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Abstract
Storytelling is a powerful instrument for system change. Telling stories of lived experience, listen-
ing to them, and sharing them contributes to a culture of trust based on dignity, mutual respect 
and shared values. In this paper we draw attention to public service innovation and co-creation 
with the people the service is meant for. In the past years, public service innovation was result- 
and output driven, targeting technological and managerial innovation. Stories of service users 
revealed the unintended negative consequences of such innovation policies and opened new per-
spectives for conversations of change based on shared values leading to innovations based on 
human development and dignity. 

Keywords: storytelling, system change, dignity, narratives, action research, user voice, social in-
novation, service innovation, public services, personalization, human development, culture of 
trust, cocreation

Introduction
In this article we will show how storytelling as an alternative approach contributes to 
a process of system change and innovation of public services. We argue that listening to 
stories and making them visible, contributes to 1) opportunities for seeing issues from dif-
ferent perspectives and avoiding unintended negative outcomes of (public) social service 
delivery for people who depend upon them and 2) opening up conversations for system 
change and the redesign of public services with all actors, including citizens for whom the 
service was intended. 

In section 1, we will explain how Community Reporting was used within the frame-
work of the CoSIE as an instrument to engage collective sensemaking and Participatory 
Action Research within a larger experimental research and action project about innova-
tion of social services through co-creation practices. 

In section 2, we will show how current public service design based on purpose-driven 
and instrumental rationality (Weber,1979) sustained by digital technologies, lead to — of-
ten unintentionally — added bureaucracy and the dehumanization of services, shown by 
de-personalization and othering of people for whom the service was designed to support 
in the fi rst place. 

In section 3, we address how stories, by connecting people at an empathic level and 
sharing personal experiences, encourage changes of mindset and behavior. Actors in dif-
ferent roles and positions develop common awareness on the essence of public service, its 
purpose and values, namely in supporting citizens in meaningful ways. Narratives in this 
instance are being used as instruments for service innovation and contribute to identifi -
cation and acknowledgement of cracks in the system that produce social injustice instead 
of reducing it. 

In section 4, we will apply Community Reporting as a storytelling technique within Co-
SIE in a broader perspective and relate our fi ndings to the wider calling for paradigm shift  
within public governance as introduced by Rosanvallon (2015, 2020) and Wieviorka (2020). 
Storytelling invites all actors to think and refl ect together, off ering possibilities for refram-
ing service innovation and thus introduce storytelling as a narrative intervention within 
public services (Tesselaar, 2018), and a tool through which change can happen here and now. 
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Methodology
Broadly based on the Cynefi n decision-making framework for complex environments 
(Snowden and Boone, 2007), Community Reporting has been applied in the CoSIE Hori-
zon 2020 project as a tool for supporting co-creation within innovation process of public 
services across Europe. From probation services through to the health sector, Community 
Reporting has supported services to have better insight into the worlds of the citizens they 
are supporting — providing them the space to set the agenda about what matters to them, 
open dialogue between diff erent actors and perspectives and enable refl ection from both 
people accessing services and the people working in them to support on-going learning 
and service development.

Within the CoSIE project scheme, over 250 stories of lived experiences of people who 
access services and public servants of diff erent types of public services1 were collected, 
curated and analyzed. Th e present article is based on this data set and gives insight in the 
need for fundamental system innovation based on a paradigm shift  from instrumental 
rationality to value rationality. Furthermore, we draw on observations in several profes-
sional networks in the Netherlands (Narrative Accountability Network, DiVoSA network 
on Responsive Civil Servants) and several projects run by the People’s Voice Media and 
Community Reporters Movement.

Innovative social science research in CoSIE
Community Reporting emerged in 2007 as a digital story telling instrument to express 
voices of people who are not heard. It is born from community action and evolved to 
a useful and innovative tool in interpretative and participatory action research schemes. 
Th us, throughout the years, Community Reporting developed across Europe as a mixed 
methodological approach both based on community development and action on the one 
hand and research in and about communities on the other hand.

Community Reporting through the organization of People’s Voice Media contributed 
in participatory (action) research, co-producing policy, service development and citizen 
engagement in decision-making and governance processes. Use of storytelling and Arts 
Based Research Methods (Leavy, 2007; Van Heijst et al. (2019); Geelhoed, 2019, Grieder, 
2013) also show that we can speak of a “narrative turn” in the social sciences (Jackson, 
2015). In fact, academic knowledge and practical (professional) knowledge are combined 
with experiential knowledge, incorporating stories of the heart into the study of social 
realities.

As Glasby (2011) and Durose et al (2013) have suggested, lived experience storytell-
ing — such as Community Reporting — highlights how lived experience and knowl-
edge-based practice can be used in the settings listed above and contribute to deeper and 
more accurate information about people’s lives. Storytelling in this realm, as Durose et 
al (2013) argues, allows for the representation of “diff erent voices and experiences in an 
accessible way”. Knowledge production and sharing becomes a practice for all and not 
exclusively for researchers or intellectuals.

1 CoSIE consortium is composed of academic partners and professional organizations and social 
services in Estonia, Finland, Greece, Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Spain and the UK. For more 
information. 
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Th is human approach to doing research was one of the basic purposes of CoSIE project, 
integrating practical innovation with learning strategies both for citizens, professionals, 
and researchers. Th e telling of and listening to stories through Community Reporting 
and peer-to-peer dialogue techniques create the possibility to share earnest and personal 
stories. Using audiovisual media and art-based interventions ensure that the information 
is transmitted through readable text. Audiovisual techniques involve all senses in under-
standing and interpreting the story (Geelhoed, 2019).

