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1. Introduction 
 

The recent mainstreams to innovate public organizations can be found in 
the various legislative reforms taken place since the 1980s. These innovations 
have induced and still require changes in relationships with both their transac-
tional environment (“strategic change”), and their internal environment (“or-
ganizational change”) (Cafferata, 1995; Dente, 1995; Rebora, 1999; Comac-
chio, 1997). Innovations need coordination and integration between public or-
ganizations and their broader environment (Kettl, 2002). Following the «rein-
venting government» slogan (Osborne, Gaebler, 1992), a modernization proc-
ess of public organizations has begun, both in industrialised countries and in 
underdeveloped ones, although due to different reasons.  

In 1980s and 1990s, the New Public Management (Hood, Jackson 1991; 
Hood, 1998; Barberis, 1998; Ferlie et al., 2005; Vigoda et al., 2008) approach 
suggested that public organizations should gradually abandon their more tra-
ditional bureaucratic configuration and import models and methods settled for 
private organizations. This vision, overcoming a mere transformation of the 
work organization and the operative systems, integrates New Public Manage-
ment (NPM) with the Public Governance (PG) approach (Peters, Pierre, 1998; 
Lynn et al., 2000; Kettl, 2000; Bevir et al., 2003). Following PG, social and 
economical phenomena can be more efficiently governed with close interac-
tions between public organizations and social actors, running a favourable and 
an encouraging environment. Governance is «a way of describing the links 
between government and its broader environment» (Kettl, 2002:119) and in-
volves «the processes and institutions, both formal and informal, that guide 
and restrain the collective activities of a group» (Keohane, Nye, 2000:12). 
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Governance issues are mainly related with governing bodies (i.e. boards) roles 
(Fields, 2007). PG extends public organizations boards’ tasks expectations: 
both on internal governance (strategic control), external governance (public 
services and collective needs alignment), and inter-institutional governance 
(coordination and integration between public organizations and other govern-
mental institutions). 

The boards’ role in public organizations is still not so developed as in pri-
vate or non profit ones (Farrell, 2005). Public management and public policy 
(i.e. governance) have been actually almost developed alone from one another 
(Kettl, 2000; Peters, 2000). Borrowing corporate governance’s models from 
private to public organizations, Hodges et al. (1996:12) state: «a number of 
outstanding issues remain. These include the need to adapt corporate govern-
ance principles to meet the considerable diversity of objectives and manage-
ment structures within the public services». The board’s role as «taking im-
portant decisions on strategic change that help the organization adapt to im-
portant environmental changes» (Goodstein et al., 1994:242) asks for a new 
configuration of the relationship between politics (board) and administration.  

The public organizations boards’ literature has already revealed that gov-
erning bodies have many similarities with private and non profit boards 
(Cornforth, 2003; Farrel, 2005), in terms of their accountability requirements 
(Levacic, 1995), of their role in strategic decision making processes, and of 
their composition. The literature focuses mainly on the analysis of boards’ for-
mal aspects in public organizations, evidencing strategic tasks (Jørgensen, 
1999; Dopson et al., 1999; Sullivan et al., 2006) control tasks (Midttun, Kam-
fjord, 1999; West, Durant, 2000; Hood et al., 2000; Smith, Beazley, 2000; 
Hyndman, Eden, 2001; Sanderson, 2002; Siciliano, 2002; Considine, 2004; 
Clatworthy et al., 2004), and networking governance tasks (Lowndes, Wilson, 
2003; Kijn, Skelcher, 2007). Some scholars investigated the human side of 
boards (Conforth, Edwards, 1999; Greer, Hoggett, 2000; Boyne, Dahya, 2002; 
Kirkbride, Letza, 2003; Benz, Frey, 2007), but they did not focused on those 
dimensions influencing board effectiveness and they did not analyse the compe-
tencies needed for building an effective board for public sector organizations. 

Moving from contingency and evolutionary perspectives, some corporate 
scholars recently concentrate their researches on the human side of govern-
ance, introducing issues for a behavioural theory of board and corporate gov-
ernance (Forbes, Milliken, 1999; Westphal, 1999; Samra-Fredericks, 2000; 
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Gabrielsson, Huse, 2005; Zona, Zattoni, 2007; Tosi, 2008), investigating at-
tributes of actors and relationships inside and outside boardrooms.  

