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Abstract Public sector entrepreneurship (PSE) has
emerged as a vital field, exploring how public serv-
ants leverage opportunities to create public value
amidst unprecedented and unpredictable challenges in
governance. This article navigates the expansive land-
scape of PSE literature, consolidating diverse theo-
retical perspectives and fragmented knowledge into
a cohesive framework. Through an integrative and
systematic review of 100 articles, we identify PSE as
a multi-level phenomenon characterized by a context-
dependent combination of proactivity, innovation, and
risk-taking, that serves to drive change and renewal,
promote resilient organizations, and resourcefully
exploit opportunities for public value creation, with
the ultimate aim of achieving positive societal and
environmental outcomes. By proposing an analytical
framework that embraces the fluid nature of PSE and
integrating diverse perspectives, this study enriches
our understanding of the intersection between entre-
preneurship and public administration. It advocates
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for a nuanced, sector-specific approach to PSE, lay-
ing a solid foundation for further advancements in the
field.

Plain English Summary (How) can public serv-
ants be entrepreneurs? Our study reveals how seiz-
ing opportunities for innovation and resilience in
governance drives significant gains in public value
and societal impact. In a world of rapid change and
complex challenges, how can public servants make
a difference? Public sector entrepreneurship (PSE)
offers a solution by helping them seize opportunities
to innovate and tackle governance issues. Our review
consolidates diverse insights into a clear framework,
highlighting renewal, resilience, and resourceful-
ness as key themes in PSE. This approach empowers
public servants to drive positive change, strengthen
institutions, and use resources effectively to create
value for society. Our findings suggest that future
research should focus on understanding how differ-
ent contexts influence PSE, guiding better practices
and policies for the public sector. This article implies
two key points: for research, it highlights the impor-
tance of exploring how contextual factors shape
PSE; for policy and practice, it suggests that these
insights can inform the development of policies that
promote proactive and innovative practices in public
administration.
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1 Introduction

In a world increasingly characterized by uncertainty,
unpredictable crises, and rapid change, the tradi-
tional mechanisms of governance are under intense
pressure to adapt. Governments must now tackle an
unprecedented blend of economic disruptions, politi-
cal instability, social conflicts, and environmental
threats that defy conventional management strategies
(Torfing, 2019). Against this backdrop, public sec-
tor entrepreneurship (PSE) emerges as a transforma-
tive approach, enabling public servants, individually
or collectively, to create public value by leverag-
ing opportunities within these volatile environments
(Bernier, 2022). Tracing its intellectual lineage to the
pioneering insights of Nobel laureate Elinor Ostrom
(1965), PSE has continued to attract scholarly interest
due to its relevance in addressing contemporary chal-
lenges (Leyden & Link, 2015) and for its promise in
increasing both the level and quality of public goods
available to citizens (Ostrom, 2005).

Over recent decades, scholars have examined the role
of the public sector in fostering private sector entrepre-
neurship and driving industry development (Leleux &
Surlemont, 2003; Leyden, 2016). They explored how
public entrepreneurs can play a crucial role in unlocking
the full potential of the public sector and driving posi-
tive change in the delivery of public goods and services
(Ostrom, 2005). They have also identified key factors
influencing the success of PSE (Kearney et al., 2008),
compared public sector entrepreneurs to independent
and corporate entrepreneurs (Morris & Jones, 1999),
and classified different types of public entrepreneurs
(Zerbinati & Souitaris, 2005). Central to these investiga-
tions has been the application of insights from classical
entrepreneurship theories to the public sector context
(Hayter et al., 2018). These theories, stemming from
Cantillon, Baudeau, and Schumpeter, shaped the image
of the public entrepreneurs as dynamic actors who
identify market and social opportunities (Boyett, 1996;
Morris & Jones, 1999), mobilize resources innovatively
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(Osborne & Gaebler, 1992), and create new non-market
organizations in changing environments (Ostrom, 2005).
This body of research has emphasized that PSE should
be conceptualized by its innovative actions, transforma-
tion of the status quo, and inherent uncertainty (Hayter
etal., 2018).

This conceptualization of PSE is in line with a long-
standing ambition in the field of entrepreneurship stud-
ies to develop a universalistic theory of how entrepre-
neurs or entrepreneurial organizations identify, develop,
and exploit opportunities, irrespective of context or
sector. However, a recent editorial in one of the leading
entrepreneurship journals signals a pivotal shift: schol-
ars are increasingly recognizing the necessity for a more
contextualized understanding of entrepreneurship (De
Massis et al., 2018). This emerging perspective asserts
that the influence between sector and entrepreneurship
is bidirectional, with each shaping and reshaping the
other (De Massis et al., 2018; Welter, 2011). Therefore,
applying a sector-specific lens to PSE is crucial, not only
to understand how entrepreneurship functions within
the public sector, but also to grasp how the public sec-
tor actively shapes entrepreneurial activity. Addition-
ally, this lens must recognize the fluidity of the “sector”
concept, offering a nuanced understanding of the ways
in which entrepreneurship and public sector dynamics
shape each other.

In response to this evolving understanding, our
study aims to develop an analytical framework for
PSE that integrates diverse theoretical perspectives
and empirical contexts. Our investigation is structured
around three main research questions: (i) How can we
conceptualize PSE? (ii) What are the crucial contex-
tual conditions impacting the nature of PSE? and (iii)
How can PSE activity be managed successfully in the
public sector context? By engaging in an integrative
and systematic review, we provide a nuanced under-
standing of the nature and characteristics of PSE and
identify key areas for future research. Throughout our
review, we identify PSE as a multi-level phenomenon
characterized by a context-dependent combination of
proactivity, innovation, and risk-taking, that serves to
drive change and renewal, promote resilient organi-
zations, and resourcefully exploit opportunities for
public value creation, with the ultimate aim of achiev-
ing positive societal and environmental outcomes.

We find that the dimensions of renewal, resilience,
and resourcefulness synthesize diverse perspectives
on PSE in empirical research. We also develop an
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analytical framework, based on the articles in our
review, where PSE is influenced by shaping and suc-
cess factors, that may carry more or less weight in dif-
ferent public sector contexts, and therefore influence
the nature of entrepreneurship in the public sector in
diverse ways, underpinning that PSE is a fluid con-
cept. Ultimately, this review reveals key themes and
research gaps in the PSE literature, providing a road-
map for future research. It enhances our understand-
ing of the interplay between entrepreneurship and
public administration, moving beyond universalistic
conceptions of entrepreneurship to a framework that
captures the unique dynamics of the public sector.

2 Materials and methods

To create a shared conceptual foundation for PSE
across communities, we conducted an integrative
review of the literature, bridging multiple streams of
scholarship (Cronin & George, 2023). This was nec-
essary because PSE intersects with two prominent
research fields: entrepreneurship and public adminis-
tration and management scholarships. To accomplish
this, we employed a 5-step process to identify perti-
nent publications (see Fig. 1).

First, we searched the Web of Science database
with the primary Boolean search string “public sec-
tor AND entrepreneur®.” However, as several schol-
ars do not actively use the term “public sector,” we
added four major additional search strings that reflect
alternative terms for PSE, such as entrepreneurship
in “public organizations” (e.g., Klein et al., 2013), in
the “public domain” (e.g., Klein et al., 2010), adopted
by “public management” (e.g., Llewellyn et al., 2007)
or studied in “public administration” (e.g., Bernier &
Hafsi, 2007). This first search yielded, after the exclu-
sion of duplicates, non-English literature, and non-
peer-reviewed publications, a total of 1150 articles.

Second, we filtered our initial sample to include
only core studies on PSE. Following recent protocol
to ensure high-quality data sources and to uphold a
rigorous academic standard (see, e.g., Brielmaier &
Friesl, 2023; Dean et al., 2019), we identified core
studies on PSE by including research conducted in
leading journals. To identify leading journals, we
utilized the Academic Journal Guide (AJG) from
2021, and selected publication outlets with a rating
of at least 3. AJG rates journals according to their

standardized impact factor, which has also been used
as a quality indicator in prominent systematic reviews
(see, e.g., Dean et al., 2019; Schmitt et al., 2018).
While relying on journal lists and rankings has its
drawbacks, specifically when it comes to the “narrow-
ing effects they can produce in terms of subjects and
approaches” (Mallett et al., 2019, p. 268), they also
offer a valuable proxy for quality and suit the purpose
to provide an integrative and systematic review on the
extant PSE research (Brielmaier & Friesl, 2023). This
step led to a refined sample of 300 articles.

Third, we screened all articles on titles and
abstracts in order to exclude all publications that were
either not concerned with the concepts of entrepre-
neurship or that studied entrepreneurship but not its
manifestations in the public sector domain. We also
excluded publications that engaged research areas
out of the scope of this review, such as entrepreneur-
ship policy, academic entrepreneurship, social entre-
preneurship, and citizen entrepreneurship. We also
excluded studies whose main focus is on policy entre-
preneurship, recognizing how “the focus of the [PSE]
research shifted from politicians to public sector man-
agers” (Zerbinati & Souitaris, 2005, p. 45). These
exclusions left us with 121 articles.

