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Abstract

Public value co-creation emerged as a perspective that takes public service delivery beyond 
effectiveness and efficiency to the services that involve different actors which meet the citizens’ 
satisfaction and expectation. This development has necessitated the adoption of several 
strategies by governments aimed at achieving this goal. Arising from this understanding, this 
paper’s objective rests upon the exploration of the correlation between digitalization and public 
value co-creation in public sector organizations viewing the citizens as co-creators. Utilizing 
secondary sources of data, the paper compellingly argues that the citizens could participate 
more actively and effectively in digitalization driven public value co-creation in public sector 
organizations. However, it is highlighted in the study that digital divide is a potential obstacle 
which could undermine the role of citizens towards digitalization driven public value co-creation 
in public sector organizations. As a panacea, the paper recommends for decentralization of 
digital governance so as to provide majority of the citizens (especially those at the remote areas) 
the opportunity to participate in the public value co-creation processes.     
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1 Introduction

The quest for public service that satisfies the people is gaining momentum across the world as 
citizens are no longer interested only in services delivered to them but most importantly the level 
to which those services meet their expectations and satisfaction. Therefore, it suffices to argue that 
public value co-creation perspective emerged to strongly encourage public sector management to 
refocus from efficient service delivery to satisfactory public service involving other relevant actors. 
This suggests a paradigm shift from within the boundary of organization to that of society at large 
and by extension explains the growing interest in public value co-creation as a way achieving the 
above objective. The concept of co-creation has grown significantly and is gaining attention in 
many fields such as public management (Ansell & Torfing, 2021; Torfing et al., 2019; Torfing & 
Sørensen, 2019; Bryson et al., 2017). It is a perspective originated from marketing where it was 
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viewed as a process whereby customers collaborate with service providers or suppliers in creating 
value (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). Arguably, public value co-creation goes beyond effective public 
service delivery to the involvement of other relevant actors (citizens and private sector) as well 
as the satisfaction of the people. These services should be sustainable, effective and efficient; and 
most importantly meet the citizens’ expectation (Ofoma & Adeiza, 2023). 

While the discourse on public value co-creation has continued, digitalization has arguably 
come to the fore as a driving force for the achievement of organizational (both public and 
private) objectives; thereby further exposing the failure of New Public Management reforms 
in meeting the expectations of the people in public service delivery. This suggests the growing 
concern about digital government in public value perspective (Cordella & Bonina, 2012). 
The wide spread of digital tools has encouraged the movement from better service delivery to 
public services that satisfy citizens; hence the strong basis for public value co-creation as the 
primary objective of digital initiatives of government. Unlike the New Public Management that 
considers digitalization as a tool for administrative efficiency, public value thesis has a wider 
coverage that goes beyond service delivery to fulfilment of societal objectives (Bannister & 
Connolly, 2014; Cordella & Bonina, 2012). As a result of the digital revolution, information 
sharing and access among citizens has changed dramatically. Providing services that meet the 
needs of the citizens may not be practicable without leveraging digital tools that are springing 
up (Ehiane et al., 2019).