Within the CoSIE project, we used peer-to-peer dialogue interview techniques and 
collective sense-making activities based broadly on discourse analysis (Brown and Yule, 
1983) and notions of grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Tummers and Karsten, 
2012). Affi  liation with interpretative and sensemaking traditions in qualitative research 
was combined with emancipatory and critical research tradition that was based on action 
research. In fact, Community Reporting was used to analyze actions and behavior and en-
gage action, thus exploring ways for positive change for both people who access services, 
professionals and the public services involved.

Th is mixed methodology has provided a framework through which divergent and var-
ied lived experiences of public services — through both the lens of professionals and citi-
zens — can be amassed and synthesized into a set of learnings and fi ndings. Th is dataset 
underpins the fi ndings and arguments of this article.

Th e unintended consequences of instrumental rationality in public ser-
vices
Th e CoSIE project was developed to propose innovation of public services based on 
co-creation with the citizens for whom the service was meant. In fact, this is a value-based 
experimental approach to innovation and asks of all actors involved to listen, not to judge 
and attribute equal importance to perspectives of all. It positions itself against the regular 
perception of (smart) innovation that is related to technological applications and data 
driven solutions to improve service delivery. CoSIE is in line with the fi ndings of the 
Smart Urban Intermediaries project (Van Hulst et al. 2019; 2021) that focuses on inno-
vation and development of cities, neighborhoods, services based on citizen’s initiatives, 
valuing “smart people”, their stories and actions. It relates to the idea that innovation 
is not about best practices only but also about best persons (Van den Brink et al., 2012), 
able to connect people and, by doing so, make needed community and common projects 
happen. Th is perception of innovation involves a bottom-up approach, following needs 
and energies of people at a given place and period of time. It also shows the importance of 
evolving, growing, and building together, tackling the issues at stake when they occur and 
using new technologies when appropriate or needed to improve people’s quality of life.

Th e very essence of the public cause, and therefore of public services, is based on human 
values and meant to organize solidarity, inclusion, social justice, and equality for all citi-
zens, rich or poor, young or old, established or an outsider or newcomer. It comes down to 
the idea that political representatives and public servants are at service of the community 
and are accountable to them. Th is notion of public value was at the heart of the devel-
opment of national welfare states in the aft ermath of World War II. It was the guiding 
rationality for the setting up of a care system for citizens within modern national states 
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(De Swaan, 1988). Th is collective arrangement implied a new working area, bureaucracy 
to organize it and curation by the state.

However, this way of looking at responsibility of the state and human progress in terms 
of social equality and solidarity has become under pressure. In fact, the western idea of 
progress has been accompanied by a growing importance given to instrumental ration-
ality (Zweckrational) over value rationality (Wertrational).2 Flyvbjerg (2004) calls this 
“the Rationalist Turn, meaning the narrowing of modern society’s notion of rationality to 
a predominantly instrumental one” (Flyvbjerg, 2004:53). Th is specifi c idea of progress and 
modernization has led to technological innovation and produced economic and fi nancial 
growth, which has been profi table and was seen as the best way for future development. In 
fact, due to (economic) globalization processes, this national welfare system was diffi  cult 
to maintain.

Gradually, value rationality, proper to political and social actions, slipped to the back-
ground within public institutions guided by liberal views based on minimal state interfer-
ence. Instrumental rationality based on measurable purpose, effi  ciency, cost and benefi t 
analysis gradually became the way to go in the political sphere and for how the state and 
local authorities would act. During the 1980s and 1990s, state-owned companies were pri-
vatized, such as banks, postal services, or public transport. Th e state- and governmental 
logics became gradually dominated by instrumental rationality out of technological and 
economic spheres (Fox, 2017).

Th is development is also visible in the use of language in politics and policy making. 
Nicolina Montesano Montessori (2016, 2019) made a critical analysis of policy discours-
es. She stated that using terms such as human capital to speak about EU-citizens shows 
depersonalization and instrumentalization of the citizen to the functioning of system em-
powered by capital. On local levels, citizens who claim rightful fi nancial support from 
public services would not be called citizens but benefi ciaries or even service users, a term 
directly borrowed from the ICT sector. Public servants would call the citizens they assist 
clients or customers, which implies a relationship based on fi nancial or economic transac-
tions. Public institutions who were responsible to realize public services or realize social 
assistance or social care were obliged to reply to “open calls for proposals” on how to real-
ize public services, giving a detailed project plan with a budget, showing provisional cost 
and benefi t analysis. In fact, as a Dutch public servant would underline already in 2015: 
“local authorities operate as social investors. We do a call for tender for the realization of 
social policy plans" (interview, 2015). Organizations can off er proposals. If they win the 
bid, local authorities have a  controlling role in asking for proofs of accountability and 
social return on investment. Th e very term of accountability asks for measurable proof. 
Th ese terms show that local and national authorities organized themselves like businesses 
(Geelhoed, 2017).

