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Abstract
The public sector is often considered synonym with inefficiency and a lack of

motivation to be innovative. This paper seeks to contribute towards the

literature surrounding social entrepreneurship in the public sector, through
using institutional theory to underpin an e-Innovations model that promotes

social entrepreneurship, while recognising how the adoption of innovation

within the public sector is fostered. The proposed model seeks to serve as a
process that threatens the conservative and risk-averse culture endemic in the

public sector.
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Introduction
Nye (1999) explains that U.K. local authorities are criticised for being
inaccessible, unresponsive and essentially out of touch with citizen
demands. In response to such claims, Central Government in the U.K.,
through both what was known as the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister
(ODPM) and the Cabinet Office, launched multiple funding initiatives to
create much needed inertia to support local Governments in creating their
e-Government infrastructures. The Central Government public spending
review of 2002/3 allocated d6bn over 3 years to Government electronic
service delivery (e-Envoy, 2002). In turn, this created new market
segmentation for the private Information Technology (IT) sector, which
targeted local Government as potential purchasers of its new technology.

Although putting information on the internet, call it i-Government, has
improved communication and access to information by the citizen, the
use of connectivity and high speed internet access within a ‘process’ that
offers service delivery to the public, loosely coined as e-Government, has,
it would appear, so far delivered high cost for the tax-payer with limited
success. Herein lies a paradox, which is based on two very different sectors,
public and private, that have access to the same technology yet, reap
different levels of performance. The private sector is not reliant on
subsidies or, additional income streams yet, seems able to purchase and
operate technology at a lower cost base thus, satisfying demanding
customers (the unsatisfied ones simply walk away) and, provides dividends
for its share holders. This environment is immensely competitive, where
tight budgets set by prudent finance directors spark creativity and
innovation, which leads to cost savings and creates a culture of change
where new ideas and successes are rewarded. However, the public sector
operates in a very different environment and resulting culture, which is
protected from competing forces, lacks imagination and foresight for
strategic planning, and where it would rather restructure its technology
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infrastructures than its organisational infrastructure
(Irani et al., 2005, 2007, 2008 and Jones et al., 2006).
These large bureaucratic public sector structures,
grounded in years of tradition, are often unable to
embrace change and thus possibly lack the environment
for innovation, or any form of social entrepreneurship to
thrive. Simply, while local governments have many rivals
they do not compete, and thus there is no motivation to
remain competitive in the quality of service delivery and,
cost charged to the tax-payer for such services. A failure
in bureaucracy by local Government simply represents
incompetence, yet in the public sector it spells bank-
ruptcy.

Today’s society is driven by the active generation,
diffusion and appropriation of new ideas. To ensure that
the public sector is supported in developing a culture
where innovation and reflection is encouraged, much
care and attention needs to be directed towards defining
appropriate skill sets for innovators as well as innovation-
managers. This level of proactive forward thinking
management is charged with promoting change and
fostering ideas for the good of the organisation and in
delivery of best value to the citizen and hence tax-payer.
This needs to be achieved while set against a back-drop of
training and education within a process that encourages
social entrepreneurship whist recognising the reserved
organisational environment. It is in proposing such a
process, where the authors of this paper claim to
contribute towards both the literature and offer a
practical model, that promotes the take-up of new ideas
for public sector improvement.

Theoretical foundations and premise for an
emergent model
Kable (2008), the publisher of Government computing,
estimates that the U.K. public sector Information and
Communication Technologies (ICT) budget-spend for
2007–2008 will be in the region of d17bn, rising to
d20bn by 2012–2013. Much of the motivation by Local
and Central Governments justifying this expenditure on
e-Government systems is in support of their search to
reduce administrative bureaucracy and operational costs,
as well as improving the services they offer to businesses,
citizens and social groups (Taft, 2001). However, tradi-
tional methods of investment decision-making do not
easily accommodate such motivations, which often lack a
financial return as they are driven by the need to deliver
improved services to the citizen or more broadly, those
that engage with local Government. Nonetheless, issues
associated with benefit, cost and risk management do
remain prevalent in the public sector and remain central
to robust corporate governance and transparency, more
so, given recent spectacular cost over-runs on public
sector project, such as those within the U.K. Department
of Work and Pensions, which reports a cost over-run of
d315m (Kable, 2008). Indeed, public sector investments
across the world are renowned and indeed often
characterised by their spectacular levels of spend yet,

