
 
 

  

MEMORANDUM      January 25, 2016 
Subject:		 A	Review	of	Christian	Bason’s	LEADING	PUBLIC	SECTOR	INNOVATION:	

Co-creating	for	a	better	society  	

 
Too	often,	when	experts	write	on	the	subject	of	their	expertise,	they	fall	into	at	least	
one	of	two	traps.	The	first	is	the	‘curse	of	knowledge’—clouding	the	expert’s	thoughts	in	
abstraction,	and	coding	them	in	jargon.	The	second	is	‘expert’s	myopia’—leading	to	
delusional	over-confidence,	and	blindness	to	the	difference	between	personal	
experience	and	objective	truth.		
	
Cognitive	scientist	Stephen	Pinker	explains	the	‘curse	of	knowledge’:	
	 	
	 The	curse	of	knowledge	is	insidious,	because	it	conceals	not	only	the	contents	of		

our	thoughts	but	their	very	form.	When	we	know	something	well,	we	don’t	
realize	how	abstractly	we	think	about	it.	And	we	forget	that	other	people,	who	
have	lived	their	own	lives,	have	not	gone	through	our	idiosyncratic	histories	of	
abstractification.1	

			 	 	
Randomness	guru	Nassim	Nicholas	Taleb	describes	the	second	trap:	
	

The	problem	with	experts	is	that	they	do	not	know	what	they	do	not	know.	Lack	
of	knowledge	and	delusion	about	the	quality	of	your	knowledge	come	
together—the	same	process	that	makes	you	know	less	also	makes	you	satisfied	
with	your	knowledge.2	

	
Although	Christian	Bason	is	clearly	an	expert,	he	leapt	over	both	traps	beautifully	in	
writing	LEADING	PUBLIC	SECTOR	INNOVATION:	Co-creating	for	a	better	society3:	a	
marvelously	clear	prescription	for	leading	innovation	in	the	public	sector.	Bason’s	
objective	was	bold:	
	

Unlike	much	of	the	work	to	date	on	public	sector	innovation	this	book	is	
prescriptive.	My	ambition	is	not	only	to	share	an	understanding	of	the	field,	but	
to	propose	concrete	ways	forward	for	leaders	and	employees	–	‘to	dos’	that	
significantly	expand	the	approaches	and	tools	that	are	typically	used	today	…	
	

                                                             
1 S.	Pinker,	The	Sense	of	Style:	the	Thinking	Person’s	Guide	to	Writing	in	the	21st	Century	(New	York:	VIKING,	2014):	67.	
2 N.N.	Taleb,	The	Black	Swan:	the	Impact	of	the	Highly	Improbable	(London:	Penguin	Books,	2008):	147.	
3 C.	Bason,	LEADING	PUBLIC	SECTOR	INNOVATION:	Co-creating	for	a	better	society	(Bristol:	Policy	Press,	2010):	20.	
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The	objective	of	this	book	is	not	to	say	that	there	is	only	one	way	of	leading	
innovation	in	the	public	sector.	However,	just	as	great	pianists	master	the	entire	
scale	on	a	piano	to	create	truly	great	music,	public	managers	and	staff	must	
master	a	much	broader	range	of	ways	to	conduct	their	efforts	to	craft	better	
public	policies	and	services,	and	increase	productivity.	At	one	end	of	the	
spectrum	are	the	more	incremental,	internally	focused	change	processes	that	
we	often	see	today.	At	the	other	end	is	a	significantly	more	explorative,	open	
and	collaborative	process	of	co-creation	that	can	deliver	more	radical	change.	
Government	needs	both.4	
	

	LEADING	PUBLIC	SECTOR	INNOVATION	is	rich	with	practitioner’s	insights	and	practical	
tips,	many	drawn	directly	from	Bason’s	work	as	Director	of	MindLab5,	a	Danish	
innovation	laboratory,	serving	and	part	of	the	Ministries of	Economic	&	Business	Affairs,	
Taxation	and	Employment.	MindLab	is	“both	a	physical	space	and	a	research	and	
facilitation	unit	…	[with	a]	staff	of	designers,	ethnographers	and	policy	experts…”6		
	
