involve-
ment of most actors, including the most important ones. We therefore cannot 
fully confirm our hypothesis for the ‘interaction during meetings’ network.
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CONCLUSION

With this study, we wanted to answer how innovative outcomes of collabora-
tive public sector innovation projects can be explained by the network integra-
tion of its most important actors. 

Unlike what theory suggests, we have to conclude that successful innovative 
outcomes are only to some extent explained by the way the most important 
actors are integrated through clique overlap and depend on the type of network. 
A well-integrated network (with important actors connected through clique 
overlap) is not necessarily always a crucial driver for the development of 
collaborative innovation as the successful Radicalisation case shows poor 
network integration during meetings. In that sense, the findings refine the 
argument that information flow is crucial to the development of innovative 
outcomes (Koliba et al., 2017), as the findings show that a well-connected 
network is not necessarily always needed. This may indicate that successful 
cases spend less time on deep discussions and idea generation during broad 
general meetings and actors in successful cases are more inclined to connect 
with each other outside meetings to work out details with the relevant actors 
without the inclusion of non-essential actors. Still, the results also indicate 
that a certain amount of dispersion of important actors throughout the network 
seems needed (see also Yi, 2018) as we find that the less successful CareLab 
case is characterised by an important in-group that does not connect with other 
actors in the network. 

This study builds upon the milestone study concerning clique overlap as the 
most effective way for information flow in collaborative arrangements (Provan 
& Sebastian, 1998). Moreover, it was the first to examine clique overlap in 
combination with the position of the most important actors in the network 
and to make the distinction between interaction inside and outside meetings. 
Furthermore, this study is one of the first to examine clique overlap in relation 
to (digital) public sector innovation. To date, the role of the integration of the 
most important actors in the networks was only studied to a limited extent, 
while research suggests that, on the one hand, the network position of certain 
main actors (such as the coordinators) leads to more effective outcomes 
(Cristofoli et al., 2021; Raab et al., 2015) and, on the other hand, that actor 
importance is associated with innovative outcomes (Stevens, 2018). No study 
had examined the combination of clique overlap as a way of network integra-
tion in combination with actor importance. Moreover, usually, no distinction 
between the complementary networks concerning information sharing inside 
official meetings and outside official meetings is made. 

Our findings suggest that collaborative innovation networks do not neces-
sarily always have to be well integrated through clique overlap both inside 
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and outside official meetings when developing an innovation. The findings 
are therefore a refinement to the classic studies (e.g., Provan & Sebastian, 
1998) that argue that clique overlap is an important driver for positive network 
outcomes. Clique overlap seems to be of lesser importance for building upon 
each other’s ideas inside meetings and important actors do not necessarily have 
to engage in interactions in order to achieve successful innovative outcomes. 

We do have to acknowledge that the nature of the cases was different. The 
successful Radicalisation case was working towards a clear end goal, and thus 
formal meetings were less characterised by idea generation and building upon 
each other’s ideas. Instead, actors interacted with each other outside formal 
meetings for the arrangement of more practical resources and ‘to get things 
done’, which might point to a strong commitment towards innovation and 
formal meetings were not necessary to let actors interact with each other. In 
other words, there was no real need to build upon each other’s ideas as the end 
goal and the way to reach it was more or less known already. 

In contrast, CareLab was very much in the idea generation phase, so interac-
tion within meetings was necessary to create a process of synergy that enabled 
the collaborative arrangement to formulate innovative ideas. However, no 
proper ideas that included all perspectives and that could count on actual 
support were developed due to poor network integration. Interaction mainly 
focused on an important ‘in-group’ and other actors did not interact with each 
other, thus reducing the process of collective idea generation. For that reason, 
the phase of the innovation process might explain why poor integration of 
the network led to a lack of innovative outcomes in CareLab, while this was 
not an issue in the Radicalisation case. The Invasive Species case shows in 
that respect a mixture between the two projects. This case was also largely 
implementation-oriented, however, as some ideas still needed to be decided 
upon, building upon each other’s ideas in formal meetings was still very much 
necessary. This might be a reason why actors, in this case, are tightly con-
nected both inside and outside meetings, but that lack of active involvement 
of the most important actors explains why this case does not have the highest 
innovative outcomes. Practitioners or coordinators of innovation projects 
should therefore be aware of the phase of the innovation project. They have 
to determine to what extent integration through clique overlap is needed and 
when, during or outside meetings, the most important actors should interact 
more with each other and/or the other actors. 

Besides the difference in cases, this study has some other limitations. The 
data stem from one survey in which respondents were asked to evaluate their 
own projects. Hence, their opinion on the innovative outcomes might be biased 
by their experiences in the project. Moreover, it is hard to determine whether 
importance leads to better integration, or if better integration has led to higher 
importance. Tsai (2001) and Zhao (2022) argue that central actors are more 
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likely to access useful knowledge from others. Hence, better-integrated actors 
might be considered more important. In contrast, the resource dependency 
theory (Hillman et al., 2009) argues that the resources of an actor determine 
its importance. This study did not examine why certain actors are regarded as 
being more important, so this is an interesting topic for future research. 

Future research should also examine what the ideal network structure is 
for different types (idea generation-oriented or implementation-oriented) of 
innovation processes and to what extent our findings are generalisable to 
other innovation projects. Moreover, the findings indicate that collaborative 
arrangements aimed at innovation should be aware of the interconnected-
ness of all actors in the network through clique formation in such a way that 
important actors are well connected with the others; especially outside official 
meetings. This study did not examine why actors are more likely to interact 
with others and thus why certain cliques are formed. Future research should 
examine what drives interactions in the networks in order to determine how 
clique formation can be achieved. 

NOTES

1.	 Data were collected in the period March 2017–June 2018.
2.	 The four items were: (1) No innovative ideas are developed [in this process] 

… Many innovative ideas are developed [in this project]; (2) The innovative 
character of [the process] is lower than my initial expectations … The innovative 
character of the [the process] exceeds my initial expectations; (3) The innovative 
ideas that are developed in [project name] are not feasible at all … The inno-
vative ideas that are developed in [project name] are very feasible; and (4) The 
[solutions that have been developed] do not deal with the problems at hand at all 
… The [solutions that have been developed] truly deal with the problems at hand.

3.	 Due to a different way of measurement, no network data of non-respondents 
were available, hence non-respondents in all three cases were excluded from the 
analysis of the ‘elaboration upon other’s ideas’ network.
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12.	 Collaboration for digital 
transformation: so much more than 
just technology
Koen Verhoest, Erik Hans Klijn, Lise H. 
Rykkja and Gerhard Hammerschmid 

INTRODUCTION 

Responsible governments across the world are constantly searching for new 
ways to create innovative services in the face of diverse and complex societal 
challenges and wicked issues. Technological innovations, especially digital-
ization and the use of different digital tools and components are promising 
because they can connect and integrate a large variety of services and contexts 
and improve the accessibility and quality of these services. Collaborating with 
a variety of stakeholders in this way may result in creative processes and new, 
improved, and innovative public services as knowledge, resources, and ideas 
are shared and connected with each other. However, technology is not enough 
by itself. Notably, governments need to bring actors together and establish 
know-how on how to collaborate to build the necessary digital infrastructure, 
create innovation, and develop new (digital) services.

