
SUMMARY

The global public services landscape remains in � ux.  In the 
aftermath of the biggest economic upheaval for generations, 
leaders around the world are opening up profound questions 
about the role and purpose of government, and the scope and 
breadth of the public services provided to citizens.

This paper draws lessons from a range of British examples to 
form the basis of a delivery framework that can be discussed, 
adapted and applied internationally. It argues that public 
services at their best are the cornerstone of society. Yet in 
order to build the case for investment in what is an ideal at 
a time of extreme pressure, we need to make the case for a 
new model of delivery that addresses increasingly complex 
challenges through unlocking the collaborative capacity of 
citizens, state, business and society.

Collaboration in public services
It is axiomatic that government, civil society and the private 
sector do not work together collaboratively enough because 
of obvious di� erences in ethos and purpose (even within each 
of these sectors), which often translate into uneasy alliances for 
the delivery of public goods. But when the balance between 
collaboration and competition is right, the results for citizens 
can be remarkable: blending relationships, democracy and 
productivity to drive social purpose.

When we get it wrong, the result is 
that public services are delivered in 
silos, agendas for economic growth 
and public spending are prosecuted 
separately, and discrete professional 
boundaries remain the dominant 
force in commissioning and 
partnership processes. Undoubted 
and important di� erences in the 
governance and ultimate goals of the 
di� erent sectors can feel stark and 
impossible to align. The injection of 
competitive pressure into a statist 
system has driven some of these 
tendencies, but the parameters were 
arguably already well set by then, and 
the barriers to collaboration remain 
as much cultural as structural.

Collaborative Services and Collaborative Citizens
The root of this re-orientation is a more meaningful 
relationship with what we have called the “collaborative 
citizen”. As one expert response to our Collaborative Citizen 
research notes: “Today, citizens are treated as objects of 
policy making and service delivery decisions, rather than as 
active participants in the changes that will directly a� ect their 
lives.” This citizen dimension can often feel like the elephant 
in the room. Yet if public service reform is to be more than 
conversations between professionals, we need to get better 
at understanding what “active participation” could mean, and 
to prepare public leaders and front-line sta�  to facilitate it.

The framework on page 2 o� ers an entry point into 
these themes: it o� ers a set of interdependent enablers, 
conditions and behaviours that could unlock “collaborative 
capacity”’ in public services, and ultimately generate better 
outcomes for citizens.
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Strand one: outcomes
Improving social and economic outcomes for citizens, 
communities and the public at large is what matters most. How 
can collaborative models of public service delivery support this 
goal? 

 Insight - co-producing and managing demand in future 
will rely on a fundamentally closer relationship with 
citizens, requiring building insight and understanding of 
the ‘grain’ of people’s lives outside of the service lens

 Brokerage - creating shared space in which 
organizations and individuals can step outside of 
silos and work together is crucial.  This needs active 
brokerage and collaborative capacity-building, 
developing the ‘readiness’ of partners to collaborate

     Design - collaborative 
design approaches start with 
the citizen and build inter-
agency means of meeting 
need or supporting livelihoods.  
They value testing, and 
experimentation, and do this in 
partnership with service users 
and stakeholders.

Strand two: alignment
Collaborating for better outcomes 
demands a di� erent way of 
working together.  How can 
actors across di� erent sectors, 
cultures and silos achieve this?  
Alignment can be supported by 
new approaches to risk, incentives 
and resources. 

 Shared goals - As one interviewee told us “(most things 
are) negotiable if you have a shared goal.”  Creating the 
right incentives and a shared notion of the outcome 
grounds the collaboration in a clear purpose and outcome.

 Risk - Being open and honest about the risks involved in 
collaboration is essential at the outset. Di� erent incentives, 
accountability structures, risk ratings and escalation 
protocols need to be understood and worked through 
collaborati vely. 

 Resources - broadening the resource base is the essence 
of why collaboration matters, since it entails addressing 
complex social problems with an open approach that 
brings a whole range of social, public and private 
resources to bear.

Strand three: delivery
How can those delivering collaborative, outcomes-focused public 
services make sure that the process matches their intention? 