The	‘innovation	ecosystem’	is	the	conceptual	framework,	with	consciousness,	capacity,	
co-creation	and	courage	(the	“four	Cs”)	providing	the	book’s	foundation	principles,	and	
the	titles	for	its	four	Parts.	Bason	argues	that	such	an	innovation	ecosystem	can	be	built	
by	a	public	organisation	through	four	simultaneous	shifts	in	how	it	creates	new	societal	
solutions:	
	

• a	shift	from	random	innovation	to	a	conscious	and	systematic	approach	
to	public	sector	renewal;	

• a	shift	from	managing	human	resources	to	building	innovation	capacity	
at	all	levels	of	government	

• a	shift	from	running	tasks	and	projects	to	orchestrating	processes	of	co-
creation,	creating	new	solutions	with	people,	not	for	them;	

• and	finally,	a	shift	from	administering	public	organisations	to	
courageously	leading	innovation	across	and	beyond	the	public	sector.7	

	
Part	3:	Co-creation	is	the	engine	that	powers	the	other	three	Parts,	and	the	book	as	a	
whole.	The	term	isn’t	new;	management	thinkers	C.K.	Prahalad	and	Venkatram	
Ramaswamy	are	credited	with	coining	the	expression	in	2004.	Bason	uses	‘co-creation’		
	

…	[to]	characterize	a	creation	process	where	new	solutions	are	designed	with	
people,	not	for	them	(emphasis	added)	…	Involving	people	inside	and	outside	

                                                             
4 Ibid.,	19-20.	
5 See:	http://mind-lab.dk/en/	
6 Ibid.,	1. 
7 Ibid.,	5-6.	
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the	organisation	throughout	the	process	is	the	key:	recognizing	that	everyone	
can	be	creative,	and	engaging	people	from	other	public	agencies	and	
institutions,	private	actors,	social	innovators	and,	not	least,	end-users	such	as	
communities,	families	and	individual	citizens	and	businesses.8	

	
Bason	names	divergence	and	execution	as	co-creation’s	two	key	benefits:	
	

Divergence	means	that	a	greater	variety	of	different	ideas	and	suggestions	are	
brought	to	the	table,	providing	inspiration	and	giving	public	servants	a	wider	
palette	of	options	to	choose	from	before	decision-making	and	implementation.	
Divergence	is	increased	by	opening	up	the	innovation	process	to	new	types	of	
knowledge,	such	as	qualitative,	ethnographic	research,	graphic	visualizations,	
audio-visual	material	and,	not	least,	to	seeing	for	oneself	how	citizens	and	
businesses	experience	their	reality.	Bringing	such	knowledge	into	play	among	
policymakers,	their	colleagues,	citizens	and	business	(for	instance	in	
collaborative	workshops),	triggers	dialogues	that	can	enable	new	common	
interpretations	of	problems,	challenges	and	opportunities	…	
	
Successful	execution	is	the	other	benefit:	co-creation	anchors	the	creative	
process	with	the	people	it	concerns,	whether	they	are	the	IT	developers	in	the	
neighbouring	office	(whose	commitment	might	be	crucial	to	getting	a	new	
programme	operational	on	time),	or	the	citizens	who	will	ultimately	use	the	new	
services	(who	can	help	us	understand	how	the	new	solution	would	work	in	their	
everyday	lives).	Such	anchoring	greatly	enhances	the	possibility	of	ultimate	
success.	The	early	ideation	phase,	where	the	first	designs	are	imagined,	should	
in	fact	be	viewed	as	the	beginning	of	the	execution	of	the	policy	…		
	
Connecting	end-users	and	the	other	stakeholders	to	the	entire	creation	
process—not	just	to	final	piloting	or	implementation—is	a	powerful	key	to	
driving	public	sector	innovation.9	

	
Bason	takes	on	many	of	the	public	sector’s	complexities	and	contradictions,	but	he	does	
so	in	an	orderly,	straightforward	way	that	provides	context	without	confusion.	Nuggets	
of	illustration	and	insight	are	embedded	in	the	narrative	with	care,	so	that	the	reader	
feels	enlightened,	not	distracted.	Each	chapter	opens	with	a	series	of	framing	questions,	
followed	by	substantive	material	that	addresses	those	questions,	and	closes	with	
several	“How	to	do	it”	practical	tips.		
	
