Building a competency framework
for public innovation
Enabling better problem solving for public impact
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Who we are: Nesta

Nesta is the UK's innovation foundation
We help people and organisations bring great ideas to life, by providing investments and grants, and mobilising
research, networks and skills. We are independently funded through an endowment provided by the National Lottery

Who we are: the skills team
Demystify and spread innovation methods,
tools, and skills. Build innovation capacity

Quick exercise…

Creating an innovative public sector workforce…

Source: NBS.net

Public sector innovation – a quick assessment
Take a minute to reflect on these statements and rate the extent to
which you agree with them.

In my organisation/department leadership work hard to create a
culture of innovation by ensuring creativity and experimentation are
rewarded, incentivised and encouraged
STRONGL
Y
DISAGREE

1

2

3

4

STRONGLY
AGREE

In my organisation/department management help to overcome bureaucracy
and ensure that proven innovations are spread
STRONGL
Y
DISAGREE

1

2

3

4

STRONGLY
AGREE

People in my team/department are empowered to try out new
ideas even when there is a risk they may fail
STRONGL
Y
DISAGREE

1

2

3

4

STRONGLY
AGREE

I work to ensure that citizens’ needs are reflected in my team/departments’
rules, procedures, guidelines, systems, programmes and services
STRONGL
Y
DISAGREE

1

2

3

4

STRONGLY
AGREE

Public sector innovation – a self-assessment diagnostic tool

Leadership
and culture

Management

Your team

You

Leadership work hard to create a culture of
innovation by ensuring creativity and innovation
are rewarded, incentivised and encouraged in
the team/department
Management help to overcome bureaucracy
and ensure that proven innovations are spread

People in my team/department are empowered
to try out new ideas, even when there is a risk they
may fail

I work to ensure that citizens’ needs are reflected
in my team/departments’s rules, procedures,
guidelines, systems, programmes and services

Public sector innovation skills:
challenges and emerging practice …

Why skills for innovation?

Whether you look at the use of knowledge,
planning, procurement, financing or human
resources, the inability for governments to
upgrade their development processes has
led traditional policy approaches to a crisis
and a lack of effective action. It has become
a question of their legitimacy.

1. Beyond the methods…

2. Beyond the hype…

Source: Huffington Post, CPI
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3. Beyond the lab…

Emerging practice: innovating for cultural change in government
Current phase

Emerging phase

Demonstrating impact

Changing the default

Services

Systems

New ideas

R&D engines for government

Projects / labs

Wider capacity & skills

Ambassadors

Communities of practice

PS21 Office
Based: Singapore
Mission Statement: “PS21 is the Change
Movement of the Singapore Public Service. It
encourages every public officer to be open to
change, and to find better ways, ideas and
possibilities to bring about improvement
and innovation in their individual work or the
work of the public service.”
What defines them: Staff-led innovation
Size of team: 43
Example of impact; An evaluation of PS21
estimated that over a year it generated
520,000 suggestions from staff, of which
approximately 60% were implemented, leading
to savings of around £55 million

What Nesta is doing…

Creating solutions to solve specific challenges
•
•
•

Engaging citizens, non-profits and businesses to
find new ideas

Focus on solving high priority
problems, and developing
usable and scalable solutions,
Collaborate with colleagues in
government agencies.
Developers and creators of
innovations.

•

•
•

•

4 types of
Transforming the processes, skills and
culture of government
•
•

•

Focus on transforming the
way that government
approaches innovation,
Uses consultancy services and
training, secondments and
placements, to develop skills
and mind-sets
Educate and provide insights
and knowledge needed to
empower others inside
government to innovate..