In-line with this, a 2020 policy briefi ng based on data sets from Community Reporter 
Movement (Davies et al., 2020) of over 350 lived experience stories of citizens across Eu-
rope found that “process has replaced common sense, and protocol had replaced human-
ity” within services. Th e process referenced is borrowed from the processing and splitting 
up of tasks proper to tech processes. Th e authors suggest that this was caused by three 

2 See Max Weber’s classic study about Economy and Society, in which he outlines a classifi cation of 
types of action, Zweckrational (instrumental rationality) and Wertrational (value rationality). We draw on 
the English Translation of Economy and Society by the University of Berkeley Press, 1978. 
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intrinsically linked notions: bureaucracy, depersonalization, and othering (Davies et al., 
2020). Th ese three characteristics of how services would operate create a void between ser-
vice and citizen. In fact, this barren process ultimately leads to “decision-making without 
empathy” based on instruments and evaluation tools rather than on human needs and 
human dignity. In the end, this way of working, although based on rational approach, 
tends to be ineff ective. Th ese conclusions based on the analysis of a dataset based on sto-
ries of lived experience show that public services have drift ed away from their essential 
value, organize solidarity with those who need support to guarantee existence.

Th is is not to suggest that good pockets of practice and work do not exist in public ser-
vices or that good public servants or services do not exist. It is rather to say that, overall, 
there has been an unforeseen consequence of years of instrumental thinking and rational 
choices borrowed from business, consultancy, and technology. Th is trend shows that hu-
manity and relationships were valued less than the managerial structures that govern the 
services.

Hereaft er we will highlight through the stories told in the CoSIE-project the negative 
impact of bureaucracy, depersonalization and othering on public services and why system 
change, at a fundamental level, is needed and secondly, demonstrate how storytelling as 
value- based practice can be one element to support system change and bringing back 
value rationality in public services and moreover in the political sphere.

Bureaucracy and the dehumanization of public services 
Loss of personal connection. In Valencia, the CoSIE project proposed to co-create 

a business development and entrepreneur hub with and for unemployed people. To devel-
op this new type of service, stories were gathered from people who were currently unem-
ployed to better understand their needs and how current provision was working for them. 

One of the people involved in this stated that “there is a lot of information online that 
doesn’t feel helpful”. She is “stuck at the moment due to bureaucracy”. She felt that cur-
rent services “lack empathy or connection” with the people who are contacting them. Th e 
result for persons like her is the feeling that the dream of running a successful enterprise 
may be unachievable. Th is quote shows that people do not feel encouraged in realizing the 
project they have in mind. Th ey lose not only confi dence in the service, but also self-con-
fi dence.

Anonymity. Bureaucracy in public services takes on several forms. Th is case stress-
es the problem of anonymous online administrative processes that hinder the eff ective 
workings of service. Although accessibility was one of the European goals of national 
states of e-governance and internet in public services, no reciprocal interpersonal contact 
was established, which left  the service ineffi  cient.

Risky benefi ts. Th e pilot in the Houten municipality in the Netherlands focused on the 
matching between the long-term unemployed persons and available jobs. At the start of 
the CoSIE-project, many jobs were available in the municipality. However, long-term un-
employed persons, receiving social assistance benefi ts, did not fi nd their way back to paid 
work. Community Reporting stories revealed a “broken” benefi ts and jobseeker system. 
Th e stories show that the unemployed persons were scared, confused and angry. Th ey 
ended up in unsuitable jobs or even in debt because of the system organization. One indi-
vidual describes that she was employed for a limited number of hours and that her scarce 
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income was supplemented by the state, until the level of minimum allowance was reached. 
Th ese benefi ts were due to stop when she received another job and higher income. Even-
tually, she was without enough income to run her car — which was essential to the job 
she had found. Th is pushed her to move to a more unsuitable job closer to home. Th is 
was unfortunate as the job she was in had been able to off er more hours if she could have 
stayed and waited for six months. Th is person describes the legislation as “discouraging 
and counterproductive,” and the system itself as “a necessary evil” which they felt off ered 
them no support. In this example, it is shown how the social services are dealing with 
indicators designed behind a desk and based on received income only. Th e experience of 
this person, having extra expenses to get to work, are not taken into account and leaves 
her with less income than while receiving social benefi ts. 

Newcomers in Houten are oft en long-term unemployed people. Integration in Dutch 
society through work is highly promoted. However, within the same dataset, a group of 
Eritrean women point to the system and its bureaucracy as being confusing. One woman 
spoke of her experience when she was 22. Having received refugee status, she was given 
a house to live in as well as benefi ts. However, a year later she received a letter from the tax 
offi  ce demanding her to repay €3,000, an amount of money she did not have. She eventu-
ally managed to get help from a local welfare organisation but this took a lot of time and 
eff ort. 

She blames the lack of information available at the start of the process: “You fi nd out be-
cause it happens to you, but you really should have this information in advance.” Another 
woman in the group suggested that the language barrier is an issue as the information that 
is available online is only in Dutch. Th e language barrier also makes fi xing the problem 
a slower process. Another woman added that they wait in fear for what might happen with 
their benefi ts. She said her community understands that earning a certain amount causes 
you to lose rights to certain benefi ts, but they have no idea what that amount is or how it 
works in practice. Another Eritrean woman who is a single mother shared a similar story. 
Aft er three years of working every day in order to have independence for herself and her 
children, she received a letter saying she should reimburse a huge amount of money that 
she did not have — all because she did not have the rules properly explained to her. She 
felt that no one in the service would take responsibility for the problems caused. When 
she explained to the tax offi  ce that because of this she couldn’t aff ord to pay rent or buy 
food for her children, she was simply told to go to the food bank rather than being off ered 
practical solutions. She became emotional when she said: “Nobody has a voice in a free 
country. Only those in power at the unemployment services. With one strike of a pen they 
mess up your lives.” She now believes it’s better not to work. “You remain dependent, but 
you stay out of problems.” 

