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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Why do improvement initiatives in public service ecosystems healthcare;
fail, even when individual actors are competent and well-inten- improvements; public

tioned? This article argues that such failures are not merely the management; public
product of isolated organizational deficiencies but are influ-  S€rvice ecosystems;
enced by a configurational dynamic.our meso-level mecha- value co-destruction
nisms—Ilack of direction, lack of management support, lack of

autonomy, mandate, and ownership, and insufficient knowledge
management—interact in a self-reinforcing cycle that converts

localized value failure into systemic value decline. Drawing on a

four-year longitudinal study of an improvement program in

Sweden’s sick leave system, we identify a lack of management

support as the primary mechanism for escalation, and the with-

drawal of organizational legitimacy and resources prevent cor-

rective responses to other failures. We further demonstrate that

this cycle is reproduced by a structural ownership gap at the

macro-level: because no single actor holds both the mandate

and the incentive to claim stewardship of cross-boundary public

services, the meso-level conditions necessary for sustained

improvement are never stabilized. The implication is that meso-

level value co-destruction in public service ecosystems cannot

be addressed by improving individual mechanisms in isolation;

it requires resolving the governance architecture that makes the

self-reinforcing cycle inevitable.

Introduction

Public service ecosystems (PSEs) are complex, multi-actor systems in which
value is co-created through the integration of resources among service
users, frontline employees, public service organizations (PSOs), and insti-
tutional frameworks (Osborne et al., 2022; Petrescu, 2019). Yet, despite the
best intentions of policymakers, managers, and practitioners, many improve-
ment initiatives in these ecosystems fail to deliver the intended value and
instead result in value co-destruction, this through the phenomenon of
suboptimization in which the pursuit of improvement by one actor produces
value destruction for others (Gyllenhammar et al., 2023; Jarvi et al., 2018;
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Plé & Chumpitaz Céceres, 2010). This study examines why such failures
occur at the meso-level, the organizational and inter-organizational arena
where PSOs and networks of PSOs shape processes and outcomes (Osborne
et al,, 2022). By focusing on the meso-level, we address a critical gap in
the literature, which has hitherto emphasized micro-level interactions (for
example, frontline practices, Engen et al., 2021; Jarvi et al., 2018) and
macro-level constraints (for example, Cui & Osborne, 2023; Gyllenhammar
et al., 2023; Zaki, 2024), while paying limited attention to the organizational
dynamics that mediate systemic outcomes (Sergianni et al., 2026).

Value co-destruction is not merely the reduction of value; it encompasses
both value failure (when value creation is obstructed or unchanged) and
value decline (when value is diminished) (Cui & Osborne, 2023). Prior
research has identified micro-level causes of value co-destruction—includ-
ing lack of transparency, absence of clear expectations, and inability to
serve (Engen et al., 2021; Jarvi et al., 2018)—and has examined macro-level
constraints, for example, in policy (Zaki, 2024). However, relatively little
is known about how meso-level organizational factors interact to produce
these outcomes. This gap is theoretically significant: without a meso-level
account, it remains unclear why structurally similar PSEs produce different
improvement outcomes, and how organizational conditions either enable
or systematically block value creation for frontline employees and service
users alike. Meso-level dynamics—including strategic direction, knowledge
management, autonomy, and management support—shape the conditions
under which resources are allocated, frontline employees can act, and
improvements are realized. Without a meso-level lens, the mechanisms by
which improvement initiatives fail will remain poorly understood. Hence,
this study addresses this gap by answering the following research question:

RQ1: How do meso-level organizational factors interact to produce value co-destruction
in public service ecosystems?

RQla: What are the mechanisms by which these factors lead to failure in improvement

initiatives?

In addressing these questions, the study makes three contributions.
First, it offers theoretical integration by synthesizing insights from public
service ecosystem theory (Osborne et al., 2022), value co-destruction
theory (Engen et al., 2021; Gyllenhammar et al., 2023; Jarvi et al., 2018),
and improvement science (Bergman & Klefsjo, 2010; Deming, 2018) into
a processual framework that explains how meso-level mechanisms interact
to produce systemic failure, moving beyond cataloging causes toward
identifying configurations of mechanisms that collectively explain value
co-destruction. Second, the study provides empirical explanation through
analysis of a four-year improvement program in Sweden’s sick leave system—
a tax-financed, multi-actor PSE—identifying four interacting mechanisms
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that drive value co-destruction: (1) insufficient knowledge management;
(2) lack of strategic direction; (3) limited autonomy, mandate, and own-
ership; and (4) inadequate management support. Critically, these mecha-
nisms are not isolated; they form feedback loops in which the failure of
one impairs the others, producing a cycle of systemic inefficiency and
value decline that cascades from the meso-level to the micro-level. Third,
the study offers a practical contribution by providing actionable insights
for practitioners seeking to avoid value co-destruction: by addressing these
mechanisms holistically rather than in isolation, managers can design
improvement initiatives that are more resilient to systemic failure.

The empirical context is Sweden’s sick leave system, a tax-financed service
involving multiple actors: healthcare providers, the Swedish Social Insurance
Agency, employers, and service users. Despite repeated reform efforts, the
system continues to grapple with excessive costs, professional conflicts, and
citizen dissatisfaction (Altermark, 2020; Skandia, 2023; Socialstyrelsen, 2023;
Thorwaldsson et al., 2019; Wehlou et al., 2019). Given the sick leave sys-
tem’s complexity—characterized by overlapping mandates, regulatory con-
straints, and inter-organizational dependencies—it provides a compelling
case for examining meso-level value co-destruction.

Prolonged sick leave harms individual health and labor market attach-
ment at the micro-level and also imposes costs on organizations at the
meso-level and on society at the macro-level (Lofgren et al., 2024). As
Deming (2018) argued, suboptimization—the pursuit of localized efficiency
at the expense of systemic value—is a pervasive challenge in public ser-
vices, and one that this study shows to be mediated and amplified by
meso-level organizational mechanisms (Gyllenhammar et al., 2023;
Gyllenhammar & Hammersberg, 2023).

The remainder of this article proceeds as follows. First, we review the
theoretical foundations of public service ecosystems, value co-destruction,
and value dimensions, situating our meso-level analysis within these
debates. Next, we outline the methodology of the four-year improvement
program, which combined action research with practitioner-led improve-
ment projects. The results section presents the four meso-level mechanisms
of value co-destruction, synthesized from empirical data. In the discussion,
we link these mechanisms to broader theoretical debates and explain how
they interact to produce systemic failure, highlighting implications for
practice and future research. The article concludes by summarizing con-
tributions and outlining avenues for further inquiry.

Public service ecosystems

Interest in the multi-actor aspect of the public sector has increased in
recent years and has now moved toward the notion of a PSE (for example,
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Bryson et al.,, 2017; Osborne et al., 2022; Petrescu, 2019). Here, the PSE
can be described as a system in which linked actors integrate resources
with one another and with a service user (Osborne et al., 2022; Petrescu,
2019; Skélén et al., 2024).