The research presented in this book generates evidence from various 
European countries on the crucial role of collaboration in creating digital trans-
formation and innovative public services. Bringing together government actors 
and involving external actors, both private sector organizations and users, in 
the collaboration process is important. When actors with diverse backgrounds 
collaborate, mutual learning is stimulated, and collective capacity is increased. 
In this process, new innovative digital solutions that enhance the value of 
public administrations for citizens, users, and communities can be developed, 
thereby enabling the public sector to achieve its specific aims.

The digitalization processes that governments currently undertake are 
transforming the way governments work and interact with citizens and other 
stakeholders. However, there is also significant heterogeneity in the state of 
adoption of digital technologies across countries. In many policy sectors, 
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digital transformation through technological innovation can often only be 
achieved through collaborative partnerships, as no individual government 
actor alone possesses all the required knowledge, resources, and capabilities 
to innovate. These partnerships are often public-private collaborations. The 
public sector or government organizations can direct political and financial 
incentives, regulatory powers, and public resources towards innovation, while 
private sector organizations possess specialized knowledge and capabilities to 
develop them.

Digital transformation is by no means straightforward, rather, it is a complex 
process of mutual shaping between different actors and technologies, insti-
tutions, and economic, political, and socio-cultural factors as described by 
Miriam Lips in Chapter 2. The political-institutional context within which 
the transformation happens influences the dynamics and outcomes. Digital 
transformation implies risks for political decision-makers – risks of failure, 
excessive cost, and efficiency loss. If successful, it is also linked to considera-
ble efficiency and effectiveness gains. Achievements in digital transformation 
initiatives in the public sector are not determined by the technology per se, 
but by deep-seated social, institutional, legal, political, economic, and cultural 
processes and structures, leading to fragmented and evolutionary outcomes. 
Digital technology capabilities and socio-cultural, economic, political, institu-
tional, and organizational factors work together.

Collaboration is an essential form of modern governance, especially 
when addressing the process of government digitalization and reform. It is 
also a key feature of digital-era governance. Service transformation towards 
customer-centric ways of public service delivery, for example, often implies 
the integration of different public services via integrated online portals, 
the integration of services across different policy domains and government 
sectors, but also across different government levels. However, collaboration 
is hard, time-intensive, and requires high levels of administrative, project, and 
interpersonal skills on the part of leaders. It also requires that the stakeholders 
are willing and interested in engaging. Without it, collaborations run the risk 
of being more ‘talk’ than ‘action’.

In this concluding chapter, reflection is given on the chapters and research 
provided so far. This is done by singling out three main themes: the role 
of leadership (third section), the conditions for good collaborations (fourth 
section), and the importance of stakeholder and user involvement (fifth 
section). Before that, we reflect on the challenges of collaborating for digital 
transformation (next section). We finish with a section on lessons for practi-
tioners (sixth section) and avenues for further research (seventh section).
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CHALLENGES OF COLLABORATION FOR DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION

Undertaking digital projects and transformation initiatives involves substantial 
challenges and risks. The risk of failure, unclear outcomes, and the significant 
costs and resources involved are common for such large-scale projects and 
limit their attractiveness for political leadership. Academic literature points 
to complexity, risk, and power inequalities as factors that pose challenges to 
the dynamics and success of collaborative governance, as well as how this is 
affected by different national politico-administrative contexts (Huxham and 
Vangen, 2005; Ansell and Gash, 2008; Crosby and Bryson, 2010; Osborne and 
Brown, 2011; Torfing, 2019). Smartly combining well-designed structures, 
on the one hand, with matching leadership styles brings the solution to these 
challenges but is a challenge that we sketch in this section. Strategies for such 
matching are discussed in the third, fourth, and fifth sections.

Complexity, Risk, and Power Inequalities in Digital Transformation

Complexity is multidimensional and encompasses the specific collabora-
tion process as well as the wider administrative structure, and is frequently 
differentiated into substantive, strategy, and institutional complexity (Klijn 
and Koppenjan, 2016). Substantive complexity arises from differences in the 
perceptions of problems, goals, and envisioned solutions among the various 
actors involved in a collaboration project. Strategic complexity refers to the 
varying strategies adopted by different actors within a collaboration to handle 
tensions and conflicts, whereas institutional complexity reflects the institu-
tional context of formal and informal traditions, policies, laws, and regulations 
wherein the collaboration is embedded. For digitalization projects issues such 
as technological complexity or the lack of digital skills and information asym-
metries and technological dependencies and legacies add to these complexities 
(Neumann et al., 2019). 

The perception of the risks associated with digital projects (risk of failure, 
working in unregulated new territories, high financial investments, or unclear 
accountability arrangements) also substantially affects collaborative dynamics. 
Risk aversion tends to be higher in public sector organizations, but risk percep-
tion is also contingent on the organization’s legacy of previous reforms and its 
capacities to manage risk. Engaging in collaborative projects also might imply 
the perception of risks such as losing control and autonomy, legitimacy, and 
resources. Finally, power imbalances within a collaborative relationship can 
also hamper the collaborative process. Together, these challenges are argued to 
have an important and oscillating influence on collaborative outcomes.
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National Context Matters for Digital Transformation

The relevance of national political-institutional contexts in shaping public 
management practices and reform trajectories is a central finding of compar-
ative public administration research (Verhoest, 2010; Hammerschmid et al., 
2016; Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2017). This can also be observed in the digital 
transformation of European national governments: The European Commission 
with its Digital Economy and Society Index1 and eGovernment Benchmark2 
shows that there are substantial national differences in how digital public 
services are progressing. For collaborative approaches, the broader national 
context in which the collaboration takes place similarly plays an essential 
role in shaping the challenges, dynamics, and solutions that emerge, and 
the outcome and success of such efforts (Dawes and Pardo, 2002; Emerson, 
Nabatchi, and Balogh, 2012; Lewis, Ricard, and Klijn, 2018). 

National Context Affects How Challenges Are Perceived and Handled

We are able to show how administrative traditions and collaborative history 
impact the challenges perceived in intergovernmental collaboration in 
government-wide platforms for digital services. The national institutional 
environment played an important role in how the relevance of collaboration 
challenges was perceived and how decisions were made. In the UK stronger 
power imbalances were found. There were substantial similarities between the 
German and the Belgium case regarding the complexity challenge, exempli-
fying a Continental tradition. Another similarity was found between Estonia 
and Denmark where a combination of higher professionalization, pragmatism, 
and informality led to a lower perception of complexity. In contrast, the 
silozation and decentralization present in Germany and Belgium resulted in 
power games as well as perceptions of strategic complexity and goal conflicts 
among the stakeholders. The connection between administrative traditions 
and risks perceived as collaboration challenges were more ambiguous, but 
also quite similar in the UK, Danish and Estonian case. Interestingly, the 
impact of administrative traditions on the perception of challenges did not 
directly lead to the emergence of similar ways to manage and govern the 
projects. Chapters 5 and 6 show how the project dynamics were contingent 
on pre-existing structural ties, referred to as the collaborative history that dic-
tated how challenges were established and addressed, making them not only 
context- but also path-dependent. The structure also reflects system context, 
as laws, regulations, and previous collaborative management experience often 
determine joint project design. Thus, project structure and dynamics are highly 
contextual, making the organizational environment of projects critical when 
structuring collaboration for digital transformation.
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Hence, the relevance of national institutional environments and cultures 
remains a prominent factor in shaping the way challenges are perceived and 
handled, and in shaping the dynamics of intergovernmental and public-private 
collaboration. This also points to the need for further research and research 
designs that more explicitly test this relationship.

