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Background

This article sets out to explore the theme of innovation in the public sector from a UK perspective. It seeks to set out problems with regard to innovation that are currently experienced in the UK, showing difficulties that public services have had in developing and successfully delivering innovative, citizen centred services. Following this, a simple model will be put forward that demonstrates a technique through which innovation can be nurtured and implemented, helping to create citizen focused services. 

Innovation and the UK

In recent years, the issue of innovation and the need to create innovative new services has steadily moved up the public sector agenda. Once solely seen as the hallmark of the private sector, with all government efforts focused on enabling innovation amongst private companies, there has been a growing recognition that innovation also has a key role to play within the state and its many activities. 

2007 saw a landmark change in the status of innovation in the UK more generally with the creation of the Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills, a ministry with an explicit remit and responsibility to stimulate innovation in both public and private spheres. The creation of this central government department was followed in 2008 with the publication of a government strategy paper “Innovation Nation” that made plain the government’s plan for innovation, setting out challenging and stretching targets and ambitions for itself with clear implications for every level of government and all aspects of delivery.
 

Whilst there is therefore a heightened level of focus and interest on this issue, progress is however still very slow. This eagerness for innovation must be seen against the fact of years of inertia and an unwillingness to seek change that is a characteristic of much of the UK public sector. 

The difficulties inherent in actually making innovation a reality on the ground and from the citizen’s perspective are neatly encapsulated by the current system in the UK by which new services are developed. The development of new services for citizens – be they in the domains of health, crime, employment, transport, education or housing – are characterised by a focus on process and procedure over and above a focus on what citizens require and the timeliness of the response. 

Typically therefore the genesis of almost any new service will involve the following stages:

Identification of the problem 



Collection of data to illustrate the extent of the problem
(data collection will often draw upon both quantitative and qualitative sources)



Analysis of the data (either by specialist research divisions within the civil service, or outsourced to academic institutions of private companies)

Reporting (identification of key findings and an outline of potential responses)

Decision-making (a formal response to the reporting stage)

Planning (determination of exactly what the nature of the response should be)

Delivery of response

Necessarily there are a number of problems with this service development structure. Crucially, the process is very slow – a fact necessitated by the number of stages that are contained with the process. Whilst speed may not always be of the essence, a slow response does run the risk of letting a problem exacerbate, or at least become entrenched before a response can be activated.  The ability to “nip the problem in the bud” is therefore lost meaning that the scale of any eventual response will likely be larger and more expensive. 

Given the number of stages involved, the process is also expensive. It draws upon significant numbers of man-hours in its various stages – drawing upon the work of many people to gather, analyse, report and respond. All of this places a burden on the public purse as each stage either has an explicit cost (for instance, paying organisations to carry out some of the work) or an implicit cost (time spent by staff that could be utilised elsewhere). 

Perhaps of crucial importance in the structure set out above is the lack of a citizen focus. The process is not one which puts a focus on citizens at its heart, but sees citizens solely as bearers of a problem which must be remedied on their behalf. They are therefore not involved in either an analysis of the problem (even to determine whether they feel the problem identified is a real and significant one in their lives) or the development of the solution. The citizen is thus marginalised by the process, only truly being engaged when they are required to become the recipients of the eventual service created. Given this, service development in the UK is currently contrary to a genuine citizen-focused approach.
Citizen centred services

So if the current style of response sees citizens solely in terms of the locus of the problem, and so as the “client” to receive the service, what would a genuine citizen-engaged model look like? Perhaps it would be easier to describe by setting out what some of the key features would be:

· A system which enables communities to explore and express issues which are of importance to them – to let them identify their own priorities;
· An awareness that communities will use non-technical language to describe their problems, and may therefore find the kind of technical language used by professionals confusing or difficult;
· A means by which genuine dialogue can be fostered between front-line staff and the community – this is based on an acknowledgement that for most people, front-line staff (be they police, health care workers, social workers and so forth) are largely their only point of contact with most government agencies;
· Allowing front-line staff to translate the problems expressed by the community into a form that can then be acted upon by the relevant agency;

· Ensuring that the community and front-line staff become equal partners in exploring and defining problems experienced by citizens. 

It is from this open and genuine dialogue between front-line staff and communities that we see the opportunities for innovative practice emerging. 
The Government Office for the South West: an innovation case study
The Centre for Public Innovation have put into practice a model for community innovation based on the thinking set out above. We have utilised this in several locations across the UK, using it to unpick problematic social and health problems that mainstream service provision has failed to tackle. We offer this as a brief case study to stimulate your own thinking. 

CPI were asked to address the issue of anti-social behaviour for the Government Office for the South West – the branch of central government that leads and coordinates activity in the south west region of the UK. Anti-social behaviour is an issue high on the political agenda and involves the kind of behaviours that are borderline or low level criminal, but which have a disproportionate effect on communities – such behaviours can involve drunken behaviour, rowdy behaviour, vandalism and intimidation. The south west of the UK is an area characterised by a dispersed population in a largely rural setting, with high levels of unemployment and relatively high levels of poverty. 
Working with the Government Office for the South West, we adopted a simple three step response:

1. Identify the problem,

2. Quickly develop a possible solution,

3. Implement the solution using a cheap pilot. 

The Government Office allocated a total grant budget of approximately R940,000 to pay for the implementation of pilot schemes. Whilst a large pot of money, the funding arrangements were such that no single project was entitled to more than around R31,000. The intention was therefore to use micro funding to many small scale, locally based initiatives, initiatives that were the product of dialogue between front-line staff and the communities they served. 

Through advertising the scheme to community workers, we were able to identify and work with 29 projects in total. Each project was provided with brief training about how to implement their idea, was allocated a pot of money, then given three months to implement their idea. A further condition was that the work had to be delivered jointly by front-line workers in conjunction with members of the community, thereby ensuring that citizens were involved in working alongside professionals to improve their communities. 
Given the diverse nature of anti-social behaviour, the projects that were funded were diverse – both geographically and thematically. The following list gives a flavour of the kind of projects that were delivered:

· The creation of a lunch club for vulnerable elderly people;

· A project to help integrate migrant families into a local community;
· The development of a local youth council for a small town;

· Engaging young men in a project to promote safer driving;

· The creation of diversionary activities for drug users;

· A media project aimed at young people looking at issues around gun crime.

Just to reiterate, all projects were set up and delivered in under three months, each receiving no more than R31,000 in funding. 

In addition to the impact that the delivery of projects had on the problems identified, the project enabled services and solutions to be developed that were grounded in the lives of citizens, and which reflected their priorities. Furthermore, citizens were engaged in the delivery of solutions, rather than being just the passive recipients of assistance from the government. Finally, it allowed rapid responses to be developed to social problems as they arose, allowing solutions to be tried and tested quickly. 
Implications for South Africa
Whilst the model developed was tried and tested in the UK, the underlying principles are likely to have as much validity in non-UK circumstances. Whilst the issues being explored may differ, it is likely that a citizen-focused response that draws on the idea of communities and engages them in the delivery of solutions is a  model that will have as much relevant in South Africa as it does in the UK. 

� Innovation Nation can be accessed at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.dius.gov.uk/publications/ScienceInnovation.pdf" ��http://www.dius.gov.uk/publications/ScienceInnovation.pdf� 
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