Furthermore, the PSE can be described by distinguishing among the
macro-, meso-, micro-, and sub-micro-levels (Osborne et al., 2022;
Petrescu, 2019). Seen from a public service and value creation per-
spective, Osborne et al. (2022, p. 638, italics in original) define the
four levels as follows: “...the macro-level concerns the impact of societal
values and institutional norms upon value creation through public
services; the meso-level concerns the impact of individual PSOs and
networks of PSOs upon such value creation, their organizational pro-
cesses and norms and the local community as milieu; the micro-level
concerns the role of individuals and individual action in value creation;
and the sub-micro-level concerns the impact of individual and profes-
sional values/beliefs upon value creation.” The present article is pri-
marily at the meso-level, but because interactions and interrelationships
among levels are essential to understanding the PSE (Osborne et al,
2022), the macro and micro-levels will also be included in the
discussion.

However, because PSEs involve multiple actors, there is a risk of creating
value for one actor while destroying it for another. Therefore, a one-sided
focus on value creation will not suffice, as there will always be a risk of
value co-destruction for another actor in the system (Gyllenhammar et al.,
2023). Critically, while research has examined value co-destruction at the
micro-level —where frontline employees and service users interact—and
has acknowledged macro-level institutional constraints, the meso-level
remains comparatively underexplored (Sergianni et al., 2026). At this level,
organizational processes, inter-organizational networks, and resource allo-
cation decisions determine whether improvement initiatives gain traction
or fail. Understanding what goes wrong at the meso-level is, therefore, an
important part of understanding why PSEs so frequently struggle to
improve.

Value co-destruction

Researchers have increasingly argued that there is an overly optimistic
standpoint regarding value, with an excessive focus on value creation,
neglecting the fact that value can also be destroyed or remain unchanged
(Jarvi et al., 2018; Plé & Chumpitaz Caceres, 2010). It has further been
argued that there is a lack of clarity when addressing value co-destruction,
as researchers do not always distinguish between the absence of created
value and diminishing value (Cui & Osborne, 2023). Cui and Osborne
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(2023) argued that “value failure” should be used when value creation
has been obstructed or unchanged, and “value decline” should be used
when it has diminished. Therefore, “value (co-)destruction” is understood
in this article as a broader term encompassing both aspects of failure and
decline. Considering the “co-” prefix, it implies that value destruction can
be caused by interaction between actors (the “co-” is needed) or only by
a single actor (the “co-” is not needed) (Echeverri & Skalén, 2011; Engen
et al., 2021).

Value co-destruction can be partly understood at the micro-level through
its reasons and causes; Jarvi et al. (2018) described eight reasons, and
Engen et al. (2021) later added two more, focusing on the interactional
aspect of value co-destruction. The ten reasons for value co-destruction
identified in the literature are as follows: lack of transparency, lack of
bureaucratic competence (Engen et al., 2021), insufficient level of trust,
absence of information, absence of clear expectations, mistakes, inability
to serve, inability to change, customer behavior, and blaming (Jarvi
et al., 2018).

The aspect of co-destruction (Engen et al., 2021) highlights the need
to take a system perspective, especially considering that value can be
co-created for some actors and simultaneously co-destroyed for others
(Gyllenhammar et al., 2023). Here, some authors place private versus
public value as an important distinction for value conflicts (for example,
Cui & Osborne, 2023). Considering the case of an inmate in a prison, for
example, value is co-destroyed for the individual at the micro-level, while
value is co-created for the public at the macro-level (Moore, 1994). Other
studies are even more nuanced, distinguishing several levels of the PSE
(for example, Eriksson et al., 2023; Gyllenhammar et al., 2023; Ojasalo &
Kauppinen, 2024). Moreover, Cui and Osborne (2023) distinguished cat-
egories of value (destruction) conflicts, firstly, the “no-win” where no actor
gains anything, and secondly, where one actor gains value and the other
does not. Therefore, there is a need to regard the PSE levels and their
interactions in both value (co-)destruction and value (co-)creation
(Gyllenhammar et al., 2023; Liljeroos-Cork & Luhtala, 2025; Trischler
et al, 2023). It is further argued that the public component of value
increases while the private component decreases as value moves from the
citizen level to the national level (Ojasalo & Kauppinen, 2024). This issue
becomes increasingly complex because value co-destruction occurs not
only at different levels of the PSE but also at different stages of the inter-
actional process between actors (Cui & Osborne, 2023; Eriksson et al., 2023).

Several researchers have highlighted the “gaps of the system” as a center
for value co-destruction (for example, Echeverri, 2021; Gyllenhammar
et al., 2023; Hupe & Buffat, 2014; Liljeroos-Cork & Luhtala, 2025;
Tjernberg et al., 2025), such as between regulatory frameworks among
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different actors regarding one service (Gyllenhammar et al., 2023) or
ambiguities for who is responsible for a patient at any given time of a
healthcare process (Echeverri, 2021). This could also take place within
and between levels of the PSE, so it is crucial to address these system
“gaps” to enhance our understanding of the PSE and minimize value
co-destruction (Echeverri, 2021; Gyllenhammar et al., 2023; Liljeroos-Cork
& Luhtala, 2025).

Despite this growing body of work, a significant gap remains. The ten
reasons for value co-destruction identified by Jdarvi et al. (2018) and Engen
et al. (2021) describe what goes wrong in the interaction between frontline
employees and service users, but they do not fully explain the organiza-
tional and inter-organizational conditions that make such breakdowns
likely in the first place. A recent systematic review on public service logic
confirms that while co-destruction is an increasingly recognized theme,
research has tended to focus on interactional and micro-level dynamics,
leaving meso-level organizational mechanisms comparatively undertheorized
(Sergianni et al., 2026). The review explicitly identifies understanding how
meso-level conditions shape value co-destruction processes across the PSE
as a future research priority (Sergianni et al., 2026). This study responds
directly to that call: by identifying the meso-level mechanisms through
which improvement initiatives fail, it moves beyond describing what fails
at the point of service delivery toward explaining why the organizational
conditions for failure are reproduced across PSEs.

Dimensions of value and system levels

A fundamental aspect of the service domain is the concept of value-in-
use, contrasted with value-in-exchange. Here, value-in-exchange is a linear,
product-dominated logic based on a labor-theory perspective, implying
that the provider prepares value that is realized when the customer!
exchanges the product/service for money (Grénroos, 2016). However, this
linear approach has been criticized as insufficient for the service paradigm.
Value-in-use emerged in response to this linearity (Gronroos, 2016; Vargo
et al.,, 2008). Value according to value-in-use is based on utility theory,
in which the customer (or user) creates value during the use of a good
or service. But value-in-use does not fully capture the contextual and
experiential nature of service value creation, and, in response, value-in-con-
text broadens the view of value creation beyond simple “usage” of a service
(Vargo et al., 2017; 2008). These two concepts hence shift the focus from
the company to the user and its surrounding ecosystem (Gronroos, 2016;
Osborne, 2018).