The Challenge of Coordinating Necessary Collaboration by Smartly 
Combining Design and Leadership

The most common approach to address the challenges that digital platforms 
face is the establishment of a central coordinating body managing the projects 
and relationships among the various actors involved. In the smart city collabo-
ration efforts studied in this book, the findings reveal variations in the intensity 
of challenges and in management interventions over time. The initial forma-
tion phase and the early phases of partnerships are characterized by a higher 
salience of such complexities, interdependencies, and conflicting interests, 
and require more intense and resource-intensive collaboration. However, they 
are also superseded by periods of lower intensity. Collaboration efforts can 
therefore be very resource-intensive and difficult to sustain over a long period. 

Structure helps to address these collaboration challenges. Clearly, articu-
lated rules, legitimized communication channels, and established protocols can 
reduce partners’ negative risk perceptions when uncertainty is great and unfa-
vourable strategic turns are likely, especially in opportunistic or conflict-laden 
settings. Structure can balance power inequalities by assigning clear responsi-
bilities and empowering the weaker side or can mitigate complexity by divid-
ing the project into manageable steps as shown in Chapters 3 and 5. Structure 
underlying collaboration can be vital to successful digital project execution, 
but only when implemented by strong leadership. Structures can constrain 
leadership, but leadership styles can shape structures if they produce undesired 
outcomes, prove ineffective, or stall project progress (Chapter 3). Chapter 7 
notes that flat and informal structures are associated with more collaborative 
leadership styles, and highly bureaucratic structures require elements of trans-
actional leadership, especially when promoting stability, standardization, and 
compliance with those structures.

The chapters on intergovernmental collaboration underlined that adaptive 
and hybrid structures are required to accommodate the unique conditions of 
intergovernmental collaboration for digital transformation. Chapters 5 and 6 
discuss a mix of more traditional, top-down modes and more networked gov-
ernance approaches, such as in the form of centralized coordination and decen-
tralized management and operations. Given the complexity of the projects, 
many intergovernmental collaborations maintained a vertical hierarchy. Both 
in the national platform and smart city cases, the dynamics and challenges 
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were handled primarily through a central coordinating body that held most of 
the steering power of the projects. They must align with targeted leadership 
actions and the context in which they are embedded. With these insights, 
governments can create effective structures for cross-cutting collaboration to 
deftly ride the wave of public sector digital reform, ultimately fostering syner-
gies and generating public value for governments.

The findings also point to both challenges of public-private collaboration 
and to its potential for collaborative innovation. The inherent tension between 
creative ideation and collaborative ability, and inefficiencies and transaction 
costs surrounding collaboration, is important. Managing the complexities of 
partnerships implies the investment of substantial time and resources into 
network activities, resulting in a lowering of performance compared to other 
organizational arrangements. Successful collaborations require a delicate 
balance of controlling and managing the collaborative innovation process, 
while at the same time allowing variance and creativity. 

MIXING LEADERSHIP STYLES? LOOKING AT 
DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION FROM A LEADERSHIP 
PERSPECTIVE

In the research project TROPICO3, which was the base for this book, leader-
ship was one of the core perspectives used to look at the collaboration in these 
digitalization processes. As Lips shows in Chapter 2, research and literature on 
digital transformation in the public sector, so far, underlines the importance of 
strong leadership support, both from the political and top civil service levels. 
Effective leaders of digital government initiatives are described as collabora-
tive or facilitative leaders, bringing people, organizations, and stakeholders 
together and facilitating collaboration. So, what does research in this book 
teach us about leadership and how does it relate to the available literature on 
leadership? This section tries to answer that question by first shortly reviewing 
the leadership literature and then confronting this with the main findings in the 
TROPICO research and the findings of this book.

From Top-Down and Transactional Leadership to Facilitation and 
Collaborative Leadership

The literature on leadership is vast, and the number of leadership styles that 
have been conceptualized and empirically measured over time is enormous 
(van Wart, 2012; Zehndorfer, 2014). Over the last decades, the leadership 
literature has been strongly dominated by the distinction between transfor-
mational and transactional leadership (Bass, 1985; Avolio, Waldman, and 
Yammarino, 1991; van Wart, 2012). In this literature, leadership is not only 
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top-down but also transactional in nature, emphasizing the reward structure 
in the relationship between the leader and the employee/follower (van Wart, 
2012). Leaders motivate people in organizations by payments and other 
forms of reward systems (Zehndorfer, 2014). Monitoring the performance of 
employees is therefore important. Parts of the literature argue that transactional 
leadership is most suited for what they call ‘normal performance’ (Avolio, 
Waldman, and Yammarino, 1991; Howell and Avolio, 1993). Here, transac-
tional leadership is something of a ‘baseline’ to which every other form of 
leadership is contrasted and compared and a form of leadership that must be 
complemented by other forms, especially when aimed at innovation (Avolio, 
Waldman, and Yammarino, 1991; van Wart, 2013). To formulate it more 
boldly: Transactional leadership is good for taking care of business, but not for 
achieving innovation. From that understanding, we should see very different 
styles of leadership in our empirical material than transactional leadership.

The concept of transformational leadership was dominant in the leadership 
literature from the 1980s (Bass, 1985), but more criticism and alternatives have 
arrived over the last decade. Transformational leadership emphasizes the char-
ismatic characteristics of leaders. The baseline is that leaders need to change 
the organization, and the people in it, to achieve necessary (innovative) goals 
(Bass, 1985; Tichy and Devanna, 1990). The perspective strongly stresses that 
leaders must recognize the need for change and innovation. For that, they must 
formulate visions and motivate employees to implement them (Bass, 1985). 
Like the transactional perspective, the transformational leadership literature 
puts the leader at the centre of most development and interactions in the organ-
ization. But contrary to the transactional perspective there is also a supportive 
element (Bass, 1985; van Wart, 2012). 

The transformational leadership conceptualization has recently been heavily 
criticized for having a flawed conceptualization and research (Knippenberg 
and Sitkin, 2013). This links to development over the last two decades, where 
leadership literature has witnessed two important changes (van Dierendonck, 
2010; van Wart, 2012; Ricard et al., 2016). Alternative leadership theories 
have emerged, and there has been growing attention on interpersonal leader-
ship theories that emphasize how leaders interact with or support employees. 
Especially theories that emphasize authenticity and stewardship have emerged. 
The leader is not the centre of the universe anymore, but someone who facil-
itates employees, builds relationships with them, and empowers them (van 
Dierendonck, 2010). Contrary to transformational leadership, which points to 
charisma, this type of leadership is more about building trust. Innovation then 
comes not so much from the charisma of the leader, but from the quality of the 
employees and how leaders are able to enhance that. This is also emphasized 
by leadership perspectives that focus strongly on the ethical character of lead-
ership (see van Wart, 2012). 
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Another important development is the emergence of theories of collabora-
tive and network leadership (Kickert, Klijn, and Koppenjan, 1997; Agranoff 
and McGuire, 2001; Ansell and Gash, 2008). There is a broad consensus 
in the contemporary governance literature that (network) management or 
collaborative leadership is essential. This type of leadership and/or manage-
ment is necessary in networks and collaborative settings and is very different 
from classical images of organizational leadership (Gage and Mandell, 1990; 
Kickert, Klijn, and Koppenjan, 1997; Agranoff and McGuire, 2001; Huxham 
and Vangen, 2005). Ansell and Gash (2008) speak of facilitating leadership, 
where a leader’s task is to mediate between actors and empower the collabo-
ration process. Leadership and management strategies are suitable in network 
and partnership settings and are facilitating, activating actors, activating 
necessary resources, and enhancing collaboration (Gage and Mandell, 1990; 
Agranoff and McGuire, 2001; Huxham and Vangen, 2005). A leader in this 
perspective is a person who carefully examines the network of available actors, 
connects them to each other, facilitates the exploration of solutions to address 
problems, and engages the involved actors to deploy the resources needed 
for implementation (Klijn, Steijn, and Edelenbos, 2010). Consequently, they 
must build trust and cooperation among actors with different perceptions of 
the problems in question, different ideas about the most desirable solutions 
to them, and different interests (McGuire and Agranoff, 2011; Emerson and 
Nabatchi, 2015; Klijn and Koppenjan, 2016). Innovations, in this view, are 
achieved by collaborative leaders who connect actors and necessary informa-
tion and can share their success with others (Torfing, 2019). 