Th is sense of the system being broken also comes through powerfully in another per-
son’s story about his business failing, leaving him broke and homeless. He felt that the 
lack of support from the system at the start made his situation worse. Th is has left  them 
as a “ghost citizen”. At fi rst, he was refused support because his case wasn’t considered 
“bad enough”, but then when the situation escalated, when he got personally indebted and 
lost his house, he could not access support anymore because he was not registered in the 
system. Th is was because he no longer had a postal address of his own. Asking for benefi ts 
while sleeping on the couch with friends would shorten benefi ts or social assistance from 
them. 
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Th is former entrepreneur was put under pressure from employment services to accept 
a job in a factory despite not having any means of travelling to the role. He was told he 
would not be allowed any benefi ts if he did not accept the job. He found himself in a Kaf-
kaesque situation. 

Th is case shows how the bureaucratic system becomes authoritarian if instrumental 
judgement takes over and human relation and values are cut out of decision-making pro-
cess. Th e public servant applies the rules based on criteria, measures and ruling defi ned 
beforehand. It does not take the context of the person into consideration. Th is person 
wants to work but is unable to because of the system and the negative spiral he came into. 
Th is sort of paradox is another example of a system that works against itself, causing indi-
viduals to be forgotten because they do not fi t neatly into one box or another. Th e system’s 
criteria and indicators seem to produce injustice and enhance the initial problem instead 
of solving issues that can happen in the life course of any person. 

Depersonalization and loss of dignity
With bureaucratic systems like this in place, it is unsurprising that depersonalization oc-
curs. Th e stories above show that personal needs are not being listened to. In fact, the 
anonymous treatment of people as being cases made people feel that they lost their dignity 
as human beings. Th e services who were supposed to support them were largely ineff ective 
and even caused more problems. Th is leads to loss of trust in public services and in polit-
ical representation and eventually in the democratic system. 

Th e UK pilot sought to enhance personalization in probation services through cocre-
ation. It was shown in many of the stories that a personal approach is necessary and that 
“one size doesn't fi t all”. Th is was shown literally in the following story. A woman in pro-
bation was made to do paid work in boots that were too big. In fact, the type of unpaid 
work she was allocated was usually done by men. She was the only female on the unpaid 
work site and felt uncomfortable with the “sexism” experienced on the site. She describes 
her experience and says she “was very scared to be honest… it was really hard”. Although 
she eventually received boots of her own size and she gained more acceptance in the all-
male group, the woman was not as positive about her experience at the worksite. Her per-
sonal needs as a female — practically and socially — were not met from the start. 

Echoing sentiments of this, another woman on probation detailed the importance for 
probation services to understand how older women on probation feel and to recognize 
their needs. She wished that probation workers had “treated [her] more like an adult, not 
like a teenager” and understood issues such as domestic violence that had played a fac-
tor in her prosecution. Th e experience of probation made her feel “belittled” and she felt 
that it would have been good if her intelligence had been acknowledged. Th is also shows 
that, in this case, the probation system is organized in such a way that no room is left  for 
subjective experience and personal capabilities. Th is harms personal dignity and self-con-
fi dence. Th is understanding is paramount to enabling people to turn their lives around. 
As one worker explained, “it’s about unpacking what has happened in the past to move 
forward”. For them, hearing people’s stories should be seen as “privilege” as people trust 
them with details about their lives. It is through building these relationships of trust and 
understanding of the people they are supporting that professionals are in position to help 
people to make positive changes in their lives. 
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However, a number of the workers who shared their experiences of working in pro-
bation found that, in many instances, the system itself works against this more human 
and relational approach. Th ey argue that they are confronted with many changes that 
occur in the service as part of system reforms. Sometimes, staff  members feel they are in 
a constant process of change that is hard to handle. Th is leaves them uncertain about their 
professionalism in the way to support people in probation. One worker outlined that the 
number of cases they need to handle and the computerization of the process has negative 
consequences on the quality of personal support. He said: “Th ere’s far too much computer 
work”. Th e increase in cases has left  him feeling like he “doesn’t know whether [they] are 
coming or going”. Furthermore, the computer system in this specifi c service was oft en not 
available due to technical issues. With all the records being stored on it, it made it diffi  cult 
for workers to do their job when they could not access it. Th ey don’t remember the faces of 
the people they support and, in consequence, they cannot develop a personalized service 
to those people who depend on it. How, for example, can you build a relationship with 
someone if you don’t know who they are? In this case the computer prevents the worker 
from developing a genuine interpersonal relationship.

Tech control as self-control 

Th e Italian pilot focuses on reducing childhood obesity. Th rough storytelling they aimed 
at gaining a better understanding of how families — parents and children — saw their health 
and wellbeing. A female child talked about a fi tness bracelet she had on at the time of the 
storytelling. She displayed a high level of awareness about the function of the bracelet 
and also of her parents’ deception in its presentation. She had been told that the bracelet 
was a present from her grandmother. However, she knew she had it because she was part 
of “the program” about obesity. She also knew that the bracelet connects to her mother’s 
phone. She revealed the impact that the bracelet had on her behavior. She wore it through-
out the night so that the bracelet can continue to count her steps when she gets up in the 
night and fi rst thing in the morning. 