Still, there is yet another aspect of the public sector not captured through
the above-mentioned “value-in-aspects” Osborne et al. (2022) denote
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value-in-production as an essential part of meso-level value creation:
“Value-in-production can be an ‘end in itself! It can lead to the creation
of value consequent upon involvement in the production process.
Irrespective of the outcomes of a public service, being involved in co-de-
sign and/or co-production can create/destroy value in the lives of public
service users, key actors, and public officials” (Osborne et al., 2022, p.
640). This value dimension can be derived in two ways: either through
the acquisition of new skills or the development of personal confidence,
both of which are gained through the process of creating the service
(Osborne et al., 2022). Lastly, there is a dimension of value at the mac-
ro-level, denoted as value-in-society, closely linked to Moore’s (1994) theory
of public value and stemming from the fulfillment of public needs and
broader democratic values (Moore, 1994; Osborne et al., 2022).

In the context of the PSE, these dimensions of added value can be
linked to different system levels. In Table 1, the dimensions of value added
are briefly described and linked to the different system levels.

Moreover, Cui and Aulton (2023) distinguish four dimensions of perceived
value in public services dispersed on individual, organizational, and societal
levels: utilitarian/functional, hedonistic/aesthetical, relational/interactional,
and epistemic/instrumental. In Table 2 the dimensions of perceived value
in public services are briefly summarized.

Table 1. Dimensions of Value and system levels adapted from Osborne et al. (2022).
Dimension of value added Description (value added by...) Ecosystem level

Value-in-society The direct or indirect enabling of democratic/ Macro-level
public value, provision of public goods and/
or the realization of societal values.
Value-in-production Being part of co-designing/producing a public ~ Meso-level
service regardless of the service outcome
and/or the value added through the
improved service.
Value-in-use The experience of the user of the service. Micro-level
Value-in-context The impact of the service on the user needs Micro-level /Sub-micro-level
based on their specific context.

Table 2. Summary of dimensions of perceived value in public services adapted from Cui and
Aulton (2023).

Dimension of Utilitarian/ Hedonistic/ Relational/ Epistemic/
perceived value functional aesthetical interactional instrumental
Individual/micro Tangible benefits  Emotional Enhanced personal Growth in personal
for individuals. well-being, joy, connections and skills and
E.g., financial and personal recognition of knowledge.
benefits. fulfillment. individual identity.
Organizational/ Increased revenue Workplace Expansion of Advancement in
meso and financial environment that organizational technical expertise
success. fosters positivity networks and and organizational
and morale. brand recognition. learning.
Societal/Macro Economic growth  Creation of a Promotion of equality, Adaptability to
and prosperity vibrant, diversity, and technological and
for society. enjoyable inclusivity. cultural shifts.

community.
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Method
Research strategy and approach

Following Kurt Lewin’s statement that “the best way to understand some-
thing is to try to change it” (compare Greenwood & Levin, 2007, p. 18),
the present article takes an action research approach similar to what
Svensson et al. (2015) called interactive research. This approach allows
for two linked cycles: one with researchers, who can distance themselves
from the context and make critical evaluations, and the other with prac-
titioners, who can understand their problem formulation from their own
reality. These cycles are then connected, learning from one another and
using each other’s acquired knowledge to reinterpret their own. Hence,
the researchers have combined the distance of research to contribute with
critical thinking, while the occasional closeness has enabled an in-depth
understanding of the context (Herr and Anderson, 2015). During the
research and in the improvement program, the plan-do-study-act (PDSA)
quality management approach was used (Bergman & Klefsj6, 2010; Bhuiyan
& Baghel, 2005). This is a cyclic improvement tool corresponding to the
action research cycle of planning, taking action, evaluating the action, (re)
planning, and so on (Coughlan & Coghlan, 2002). The study’s aim to
address systemic aspects was facilitated by combining reflective cycles with
an oscillating approach between closeness and distance. This research
strategy enabled researchers to systematically move between system levels
and actor perspectives, ensuring a comprehensive analysis.

The sick leave system

In Sweden, there are three public sector governance levels: local munici-
palities, larger regions that geographically encompass the municipalities,
and the state level. Healthcare is managed at the regional level, with
different healthcare organizations within each region providing services,
both public and private (but publicly funded). For an individual to receive
state-funded sickness benefits in Sweden, three main actors are involved
in the sick leave system: healthcare providers, the Swedish Social Insurance
Agency, and the patient (or service user). Additionally, the Swedish tax-fi-
nanced sick leave system involves other actors depending on the case,
such as the Public Employment Agency, Social Services, employers, and
sometimes friends or family. The purpose of the sick leave service is to
facilitate the service user’s (whether a citizen or a tax-paying inhabitant)
return to sustainable working capacity and to provide financial support
during the rehabilitation process. In its simplest form, the sick leave pro-
cess can be described through the following steps for reimbursement:
(1) the service user contacts healthcare and receives a medical certificate
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for the illness, (2) the Social Insurance Agency reviews and either approves
or denies the medical certificate, and (3) reimbursement is either paid or
not paid to the service user.

As value co-destruction in the PSE is not confined to a single level,
failure in the sick leave system manifests across micro-, meso-, and mac-
ro-levels. At the micro-level, the primary concern is individual health, but
the consequences extend to one’s connection to working life. Prolonged
sick leave can erode both professional skills and self-confidence, further
intensifying personal challenges (Lofgren et al., 2024). At the meso-level,
organizations face the loss of experienced employees and disruption of
continuity, undermining productivity. At the macro-level, these cumulative
effects translate into a shrinking workforce, escalating public costs, and
increased pressure on welfare systems, ultimately straining societal resources.

The improvement program

The present article is based on a four-year improvement program that
aimed to improve the sick leave system in a Swedish healthcare region.
The program was based on sessions in which university researchers taught
sick leave system process leaders in the improvement sciences. Meanwhile,
the process leaders applied their newly gained knowledge in their home
organization to improve how they handled the sick leave process.

The improvement program was jointly established by the regional health-
care organization (hereinafter referred to as the “healthcare organization”
and the researchers’ university. The healthcare organization financed the
researchers from the university. The healthcare organization studied is one
of the largest in Sweden and comprises several hospitals, primary care
units, and healthcare providers.

The main actors in the program included two program leaders from
the healthcare organization, approximately 40 sick leave process leaders
from healthcare, three main researchers from the university, and three
other researchers who were involved occasionally. Further descriptions of
the participants of the improvement program can be seen in Table 3. The
sick leave process leaders were responsible for improvements in their
organization (for example, a primary care unit). At the start of the pro-
gram, initial plans were made with two of the main researchers and the
two program leaders. The initial contract stipulated that the two parties
(the university and the healthcare organization) would collaborate, and
that the university would receive funding for education, research, and
utilization related to improving the sick leave system. The program con-
tract commenced on December 17, 2018, enabling the first program round
to start in 2019 and finish at the end of 2020, followed by the second
program round (now including the Social Insurance Agency), which started
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Table 3. Improvement program participants.