Back to Our Empirical Results

The empirical research presented in this book reveals interesting findings that 
fit well with the recent development of leadership literature discussed above. 
A main observation in all the chapters in this book is that all the intergovern-
mental and inter-departmental collaborations showed that effective leadership 
was key to the progress and success of the digital initiative. But the chapters 
also have in common that they show that more traditional transactional lead-
ership styles were combined with more collaborative styles of leadership. 
Hammerschmid, Breaugh, and Racwitz, for instance (Chapter 3), argue that 
leadership in the context of collaborative digital initiatives is not about an 
either-or decision of the right leadership style, but instead requires a multifac-
eted approach that corresponds to changing and sometimes ambiguous project 
dynamics and needs. In the smart city initiatives, a collaborative leadership 
style emerged alongside a classical reliance on formal top-down structures 
and leadership forms, especially where matters were situated in the classical 
public bureaucracy. A form of layering emerges, where new forms of organi-
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zation and leadership that rely more on interaction and horizontal relations are 
added to the classical more formal top-down bureaucratic (and transactional) 
forms. The same phenomena can be observed when leadership activities are 
analysed in the five countries we have included. The respondents emphasize 
contingent leadership, mixing various styles and combining actions that fit in 
a transactional leadership style with elements that fit in a collaborative style. 
The mix depends on a variety of project-related factors and differs between 
countries and contexts. The transactional leadership style is more common in 
Continental Europe, such as Belgium and Germany, and in the digital platform 
cases – where central government with a stronger prevalence of hierarchy and 
siloed structures plays a stronger role. In the smart city cases, collaborative 
leadership is more prevalent. Another finding relates to a temporal variation 
of leadership styles especially regarding project phases. In many cases, inter-
personal aspects and collaborative leadership in the project initiation and the 
network-building phase were paramount, whereas in the later phases – which 
required technical scaling, project implementation, and compliance – transac-
tional leadership styles gained in dominance. 

Similar observations about the crucial role of leadership were made when 
it comes to public-private collaboration. In Chapter 8, Callens et al. point to 
different clusters of factors that are important for the success of health partner-
ships with management activities being a main one of them. Leadership/man-
agement emerges as a very important condition in the qualitative comparative 
analysis (QCA) by Callens and Klijn in Chapter 9. Another similar trend is the 
mixing of styles of leadership. The research presented in the second part of the 
book clearly emphasizes flexibility and leadership that encourages exploration 
but also emphasize focus on desired outcomes. In collaborative partnerships, 
variation (i.e., diversity of perspectives, skills, knowledge, etc.) is an important 
factor that stimulates learning processes and is crucial for creating innovation. 
Leadership that encourages the exploration and usage of this diversity, there-
fore, enhances the innovation process. However, variation also causes com-
plexities as the presence of diverse actors makes the innovation process more 
difficult. Leadership capable of controlling these complexities and streamlin-
ing the innovation process towards desired outcomes is, therefore, essential. 
Our results show that a proper balance between leadership with an orientation 
on results and leadership which is flexible and can adapt to the complexity of 
these collaborative processes is important to create innovative services. 

The importance of leadership legitimacy in the empirical chapters is also 
interesting. This is taken for granted both in the classical transactional, but also 
transformational leadership literature, where it usually is seen to result from 
clear authority lines in public bureaucratic organizations. However, the obser-
vation of the importance of the legitimacy of leadership in the empirical find-
ings clearly fits more with interpersonal and ethical perspectives on leadership 
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and even more in collaborative forms of leadership that have emerged more 
recently. New intra-organizational leadership styles, like servant leadership 
and ethical forms of leadership, also emphasize legitimacy within the organ-
ization and of the employees as crucial. Furthermore, network management 
or collaborative leadership is rooted in the acceptance of the other involved 
actors in the network of the network manager/collaborative leader (Emerson 
and Nabatchi, 2015; Klijn and Koppenjan, 2016).

Thus, our empirical material demonstrates both the development towards 
more interpersonal/ethical styles of leadership and towards more collaborative 
leadership, as emphasized in the leadership literature. It also illustrates what 
we can call ‘decentralizing leadership’. The leader is no longer the charismatic 
central person in all innovation processes but more a facilitator, working to 
enable people and organizations to work together.

Thus, further research should focus less on one type of leadership and 
should look more into how leadership styles are combined and under what 
conditions leaders change their styles.

DESIGNING AND STRUCTURING PARTNERSHIPS: 
THE ART OF COLLABORATION

This book points to several important conditions when looking at the function-
ing of partnerships that could inform designing and running collaborative part-
nerships for digital transformation and innovation. Five important conditions 
can be highlighted: 

a.	 Diversity and size, and how the governance structure should be aligned 
with these two aspects 

b.	 The interaction patterns of the partnerships 
c.	 Structuring intergovernmental collaboration 
d.	 Combining contractual and network management 
e.	 The role of information and communication technology (ICT) to structure 

the collaboration 

These five conditions seem to be dependent upon the main orientation of the 
innovation project, being either an open search for an innovative solution 
which is then implemented or a more focused development and implemen-
tation of a pre-chosen solution. We elaborate on each of the five conditions 
below.
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Diversity and Size 

The synergy between actors with different knowledge, experiences, perspec-
tives, and resources is considered a crucial advantage of collaborative innova-
tion (Sørensen and Torfing, 2017). There is also a limitation to this: too much 
diversity can cause fragmentation and tensions. Therefore, actively balancing 
diversity among the partners to stimulate creative processes, on the one hand, 
and alignment of perspectives to generate synergy, on the other, is crucial 
(Nissen, Evald, and Clarke, 2014). 

The question of partnership size is very much related to this issue of 
diversity. The chosen governance structure should be contingent on both size 
and diversity. In Chapter 8, Callens et al. find that the size and governance 
structure determine and facilitate the involvement of crucial actors in the 
collaboration. Governance structures play a crucial role in managing and 
controlling partnerships, as well as facilitating interaction among stakeholders. 
These structures define the various responsibilities and roles of the partners 
and establish practices for decision-making and communication among the dif-
ferent participants. According to the existing literature on network governance 
modes (Provan and Kenis, 2008), the size of a partnership is typically asso-
ciated with the type of governance structure employed. Larger partnerships 
tend to benefit from more formal and centralized governance structures, such 
as network-administrative organizations or partnerships governed by a lead 
organization. However, our research on collaborative innovation partnerships 
reveals a different perspective. In the case of small government-coordinated 
partnerships with contractual arrangements (e.g., when private partners have 
been selected through a procurement process), centralized governance by 
a lead organization proves advantageous. On the other hand, we found that 
large contractual partnerships for collaborative innovation, which are coor-
dinated by societal actors, benefited from the implementation of distributed 
governance. This approach emphasizes joint decision-making and equal 
responsibilities among all partners involved. 