The article main object is to identify the elements of the role of a political 
governing board in innovation processes of public organizations. Following 
the behavioural approach to boards and governance (Huse, 2007), an actor 
based perspective is presented, focusing on the relationship between board 
members and top management team, on interactions and on dynamic power 
influence between the two.  

The article proposes a call for an adjustment of some concepts of the be-
havioural framework of the bureaucratic model, with respect to: a) the com-
plexity of organisational and managerial innovation processes; b) the board 
behaviour in innovation processes.  

Based on an extensive literature review and in order to define a new rela-
tionship model between policy and administration, the article intends: (1) to 
evidence the opportunity for a deeper investigation on political governing 
boards in a wider behavioural perspective; (2) bridging the gaps between pub-
lic and corporate governance studies, to propose a research agenda on six 
propositions on the relevance of “board of directors” in public innovation 
processes.  

The article has theoretical contributions. The article contributes evidencing 
how governance and boards, in public organizations, have to be examined 
from a behavioural perspective. As the debate on corporate governance have 
clearly shown, board composition, tenure and quality on one hand, and the 
system of in/out boardroom’s processes on the other, are likely to impact the 
ability of the board to effectively carry out their tasks (Finkelstein, Hambrick, 
1996; Rutherford, Buchholtz, 2007) in innovation processes.  

The article proceeds in four sections. First, issues about governing innova-
tion in the public sector are presented. In the second section, we describe the 
complexity of innovation processes in public sector. In the third section, we 
discuss the board relevance in innovation processes. The article presents six 
different propositions which relate the boards’ behaviour and innovation in 
public sector.  
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2. Governing innovation in the public sector 
 

New Public Management (NPM) approach synthesizes the reforms which 
leaded public organizations to a gradual abandon of their bureaucratic arche-
type towards those of private companies, without betraying their mission and 
their public nature. Spreading by stages and by different phases in various 
countries, NPM started a process with logics, principles, and management 
techniques used in private firms transplanted into public organizations. An 
adaptation of private organizational models, rather than direct copying them, 
(Meneguzzo, 1997; Borgonovi, 2006) was required. The overcome of ele-
ments which constitute the main obstacle to innovation, the culture of auto-
reference and the cult of the absolute structural diversity, became inevitable.  

Although further discussions have arisen on the NPM nature (Hood 1998; 
Agranoff, McGuire, 2001; Haque 2007), the basic characteristics and princi-
ples, which allowed the original theories to be put into practice, may be found 
in different public organizations. The main changes suggested by NPM are: 
privatization; a growing emphasis on citizen as a client; decentralization or 
downsizing; strategic management; creation of a competitive environment; 
measuring results and evaluating performances; use of market mechanisms 
(prevalently contracting-out and contracting-in); separation of politics and 
administration; use of IT; pursuit of resources efficiency (Capano, 2003). On 
one hand, the aim of the NPM was to re-design public organizations in terms 
both of their organizational structures, and of their inter-organizational rela-
tionships (Capano, 2003). On the other hand, the goal was, also, to re-define 
the internal mechanisms of each organization.  

In the second half of the 1990s, a second phase of reforms began within 
the Public Governance (PG) theoretical stream (Peters, Pierre, 1998; Lynn et 
al., 2000; Kettl, 2000; Bevir et al., 2003). Following it, innovations in public 
organizations go beyond a mere technical approach and they impact on the 
system of relationships between public organizations and their stakeholders. 
Social and economic phenomena can be managed more efficiently with close 
interactions between public organizations and social actors, creating a favour-
able and an encouraging environment. Innovation is, therefore, a problem of 
coordination and integration between public organizations and their broader 
environment (Kettl, 2002).  

PG integrates and does not substitute NPM, evidencing what characterizes 
a good governance practice: from a systemic perspective, an internal and ex-
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ternal balanced distribution of economic and political power; from a political 
perspective, the recognition of the authority democratically conceded; from an 
administrative perspective, the existence of an efficient bureaucratic machine 
with the competence to project and implement public policies (Leftwich, 
1993). Governance issues are mainly related with governing bodies (i.e. 
boards) roles (Fields, 2007). PG extends the boards’ tasks expectations both 
on internal governance (strategic control), external governance (public ser-
vices and collective needs alignment), and inter-institutional governance (in-
tegration and coordination between public administrations and other govern-
mental institutions). The board’s role as «taking important decisions on stra-
tegic change that help the organization adapt to important environmental 
changes» (Goodstein et al., 1994:242) asks for a new configuration of the re-
lationship between politics (board) and administration, defining important 
similarities between boards tasks expectation in private and in public sector.  