Number of
program Actor Description Participants
program leaders Responsible from healthcare and point of contact between the 2

researchers and healthcare. Had quite high knowledge of
improvements gained previously and therefore not the main
target for the learning initiatives, even though participating.
Initiative takers, and part of planning the program. Part of
both program rounds.
Process leaders Coming from hospitals, primary care units, and regional healthcare 40
functions (such as the legal department), the process leaders
were responsible for improvements of the sick leave process in
their home organization/function. These were the students of
the program, approximately 20 at each program round.
Referred to as process leaders or participants.
Main researchers The teachers and supervisors of the program. Took part in the 3
planning and the execution of the program. When not
teaching, observing and journaling the learning sessions. Part
of both program rounds.
Supportive researchers  Partook in the teaching, occasionally involved. Part of both 3
program rounds.

in 2021 and finished at the end of 2022. Concurrently with, and external
to, the improvement program, two major change initiatives occurred in
the healthcare organization. One was a major national, strategic initiative
called “The Transition,” which aimed to adapt the healthcare organization
toward the needs of contemporary society (Winberg & Hellstrém, 2020).
The other was a new comprehensive digital care system within the health-
care organization, including a knowledge management system, aimed at
integrating many of the applications and software used in the region (VGR,
2023). Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, some workshops and meetings
were conducted digitally between March 2020 and 2022. Additionally, some
planned participants were clinically deployed elsewhere, limiting their
availability.

Data collection

The program setup allowed the researchers to teach practitioners about
improvement methodologies and simultaneously guide and supervise the
practitioners’ improvement projects, conducted by process leaders in their
organizations. The practitioners’ improvement projects included writing
reports to account for improvements made (or not made) and facilitating
an analysis of value co-destruction. Furthermore, from the fall of 2019 to
the end of the improvement program in 2022, journaling was used to
integrate experiences and information, enabling reflective practice (Coughlan
& Coghlan, 2002). The journaling first made it possible to document the
experience while being close to the data (such as during direct engagement
with the process leaders in their improvement projects) and, second, to
zoom out and develop a deeper understanding and judgment about whether
the insights have been correctly interpreted. This enabled further decisions



PUBLIC PERFORMANCE & MANAGEMENT REVIEW e 1

and actions to adapt the educational component of the improvement pro-
gram and the practitioners’ improvement project, aligning the research
with established action research practices for recording research (Coghlan
et al.,, 2010; Svensson et al., 2015).

Lessons learned from journaling were further enriched by feedback from
participating process leaders at the conclusion of each program session.
This feedback loop enabled real-time adaptations as the program pro-
gressed. Together, these processes formed two interconnected learning
loops: a researcher-based loop (journaling) and a practitioner-based loop
(session feedback and project reports). These loops facilitated continuous
improvements throughout each course round of the program.

The improvement program itself can be conceptualized as comprising
three layers of reflexive cycles, each consisting of three steps: planning,
acting, and evaluating/re-planning (Coughlan & Coghlan, 2002). The largest
cycle encompassed the entire program, within which two intermediate
cycles (one for each course round) contained nested double cycles
(researcher and practitioner) for every session. By drawing on multiple
data sources, the project employed triangulation, thereby enhancing the
validity of the research (Bryman and Bell, 2015).

Over the four-year duration of the improvement program, numerous
sub-projects were initiated, including practitioner-led improvement initia-
tives conducted within their respective organizations. The empirical mate-
rial included written reports from process leaders’ organizational
improvement projects, observational data, and reflective journal notes
produced during program workshops and sub-project activities. In total,
the dataset comprised approximately 220 conference observations, 40 super-
vision sessions related to improvement projects, and around 150 journal
entries from workshops and working groups conducted during the program.

Note that the improvement program included participants from the two
key actors involved in the sick leave process: healthcare and the Social
Insurance Agency. However, the service user was not explicitly included
in the data collection, as the research did not center on the user’s per-
spective. This aspect has been addressed elsewhere (for example, Jarvi
et al., 2018).

Data analysis

The article employs a methodology inspired by (Dubois and Gadde’s (2002,
2014)systematic combining, wherein empirical data and theory are itera-
tively aligned to advance both practical knowledge and theory.

To consolidate data from the various projects, the first step was to
synthesize the dataset for clarity. This process included identifying the
main activities of the improvement program, as detailed in Appendix A,
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as well as the improvement initiatives undertaken, outlined in Appendix
B. Additionally, the outcomes of each initiative were analyzed, focusing
on what had or had not improved and the underlying causes behind these
results. For coding, the research adopted an approach akin to template
analysis, as described by Brooks et al. (2015).

After drafting Appendix B, process leaders reviewed it for validation.
This was followed by the generation of four meso-level mechanisms for
value co-destruction. The background causes and meso-level mechanisms
were then linked to the micro-level reasons for value co-destruction iden-
tified in the literature. The background causes identified were: (I) lack of
purpose, (II) lack of senior management support, (III) absence of mea-
surements, (IV) insufficient knowledge dissemination, (V) insufficient
knowledge creation, (VI) lack of adjacent management support, (VII) lack
of mandate to act, and (VIII) absence of ownership. The background
causes were merged into the four mechanisms of: insufficient knowledge
management; lack of direction; lack of autonomy, mandate, and ownership;
and lack of management support.

Note that the article will not go into detail on knowledge management,
even though it addresses this aspect. In short, knowledge management is
understood here as the systematic creation, dissemination, and use of
knowledge within the PSE.

Results

This section first presents the main activities and observations made during
the improvement program. The section then discusses the background
causes. Lastly, the meso-level mechanisms of value co-destruction arise
from these underlying causes are presented.

Observations and main activities of the improvement program

After some sessions of the improvement program, it became clear that
the participants had different opportunities to participate in the educational
activities depending on their home organization. The participants also had
diverse backgrounds and capabilities that benefited from the program’s
content. Aspects pointing to this were, for example, evident in the “home-
work” commissioned during the program, such as failure to complete the
task of identifying problems in managing sick leave cases in their home
organization.

Other factors that affected the outcomes were the two major change
initiatives and the COVID-19 pandemic (mentioned in the method sec-
tion), which occasionally made it difficult for some process leaders to
participate due to excessive workload and more urgent matters in their
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home organization. Like many other events during the pandemic, the
program sessions had to be held remotely.

During the second round of the program, participants from the Social
Insurance Agency also joined, enabling cross-organizational learning.
However, after a few months, these participants withdrew from the pro-
gram, citing a lack of allocated time to engage in its activities, including
sub-initiatives such as developing improvement projects within their home
organization.

Toward the end of 2021, one of the program leaders departed due to
a change in role within the healthcare organization. In 2022, during the
program’s final year, interest from the healthcare organization’s senior
management team diminished after government funding for initiatives to
improve the sick leave process was terminated. Consequently, Program
Leader 2 also left the program, and the improvement program was ulti-
mately discontinued due to funding withdrawal.

The improvement initiatives and background causes

Below, the empirical material is elaborated on, explicitly linking empirical
data to the eight background causes of value co-destruction presented in
Table 4.

Several data sources identified a lack of purpose (I) as a factor influ-
encing outcomes, calling for greater unity among all actors around a shared
purpose. Some of the successful improvement projects generated in the
improvement program also cited this as a success factor, especially tied
to a defined “customer” which helped create a sense of purpose.

