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The Innovation Barometer 2020

This third edition of the Innovation Barometer shows that innovation is often created in 
hospitals, kindergartens, educational institutions and other public workplaces of all kinds 
across the country. The innovations can be very diverse and create different forms of value, 
yet almost all public innovations have two closely related things in common: employees play a 
key role in creating the innovations, and solving the core tasks is the goal of the innovations. 
That is what this publication is about.

Public innovation is doing something new that creates value 
In the Innovation Barometer, we asked public workplaces in early 2020 whether they had 
introduced an innovation in 2018-19. Innovation is defined as a new or significantly changed 
way of improving workplace activities and performance. It can be new or significantly changed 
products, services, processes and organisational forms or ways of communicating with the 
outside world. Innovation must be new to the workplace itself, but need not be unique. 
Adapting the solutions of others or actual copies also count. While the innovation does not 
have to be entirely new, it is a requirement that the innovation has created one or more forms 
of value:

Processes or 
methods of

organisa�on 

Services

Methods of
communica�on

Products

CAN BE NEW OR 
SIGNIFICANTLY CHANGED

IS NEW TO THE WORKPLACE
BUT CAN BE

HAS CREATED ONE OR MORE
TYPES OF VALUE

The first
of its kind

Inspired by 
others’ solu�ons

Copied

Quality

Efficiency

Ci�zen 
involvement

Poli�cal goals

Employee
sa�sfac�on

The innovation must be new to the workplace itself, 
but need not be unique. Adapting other people’s 
solutions or actual copies also counts. 
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Four out of five public sector workplaces are innovative  
The results show that 81% of public sector workplaces have introduced at least one innova-
tion during the two years 2018-19. The high proportion of innovative workplaces is in line 
with two previous Danish editions of the Innovation Barometer, the first of which measured 
innovations for the years 2013-14. As in previous years, this new edition shows that the high 
level of innovation applies to municipalities, regions and the state.

... have introduced at least one innova�on in the period 2018-2019 

81 %

8 out of 10 public sector workplaces ...

The figure shows whether the workplace has introduced at least one innovation in the period 2018-2019. Workplaces 
were asked the question ”In the period 2018-2019, has your workplace introduced new or significantly changed...” with 
sub-questions ”products?”, ”services?”, ”processes or ways of organising work?” and ”ways of communicating with the 
outside world?”. The proportion who have introduced an innovation is the proportion who answered ”Yes” to at least 
one of the four sub-questions. Data are weighted to represent the public sector as a whole. n=2,271.

There are probably many reasons why public sector workplaces innovate year after year. In an 
open and democratically run public sector, many actors and circumstances can drive innova-
tion. Different wishes, needs and demands from citizens, associations, businesses and 
politicians can point to new solutions - or new problems. New legislation, economic pressures 
and new technology can also trigger innovation. So, of course, can public employees and 
managers. Moreover, innovation capacity can be increased by external collaboration and by 
sharing and re-using innovations, as the public sector often does.

In recent years, Norway, Sweden, Iceland and Finland have also carried out innovation 
barometers with very similar results (see innovationbarometer.org). From this perspective, it is 
difficult to overlook a number of Nordic commonalities: all Nordic countries have large public 
sectors with many well-trained employees, which have good opportunities for collaboration 
with strong research communities, innovative private companies and a vibrant civil society. 
There are also high trust in public institutions that operate transparently and without corrup-
tion, so citizens and businesses can have legitimate expectations that contributing to public 
sector innovation is useful. All in all, a high capacity for innovation in the public sector can 
indeed be expected. And perhaps a particularly high need for innovation. When public 
expenditure accounts for a large share of GDP, the need for the public sector to be innovative 
and efficient is reinforced.

http://innovationbarometer.org
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All in all, one can actually expect a high  
innovation capacity in the public sector. 

Public innovation creates value in many ways
In the public sector, value can take different forms. It can be improved quality, efficiency, 
citizen involvement, employee satisfaction or the achievement of policy goals in a broad 
sense. Policy goals may be about reducing climate change, health inequalities or crime. Or 
about increasing economic growth or settlement in their own municipality. As shown in the 
figure below, innovations most often lead to higher quality.