Fourth, in order to ensure the validity and rel-
evance of our data, we implemented a thorough
data cleaning process. To do this, we carefully read
all remaining articles in our initial set to determine
whether they truly covered topics related to PSE and
whether the study of PSE played a primary role. This
involved a comprehensive analysis of the articles to
identify any potential inconsistencies or deviations
from our research focus. As a result of this rigorous
screening process, we excluded 21 articles from our
initial set, leaving us with a core set of 96 publica-
tions on PSE.

Fifth, to enhance our data collection process and
reduce the risk of excluding important articles, we
employed two additional search strategies. First, we
conducted independent literature searches to iden-
tify any potentially overlooked articles. Second,
we reviewed our article collection in an interactive
session with an external academic expert, who is a
distinguished scholar and thought leader in entre-
preneurship, with authorship of influential works
widely recognized and utilized by peers, received
multiple honors for their contributions, served on
editorial boards of key academic journals, and
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Searching for all English
peer-reviewed journal articles in
Web of Science database

v Thematic

analysis to
1,150 articles establish an
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framework

Selecting articles in 2021
AJG 3+ ranked journals

\4

\4

Screening articles on title and
abstract to include only articles on
entrepreneurship in the public
sector

A 4

Secondary analysis to review distinct
threads of research in the PSE
literature and uncover overlooked
patterns and approaches

A A

Preliminary analysis to establish a
comprehensive understanding of the
PSE literature

A

A

Conducting independent searches
and interactive session with an
expert to find omitted articles

A\ 4

Reading all articles carefully.
Decision whether PSE play an
important role for the article

Fig. 1 Integrative review process

played a pivotal role in expanding the field of entre-
preneurship to intersect with PSE. These strategies
confirmed our initial approach and revealed that
some overlooked items were either book chapters
or articles outside our search scope. We also found
articles that are relevant to the field, but were not
meeting our stringent selection criteria, such as
non-English articles (e.g., Gil Lépez & San Romaén,
2021) or articles in AJG Level 2 journals (e.g.,
Kearney et al., 2008). These articles, while insight-
ful and significant within their contexts, fall outside
our rigorous inclusion criteria designed to ensure
uniformity in our analysis. By setting these criteria,
we aim to ensure consistency and reliability in our
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findings. Nonetheless, we acknowledge the valu-
able contributions of these excluded works in our
broader discussion, as they offer diverse perspec-
tives and nuances that enrich our understanding of
the field. As a result, we added four articles to our
set, which were not initially found in our Web of
Science search. Our final list of articles on PSE now
totals 100 articles.

To analyze the review sample, we followed a
three-step process to gain a comprehensive and
nuanced understanding of the PSE phenomenon.
Firstly, we conducted a preliminary analysis of
the articles to identify common themes and con-
ceptual frameworks related to PSE. Each article
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was carefully examined for key findings, theoreti-
cal perspectives, and methodological approaches.
This stage primarily focused on comprehending the
diverse definitions of PSE across various commu-
nities and disciplines.

Drawing on our initial literature review, we con-
ducted a thematic analysis, and we identified dis-
tinct entrepreneurial perspectives (renewal, resil-
ience, and resourcefulness) that could be adapted
to the public sector, reshaping our understanding of
the PSE phenomenon. This led us to develop a con-
ceptual framework that integrates entrepreneurship
insights with an understanding of the public sec-
tor intricacies. Importantly, this framework is also
rooted in empirical findings from our preliminary
analysis, ensuring its practical relevance and appli-
cability to PSE.

In the final step, we applied the developed frame-
work to conduct a secondary analysis of the review
sample, resulting in a more structured and insightful
examination of the articles. This process revealed pre-
viously unnoticed patterns and themes, leading to a
deeper understanding of the existing PSE literature.
Additionally, we contextualized the findings of each
study within our formulated framework, enabling us
to draw more robust conclusions about the nature
and characteristics of PSE and identify key areas for
future research.

Table 1 Alternative definitions of PSE

3 Preliminary analysis: redefining public sector
entrepreneurship

The first objective of this review was to comprehen-
sively examine the multifaceted perspectives on PSE
and to refine its definition through a sector-specific
approach, as advocated by De Massis et al. (2018).
Grounded in foundational insights from seminal
works (see, e.g., Boyett, 1996; Hayter et al., 2018;
Leyden & Link, 2015), we embark upon a well-estab-
lished tradition marked by a multitude of interpreta-
tions of PSE as a phenomenon (see Table 1), as well
as alternative characterizations of the public sector
entrepreneur across various academic disciplines (see
Table 2).

A first distinction drawn from these insights is
whether PSE is conceptualized as a direct action (i.e.,
entrepreneurship happening in the public sector) or
as an indirect action (i.e., entrepreneurship happen-
ing through the public sector) (Hayter et al., 2018).
While the latter definition is less prevalent in the lit-
erature, our review sample does include examples of
this approach (see, e.g., del Moral-Espin & Fernén-
dez-Garcia, 2018; Farmer, 2011; Scott & Vonortas,
2021). A second distinction in PSE definitions instead
stems from academic distance across disciplines, as
exemplified in Table 2. In our review sample, while
researchers widely acknowledge PSE as crucial for
public sector organizations across various domains,

Author(s) Definition of PSE

Osborne and Gaebler (1992)
Boyett (1996)

The on-going innovation to achieve increased efficiency and effectiveness

The emergence of entrepreneurial leaders within the public sector, that are particularly susceptible to

the manipulation of their stakeholders, with a desire for a high level of social self-satisfaction, who
have the ability to spot market opportunities, and who are able through follower manipulation to act

on them
Morris and Jones (1999)

The process of creating value for citizens by bringing together unique combinations of public and/or

private resources to exploit social opportunities

Ostrom (2005)
Kearney et al. (2008)

Modifying market environments to encourage desired behaviors from private sector-entrepreneurs
The process that exists within the public sector organization that results in innovative activities such

as the development of new and existing services, technologies, administrative techniques, new
improved strategies, risk-taking, and proactivity

Klein et al. (2010)

Hayter et al. (2018)
uncertainty

Demircioglu et al. (2020)

Entrepreneurial public organizations seek to unleash creative energy in pursuit of the public interest

Innovative actions that change the existing social and economic environment, characterized by

Seeking an opportunity and extra-role behavior to serve society and government

discrepancies in its conceptualization have persisted.

@ Springer
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Table 2 Understanding of the public sector entrepreneur across academic disciplines

Author(s) Understanding of the public sector entrepreneur
Economics
Wagner (1966) A provider of collective benefits for political advantages
Casson (1982) A specialist in decision-making for resource coordination
Hughes (1991) A bureaucrat who makes discretionary decisions
Holcombe (2002) Sees and acts on opportunities for political profit or gain
Shockley et al. (2006) Remains alert to and acts on political opportunities
Schnellenbach (2007) Promotes new political paradigms
Link and Link (2009) Takes innovative actions in the face of risk and uncertainty

Hayter et al. (2018)

Management and entrepreneurship

Boyett (1996)

Morris and Jones (1999)
Sadler (2000)

Zerbinati and Souitaris (2005)
Klein et al. (2010, 2013)

Zampetakis and Moustakis (2007)

Padt and Luloff (2011)

Hisrich and Al-Dabbagh (2012)
Public administration and political science

Ostrom (1965, 2005)

Jones (1978)

Kingdon (1984)

Ramamurti (1986)

Oakerson and Parks (1988)
Kirchheimer (1989)

Bellone and Goerl (1992)
Osborne and Gaebler (1992)

Roberts (1992)
Schneider and Teske (1992)
Moon (1999)

Bernier and Hafsi (2007)

Identifies opportunities and takes action to change the status quo social and economic
environment

A leader who identifies and leverages market opportunities within the public sector,
motivated by social fulfillment and stakeholder influence

Creates value for citizens by combining resources to exploit social opportunities

Identifies and takes advantage of opportunities by being innovative in uncertain environ-
ments

Finds and exploits rewarding opportunities

Experiments with different resource combinations to achieve social goals

A civil servant who uses resources innovatively to create social value

Competitive, enterprising, customer-focused, anticipatory, market-oriented, and catalytic
Initiates change by adapting, innovating, and taking risks for societal benefit

An innovator who creates new non-market organizations to produce public benefits in a
changing environment

A rational allocator of resources to maximize personal returns

An influencer who attempts to control public policy

Engages in activities to establish, sustain, or expand public-sector organizations

An individual with the ability and freedom to pursue innovative initiatives

An initiator of new organizations, services, and strategies, willing to take risks

A seeker of new revenue sources for economic development

Someone who uses resources in innovative ways to maximize productivity and effective-
ness

An individual who generates and realizes innovative ideas

A political actor seeking gains in the political arena

Focuses on enhancing customer satisfaction, reducing bureaucracy, or engaging in risk-
taking

Enhances the public sector’s ability to deliver valuable services

Based on: Hayter et al. (2018)

