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Public Institutions
Introduction
Trust is a word that is rarely absent in the Swedish political discourse in the
post-pandemic era. This paper relates twofold to the concept of trust within
public institutions: trust of the employees in public sector organisations and the
citizens’ trust in public institutions.
The main argument is that new arenas and approaches are needed to address
pressing societal problems in Europe. If citizens increasingly experience cracks
in the public sector, their trust in public institutions risks becoming diminished.
Fortunately, we are not on the starting line on this issue. There is an emerging
knowledge in the field. The first section of the paper discusses the current state
of affairs and paints a rather dark picture of today’s situation, and how we ended
up here. This is followed by the description of a practical prototype from the
Swedish health-care system alongside some theoretical analysis.

A slippery slope
Organisational boundaries create order in healthcare as well as in other parts
of the public sector. By dividing and delimiting, the need for negotiation about
who is to perform a certain activity is reduced. Such a division of labour is a key
ingredient in the traditional bureaucracy. Specialisation and grouping of different
experts in different units is also what organisational charts often show. The charts
correspond well to reality, as it is often on such principles that activities are
managed and controlled through the chain of command. The dominant position
of this perspective is guaranteed, for example, by the investments made in ITbased management-control systems, as these generally have been designed
based on the same thinking.
The risk with this way of thinking is often presented as a focus on parts suboptimises the whole. It suffers from a kind of myopia that prevents a unit from
being seen in its larger context, and it becomes more difficult to see the chain
of activities in which one’s own task is a part. People working in such a unit risk
considering activities as if they were an end in themselves. A single visit to a
health centre could hold an intrinsic value instead of being seen in relation to the
citizen’s journey in a larger care system.
During the New Public Management (NPM) era, it has become even more
important for many to solve their own units’ tasks and report upwards in the
chain of command.1 Any inefficiency at the system level is seldom perceived by
those in power, whose institutionalised responsibility is limited to monitoring the
1
Terry McNulty & Ewan Ferlie, “Process Transformation: Limitations to Radical Organizational Change
within Public Service Organizations”, Organization Studies nr 8 (2004).
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internal efficiency within their own unit. The ambition to control can interfere
rather than provide the right prerequisites for value creation. It is the vertically
oriented subsystems for management control that is in focus rather than the
citizens’ needs.
An important organisational principle is that the need for coordination increases
in step with the division of labour. The more you divide, the greater the need
to coordinate different units.2 A pandemic does not consider organisational
boundaries. It is too big of a bite to chew for a sectoral administration. Thus, a
pandemic tests our ability to coordinate. The general feeling is that in some cases
we seem to have passed the test but failed in others. In many cases this is due to
an inability to see the bigger picture.
The inability to protect the most fragile part of the population from infection in
the elderly-care system during the pandemic has been painful. In this case, there
has been a lack of an obvious arena where agencies, regions, municipalities, and
private actors were able to meet to tackle the situation collectively. The same
applies to other areas that have required a high degree of coordination, such
as the difficulty in establishing a robust test organisation as well as providing
adequate protective equipment.
Coordination issues are always present in the
public sector. This becomes especially clear
in a crisis. When comparing the Covid-19
pandemic with previous crises, several
similarities in shortcomings can be found. As an
example, Sweden experienced a large influx of
unaccompanied children during the autumn of
2015. As a legal guardian for three young Afghan
boys, I experienced the issues with integration
in Swedish society first-hand. Coordination is
not the right word to use when describing that
journey. The handovers from one actor to another were often missing. Those
shortcomings come with a price. In a crisis, it is always the most exposed who
pay the highest price. During the coronavirus pandemic, this applied to the elderly
and infirm. Coordination is genuinely difficult, and it will surely fail again. But how
might it be possible to better protect the most vulnerable? Despite all the negative
effects of a pandemic, it also acts as an important lesson in coordination strategy
that could be applied to other settings: the need for common and neutral arenas
where boundary spanning issues can be tackled.

“In a crisis, it is
always the most
exposed who pay
the highest price.”

