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2020 After Shock Dialogue Network – Event report  

About this document 

The COVID-19 coronavirus crisis of 2020 has been a significant shock                                                         

to governments, societies and economies. The OECD, through its                                                       

Observatory of Public Sector Innovation, has collaborated with                                                                 

like-minded organisations and conveners to capture key insights                                                            

from relevant events to inform global discussions about the crisis,                                                             

its aftermath and the implications for governments and their roles.  

This event report is one of a series of reports developed through this                                                   

'2020 After Shock Dialogues Network'. This will help inform, among other things and events, the 

discussions at Government After Shock on 17-18 November 2020. 

It provides an overview of some of the key messages, insights and take-aways from the Australian 

Public Sector Innovation Month, a series of events that took place over July 2020, coordinated by the 

Public Sector Innovation team within the Australian Department of Industry, Science, Energy and 

Resources. This event report has been developed collaboratively between Innovation Month event 

hosts and the OECD Observatory of Public Sector Innovation. 

A high-level view of Innovation Month  

Innovation Month, which started as Innovation Week in 2011 before becoming Innovation Month in 

2013, is an annual series of events and activities to help explore and celebrate public sector 

innovation.  

The theme in 2020 was ‘delivering differently’, reflecting the public sector’s outcomes-focused 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic and the new online format due to social distancing restrictions.  

Over 10,000 people participated in one of the 68 events (26 open and 42 private) throughout the 

month. 

What is the relationship of Innovation Month to the crisis?  

The discussions of Innovation Month were strongly shaped by the crisis. Many conversations revolved 

around the topic of collaboration and how the responses to the pandemic have broken down silos 

and enabled or encouraged cross-sectoral cooperation. While collaboration has been a strong 

presence in previous years, in 2020 it seemed to move from something that was being talked about to 

something that was being done.  

The crisis also necessitated and provided permission to experiment across government and made 

innovation tangible to the work of the public sector. 

 

https://gov-after-shock.oecd-opsi.org/dialogue-network/
https://www.industry.gov.au/government-to-government/public-sector-innovation-network/innovation-month-2020
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What was the focus of Innovation Month?  

Events covered a wide diversity of topics under the thematic banner of ‘delivering differently’. They  

included exploration of particular methods and approaches (e.g. system-led design and participatory 

futures), how organisations can embed innovation capabilities, what COVID-19 revealed about the 

future of the Australian Public Service, and the presentation of the Public Sector Innovation Awards. 

What were some of the highlights or points of reflection?  

The crisis has aided the maturity of the conversations and engagement with innovation 

● The wide variety of events and the involvement of different sectors was exciting, and it was great 
to see people engage with the topic of innovation during the crisis. 

● The virtual nature of the events meant that they could reach more people and a different mix of 
people than previous in-person events. At the same time, there was also greater self-initiated 
engagement from people outside of the Australian Public Service than that seen in previous years. 

● There was an unprecedented opportunity to test and really use digital tools, and thus Innovation 
Month was highly experimental with hosts using a range of different technologies for their online 
events. 

● The conversation about, and the practice of, innovation in the context of the Australian Public 
Service seems to be maturing beyond what has been seen in previous years. This is likely part of 
an ongoing innovation journey but also accelerated by the crisis which has helped demonstrate 
the relevance and necessity of innovation within the public sector. 

● For instance, there was considerable appetite and willingness at senior levels within the public 
service to engage with Innovation Month, more so perhaps than in previous years. 

The crisis has emphasised the need to ‘work with’, rather than ‘do to’ 

 Many events touched on how government is not the ‘know-all’ and that often the community will 
have important experience and knowledge to help shape and deliver responses. 

 The shared crisis has allowed people to be vulnerable in revealing that they do not have all the 
answers, and to more openly share knowledge and experiences and questions. The ubiquitous 
nature of the crisis has meant that often people have been bringing their personal and 
community perspectives to bear as well as their professional ones. 

 The public sector needs to be working with people, not independent of them. 

The crisis has emphasised the need for a holistic and collaborative perspective 

 Events had a holistic perspective threaded through them, with strong elements of systems thinking 
and systems-led design, reflecting in part the all-encompassing nature of the crisis but also the 
growing understanding and use of systems approaches. 

 Collaboration was emphasised by participants and innovation award winners far more than 
previous years, and the crisis has helped to show that collaboration is not that scary, but actually 
instrumental to achieving better outcomes. 

The crisis created an environment where it was essential to work differently 

 The crisis has led to widespread experimentation and use of technology, providing an immersive, 
tangible and practical experience (e.g. with facilitating virtual meetings and conversations), that 
would not have happened otherwise. 
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What were some of the key take-aways or messages that you want others to know?  