Public innovation leads to several types of value

Ci�zen
involvement

Poli�cal goals

30 %
34 %

Efficiency

39 %

Employee
sa�sfac�on

47 %

Quality

68 %

The figure shows the type(s) of value created by the most recently introduced innovation. The question is only asked to 
those workplaces that have introduced at least one innovation in the period 2018-2019. The percentages in the figure 
add up to more than 100 percent because workplaces had the option to select multiple answer options. Data are 
weighted to represent the public sector overall. n=1,877.

Often the same innovation creates multiple forms of value at once. This is why the sum of the 
bars in the figure above adds up to more than 100 percent. An example might be a new type 
of treatment that helps more patients get well. This equates to higher quality of care, but can 
also mean fewer readmissions and thus be an efficiency gain.
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Public sector innovation is about the core 
task

The core mission is the overall task of a public workplace to create value for citizens. It can 
also be called the raison d’être of the organisation or the difference it has to make to citizens, 
users or businesses. There is not always a clear-cut answer to what the core mission actually 
is. But in a primary school social and professional knowledge and skills, that prepare them for 
further education and make them curious and responsible.

The concept of core mission has become very widespread in the public sector, probably 
because it appeals to politicians, managers and employees alike. Politicians and managers are 
very concerned about the service citizens receive. For staff, it brings professional pride and job 
satisfaction to focus more on the difference they make to the citizen (Inspired by ”Fremfærd”. 
See vpt.dk (in Danish only)).

The concept also has its attraction in terms of what the core task is not - it is not records, 
documentation requirements and controls. Nor is it spending time making sense of all-too-fre-
quent organisational change. Although these different activities to some extent necessary, 
there has been frequent criticism in recent years that excessive administrative demands and 
constant restructuring ’take time away from the core tasks’ or even displace the core task alto-
gether.

The concept also has its attraction in terms of 
what the core task is not - it is not records, docu-
mentation requirements and controls.

Without being able to quantify it precisely (this would probably also require even more 
records), it seems reasonable to state that quite a lot of public employees feel that, in general, 
significant resources are spent in the public sector on non-core activities.

The interesting question then is whether this general picture also characterises innovation in 
the public sector? This is the first question we have asked in this third edition of the Innova-
tion Barometer. And the result is very striking: unlike so many other things, innovation is 
almost always about the core task.

Among innovative workplaces, 9 out of 10 say that the latest innovation is directly related to 
the core business of the workplace. For a further 3%, the innovation is linked to expected 
future core tasks, and only 5% directly answer that the innovation is not so closely linked to 
the core tasks of the workplace. The figures speak for themselves: Public innovation is not 
about peripheral tasks. It is about new ways to improve the delivery of work that creates value 
for citizens. The close relationship to the core task applies to municipal, regional and govern-
mental innovations.
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9 out of 10 public innovations are directly linked  
with the core tasks of the workplace

Directly related to 
the core tasks 

of the workplace

Directly related to 
future core tasks 
of the workplace

Not directly related 
to the core tasks 
of the workplace

91 %

3 % 5 %

The figure shows whether the workplace’s latest innovation is directly related to the workplace’s core tasks. The 
question is only asked to those workplaces that have introduced at least one innovation in the period 2018-2019. The 
percentages in the figure do not add up to 100%, as the figure does not show the one percent who answered ”Don’t 
know”. Data are weighted to represent the public sector overall. n=1,877.

That public innovation is about the core mission is not a meaningless claim. It is concretely 
reflected in the values that innovations have created in workplaces. When innovations are 
directly linked to the current or future core tasks of the workplace, different types of value are 
created more frequently than when innovations are not linked with the core task. The 
difference is most evident in how often an innovation has created quality. 70% of core task 
innovations create quality, compared to only 30% of innovations that are not related to the 
core task. On the bottom lines of employee satisfaction, citizen involvement and policy 
objectives, we also see the clear correlation that value is more often achieved if the innova-
tion is about the core task. Only on the bottom line efficiency is there no statistical correlation 
with whether the innovation is about the core task or not. 