Hodges et al. (1996:12) state: «a number of outstanding issues remain, in-
cluding the need to adapt corporate governance principles to meet the differ-
ences on objectives and on management structures within public services». 
Cornforth, shifting the focus of investigation from private boards to public 
and non-profit boards, identifies six governance models on the relationship 
between theoretical approaches and the board’s role (Cornforth, 2003:7-11).  

From a corporate governance perspective, Hung (1998) suggests that dif-
ferent theoretical approaches can not be separately considered, proposing to 
substitute a one-dimensional view of governance with a multi-approach of 
analysis. As in the corporate governance debate, Cornforth (2003:251-252) 
invited scholars to develop a greater understanding of public boards skills, ca-
pacities and behaviours.  
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Tab. 1 - Theoretical perspectives on governance 

Theory Interests Board 
members Board role Model 

Agency 
theory 

Owners and 
managers have 
different inter-
ests 

Owners’ rep-
resentatives 

Compliance/conformance: 
safeguard owners’ inter-
ests oversee manage-
ment check compliance 

Compliance 
model 

Stewardship 
theory 

Owners and 
managers share 
interests 

Experts 

Improve performance: 
add value to top deci-
sions/strategy part-
ner/support management 

Partnership 
model 

Democratic 
perspective 

Members/the 
public contain 
different inter-
ests 

Lay represen-
tatives 

Political: represent con-
stituents/members recon-
cile conflicts make policy 
control executive 

Democratic 
model 

Stakeholder 
theory 

Stakeholders 
have different 
interests 

Stakeholder 
representa-
tives: elected 
or appointed 
by stakeholder 
groups 

Balancing stakeholder 
needs: balance stake-
holder needs/make pol-
icy/strategy control man-
agement 

Stakeholder 
model 

Resource 
dependency 

theory 

Stakeholders 
and organiza-
tion have differ-
ent 

Chosen for 
influence with 
key stake-
holders inter-
ests 

Boundary spanning: se-
cure resources maintain 
stakeholder relations be-
ing external perspective 

Co-option 
model 

Managerial 
hegemony 

theory 

Owners and 
managers have 
different inter-
ests 

Owners’ rep-
resentatives 

Largely symbolic: ratify 
decisions give legitimacy 
managers have real 
power 

“Rubber-
stamp” model 

Source: Cornforth, 2003:13 
 
 
3. The complexity of organisational and managerial innovation 

processes 
 

Changes requested to public organizations pose important questions on 
both their bureaucratic re-configuration, and how to evaluate their ability to 
carry out their new tasks: the new model requires more flexibility, efficiency, 
and service quality, and it asks for transformations on its characteristics, with 
influences both on the political (Mintzberg, 1979), and cultural aspects of 
public organizations (Driscoll, Morris, 2001).  
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The dysfunctions of the bureaucratic model (Merton, 1949; Gouldner, 1954; 
Selznick, 1948, 1949, 1966), now more than ever, may compromise the effec-
tiveness of administrative behaviour (Wright, 2001, 2004). People involved in 
decision- making processes responsibilities may have to change its behaviour. 
These responsibilities cannot be exclusively technical ones, since they interact 
with other actors. Technical skills are almost inadequate to support decisional 
processes that are (now) not only experimental ones, i.e. directed to the produc-
tion of political efficiency, but also conflictual ones, i.e. directed to the produc-
tion of acceptable policies integrating local organised interests. 

The re-definition of these responsibilities (Ferlie et al., 2005) requires an 
evolution of the bureaucratic model towards a form of diffused intelligence 
(Decastri, 2005). The traditional rules of bureaucracy should be merged with 
tools aimed to increase the ability to manage new levels of information com-
plexity (related to unfamiliar problems, Perrow, 1988) with solutions not yet 
belonging to the organization’s memory. Strategic and organizational changes 
raise new questions about the aim and the identity of organizations, altering 
beliefs, values, and inter-relationships of all their subsystems (Kumar, 
Thibodeaux, 1990): we may talk about an expected radical innovation (Free-
man, Perez, 1986; Consiglio, 2000).  

