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Risks of Government Innovation
• Technology-related risks

– too much hope, too little knowledge 
• Public sector environment

– divided authority, multiple stakeholders, institutional 
constraints, public processes

• Organizational factors
– capability, change, funding, coordination

• Work-associated risks
– business processes, interoperability 



CTG mission
• To work with government to develop information 

strategies that foster innovation and enhance the 
quality and coordination of public services.  

• We carry out this mission through applied 
research and partnership projects that address 
the policy, management, and technology 
dimensions of information use in the public 
sector.
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Taking up the challenge of 
“wicked” problems

• Complex and embedded in cultural context(s)
• Cross domains of knowledge and action
• Organic, not divisible into manageable parts
• Information-intensive, process-intensive



Understanding the world of action

Technology
10,000 mph

Organization & 
management
1000 mph

Public policies
10 mph



Understanding the world of ideas

Policy

Management Technology



“What is technically possible 
may not be organizationally 

feasible or politically or 
socially desirable.”

“Advanced IT applications 
in government must 
integrate policies, 

processes, information, and 
technology.”

Recognizing the quintessential 
underlying problems of e-government



15%
• Technology-related risks 

– too much hope and too 
little knowledge about 
what technology can and 
cannot do

• Consequences: 
– Sunk investment in 

• the wrong tool
• a tool that doesn’t work well
• a tool that doesn't fulfill real needs
• a tool that actually makes things worse
• a tool that damages credibility
• a tool that subtracts public value



85% of the risk is insidious
• Failure to understand context
• Underestimating complexity
• Untested assumptions
• Ignoring variation and diversity 
• Over-reliance on ‘command’ models of leadership
• Inadequate amounts & kinds of communication
• Lack of trust (and trustworthiness)
• Lack of constituency



But . . .
“ ...the unwillingness of the political system to 

tolerate failed initiatives shatters the 
government’s ability to innovate and thus 
improve...

• Steve Kelman, Innovation, risk and failure redux, 2007



So old approaches persist
• Make hard vs. soft investments
• Buy products vs. create value
• Invest in tangibles such as hardware and 

software vs. intangibles such as processes and 
capabilities

• Believe that “not quantifiable”= “not worthwhile” 
• Stick with the “tried and true”
• Avoid scrutiny by press, public, or researchers



Applied research at CTG

• initial investigations driven by government 
needs

• working in active collaboration with public 
managers

• solving specific problems
• accumulating & disseminating reusable 

knowledge
• building trust and long-term relationships
• that lead to welcoming venues for further 

academic study

Applied 
problem solving

Academic
research



Methods
• Multi-disciplinary

– sociology, communication, management, public administration, 
public policy, computer and information science 

• Multi-method
– interviews, surveys, network and process analysis, modeling

• Multi-situational
– usually involving several case studies

• Ethnographic
– rich description and analysis of real life situations 

• Quantitative when appropriate



Applied problem-
solving projects

Action Research at CTG



Action research at CTG

Applied problem-
solving projects

Practical solutions



Action research at CTG

Applied problem-
solving projects

Practical solutions



Action research at CTG

Applied problem-
solving projects

Practical solutions



Action research at CTG

Academic 
research projects

Applied problem-
solving projects

Academic 
research projects

Academic 
research projects

Practical solutions



Action research at CTG

Academic 
research projects

Applied problem-
solving projects

New knowledge

Academic 
research projects

Academic 
research projects

Practical solutions



Action research at CTG

Academic 
research projects

Applied problem-
solving projects

Practical solutions

New knowledge

Academic 
research projects

Academic 
research projects



Action research at CTG

Academic 
research projects

Applied problem-
solving projects

Practical solutions

New knowledge

Academic 
research projects

Academic 
research projects



One example 

Knowledge Networking in the Public Sector
How do public managers user information to do their jobs?