While technology may appear to present easy solutions to monitor health and activ-
ity in anti-obesity programs, this story reminds us of its unintended consequences. In 
fact, through tech we may produce new panopticons (Foucault) in which people exercise 
self-discipline and gradually lose confi dence. Th e idea of being watched leads to the in-
ternalization of other behavior, self-discipline and eventually to self-control. Ultimately 
it changes behavior but also represents a  loss of self-esteem and subjective judgement. 
E-health monitoring and control impact the feeling of safety and the psychological state 
of individuals, especially young people, who are depending on the positive encourage-
ment to develop themselves as independent and free adults. Furthermore, it highlights 
that what is a solution for one person, is not necessarily a solution for someone else and, in 
fact, could have a negative impact. Following this story, the bracelet was taken away from 
the child and work was done to reverse any negative consequences of the initial approach. 

Othering in public services
At its worst, a lack of personalization in services can lead to “othering”. Th is is when the 
service no longer sees the people they are serving as people and they instead become num-
bers on a spreadsheet. It is at this point that the humanity, compassion and empathy with-
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in a system ceases to exist. In the Swedish pilot, asylum seekers — a group that generally 
has the least power in society — shared their experiences of public services. One asylum 
seeker talked about “feeling powerless” with “fate being in the hands of the authorities”. 
He had been told he will have to return to Afghanistan soon. Th is makes him fear having 
no family, fear for his life, but he has no say in his situation. Another asylum seeker felt he 
was “running out of hope” and used his story to plead with the authorities to put them-
selves in his shoes before deciding on his case. 

Awareness of both past trauma and on-going mental anguish that accompanies the un-
certainty of an asylum seeker’s situation is therefore paramount for services to be able to 
provide eff ective and approachable support. Empathy emerges as a key value that individ-
uals seek and have a right to expect from the services supporting them. However, in these 
instances the consequences of the decisions being made by services on the current lives of 
people (i.e. negative impact on people’s mental health) and future potential consequences 
(i.e. persecution in their home countries) does not seem to be factored into how asylum 
seekers are being supported. 

Instead, the people within these services make decisions without really connecting to 
how they impact the people. In fact, the overall austerity policy and defi ned quota and 
budget lines are leading. Decision-making about their fate is being anonymized by be-
coming administrative decisions. In short, the asylum seekers who shared their experi-
ences with us are not being seen. Th ey have become case numbers, not human beings. 

When people are “othered”, they oft en feel powerless to aff ect any kind of change and 
this leads people to lose hope. One woman who shared her experience as part of the Dutch 
pilot described feeling “bossed around” by the housing support services. Th is eventually 
led to her turning down support from them. Th is story demonstrates how the ways of 
interacting with service providers can compound the existing feelings of powerlessness, 
thus render the services ineff ective. Th ey fail to help those that they are supposed to sup-
port. 

Th is again is proper to instrumental and purpose-driven ways of organizing public ser-
vices and calls for re-emphasizing on treatment in line with principles of equality, empa-
thy and humanity. Th e woman also mentioned that trust in the public service is connect-
ed to proper communication between public service staff  and the sharing of information 
about issues at stake, so that the staff  has the proper information on what is relevant and 
important for people that day. Not being listened to or not being seen as a person within 
institutions ultimately leads to distrust in the institutions that are there to govern and 
support society. 

Th e stories above show the importance of human-centred approaches and shared ethi-
cal values, related to reciprocity, dignity, recognition of personal problems. We will show 
in the next section how storytelling can contribute to changing the system. 

Changing the system: Putting the heart back into public services Value 
rationality
Th e Community Reporter stories gathered do also detail how services are (and can be) 
delivered in a more human way. In Finland, the pilot explored solutions to youth mar-
ginalization — in essence, young people who were not in education or training, and where 
“drift ing” through life. Many of the young people we spoke to as part of the story gath-
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ering process felt like outsiders with no purposes in life and were calling out for someone 
to talk too. Th e process of telling their stories through community reporting represented 
a fi rst step to personal recognition and dignity.

As one young man who is living “a life that sucks” stated: “If I could have someone to 
talk to and something to do with in my life”, that would help. Similarly, one young man 
who felt isolated due to social exclusion because of his looks and ways of being, suggests 
that “it would help to have a service where someone connects a few people to meet and get 
to know each other”. Other young people’s stories echo this sentiment, with one suggest-
ing having a “cup of coff ee” with other young people like them would help. Th ese more 
social or community forms of support reach people who aren’t currently engaged with 
traditional services. 

Making such services feel more informal and less like a service would be key to this 
type of support. A young man who moved to Finland from Somalia as a teenager said that 
the family home he was put into when he arrived didn’t really feel like a service. Another 
Somalian man who moved when he was young stated that although he provides immi-
grants support in accessing services via the offi  cial support services, many people would 
come to his shop for more informal advice and support, instead of contacting the formal 
services. Support within familiar or community settings would help to engage some of 
the marginalized (young) people and help them to identify and then address their needs.

In the Spanish pilot, the focus was to support unemployed people — particularly those 
who were long-term unemployed or at a greater distance from the labor market — to set 
up their own enterprises. One of the stakeholders involved states that services for unem-
ployed people should seek to “empower” them and be supportive. It is important for such 
services to understand that “the long-term unemployed people carry an emotional load, 
and it is important to work on their capabilities and skills”. 