Juvenile delinquency, care of young people with psychosocial problems, and
integrating newly arrived immigrants are examples of cross-sectoral societal
challenges that have proved difficult to resolve. The current political tools appear
insufficient. Recurring reports in the media describe how both public employees
and citizens find it difficult to navigate in the borderland between different
2
James D. Thompson, Organizations in action: Social science bases of administrative theory. (New
York: Mc Graw-Hill, 1967).
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agencies and actors. The actors in the system simply do not work well together
and the time and resources lost make it a socio-economic problem.
In modern service research, the importance of leaving the industrial era’s
perspective of value creation is emphasised.3 Services are too often designed
based on the misconception that value is created by a producer and delivered
to a more or less passive consumer, instead of public actors making resources
available for the active citizens’ own value creation. This is based on the simple
observation that value does not occur until citizens’ use or interact with the
organizations’ resources. Despite its simplicity, the observation has profound
consequences for how services are understood and designed.
Resources can either be tangible or intangible and hold different capacities. For
example, a university teacher can lecture while an e-identification can provide
access to electronic systems. For value creation the resources must be both
available and useful. The usefulness of the resources is determined by their
design, position, and ability to interact with other resources in the service system.
Of relevance to this paper is, among other things, that value creation can only
take place when the resources are integrated and work together. If the resources
are managed by several independent actors in a service system, the actors must
work together for the resources to be integrated.
A common approach in service research is that value creation is seen as:
A product of a complex series of, often iterative interactions, between the service
user, the service organization and its managers and staff, the physical environment
of the service, other organizations and staff supporting the service process, and
the broader societal locus of the service.4
The present regime of measurement, targets and working methods are not able
to fully support and affirm the comprehensive value creation that takes place
in the borderland between different actors.5 There is a superstition about the
possibilities of solving societal challenges through legislation, resource allocation
and control. Communication between different levels and actors all too often
takes place via memorandum and other documents instead of working together.6
There is restricted space to maneuver for professionals within the public sector
due to prescribed routines and checklists, performance-based metrics, and
administrative burdens. For those who want change, the structures are often
perceived as rigid, with many gatekeepers in the form of legal advisers, controllers
and others who measure and monitor the prevailing state of affairs. For the wellinformed and protectors of democracy, it can be devastating to see shortcomings
in prioritisation and an overall substandard in working methods.
3
Stephen L. Vargo & Robert Lusch, ”Institutions and axioms: an extension and update of servicedominant logic”, Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science nr 1 (2016).
4
Zoe Radnor, Stephen Osborne, Tony Kinder & Jean Mutton, “Operationalizing Co-Production in
Public Services Delivery: The contribution of service blueprinting”, Public Management Review nr 3 (2014).
5
McNulty & Ferlie 2004.
6
Martin Fransson, Johan Quist & Katarina Wetter-Edman, Politisk handlingskraft i en regeringsnära
utvecklingsmiljö (in Swedish). (Stockholm: Norstedts juridik, 2019).
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When citizens increasingly experience cracks in the public sector - how their
value creation remains unsupported - trust in public institutions risks becoming
diminished. Ultimately, it is a democracy question. Without new ways of meeting
complex societal challenges, we risk losing our footing.

An alternative route
The remaining part of this policy paper aims to portray what we know, where
we stand, and to chart the way forward. It sets out important advice on how
to contribute in various ways; both through practical experiments and new
theoretical knowledge.
In Sweden, we are in the middle of a practical experiment on how to realise
such an arena as previously described. It is a prototype; we do, and in parallel
to that doing, try to draw lessons from it.7 The first project is about health, and
several similar projects in other areas will follow shortly within the same arena.
The Swedish Parliament has agreed on the need for primary care reform. The
problem is that the different parts of today’s system are not designed to provide
seamless processes for citizens in need of care. The intended reform is based on
service logic and based on the idea of leaving the traditional “production” basis
of industrial thinking. To support the reform the Swedish government has signed
yearly agreements with The Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions
(SALAR). All of Sweden’s municipalities and regions are members of SALAR and
the organisation represents and advocates local government in Sweden.
As part of those agreements, this neutral arena where parts of the reform may
live its own life, without the limitations of organisational boundaries and lines of
command have been developed.8 Finnish researchers describe how a system
of independent actors has much to gain from the establishment of a safe space
where ideas can be co-created. An arena for integration and settlements, where
incompatible positions can be dissolved:
Within a system fostering institutional pluralism, one means to support innovation
is to create “protected” spaces—both physical and mental—within which
experimenting with solutions and negotiating conflicts is possible without the
immediate burdens of the day-to-day reality.9
Policy Lab is sometimes used as a label for such arenas. Their contributions
“are seen as residing in developing creative policy solutions ‘outside’ traditional
bureaucratic structures, and in providing experimental sites for solving problems.”10
An alternative way of describing our prototype is that we move the innovative
work to the space in-between the actors. We are still completely dependent on
all relevant actors wanting to contribute within a new arena, one that is more
open and agile than large bureaucracies. The overarching methodology in our
7
The author of this paper is a part of this work.
8
SALAR webpage (in Swedish).
9
Jaakko Siltaloppi, Kaisa Koskela-Huotari & Stephen L. Vargo, ”Institutional complexity as a driver for
innovation in service ecosystems” Service Science nr 3 (2016).
10 Jenny M. Lewis, “The limits of policy labs: characteristics, opportunities and constraints”, Policy
Design and Practice nr 2 (2021).
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arena is systemic design, and it brings an action-oriented approach to change in
complex systems.11
Over the course of the last decade some governments have tried to take
decision-making closer to the citizen. Different approaches have been
embraced for understanding the lived-experiences of the citizen to inform more
“open policy-making”. Whicher states that “Open Policy-making has become a
dominant paradigm for experimentation in government focused on developing
and delivering policy in a fast-paced and digital world using collaborative and
iterative approaches.”12 In our prototype, we have had the privilege of working
closely with a government commission. As part of this commission, we produced
a number of desirable future images, based entirely on the target group’s needs
and experiences of long-term interaction with the present system. Those images
became a guide for the commission’s continued work in several ways. Among
other things, we facilitated a large workshop where the images were used to
enable professionals, managers and politicians in regions and municipalities to
identify hindering factors. At a later stage, when the commission had formulated
its proposals, we returned to the same group of people to get their views on
feasibility and asked for suggestions for modification.
This latter step can be described as policy
prototyping.13 The pandemic has necessitated
quick, iterative decision loops and in some
cases accelerated the mode of policy-making.
It is important to find ways of working that
help decision makers to make rapid and good
decisions. Policy prototyping is one way to
shorten cycles of decision-making and testing
solutions in several iterations. One inspiring
example is described by Nogueira and Schmidt,
where prototyping methods were applied to
explore how the issue of food waste could
become a path for designing sustainable and
equitable food systems in the city of Chicago. 14 What primarily distinguishes such
working methods from traditional government commissions is that methods
for experimenting allow the actors themselves to experience how resources
need to be integrated. Such approaches have in many contexts proved to be
able to persuade the actors to actively change institutionalised truths and foster
innovation.15