The link has never been demonstrated before, but it makes sense: to deserve the term 
innovation, an innovative measure must have created value. And the very concept of core 
mission is also about value. Aiming at the core task shifts the focus from what employees do 
themselves to the results of their efforts. At the same time, it lifts the purpose of the effort 
free of the contribution of each professional group and focuses on how all professional groups 
are involved in solving an overall, common task that benefits citizens.
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Employees play a key role in innovation in 
all parts of the public sector

Not so many years ago, innovation was mostly an arena for experts and management. Not so 
in 2020, where new workplace initiatives are not limited to what a select few can dream up. 
Over the past two decades, the contribution of employees to innovation has been both 
recognised and made into a specific strategic approach to innovation work - employee-driven 
innovation, which is when the workforce at large contributes actively and systematically to the 
innovation process. Employees can be said to play a central role by involving the entire 
workforce in the continuous development of services, products and work processes, or by 
explicitly expecting employees to contribute to the development of and innovation as part of 
their job. This is the case, for example, when the problems and needs experienced by staff in 
their daily dialogue with citizens generate ideas and a desire to develop new solutions. 
Experience shows that staff of all kinds, by virtue of their professionalism, creativity and 
concrete knowledge of problems, work processes and citizens, can and do create or contri-
bute to innovation processes. And the Innovation Barometer shows that this happens quite 
often:

Employees play a positive role in 87% of public innovations - either by initiating (34 percent) 
and/or promoting (84 percent) the innovations. The frequent role of employees in public 
innovation is even seen in municipal, state and regional workplaces.

This is employee-driven innovation, when the 
workforce as a whole actively and systematically 
contributes to the innovation process.

Although employees very often contribute positively, this should not be expected to happen 
automatically without further effort. It is essential that the workplace has structures in place 
to ensure that ideas and suggestions are tested, realised and implemented. In addition, 
innovation processes require innovation leadership that is able to design, lead and facilitate 
processes and that is able to shift perspectives - from partial elements to overall solutions, 
from citizens to top management and from the limited experiment to full scale and back again 
(COI: Innovation Management in the Public Sector, see coi.dk/innovationsledelse (in Danish 
only)).

On the next page you can read the advice of FH political consultant Magnus Balslev Jensen to 
promote employee-driven innovation.
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THREE PIECES OF GOOD ADVICE

Magnus Balslevs Jensen’s best advice for promoting employee-driven innovation is:

1. Remember that when employees are involved in innovation, there are more 
bottom lines for the organisation. This leads to more innovation in core tasks, 
better implementation of innovation projects and more motivated employees.

2. Think of employee involvement in several levels and of varying intensity. From daily 
and informal involvement to everyday innovations on the floor, to the formal 
involvement of employee representatives from the SU/MED system in long-term 
innovation efforts with high potential for change.

3. Employees can help solve the challenges, but remember that they also have unique 
insights into which challenges are particularly important to address. Therefore, try 
to involve employees in the early phase, when the very purpose of the innovation 
work needs to be formulated.  

Working strategically with employee-driven innovation requires management to create a open 
and unbiased culture where the courage to innovate is recognised - even if the idea fails. 
Danish public sector leaders have been working strategically with innovation for so long that 
innovation ’become part of the operation’, which also includes widespread access and 
expectation that frontline staff contribute independently to initiating and creating everyday 
innovations (COI and BETA for COI: Wanted: Radical Solutions. Analysis of top public mana-
gers’ innovation agendas. See coi.dk/topleader (in Danish only)). This may also help explain 
why employees contribute to nine out of ten public innovations. 