often poor levels of return for the tax-payer. Whether this
is a result of the apathy and often lack of competitive
spirit adopted by those employed in these public sector
management roles remains unclear but such factors do
little to place the public sector on-par with the effective-
ness of the private sector. In the U.K., the Parliamentary
Office of Science and Technology (POST) reported that
the cost of cancelled or over-budget Government ICT
projects over a six-year period (1997–2002) was greater
than d1.5bn (POST, 2003). However, the scope of much
larger costs to the public purse are widespread, especially
when one considers that the U.S. Department of Defence
reports an annual net operating cost exceeding $620bn –
including more than $30bn for technology – with 2.9
million people, and a supply chain involving 5.2 million
items (Fisher, 2008). There is growing widespread accep-
tance that public sectors across the world need to change
and offer improved value to the tax-payer. The driving
force behind such public sector funding reviews are
clearly cost savings but increasingly, there is a softer,
more human-centric motivation, the identified need to
create social entrepreneurship and to better promote and
create an environment for change. This enabler of public
sector reform is increasingly seen as a manifestation of an
environment where innovation can flourish, within a
culture of continuous improvement, whist using e-
Government as an infrastructure to the support of social
entrepreneurship.

e-Government is the process of delivering information
and services to customers (citizens, business and public
administration) electronically by Government. This pro-
cess can play a significant role not only in improving
services to customers, developing businesses, the econo-
my, and society but also in renewing the role of
Government itself. Abie et al. (2004) claim that e-
Government could be considered a powerful tool that
can effectively manage and integrate huge amount of
existing information, as well as seamlessly integrating
citizen interaction with its services. Atallab (2001) claims
that there are two primary aspects to the benefits of e-
Government. The first is the transformation of Govern-
ment operations, which benefits citizens, businesses and
the Government itself. This means that the needs of
citizens are more likely to be met, and thus allows
businesses to benefit by making them both consumers of
Government services and providers of services and goods
to the Government. It also benefits the Government
through reducing operational costs via increasing the
efficiency of internal operations. The second aspect is the
transformation of governance, which positively affects
the relationship between citizens and Governments
through improving the interactivity between Govern-
ment and citizens and thus making it smoother, faster
and more responsive.

Efforts to create an e-Government infrastructure are
seen as a means to modernise public services, while also
promoting an environment of social entrepreneurship. In
response to local Governments wanting more support,

PPL_EJIS_EJIS200835

Q2

Q3

Creating social entrepreneurship in local government Zahir Irani and Tony Elliman2

European Journal of Information Systems



UNCORRECTED P
ROOF

the U.K. Government initiated a programme back in 1999
called Modernising Government (White Paper, 1999),
which was seen as a vehicle upon which future agendas
would be mounted. Another important and highly
relevant initiative was undertaken in 2006, when the
U.K. Central Government commissioned a respected
public figure to investigate and review public sector
efficiency. The report compiled by Varney (2006) presents
a critical narrative that calls for improved public sector
services, which in turn should deliver improved value-
for-money for the tax-payer. The report argues that to
achieve this objective, public sector services will need to
exploit e-Government to increase productivity, efficiency,
citizen communication and engagement. Against this
backdrop of strategic imperative lies the need to achieve
such gains by maximising the talent of public sector
employees and allowing them to influence change.

In moving to explore the theoretical underpinning of
social entrepreneurship within an e-Government con-
text, the authors sought to develop a thesis upon which a
propagated model could be developed. Much of the
theoretical underpinning supporting a thesis of creating a
techno-centric environment where social entrepreneurship can
thrive within an e-Government context can be grounded
back in the normative institutional theory literature of
Selznick (1948) and Scott (1987). Yet, institutional theory
within an information systems context is not new, with it
having been applied within software development by
Adler (2005), at an institutional perspective by Avgerou
(2000), business process re-engineering by Boudreau &
Robey (1996) and by Butler (2003) when implementing
information systems. The critique of such literature led to
the refinement and iteration of the thesis, resulting in a
rationale that supported model building yet, maintaining
a rationale upon which an emergent model could be
eventually tested.

Institutional theory attends to the deeper and more
resilient aspects of social structure, which in this case
bind together public sector services; with e-Government
acting as the facilitator of communication through the
delivery of services. It considers the processes by which
structures joining together the organisation, including
schemas, rules, norms and polices, become established and
therefore act as a frame of reference which shape social
behaviour.

Hjort-Madsen (2007) explains that the majority of the
e-Government literature focuses on prescriptive models
for innovations. In addressing this prescription with
description, Hjort-Madsen (2007) offers a contextual
understanding of the regulative processes, normative
systems and cultural frameworks that shape the adoption
of information system innovations within the public
sector, such that there adoption can be embraced for
public sector advantage. Therefore, in using institutional
theory as an underpin to an e-Innovations model that
promotes social entrepreneurship, while recognising how
the adoption of innovation within the public sector is
fostered, is where this paper seeks to make its contribu-

tion towards the promotion of social entrepreneurship in
the public sector.