This suggests that purpose functioned as a coordinating mechanism. When
the purpose was clear and concretized, it aligned actors’ priorities and legit-
imized management support and resource allocation. When purpose was
diffuse, a lack of management support (II) was also a consequence; improve-
ment initiatives struggled to gain traction, and value co-destruction occured.

Process leaders within the sick leave system felt a lack of senior man-
agement support (II). Senior management had little or no interest in the
sick leave system, which led to dwindling resources when government fund-
ing ended. Some reasons why healthcare organization practitioners had a
hard time gaining senior management’s attention could have included dif-
ficulty finding good measures (that is, the absence of measurements (III))
and the perception that the sick leave system was a “sideline activity” within
the healthcare organization. Hence, this limited management support (II)
interacted with the absence of effect measurements (III). While there was
not a complete absence of measurements (III), the process leaders missed
measurements for effect. The existing measurements were primarily “hard”
ones, such as the number of people on sick leave. Furthermore, one
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Table 4. Background causes data table: The background causes are
from the empirical data.

illustrated by examples

Background cause Empirical data Data source Activity Comment
(I) Lack of purpose  “One success factor,  Project report Improvement Reflection on why
in my opinion, has (successful) program this improvement

(1) Lack of senior
management
support

(Il Absence of
measurements

“Common goals for

“Need a senior

Many attempts to

There are only "hard"

“We are only

“We need some way

been that we have
had a clear
‘customer’ in the
receiving, internal
employees, giving
us a purpose.”

“We need everybody Conference entry

at the Primary
Care Unit to have
the same vision
and goal”

all involved actors
(to avoid silos)”

management team
that is receptive to
improvement
suggestions.”
Journal entry
make the
management team
support
improvement
projects, but
something else
was always a
higher priority.
Some reasons why
resources were
denied were: lack
of good
measurements,
declining political
interest (that is,
no money tied to
the process)
Journal entry
measurements;
these ones are
easy but wrong.

Journal entry
measuring the

people that are

sick [not the ones

getting well]”

Journal entry
to measure the

effect of our work

[within the sick

leave process].”

Conference entry

Conference entry

Practitioner
conference

Practitioner
conference

Practitioner
conference

Data visualization

group and
improvement
program

Data visualization

group

Data visualization

group

Practitioner
conference

project succeeded.

On the question of
what could be
done to improve
the sick leave
system.

On the question of
what could be
done to improve
the sick leave
system.

On the question of
what could be
done to improve
the sick leave
system.

Based on
conversations
during data
visualization
workshops and
program sessions.

There were many
lengthy debates in
the group (at
different points of
time) regarding
the lack of good
measurements.

There were many
lengthy debates in
the group (at
different points of
time) regarding
the lack of good
measurements.

On the question of
what could be
done to improve
the sick leave
system.

(Continued)
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Background cause Empirical data Data source Activity Comment
(IV) Insufficient Educational videos Journal entry Video creation Based on the
knowledge had identified activity reflection of

dissemination needs, but there
was no plan for
how to
disseminate or
consolidate the
knowledge.

Educational material
(as in readable
material) had
identified needs,
but there was no
plan for how to
disseminate or
consolidate the
knowledge.

Due to different
prerequisites
among process
leaders and other
personnel at the
process leaders’
home
organizations,
many
improvement
projects failed
during the
improvement
program.

(VI) Lack of adjacent “One of the most
management important
support learnings was that

| have to improve.
Just because the
management does
not explicitly say
it, there is nothing
to say that they
will disapprove of
me taking the first
step.”

“The manager has
not prioritized it
[the improvement
project] due to the
strained situation.”

Discussion of whom
to turn to for a
"decision to
implement".

(V) Insufficient
knowledge
creation

(VIl) Lack of
mandate to act

Regulations from
government
agencies are a
hindrance.

Driving improvements
is not okay if it
disturbs the core
business.

Journal entry

Journal entry

Project report

Project report

Journal entry

Journal entry

Journal entry

Development of an
educational pack

Improvement
program

Improvement
program

Improvement
program

Data visualization
group

Data visualization
group

Data visualization
group

program leaders
and process
leaders from the
improvement
program.

Based on the
reflection of
program leaders
and process
leaders from the
improvement
program.

Based on the
reflection of
program leaders
and process
leaders from the
improvement
program.

A reflection on
learnings from
making an
improvement in
their home
organization.

A comment on why
there had been no
improvements.

Discussion tied to an
adapted way of
working for triage
regarding sick
leave.

When trying to share
data or
collaborate.

Especially during
COVID-19 but were
also prevalent
before.

(Continued)
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Table 4. Continued.

Background cause Empirical data Data source Activity Comment
(VIll) Absence of “Projects regarding Project report Improvement As a reflection on
ownership the [sick leave] program what is
process goes problematic when
‘besides’ the other trying to improve
care and treatment the sick leave
activities.” process.
“The Social Insurance Conference entry  Practitioner Several entries were
Agency and other conference directed toward
agencies must the idea that
take more someone should

responsibility.”

take more

responsibility,
whether that is in
specific agencies
or roles.

statement that returned several times concerned why there was such a focus
on the “input” instead of outcome or output. The process leaders specifically
wanted to know how many patients had been getting well, not just how
many were sick. In this context, the scarcity of measurement on outcomes
reduced the sick leave system’s visibility, which in turn made it more difficult
to secure management attention needed to enable long-term value creation.

Regarding insufficient knowledge creation (V), differing prerequisites
among process leaders and their home organizations made it difficult to
create sufficient knowledge. Moreover, attempts were made to disseminate
knowledge; however, as there were no plans for how to disseminate nor
consolidate the created knowledge, it vanished due to insufficient knowl-
edge dissemination (IV). Over time, this limited learning capacity weakened
collective problem-solving and reduced the program’s ability to build sus-
tained improvement capability.

From a local unit perspective, there was sometimes a lack of adjacent
management support (VI). Some participants highlighted the fact that it
was better to “just do things” and “better ask for forgiveness than per-
mission” if they wanted to get something done. Participants also highlighted
the fact that the projects regarding sick leave were systematically declined
and deprioritized. This indicates that even when individual motivation
existed, implementation depended on local managerial endorsement. Thus,
the absence of local support served as a gatekeeping mechanism, con-
straining improvement efforts.

Regarding the lack of mandate to act (VII), three core aspects were
mentioned. The first was that it was unclear for “whom to turn to for a
decision.” Secondly, regulations hindered actions. Thirdly, if an improve-
ment project disturbed the “core business,” it was seldom allowed to be
implemented, if at all. Tied to the separation of the sick leave system from
the “core business” was also an absence of ownership (VIII), as the sick
leave system and its tasks were seen only as a “necessary evil”
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Since responsibility for the system was diffused across actors, within
healthcare and across organizations such as the Social Insurance Agency,
no single actor assumed clear stewardship. This diffusion of ownership
created ambiguity in authority structures, which in turn reinforced the lack
of mandate. The problem thus extended beyond single organizations and
reflected the macro-level structural fragmentation of the service ecosystem.