How to assess the effectiveness of services to homeless people?
How to define the user requirements for a modern statewide accounting system?
How to create a knowledge-sharing system and culture among government IT professionals?
How to make data about the health and well-being of children more accessible and useful?
How to make better IT investment decisions?
How to use data for managing a dispersed workforce in the prison mental health service?
How to shift to a data-driven system of property assessments?



Approach
• Eight project teams working on interorganizational 

information sharing 
– government-nonprofit-corporate-university
– Individual projects lasted 6 - 24 months
– Each one is captured in a case study

• Seven cross-project workshops 
• Four statewide seminars 
• Two prototypes 
• One comprehensive on-line guide
• A variety of academic papers



Tools
• Problem definition
• Stakeholder analysis
• Best practices research
• Process analysis
• Surveys, interviews, observations
• Modeling
• Prototyping
• Evaluation



Practitioner-oriented Results



Research on inter-organizational networks
Using Information in Government Program/
Knowledge Networking in the Public Sector

Multiple 
heterogeneous 
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Single network
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Most existing 
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networks
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Research Questions
• How do public sector knowledge networks form and 

operate?
• What are the characteristics of successful networks?
• What organizational, technological, and political factors 

influence these networks?
• How can they be measured?
• What is their relative importance at each stage of 

development?
• How sensitive are they to environmental conditions?



Theory domains

The Problem Domain: Public Sector 
Knowledge and Information Sharing

Technology
Capacity &
Innovation

Law, Policy 
& Politics

Interorganizational 
Relationships,
Management, & 

Authority

Research
Focus



Academic results
• Dawes, Sharon S. (2007) Introduction to Digital Government Research in Public Policy and 

Management, in Chen, H., et al (eds.) Digital Government: E-Government Research, Case 
Studies, and Implementation. Springer. 

• Dawes, Sharon S. and Theresa A. Pardo. (2006) Maximizing Knowledge for Program 
Evaluation: Critical Issues and Practical Challenges of ICT Strategies, in Wimmer, Maria, et.al, 
eds., Lecture Notes in Computer Science, Volume 4084/2006. Springer.  

• Dawes, Sharon S. and Meghan E. Cook (2006). Intergovernmental Digital Government: 
Principles and Strategies for G2G Relationships and Applications, in Encyclopedia of Digital 
Government. Idea Group.

• Eglene, Ophelia, Sharon S. Dawes, and Carrie A. Schneider (2007). Leadership and authority 
patterns in public sector knowledge networks, American Review of Public Administration, 37(1): 
91-113.

• Zhang, Jing, Sharon S. Dawes (2006).Expectations and perceptions of benefits, barriers, and 
success in public sector knowledge networks, Public Performance and Management Review,
29(4):433-466.

• Zhang, Jing, Sharon S. Dawes, and Joseph Sarkis. (2005). Exploring stakeholders’ expectations 
of the benefits and barriers of e-government knowledge sharing, Journal of Enterprise 
Information Management, 18(5): 548-567. 

• Dawes, Sharon S. (2004) “Training the IT-Savvy Public Manager: Priorities and Strategies for 
Public Management Education,” Journal of Public Affairs Education, 10(1): 5-17.



And more related projects
New Models of Collaboration
15 case studies 
international
government services
multiple multi-organizational forms

Justice Integration Capability
literature & expert advisors
field test
federal-state-local
self assessment and action plan

Modeling Interorganizational
Information Integration
2X5 projects + national survey
use of information BY government

Knowledge Networking in the 
Public Sector
7 projects
3 year longitudinal study of network 
formation & operation
all interorganizational networks State-Local Internet Gateway Prototype

state agencies, counties, towns, cities
3 applications
G-to-G business relationships



• Using XML for Web Site Management: Getting 
Started Guide (2006)

• Sharing Justice Information: A Capability    
Assessment Toolkit (2005)

• Building State Government Digital Preservation 
Partnerships: A Capability Assessment and Planning
Toolkit (2005)

• Return on Investment In Information Technology: 
A Guide for Managers (2004)