Magnus Balslev Jensen
Political consultant,  
Fagbevægelsens Hovedorganisation (FH)
Phone +45 35 24 64 20 · mabj@fho.dk
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According to Niels Aagesen, Director of Vejle Municipality, the development of the public 
sector requires that we become even better at co-creating new innovative solutions with 
employees and citizens, rather than making purely managerial or systemic innovations. This 
creates ownership among employees and a much better basis for new solutions to be 
implemented and work in practice.

THREE PIECES OF GOOD ADVICE

Niels Aagensen’s best advice for promoting employee-driven innovation is:

1. The management must send a clear signal that it wants to develop the services, 
systems or collaborations that employees feel are not working or that citizens feel 
are not working. They must send a strong signal that we want a courageous 
organisation where we want staff to do something about what is bothering them.

2. We need to involve both staff and citizens in co-creating new solutions so that we 
develop new solutions where the real value is created - in the relationship between 
citizens and staff. 

3. As an organisation, we need to support the innovation process with easy-to-under-
stand tools that help employees in a way that is easy to use. For example, tools for 
creating test cases or a simple user journey.

Niels Aagesen
President of the Association of Municipal Directors 
and Municipal Director of Vejle Municipality
Tlf. 20 45 25 33 · ninag@vejle.dk
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Employees are among the most important actors for both the beginning and pro-
gress of innovations 
We asked innovative workplaces who or what helped to launch the latest innovation. Often, 
it is a complex interaction between different actors and framework conditions that sets an 
innovation process in motion. But everything and everyone is not equally essential every time. 
That’s why workplaces have been asked to prioritise from a long list the three most important 
actors and framework conditions. And here the most frequent responses are those of emplo-
yees (34% of the innovations) and the managers in the workplace (38% of the innovations). 
Public employees’ own initiatives are thus more likely to trigger innovation processes than, for 
example, political leadership, economic pressure and citizens.

Public innovation is most often initiated by managers  
and employees in the workplace

New technology
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73 %

39 %

30 %

6 %

18 %

14 %

12 %

6 %

12 %

11 %

22 %

34 %

38 %

3 %

3 %

2 %

2 %

The figure shows who or what led to the workplace’s latest innovation being launched. Percentages longest on the right 
show the proportion who chose at least one of the initiators within the category. The question is only asked to those 
workplaces that introduced at least one innovation in the period 2018-2019. The percentages in the figure sum to more 
than 100 percent because workplaces had the option to select up to three response options. The figure does not show 
the 21 percent who answered ”Other” and the one percent who answered ”Don’t know.” Data are weighted to 
represent the public sector overall. n=1,877.
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In the Innovation Barometer, public workplaces that have introduced an innovation have 
assessed the extent to which a number of different factors and actors have hindered or 
facilitated the recent innovation. The responses show that the involvement of employees is 
the factor that most often facilitated the innovation. As many as 84% of respondents said that 
the involvement of their employees facilitated innovation to some or a great extent. Conver-
sely, only 10 per cent consider that employee involvement hindered innovation. 

Public innovation is mainly promoted by employees  
and by collaboration across the workplace