Focus on opening up
government to voices and
ideas from outside the
system,
Open innovation and
challenge-led approaches
Strong communications and
engagement strategies.
Create conditions for
innovations from outside
government that others can
follow

Achieving wider policy and systems
change
•

•

•

Focus on achieving wider
policy and systems change and
bringing about
transformation,
Look beyond specific
interventions to the wider
policy context and complex
systems that need to change,
Architects, creating the
designs and blueprints that
others can follow

Improving our ability to deal with public problems…

We need to appropriately embed
innovation approaches in
government operations and reshape
core operational models, processes
and capabilities accordingly to fit
the needs of our time

i-school curriculum

Culture

Innovation
mindset & habits

Innovation
conditions

Learning the core
principles of government
innovation practice

Learning how to create
space for and strategically
support innovation

(experimentation, citizen
engagement, user-orientation,
systems & design thinking, using
data & evidence)

(organsiational readiness,
competencies and skills, leadership,
ecosystem development, impact
assessment)

Innovation
processes

Organisational
environment

Innovation
methods

Innovation
functions

Learning selected
government innovation
methods & tools

Learning how to embed
new approaches in
government operations

(i.e. Human-Centred Design, Open
Governance, Foresight, Behavioral
Insights, Challenges, Prototyping,
etc. + creative process
management & facilitation)

(project management, organising
for innovation, running innovation
labs/teams, embedding and
rehearsing new roles & tasks)

Approaches

Creating a competency framework for public sector innovation…
•

Creating clearer understanding and definitions of the attitudes, traits, competencies
and skills people need to tackle the challenges they face.

•

It is also to strategically and systematically create an enabling environment for
innovation in order to make the best possible use of the mandate to innovate.

•

So far, there is no defined skills framework for innovation, making it hard to determine
how to:
• Recruit and set up teams for innovation
• Develop and train for innovation
• Manage and organise for innovation

Activity: Job, tasks and skills

Complete Stages 1
and 2.

Work-in-progress:

building a new competency framework
for public sector innovation

Where to start?
As a unit of action we start with the team, which is central to successful problem solving.

INNOVATION

TEAM

The innovation team requires the right mix
of traits, attitudes, competencies and skills
held by the members in order to
successfully run an innovation project.

Core innovation
attitudes and traits

OUTCOMES-FOCUSED

EMPATHY
Commitment and actions
taken to consider real world The desire and actions taken to
understand others’ experience
implications
and frames of reference

CURIOSITY

AGILE

The strong desire and ability to
explore and learn more about
issues and possibilities

Responding and adapting to changing,
unexpected or uncertain situations with
flexibility and resilience

INQUISITIVE

The desire and actions taken to critically
consider different perspectives and
deliberate multiple options

IMAGINATIVE

The desire and actions taken to
imagine new possible futures and
offer new frames of thinking

PRAGMATIC

Desire and actions taken to test
assumptions or beliefs through
practical application

EXPRESSIVE

HUMBLE

CORE
TRAITS &
ATTITUDES

Having an awareness of your own
limitations, being open to different
views and actively listening to others

RELATIONAL

The desire and ability to build
meaningful relationships and networks
with diverse groups of people

COURAGEOUS

Dealing with resistance and uncertainty
with strength and determination to act in
spite of these circumstances

OPPORTUNISTIC

DETERMINED
Effectively articulating thoughts
Commitment to create
or feelings in clear, purposeful The confidence and
possibilities and motivation
and compelling ways
dedication to make
to proactively overcome
change happen despite
barriers
push-back & resistance

Tensions between attitudes and traits = complex skills

What makes skills complex?
•

Acting in cross-pressure - managing the dynamics between
different skillsets and leveraging sometimes opposing attitudes
and competencies.

•

Dealing with uncertainty. Dealing with unpredictability and
situations where plans don’t work, but require continuous
situated action.

•

Improvisation and judgment (rather than prescription) – being
able to deal with many different situations and improvise rather
than relying on prescriptive instructions.

•

Operating at different levels simultaneously - keeping the big
picture in mind while focusing on what can be done right now
end-users.