However, it is argued that the adoption of digital tools in public service is not foolproof as 
it could pose certain challenges especially to the citizens. For instance, digital operations in 
Nigeria are threatened by fraudulent and criminal activities that put personal information and 
security under serious attack (Fatile, 2012; Kazeem, 2011). The pulling down of Mobile ID app (a 
digital tool) that was meant to generate digital National Identification Number of a successfully 
enrolled citizens by National Identity Management Commission was due to concerns bothering 
on security and privacy (Eke et al., 2022). Notwithstanding, it is contended that public value co-
creation perspective has established a strong context within which the important role of public 
servants and digital reforms can be reconsidered from a value oriented point of view (Bannister 
& Connolly, 2014; Cordella & Bonina, 2012; Pang et al., 2014; Rose et al., 2015) that may 
result in scholarly investigations both within public administration and the related disciplines. 
Existing studies primarily center on political and administrative methods of measuring public 
value rather than on public value expressed by the citizens. Though, the centrality of the citizens 
at the concept of public value co-creation is widely accepted (Moore, 1995; Bozeman, 2007; 
Bozeman, 2019; Meynhardt, 2009; Nabatchi, 2012; Osborne et al., 2021). Panagiotopoulos et 
al. (2019) argue that a lot of relevant interrogations around public value theory have been made 
but understanding and ascertaining the effect of digital government measures on public value 
co-creation is largely underexplored. This scholarly lacuna is buttressed in the article by Criado 
and Gil-Garcia (2019, 439) that “the impact of technologies to foster public value creation 
using open data and transparency websites, crowdsourcing and participation platforms, smart 
city sensors, or social media technologies, among others, remains broadly unexplored from 
the perspective of public sector management”. Furthermore, Almeida et al. (2018), Sicilia et 
al. (2019), and Ansell and Torfing (2021) argue that there is limited research on approaches of 
public service co-creation as well as its execution process leading to the desired results in the 
context of digitalization. Similarly, Rodriguez Muller et al. (2021) infer that there is insignificant 
research interrogating the processes and results of public service co-creation. These illuminate 
the novelty of this particular study that probes the influence of digitalization on public value 
co-creation in public sector organizations seeing the citizens as co-creators. 
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Consequently, the paper is organized as follows: The next section centers on methods 
followed by review of literature on digitalization and public value co-creation. The subsequent 
section presents an insight on the discourse while the next section of the study focuses on digital 
divide as a potential pitfall, ensuing concluding remarks. 

2 Methods

The study made use of secondary sources of data such as newspapers, journal articles, books 
etc. Therefore, the information could be generated from public organizations, international 
organizations, highly respected journal outlets such as the ones published by Taylor & Francis, 
Elsevier, Sage, etc. 

3 Literature review

3.1 Digitalization: Concept and issues

Concepts are foundations upon which research is built to the extent that lack of their clarification 
will result in ambiguity (Adcock & Collier, 2001). These (concepts) are not just components of 
a theory but also instruments for gathering fact and repository of data. In order words, concepts 
drive research (Sartori, 1970, quoted in Ejiofor, 2024). Accordingly,  digitalization as a concept 
can be viewed as changing a model of or in an organization which results in creating new 
services or products, altering the actors of value creation process as well as adapting to the 
processes, setting, or ecosystems so as to apply digital tools (Henriette et al., 2016; Legner et 
al., 2017;  Parviainen et al., 2017).    

Digitalization is changing our environment in such a manner that new opportunities and 
challenges are introduced for organizations operating in this dynamic environment (Tilson et 
al., 2010; Brennen & Kreiss, 2016; Esposito De Falco et al., 2017; Lindgren et al., 2019). This 
transformation is so prevalent that it includes changes affecting individual duties, organizational 
models, new interactions, digitization of existing processes and cutting-edge panacea that 
better meet the satisfaction of the people. Digitalization is by no means a futuristic prediction 
rather a component of how organizations operate presently (Ford, 2015).  Automation, big 
data analytics, connectivity and digital interfaces are just a few of the fields where solutions 
incorporating digitalized technologies are becoming more prevalent (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 
2014). These solutions have been demonstrated to have impacts on operations management 
both within and across organizations (Agrifoglio et al., 2017).

It suffices to contend that the emergence of digitalization as a prominent strategic tool for 
organizations is not surprising but being progressive in digital direction is rarely uncomplicated 
(Legner et al., 2017; Zangiacomi et al., 2020). Digitalization does not only affect the process, 
settings and society but also shape the players or actors in the system. Specifically, present tasks 
may be affected (Parviainen et al., 2017; Henriette et al., 2016), therefore, organizations must 
realize and analyze the importance of new technical know-how needed to fill the vacuum in the 
environment to fully reap the benefits of digitalization. Those with substantial organizational 
expertise who are not familiar with growing digital technologies and digitalized processes face 
a skill gap due to new individual requirements. Tensions may also arise if the IT department 
is not in sync with the rest of the organization (Kohli & Johnson, 2011) since it plays a crucial 
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role in providing the expertise required to implement a digital strategy to other organizational 
departments.  

Building on this critical analysis suggests the indispensability of digitalization in modern 
organization. Arguably, digitalization provides an avenue where organizations thrive stronger to 
meet the needs and satisfactions of the people or citizens. While leveraging digitalization, they 
(organizations) must be adaptive to accommodate the alteration accompanying digitalization.  