● The public sector is innovative, and it is trying new things. 
● The crisis has encouraged the application of various approaches to innovation and agility within 

the public sector. A lot has happened with new behaviours, new processes and experiments. In a 
dynamically changing environment with real-time experimentation, it is necessary to find new 
ways to tell stories about what is happening on a daily basis as well as during specialised events, 
such as Innovation Month. These stories help provide drive and momentum and excite people 
about possibilities. 

● Permission for innovation needs to be given on an ongoing basis by leaders. Particularly in a 
changing context, people will look for reassurance that they have permission to do so. 

● When people are given the opportunity “to challenge the status quo, that’s when you get the 
gold”. The crisis could (and should) be an opportunity to shift the focus of management and 
processes to outcomes and trusting staff to achieve them. 

● COVID-19 unlocked people’s resistance to change. The crisis meant that people were willingly 
trying new things and working in new ways. 

● The crisis also reduced the approval hierarchy but there is a fear also that it will return as/when 
the crisis subsides/matures. We cannot assume that what has changed during the crisis will last 
beyond it. 

What would you add to the three ‘Government After Shock’ questions?  

What do we need to leave 

behind (both from before and 

during the crisis)?  

What do we want to keep (both 

from before and during the 

crisis)?  

What should we do differently?  

● Incentives that focus on 
process rather than 
outcomes 

● Cutting corners in the name 
of efficiency, which leaves 
us vulnerable because of a 
lack of 
resilience/dependability. 

● The reduction in approval 
hierarchy required by the 
crisis 

● A culture of sharing lessons 
and experiences, regardless 
of positional level 

● More hybrid work (e.g. mix 
of virtual and in-person at 
the same time) 

● Alignment on goals across 
work areas, something 
fostered by the crisis. 

● Help managers and leaders 
to see how to manage and 
lead in new and different 
ways 

● Leverage and connect staff 
from across different 
agencies depending on the 
work at hand rather than 
the structures they are in 

● More open and flexible 
procurement processes 

● Rethinking how government 
works with people and their 
communities, being more 
open to co-design and 
participatory processes 

● Exploring how to engage 
with resilience 

● Fostering a culture shift to 
trialling and testing within 
everything we do. 
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What do we need to keep talking about?  

● The need to bring outside thinking inside of the public sector, to bring in different perspectives 
and experiences that can help the public sector see things in new ways and be open to new 
possibilities (and challenges). 

● How can foresight be better integrated and used in the work of the public sector? 
● How do we reduce the friction involved in actually getting things done? How do we learn from the 

crisis experience and accompanying removal of process steps to more systematically remove the 
unnecessary blockers when not in crisis? “How do you get rid of all the crap so that when you 
want to do the work you can just get in to it?” 

● What are the skills needed in this new uncertain environment? 
● How do we build on the experience of the crisis in letting people be more open about how they 

are feeling? How do we bring all of ourselves – our emotions, our feelings – into our work and 
make it normal? How do we remind ourselves how much better it is when we can do that in our 
work? 

● How do we build trust, psychological safety and casual conversations into the design and 
experience of virtual events? 

What advice could be given to others undertaking something similar?  

● Push the conversation outside the comfortable space and challenge the status quo. 
● Pitch things as an experiment, as people then feel more comfortable with uncertainty and are more 

willing to try different things. 
● As innovation becomes more mature as a topic/issue, it will receive more scrutiny, so 

experimentation needs to be accompanied by making sure all the gaps are filled. 
● Ask advice of others who have run events and participate in other events. Test, plan and test again. 
● Do not be afraid to reach out to people when planning your event, as you do not know what they 

can offer unless you engage in a conversation. 
● Be clear up front about expectations for your event(s) – e.g. “This event will be interactive and all 

participants will be expected actively contribute.” 
● Finding a technology platform that is universal (i.e. accessible, usable and suitable for all 

organisational and individual needs and security restrictions while also delivering all of the 
functionality desired) is impossible. 

● Digital events experience very high drop-out rates (up to 50%). 

Thank you and further information  

Thank you to Helen Bailey, Drew Baker, Rhianna Blackthorn, Alex Cleary, Kylie Cuthbertson, 

Madeleine Dove, Trevor Gibbs, Daniel Gray, Jeremy Groves, Grace O’Hara, Matt Keks, Elizabeth St 

George, and Dan Woods for sharing their insights from Innovation Month for this report. Further 

information about Innovation Month, including recordings of some of the events, can be found at 

https://www.industry.gov.au/government-to-government/public-sector-innovation-

network/innovation-month-2020.  

 

 

https://www.industry.gov.au/government-to-government/public-sector-innovation-network/innovation-month-2020
https://www.industry.gov.au/government-to-government/public-sector-innovation-network/innovation-month-2020