Ideas cannot be produced on demand or offer any
guarantee of worth. Innovators (ideas generators) need
the necessary environment in which to generate ideas,
while managers need to develop an embedded culture
where success is encouraged and yet failure is not
stigmatised. The underlying rationale for this research
note is about turning good ideas – wherever they arise
within the organisation (level within the hierarchy) –
into major benefits for local communities (demonstra-
tion of worth to the tax-payer). In addressing concerns of
bureaucracy that stifle innovations, the process being
proposed engages a range of stakeholders into an activity
through which new ideas, objects and practices are
created, developed or reinvented, thus developing social
entrepreneurship as well as the management of social
entrepreneurs.

e-Innovations within the public sector: proposed
process outline
Government funded research conducted by Irani &
Elliman (2007) identified a lack of joined-up thinking
between initial research or development and eventual
deployment of systems across the public sector. The
following proposed process assumes that some form of
common fund is available to all Local Government
Authorities (LAs) and which is administered so that it is
directed to the most desirable innovations.

The suggested e-Innovations process is itself an in-
novation. In contrast with the centrally managed ODPM
2003–2005 initiative, it is predicated upon a collective
interest in identifying and developing innovations for
use across a wide pool of LAs. It sets out to provide a
framework, within which change and innovations can
flourish and is split into three phases, as presented in
Figure 1:

1. Creating ideas and the environment for innovation. It
will also provide innovators and innovation managers
with the tools that they need.

2. Developing innovative project plans.
3. Selecting the ‘best’ projects and agreeing the funding

contracts.

The creation phase begins by generating ideas through a
variety of channels and, in parallel, preparing local
authorities (management) to support innovation and
entrepreneurship. Both audiences are different and have
distinctive requirements. Given appropriate support (as
detailed below), the ideas generated by innovators will be
developed to the point where they can be ‘sold’ to the LA
management as worthy of serious consideration; LA
management will need to be provided with the necessary
skills to support this activity at the next phase.

The proposed process removes the possibility of prema-
turely selecting (possibly driven by internal politics) a
single project but rather exploits the bottom-up devel-
opment of ideas that are supported through social
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entrepreneurship. In this new model the authorities’
executive and political decision-making powers are
maintained through their involvement in a series of
filters that progressively ‘weed-out’ less attractive projects
as the process proceeds.

The second phase is for the initial ideas to be developed
into suitable project proposals. Entry into this phase
requires the backing of one or more authorities (the first
filter). This first filter breaks the line management veto by
allowing the ‘backers’ to cross silo and authority
boundaries. The proposed process will make innovative
use of technology such as WebCT to allow – where
appropriate – similar innovative ideas from different LAs
to be exploited without duplicate funding. This will be
realised through content management where collabora-
tion between LA and regional best practice will be
encouraged and exploited. During this phase, the plan-
ning process will be supported through regional centres
with appropriate education and skills training workshops
and discussion forums.

The final phase will involve meeting the funding
criteria as set out by the administration of the common
fund, before a project can enter the selection process. This
could be a Central Government body mandated with
promoting the development of e-Government or now
more widely known as Transformational Government

(Elliman et al., 2007; Irani et al., 2007). Alternatively, it
could be a regional assembly or a mutually agreed
collective of LAs. This second filter is an independent
validity check (go or no-go) on each project rather than a
judgement applied to the relative merits of different
projects. The local authorities again play an important
role in the final selection through their representation on
an established college of adjudicators, which is created to
prioritise projects.

e-Innovations: proposed process details
The process being proposed centres around two target
stakeholder groups; people at every level in the organisa-
tion who generate ideas, then managers that support the
cultivation and realisation of these ideas. Figure 2
represents a walk-through of the phases in the proposed
process as well as the underlying detail.

Online ideas forum: bottom-up process
The initiation of an innovation typically results from a
reservoir of ideas that range from the wacky and
unstructured to those carefully crafted and articulated.
Knowledge and practices are seen as the trigger to
instigate change. Anyone with an idea should have the
opportunity to debate within an open forum where an
exchange of ideas can exist. This activity is targeted at all
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levels of LA staff, by providing them with an innovative
online ideas forum. It will use online teaching technol-
ogy such as WebCT to provide guidance on the self-
assessment of ideas for high feasibility, low-cost and high
community value.

This will ensure that people with ideas are encouraged
to think through the consequences of their innovation,
and to present well founded proposals.

Rather than to apply an early veto to the idea, the
process should simply allow those without merit or
support to fade away at the sign-up stage.

Innovation seminars
In parallel with seeking ideas from all levels in LA, there is
the need to prepare local authorities more formally to
participate within the process and where necessary
provide the required skills training. The bottom line is
to recognise that LA (the end-users), individually and
collectively, will be the final arbiters of the ideas that
eventually develop into fully fledged projects.