3.2 Public value co-creation

The concept of public value co-creation is becoming more significant in the design and provision 
of public services (Moore, 1995; Ansell & Torfing, 2021; and Soorensen et al., 2021) and it 
could be described as a process through which public, private sector and citizens collaborate 
to address a common challenge through effective exchange of information, ideas, skills and 
resources which improve value in public service delivery. Meanwhile, identifying the point of 
divergence between co-creation and co-production is often confusing which leads to the use of 
the concepts interchangeably. Therefore, this paper is motivated to draw the line of difference 
between the two concepts by arguing that co-production differs from co-creation as the 
former places lesser importance on value creation (Torfing et al., 2019; Voorberg et al., 2015). 
Furthermore, it could also be confusing to establish the difference between public value co-
creation and perspectives on network governance as well as collaborative governance. Both co-
creation and collaboration lays emphasis on the significance of multi-stakeholder collaboration 
but using distinct approaches (Torfing et al., 2019).  In this context, Ansell and Gash (2008) 
argue that collaborative governance entails collective decision-making process aimed at 
executing government policies; unlike co-creation that attempts to connect collaboration to 
innovation to encourage metamorphic problem-solving strategy between different stakeholders 
(public officials, citizens and private sector) (Ansell & Torfing, 2021; Torfing et al., 2019). 

Voorberg et al. (2015) infer that co-creation includes co-design, co-initiation and co-
implementation between public service and other relevant stakeholders such as the citizens and 
private sector. The interrogation of co-creation processes fundamentally entails the consideration 
of several crucial factors. Usually, particular attention is paid to the participating players, their 
methods, the platforms on which they interact, the purposes of the co-creation activities, and the 
issues that influence public value propositions and results (Bryson et al., 2017). A broad spectrum 
of private and public players, including citizens, and civil society organizations constitutes the 
actors (Torfing et al., 2019; Torfing & Sørensen, 2019). Their approaches differ and are driven 
by their kind, duties and objectives.  Previously, it was determined that certain public sector 
practices were crucial for the creation and co-creation of public value. These practices include 
policy analysis, design and evaluation, leadership, deliberation and dialogue, institutional and 
organizational design, formal and informal democratic processes, and strategic management 
(Bryson et al., 2015). Arenas could be viewed as platforms where actors get involved in 
collaborative problem-solving through negotiation and joint effort. These platforms are viewed 
as generative establishments which encourage co-creation (Ansell & Torfing, 2021). Torfing et 
al. (2019) argue that co-creation processes in arenas have the potential to enhance outcomes, 
modify the comprehension of challenges, and generate novel solutions. It is also crucial for 
actors to recognize and express interdependencies in co-creation projects to understand how 
dependent they are on one another to accomplish their own objectives (Ansell & Torfing, 2021).

Premised on the above interrogation is an inference that reveals that providing services 
which meet public value goes beyond the participation of public actors (public officials) to 
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include other relevant actors such as private sector and citizens. Consequently, the next section 
attempts to establish the correlation between digitalization and public value co-creation by way 
of pinning it down to citizens involvement.    

3.3 Digitalization and public value co-creation: Bringing the citizens on board

Public value co-creation perspective essentially underscores the major function of public 
sector organization which is to influence organizational structures that encourage the creation 
of spaces for different actors to participate collectively and innovatively towards addressing 
public problems (Ansell & Torfing, 2021; Cordella & Paletti, 2019; Torfing et al., 2019). While 
interrogating the significance of co-creation, Ansell & Torfing (2021) submit that the adoption 
of co-creation as a fundamental tenet of governance can offer public sector organizations 
much-needed opportunities for mobilizing resources, particularly in light of general European 
trends towards reduced public spending combined with lofty goals and a bevy of complex 
contemporary issues and challenges (Hendricks et al., 2021; Metzger & Lindblad, 2024).

Flowing from the above deconstruction is the understanding that co-creation as a perspective 
is a process involving at least two actors (public, citizen or/and private, etc.) aimed at 
collaboratively improving the production of public value by addressing a challenge or carrying 
out a task through brainstorming or exchange of resources or skills. 