Th is understanding has been factored into the pilot and has had several benefi ts to the 
people accessing the service. A  large part of the support provided by the pilot revolves 
around the mentoring of the participants. As one person explained: “We felt tremendous 
support from the mentors and so we have achieved things that without being here would 
have been impossible. Th e atmosphere here is very healthy, very calm and colleagues 
are always willing to help”. Th is way of working creates an enabling environment which 
makes it possible for their business ideas and themselves as individuals to fl ourish. 

Th e mentoring is achieved formally by the appointed business mentors and informally 
by the peer network that the co-working space has created. Both approaches contribute to 
the supportive environment that the person is referring to. Both have been instrumental 
in enabling people to development both personally, and professionally, as part of the pilot. 
A key part of this, as one person acknowledges, is the “real, practical support” that the 
mentoring provides. It has given her a “grounding” and made the idea of running her own 
business “real” and “doable”. Furthermore, as one person stated, it is not the same to start 
alone as it is to have some support:

“For me it’s been of great support. I have no family who are entrepreneurs so to have 
those mentors has been of enormous help in how to continue and progress”. 

In essence, the pilot is successfully reaching out to people who would not usually en-
gage with start-up project and support and off ering them opportunities for economic and 
personal development that they would not have otherwise had access to. Key to this is that 
the people being supported know that the mentors supporting them care about them (as 
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do the other entrepreneurs around them), and this has been key to building relationships 
of trust. 

Th e strength of togetherness
Th is human approach to service delivery centered on relationship building is also evi-
dent in the Hungarian pilot that is focused on supporting rural communities to develop 
household economies. As a member of the Kunszentmárton social cooperative details, 
co-creation is an important part of the process: “We will prepare it together, we come 
together, each one of us will have something, and we will do it together.” Th is succinctly 
summarizes the spirit of many of the stories, which demonstrate examples of various 
types of community members coming together to become more self-sustaining by reviv-
ing household economy traditions. 

Exemplifying this is another Kunszentmárton participant who at a cooking event organ-
ized by the social cooperative, was responsible for preparing noodles for the fi rst time, says, 
“I am very excited, because I feel that I am not yet prepared for it. But we have such a com-
munity, we are making the program together. I am in it as a member of a social cooperative, 
and I really like the other members in the cooperative. I can rely on them, and therefore 
I believe it will be all right.” Th is sense of community support within the areas involved in 
the pilot is key to enabling people to learn new things and take on new challenges.

One of the key values central in this example are the importance of togetherness, of 
sharing and the general safety that is provided by the community. People feel encouraged 
to learn, to ask for help and to experiment with new activities. Th ey feel respected and 
recognized as individual human beings with their own subjective capabilities, needs and 
vulnerabilities, which can be shared with others. 

Recognition of personal capabilities
In the Netherlands, a man living with autism had previously a negative experience with 
the support system around employment and taxation. Th is had impacted severely on his 
mental health and fi nancial situation. He describes however that another department of 
the same municipality had been very supportive. He tells about his work in the archives 
of the municipality, fi rst in a participation role, which was designed to help people with 
disabilities to fi nd work, before being given a permanent role.

“Since I returned to the municipality in 2017 [in a participation job] I took giant steps 
in self-development. Th e municipality learned a lot from me too. Th ey made many mod-
ifi cations. For instance, they gave me extra space for conversation and to walk outside for 
a while to ‘reset’. I needed this in the beginning because now everything goes so well that 
I don’t need it anymore. […] Th e municipality gave me a permanent job at the beginning 
of 2019. Th ere’s a lot of work. I feel very comfortable, and I like it a lot. Now working and 
living are going well for me”. He says that the chance he was given by the municipality was 
“fantastic”: “I belong here. Th ey saw that too.” Th is story shows again that being treated as 
a person, with personal needs and capacities, and not as a case, makes signifi cant diff er-
ences for people. Th e public servants who hired him saw beyond his autism to recognize 
that he as a person was a great fi t for the role and organization and gave him what he 
needed to thrive. 
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Public service delivery is about human values and dignity

What the instances and ideas outlined in these stories represent is that it is possible to de-
liver services with humanity based on values such as mutual respect, genuine interest and 
empathy, based on capabilities of people. To do that, we must ensure that the things that 
make us human — relationships with others, empathy, emotional intelligence etc. — are at 
the forefront of service design and delivery. As Davies et al (2020) called for, public servic-
es must push back again a culture of “computer says no” and look for nuanced solutions 
to providing support for the citizens they service. Storytelling — and valuing people’s lived 
experiences — has a role to play in the development of individual and social dignity. Public 
services should again operate along the lines of value rationality, in which every person 
feels accepted in his own and unique way and recognized for their personal set of capa-
bilities and skills. 

Storytelling as a motor for system change

Stories of lived experience at the heart of decision making. Within the CoSIE project 
(and beyond), Community Reporting has been used as a  tool for co-creation in diff er-
ent types of public services. What this practice does is put stories — our own personal 
experiences both as citizens and as professionals — at the centre of discussions and deci-
sion-making processes. As has been identifi ed within the CoSIE project, the impact of 
Community Reporting has mostly been found in the “behaviors and ideologies held by 
individuals and in the delivery and spaces of services delivered by organizations” (Trow-
bridge and Willoughby, 2020). As, Trowbridge and Willoughby (2020) suggest: 

Whilst there have been some indicators of wider impact… it is unsurprising that systemic impact is an area 
where little change has occurred. Th is is because this type of change and impact oft en takes longer to come 
to fruition and is usually infl uenced by interconnected, networked and incremental changes at individual and 
organizational levels.