These regional seminars will be aimed at middle to
senior staff with authority to champion innovative
developments within their organisation; support to allow
managers to navigate innovation through their organisa-
tion will be enfranchised. Local authorities will be
encouraged to identify staff that can represent the
authority as ‘social entrepreneurs’ in developing project
proposals from ideas that come from within their
organisation. Issues to be resolved (that will be sought
through a web survey that will target potential seminar
participants) will form the curriculum content for the
seminars and the follow-up support. Thus, the system
will ensure relevance in content of the seminars.

Local authority sign-up
The broad principle of matched funding is one that is
largely expected to be maintained within e-Government
funding. Eventually local authorities must identify those
projects to which, if supported by the sponsor, they will
contribute the necessary resources. At this stage ideas are
filtered by the social entrepreneurs, and others, with LAs
identifying those ideas they are prepared to back by
supporting the development of detailed project plans. It
is anticipated that an idea from one authority may be
taken up by another and that projects may be undertaken
collaboratively. Thus, the sign-up process needs to be
supported by some form of ‘dating’ service to link up
related ideas and interested authorities; this will be
realised through content management where collabora-
tion between LAs will be supported.

Project planning
Transformation from idea to executable project will
require specific skills and support. In promoting an
enterprise culture, people with good ideas should not be
excluded from developing them simply because they lack
the skills or authority. This will be delivered through local
workshops where more promising ideas will be developed
further. Such workshops will also act as forums to discuss
and debate details of the innovations and for others to
play devils-advocate yet maintaining no formal agenda.
These are aimed at the original proponents possibly
supported by a more senior member of staff or the social
entrepreneur. Following the workshops, detailed project
plans must be prepared. These will include issues to be
resolved and the level of support needed to take an idea
forward.

e-Innovations mediator
Creating a more open environment for exploring and
developing ideas will require support through training,
brain-storming, discussion-lead workshops and resource
planning, which are all capable of reaching a large
number of people in LA. In an e-Government context,
an online computer-based system should only be used as
a filtering mechanism. The primary function of the
online mediation service will be to support initial
development and filtering of ideas, discussion forums,
brokering collaborative development of project proposals
and tracking progress of projects. It will also support the
college of adjudicators in scoring and ranking projects.

Approval and adjudication
By this stage, the authorities will need to confirm their
willingness to commit resources to a project plan. As
plans are completed they will be checked by the funder,
or its designated consultants, and signed off as suitable
(filter 2). This is not intended to be the approval of
funding but a commitment that it is fit-to-fund, if
selected – the principle to be applied is that the funder
may veto an unsatisfactory project but that project
selection will be based on a wider appraisal of merit. In
addition to direct support for projects, LA (and possibly
others) will nominate a college of adjudicators. These
adjudicators will rank or score approved projects (scale to
be defined) such that an overall ranking can be
determined (the final filter).

The funder may wish to limit access to the overall
ranking; thus, preventing individual adjudicators from
manipulating the position of specific projects and there-
fore the outcome of the process. Issues open to be
determined will be the acceptance criteria as defined by
the funder, the scoring scheme, the overall ranking
algorithm and the nature of contracts and the times
and amounts to be allocated. In here lies further work,
some mathematical but, which falls outside the scope of
this research note, which is to proffer a techno-centric
environment where social entrepreneurship can thrive within
an e-Government context.
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Conclusions
This research note has sought to develop a process to
support local authorities in their quest to become more
entrepreneurial and thus supportive of innovation
through a structured process. The underpinning rationale
is well grounded theoretically, with the emergent model
practically applicable within the public sector. Indeed,
the next phase of the research is to move into a more
applied phase that will allow the testing and refinement
of the model; thus, leading to a process where innovation
can be fostered and nurtured.

All through the ODPM initiative in 2003–2005 and in
its follow-up evaluation as reported by Anon (2007), the
administration of e-Government has struggled with
creating an environment where innovation can be
nurtured and thus, occur. The need for Central Govern-
ment to be ‘in the driving seat’ and for processes to be
perceived as publicly accountable produces a conserva-
tive and risk-averse culture that only seeks to stifle
innovation and thus, maintain the status quo. The
paradox is that management can only stimulate innova-
tion by standing back and not trying to manage the flow
of ideas. The key under the proposed model is to manage
the process and let the ideas flourish.

Although it is recognised that the proposal is an
unproven process, it does seek to serve as a process that

threatens the conservative and risk-averse culture en-
demic in the public sector. This is clear through the way it
enfranchises people with the new ideas, irrespective of
their place in the hierarchy. It was originally conceived as
a national process but there is no reason why it should
not be adopted over a smaller administrative area. Nor
need it be driven from the top – a collective like the
‘Yorkshire Digital eco-system’ and ‘PIE’ (Topham, 2008)
could easily adopt the process.

Having tabled the challenge, the authors await the
public body innovative enough to adopt it, so that the
process can be refined in operation.
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