	 Public value co-creation should aim at innovating public service provision through the 
construction of a sustainable ecosystem in which various categories of stakeholders 
(especially citizens) are involved in the programming and planning of public policies, 
the design and delivery of public services, as well as in the processes of resource 
allocation, reporting, and evaluation of the use of public resources. Adopting these 
lenses, the responsibility for generating value no longer falls exclusively within the 
purview of public sector organizations (PSOs) as endorsed by the product dominant 
logic. Instead, such responsibility stems from multi-stakeholder collaboration, where 
public sector organizations and citizens co-create value through the integration of their 
mutual resources (Kudo et al., 2022, 2). 

Hence, co-creation is predicated on the idea that value is produced not just by the random 
events that impact the citizens’ broader life experiences but also by the dynamic and variable 
acts carried out by subjects, citizens, and public sector organizations (Cui & Aulton, 2023). 

Strengthening this submission, Voorberg et al. (2015) argue that the degree of citizens’ 
involvement in the design and processes of public service delivery is becoming increasingly 
important when developing responsive and innovative services. In fact, the citizens are seen 
by policy makers as sine qua non condition and foundation upon which social innovation in 
the bureaucracy is built. “The growth in popularity of citizen engagement initiatives, such 
as community development committees, citizen satisfaction surveys, public consultations, 
participatory planning, budget consultations and social audits, is a reflection of the crucial 
contribution that citizens in developing countries can make to the solution of specific problems 
in the delivery of public services by engaging constructively with state actors” (United Nations 
Development Programme, 2016, 1). This leads to a better socially-inclusive and satisfactory 
service delivery; as policy-making co-created platforms are workable initiative that revives 
the connection between citizens and government above transactional and service-oriented 
strategy for creating public value. The platforms are structures that enable participants (for 
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instance users, citizens, providers) to carry out a variety of tasks, frequently establishing de 
facto standards for decision-making as well as forming the whole ecosystems for cooperation 
(Ansell & Torfing, 2021). 

Arguably, there is a growing interest in the nexus between digitalization and citizens-
government interactions; changing from elderly rehabilitation robots through the use of social 
media platforms to citizens providing information aimed at designing and implementing 
public service. Accordingly, it is believed that new technological tools will be advantageous 
to co-creation by improving the processes as well as fundamentally changing the way the 
citizens influence public services (Lember, 2018). It is anticipated that digital tools will 
enhance the capacities of individuals and groups and significantly expand the prospects for 
more individualized and demand-driven public services (Noveck, 2015; Meijer, 2012) thereby 
strengthening the legitimacy of the government (Kornberger et al., 2017).

This paper is therefore led to posit that citizens can be mobilized using digital tools such as 
Facebook, Whatsapp, Instagram and Twitter among others. This submission is accentuated in 
the opinion of Meijer (2012) that studies have examined the extent to which digital tools such as 
social media could be deployed to engage the citizens more directly in crimes detection. Those 
findings have seemingly shown that digital instruments will certainly create more important 
role for citizens. For law enforcement agencies such as police, Twitter and related apps serve as 
alerting and correspondence tools. These can be complemented with analytical tools that interpret 
the vast amounts of information gathered from social media. Undoubtedly, these technologies 
facilitate the development of novel forms of interactions between law enforcement personnel 
and the citizens (Grimmelikhuijsen & Meijer, 2015). Citizens have a role in the production of 
public value (Campanale et al., 2021; Moore, 1995; Salemans & Budding, 2022) by striking a 
balance between the three types of interests which are self-interest, public interest and procedural 
interest. The above interest imply capturing the reason for public sector organizations to deliver 
quality services at affordable prices to the citizens and customers; emphasizing the social 
implications of public organizations by way of providing taxes and legitimacy for common 
good activities which enhance the citizens standard of living (and have an inherent capacity to 
re-distribute content); and highlighting the importance of justice and observance of procedure 
in the manner in which people are able to influence public decision and even individual services 
(Talbot, 2011). By utilizing digital technologies to the fullest, the citizens can truly become an 
actor and in collaboration with administrative officers, can co-create public services that meet 
their needs and aspirations (European Commission, 2019). 