In essence, what Community Reporting and the use of storytelling as an approach to 
system change is asking for is a “paradigmatic shift  in terms of how societal and govern-
mental institutions operate” and this is not a quick process (Trowbridge and Willoughby, 
2020). 

Changing the public service working culture... 

A culture of listening. Nonetheless, this should not imply that storytelling cannot bring 
about — or at the very least — have a role to play in system change. Just within the CoSIE 
project we can see the seeds of this in terms of how it has changed the approach of indi-
viduals working in services and how they see the value of it. As one of the leaders of the 
UK pilot explains: 

Community Reporting has been a really diff erent way of actually fi nding out about what staff  and service users 
think about [the service] and what I really like about it is that it is really listening to the voices of people directly 
rather than putting it through the medium of various councils and panels, which is what [previously] people 
have been used to.
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A culture of personalization and connection. Based on the stories gathered in the pro-
ject, a toolkit was co-produced with peer mentors in the probation service and key staff  
members that foregrounded the use of storytelling to create a working culture of person-
alization — not just personalization within a  service — via the creation of personal con-
nections. As the toolkit identifi es, this involves going beyond process and is about really 
getting to know people. Essentially, this can be achieved by talking to people, hearing 
their story, and getting to know them. 

A culture of holding space. Similarly, in the Dutch pilot, Community Reporting led 
to the lead Policy Advisor refl ecting on and rethinking how the municipality serves its 
citizens: 

It’s not rocket science. It’s a basic thing that as a civil servant we tend to have an agenda — a well-meaning agenda 
but an agenda, nonetheless. [Community Reporting] took us away from our agenda and allowed people to make 
their own.

What this demonstrates is that giving people the space to talk without a specifi c agenda 
provides an opportunity to become aware of it and for diff erent thinking to emerge. Th is 
process is a sign of (or the seed of) system change — it is abandoning top-down, paternal 
notions of service delivery and creates space for bottom-up change processes to emerge, 
perhaps those that are more in-line with asset-based development practices and with no-
tions of inclusion.

Conclusion: Community Reporting as narrative intervention for system 
change
Community Reporting in the CoSIE project can be seen as a narrative intervention. All 
diff erent stakeholders involved in the public service, benefi ciaries, public servants, man-
agers and policy makers were interacting together and designing a new story for the public 
service in question. Community Reporting was both an instrument for common analysis, 
common sensemaking and designing actions for system change. In this sense, storytell-
ing can be seen as a tool for change, but eventually, it becomes the system change itself 
(Tesselaar, 2015). By using stories and getting deeper insight in the meaning of individual 
actions within public services, people will be encouraged to make changes happen. Th is 
bottom-up approach asks for professional space within public services. It calls for the eth-
ical refl ection upon one’s own work and the relationship with others. 

What is needed is that all actors involved in the realization of public policy are aware 
of the role they play and the constant refl ection about one’s own actions it implies. In fact, 
instead of talking about accountability of social policy and public services being the work-
ing elements in this, it is important to introduce also narrative accountability techniques, 
based on storytelling, visual accounts, conversations, and fi lms, so that in all phases of 
policy making and decision-making processes the experience of benefi ciaries are at the 
heart of public service within the public services and public administration. In the next 
section we will call for a  narrative technique within the bureaucratic system of public 
services. 
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Th e calling of narrative democratic system and responsive governance
Th e above experience within the CoSIE project and the impact of stories on innovation of 
public services is in line with growing awareness that public governance cannot be ruled 
by an instrumental rationality and cost-benefi t ideology that comes with it alone. Howev-
er, it is not easy to integrate narrative and co-creative approaches into the present system. 
Public administrations and most organizations work with plans and targets defi ned be-
forehand based on prospects. Available resources, time and money constitute a well-de-
fi ned and predetermined frame. Working with narratives and involving people requires 
time and space to develop and learn (Sarphatie and Geelhoed, 2020).

Th e CoSIE project showed that the narrative processes, inherently present in co-crea-
tive approaches to innovation, have another starting point. It starts at the heart of the mat-
ter, the shared values, instead of the distribution of available resources. Oft en this does 
not correspond to planned time, requirements and available resources. It is also important 
that decision-makers provide for space to integrate open outcomes and unexpected solu-
tions.

Th ese do not always correspond to the budgetary lines and organizational structure of 
local administrations. Our earlier research on innovative social investment showed, how-
ever, development of new initiatives based on shared responsibility, community values, 
safety and respect for diff erences, fl exibility and reconsideration of predetermined goals. 
If the targets and goals are not met, this does not mean failure or loss of benefi ts. It is sim-
ply a step forward and a learning process. 