The coherence within systems and components of the public organizations’ 
bureaucratic model may be a barrier to change. The bureaucratic model effec-
tiveness relays not only on the quality of its formal rules and procedures, but 
also on their completeness. During change periods, their completeness may be 
unreachable due to their obsolescence, increasing (a) spaces of subjective de-
cisions of individuals and, therefore, (b) forms of individual and collective 
power arising from the control of operating uncertainty that the formal rules 
are not able to cover (Croizer, Friedberg, 1977). At the same time, the defence 
of rules and procedures becomes the basis around which bureaucracy tends to 
organize itself, refusing any change which might upset the delicate balance of 
power (Crozier, 1963), allowing only apparent changes. The lack of ability to 
change is an intrinsic characteristic of bureaucratic organizations. Due to their 
lack of mechanisms of continuous adaptation, in general, they do not exploit 
incremental changes, but only radical ones due to crisis times (Croizier, 1963; 
Kotter, 1995).  
 

Proposition 1: The bureaucratic nature of public organizations and the lim-
ited abilities and inclinations of individuals to change require that, in plan-
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ning the changes, different cognitive perspectives within the management 
group have to be considered. These cognitive perspectives concern the 
rules and the behaviour that have helped the organization in the past and 
that may need to be the focus of the change now, gathering information 
necessary to assess the organization’s ability to change (Croizer, 1963; 
Keber, Buono, 2005).  

 
The “crisis” itself is not able to induce public administrations to change, it 

only represents a potential source of pressure for change (Airoldi, 1991): the 
less an organization needs to compete for its survival, the more important are 
influences on individuals’ power games (Croizier, Friedberg, 1977). These in-
fluences are secondary sources of uncertainty. These sources are of little impor-
tance for the organization itself, but relevant for individuals. They do not create 
a risky situation for their survival inside organizations, leaving unchanged their 
strategies and power relationships. Therefore, according to NPM and PG, even 
if public organizations have to manage more complex tasks (Galbraith, 1977), 
these tasks may increase the real complexity they have to face with, i.e. to de-
termine a change in their organizational behaviours, if they are reinforced by an 
adequate pressure on results (Airoldi, 1991).  

 
Proposition 2: Starting from a stakeholder perspective of governance, 
boards may be best able to protect stakeholders by pressing management to 
undertake planned changes (Fields, 2007).  

 
The reinforce is hardly achievable since: (a) in public organizations, prin-

cipals and agents relationships define a particular configuration (Jørgensen, 
1999); (b) new logics of vertical and horizontal networking in services man-
agement make more difficult the attribution of specific and distinct responsi-
bilities between different actors (Jørgensen, 1999); (c) outputs of many public 
services are difficult to measure and, therefore, citizens might not be able to 
evaluate them objectively (Barberis, 1998); Even though the community has 
the right to establish the economic and social targets, the exploiting of such 
right suffers for the double mediation of politicians and managers. The target 
definition is exposed to failure, typical of the democratic process, generally 
connected to the complexity of the procedures of supervision and situations of 
high information asymmetry.  
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4. Board behaviour in innovation processes 
 

Boards in innovation processes of public organizations contribute to better 
represent stakeholders interests. Boards may assume a mediating role between 
change’s requests coming from outside and the resistance arising within public 
organizations. Boards may create conditions for public bureaucracies to carry 
out their tasks and to adopt innovation strategies. The boards’ strategic role may 
be interpreted as «taking important decisions on strategic change that help or-
ganization adapts to important environment changes» (Goodstein et al., 1994, 
Fields, 2007). The board tasks are enriched by new control issues, overcoming 
board constraints on management (to reduce divergence on interests with stake-
holders) in order to shape innovation directions, breaking organizational habits 
and forcing the organizational change (Stiles, Taylor, 2001).  

According to Authors who integrated the organizational control and 
agency theories in order to explain the board’s role in strategy, we define the 
desired control of board on management as strategic or behaviour control 
(Baysinger, Hoskisson, 1990; Fields, 2007), with important implications re-
garding the board strategy involvement (McNulty, Pettigrew, 1999; Stiles, 
2001; Hendry, Kiel, 2004; Huse, 2007).  