Worth noting is that the only improvement initiatives that actually
generated any recorded improvements, according to the verification by the
practitioners, were those that sprang from the process leaders’ own
improvement projects (for example, where triage was used in a new way
to enable a swifter and more accurate response from healthcare). To a
large extent, the process leaders and program leaders attributed the suc-
cessful and unsuccessful improvement projects to different prerequisites
for the process leaders, the degree of support from adjacent management
in the home organization, and the lack of any clear goals and purposes.
This pattern suggests that failures were not caused by isolated deficiencies
but emerged when multiple constraining mechanisms accumulated.

The repeated rejection or postponement of improvement projects related
to the sick leave system, coupled with its characterization as a “necessary
evil,” reflects a broader cultural devaluation of the system. This devaluation
is closely tied to the absence of ownership (VIII) and limited support
from senior management (II). From a power perspective, strategic priorities
set at higher organizational levels consistently overruled operational
improvement efforts, resulting in declining engagement and motivation
over time. When such prioritization coincided with unclear purpose (I)
and limited outcome measurement (III), improvement activities lacked
both legitimacy and evaluative justification. Over time, this dynamic con-
tributed to declining motivation.

An illustrative example is the Social Insurance Agency’s participation
in the second program round. Initially viewed as a significant opportunity
for cross-organizational learning, these participants withdrew after only a
few months due to the absence of formal time allocation from their home
organization. This episode exemplifies symbolic inclusion without structural
empowerment: decision-making authority over time and resources remained
with line management, thereby undermining the program’ cross-boundary
ambitions and reinforcing perceptions of system-level lack of ownership
(VIII) and lack of purpose (I).

In these cases, value co-destruction was not primarily driven by indi-
vidual resistance but rather by misaligned power structures, cultural hin-
drances, and unaligned organizational actors. Weak engagement from
senior management restricted access to legitimacy and resources, while
middle management priorities consistently favored core production over
systemic improvement. When these mechanisms converged, improvement
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Table 5. Mechanisms and background causes.

Mechanism Background causes
Lack of direction (1) lack of purpose; (lll) absence of measurements
Lack of management support (Il) lack of senior management support; (VI) lack of adjacent

management support
Lack of autonomy, mandate, and ownership  (VII) lack of mandate to act; (VIll) absence of ownership
Insufficient knowledge management (IV) insufficient knowledge dissemination; (V) insufficient
knowledge creation

efforts lost momentum, knowledge dissipated, and engagement declined,
leading to value co-destruction.

The pattern across these background causes reveals an important struc-
tural dynamic: value co-destruction in this PSE did not arise from any
single deficiency in isolation. Rather, it emerged from the accumulation
and interaction of multiple constraining conditions. When purpose was
diffuse (I), it became harder to justify outcome measurements (III), which
in turn reduced the system’s visibility to senior management (II). Diminished
management support withdrew resources and legitimacy, which narrowed
the autonomy available to process leaders (VII) and reinforced the per-
ception that the sick leave system lacked a clear owner (VIII). This nar-
rowed autonomy, in turn, limited what knowledge could be created and
disseminated (IV, V), further reducing the capacity for improvement. The
result was not a single point of failure but a self-reinforcing cycle in which
each constraining condition made the others harder to overcome.

From these eight empirically grounded background causes, four high-
er-order analytical mechanisms were condensed, seen in Table 5. Note
that these mechanisms should not be seen as simple aggregations, but as
a way to capture the underlying dynamic of the grouped causes.

Discussion

This study set out to explain why improvement initiatives in public service
ecosystems so frequently fail to produce the intended value. As presented
above, the empirical analysis identified four interacting meso-level mech-
anisms—lack of direction, lack of autonomy, mandate, and ownership,
insufficient knowledge management, and lack of management support—and
shows that their significance lies not in each mechanism individually but
in the self-reinforcing cycle they collectively produce. The central theo-
retical argument is this: meso-level value co-destruction is not the sum
of isolated organizational deficiencies but the outcome of a configurational
failure, in which the absence of one mechanism undermines the conditions
needed for the others to function. In the case examined, the lack of man-
agement support served as the primary mechanism for escalation—the
withdrawal of organizational legitimacy and resources prevented any cor-
rective response to the other three failures, ultimately converting value
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failure into value decline across the PSE. The following subsections elab-
orate on the empirical grounding of each mechanism and the specific
micro-level causes of value co-destruction they activate, before the synthesis
section draws together the full interaction logic.

Lack of direction

The lack of direction is based on two underlying causes: a lack of purpose
(I) and an absence of measurements (III). The lack of purpose is recognized
in the literature (for example, Beer et al., 2015; H. Eriksson, 2020) and by
practitioners of the improvement program as a hindrance to improvement.
Without a clearly articulated purpose, actors lacked a shared understanding
of what value was to be created. Without measurements for effect, they
lacked feedback mechanisms to assess whether value was actually being
realized. In the context of value co-destruction, there is a risk of value failure
due to the absence of value that was supposed to be created (Cui & Osborne,
2023). However, when there is a lack of purpose (I), combined with the
absence of measurements (III), the direction and expectations might not
just be lacking; they might also be heading in the wrong direction, leading
to mistakes (Jarvi et al., 2018). There is a risk of value decline, not just
failure, especially when measurements are incorrect, leading employees to
chase the wrong results or optimize for non-value-adding targets, as presented
in the results section (Cui & Osborne, 2023). As seen in Table 4, there is
also the notion that activities are done without the focus on actually improv-
ing something; the tasks and conferences were more a “tick in the box,” or
as if the individual participation per se will improve the outcome of the
service, which arguably is not correct (Beer et al.,, 2015). At the meso-level,
this interaction weakened cross-boundary coordination. Without shared
purpose or valid measurements, collective efforts risked drifting rather than
converging. Co-destruction thus unfolded not through active resistance but
through diffuse directionality, in which ongoing activities failed to accumulate
into meaningful service improvements, contributing to gradual value destruc-
tion through value failure and value decline. This mechanism also amplified
the others: when direction was absent, it became difficult to justify man-
agement support or resource allocation, and process leaders lacked the shared
purpose needed to create and disseminate knowledge effectively.

Lack of autonomy, mandate, and ownership

The fact that this mechanism influences organizational results is not sur-
prising given previous research (for example, Glenngird & Ellegard, 2025;
Han & Hong, 2019); what is interesting about this mechanism is its ties
to value co-destruction and that the empirical material (condensed into
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lack of mandate to act (VII) and the absence of ownership (VIII)) has
similarities to what Jarvi et al. (2018) called the “absence of clear expec-
tations” However, the absence of clear expectations presented by Jarvi
et al. (2018) is based on service users’ expectations, while the lack of
autonomy, mandate, and ownership stems from the organization at the
meso-level. Prior research further cautions that autonomy does not translate
into organizational results in a direct manner; Blom-Hansen et al. (2024)
show that the link between granting managers increased autonomy and
improved performance runs through a long causal chain whose interme-
diary steps are easily conflated, which helps explain why such reforms
frequently yield mixed or inconclusive outcomes. In the present case,
autonomy was constrained upstream, so even when process leaders were
motivated, the mandate to act could seldom translate into value creation.
When there is a lack of mandate to act (VII), there is a risk for value
(co-)destruction due to an “inability to serve” (Jarvi et al., 2018). In some
cases, the lack of mandate to act (VII) resulted in both “absence of infor-
mation” and “lack of transparency” (Engen et al., 2021; Jarvi et al., 2018),
such as when data sharing between PSOs was stopped by governing reg-
ulations. Co-destruction thus did not stem from unwillingness, but from
structural constraints. Cross-boundary coordination weakened, and
improvement efforts could not translate into service-level value creation.
Moreover, the absence of clear ownership at the system level reinforced
the lack of direction: when no actor assumed stewardship, there was no
authority to define purpose or enforce measurement, which in turn made
it easier for management to deprioritize resource allocation.