So	compelling	are	his	examples	and	so	practical	are	his	suggestions,	that	Bason’s	

                                                             
8 Ibid.,	8.	
9 Ibid.,	9.	
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critique	of	the	many	barriers	to	innovation	in	the	public	sector—and	his	prescription	for	
corrective	action—come	off	as	hope-instilling	inspiration,	not	futile	hectoring:	
	

The	list	of	reasons	why	innovation	in	the	public	sector	is	hard	is	disturbingly	long	
and	disheartening.	And	it	isn’t	new.	The	workings	of	public	bureaucracy	and	its	
negative	implications	for	innovation	have	been	addressed	from	numerous	
angles	stretching	back	to	Graham	Allison’s	Essence	of	Decision	on	the	Cuban	
Missile	Crisis	…	However,	as	James	Wilson	stated	in	the	classic	Bureaucracy	
(1989),	we	ought	not	to	be	surprised	that	organisations	resist	innovation,	since	
they	are	supposed	to	resist	it.	His	argument	was	that	the	fundamental	role	of	
organisation	is	to	reduce	uncertainty	and	introduce	stability	of	routine.	In	other	
words,	the	very	DNA	of	bureaucratic	organisations	is	resistant	to	innovation.	
(emphasis	added)	…	
		
Beyond	creating	awareness	and	understanding	barriers,	some	organisations	are	
now	explicitly	increasing	the	ability	of	public	organisations	to	make	innovation	
happen.	Government	leaders	around	the	world,	from	Finland	and	Denmark	to	
Australia	and	the	US,	are	recognizing	that	it	is	not	enough	to	wait	and	hope	for	
random	flashes	of	inspiration.	For	the	very	reasons	that	barriers	to	innovation	
abound,	public	organisations	must	consciously	try	to	tear	them	down.	
(emphasis	added)10	

	
Throughout	the	book,	Bason’s	narrative	is	summarized	and	supported	by	terrific	tables	
and	charts.	Here	are	three	good	examples:	

	
	
                                                             
10 Ibid.,	7. 



Review	of	Christian	Bason’s LEADING	PUBLIC	SECTOR	INNOVATION:	Co-creating	for	a	better	society	
cleancommunication.org						bill.mcintosh354@gmail.com					@BillMcIntosh354				778.989.3342	

 

 
 

 

5 

The	‘knowledge’	chart11	highlights	one	of	Bason’s	recurring	themes:	public	sector	
organisations,	their	leaders,	managers	and	staff	tend	to	be	adept	at	‘left-brain’	
analytical	thinking	and	linear	processes,	but	much	less	so	at	‘right-brain’	creative	
thinking	and	simultaneous	processes.		A	related	message	Bason	conveys	several	times	is	
that	despite	their	trumpeting	of	‘re-invention’	and	entrepreneurship	rhetoric,	many	
public	sector	organisations—and	their	people—carry	‘anti-innovation	DNA’	and	fear	of	
divergence:	
	

Public	managers	and	employees	tend	to	shy	away	from	the	edge	of	something	
new,	sometimes	even	before	they	know	what	it	is.	Some	of	it	has	to	do	with	a	
lack	of	experience	and	competence	in	managing	the	innovation	process.	But	
most	of	it	is	cultural:	most	public	organisations	intuitively	do	not	seek	to	be	at	
the	forefront	of	a	change	agenda.	Risk-taking	is	typically	not	embraced,	but	
discouraged.	Individuals	are	left	without	resources,	backing	or	incentives	to	
develop,	embrace	and	realize	their	good	ideas.12	

	
	In	Chapter	9,	Bason	devotes	40	pages	to	weaving	elements	of	design	thinking	and	
methods	of	citizen	involvement	into	a	seven-step	iterative	process	for	orchestrating	co-
creation,	which	he	distils	into	this	elegant	graphic:	

image:13	
	

	
	