Mirroring the approach of Hayter et al. (2018) in dis-
cussing PSE definitions across academic disciplines,
our review identified three predominant definitional
clusters: an entrepreneurship-centric cluster, a strate-
gic management-centric cluster, and a collaborative

governance-centric cluster.
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The first cluster is rooted in entrepreneurship schol-
arship (Hayter et al., 2018; Leyden & Link, 2015;
Ostrom, 2005). This perspective defines PSE as the
process of creating and managing new and innovative
ventures, such as new public agencies or novel activities
within existing public organizations, aiming to address
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public problems, meet social needs, and generate social
value (Morris & Jones, 1999; Perlmutter & Cnaan,
1995). Innovation is key (Demircioglu and Chowd-
hury, 2021), as is the ability to overcome the unique
barriers and institutional challenges of PSE compared
to private entrepreneurship (Leyden, 2016). Essential
entrepreneurship skills include opportunity recognition,
resource mobilization, and risk-taking (Morris & Jones,
1999; Zampetakis & Moustakis, 2007). Successful PSE
also requires granting managers’ autonomy to exercise
leadership (Borins, 2000; Warner & Hebdon, 2001) and
promoting organizational restructuring efforts (du Gay,
2004). The outcomes of PSE efforts are a decentralized,
competitive, and customer-driven public sector (Pos-
ner & Rothstein, 1994), economic development, and
increased entrepreneurship in the private sector (Lam-
berty & Nevers, 2022; Leyden, 2016; Mazzucato &
Robinson, 2018).

The second cluster incorporates perspectives
from strategic management to define PSE as a stra-
tegic renewal process within the public sector. This
process aims to adapt to environmental changes and
seize emerging opportunities. Building on the core
principles of strategic renewal (see Schmmit et al.,
2018), scholars in this cluster explore the interplay
between strategy and entrepreneurship in the public
sector (Hoglund et al., 2018; Luke et al., 2011). They
emphasize the importance of environmental scanning
for public organizations (Kearney & Morris, 2015),
the development of strategic visions and conditions
for innovation (Kearney & Meynhardt, 2016), and the
cultivation and utilization of public sector innovation
capabilities (Gullmark, 2021; Gullmark & Clausen,
2023; Klein et al., 2013).

The third cluster draws from collaborative gov-
ernance. Scholars in our review sample express con-
cerns about applying entrepreneurial principles to the
public sector (Bellone & Goerl, 1992), arguing that
public entrepreneurs may threaten democracy (Terry,
1998), and highlighting instances where PSE may not
be socially desirable (Gicheva & Link, 2022; Morales
et al., 2014). This critique has led to the emergence
of a new perspective on PSE from the co-creation
and collaborative governance research streams which
focuses on democratic accountability and network
governance. This perspective defines PSE as promot-
ing collaboration, innovation, and learning in the pub-
lic sector to address complex challenges and create
public value. Research in this cluster highlights the

importance of PSE in fostering public sector inno-
vation and improving performance through effective
collaboration (Page, 2003; Swann, 2017). Scholars
emphasize the crucial role of public entrepreneurs
in developing networks that facilitate innovation dif-
fusion across organizations (Hartley et al., 2013) and
identify the traits of entrepreneurial public managers
committed to democratic principles (Hartley et al.,
2015; Vivona, 2023).

Overall, each perspective offers unique insights
and approaches to studying PSE, contributing to a
comprehensive understanding of this emerging field.
Despite differences, we identify commonalities that
serve as the foundation for defining PSE. Scholars
across clusters view PSE as a response to evolving
societal needs and complex challenges in the public
sector. They recognize the importance of proactivity,
innovation, and risk-taking, highlighting the creation
of public value and driving change. Moreover, PSE
is seen as a means to enhance organizational perfor-
mance and achieve positive societal and environmen-
tal outcomes. Therefore, we identify PSE as follows:

a multi-level phenomenon characterized by a con-
text-dependent combination of proactivity, innova-
tion, and risk-taking, that serves to drive change
and renewal, promote resilient organizations, and
resourcefully exploit opportunities for public value
creation, with the ultimate aim of achieving posi-
tive societal and environmental outcomes.

4 Thematic analysis: establishing an analytical
framework for PSE

In our preliminary analysis of the literature on
PSE, we observed distinct clusters with varying
approaches and conceptualizations. Beyond identi-
fying a comprehensive understanding of PSE, our
goal was to find common themes and develop an
integrated analytical framework for PSE (Cronin &
George, 2023). To do so, we conducted a thematic
analysis (Thomas & Harden, 2008). Building upon
the diverse conceptualizations of PSE observed in
our preliminary analysis, we delved into the empiri-
cal justifications for PSE. While different scholarly
communities describe PSE in their unique terms,
we noticed a common thread across our review sam-
ple: the need for PSE arises either in response to

@ Springer
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evolving societal needs or as a reaction to changing
resources within the public sector (Bernier & Hafsi,
2007; Klein et al., 2010; Morris and Jones, 1999).
This aligns with a broader evolution of the public
sector, emphasized by Hood’s (1991, p. 5) motto
“do more with less.” Therefore, our thematic analy-
sis was rooted in the recognition of three primary
aggregated themes for the justifications of PSE:

1. Doing more: public entities need to adapt to the
“new world” and satisfy not only evolving soci-
etal needs, but also new demands (e.g., Hoglund
et al., 2018; Ongaro & Ferlie, 2020).

2. Doing the same, but better: while striving to
expand their services, public organizations also
need to continue providing existing services, and
they are pressured to do this while improving
quality of these services (e.g., Liddle & McEIl-
wee, 2019; McGuirk et al., 2022).

3. Doing with less: while offering old and new ser-
vices, the public sector usually faces budget cuts,
and needs to reduce costs (e.g., Perlmutter &
Cnaan, 1995).

These justifications represent the foundational pil-
lars upon which our integrated thematic framework
for PSE is constructed. By applying three distinct
yet complementary entrepreneurial lenses—renewal,
resilience, and resourcefulness—we reinterpreted
these justifications. In our framework, these lenses
embody different dimensions of entrepreneurial
activity within the public sector, encapsulating what
we term the “3Rs” of PSE. Moreover, our frame-
work acknowledges the crucial contextual conditions
impacting the nature of PSE, which we call “shaping
factors” (such as regulatory, political, institutional,
and environmental constraints), and manageable bar-
riers and drivers that can be directly impacted by pub-
lic servants, which we call “success factors.”

These factors, encapsulating what we term the
“2Ss” of PSE, interact dynamically, influencing PSE
outcomes based on the specific context of public sec-
tor organizations. This context-dependency highlights
how various elements, such as the regulatory environ-
ment, political landscape, type of service provided, or
organizational structure, can distinctly affect the per-
formance and effectiveness of PSE strategies across
organizations. Our framework is designed to recog-
nize the fluidity of the “sector” concept, offering a

@ Springer

nuanced understanding of how entrepreneurship and
public sector dynamics mutually influence and shape
each other. By considering these nuances, our frame-
work provides a more tailored and adaptable approach
that allows us to capture the evolving and interde-
pendent nature of PSE in various contexts. Figure 2
presents this framework, while subsequent sections
provide a detailed explanation of the categories.

4.1 Renewal, resilience, and resourcefulness

In this section, we delve into the three foundational
pillars of our framework, derived directly from our
thematic analysis. These pillars, namely renewal,
resilience, and resourcefulness, stem from the empiri-
cal evidence uncovered in our preliminary analysis of
PSE literature. Together, they form a cohesive frame-
work that encourages a sector perspective on PSE,
integrating insights from diverse scholarly commu-
nities. Table 3 summarizes these three concepts and
their derivation from the thematic analysis, providing
a clear overview of their significance in understand-
ing entrepreneurial dynamics within the public sector.

First, entrepreneurship scholarship has long recog-
nized renewal as a critical element for entrepreneurial
activities in established organizations (Floyd & Wool-
dridge, 1999). Renewal refers to the ability of organi-
zations to adapt to changing circumstances by trans-
forming the key ideas and strategies on which they
are built (Guth & Ginsberg, 1990). Renewal is also
widely recognized as a core component of PSE (see,
e.g., Kearney & Morris, 2015); however, it is impor-
tant to note that renewal processes in the public sector
may be constrained by unique challenges not typically
encountered in the private sector. Specifically, public
sector organizations are often large bureaucratic enti-
ties that prioritize stability and consistency, which
can impede efforts to introduce new ideas (Borins,
2002). Therefore, renewal in the context of PSE can
be defined as a disruptive force that challenges the
status quo of traditional bureaucratic structures and
aims at embracing new opportunities and innovative
solutions to address complex public problems, while
navigating the inherent resistance to change that char-
acterizes public sector organizations.