“Policy prototyping is
one way to shorten
cycles of decisionmaking and testing
solutions in several
iterations.”

11 Josina Vink, Katarina Wetter-Edman & Kaisa Koskela-Huotari, ”Designerly Approaches for Catalyzing
Change in Social Systems: A Social Structures Approach”, The Journal of Design, Economics, and
Innovation nr 2 (2021).
12 Anna Whicher, “Evolution of policy labs and use of design for policy in UK government”, Policy Design
and Practice nr 2 (2021).
13 Whicher 2021.
14 André Nogueira & Ruth Schmidt, “Participatory policy design: igniting systems change through
prototyping”, Policy Design and Practice (2021).
15 Lia Patrício, Raymond P. Fisk, Joao F.E. Cunha & Larry Constantine, “Multilevel service design: From
customer value constellation to service experience blueprinting”, Journal of Service Research nr 2 (2011).
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Another important understanding of the work in our prototype is recognising
that the system does not only include an operational and horizontal micro-level.
Instead, it is important to offer opportunities for professional employees in these
organizations to meet and realise that they “handle different parts” of one and
the same life event and thus share a responsibility for any failures experienced.
It provides a more robust condition for coordination if they can talk and find a
common perception of how a citizen’s interaction with the system should look
like.
However, it is just as important, on the other hand, to understand the restricted
space to maneuver that these professionals experience from, for example,
regulations and performance-based metrics. Individuals bring invisible backpacks
to the table, and it is the system’s actors at meso- or macro-level that burden
these individuals with such restrictive conditions. An ambition in our prototype
is to find ways to stimulate individuals at different levels in the system to meet
to a greater extent. Letting a government commission work directly with
professionals in local government is one such example. To illustrate this form of
vertical connection, we use the metaphor of an elevator. Constantly looking for
new ideas for how different issues can travel up and down through the system
and work on better understanding of the causal links between micro-, meso- and
macro-level. It is not just a matter of letting citizens and professionals influence
the policy work. A neutral arena of this kind can also give actors at the micro-level
an understanding that their previous view of restrictions from regulations may
have been more perceived than real. The same experiences seem to be found
in the German digitalisation labs described by Fleischer and Carstens.16 These
labs were established as temporary arenas to bring together representatives from
administrative authorities of all levels – end-users and external actors, such as
private tech companies and consultancies. The authors point out how this working
method complements rather than replaces traditional bureaucratic decisionmaking. A neutral arena seems to lower the formal authority, which creates more
curiosity on other actors’ points of departure and supports a greater degree of
boundary spanning, regardless of what level of the system the other represents. In
this spirit, Colander and Kupers urges governments to stimulate “eco-structures
that are conducive to more bottom-up policy solutions, providing people with
institutional space to self-organize in new ways to solve social problems.”17

Concluding discussion
The core of the identity of many senior civil servants and politicians is linked to
words and text. Papers with written words are circulated, they sit in meetings with
PowerPoint-based bullet points and in their chamber they write memorandum in
a predefined format.
16 Julia Fleischer & Nora Carstens, “Policy labs as arenas for boundary spanning: inside the digital
transformation in Germany”, Public Management Review (2021).
17 David Colander & Roland Kupers, Complexity and the Art of Public Policy: Solving Society’s Problems
from the Bottom Up. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014).
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Policymaking is seldom associated with experimenting. Solutions from the bottom
of the hierarchy, without respect for the silos, challenge the roles given to senior
managers and elected officials as effective guides and decision-makers. Here, an
actor’s level of status in the hierarchy becomes unclear. Yet it is precisely such
a messy reform agenda that is being proposed here. The reason is simple. The
traditional way of being and working will not rebuild trust in public institutions.
Bear in mind that having access to a new tool, like the neutral arenas proposed
in this text, requires action. It shifts focus from resource allocation, for example
1.000 extra police officers, instead to concrete activities and demands for the
power of action to be assessed on the basis of the ability to handle and contribute
to solving societal challenges. In doing so, it challenges politicians in Europe to
action.
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