                                                             
11 Ibid.,	139. 
12 Ibid.,	17.	
13 Ibid.,	175.	
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	Part	4	(Chapter	11)	explains	the	innovation	ecosystem’s	fourth	and	final	‘C’—the	
courage	to	lead:	
	

	
	

In	his	concluding	chapter	on	courage,	Bason	walks	a	tightrope	between	the	poles	of	
idealism	and	pragmatism.	He	shows	surefooted	feel	for	political	terrain	as	he	declares	
his	vision	for	leading	innovation	in	public	organisations—“…	strik[ing]	an	effective	
balance	between	inspiration	and	execution”:	
	

If	innovation	is	new	ideas	that	work,	then	leading	innovation	is	to	straddle	the	
great	divide	between	getting	the	idea	and	making	it	part	of	the	organisation’s	
everyday	practice.	To	be	courageous	is,	in	this	context,	the	ability	to	act	in	the	
face	of	opposition	or	discouragement	…		

	
Focusing	overly	on	creativity	without	considering	implementation	leads	to	an	
organisation	that	constantly	talks	about	the	next	great	thing,	but	never	gets	
around	to	choosing	what	to	do,	and	doing	it.	The	result	is	an	abundance	of	
creative	ideas,	but	also	frustration	and	waste	…	
	
Public	managers	are	often	relatively	good	at	execution	–	they	just	aren’t	very	
inspired.	Managing	the	status	quo,	carrying	out	decisions,	going	about	day-to-
day	business	is	well	enough	…	However,	if	we	believe	that	the	key	challenges	
facing	the	public	sector	are	real—scarcer	resources,	ageing,	chronic	health	
problems,	increased	citizen	expectations—then	sound	management	alone	is	not	
an	option.	The	organisation	that	excels	at	operations	excels	at	doing	the	right	
thing,	but	what	if	it	is	no	longer	doing	the	right	thing?		
	
The	only	true	leadership	option	is,	of	course,	to	strike	an	effective	balance	
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between	inspiration	and	execution	(emphasis	added)	…	For	some	leaders,	this	
means	moving	out	of	their	comfort	zone,	embracing	divergence	and	change	to	a	
much	larger	extent	than	today	…	For	some,	this	might	mean	talking	a	bit	less,	
and	getting	a	bit	more	done.	
	
There	are	many	ways	of	leading	within	the	twin	dynamic	of	inspiration	and	
execution,	however.	The	leadership	role	in	innovation	depends	on	the	type	of	
organisation	and	function.	Another	dimension	that	certainly	plays	a	key	role	is	
where	in	the	government	hierarchy	the	leader	is	positioned.14	

	
Bason	then	presents	his	‘typology	of	innovation	leadership’—four	leadership	positions,	
each	“hold[ing]	distinct	characteristics	that	can	help	drive	innovation	across	the	first	
three	dimensions	of	the	innovation	ecosystem	[consciousness,	capacity	and	co-
creation]:	
	
Table	11.2:	Summary	of	innovation	leadership	roles15	
Courage	 Consciousness	 Capacity	 Co-creation	

THE	VISIONARY	
[Politician]	

Formulating	a	vision	that	
demands	innovation	

Investing	in	innovation	
capacity	

Expecting	administrators	to	be	
professional	innovators	

THE	ENABLER	
[Top	executive]	

Engaging	managers	in	a	
dialogue	about	innovation	

Crafting	and	
implementing	strategies	
for	innovation	

Extending	a	licence	to	innovate	

360	DEGREE	
INNOVATOR	
[Mid-level	
manager]	

Applying	language	of	
innovation	to	problem-
solving	

Creating	innovation	space	 Embracing	divergence	

KNOWLEDGE	
ENGINEER	
[Institution	head]	

Empowering	staff	to	reflect	
on	own	practices	

Recruiting	and	developing	
a	diversity	of	talent	

Encouraging	small-scale	
experimentation	and	learning	

	
After	acknowledging	that	he	has	oversimplified	reality,	Bason	justifies	his	typology	as	
an	attempt	
	 …	to	highlight	key	aspects	of	the	unique	contributions	that	each	level	of	

leadership	might	bring	to	the	innovation	process.	Applied	to	the	four	leadership	
roles,	the	implication	of	‘courage’	is	that	[leaders]	must	act	beyond	and	above	
the	confines	of	their	prescribed	role.	(emphasis	added)	