On the other hand, resilience is a concept that has
gained significant attention in entrepreneurship lit-
erature in recent years (Ahmed et al., 2022; Korber
& McNaughton, 2017). While renewal assumes an
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| Traditional public sector activities

| Traditional public sector resources

Do more with less

Continue to provide existing

Improve the efficiency of the

Adapt to the ‘new world’ and

services with improved quality public sector and reduce costs satisfy evolving societal needs

| Modern public sector activities

| Modern public sector resources

SUCCESS FACTORS
Drivers and barriers
affecting the success or
failure of PSE intitiatives

RESILIENCE

The ability to overcome
adversity and persist in
pursuing existing goals

RESOURCEFULNESS
The ability to pursue
opportunities without
regard to currently
controlled resources

RENEWAL

The ability to adapt to
changing circumstances
by transforming key
ideas and strategies

PUBLIC SECTOR ENTREPRENEURSHIP (PSE)

Multi-level phenomenon characterized by a context-dependent combination of proactivity, innovation, and risk-taking, to drive
change and renewal, promote resilient organizations, and resourcefully exploit opportunities for public value creation, with the
aim of achieving positive societal and environmental outcomes.

SHAPING FACTORS

« Regulatory constraints

« Political constraints

* Institutional constraints

+ Environmental constraints

Fig. 2 The 3R2S analytical framework for PSE

Table 3 The 3Rs of PSE: Renewal, Resilience, and Resourcefulness

Examples

Aggregated theme Description

Renewal The ability to adapt to changing circumstances by
transforming key ideas and strategies

Resilience The ability to overcome adversity and persist in pursu-
ing existing goals

Resourcefulness The ability to pursue opportunities without regard to

currently controlled resources

Reforms require public organizations to renew their
operations, structures, and services (Hoglund et al.,
2018)

Public sector entrepreneurs studies as a strategist
(Ongaro & Ferlie, 2020)

Entrepreneurial public managers place innovation as a
core component of their strategy (Andrews & Van de
Walle, 2013)

Public sector organizations persist by developing and
sustaining capabilities to cope with policy changes,
uncertainties, and environmental turbulence (Liddle
& McElwee, 2019)

Public organizations can sustain an entrepreneurial
orientation (EO) to enhance organizational routines
(Deslatte & Swann, 2020)

The “quest for public entrepreneurial approaches
will undoubtedly become of increasing importance
as public revenues are diminished” (Perlmutter &
Cnaan, 1995, p. 36)

Public entrepreneurs can learn from business
approaches to improve budgeting and procurement
processes (Posner & Rothstein, 1994)
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entrepreneurial approach aimed at achieving new and
changing goals, resilience involves the ability to over-
come adversity and persist in pursuing existing goals
(Fisher et al., 2016). However, while entrepreneurs
in the private sector may encounter a clear and well-
defined set of goals, the goals in the public sector are
often more diverse and ambiguous (Chun & Rainey,
2005), making resilience more challenging. Nonethe-
less, resilience remains a crucial component of PSE,
as the public sector must maintain the stability and
continuity of essential public services in the face of
unexpected disruptions (Naldi et al., 2020). Indeed,
public sector organizations are responsible for pro-
viding critical services such as healthcare, education,
and public safety, making discontinuity and failures
much more severe than in the private sector.

Finally, resourcefulness is also a core concept
of entrepreneurship, which refers to the “pursuit of
opportunity without regard to resources currently
controlled” (Stevenson, 1983, p. 3). Entrepreneurial
resourcefulness, which can relate both to situations of
change and continuity (Welter et al., 2018), is essen-
tially a set of capabilities related to how well entre-
preneurs deploy resources to obtain maximum impact
(Corbett & Katz, 2013). Resourcefulness has become
a central concept in PSE literature, particularly due to
the rise of New Public Management (NPM) reforms
aimed at increasing service quality while decreasing
resources (Singla et al., 2018). However, public sec-
tor organizations may also face unique limitations
in their ability to utilize resources effectively due to
structural and procedural constraints (Ring & Perry,
1985). As such, resourcefulness in the PSE context
encompasses both creative resource management and
strategic utilization of collaboration with external
stakeholders, networks, and partnerships. It involves
identifying and leveraging available resources in
innovative ways, as well as developing and maintain-
ing relationships with stakeholders and partners who
can contribute to achieving new and existing organi-
zational goals.

In summary, the entrepreneurial concepts of
renewal, resilience, and resourcefulness are instru-
mental in comprehending PSE and its empirical jus-
tifications, as they represent distinctive dimensions
of entrepreneurial activity in the public sector and
contribute uniquely to the broader definition of PSE.
Indeed, renewal is critical for initiating and imple-
menting innovative initiatives, resilience is necessary
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for overcoming challenges and setbacks along the
way, and resourcefulness is necessary for maximiz-
ing impact and overcoming resource constraints and
bureaucratic barriers. Furthermore, examining these
concepts in the context of PSE requires a deeper
understanding of the unique challenges and complexi-
ties that exist in the public sector, particularly when
it comes to fostering entrepreneurial initiatives. By
focusing on these three concepts, we can develop a
more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of
PSE and the factors that facilitate or inhibit entrepre-
neurial activity in the public sector.

4.2 Shaping and success factors

The analysis of the reviewed literature revealed a cru-
cial aspect of PSE: its diverse and context-dependent
nature (Bernier & Hafsi, 2007). To represent the
heterogeneity of the public sector, our framework
includes two distinct yet interrelated sets of factors
influencing PSE (see Table 4). The first set (i.e., the
shaping factors) encompasses the contextual elements
influencing how PSE occurs or takes shape. These
factors encompass a wide spectrum, ranging from
institutional (e.g., du Gay, 2004; Moon & deLeon,
2001) and political (e.g., Alexandrescu et al., 2014;
Tajeddini & Trueman, 2016) constraints to regulatory
(e.g., Currie et al., 2008; Ongaro & Ferlie, 2020) and
environmental (e.g., Andrews & Van de Walle, 2013;
Kearney & Meynhardt, 2016) conditions. Therefore,
shaping factors impact the emergence and character
of entrepreneurial activities within a particular public
sector context. One important characteristic of shap-
ing factors is that they are often beyond the control
of individual public sector entrepreneurs, and the
ways in which public servants are allowed to pursue
entrepreneurial activities may be shaped by these
constraints. As a result, PSE may manifest differ-
ently depending on the specific public sector context.
For example, changing social, economic, or techno-
logical trends may lead to PSE as a form of renewal,
which involves redefining the role of the public sec-
tor. Continuous and frequent changes in political
leadership may require PSE as a form of resilience,
which involves adapting to new challenges and con-
straints. Meanwhile, political preferences on the role
of the public sector can impact public budgets, which
requires PSE to be resourceful to make the most of
limited resources.
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Table 4 The 2Ss of PSE: Shaping and Success factors

Factor type Description

Examples

Shaping factors

Success factors
success or failure of PSE

Contextual conditions that influence
the emergence and nature of PSE

Drivers and barriers that impact the

Regulatory constraints that limit the flexibility public servants
have to engage in entrepreneurial activities

Political constraints, such as priorities and preferences regarding
entrepreneurial initiatives of political leaders and policymak-
ers

Institutional constraints, such as norms and practices that shape
the behavior of public sector organizations and employees

Environmental constraints, such as economic, technological,
social, and sustainability trends that impact the public sector

Support from leadership

Degree of accepted risk-taking

Ability to learn from failure

Capacity building

Promotion of collaboration and networking

The second set (i.e., the success factors) instead
is composed of the drivers and barriers that affect
the level of success of PSE activities, and they vary
depending on the specific manifestation of PSE and
the context in which it occurs. These factors are
often more directly influenced by the actions and
decisions of individual public sector entrepreneurs.
For instance, the level of support from leadership
(Demircioglu and Chowdhury, 2021; Lewis et al.,
2018), the degree of accepted risk-taking (Deslatte
et al., 2021), the capacity of building managerial
skills (Miao et al., 2018), and the extent to which
collaboration and networking are promoted (Clout-
ier et al., 2016) can all impact the success of PSE.
It is important to note that while success factors are
distinct from shaping factors, they are also inter-
related. Indeed, the shaping factors can impact the
success factors by either creating opportunities or
obstacles for PSE.

Therefore, while renewal, resilience, and
resourcefulness provide distinct lenses through
which to view PSE, the success of entrepreneurial
activity in the public sector is ultimately impacted
by a complex set of interrelated factors that oper-
ate at both the macro and micro levels and have
different implications for public sector entrepre-
neurs. The factors that shape how PSE manifests
are broader contextual conditions that impact the
emergence of PSE initiatives, while the factors that
impact PSE success are more specific drivers and
barriers that can be influenced by individual public
sector entrepreneurs.

5 Secondary analysis: reviewing the threads
of PSE research

Our preliminary investigation and thematic analysis
of the PSE literature provided a clearer understanding
of the definitions of PSE and revealed the essential
components of an analytical framework that drew on
entrepreneurship research and addressed the unique
characteristics of the public sector. This framework
provides a valuable tool for categorizing and analyz-
ing the diverse range of PSE studies, facilitating a bet-
ter understanding of the interplay among categories
and the relationships between different dimensions
of PSE. To gain deeper insights into PSE, we revis-
ited the literature through the lens of this framework.
Initially, we recategorized the literature based on
the three dimensions of PSE and found that 33 arti-
cles primarily focused on renewal, 23 on resilience,
and 38 on resourcefulness, while a smaller number
of studies (6) integrated multiple concepts. Here, we
discuss the results of this analysis, highlighting the
distinct characteristics of the three main threads of
research, as well as presenting how different factors
shape and influence the success of PSE initiatives
within each domain.