However, in line with the work of Pierre Rosanvallon (2008, 2011/2013), these new ways 
of working are signs of change of democracy itself. He observes a general need for “Nar-
rative Democracy”, as he calls it (Rosanvallon, 2015). We need to go back to basics and 
listen to the stories of those who are not visible, those whose voices are not heard in the 
political arena and who do not have access to communicational tools (Castells, 2013). 
Listening becomes a core virtue in public service delivery. Th rough the sharing of stories, 
a common understanding of what living together actually means could be achieved. As 
Rosanvallon underlines, democratic systems are not static structures. In fact, democracy 
cannot be achieved — it is an ongoing process. It needs to adapt to major, current social 
transformation and be in tune with our time. We need to strive and fi ght for democracy 
and defi ne democratic foundations, based on the stories of all in their own natural and 
social environments (Rosanvallon, 2011/2013, 2015; Wieviorka, 2020). Th erefore our pro-
ject on co-creation and innovation of public services matters. It strives to lend voice to 
those who are not heard and is based on listening and adjustment of priorities according 
to citizen’s needs. It off ers a learning journey to those who wish to contribute to this fun-
damental cultural change.3

Entanglement of multiple rationalities in public governance systems
Why it is so complicated is because it asks for a change of organizational culture of the 
bureaucratic system of public governance and administration. Van der Steen (2011) shows 
that public governance both on national and local levels operates along diff erent ration-

3 See also CoSIE website https://cosie.turkuamk.fi /results/ It off ers not only academic insights but 
also a practical toolkit. a roadmap to co-creation and a MOOC to make a start with a changing working 
culture in public services.
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alities, operational at the same time, which may interact and are sometimes in confl ict 
with each other. Th e quadrant of Van der Steen (see below) shows how instrumental and 
value-based rationalities are guiding these four major action schemes of the public insti-
tutions and public authorities. 

Firstly, it is related to the notion of Public Administration, the organization of the 
democratic system and the maintenance of rights and duties (see bottom left ). He would 
link up to the legal disposition and rule of state. Secondly, public government is related to 
New Public Management and related to performance and the actual realization of policy 
in a legitimate, effi  cient and accountable way and within the available budget, (balance 
between costs and benefi ts) (see top left ). Th ese two perspectives are primarily ruled by 
instrumental rationality, based on the legal and managerial instruments. Th irdly, national 
and local authorities are also focused on Network governance in which extensive coop-
eration with external stakeholder groups and public/private partnerships are engaged to 
realize the objectives of governance and policy (see top right). Finally, national and local 
authorities are aware of societal resilience, to what happens within the active community. 
Th is is what Van der Steen calls responsive governance. 

Th us, governmental action, be it on national or local levels, have diff erent action frames 
that interact with each other and that have diff erent instrumental rationality and val-
ue rationality as guiding principles. Th e horizontal axes are indicating the relationship 
between the public service/ governance and the society, and the vertical axe shows the 
relationship between results and preconditions. Within public services and their organi-
zation, the four fi elds of the quadrant are operating at the same time. 

From results to basic conditions

Performing governance Cooperative governance

Legitimate governance Responsive governance

Th e reality shows that many (governmental) institutions through their public services 
wish to be a networking and a responsive authority. In practice, however, legitimacy and 
management are dominant procedures within actual public services, policy making and 
decision making (Van der Steen, 2015).

Professionals within public organizations need to become aware of these diff erent types 
of action. Also, in this situation storytelling techniques can help to increase better under-
standing and awareness of the actual purpose of public institutions. We would therefore 
also call for narrative approaches within the public administrations and services, and 
within the decision-making process (policy cycle), so that public and civil servants are 
able to adopt a refl exive approach to their work and integrate logics of cooperation and 
resilience within everyday work. 

Th is may help to keep track of the agenda of the community, the persons the service is 
meant for. Current action research on narrative accountability in the Netherlands (Geel-
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hoed and Sarphatie, 2020; Geelhoed, Sarphatie and Sprinkhuizen, 2020) but also the net-
work for responsive civil servants set up in the Netherlands (Bakker, 2019) shows that 
there is growing awareness about the urgency for change. From current research results 
it becomes clear how public services in the Netherlands are counterproductive and even 
produce injustice (Frederik, 2021; Van Kampen et al. 2020; Knijn, 2021). Th e actual scan-
dal around fraud regulation in the fi eld of childcare which resulted into unjust accusa-
tion of fraud for many families, being obliged by the tax offi  ce to reimburse benefi ts over 
years of time, which left  them heavily indebted, sometimes homeless (Frederik, 2021) or 
children taken into care. Emphasizing on legimate governance and public management 
values with regard to citizens who depend upon public services and allowances lead to 
fundamental injustice, loss of dignity and growing distrust between governance and citi-
zens (Van Kampen et al, 2020). 

As we have shown above, Community Reporting can serve as a narrative intervention 
to provide for new insights on the one hand and open pathways for actual change on the 
other. In this sense, the “story becomes the change”, as Suzanne Tesselaar (2015, 2017) 
states in her many books and interventions. In fact, through storytelling all actors become 
aware of their professional roles and from this awareness they can build new working 
relationships based human relations and mutual respect. Th us, civil servants, managers, 
legislators, organizations and citizens can make a decent working environment together 
in which public professionals and citizens both feel recognized "in his unique right of 
being and doing" (Dikkers en De Bell, 2020). Tonkens (2020) calls even for social dignity, 
which is related to transforming the system in such a way that the system contributes to 
guarantee a decent life for each person in line ,despite all individual and group diff erences, 
with their own capabilities and dreams. Th e real power of storytelling as narrative inter-
vention lies in the mobilization of collective intelligence and imagination, contributing to 
draft ing and craft ing our pathway to a common future on this planet.
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