Insufficient knowledge management

In knowledge management, a connection to previous research is the lack
of bureaucratic competence; if knowledge is not disseminated (IV) within
the bureaucratic system, value co-destruction is imminent (Engen et al,,
2021). From an organizational perspective, insufficient knowledge creation
(V) and dissemination (IV) not only regard knowledge of the bureaucratic
system but will also impact the performance of street-level bureaucrats,
the capacity to improve, and the service delivery (Batalden & Stoltz, 1995;
Zhang et al., 2022). Consequently, insufficient knowledge management can
result in an inability to serve (Jarvi et al., 2018), resulting in either value
decline or failure, depending on the case (Cui & Osborne, 2023). Thus,
co-destruction at the meso-level emerged from the decline in organizational
learning that is needed for sustained service improvement. Insufficient
knowledge management was itself partly produced by the other mecha-
nisms: without direction, knowledge creation lacked focus; without auton-
omy, knowledge dissemination was blocked by organizational gatekeepers;
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and without management support, neither the time nor the infrastructure
for learning was secured.

Lack of management support

When there is a lack of management support, many causes of value co-de-
struction can arise. The absence of information can result from a lack of
interest among adjacent (VI) and senior management (II), as information
is not flagged as relevant (Jarvi et al., 2018). Inability to change and
inability to serve can result from resource withdrawal, as evidenced by
empirical material (Engen et al., 2021; Jarvi et al., 2018). While it might
be the adjacent management that allocates time resources to personnel at
the unit level, senior managements decisions concern which areas the
organization should focus on. Hence, it is important that all levels of the
organization are aligned to mitigate the risk of value co-destruction
(Gyllenhammar et al., 2023). In this sense, the lack of management support
functioned as the primary amplifying mechanism: while the lack of direc-
tion, autonomy, and knowledge management each constrained improvement
efforts independently, the withdrawal of management legitimacy and
resources prevented any compensating response, thereby converting local-
ized failures into systemic value co-destruction.

Taken together, these four mechanisms did not operate independently
but formed an interconnected system of constraints. Lack of direction was
the initiating condition: without shared purpose and valid metrics, improve-
ment efforts lacked legitimacy from the outset. This made it harder to
secure management support, which in turn restricted the autonomy and
ownership needed for sustained action. With autonomy constrained and
support withdrawn, knowledge management broke down; knowledge created
during the program dissipated rather than accumulating into organizational
capacity. Lack of management support then served as the primary escalation
mechanism, since the withdrawal of resources and organizational backing
prevented any of the other mechanisms from being compensated for or
corrected. The interaction of these mechanisms produced a self-reinforcing
cycle: each failure narrowed the conditions under which the others could
be addressed, gradually shifting the trajectory from value failure, where
intended improvements simply did not materialize, toward value decline,
where the costs of repeated unsuccessful initiatives eroded engagement,
trust, and organizational capacity over time (Cui & Osborne, 2023). This
mirrors evidence from previous research, where Avoyan et al. (2024) find
that high performance depends on combinations of conditions acting
together, while failure stems from the simultaneous absence of several
conditions, a configurational rather than additive logic that our findings
extend from collaborative performance to value co-destruction.
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In Figure 1, a process model illustrating how the mechanisms can be
understood from a processual perspective is shown, thereby integrating
the four key mechanisms.

Background causes and meso-level value co-destruction

To deepen the understanding of the interactions between the meso- and
micro-levels, this section analyzes how the identified background causes
influence each level.

First, a lack of purpose (I) impacts both the micro- and meso-levels. A
misaligned direction may result in errors during service user—frontline
employee interactions, as well as in coordination among employees or PSOs.
Hence, this co-destroys value through mistakes and the absence of clear
expectations (Engen et al., 2021; Jarvi et al., 2018).

Second, the absence of measurements (III) primarily affects the meso-
level. Without clear metrics, employees lack guidance, and alignment with
other PSOs becomes challenging as there is nothing to align toward. This
will likely co-destroy value at the micro-level due to the combination of
the absence of clear expectations and the absence of information, some-
times interpreted as a lack of transparency (Engen et al., 2021; Jarvi
et al., 2018).

Regarding knowledge management, insufficient knowledge dissemination
(IV) predominantly influences the micro-level. Frontline employees may
struggle to apply the knowledge required, and expected, by service users,
which translates into value co-destruction through absence of information
and a lack of bureaucratic competence (Jarvi et al., 2018). In contrast,
insufficient knowledge creation (V) is a prerequisite for dissemination and
thus primarily concerns the meso-level.

A lack of senior management support (II) mainly affects the meso-level,
as senior management rarely interacts directly with service users. However,
its effects extend to the micro-level through intermediary employees.
Similarly, a lack of adjacent management support (VI) directly impacts
frontline employees, particularly their (in)ability to serve users effectively,
and is evident in the absence of clear expectations (Jarvi et al., 2018).

A lack of mandate (VII) can affect both levels, depending on the con-
text. It may hinder frontline employees’ ability to address service users’
needs (i.e., the inability to serve; Jarvi et al, 2018) or organizational
improvements, such as enhancing support functions. Thus, its impact spans
both micro- and meso-levels.

Finally, an absence of ownership (VIII) most significantly influences
the meso- and macro-levels (addressed below). However, it can also affect
the micro-level when no frontline employee takes responsibility for meeting
service user needs, resulting in an inability to serve (Jarvi et al., 2018).
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Macro-level:
Structural Ownership
Gap

Initiating mechanism:
Lack of Direction

Meso-level: Value Primary escalating
(co-) Destruction: mechanism: Lack of
Failed improvement Management Support

Insufficient
Knowledge
Management

Lack of Autonomy
and Accountability

Micro-level: Value
(co-)Destruction

Figure 1. Process model of meso-level mechanisms causing failed improvements. The meso-
level mechanisms are conditioned by the structural gap in ownership of the public service at
the macro level. The meso-level mechanisms and their failed improvements are, in turn, cascad-
ing down to the micro-level.
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Multi-dimensional value co-destruction and improvements

Considering the literature on value dimensions, the intended improvements
in the sick leave system have largely failed to realize any value-in-use at
the micro-level (Osborne et al., 2022), for both practitioners and users of
the public service. However, considering the meso-level, the aspect of
value-in-production highlights that there is value in partaking of the
design/production “...of a public service and independent of its outcome”
(Osborne et al., 2022, p. 641). One dimension of the discourse concerning
value-in-use and value-in-production in the context of improvements is
that, in many cases, value-in-use may be considered a value failure, as no
value has been created (Cui & Osborne, 2023); value-in-production can
hold potential for future value co-creation. But as value-in-production is
difficult to measure, many improvement efforts are deemed failures because
the primary expected value co-creation (that is, value-in-use at the micro-
level) is absent. However, as Zaki (2024) points out, learning (in our case,
denoted as the mechanism of knowledge management) can result in value
destruction, implying that the “potential” can also be negative. This indi-
cates that, in general, it is more justified to measure the success or failure
of improvements based on both value-in-production and value-in-use. The
former is nested at the meso-level and can be identified earlier, whereas
the latter is nested at the micro-level and can be identified later.

