
Introduction 

Open innovation is increasingly gaining grounds in the public sector (Kankanhalli et al., 2017). Increased 

pressure on performance and the ability to deliver a high quality of life to its citizen’s results in a strong 

push to open up (Albury, 2005; Bommert, 2010; Kankanhalli et al., 2017). In particular, public organizations 

seek to open up their innovative efforts to the public by initiating various inclusion strategies (Bekkers & 

Tummers, 2018).  According to Mergel & Desouza (2013) this can lead to more effective services based on 

citizens inputs and an improved awareness of social problems. However, Chesbrough (2020) explains in his 

latest book how open innovation in the public sector mainly has been applied to smart cities and how the 

results from these efforts has so far been disappointing. He argues that the main reason for this is the lack 

of distribution of the open innovation initiatives and the lack of engagement (Bakici et. al, 2013; 

Chesbrough, 2020; Gascó, 2017; M. Lee et. al, 2016). This corresponds well with the focus of the literature. 

The majority of existing research is within cities and local projects. Instead of open innovation being 

adopted by the entire organization, it seems as if open innovation is materialized in projects in the public 

sector.  Therefore, this review is analyzing the open innovation process from a project-perspective 

categorizing the literature into pre-, during- and post-project. Furthermore, it is identifying factors 

potentially influencing the result of open innovation projects in the public sector. 

Open innovation 
Short introduction of open innovation, its origin and definition. 
 
Research questions 
According to Kankanhalli et al (2017) the public and private sector have fundamental differences in 
ownership, funding, and control. Furthermore, they differ substantially in focus, aim, value and complexity 
of external stakeholders. This indicates that to study open innovation in the public sector is more complex 
than in the private sector. Furthermore, the findings in the open innovation private sector literature is not 
necessarily valid for the public sector (Bekkers et al., 2013). Therefore, the first research question guiding 
this review is as follows: How has open innovation as a concept been studied in public sector organizations?  
 
The process of open innovation focus on how an organization is utilizing its external environment and how 

it can be beneficial to open up an organization’s boundaries (Mergel, 2015). An author that has made some 

great contributions to the open innovation process literature in the public sector is Ines Mergel. 

Specifcially, she has followed the open innovation initiatives by Obama and the US government and 

reviewed how open government processes can be designed, drivers and barriers to the adoption of open 

innovation initiatives and the implementation and outcomes of open data. Interestingly, she found that 

many open innovation projects fail early on in the process, and that there is a lack of insights into why this 

is. It is therefore in the interest of this paper to look closer at the process of open innovation in the public 

sector, and to identify potential mechanisms that influence the success of the projects. The second 

research question guiding this review is therefore: How has the management of open innovation process 

been studied in public sector organizations? 

Contributions 
In the private sector, open innovation is an established field of study and there are several literature 
reviews in place (Bogers et al., 2018; Bogers et al., 2017; Chesbrough & Bogers, 2014; West & Bogers, 
2014). However, there is no systematic literature review about the open innovation process in the public 
sector. The objective of this review is therefore to find out what we already know about open innovation in 
the public sector, how the different levels of analysis are interrelated and to identify potential areas for 
future research.  
 



The first contribution of this article is methodological. Performing a systematic literature review differs 

from traditional reviews in that they are replicable and follows a set methodology that increases 

transparency. There are existing systematic reviews within open innovation; however, there is not one 

within open innovation and public sector.  

The second contribution concerns an analysis of factors relevant to the open innovation process across 

three different levels of analysis; intra-, inter- and extra-organizational, and across the process of pre-, 

during-, and post-project. 

The third contribution is a multistage, multilevel framework that seeks to identify how the different levels 

of analysis are interrelated. Building on the work of Hedström & Swedberg (1998) and their analytical 

approach to social theory and social mechanisms, this paper illustrate how the three levels of analysis 

mentioned above and the elements within each level of analyses are interrelated. Finally, research gaps 

within each level and stage of analysis are identified.  

A description of how the paper is structured. 

 

Methodology 

To examine how open innovation has been studied as a concept in public sector organizations we conduct a 

systematic, explorative literature review according to Tranfield et al. (2003). It is a relatively new and 

fragmented field of study that indicated a need for an explorative approach. We initiated our study with a 

pilot study to ensure the relevance and scope of our review. Including all databases, we got 280 articles, 

whereas only 57 of them were discussing management of open innovation in the public sector. The reason 

for including management was the interest of the process and the assumption that management was 

particularly relevant to the public sector due to the characteristics of public decision-making processes 

mentioned in the introduction. Furthermore, we found that there are articles that mention open 

innovation, but it is not the framework or topic of the paper. Consequently, we decided that only papers 

that have open innovation as their main framework are included in the review. The definition of public 

sector by De Vries et. al (2016) was applied when deciding whether an article was from a public sector 

perspective or not.  



 
 

In the main study, we performed two rounds of searches to ensure that we did not leave out any relevant 

articles. The first search is focusing on the management of open innovation in the public sector, whereas 

the second search only look for open innovation in the public sector. The reason for performing the second 

search was the limited number of articles appearing when including management. Following a discussion of 

management, and how management can be analyzed without the word “management” appearing in the 

abstract or title, led to the decision to extend the search to open innovation and public sector. Having 

completed the first screening and filtering of the articles, duplicates were removed, and we were left with 

62 articles. These articles laid the foundation for this literature review.   

We limited our search to the Web of Science, using the Science Citation Index (SCI) and the Social Science 

Citation Index (SSCI) database. Furthermore, book chapters and conference proceedings were removed, 

leaving us with articles and reviews only. 



 

 

 

Synthesis method 

First, we analyzed the final 62 articles according to the level of analysis, findings, method and outcomes. 

Secondly, each article were given labels according to their themes, generating 50 labels in total. These 

labels were then clustered into 20 labels, and then into 9, and then into 5 final labels (see appendix X). The 

final labels are discussed in the first part of the analysis at each level of analysis (inter, intra and extra) to 

illustrate what we already know about the literature.  

 

 



PART I 

What do we know about open innovation in the public sector? 

In the following, we summarize the open innovation literature at three levels of analysis in accordance with 

Mergel (2018); 1) intra-organizational factors referring to the organizational characteristics such as culture, 

structure, resources, goals etc. 2) inter-organizational or system-wide factors affecting the organization 

from the outside and the cooperation between organizations, and finally 3) extra-organizational and 

societal factors referring to external stakeholders, individuals and communities. Within each level, we will 

analyze the antecedents, barriers, outcome, strategy and drivers according to the three phases of pre-

project, during-project and post-project.  

As mentioned in the introduction, most innovation in the public sector is executed at a project level. This 

review therefore seek to link the main themes in the literature with various stages of the open innovation 

project process. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Intra-organizational level of analysis 

In the final paper, the table below will be an appendix, and instead there will be a discussion of the most 

important factors influencing open innovation projects in the public sector. Furthermore, this first part of 

the analysis will be the answer of the first research question.  

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Inter-organizational level of analysis 

 

 

 

 



Extra-organizational level of analysis 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



PART II: Multistage, multilevel framework 

What are the potential for future research on open innovation in the public sector? 
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