5.1 Research on PSE as renewal
As mentioned earlier, renewal in the context of PSE
refers to the process of establishing new entrepreneur-

ial goals and strategies to embrace opportunities and
challenge the status quo in the public sector. Scholars
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report that renewal is generally motivated and par-
ticularly relevant when the public sector is faced with
significant challenges from its environment (Kear-
ney & Morris, 2015; Zerbinati & Souitaris, 2005),
such as increasing competition, rapid technological
advancements, and changing social and economic
needs (Marcussen & Kaspersen, 2007; Ongaro & Fer-
lie, 2020). For instance, public sector reforms may
require agencies to substantially renew their opera-
tions, structures, and services they provide to soci-
ety, in order to pursue new missions or strategies that
align with the changing demands of their constituents
(Hoglund et al., 2018). By comparing cases of PSE
across contexts and institutional configurations, our
analysis reveals three major focuses for public sec-
tor entrepreneurs pursuing renewal activities: vision,
strategy, and innovation.

First, scholars in this thread of research tend to
emphasize the pivotal role of top management in
driving entrepreneurial renewal (Hoglund et al., 2018;
Moon & deLeon, 2001). These top managers, who
are more likely to embody an entrepreneurial persona
(Llewellyn et al., 2007), are recognized as “purvey-
ors of vision” (Kearney & Meynhardt, 2016, p. 549).
Their transformational and visionary qualities are
crucial for the public sector, which faces complex
challenges and needs leadership (Van Wart, 2003;
Vivona, 2023). Consequently, the literature high-
lights the common adoption of top-down approaches
in entrepreneurial renewal (Nay, 2011; Smith, 2011),
which aligns with the need to redefine goals at higher
levels of the organizational hierarchy in order to
uphold a clear vision for the organization’s future.

Second, scholars in this discourse often view
renewal as a combination of both entrepreneurial
and strategic approaches (Hoglund et al., 2018) and
characterize public sector entrepreneurs as strategists
(Ongaro & Ferlie, 2020). In this sense, the PSE lit-
erature analyzed how PSE is influenced by a strategic
orientation (Zerbinati & Souitaris, 2005), positioned
within the broader strategic entrepreneurship frame-
work (Luke et al., 2011), and how it is similar and
differs from entrepreneurship in the private sector;
in this regard, Klein et al. (2010) provide a valuable
distinction between private and public entrepreneurs,
who have more complicated objectives and lack clear
signals of performance. Likewise, Morris & Jones
(1999) emphasize how public sector entrepreneurs
are not motivated by profit, need political rather than
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technical skills, and can use higher ambiguity as a
source of managerial discretion.

Finally, research in this domain highlights the
crucial connection between renewal and innovation
(Llewellyn & Jones, 2003). Innovation in this con-
text becomes imperative for public managers (Jordan,
2014), and Andrews & Van de Walle (2013) contend
that entrepreneurial public managers place significant
emphasis on fostering innovation as a central compo-
nent of their strategic outlook. This entails a proactive
approach to identifying and implementing innovative
initiatives (Ates, 2004) and a willingness to challenge
established assumptions and practices within the pub-
lic sector (Pallesen, 2018). By actively pursuing inno-
vation, public sector entrepreneurs have the potential
to enhance the quality, efficiency, and effectiveness of
public services, ultimately leading to improved soci-
etal outcomes.

As anticipated, however, PSE does not happen in
a vacuum. Public sector organizations are influenced
by various factors that shape their renewal initia-
tives. First, regulatory frameworks set the boundaries
within which renewal initiatives can be pursued:
favorable regulations and supportive policies can
facilitate innovation and change, while restrictive
regulations and extensive bureaucracy may impede
renewal efforts (Currie et al., 2008). For instance,
strict regulatory constraints to the time top managers
can hold office greatly shape the way public leaders
act as entrepreneurs, as they influence their decision-
making processes, risk-taking tendencies, and long-
term strategic outlook (Ongaro & Ferlie, 2020).

Second, the political context can also either facili-
tate or hinder renewal efforts. In some national con-
texts, highly centralized structures can create levels
of political dependence that discourage PSE (Alexan-
drescu et al., 2014), while in other contexts, the pres-
sures from globalization and international sanctions
can constrain innovative activities (Tajeddini & True-
man, 2016). Moreover, abrupt exogenous changes in
political rules may trigger PSE (Zerbinati & Souita-
ris, 2005). Furthermore, the level of political accept-
ance of an entrepreneurial posture within public sec-
tor organizations, as reflected in mainstream political
discussions, serves as a fundamental factor shaping
the landscape of PSE (du Gay, 2004).

Thirdly, institutional constraints play a signifi-
cant role in shaping the public sector environment
(Baez & Abolafia, 2002; Moon and deLeon, 2001;
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Sutheewasinnon et al., 2016). These constraints
encompass the prevailing governance structures,
cultural practices, and values within the public sec-
tor (Mitchell, 2001; Moon, 1999), leading to the for-
mation of distinct sets of “non-reducible norms of
organizational conduct” (du Gay, 2004, p. 47). Like-
wise, the existence of diverse administrative tradi-
tions across contexts, as highlighted by Ongaro and
Ferlie (2020), leads to variations in beliefs and norms
regarding proper behavior within the public sec-
tor. These institutional constraints influence the way
public sector entities approach renewal initiatives, as
they must navigate and adhere to the specific cultural
and normative frameworks that shape their operations
(Demircioglu & Vivona, 2021).

Lastly, the environmental and socioeconomic
context plays a crucial role in shaping the nature
and scope of renewal initiatives in the public sector
(Moon, 1999). The socioeconomic factors, including
population size and needs, economic conditions, and
societal challenges, provide the overarching back-
drop against which these initiatives are conceived and
implemented (Moon & deLeon, 2001). Public sector
entrepreneurs must take into account the unique char-
acteristics and demands of their environment in order
to effectively address the diverse needs and opportu-
nities (Kearney & Meynhardt, 2016). For instance,
research by Andrews and Van de Walle (2013) high-
lights the significance of population density as a
shaping factor for successful PSE initiatives: in more
densely populated areas, citizens tend to perceive
public provision as more efficient, which can create
a conducive environment for the support and imple-
mentation of PSE strategies.

Regarding the success factors for renewal, the lit-
erature highlights the importance of environmental
fit as key for PSE (Kearney & Morris, 2015). First,
public managers must navigate internal organi-
zational dynamics to champion innovation (Ates,
2004; Swann, 2017). However, resistance to change
and to adopt new visions and strategies is perva-
sive in the public sector (Hoglund et al., 2018). To
address this challenge, Miao et al. (2018) propose
the provision of entrepreneurial leadership training
to public servants in higher positions. This approach
is crucial, as research suggests that entrepreneurial
leaders are not necessarily born but made, high-
lighting the importance of PSE education (Grimm
& Bock, 2022). Additionally, Gicheva and Link

(2022) highlight the importance of ensuring that
the vision of entrepreneurial leaders aligns with the
organization, as misalignment can lead to resist-
ance, turnover, and failure. At the same time, Currie
et al. (2008) report that public leaders can deeply
shape the entrepreneurial culture in their organiza-
tions, and in light of these considerations, Vivona
(2023) emphasizes the need to cultivate effective
entrepreneurial leaders who can foster a democratic
culture of change within public organizations, fur-
ther underscoring the significance of training public
managers in an entrepreneurial style.

Public managers must not only align with inter-
nal dynamics but also adapt to their external envi-
ronment, generally by implementing coordination
mechanisms that promote the exchange of knowl-
edge across organizations (Swann, 2017). Cloutier
et al. (2016) highlight that public managers’ ability
to establish and nurture connections with diverse
stakeholder groups is crucial for the success of
renewal initiatives, as it enables them to navigate
the complexities of pluralism and contradictions
that exist in the external environment. Moreover,
networking, especially with nongovernmental stake-
holders, positively influences public managers’
innovativeness, further supporting PSE (Demircio-
glu et al., 2020; Zandberg & Morales, 2019). Nev-
ertheless, as public organizations are associated
with a much more extensive and diverse range of
stakeholders than private businesses (Currie et al.,
2008), the process of networking and engaging with
stakeholders can prove to be exceptionally demand-
ing and time-consuming, potentially impacting the
managers’ ability to fulfill their entrepreneurial
roles (Dargie, 1998). Therefore, a proper balance
that enables public sector entrepreneurs to navigate
the complexities of stakeholder dynamics while
dedicating ample attention to driving innovation
emerges as a critical success factor for PSE.