• Making Smart IT Choices: Understanding Value 
and Risk in Government IT Investments (2004)

• Untangle the Web: Delivering Municipal Services 
Through the Internet (2002)

• Making a Case for Local E-Government (2002) 

• Tying a Sensible Knot: A Practical Guide to State-
Local Information Systems (1997) 









A kind of  culture gap
Government

• risk averse
• needs quick answers to guide action
• wants practical advice  
• treats public admin as a profession 

or set of skills and activities

• Organized by programs
• Specialized vocabulary
• Specialized skills and knowledge

Research

• pushes the edges
• takes a long-range view to 

accumulate understanding
• tests hypotheses and generates 

theory
• treats public administration as a 

discipline or field of study

• Organized by disciplines
• Specialized vocabulary
• Specialized skills and knowledgePr
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Unhelpful views 
(from research perspective)

Government

• Subjective
• Research subject (or object)
• Knowledge consumer
• Insist on control
• Need to change their 

attitudes

Research

• Objective 
• Research expert
• Knowledge producer
• Insist on “purity”
• Need to push their 

perspectives



Unhelpful views 
(from government perspective)

Government
• Immersed in reality
• Try to see the big picture
• Concrete
• Care about results – now
• Accountable
• Need to work smarter

Research
• Disconnected
• Narrow focus
• Abstract
• Care about method
• Not accountable
• Need to change their 

attitudes



Timing of research

Problem definition
Goal setting
Policy formulation
Strategy formulation

Design
Development

Deployment
Implementation
Operations

Performance assessment
Evaluation
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Steps in the right direction
• Get to know each other

– Attend and present at one another’s conferences
– Serve on one another’s boards and committees

• Leverage existing relationships 
– Mid-career professionals in  graduate programs 
– Prepare case studies of those students’ experiences

• Learn and speak the language of practice
– Custom-make presentations of research standards and 

results for managerial and policy audiences
• Live in each other’s worlds

– Offer practitioner-in-residence roles for managers
– Offer sabbaticals in government for academics



More helpful steps
• Adopt research methods that deal with context 

and complexity 
– case studies - field research           - simulations
– experimental test beds - evaluation studies

• Adopt methodologies that engage stakeholders
– Participatory design - value-sensitive design
– Group model building - action research

• View research as a means to understand 
situations, trends, and dynamics as well as to 
develop and consider alternative actions



More ambitious changes
Different attitudes 
• Knowledge workers who are scholars and knowledge 

workers who are practitioners can engage in joint 
problem solving.

• Harvey, 1995

• Become researchers who appreciate the knowledge 
that practitioners bring as insiders; and practitioners 
who appreciate the reasons and logic behind research 
standards.

• Ospina & Dodge, 2005



Even more ambitious changes
• Reconsider the nature of scholarship

– Discovery of knowledge
– Application of knowledge
– Integration of knowledge across domains
– Dissemination of knowledge

– Boyer, 1990

• Build different research structures
– Build research programs around the actual needs of 

government and governance.
– CTG, 1993



Risks
• Takes more time and money to work this way
• Need patience, especially at the start
• Research may be overtaken by events
• Need to share decision making about the timeline and 

agenda
• Added complexity requires project management skills
• Academic assessments (especially for junior faculty)
• Government assessments (especially when results are 

unwelcome)
• Academic outputs are delayed



Benefits
• Direct contributions to public sector effectiveness
• Replicable approaches and tool kits for use by others

• Agencies become willing partners in related academic projects
• Extraordinary access to research venues and data
• Extensive teaching and management material based on research 

results
• Reputational effects with other academics interested in action 

research and government-academic partnerships

• Multiple practical projects with individual agencies
• Reputational effects with other agencies and governments
• More sources of funding



Outcome: convergence of resources 
and knowledge

Topic-oriented 
research

Problem-oriented 
interaction

Project-oriented 
action

Synergies
Relationships

Trust
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