 Agility - Agility in collaboration means being adaptive 
to change, capable of communicating across a range of 
organizational cultures, and sustaining a strategic focus on 
long-term outcomes over short term returns or targets.

 Innovation - Innovation in collaboration involves 
� nding new, creative means to achieve results, and thus 
challenging received wisdom about the way services are 
run, and putting the citizen, family and community at the 
centre of policy thinking.

 Leadership - Sustaining  e� ective collaboration requires 
outstanding leadership, capable of creating a shared (tri-
sector) vision at the top of the organization or partnership, 
but also the means to catalyse behavioural and operational 
change at the delivery level.

Evidence, 
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and democratic 
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are vital to 
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partnerships
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Strand four:  accountability
Evidence, accountability and democratic engagement are vital 
to sustaining social partnerships.  How can policymakers and 
practitioners keep them at the heart of their agendas? 

 Evidence - At the core of our approach must be an 
approach to evidence that is adaptive and “in real time”, 
ensuring that evaluation is not only useful in retrospect, 
but can also inform collaborative social programmes 
as they are evolving.

 Engagement and democracy - Public service value is 
created in the interaction between citizens, communities 
and the services they consume.  Without mobilizing the 
“collaborative citizen”, we risk turning collaboration into a 
conversation between professionals 
without broader public import.

 Transparency – If trust is the glue that holds collaboration 
together, then transparency is a key means to building it, 
both between partners in a collaborative venture, and with 
the public via open data and open policymaking.

Serving the collaborative citizen
There is no tried-and-tested blueprint or a perfect 
recipe for public agencies, citizens and communities 
that will address the range of challenges they face.  Yet 
all must � nd imperfect ways of navigating changing 
patterns of supply and demand, and of addressing what are 
increasingly complex and in many cases intractable socio-
economic problems.  

Collaborate’s work on the Collaborative Citizen argued 
that we should start this navigation process from the 
bottom up, disrupting and reshaping services from a 
position of a deeper form of insight, evidence and co-
productive practice.  Yet this will not happen by accident,   
especially not in a context within which every incentive is 
given to the public manager to � nd short-term cuts and 
savings, despite a wealth of data about the long-term value of 
prevention and early intervention. 1

The public has been conspicuous by its absence from post-
austerity debates about the scope and distribution of public 
entitlements.  “Public services”, notes Greg Parston in The 
Collaborative Citizen, “form a main component of a ‘social 
contract’ between people and their governments… But that 
requires collective action from players on both sides on the 
contract, built on social capital, trust and shared values that 
allow and enable citizens to be co-productive agents in the 
relationship” (Parston, 2014).

Building the capacity of public agencies to engage better 
requires new tools of public administration, and a focus 
beyond the policy toolkit of New Public Management.  This 
can feel tangential when the short term challenge is to cut 

1 See for example the range of data gathered by the Early Intervention Foundation, 
which can be found online at www.eif.org.uk

the cost of serving an increasingly demanding population.  
Yet it is arguably the only way to sustain productive systems 
that both support and draw from society, and that create 
wealth as well as spend it.

Much of the developed world lives with, as the Canadian 
expert Jocelyn Bourgon has noted, systems of public 
administration that are “not entirely of the past and not 
yet of the future”.2  So as we look both to ways in which we 
can improve established welfare states, and to ways we can 
support countries that are building new ones, we hope to 
be able to draw from this emerging framework as a starting 
point for new and innovative practice. We will continue to 
develop these themes as part of a longer-term relationship 
between Collaborate and the UNDP Global Centre for Public 
Service Excellence, and invite your substantive input as we 
do so.  We look forward to hearing from you.

For a more detailed coverage of Collaborative Capacity 
please refer to the full paper and GCPSE’s other publications: 
www.bit.ly/GCPSE-evidence.

2 Bourgon, J. (2011). A New Synthesis of Public Administration: Serving in the 21st 
Century. Queen’s Policy Studies Series. Montreal and Kingston, Ontario: McGill-
Queens University Press, p.7
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