The Structure of Interaction Patterns 

A second key factor in the effectiveness of partnerships lies in the way inter-
actions between actors are structured. The governance structure plays a critical 
role in shaping these interactions within the partnership. When communication 
is lacking between different parts of the governance structure, it can lead to dif-
ficulties and even parallel decision-making processes. This lack of communi-
cation can also erode confidence in the decisions made within the partnership.

The importance of structured interactions among actors for collaborative 
innovation dynamics is demonstrated in Chapter 11 by Langbroek and 
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Verhoest. Previous research has shown that well-connected key actors, such 
as coordinators, contribute to more effective outcomes. Studies by Raab, 
Mannak, and Cambré (2015) and Cristofoli et al. (2021) support this notion. 
Additionally, actor importance has been linked to innovative outcomes, as 
highlighted by Stevens (2018). In terms of information flow within collabora-
tive arrangements, clique overlap is considered the most effective way. Provan 
and Sebastian (1998) have observed this pattern.

However, the case studies presented in Chapter 11 challenge the notion 
that a well-integrated network with important actors connected through clique 
overlap is always the driving force behind collaborative innovation develop-
ment. This finding suggests that extensive discussions and idea generation 
during broad general meetings may not be as crucial for successful cases. 
Instead, successful actors tend to connect and work out details outside of 
formal meetings, involving only essential actors. Nonetheless, the results also 
indicate that a certain level of dispersion of important actors is necessary. In 
one of the cases, the lack of success can be attributed, at least in part, to an 
influential in-group that fails to establish connections with other actors in the 
network. These findings refine the argument that information flow is critical 
for innovative outcomes, as proposed by Koliba et al. (2017). Therefore, the 
results in Chapter 11 validate existing theories and empirical findings regard-
ing the importance of information flow, while also adding the insight that 
clique overlap is not always essential.

Network and Contract Management

The choice of managerial activity holds significant importance, particularly 
when considering partnerships, collaborative governance, and network gov-
ernance. Existing literature presents two key ideas regarding this matter. 
The first idea, rooted in economic-oriented literature, highlights the risk of 
opportunistic behaviour. It emphasizes the contract as a crucial instrument for 
managing such projects (Jensen and Meckling, 1976). Accordingly, contract 
management focuses on monitoring performance based on agreed-upon crite-
ria, adhering to the project timeline, and utilizing budget penalties and sanction 
mechanisms to ensure collaboration, achieve outcomes, and foster innovation. 
Consequently, innovation should be explicitly specified in the contract.

In contrast, collaborative-oriented perspectives found in the literature on 
network and collaborative governance stress that these projects primarily entail 
collaboration and should be viewed as such. These perspectives underscore the 
importance of collaborative or network management structures (Agranoff and 
McGuire, 2001; Huxham and Vangen, 2005; Steijn, Klijn, and Edelenbos, 
2011; Emerson and Nabatchi, 2015). They argue that contracts cannot account 
for all unforeseen events and partner behaviours. In other words, contracts 
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can never be comprehensive. Even extensive information gathering would 
not suffice to handle unforeseen dynamics and changes over time. Therefore, 
achieving desired outcomes and innovative results necessitates extensive 
interaction between partners, along with effective management of these inter-
actions, as emphasized in this book. Various terms are used to describe these 
management activities (e.g., collaborative governance, network management), 
but they generally encompass similar strategies.

Consequently, both contract management and network management can 
coexist within the same partnership. Contract management primarily focuses 
on the input and output aspects of the collaborative innovation process. For 
instance, it involves engaging innovation-oriented contractors, incentivizing 
innovation through contract provisions, and specifying output requirements. 
A contract-like agreement facilitates the transparent allocation of responsi-
bilities, accountability, resources, and risks. Conversely, network manage-
ment centres around process-related aspects, such as exploring ideas and 
perspectives, and facilitating interactions between actors. Recent empirical 
research supports the combination of different strategies (Warsen, Klijn, and 
Koppenjan, 2019; Callens, Verhoest, and Boon, 2022).

This trend is also evident in this book, which highlights the significance 
of contract management for digital transformation projects, particularly due 
to their complexity, cost, and risk. In the examined collaborative innovation 
cases, contracts were employed for various purposes, including clarifying 
interdependencies and partner roles, integrating additional knowledge into the 
partnership, and preventing conflicts by defining accountability relationships. 
Contracts also help mitigate the risks associated with participating in a part-
nership. Our research reveals that collaboration coordinators need to strike 
a balance between contract rigidity (clear goals and incentives) and contractual 
flexibility (room for experimentation and adjustments after contract conclu-
sion). Additional process rules, incorporated as part of network management, 
can aid in achieving this balance.

The research presented in this book emphasizes the crucial role of network 
management in collaborations for digital transformation, both at governmental 
levels and between public and private actors. Different strategies of network 
management, such as connecting, exploring, arranging, and issuing process 
rules (Klijn, Steijn, and Edelenbos, 2010), are combined in varying ways 
across different projects. This underscores that effective network management 
is more of a craft than a set of mere techniques.

The combination of contract management and network management proves 
beneficial when seeking innovative solutions, including in the context of 
digital transformation. Specifically, specific combinations of contract man-
agement (particularly clear output specifications) and network management 
(specifically the exploring strategy) yield highly innovative eHealth services. 
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Our findings reinforce the relevance of integrating relational management 
strategies with contractual foundations for successful and innovative collab-
orations (Warsen, Klijn, and Koppenjan, 2019; Callens, Verhoest, and Boon, 
2022). Although these findings may relate to the specific context of eHealth 
innovations, the discovery that a blend of contractual elements and exploring 
elements generates highly innovative digitalization projects is surprising.

The Use of ICT (Tools) to Structure Collaboration in Partnerships

ICT played a crucial role in the eHealth innovation projects examined in this 
book. However, its significance extended beyond merely being a technolog-
ical component. ICT served as a facilitator for effective collaboration among 
partners in the pursuit of solutions. It played a pivotal role in the collaborative 
process itself, enabling partners to interact with users through tools like 
mock-ups and testing platforms. Communication technologies such as Skype, 
MS Teams, online interaction platforms, and cloud databases like SharePoint 
and Dropbox were extensively employed to connect diverse partners and 
coordinate their efforts. Furthermore, certain ICT tools possessed analytical 
capabilities that supported decision-making. The existing ICT infrastructure 
also held significant importance.

ICT tools are indispensable for fostering collaboration between partners. 
They improve interactions and help overcome practical communication bar-
riers. Our research highlighted the vital role of ICT as an enabler of user 
involvement. Through digital environments created by ICT tools, users can 
test ideas (e.g., simulations, eHealth tool demonstrations). ICT aids in visu-
alizing and structuring innovative concepts, generating support, and under-
standing. It facilitates data sharing and enables mutual learning by combining 
and connecting information and knowledge through databases. These findings 
suggest that ICT stimulates innovation creation in contexts characterized by 
high levels of trust between partners. One possible explanation is that ICT 
reduces the necessity for face-to-face interactions, which are typically required 
to build trust. Therefore, trust must already be present for ICT to exert positive 
effects on innovation creation.

The Orientation of the Partnership: Innovative Search or Focused 
Development?