Founda�ons

Voluntary organisa�ons

Private companies

Research ins�tu�ons

Limited financial resources

Laws or other na�onal
poli�cal mandates

New technologi

The poli�cal leadership most
closely related to the workplace

Organisa�onal changes

The way we deal with errors

Focus on reliability in opera�ons

Ci�zens

Collabora�on across the workplace

Employees at workplace

Hindered to 
a great extent

Hindered to
some extent

Promoted to
some extent

Promoted to 
a great extent

83 %

81 %

53 %

52 %

47 %

45 %

41 %

40 %

35 %

20 %

20 %

17 %

15 %

8 %

10 %

7 %

6 %

17 %

8 %

10 %

6 %

6 %

12 %

34 %

2 %

2 %

2 %

2 %

The figure shows the extent to which a number of factors facilitated or hindered recent innovation. The percentages on 
the right show the total proportion who responded ”somewhat hindered” and ”very much hindered” to each factor, 
while the percentages on the left show the total proportion who responded ”somewhat hindered” and ”Disabled to a 
great extent”. The questions are asked only of those workplaces that have introduced at least one innovation in the 
period 2018-2019 and were asked under the formulation: ’Think specifically about the most recent innovation. Which 
of the following factors facilitated or hindered the innovation?”. The answers ”Not applicable” and ”Don’t know” are 
omitted from the figure. Data are weighted to represent the public sector as a whole. n=1,877.
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According to the innovative workplaces, collaboration across the workplace is also a factor 
that very frequently fosters public innovation. This is true for 81% of the innovations. Conver-
sely, 7% of innovations are hampered by the way in which inter-organisational collaboration 
takes place. It is not surprising that the picture of collaboration is so so similar to the picture 
of employee involvement, since good cross depends to a large extent on the involvement of 
employees. The analyses even show that there is a statistical correlation: when employee 
involvement is conducive, the likelihood of that cross-collaboration is also conducive to 
innovation.

Whether an innovation is facilitated by employees is related to whether the innovation is 
directly linked to the current or future core tasks of the workplace. In as many as 85 per cent 
of the innovations that relate to the core task, employees promote the innovation to a great 
extent or to some extent. The corresponding proportion is ’only’ 57 percent for innovations 
that are neither directly related to current nor future core tasks. The pattern holds in parallel 
when we look at those innovations where employees have played an inhibiting role. Emplo-
yees are assessed in 25 per cent of cases to inhibit innovations that are not related to the core 
task. This is only the case 9 percent of the innovations dealing with current or future core 
tasks. In short, when innovations are not about the core task, the involvement of employees is 
less likely to promote innovation and more likely to inhibit it.

When public innovation is remote from the core task, it is therefore particularly important to 
pay attention to how employees become co-players rather than opponents. Although it may 
be more difficult for staff to see the relevance of innovations that are not directly related to 
either current or future core tasks, there may be good reasons behind the innovations. In 
larger organisations, for example, they may be solutions that add only minor value in the 
workplace being surveyed, but are necessary for other workplaces to succeed. They may also 
be innovations that are necessary for to comply with (changes in) legislation. 

In as many as 85% of the innovations that relate to 
the core task, employees promote the innovation to a 
great extent or to some extent. The corresponding 
proportion is ’only’ 57% for innovations that are 
neither directly related to current nor future core 
tasks.  



   Vil skabe konkrete forbed- ringer i hverdagen.   Kan godt lide at arbejde med  nye løsninger – hvis der er tid.   Vil gerne honorere ledelsens ønsker.

   Løser de opgaver, ledelsen definerer.
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8 innovation-active archetypes

Innovation-active public employees are a diverse group. How they work with innovation, how 
much innovation is part of their working day, their function in the organisations and how 
experienced they are, are all different. It is also important to be aware of this diversity in 
innovation work. COI has identified eight archetypal innovation-active employees and 
managers. One person can easily contain elements of different archetypes, and the function 
of innovation agent does not necessarily follow the formal titles. Rather, it is related to how 
much, how and with what responsibility the individual is involved in innovation activities. See 
if you recognise yourself or your colleague at coi.dk/arketyper (in Danish only).
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CASE

New digital offer provides reassurance 
for future parents

Birth preparation as webinar allows pregnant women to get birth 
preparation and contact with midwives at a time when physical birth 
preparation is shut down due to COVID-19. a great success and the 
webinar form is evaluated very positively by both the pregnant women 
and the midwives teaching them. 71 percent of participants on the 
webinar would recommend childbirth preparation as a webinar to 
others. 

Birth and parenting classes are a core part of midwives’ health promotion and 
prevention services, offered to all parents-to-be. Due to COVID-19, all antenatal 
classes were cancelled nationwide in spring 2020. There was thus an urgent need in 
birth centres for alternative channels of communication to prepare future parents for 
the forthcoming birth and the first time with the baby - and to create space to answer 
any questions in relation to COVID-19. 