UN/SELF DIRECTED

DIRECTED

“IN PRACTICE”

(embodied knowledge,
developing skills in situ)

NATURAL
LEARNING

COACHING /
MENTORING

ONLINE /
PRACTICE
GUIDES

FACE-TO-FACE
TRAINING /
SIMULATIONS

TACIT
KNOWLEDGE
LEARNABLE

“ABOUT PRACTICE”

(conceptual understanding,
descriptive or prescriptive how-to
knowledge)

EXPLICIT
KNOWLEDGE
TEACHABLE

Three areas of problem-solving that require improvement…
LEADING
CHANGE

ACCELERATING
LEARNING
Exploring and experimenting to
identify knowledge gaps, create
new understanding and inform
decision-making in new ways

Better
problem
solving

Creating space for innovation
and driving change processes to
mobilise people, inspire action
and ensure strategic outcomes

WORKING TOGETHER
Engaging with end-users and
multiple stakeholders to ensure cocreation and collaborative
ownership of new solutions

Two levels of competencies
MANDATE
ACCELERATING
LEARNING

PROCESS

LEADING
CHANGE

Better
problem
solving

PROCESS COMPETENCIES:
Focus on creating more
impact-oriented, iterative
and experimental processes.

MANDATE COMPETENCIES:
Focus on driving and managing
innovation processes within
administrative and political
environments.
WORKING TOGETHER

Mandate
competencies

ACCELERATING
LEARNING

BUILDING EXPERIMENTAL
CULTURE

POLITICAL &
BUREAUCRATIC AWARENES

Process
competencies

TRANSLATING
INNOVATION METHODS

STRATEGIC
OUTCOMES-FOCUS

EXPLORATIVE
RESEARCH
DATA LITERACY

MANAGING
ACCOUNTABILITY

SYSTEMS THINKING /
HOLISTIC THINKING

DEMONSTRATING VALUE

BUSINESS ACUMEN

EXPERIMENTATION
LEARNING & REFLECTION
VISUAL THINKING /
PROTOTYPING

CORE
TRAITS

FUTURE ACUMEN
DESIGNING FOR
AGILE PROCESSES

TRANSLATION
COLLABORATIVE
PROBLEM-SOLVING
STORYTELLING

MULTI-DISCIPLINARY
COLLABORATION

USER- & STAKEHOLDER
ENGAGEMENT

RELATIONSHIP
MANAGEMENT

BROKERING

BUILDING BRIDGES

INTRAPRENEURSHIP

WORKING TOGETHER

STRATEGIC
COMMUNICATION

LEADING
CHANGE

Mandate
competencies

ACCELERATING
LEARNING

BUILDING EXPERIMENTAL
CULTURE

POLITICAL &
BUREAUCRATIC AWARENES

Process
competencies

TRANSLATING
INNOVATION METHODS

STRATEGIC
OUTCOMES-FOCUS

EXPLORATIVE
RESEARCH
DATA LITERACY

MANAGING
ACCOUNTABILITY

SYSTEMS THINKING /
HOLISTIC THINKING

DEMONSTRATING VALUE

LEADING
CHANGE

BUSINESS ACUMEN

EXPERIMENTATION

LEARNING & REFLECTION
Adopt a learning-oriented mindset
in everyday operational tasks to
systematically to reflect upon how
innovation can support your role

VISUAL THINKING /
PROTOTYPING

CORE
TRAITS

FUTURE ACUMEN
DESIGNING FOR
AGILE PROCESSES

TRANSLATION
COLLABORATIVE
PROBLEM-SOLVING
STORYTELLING

MULTI-DISCIPLINARY
COLLABORATION

USER- & STAKEHOLDER
ENGAGEMENT

RELATIONSHIP
MANAGEMENT
BUILDING BRIDGES

STRATEGIC COMMUNICATION
Shape and communicate abstra
policy agendas in clear and
appealing ways to build a case f
change

INTRAPRENEURSHIP

WORKING TOGETHER

BROKERING
Mediate contrasting interests and
perspectives and ensure the
representation of multiple stakeholders

Combining methods & craft
MANDATE
ACCELERATING
LEARNING

The challenge is to apply the
right methods with the right
mix of attitudes, traits,
competencies and skills
needed to effectively deal
with public problems

= Finding the right
combination of technical
expertise (methods) and
problem-solving skills (craft)

LEADING
CHANGE

PROCESS
Better
problem
solving

METHODS
WORKING TOGETHER

Examples of methods

IMAGINING

Creatively explore
new ways of
addressing problems

TESTING AND
IMPROVING IDEAS

Generate, test and improve
promising ideas rapidly
PROTOTYPING, INNOVATION
& POLICY LABS, CREATIVE
FACILITATION, RANDOMISED
CONTROL TRIALS,
ACCELERATORS &
INCUBATORS, ETC.