 
Proposition 3: Overseeing the planning and the implementation of innova-
tion and organizational changes, boards have to exert strategic or behav-
iour control, in order to deal with an apparent paradox: (a) they are ex-
pected to carry out their control task on management and especially on top 
management teams in order to protect the interest of stakeholders; (b) they 
need to work closely with them in order to make informed decisions in im-
plementing the innovation.  

 
Boards’ role in innovation processes in public organizations requires a new 

configuration of the relationship between politics (board) and administration 
in public organizations too (Dunn, Legge, 2002; Hansen, Ejersbo, 2002), in 
contrast with the politics and administration dichotomy model, suggested 
from both the “classic” (Weber, 1922) and the NPM scholars (Dunsire, 1995; 
Bogason, Toonen, 1998; Bevir et al., 2003) The innovation has to be 
grounded on dialogue and interlocution, bridging the separation between poli-
tics and administration, even if the independence of one or the other is sacri-
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ficed (the partnership model, Dunn, Legge, 2002). From a theoretical perspec-
tive the model risks being too generic.  

 
Proposition 4: To increase the influence on strategic or behaviour control 
over management, boards are appointed to ever-increasing levels of strat-
egy involvement, exploiting their influence not only at the end of the deci-
sional process, but also during the formulation of proposals and the shap-
ing the context, the content, and, in particular, the conduct of the innova-
tion process.  

 
NPM and PG paradigms contribute to improve management by boards, but 

there are still many questions on the extent of their strategic involvement. The 
boards’ topic in public governance literature focused principally on the analy-
sis of formal aspects of boards in public organizations, evidencing strategic 
tasks (Jørgensen, 1999; Dopson et al., 1999; Sullivan et al., 2006), control 
tasks (Midttun, Kamfjord, 1999; West, Durant, 2000; Hood et al., 2000; 
Smith, Beazley, 2000; Hyndman, Eden, 2001; Sanderson, 2002; Siciliano, 
2002; Considine, 2004; Clatworthy et al., 2004) or networking governance 
tasks (Lowndes, Wilson, 2003; Kijn, Skelcher, 2007). Some scholars investi-
gated the human side of boards (Conforth, Edwards, 1999; Greer, Hoggett, 
2000; Boyne, Dahya, 2002; Kirkbride, Letza, 2003; Benz, Frey, 2007). None 
research has yet analyzed and described how board behaviour may influence 
board effectiveness in producing social and economic value.  

The analysis of interactions between board and management during inno-
vations requires deeper understanding, in order to fit the complexity of the or-
ganizational change. If changes and innovations are viewed as a source of un-
certainty, new forms of power will arise, as already highlighted by some up-
per echelons researches (Carpenter et al., 2004). Information asymmetry be-
tween board and management is likely to play an important role in determin-
ing whether boards in public organizations will be effective in carrying out 
their tasks in their innovation processes. The risk of an imperfect information 
distribution has been examined by corporate governance literature (Rindova, 
1999), while there are few researches on public governance literature.  
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Tab. 2 - Analysis’ Perspective of Board in the Public Sector 

Issues Relevant Articles 
 Strategic task Benton (2002); Conforth, Edwards  

(1999); Dierick (2003); Dopson, Stewart, 

 
Locock (1999); Jørgensen (1999); Knott, 
Payne (2004); Sullivan, Barnes, Matka 
(2006) 

Monitoring task 

Bourdeaux (2007); Clatworthy, Mellett, 
Peel (2000); Considine (2004); Hood, 
James, Scott (2000); Huxham, Siv (2000); 
Hyndman, Eden (2001); Kaufman (2001); 
Midttun, Kamfjord (1999); Sanderson 
(2002); Siciliano (2002); Smith (2003); 
Smith, Beazley (2000); Weimer (2007); 
West, Durant (2000) 

Board in formal aspects 
 

Networking task 

Brinkerhoff (2004), Guess (2005); Kijn, 
Skelcher (2007); Lowndes, Wilson (2003); 
Jacobsen (2006); Mazouz, Tremblay 
(2006); McGuire (2006); Minvielle (2006); 
Provan, Isett, Milward (2004) 

Compensation  Benz, Frey (2007); Boyne, Dahya (2002); 
Kirkbride, Letza (2003) 

Demographic 
composition  

Greer; Hoggett (2000); Kirkbride, Letza 
(2003); Oldersma, Janzen-Marquard, Por-
tegijs (1999); Siciliano (2002); West, Du-
rant (2000) 