A project supported by the Emergency Fund of Trygfonden has enabled a rapid 
implementation of antenatal care as a webinar in the Region of Southern Denmark. 
During the project period over 100 webinars were held with an average of 25 
pregnant women. All maternity departments in the Region of Southern Denmark 
have subsequently chosen to make birth preparation as a webinar a permanent part 
of their offer to future parents. 

Syddansk Sundhedsinnovation has been in charge of the project and has prepared a 
”Guideline for webinars as patient-oriented education” in order to pass on the 
experience gained from the project. It is based on the project experience and 
evaluation. The guideline provides advice on how to get started with a webinar. The 
guideline is written in such a way that it is not only addressed to the obstetric field. It 
could be applied in other areas with citizens or patient groups where it be appropri-
ate to replace or complement face-to-face teaching with webinars. In the evaluation 
of antenatal care as a webinar, 77% of of participants highlighted ’no travel time’ and 
’being able to attend from home’ as advantages. Several participants also mention 
the advantage of being able to talk freely with their partner during the webinar 
without disturbing others, and that the webinar is recorded so it can be replayed 
later.

FØR

NU



If you want to reuse the solution, please contact: 
Lise Ringkvist, Project Manager, Southern Health Innovation 
Phone +45 29 24 89 81, lru@rsyd.dk
 
Stine Storm, Coordinating Midwife for the Pregnancy Area
Lillebælt Hospital, Region of Southern Denmark 
Phone +45 40 11 51 92, stine.storm@rsyd.dk
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Here’s how we’ve done it

The Innovation Barometer was carried out in collaboration with Statistics Denmark. The 
survey 2,271 public sector workplaces, and the results are representative for the public sector. 
The responses were collected in January and February 2020 via a web-based questionnaire 
sent by email to the workplace’s top manager. Responses relate to any innovation activity in 
the years 2018-2019. Responding to the questionnaire was voluntary, and the response rate is 
50 percent. You can find out more about the survey methodology at innovationbarometer.coi.
dk and at Statistics Denmark. 

The data for the Innovation Barometer was collected before COVID-19 hit Denmark and the 
world around us, and therefore does not reflect the changes that have taken place in public 
workplaces during 2020. For example, virtually everyone (involuntarily) experimented with 
new ways of working during COVID-19, and in many places this led to considerations about 
organising themselves differently or doing work differently in the future. Similarly, the 
pressure of time and seriousness has created a very sharp focus on the most important tasks 
and led to intense collaboration across sector boundaries that might otherwise be perceived 
as barriers to innovation. Finally, the work has taken place in the political context that it is 
permissible and expected that mistakes will happen, but that it is better to do something 
quickly than to do nothing.

Overall, therefore, COI’s innovation professional assessment is that the frequency of innova-
tion, the importance of staff and the strong focus on the core mission have not weakened 
under COVID-19, perhaps rather the opposite. Or to put it another way: We must clearly 
expect that the high values shown by the data in this publication will continue to stand the 
test of time.

We look forward to ...

This is the first thematic release in a series featuring new figures and analysis from the third 
round of the Innovation Barometer. In future editions, you can look forward to reading more 
about public-private innovation collaboration, among other topics. 

If you are particularly interested in what public innovation looks like in your field or within a 
specific theme, please contact COI about the possibility of making a specific analysis of that 
area.



Find more facts and figures on 
public innovation at 

innovationsbarometer.coi.dk

http://innovationsbarometer.coi.dk


The Innovation Barometer is the world’s first official statistic 
on innovation in the public sector. The statistics are produced 
by the Centre for Public Innovation in collaboration with 
Statistics Denmark and are representative of the entire public 
sector in Denmark. Three rounds of data have been collected; 
in 2015, in 2017 and most recently in January-February 2020. 
You can read more about the surveys at innovationbarometer.
coi.dk and at Statistics Denmark.

Public innovation is defined in the survey as a new or 
significantly changed way of improving workplace activities 
and performance. 

Inspired by the Danish survey, innovation barometers on the 
public sector have been produced in all the Nordic countries, 
and more are on the way. 

You can read more about the international surveys at 
innovationbarometer.org.
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