When it comes to the perceived value of public service, the improve-
ments in this research first foster organizational development and personal
competence among process leaders, which translate into the value-in-pro-
duction dimension. As a second step, both organizational-level financial
benefits and individual-level benefits for the patient can be realized, trans-
lating into the dimension of value-in-use.> An overview of these value
dimensions and their associated improvements is provided in Table 6.
However, given that the majority of process leaders’ improvement initiatives
were deemed unsuccessful, the predominant outcome for the sick leave
system is value failure.

Gaps in the public service ecosystem

A final, integrative finding concerns the structural origin of the meso-level
failure pattern identified above. The absence of ownership (VIII) is not

Table 6. Value dimensions and improvements.

Ecosystem level Perceived value dimension Value-in dimensions
Micro-level - Direct personal benefit for patients (later in process) Value-in-use (created later in the
«  Growth in personal skills and knowledge for value realization process)
practitioners (during improvement)
Meso-level » Advancement in expertise and organizational learning Value-in-production, potential
- Financial benefits enabler of value-in-use
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merely one background cause among eight; it is a macro-level structural
condition rooted in the PSE itself, persisting across organizational bound-
aries because no single actor has both the mandate and the incentive to
claim it (Gyllenhammar et al., 2023; Rittel & Webber, 1973). This has also
been shown in other research (Gyllenhammar & Hammersberg, 2023),
highlighting the importance of considering the entire system, not just the
sub-systems in isolation (Deming, 2018). The implication that no one
owns the service, can be seen as a macro-level factor affecting the meso-
level mechanisms presented above. Without ownership, it is not unexpected
that there is a lack of management support or lack of direction. Without
management support and direction, it is difficult to have coherent knowl-
edge management as well as autonomy, mandate, and ownership of tasks.
It is worth emphasizing that the absence of ownership of a problem or
process has previously been linked to the notion of “wicked problems”
(Rittel & Webber, 1973), underscoring the complexity of the PSE. An
implication is that service users might fall into these “gaps,” actualizing
value co-destruction at the micro-level, a value co-destruction that has its
origin at the meso-level. Hence, this “gap” can be seen as a system failure,
in which there is a risk that public value (at the macro-level) is also
destroyed by diminished trust in the PSE (Cui & Osborne, 2023; Moore,
1994). This cross-level cascade—from macro-level structural fragmentation,
through meso-level organizational failure, to micro-level value co-destruc-
tion—constitutes the paper’s central theoretical contribution: meso-level
mechanisms do not autonomously generate value co-destruction but are
themselves conditioned by systemic ownership gaps that PSE governance
has yet to resolve.

Conclusion

This article makes three contributions to the understanding of value co-de-
struction in public service ecosystems. Theoretically, it demonstrates that
meso-level co-destruction is configurational rather than additive: the four
mechanisms identified do not independently cause failure but interact in
a self-reinforcing cycle where each constraining condition makes the others
harder to overcome. This moves the literature beyond cataloging causes
of value co-destruction toward explaining the systemic logic by which
improvement initiatives fail. Empirically, the study provides a longitudinal
account of that cycle in action, tracing how diffuse purpose, the absence
of measurements, constrained autonomy, and withdrawn management
support accumulated over four years into the complete collapse of an
ambitious improvement program. The processual model synthesizes these
dynamics and offers a template for diagnosing similar failures in compa-
rable contexts.
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A further contribution is the identification of a structural ownership
gap as the macro-level condition that reproduces meso-level failure. This
gap does not reside in any single organization but persists in the space
between organizations—precisely where accountability for complex,
cross-boundary services like sick leave rehabilitation must be negotiated
but rarely is. When no actor owns the system, the meso-level mechanisms
that sustain improvement efforts lack their most fundamental precondition:
the institutional authorization to act.

This structural gap has direct consequences for service users. When no
actor owns the system, service users fall into the spaces between organi-
zations, encountering the absence of information, an inability to serve,
and a lack of transparency that Jarvi et al. (2018) identified as micro-level
causes of value co-destruction. The contribution of this study is showing
that there are cases where these micro-level failures are not primarily
produced at the point of service delivery; they are reproduced at the
meso- and macro-levels through governance arrangements that assign
responsibility for complex services to ecosystems of actors without giving
any single actor the authority to act.

From a practitioner perspective, the four mechanisms—lack of direction,
lack of management support, lack of autonomy, mandate, and ownership,
and insufficient knowledge management—are critical preconditions for
successful improvement projects. Critically, the configurational logic iden-
tified here implies that addressing any single mechanism in isolation,
improving knowledge management, for example, without resolving the
ownership structure, is unlikely to produce sustained improvement.
Practitioners should therefore treat the absence of a clear system owner
as a diagnostic signal: where ownership is diffuse, all other improvement
efforts operate without their foundational precondition.

Future research should examine whether the configurational logic iden-
tified here—specifically, the role of structural ownership gaps in reproducing
meso-level failure—holds across other complex public service ecosystems
such as mental health, elder care, and criminal justice, where cross-boundary
accountability is similarly contested. Research is also needed on the con-
ditions under which the self-reinforcing cycle can be interrupted: whether
targeted management support, even in the absence of resolved ownership,
is sufficient to prevent value failure from escalating to value decline. There
is also a need to explore additional value-in-aspects beyond value-in-use
and value-in-production, as discussed in this article, to further nuance the
picture of value creation and destruction. Finally, this study’s bottom-up,
practitioner-centered perspective calls for complementary research from the
perspective of senior management and governance actors, whose decisions
about ownership and resource allocation ultimately determine whether the
meso-level conditions for improvement can be established at all.
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Limitations

As with all research, this study has limitations that warrant discussion.
First, the findings are contextualized within the Swedish public service
ecosystem, and their generalizability to other national contexts cannot be
assumed. Second, while the analysis focuses on the meso-level and incor-
porates elements of the micro-level, it does not extend to the sub-micro-
level, thereby excluding individual values from its scope (Osborne et al,
2022). Finally, the study’s focus on a specific public service further delimits
the applicability of its conclusions.

Notes

1. As the concept of value-in-exchange as described by Gronroos (2016) stems from the
private sector, the term “customer” can be understood as the user or citizen in the
context of public service ecosystems.

2. The meso-level can be included as value-in-use since the financial benefit of a public
service organization would, in essence, be saved tax money for the citizens at the
micro-level.
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