	
Bason	concludes	with	an	almost	subversive	description	of	the	kind	of	courage	required	
to	lead	and	support	public	sector	innovation:	

There	certainly	is	something	to	the	idea	of	asking	for	forgiveness,	rather	than	
permission.	It	is	sometimes	necessary	to	stretch	the	rules	or	interpret	a	directive	

                                                             
14 Ibid.,	242-243. 
15 Ibid.,	243. 
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rather	loosely	to	do	something	different.	If	that	kind	of	flexibility	isn’t	there,	if	it	
isn’t	taken,	then	we’d	have	a	lot	less	innovation	in	the	public	sector	…	
	
No	matter	what	position	of	leadership	is	in	question,	leading	public	sector	
innovation	boils	down	to	courage:	the	ability	to	embrace	and	manage	the	
divergence	of	new	ideas	that	we	so	desperately	need	if	we	are	to	tackle	
tomorrow’s	problems	and	capture	the	opportunities	in	front	of	us.	To	lead	
innovation	is,	in	the	quote	that	introduced	this	chapter,	to	go	forth	into	unknown	
territory.	If	it	takes	a	bit	of	‘civil	disobedience’	to	take	the	first	step,	then	maybe	
that	is	what	we	need.16	
	

Why	has	Christian	Bason	made	such	a	powerful	impression	on	me,	and	how	was	he	able	
to	avoid	being	ensnared	by	the	two	traps	I	noted	at	the	outset	of	this	review	(the	‘curse	
of	knowledge’	and	‘expert’s	myopia’)?	I’ve	come	up	with	three	answers	that	I	think	
answer	both	questions.	
	
First,	Bason	really	believes	in	democracy,	and	he	cares	deeply	about	the	potential	of	an	
effective,	innovative	public	bureaucracy	to	enhance	the	accountability	and	
responsiveness	of	government	to	the	people—and	hence	to	strengthen	democracy.		
	
Second,	Bason’s	expertise	and	knowledge	come	more	from	his	work	in	the	trenches	of	
public	sector	bureaucracy,	than	from	his	academic	training	and	work	as	a	university	
lecturer.	His	experiences	as	the	Director	of	MindLab	were	enormously	practical,	and	
many	of	the	book’s	case	studies	(recounting	both	successes	and	failures)	were	drawn	
from	MindLab’s	work.17	
	
Third,	I	think	some	of	Bason’s	clarity	of	thinking	and	expression	is	achieved	through	the	
extra	effort	he	invests	to	distil	and	convey	his	thoughts	in	English,	rather	than	his	native	
Danish.	That’s	not	to	say	he’s	inarticulate	or	awkward	in	his	use	of	English—quite	the	
contrary.	It’s	just	that	Christian	Bason	is	extraordinarily	committed	to—and	adept	at—
using	clear	structure	and	language	to	organize	and	communicate	his	thinking.18		
	
The	result	is	a	magnificent	book	and	a	valuable	resource	for	anyone	who	sees	leading	
‘innovation	in	the	public	sector’	as	a	crucial	challenge	for	our	time,	and	not	as	an	
oxymoron	for	all	time.		

                                                             
16 Ibid.,	252-255. 
17	Christian	Bason	is	no	longer	with	MindLab.	On	November	1,	2014,	he	joined	Danish	Design	Centre as CEO: 
http://ddc.dk/en/2014/09/christian-bason-is-the-new-ceo-at-danish-design-centre/ 
18 For	a	great	demonstration	of	Christian	Bason’s	ability	to	express	complex	ideas	clearly	and	directly,	and	for	an	excellent	
summary	of	the	core	ideas	developed	in	LEADING	PUBLIC	SECTOR	INNOVATION:	Co-creating	for	a	better	society	–	see:	
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZvCAGGuA1P4	(Note	that	Christian’s	presentation	begins	6:30	into	the	video).		