	 The ability to collect relevant data on, for example, pollution or the use of public spaces 
can provide citizens with a strong basis for co-creating new solutions with policymakers, 
giving them a seat at the table. As such, sensing technologies can empower citizens and 
give them the opportunity to become part of the decision-making process. Data collected 
from or by citizens adds public value. For example, data on people’s transportation and 
parking choices does so if joined up with mobile pollution data and if used to co-create 
behavioural changes (Lember et al., 2019, 1674). 

Digitalization could enhance the implementation of co-creation. Unlike before, interacting or 
reaching out to the citizens both collectively and individually is now easier for administrators 
using high digital tools (Steen et al., 2018). Involving the citizens in the design and delivery of 
public services opens up governance space, strongly encourages transparency and makes the 
people more confident in the system; thereby addressing the fundamental finding made in the 
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study by Adeyemo (2011) and Chiemeke and Evwiekpaefe (2011) that Nigerian citizens have 
negative perceptions about government as a result of the antecedents of the political class and 
government institutions  

The unprecedented global political consciousness witnessed among the citizens especially 
the African youths is a pointer to the impact the citizens could make on service delivery 
processes if digitally involved. The increasing interest among the citizens in deploying digital 
technologies in probing the activities of public officials also demonstrates the extent their 
mobilization and participation can impact on service delivery that meets their satisfaction. 
While corroborating this assertion, United Nations Development Programme (2016, 1) posits 
that “Reform-minded public officials may take advantage of citizen engagement in a variety 
of ways: to elicit information, ideas and other contributions directly from the citizens, support 
public sector innovations and entrepreneurship, defend the public interest from political 
clientelism, strengthen the legitimacy of the state in the eyes of citizens and bolster public sector 
accountability and governance”. This suggests the digitalization driven significant correlation 
between the citizens and co-creation as the latter is widely seen as a process that adds public 
value by integrating the citizens in design and delivery of services (Cluely et al., 2023).   

3.4 Digital divide as a potential pitfall

The above explorations paint a picture of positive outcomes of digitalization impacting on 
public value co-creation through the citizens’ participation. However, it is contended that public 
value co-creation in digital context is not flawless as digital divide could constitute a major 
challenge. Contributing to this discourse, Xu and Tang (2020); Huang and Yu (2019) and Clark 
et al. (2013) submit that the application of digital technologies for public value co-creation is 
hampered by digital inequality. Buttressing this point, Ofoma (2021) observes the discrepancy 
in the use of digital technologies among Nigerian citizens linking it to gaps in education and 
income among others. In third world countries, the gap existing in digital access to information 
and communication between the wealthy and the poor is significant (Venkatesh & Sykes, 2013). 
However, this does not in any way rule out the existence of digital divide in developed countries 
as Barrantes and Cozzubo (2019), Hargittai et al. (2019), Schehl et al. (2019), and Seifert et al. 
(2017) unanimously assert that there is digital inequality in developed economies specifically 
between the old and young populations. Significant urban-rural digital inequality is one of the 
major challenges facing remote rural areas in European economies (European Commission, 
2021). Beyond common gap in access, inequality can manifest in digital skills and competency 
and this is described as second-level digital divide (Friemel & Signer, 2010). Consequently, 
this digital divide becomes a barrier to the inclination and capacity of the citizens to participate 
as co-creators, thereby resulting to the dependency of a particular set of citizens as active co-
creators which in turn leads to unrepresentative outcomes (Linders, 2012). 

4 Conclusion

This paper is a deliberate investigation aimed at finding out the impact of digitalization on 
public value co-creation in public sector organizations looking at the citizens as co-creators. In 
an attempt to achieve this objective, the key variables of the study which are digitalization and 
public value co-creation were conceptualized and related issues examined critically. Putting up 
a comprehensive discourse on the main issue, the paper strongly established that the citizens 
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could participate more actively and effectively in digitalization driven public value co-creation 
in public sector organizations.  Notwithstanding, digital divide was identified as a major 
challenge to the above. As a panacea, the paper therefore suggests for decentralization of digital 
governance which will provide majority of the citizens (especially those at the remote areas) the 
opportunity to participate in the public value co-creation processes.     
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