5.2 Research on PSE as resilience

We defined the entrepreneurial characteristic of resil-
ience as the ability to overcome adversity and per-
sist in pursuing existing goals (Fisher et al., 2016).
While it is important to note that several studies in
this thread do not actively employ the concept of
resilience (but concepts that relate to the organiza-
tion long-term functioning), it nonetheless offers a

@ Springer



R. Vivona et al.

relevant theoretical perspective to interpret the lit-
erature interested in PSE as a means of improvement
rather than transformation (e.g., Bernier & Hafsi,
2007). Indeed, in contrast to the emphasis on goal
redefinition by top management in renewal, the resil-
ience literature in the PSE domain is more concerned
with how public sector organizations persist by devel-
oping and sustaining capabilities to cope with policy
changes, uncertainties, and environmental turbulence
(Liddle & McElwee, 2019), and in turn create resil-
ient societies (McGuirk et al., 2022), which aligns
with one of the foundational rationales of PSE as
acknowledged by Ostrom (2005, p. 1): “many pol-
icy analysts [presume] that without major external
resources and top-down planning, public goods and
sustainable common-pool resources cannot be pro-
vided. This absolute presumption is wrong.”

By employing the unified lens of resilience to
integrate diverse insights, we gain valuable perspec-
tives on three crucial themes within PSE research:
the effects of entrepreneurial capabilities in the pub-
lic sector, the entrepreneurial orientation of public
organizations, and their significance for the broader
society. First, the perspective of resilience redirects
our attention toward the importance of organizational-
level entrepreneurial capabilities in effectively navi-
gating challenges and fostering innovation (Clausen
et al., 2020; Klein et al., 2013). Rather than relying
solely on top-down directives, resilient organizations
promote bottom-up initiatives and encourage individ-
uals at all levels to contribute to innovation (Vivona
& Lewis, 2023). This shift in focus recognizes that
innovation can emerge from various levels within an
organization, empowering all public sector employees
to actively engage in problem-solving and adapta-
tion (Demircioglu & Chowdhury, 2021; Zampetakis
& Moustakis, 2007). Furthermore, resilient organiza-
tions with high-quality entrepreneurial capabilities—
such as robust innovation culture, flexible structures,
and distributed decision-making processes (Gullmark
& Clausen, 2023)—are better equipped to withstand
leadership changes. This perspective offers a solu-
tion to one of the key limitations often encountered in
the discourse on renewal, which is the potential risks
associated with over-reliance on a single individual in
a leadership position (Ongaro & Ferlie, 2020).

Therefore, the focus on resilience allows organiza-
tions to nurture a collective entrepreneurial mindset,
where innovative ideas are generated from multiple
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sources within the organization (Bernier & Hafsi,
2007). Within this context, the literature also pro-
vides an intriguing perspective that reexamines the
role of managers. While individual managers can still
act as entrepreneurs (Gullmark, 2021), some schol-
ars, supporting the idea of “entrepreneurship without
entrepreneurs” (Liddle & McElwee, 2019, p. 1308),
suggest that managers in this context should play a
role characterized by prudence and careful decision-
making (Kane & Patapan, 2006). In this regard,
Lapuente and Suzuki (2021) find that women as pub-
lic managers demonstrate higher levels of both entre-
preneurship and prudence in their attitudes towards
innovation, and thus challenge previous findings of
male entrepreneurial identification (Llewellyn et al.,
2007). This suggests that embracing a more “femi-
nine” perspective of entrepreneurship, characterized
by collaboration, inclusion, and empathy, may be par-
ticularly beneficial to foster resilience within public
organizations.

Another perspective within this discourse is how
public organizations can sustain an entrepreneurial
orientation (EO) to enhance organizational routines,
decision-making processes, and overall performance
(Deslatte & Swann, 2020). In particular, the EO con-
cept, which refers to the “organizational animus to
seek out and respond to threats and opportunities”
(Deslatte & Swann, 2020, p. 93) and is grounded
on an “innovative, proactive, and risk-taking organi-
zational culture” (Deslatte et al., 2021, p. 202), has
been one of the major focuses of investigation in
PSE scholarship (see, e.g., Meynhardt & Diefenbach,
2012; Naldi et al., 2020; Smith, 2014). While EO is
often associated with ideas of renewal (Meynhardt &
Diefenbach, 2012), by carefully evaluating how EO
has been operationalized in the context of PSE across
studies, our analysis identifies that EO in the public
sector primarily facilitates the development of capa-
bilities that can shield organizations from environ-
mental turbulence.

For instance, in measuring the innovation compo-
nent of EO, Meynhardt and Diefenbach (2012, p. 785)
include items such as “implements new approaches to
meet its responsibilities,” which suggests that inno-
vation serves the purpose of continuity rather than
radical change. Similarly, Naldi et al. (2020) meas-
ure proactiveness as the pioneering quality of doing
new things or introducing novel ways of operating,
which emphasizes the adaptation and exploration of
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innovative approaches within existing frameworks,
thus underscoring the organization’s ability to with-
stand challenges and maintain stability. Moreover,
Deslatte et al. (2021) find that public organizations
are more inclined to take risks when faced with
potential losses rather than expected rewards, further
supporting the notion that EO aligns with the pursuit
of continuity and maintaining existing goals.

Finally, within the resilience thread of PSE lit-
erature, we identify a distinct niche that explores the
role of entrepreneurial public organizations in shap-
ing entrepreneurial ecosystems and promoting growth
and innovation in the broader economy (e.g., Leyden,
2016; Mazzucato & Robinson, 2018). The underlying
rationale is that resilient public sector organizations,
by effectively addressing external shocks, economic
downturns, and technological disruptions, can foster
stability, regulatory clarity, policy frameworks, and
an environment of certainty that are conducive to
private sector innovation and investment (del Moral-
Espin & Fernandez-Garcia, 2018; Farmer, 2011;
Scott & Vonortas, 2021). Interestingly, also within
this context, research acknowledges that entrepre-
neurial endeavors in the public sector can emerge
organically, propelled by the collective aspirations,
shared purposes, values, and motivations of individu-
als and groups rather than centrally coordinated by
top management (Lamberty & Nevers, 2022).

The regulatory, political, institutional, and environ-
mental factors play a significant role in shaping the
manifestation of PSE in the context of resilience. In
terms of the regulatory environment, it is important to
recognize that regulations are not static but continu-
ally evolve and adapt to emerging challenges. While
supportive regulations can facilitate innovation and
provide management discretion for renewal activities,
the specific ways in which PSE emerges within evolv-
ing regulatory constraints can vary depending on the
organization’s context. This implies that the analysis
of the relationship between PSE and resilience needs
to consider the dynamic nature of the regulatory
environment (Tremml, 2021). Additionally, differ-
ent types of public sector organizations, such as pub-
lic enterprises and monopolistic public entities, may
be subject to distinct regulatory frameworks, further
influencing how PSE and resilience interact (Smith,
2014; Smith & Umans, 2015).

Additionally, political and institutional factors
play a crucial role in shaping the emergence of PSE.

Deslatte and Swann (2020) emphasize the signifi-
cance of political capacity, which encompasses both
political support from elected officials and commu-
nity attitudes and engagement. This political backing
enables public sector organizations to undertake inno-
vative, risk-taking, and proactive actions. At the same
time, institutional constraints within the public sector,
such as norms governing budgets and procurement
activities, greatly influence entrepreneurial orienta-
tion (EO) of these organizations (Deslatte & Swann,
2020; Smith, 2014). These institutional constraints
can either facilitate or impede the pursuit of entre-
preneurial initiatives within the public sector. Finally,
environmental factors also play a role in shaping PSE.
For example, McGuirk et al. (2022) and Smith (2014)
highlight various environmental constraints, includ-
ing dynamism, hostility, munificence, geographical
proximity, density, and cooperation. These factors
influence the emergence and development of PSE
within specific contexts.

Taken together, regulatory, political, institutional,
and environmental factors all contribute to shap-
ing the landscape of PSE. Understanding these con-
straints and dynamics is crucial for public sector
organizations seeking to foster an entrepreneurial
mindset and undertake innovative initiatives that
align with their objectives and stakeholder needs. By
effectively navigating and leveraging these factors,
public organizations can create an environment con-
ducive to entrepreneurial behavior and foster sustain-
able and impactful outcomes. To do so successfully,
it is important to differentiate between factors that
contribute to the development of skills and resources
enabling the organization’s engagement with PSE
(entrepreneurial capabilities) and factors that influ-
ence the overall organizational mindset towards PSE
(entrepreneurial orientation).

The analysis of public sector capabilities and
their effective deployment, along with the alignment
of various interests to pursue public value, plays
a fundamental role in understanding PSE success
(Klein et al., 2013). The development of public sec-
tor entrepreneurial capabilities is influenced by fac-
tors such as management support for innovation and
leadership styles (Demircioglu & Chowdhury, 2021;
Lewis et al., 2018). Effective PSE is facilitated by
leaders who exhibit discretionary styles and empower
employees to engage in less routinized tasks (Con-
sidine, 1999). In the context of local governments,
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Gullmark and Clausen (2023) conducted an extensive
review that examines the micro-foundations impact-
ing innovation capability. They highlight factors
such as alertness to pressures and needs, fostering an
innovation culture that promotes participation, acces-
sibility, and transparency, and effective management
of innovation processes, including job autonomy and
reducing work routines. These findings align with
previous research emphasizing the significance of
innovation-stimulating routines, processes, tools, and
structures (Gullmark, 2021).