The optimal design choices for size, diversity, governance structure, and 
the integration of contract management and network management should be 
considered as being contingent upon the nature of the innovation project. 
Specifically, it is important to consider whether the project involves an open 
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search for innovative solutions followed by implementation or a focused 
development and implementation of a predetermined set of solutions.

Based on our findings, we suggest that in projects characterized by an ‘open 
search’ approach, success is more likely to be achieved through large networks 
comprising diverse actors. These networks should adopt a distributed govern-
ance structure with a predominant focus on network management strategies. 
On the other hand, in projects that involve a narrower range of preselected 
solutions, it may be more functional to establish smaller collaborations with 
reduced diversity. These collaborations should be governed in a more central-
ized manner, employing formal contracts with clear stipulations, incentives, 
and a combination of network management strategies.

Similarly, in digitalization projects aiming for radical innovations, it is 
crucial to maintain stability in governance structure, network size, diversity, 
and management over time, particularly when transitioning from an open 
search for alternative solutions. Practitioners and project coordinators should 
be mindful of the project phase in order to determine the extent to which inte-
gration through clique overlap is necessary. They should also consider when 
it is most appropriate for the key actors to interact more intensively with each 
other and/or with other actors, whether during or outside formal meetings. 
Exploring these temporal dynamics requires further research.

POSSIBILITIES AND PITFALLS OF INVOLVING 
STAKEHOLDERS AND USERS 

Expertise, Position, and Drivers of Private Partners and Stakeholders 
Matter

As shown in Chapter 9, the expertise, positions, and drivers of the individuals 
and organizations shape the partnerships and their outcomes. The individuals 
and organizations from the private and non-profit sectors involved in the 
collaborative innovation partnerships bring specific expertise and skills. These 
include ICT expertise, legal expertise, sector-specific expertise, and technical 
expertise. ICT knowledge is particularly important, while legal expertise is 
necessary for contract drafting and dealing with data protection. Technical 
expertise is required for addressing specific issues related to the innovation 
process. Also, the positions of the actors in the policy sector influence the 
partnerships. Some actors have access to resources through their positions, 
such as relevant service users or political support. Actors responsible for 
ICT infrastructure are involved to ensure interoperability. Their influence is 
significant, as they control essential data exchange infrastructure. Moreover, 
various drivers motivate the actors to participate. Some seek innovation to 
reduce costs or improve services. Others aim to solve urgent problems affect-
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ing them directly or indirectly. Opportunities to develop existing services or 
access economic benefits also drive participation from private actors. Private 
actors see the projects as opportunities to expand their market shares and gain 
new knowledge and user experiences. Our research shows it is crucial to select 
partners purposefully on their expertise, sector position, and their drivers to 
foster collaboration for digital transformation.

The Extent, Timing, and Perspectives of Involving Users Matter

The research presented in this book highlights also the importance of engaging 
end users in digitalization projects. Service users play a crucial role as key 
stakeholders in collaborative innovation processes for digital transformation. 
They possess valuable insights into the effectiveness and relevance of digital 
tools and services. Involving them is widely recognized in the literature as 
a major catalyst for successful innovations (Cinar, Trott, and Simms, 2019).

In Chapter 4, Callens and Verhoest identify several reasons for involving 
users. Firstly, users can provide legitimacy to the innovation process and 
its outcomes. They bring valuable information about their expectations 
and demands, which shapes the development of innovations (Sørensen and 
Torfing, 2017). Secondly, involving users allows partnerships to access ‘sticky 
information’ related to service experiences and local implementation contacts 
(von Hippel, 1994; Simmons and Brennan, 2017). This information can be 
used to customize the service to meet the diverse needs of users. Importantly, 
users do not have strategic motives to keep innovations hidden from compet-
itors, making them more open to participation (Roszkowska-Menkes, 2017).

While existing literature has extensively explored user participation in 
policy and service creation (e.g., Pestoff, 2014; Brandsen and Honingh, 2016; 
Nabatchi, Sancino, and Sicilia, 2017), and scholars suggest that user involve-
ment in collaborative partnerships stimulates innovation processes (e.g., 
‘coproduction for innovation’ by Nesti, 2018; ‘quadruple helix’ innovation by 
Carayannis and Campbell, 2009), there is still much to learn about the specific 
conditions under which user involvement leads to collaborative service inno-
vation (though, see Callens, 2022). Some chapters in this book provide more 
insights into some of these conditions.

To maximize the potential of user involvement in digital innovation pro-
jects, three dimensions of user involvement are crucial: timing, intensity, and 
alignment among partners on how users should be involved and supported by 
the partnerships.

In the case studies discussed, the timing of user involvement played a crucial 
role (Alam, 2002). Users can contribute valuable insights throughout various 
stages of the innovation process, including problem definition, idea genera-
tion, testing, implementation, and evaluation. Their involvement can occur in 
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one or more of these stages. When users are engaged early in the innovation 
process, there are greater opportunities to integrate their input into the final 
innovation, as observed in partnerships that resulted in highly innovative 
services. Additionally, incorporating users’ perspectives during the ideation 
phase ensures that ideas directly address their concerns.

Another key aspect of successful user engagement relates to the intensity 
of their involvement, which refers to the extent to which their input is con-
sidered in decision-making processes (Alam, 2002). Users can contribute in 
different ways, such as providing advice, co-producing with the partnership, 
or even leading certain aspects of the innovation process (Arnkil et al., 2010; 
Holgersson and Karlsson, 2014). Empowering users by involving them inten-
sively has been associated with improved service quality, while the absence of 
empowered users is seen as a significant barrier to public service innovation 
(Voorberg, Bekkers, and Tummers, 2015; Cinar, Trott, and Simms, 2019). In 
partnerships where users play a crucial role in decision-making, their intensive 
involvement becomes particularly important during the conceptual, testing, 
and implementation phases of the innovation process. The cases examined in 
this book highlight the need to go beyond mere user information provision and 
instead include user input in decision-making or grant users decision-making 
authority. Establishing a governance structure that assigns users a specific role 
can facilitate extensive user involvement. Moreover, collaboration partners 
should create a learning environment that enables the open sharing of feedback 
and experiences with users.

Our research indicated that collaboration partners may have different 
viewpoints on how to involve users in the innovation process in terms of their 
motivations, timing, intensity, and the way the partnership can support their 
involvement. In Chapter 11, we examine the partners’ viewpoints on user 
involvement in collaborative innovation projects. Specifically, we explore 
four roles of user involvement: users as legitimators, customers, partners, and 
self-organizers. To gather these perspectives, we employ Q-methodology, sur-
veying 50 partners engaged in eHealth collaborations for service innovation. 

The findings reveal that the partners’ views on user involvement lie 
somewhere between perceiving users as ‘customers’ within a New Public 
Management paradigm and as partners within a network collaboration and 
co-production perspective associated with New Public Governance. Two 
distinct empirical profiles of user involvement emerge from the analysis. The 
first profile is output-oriented, where user involvement is seen as a means to 
achieve a satisfactory end product. The second profile is process-oriented, 
considering users as active participants in the collaborative dynamics of the 
innovation process. However, our study shows also that partners in collabora-
tive innovation partnerships generally do not view users as initiators or leaders 
of the innovation process. This limitation suggests a reluctance to incorporate 
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self-governance structures in user involvement. This hesitance may stem from 
the advanced knowledge requirements in ICT and health necessary for the 
development of eHealth innovations, as well as the complexity of the health-
care sector. Additionally, it is important to acknowledge that users themselves 
may hold different expectations and visions regarding their involvement and 
the partnership’s role, which can differ from the partners’ expectations (see 
Callens et al., 2023).