USING DATA &
KNOWLEDGE

Generate and manage data
of all kinds and harness
knowledge from many
sources

FORESIGHT,
SPECULATIVE DESIGN,
HORIZON SCANNING,
FUTURES ANALYSIS,
POSITIVE DEVIANCE,
ETC.

CREATING
SOLUTIONS

Create interventions
that resonate with
people’s lives and
aspirations
HUMAN CENTRED DESIGN,
SYSTEMIC DESIGN,
BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS,
CO-DESIGN, SERVICE
DESIGN, ETC.

OPENING UP
GOVERNANCE

Engage citizens to
improve decision-making
and legitimacy
CITIZEN ENGAGMENT,
CROWDSOURCING,
OPEN POLICY MAKING,
CHALLENGES & PRIZES,
CO-PRODUCTION, ETC.

USING TECHNOLOGY
Make the most of
successive generations
of technology

DIGITAL DESIGN, DIGITAL
SOCIAL INNOVATION,
INTERNET OF THINGS,
BLOCKCHAIN, MACHINE
LEARNING, ETC.

ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH,
OPEN DATA, BIG DATA,
EVIDENCE-BASED POLICY,
CITIZEN SCIENCE, ETC.

METHODS

Work-in-progress: articulating concrete behaviors to
TRADI TIONAL

PLANNI NG

Predictable
Outcomes are predictable and result from careful (process) execution

We know
We use existing knowledge/methods to achieve desired outcomes

A specific future
Planning is done for creating a specific future

Rear-view-mirror
Decisions are based on historical facts and past successes

Problem
Citizens are seen as a problem to be solved or the cause of the problem

Highlight and validate
Knowledge is used to make generalizable assumptions on societal problems at scale at
a point-in-time.

Prescriptive
Policy documents that describe/prescribe a predefined course of action

Inside the office
We will try to figure out from behind our desk what course to take

Camouflaged
Uncertainty and risks are camouflaged via detailed plan or sometimes even a dealbreaker.

Avoided
Failure is seen as something to avoid

VS
OUTCOMES

ATTITUDE

PLANNING

DECISION BASIS
CITIZENS
PURPOSE OF
KNOWLEDGE
TOOLS
WHERE

UNCERTAINTY AND RISK

FAILURE

EXPERIMENTATION

Unpredictable
Outcomes are not predictable and result from trial-and-error

We don’t know (for sure)
We should test and see what works, or tap into into
other sources of knowledge (citizens / partners)

Multiple futures
Planning is done for multiple possible futures

Future-oriented
Decisions are open-ended and based on indications from experiments

Potential
Citizens are a source of insight/potential for transformative action

Understand and generate
Knowledge is used to capture human experience/social complexity and test
assumptions in real-time over time.

Explorative
Innovation tools that enable creative thinking, collaboration and learning

Outside the office
We will engage users and stakeholders to figure out what course to take

Acknowledged
Uncertainty and risks are coped with and minimised via trial and error approach

Embraced
Failure is accepted as part of iterative learning and improving

Work in-progress: towards a competency framework for public sector innovation…

•

Traits/attitudes: recruitment / incentives

•

Competencies & skills groups: organisational readiness and organising for innovation

•

Behaviors: practical criteria for development and assessment

•

Roles: team design and team management

Activity: Job, tasks and skills

Now complete
stages 3 and 4.
Share with person
next to you
followed up by a
discussion

Discussion
•

Having seen some of the elements of the competency framework, what
questions do they raise?

•

Are there opportunities for you to introduce more innovative approaches into
your daily work? And what might be the challenges in doing so?

•

What would be the key recommendation that you would give HR managers in
governments across the world to enable better support for public sector
innovation?