Selection process Bertelli (2006); Flinders (2004); Kirkbride, 
Letza (2003); Mulgan (2000) 

Human dimension of the 
board 

Skills Conforth, Edwards (1999) 
Stratecic involvement Farrell (2005) 

Interactions 

Bovaird, Russell (2007); Clarence (2002); 
Conforth, Edwards (1999); Gabris, Golem-
biewski, Ihrke (2001); Greer; Hoggett 
(2000); Lowndes,Wilson (2003); Meier, 
O’Toole, Goerdel (2006); Siciliano (2002); 
Sullivan, Barnes, Matka (2006) 

Conflicts Brooks (2002); Skelcher, Mathur, Smith 
(2005) 

Power (CEO duality 
and succession rules)

Benz, Frey (2007); Dent, Howorth, Mueller, 
Peuschoft (2004); Flinders (2004) 

Culture Brereton,Temple (1999) 
Climate Bate (2000) 

Ethic Values 
(Accountability) 

Brinkerhoff (2004); Clatworthy, Mellett, 
Peel (2000); Flinders (2004); Morrell 
(2006); Mulgan (2000); Smith (2003) 

Leadership  Ling (2002) 

Behavioural dimension  
of board’s members 

 

Decision-making 
process 

Cutting, Kouzmin (1999); Egeberg (1999); 
Harrison, Wood (1999); Richards, Smith 
(2004) 

Board in general 
As a mean of citizen 
participation, collabo-
ration as partnership 

Barnes, Newman, Knops, Sullivan (2003); 
Davies (2002); Kay (2001); Lowndes, 
Pratchett, Stoker (2001); Merget (2003); 
Parkinson (2004) 
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Proposition 5: Innovation leaves space to exert structural and relational 
power and the strategic control of boards could be problematic, because 
board’s members normally have less access to information (Crozier, 1963; 
Giddens, 1977; McNulty, Pettigrew, 1999; Stiles, 2001).  

 
As agency theory and the debate on corporate governance have shown, 

board composition, tenure and quality on one hand, and their system of in-
formation-gathering on the other, are likely to impact the ability of the board 
to effectively carry out their tasks (Finkelstein, Hambrick, 1996; Rutherford, 
Buchholtz, 2007). Some public administration scholars have investigated 
board composition (Oldersma et al.,1999; Greer, Hoggett, 2000; West, Du-
rant, 2000; Siciliano, 2002; Kirkbride, Letza, 2003), but they were not fo-
cused on those dimensions influencing board effectiveness and they did not 
analyse the personal traits and characteristics of board members needed for 
building effective boards for public organizations.  

Even if some pioneer studies refer to competencies of board members 
(Cornforth, 1999), we ask to examine boards in public organizations from a 
wider perspective, in order to take into account an intellectual capital frame-
work, defined by resources such as knowledge, skills, experience, relation-
ships, routines and procedures that boards can employ to create value (Nichol-
son, Kiel, 2004).  

 
Proposition 6: The human capital of the board represents a fundamental 
source of innovation of public organizations (Ingley, Van der Walt, 2001; 
Stiles, 2001), through integrity, leadership skills-team player/communicator, 
analytical understanding, special skills and knowledge, thinker-open 
minded/strategic perception and decision making ability (Blake, 1999).  

 
 
5. Concluding remarks  
 

Recent innovations in public organizations moved from legislative reforms 
that tried to model changes in their relationships with both their external and in-
ternal environments. A fundamental role in public organizations transformation 
is theoretically and practically played by two complementary approaches: the 
New Public Management and the Public Governance one. The first, working 
mainly on their internal side, suggested that public organizations should gradu-
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ally transform their traditional bureaucratic configuration into models and 
methods settled for private organizations. The latter, on the other side, evidenc-
ing that social and economical phenomena may be efficiently managed with 
close interactions between public organizations and social actors, suggested that 
innovation require higher levels of coordination and integration (i.e. govern-
ance) between public organizations and their external environment.  

The role of governing bodies (i.e. boards) in managing these interactions 
and interpreting the relative internal changes enriches and asks for a new con-
figuration of the relationship between politics and administration. Both from a 
theoretical and practical perspective, the boards’ role in public organizations 
is not so developed as in private or non profit ones, while it is accepted that 
governing bodies have many similarities with private and non profit boards.  