Managing these differences in expectations is crucial to effectively facilitate 
user involvement. Variances in partners’ viewpoints on user involvement can 
lead to role-related conflicts, both among partners and between partners and 
users. Consensus-building becomes more challenging in such cases and may 
require strong project leaders. Therefore, when assembling the partnership, the 
project coordinator should consider the diverse users needed based on the part-
ners’ vision to ensure alignment and avoid any miscommunication regarding 
user involvement.

LESSONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE 

There are numerous recommendations to be drawn from the insights in this 
book, both for policymakers seeking to enhance policies for digital transforma-
tion, and for those directly involved in public-private collaborations engaging 
in the digital transformation of government and society. Overall, public sector 
actors that are ready to embrace collaboration and ensure that both rhetoric 
and practice go hand in hand can make a considerable contribution towards the 
digital transformation of governments. Technology is often seen as an innova-
tion goal per se, and in the context of digitalization, governments often focus 
on mobilizing IT/digital skills and expertise. However, as highlighted in this 
book, one should also pay close attention to the development of collaboration, 
and related skills and competencies, and one should keep in mind that govern-
ment officials are often motivated less by the innovative technology itself than 
by the associated public value.

Collaboration means sharing and connecting knowledge, resources, and 
ideas. The public sector’s collaboration with other stakeholders, that is, 
private sector organizations and users, can, as our research has shown, result 
in mutual learning, creative processes, and new, improved, and innovative 
public services. Selecting actors with the needed knowledge, skills, resources, 
drivers, and incentives is essential. Identifying the appropriate stakeholders 
and including the right mix of actors can, furthermore, prevent distrust and 
conflict, enhance creative ideation processes, and secure support for newly 
created services. A diversity of perspectives, skills, and knowledge tends to 
stimulate learning processes, and different types of expertise on ICT, technical 
issues, and legal knowledge can drive the innovation process forward. Actor 
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diversity allows for diversification, synergies, and creativity in the innovation 
process. New associations between distinct ideas and perspectives are formed 
when individuals recombine ideas and build on each other’s knowledge. 

Processes that stimulate the exchange of ideas and knowledge facilitate 
mutual learning and can increase the collective capacity to develop new solu-
tions. Conscious consensus-building between the collaborating partners helps 
to select desirable ideas and stimulates convergence towards a shared solution. 
Furthermore, actively building commitment towards implementing the solu-
tion ensures that the partners mobilize resources towards this end. Providing 
sufficient incentives, visualizing past achievements and opportunities, and 
continuously communicating the benefits that collaboration brings in the 
context of government digitalization will further cultivate a motivation to work 
together. At the same time, collaborating in the digital era means working in 
a constantly evolving context, shaped by new technologies, complex projects, 
and high risks regarding budget and project outcomes. 

Designing an appropriate governance structure, fitting both the size and type 
of collaboration, and encouraging creative processes as well as goal alignment, 
is crucial. Collaboration often needs a fundamental agreement between the 
involved partners and is more likely when a shared vision and an agreement 
on central goals have been reached. At least some degree of formal rules on 
how to act in the collaborative arrangement is helpful here. Formalization may 
enhance the predictability of collaboration and increase the actors’ willingness 
to engage in the process beyond the initial stages. Specifying the demands, 
mutual expectations, costs, and risks related to the collaboration is likely to 
enhance performance. Identifying clearly the desired outcome helps to align 
potentially diverse goals and objectives. Paying attention to the development 
of collaboration and networking skills within the collaboration can strengthen 
the capacity to communicate, create shared meaning, resolve conflicts, and 
overcome resistance to change.

Contract management can help to connect partners and tighten engagement 
and commitment to the project. However, formal agreements should also aim 
to avoid stifling creativity and flexibility. They can reduce risks and uncer-
tainties and increase accountability between partners, but sufficient design 
freedom should also be preserved by limiting restrictions on creative solutions. 
Size is an important factor in this context. In small government-coordinated 
and contractual partnerships, governance by a lead organization is advanta-
geous. Large contractual partnerships coordinated by societal actors, however, 
will benefit more from governance arrangements with a focus on joint 
decision-making and equal responsibilities among the partners.

Thus, proper management ensures that the collaboration benefits from the 
full added value of each individual partner. Managing the interactions between 
the partners ensures goal alignment, trust, mutual learning, and transparent 
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communication. As seen in many of our case studies, combining different 
management strategies and leadership styles can be beneficial. Hence, the 
coordinator or leader should make sure to explore the ideas and perspectives 
of all partners, connect their resources and interests, introduce governance 
structures that stimulate interactions, and apply process rules that clarify how 
the collaboration will operate. Leadership that encourages the exploration and 
usage of diversity may enhance the innovation process. However, diversity 
also causes complexities. Collaboration between actors from diverse back-
grounds generates innovative ideas but might also cause tensions. Effective 
network and conflict management are therefore important. Incentives and 
drivers related to the content of the project, as well as economic interests, are 
important motivators. Leadership capable of controlling these complexities 
and streamlining the innovation process towards the desired outcomes is 
essential. 

Encouraging the collaborating actors to be open to the ideas of others and 
building a learning environment where new knowledge and ideas can emerge 
facilitates the innovation process. This is stimulated by feedback processes 
concerning ideas and perspectives, experimentation, trial-and-error behaviour, 
and by introducing new (external) knowledge in the partnership. Partners’ 
capacity to connect with others, connect ideas, learn, think creatively, and be 
consensus-oriented is valuable. Strong organizational support (e.g., a clear 
mandate, dedicated time, and specialized training) will furthermore increase 
commitment to the project but should also provide freedom and autonomy to 
encourage interactions and out-of-the-box thinking. 

Trust is a key condition for successful collaboration. It emerges from inter-
personal connections and repeated interactions over time and can be built via 
formal meetings but also through informal interactions. Encouraging open and 
transparent two-way communication between the partners and ensuring feed-
back about the partners’ ideas and perspectives stimulates such trust. Together 
with conscious consensus-building, it helps manage conflicts, increases goal 
alignment, and in the end, ensures that the actors are willing to spend resources 
to adopt the innovation. 

Actively seeking and securing both internal and external support is impor-
tant. The collaborating partners need a clear mandate as organizational repre-
sentatives in the partnership from the higher management. Many of the cases 
we investigated show that projects that successfully created highly innovative 
services had secured external support from collaborating organizations, such 
as elected politicians, the media, and the broader policy sector, before or 
during the project. 

The users of innovative tools and services are crucial assets. Their involve-
ment is most successful when their viewpoints are aligned with the viewpoints 
of the collaboration partners. Users should therefore be consciously and 
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actively engaged in the innovation process and should be given the possibility 
to influence both processes and outcomes, for example, through co-creation 
or co-leadership. Adopting a governance structure in which the users have 
a specific role is especially helpful. Ideally, they should be involved in all 
phases of the innovation process – problem definition, idea generation, testing, 
implementation, and evaluation. Eliminating barriers to their active involve-
ment, for example, removing rules and procedures that hinder collaboration, 
ensuring reliable information, and avoiding unbalanced representation will 
help towards this end. Digital tools can also enhance interactions and help 
overcome communication barriers. Creating digital environments where ideas 
can be tested (e.g., through simulations or demonstrations) can enable more 
user involvement. Generating such user feedback stimulates interactions 
between partners and can be used to improve usability. Digital tools can also 
help visualize and structure new ideas, thereby generating mutual learning, 
support, and commitment to new solutions. 