The entrepreneurial orientation (EO) in public sec-
tor organizations is shaped by a variety of factors that
extend beyond traditional measures of management
support, work discretion, and resources. Meynhardt
and Diefenbach (2012) highlight that the multitude
of expectations faced by organizations, the localism
exhibited by middle managers, and a deep under-
standing of local circumstances all play significant
roles in influencing EO. This suggests that contextual
awareness and responsiveness are crucial for fostering
entrepreneurial behavior in the public sector. Addi-
tionally, the organizational culture also influences
EO, with a riskier culture being positively correlated
with top managers’ willingness to trust employees,
while organizations characterized by bureaucratic
processes and high involvement with elected officials
tend to exhibit a more risk-averse culture (Bozeman
& Kingsley, 1998). Managerial trust and the existence
of formalized rule constraints for rewarding high per-
formers and addressing poor performers are identi-
fied as decisive factors contributing to this difference
(Chen & Bozeman, 2012).

5.3 Research on PSE as resourcefulness

Since the 1980s, the concept of resourcefulness in
the public sector gained significant prominence.
Resourcefulness, characterized as the utilization
of old stuff in new ways (Sanger & Levin, 1992),
emerged as a central idea of NPM reforms, which
aimed to revolutionize traditional bureaucratic struc-
tures by introducing business-oriented principles
and practices (Sundin, 2011). In this context, PSE is
directed to make public organizations more efficient
and is influenced by insights derived from private sec-
tor management (Andrews et al., 2020; Box, 1999).
Thus, the concept of resourcefulness reflected a shift
in mindset, advocating for the innovative repurposing
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and creative utilization of existing resources, as well
as for the use of alternative resources that were not
reliant on tax revenues (Perlmutter & Cnaan, 1995;
Warner & Hebdon, 2001). The underlying motiva-
tion behind this shift was the recognition that con-
ventional approaches were insufficient in enhancing
the welfare of individuals within the public sphere
(Sanger & Levin, 1992). Against this background,
research in this thread recognizes that the “quest for
public entrepreneurial approaches will undoubtedly
become of increasing importance as public revenues
are diminished” (Perlmutter & Cnaan, 1995, p. 36).
Consequently, scholars in this thread of research
highlight the importance of public organizations
being able to maximize their resources and find new
ways to deliver services, often in the face of budget
cuts or other resource constraints (Ford & Anders-
son, 2017). Here, PSE is not driven necessarily by
the need of change or continuity, and in some cases,
resource constraints become the only motivator for
PSE (Ahrens & Ferry, 2018), as “public managers
will attempt to be more entrepreneurial in response
to short-term shortages in liquid assets, but are oth-
erwise uninterested in pursuing such strategies” (Sin-
gla et al., 2018, p. 14). Specifically, our analysis finds
four key focuses of PSE as resourcefulness: learning
from businesses, equilibrium with democracy, collab-
oration and partnerships, and leveraging technology.
First, NPM reforms have introduced private-sec-
tor management practices in public organizations
across countries (e.g., Honingh & Kartsen, 2007;
Lunt et al., 2015; Mattei, 2006; Prince, 2000). While
the public and private sectors have unique character-
istics and goals, there are areas where lessons from
the private sector can be applied to optimize the use
of public resources (Hodgson et al., 2022; van der
Scheer, 2007; Vigoda, 2000). For example, Posner
and Rothstein (1994) highlight that public entrepre-
neurs can learn from private sector approaches to
improve budgeting and procurement processes. Pub-
lic entrepreneurs can also learn from the resourceful-
ness and innovation exhibited by their private coun-
terparts when faced with financial constraints (Singla
et al., 2018). By adopting a problem-solving mindset
and embracing a proactive approach, they can iden-
tify creative solutions to optimize resource utilization
and deliver essential services efficiently (Lunt et al.,
2015). Nevertheless, as Sanger and Levin (1992)
point out, being entrepreneurial in the public sector
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does not necessarily mean adopting the exact style of
the private sector, as public entrepreneurs distinguish
themselves by their willingness to scan the broader
environment for approaches that align with their
objectives, while also considering the unique context
and values of the public sector.

However, scholars have been cautious of NPM
since finding an equilibrium between entrepreneur-
ship and democratic accountability is a complex chal-
lenge that requires careful examination of potential
trade-offs (Borins, 2000; Tremml, 2021). This issue
comprises two interconnected aspects. The former,
which has been partially addressed in the previous
discussion on success factors for renewal, pertains
to the need for entrepreneurial leaders to effectively
balance the pursuit of innovation with stakeholder
engagement (Vivona, 2023). While excessive atten-
tion to engagement may impede managers from pur-
suing entrepreneurial initiatives, scholarly literature
in this thread recognizes that an overemphasis on
innovation without due regard for democratic val-
ues can undermine the democratic fabric of society
(Denhardt & Denhardt, 2000; Morales et al., 2014).
The latter aspect instead delves deeper into the pro-
found question regarding the role of public managers
as entrepreneurs. This goes beyond the quest for bal-
ance and delves into an inquiry concerning whether
public managers should engage in entrepreneurship
at all. For instance, Terry (1998, p. 198) asserts that
“public entrepreneurs pose a serious threat to democ-
racy,” while Perlmutter and Cnaan (1995, p. 35) warn
that PSE might represent “a breach in the democratic
order of government.” In a similar vein, Bellone and
Goerl (1992) argue that public entrepreneurs inher-
ently seek to reduce rules and regulations in order to
enhance their influence over budgets and decision-
making processes, thus eroding democratic controls
and accountability.

While there are differing perspectives on the
relationship between PSE and democracy, research-
ers tend to recognize the merits of PSE, and they
widely acknowledge that the debate surrounding
PSE involves navigating trade-offs (Borins, 2000).
For instance, Denhardt and Denhardt (2000) advo-
cate for public entrepreneurs to be influenced by and
held accountable to a complex network of institu-
tions and standards to ensure that they operate within
established institutional frameworks that uphold
democratic values. Box (1999) situates the role of the

public entrepreneur within the larger context of gov-
ernance, ensuring that management practices align
with and support the broader goals and principles
of effective public administration. Supporting these
views, Borins (2000) reports several cases in which
public entrepreneurs effectively utilize appropriate
organizational channels to garner support for their
ideas, demonstrating how they can successfully navi-
gate the complexities of the public sector and effec-
tively contribute to organizational and societal goals
while upholding democratic values.

Therefore, collaboration emerges as the very
essence of entrepreneurial activity, rather than simply
a success factor for PSE (Sgrensen & Torfing, 2017).
Rather than being viewed as a means to improve
organizational change or continuity, collaboration
takes on a transformative role as public sector organi-
zations adopt an entrepreneurial mindset toward cre-
ating and maintaining collaborative networks (Feeney
& Langer, 2016). The focus shifts towards actively
seeking a diverse range of formal and informal col-
laborative arrangements (Kurtmollaiev et al., 2023),
recognizing that collaboration is fundamental for
unlocking new and untapped resources within soci-
ety, such as in the case of social impact bonds (Fraser
et al., 2022), public—private partnerships (Xing et al.,
2018), and collaborative governance (Hartley et al.,
2013; Sgrensen & Torfing, 2017). In essence, manag-
ing collaboration becomes the entrepreneurial activ-
ity itself (Page, 2003), driving the exploration and
exploitation of opportunities through creative engage-
ment with stakeholders.

Finally, in addition to collaboration, leveraging
technology plays a pivotal role in enhancing the
entrepreneurial capacity of public sector organiza-
tions. The adoption of technologies such as e-gov-
ernment and digital innovation offers new avenues
for acquiring and utilizing resources more effec-
tively (Agarwal et al., 2021; Tassabehji et al., 2016).
These technological advancements enable public
entities to streamline their processes, improve ser-
vice delivery, and optimize resource allocation. By
embracing digital transformation, public organiza-
tions can tap into the vast potential of open govern-
ment platforms to better understand citizen needs,
enhance decision-making, and foster collaboration
across different sectors and stakeholders (Chatfield
& Reddick, 2017). Furthermore, digital innova-
tion facilitates the creation of innovative solutions,
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enabling public sector entities to address complex
societal challenges more efficiently and effectively.

As for the shaping factors of PSE as resourceful-
ness, the literature stresses the emphasis on political
and institutional factors. First, public organizations
are deeply influenced by the political landscape in
which they operate (Tasan-Kok & Ozogul, 2021).
Political factors such as periods of turmoil, dis-
satisfaction with traditional services, and lack of
trust in government can act as catalysts for radi-
cal policy changes that spur NPM reforms (Mattei,
2006). These shifts in the political climate can pave
the way for entrepreneurial initiatives, even though
political ideals about the size and scope of govern-
ment also play an important role, with variations
observed between regions (Box, 1999). Addition-
ally, political changes that favor cuts to government
size and budgets can encourage public servants to
adopt a more entrepreneurial mindset (Singla et al.,
2018), as well as policy alternations that provide
greater discretion (Whynes et al., 1999). Interest-
ingly, research suggests that the political orientation
or control does not typically hinder PSE (Andrews
et al., 2020; Warner & Hebdon, 2001).