The public organizations boards’ literature focuses mainly on the analysis 
of boards’ formal aspects in public organizations and, only marginally, has 
investigated the human side of boards, focusing on those dimensions influenc-
ing board effectiveness and not evidencing the personal traits and characteris-
tics needed for building an effective board for public organizations. On the 
other hand, some corporate scholars recently developed the human side of 
governance, introducing issues for a behavioural theory of board and corpo-
rate governance, investigating attributes of actors and relationships inside and 
outside boardrooms.  

The article tries to identify the elements of a political governing board role 
in innovation processes of public organizations. An adaptation of some con-
cepts of the behavioural framework of the bureaucratic model is required. The 
bureaucratic model has to cope with the complexity of the organizational and 
managerial innovation processes and the expected board behaviour in them.  

The article provided support for a board model in public governance, evi-
dencing both the opportunity to assume a multi-paradigm perspective (Corn-
forth, 2003) and the existing similarities and differences between boards in 
public and corporate governance approach. Public governance approach is 
similar to agency theory and it stresses the need to control the self-interested 
behaviour of managers (Benz, Frey, 2007), but, at the same time differs by in-
vestigating more profoundly who has the actual right to decide “what”.  

The main contribution of this paper is that governance and boards in public 
organizations have to be examined from a behavioural perspective. As agency 
theory studies and the debate on corporate governance have clearly shown, 
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board composition, tenure and quality is likely to impact the ability of the 
board to effectively carry out their tasks.  

The planning process of changes has to consider cognitive perspectives 
within the management group, in order to cope with the bureaucratic configu-
ration and the resistance of individuals to change. These cognitive perspec-
tives are related to the rules and behaviours that have helped the organization 
in the past and now are the focus of the change, gathering information neces-
sary to assess the organization’s ability to change.  

Public organizations have to manage more complex tasks. These tasks may 
determine a change in organizational behaviours, if they are reinforced by 
public boards with an adequate pressure on results, pressing management to 
undertake planned changes.  

In order to reinforce the change, boards have to exploit a behavioural con-
trol, managing the potential cause of a role conflict: they are expected to carry 
out their control task on management and especially on top management teams 
in order to protect the interest of stakeholders, but they need to work closely 
with them in order to make informed decisions in implementing the innovation.  

To improve their behavioural control over management, boards need to be 
appointed to ever-increasing levels of strategy involvement, exploiting their 
influence not only at the end of the decisional process, but also during the 
planning of the innovation process.  

Information asymmetry between board and management is likely to play 
an important role. Board’s members normally have less access to information. 
In this case, innovation may lead to exert structural and relational power, 
making problematic the strategic control of boards.  

Board composition, tenure and quality on one hand, and their system of in-
formation-gathering on the other are likely to impact the ability of the board 
to effectively carry out their tasks. The human capital of the board is, there-
fore, a source of innovation for public organizations. Even if some pioneer 
studies refer to the skills and expertise of board members (Cornforth, 1999), 
we need to examine boards in public organizations from a wider perspective, 
in order to take into account an intellectual capital framework, defined by the 
intellectual resources such as knowledge, information, experience, relation-
ships, routines and procedures that public organizations’ board can employ to 
create value (Nicholson, Kiel, 2004).  

This study contributes to stimulating various future research directions. 
Further studies about boards and their processes in public organizations 
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should be undertaken, and further conceptual and empirical studies should 
also be conducted. In addition to these general calls for contribution, we can 
identify some further research paths, in relation to some limitations of this ar-
ticle. As far as the boards’ role in the innovation of public organizations is 
concerned, the study focus of the relationship between board members and top 
management team and it does not investigate the relationships between board 
members and external resources. At the same time, inside the board room, the 
article does not investigate the board processes. Moreover, recent studies 
(Bessant, 2003; Hartley, 2005; Moore, Hartley, 2008), have showed that dif-
ferent typologies of public organizations are involved in various innovation 
processes, which vary from each other with different government levels in-
volved. In order to operationalize the presented theoretical propositions in 
empirical tests, those differentiations have to be taken into account.  

We know that the article raises more questions than answers, but we hope 
it provides a starting point for a debate. The main article aim was not to assess 
the importance of different explanations for public boards, but to identify 
theoretical components that assign relevance to boards to improve innovations 
in public organizations and to highlight the opportunity to examine them from 
a behavioural perspective.  
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