Therefore, leadership and process-related conditions are essential for over-
coming barriers to interaction and innovation, the empirical results in this book 
show. The successful leader sets the ground rules, builds trust by upholding 
these rules, facilitates dialogue, and helps to identify areas of mutual gains. 
Leaders also play an important role in handling project complexities, navigat-
ing power imbalances, and tracking processes and performance. Collaborative 
leadership focuses on the ability of leaders to engage and collaborate with 
a heterogeneous team of actors with a diversity of opinions and ideas, build-
ing strategies towards common goals. The protagonists of collaboration for 
digital transformation should make sure to build a shared vision and manage 
the relational capital of the collaboration, encourage open and transparent 
communication between the partners, create communication and networking 
opportunities, stay connected to all relevant project stakeholders in the govern-
ance structure, and take the time to build relationships and trust. This type of 
leadership is important in many collaborations. 

However, the changing nature and dynamics of collaboration projects and 
the multifaceted nature of digitalization projects also imply that we cannot 
assume this is always the most effective leadership style. Our research also 
shows that traditional hierarchical, or transactional, leadership remains highly 
relevant in many cases. This is especially true within the context of large, 
resource-intensive, and complex digitalization projects. Especially leaders 
within large, hierarchically organized government organizations need to 
find the right balance between a transactional leadership style focusing on 
goals, monitoring, and incentive structures, and a collaborative style aiming 
at bringing new and different actors together, motivating, developing trust, 
and facilitating communication. Therefore, the leader of a collaboration 
should adopt a leadership style that works for the context and stage of the 
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collaboration. More specifically, when aiming at building trust and legitimacy, 
and developing a shared understanding, a collaborative style focusing on 
interpersonal relations, facilitating dialogue, bringing actors together, and 
supporting learning and out-of-the-box thinking should be adopted. However, 
when aiming at achieving results, gaining stability, and compliance, and in the 
phase of innovation exploitation and scaling, a transactional leadership style, 
emphasizing objectives, accountability, monitoring success, and pushing for 
more time and energy, will be useful.

AVENUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

This book has given considerable new insights on many topics related to 
digital transformation and collaboration. Nevertheless, there is no doubt that 
there are still many questions that deserve more research attention. 

Our research has been more focused on the presence of, and interplay 
between, conditions, structures, leadership, management and innovation, 
and digital transformation itself, and less on the mechanisms that resulted in 
these observations. Future research should therefore examine more – through 
qualitative research such as process tracing – the actual mechanisms involved 
in these processes. 

It is clear from the findings that different factors, such as complexity, risk, 
and power imbalance interact with one another and may serve to compensate 
for or intensify collaborative problems. This also has an impact on the potential 
for and effects of digital transformation. In Chapters 3 and 7, Hammerschmid, 
Breaugh, and Rackwitz point out that future research should dig deeper into 
the dynamics of these challenges in the context of intergovernmental collab-
oration. Apart from Klijn and Koppenjan’s (2016) work on understanding 
collaborative complexities, few researchers have dug deeper into the different 
types of risk and power that emerge in collaboration projects. These can, for 
example, be related to reputation, financial, and/or political issues. If and 
how they impact collaboration behaviours differently is one area where more 
knowledge is needed and would provide a more nuanced understanding of 
collaboration conditions. 

Future research should therefore further investigate how and to what degree 
interactions take place to address these challenges. In doing so, it may be 
possible to use certain structural arrangements to combat a variety of different 
challenges and better understand how each unique dynamic (e.g., power and 
trust) may influence each other. Additional research could also study the 
impacts that individual system challenges can have on one another, on top of 
their anticipated impact on the overall outcome.

The chapters for the most part have a within-country or within-case outlook. 
An examination of how the forces outside a single country impact both the 
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collaborative and digital approaches undertaken in other countries should be 
conducted. A future research avenue could thus examine the extent to which 
policy diffusion and policy transfer are occurring across different countries. 
There are examples of radical openness, for example, through the sharing 
of open-source digital tools across countries. Whether or not this leads to 
cross-country adoption of specific systems, or if it is better to develop more 
grassroot, bespoke solutions would be interesting. Such research can also be 
tied to the work and influence of international organizations and supranational 
governing bodies, such as the EU, in encouraging (or mandating) digital 
transformation.

Callens and Klijn (Chapter 9) emphasize that future research might look 
beyond the assumptions of economic and governance theory and explore other 
conditions than contract characteristics and management. The characteristics 
of the partners, the different phases of the innovation process, or the character-
istics connected to the nature of the innovation (e.g., technological sophistica-
tion of ICT-enabled service innovations) are likely important. More research 
into these factors might further unravel the core dynamics of cross-sectoral 
collaboration for innovation.  

The conceptualization of innovation that our approach builds on is more 
context-dependent and based on the perceptions of the involved actors. 
However, innovation is also generated through the development of more 
advanced technologies. Future research could therefore consider extending 
the concept of innovation to a more context-independent understanding and 
include elements of technological sophistication. One could analyse the extent 
of technological sophistication in terms of certain advanced technological 
components being present/combined or not in collaboration. Our preliminary 
analyses indicate that conditions that stimulate perceived innovativeness might 
also affect technological sophistication. An in-depth analysis of which condi-
tions can lead to technologically sophisticated innovations would be another 
avenue for further research.

Our research also highlights the essential role that politics and political 
actors play in the implementation of the projects. For many, a lack of political 
will became a hindrance, even if the goals were admirable. In other cases, too 
much political backing disrupted the ability for genuine collaborative arrange-
ments to emerge due to power imbalances. In this regard, future research could 
examine the role and importance of political leadership at different levels of 
government and how they may become a help or hindrance to the collaborative 
process. 

Another area of research could be to examine the notion of collaborative 
resistance, and why, when given the choice, some actors or organizations 
choose not to participate in collaboration projects. It could be related to col-
laboration dynamics such as risk, power, and complexity, but also to a lack of 
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skills or understanding of digital processes, a lack of motivation due to fear of 
change, or a lack of people able to engage with the process. 

Long-term project maintenance is also an area where we lack knowledge. 
Potential research questions include aspects such as the dependency of the 
project managers on the digitalization project, if and how a handover may 
occur, if and how collaboration changes in the maintenance rather than the 
set-up phase of a project, the role of collaboration inertia in the long-term 
sustainability of collaboration networks, and how the challenges and dynamics 
may change as projects become more mature. 

Future studies should also examine the evolutionary aspects of project 
implementation. Studying projects in their more mature stages would give 
deeper insight into what skill sets are needed after the initial necessary network 
structures have been established. More transactional styles of interaction, 
technical scaling, and compliance might be more important in later stages. This 
kind of research could contribute to a better understanding of how leadership 
can help digital transformation succeed in the long term, hopefully yielding 
improved service provision and public value increase. 

NOTES

1.	 https://​digital​-strategy​.ec​.europa​.eu/​en/​policies/​desi​-digital​-public​-services
2.	 https://​digital​-strategy​.ec​.europa​.eu/​en/​library/​egovernment​-benchmark​-2022
3.	 The TROPICO project received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 

2020 research and innovation programme under grant agreement No. 726840. 
For more information: https://​cordis​.europa​.eu/​project/​id/​726840 
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