Institutional factors also significantly impact
the manifestation of PSE initiatives. For instance,
in specific contexts, the ethos of the public sector
and the administrative tradition can be at odds with
the adoption of technology to improve efficiency
(Wiredu, 2012). Furthermore, collaboration exhibits
diverse practices within and across national settings,
indicating the significance of institutional context in
shaping collaborative efforts (Fraser et al., 2022;
Vivona et al., 2023). The national context plays a
role in going beyond traditional bureaucracy, as
Western countries tend to embrace NPM principles,
while developing countries may have distinct expe-
riences (Ang, 2017; Sgrensen & Torfing, 2017). By
considering these political and institutional dynam-
ics, public entrepreneurs can navigate tensions and
leverage support to drive entrepreneurial initiatives.

As they do this, they must also be aware of specific
success factors for PSE in the context of resource-
fulness. First, when introducing market-based logic
in service provision, the type of service matters, as
NPM strategies are more suitable for services that can
be standardized (Hartley et al., 2013). Furthermore,
public entrepreneurs need to possess several skills to
succeed in PSE. For instance, the ability to network
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becomes paramount when pursuing efficiency (Ford
& Andersson, 2017), as well as the capacity to trans-
late old ideas in new contexts (Sanger & Levin, 1992).
Another critical skill to secure PSE success lies in
the ability to enhance participation and connections
among stakeholders (Bellone & Goerl, 1992), as well
as the ability to align collaborators’ diverse under-
standings (Page, 2003). Competent leadership is also
required to successfully utilize technology (Lim &
Tang, 2008) and develop digital capabilities (Agarwal
et al., 2021). Finally, political astuteness as a way to
navigate trade-offs is another important quality public
managers need to develop to succeed in PSE initia-
tives (Borins, 2000; Hartley et al., 2015).

6 Discussion and conclusion

In the ever-changing landscape of public needs,
digitalization of public services, and governments’
budget constraints, public organizations often find
themselves at a crossroads where they must adapt
and innovate to address evolving demands (Demir-
cioglu et al., 2023). In this article, we conducted a
systematic and integrative review of the public sec-
tor entrepreneurship (PSE) scholarship to reveal how
public sector entrepreneurs navigate these challenges,
focusing on the following research questions: (i) How
can we conceptualize PSE? (ii) What are the crucial
contextual conditions impacting the nature of PSE?
and (iii) How can PSE activity be managed suc-
cessfully in the public sector context? We find that
PSE is a multi-level phenomenon characterized by a
context-dependent combination of proactivity, inno-
vation, and risk-taking, that serves to drive change
and renewal, promote resilient organizations, and
resourcefully exploit opportunities for public value
creation, with the ultimate aim of achieving positive
societal and environmental outcomes. We find that
renewal, resilience, and resourcefulness are comple-
mentary vital aspects of entrepreneurship that not
only managers and leaders, but public servants at all
levels can and need to foster in the public sector. Our
review synthesized several context-dependent shap-
ing and success factors that impact the nature of PSE
and can be leveraged to create public value through
entrepreneurship.

As such, this article offers four key contributions.
Firstly, our analysis synthesizes diverse definitions of



Public sector entrepreneurship: an integrative review

PSE, resulting in a clearer conceptualization of this
field. By consolidating different perspectives, we pro-
vide a more nuanced understanding of PSE. Secondly,
we have developed a PSE framework that draws from
established entrepreneurship scholarship. This frame-
work considers the unique intricacies of the public
sector, ensuring its relevance and applicability. It is
not purely conceptual but is grounded in empirical
evidence from the existing PSE literature. Thirdly, by
applying our framework to re-analyze the PSE litera-
ture, we unveil hidden patterns and themes that were
previously overlooked. Finally, the integrative review
approach also constitutes a significant methodologi-
cal contribution. While systematic reviews emerged
as additions to traditional literature reviews as they
can provide reproducible, transparent, and standard-
ized techniques to identify pertinent studies (Cinar
et al., 2019), the systematic and integrated analysis
(Cronin & George, 2023) of the fragmented evidence
enhances our understanding of PSE and serves as a
foundation for future cumulative research in this area.

In particular, our review uncovered different
approaches employed by public organizations in their
pursuit of entrepreneurship. One prominent pattern
we observed is the top-down approach, where public
managers take the lead in redefining the organiza-
tional vision and formulating strategies that are tai-
lored to the unique characteristics of the public sec-
tor. This approach challenges established assumptions
and embraces radical innovation to break away from
the status quo, as Hayter et al. (2018) suggested. It is
driven by the recognition that public service provi-
sion may become obsolete, and that renewal is neces-
sary to meet the changing needs of society. Our anal-
ysis also identified instances where the continuity of
existing services takes precedence, leading to bottom-
up approaches. Here, the focus shifts to the overall
organizational mindset towards PSE and the organiza-
tion’s capacity to engage with it. The emphasis lies in
cultivating an entrepreneurial culture throughout the
organization and ensuring that it possesses the neces-
sary skills and resources to undertake entrepreneurial
initiatives. Furthermore, we found that resource opti-
mization is a key motivator for PSE in some cases,
as public organizations strive to do more with less.
This often involves learning from private sector
techniques, adopting new technologies, or seeking
new resources through fundraising and partnerships.
However, it is important to navigate this pursuit of

efficiency while considering the impact on demo-
cratic values, and collaboration emerges as an effec-
tive strategy for repurposing private sector resources
to drive public value creation.

Interestingly, our analysis reveals that these themes
are interconnected. Indeed, a deeper reflection on
the linkages between the analytical dimensions of
our framework provides insight that can be a basis
for future research. First, the link between the PSE
dimensions of resourcefulness and renewal offers an
interesting basis for discussing the debate on the rela-
tionship between entrepreneurship and democracy. In
the past years, entrepreneurship scholarship has been
increasingly interested in the debate (see Audretsch &
Moog, 2022; Fare et al., 2023), and our review of the
PSE literature highlights that the debate is particu-
larly important in the public sector. Our review of the
PSE literature reveals that the relationship between
PSE and democratic accountability involves trade-
offs; however, the mechanisms shaping these trade-
offs and how public entrepreneurs can find an opti-
mal balance remain less clear. For instance, recent
research in public enterprises points out that while
including politicians in governing boards to bridge
the public sphere with the public entity may improve
democratic accountability, it also constitutes an
important barrier to entrepreneurial activity (Tremml,
2021). Yet, we suggest that the resourcefulness per-
spective places importance on collaboration and digi-
tal technologies, offering a potential avenue for future
research to explore leveraging these tools to improve
public participation in the entrepreneurial process.
For instance, we have evidence of PSE in innovating
public accounting practices to address budget cuts
(Ahrens & Ferry, 2018), and this approach also holds
promise to explore how PSE can be a tool to increase
public participation in budget decisions, such as in
the case of innovative initiatives to develop participa-
tory budgeting (see Ewens & van der Voet, 2019).

The link between PSE renewal and resilience
also offers interesting insights for developing future
research. Public sector organizations are confronted
with an increasing set of public needs and demand,
which requires the provision of new services and,
thus, the redefinition of organizational goals. At
the same time, they need to continue providing
essential services with stability, and these two ori-
entations can be at odds. Therefore, public sector
organizations need to implement both disruptive
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and incremental innovations because the way the
public sector develops both managerial and organi-
zational innovation capabilities is path-dependent
(Gullmark, 2021). This aspect serves as an addi-
tional influencing factor that shapes how PSE is
manifested within organizations. Nonetheless, fur-
ther research is required to deepen our understand-
ing of PSE through these understudied perspectives
and their interconnections. Particularly, there is a
need to explore the balance between top-down and
bottom-up approaches to entrepreneurial activities
in the public sector (Demircioglu, 2023). Investi-
gating these aspects will contribute significantly to
advancing our knowledge of PSE and its implica-
tions for organizational effectiveness.

Finally, the connection between resilience and
resourcefulness offers further avenues for future
research. How can public entrepreneurs enhance
organizational resilience while efficiently utiliz-
ing resources? Building resilience often requires
long-term investments and may involve creating
redundancy to ensure continuity during disruptions
(Plimmer et al., 2022). This contrasts with findings
suggesting that budget cuts are the primary driver for
public servants to engage in short-term entrepreneur-
ial activities (Feeney & Langer, 2016). Additionally,
networking for improved collaboration may divert
resources needed for building capabilities. Preliminary
research suggests that developing innovation capabili-
ties can facilitate collaborative approaches (Clausen
et al.,, 2020), but further investigation is necessary.
Furthermore, advancements in artificial intelligence
(AI) adoption in the public sector hold potential for
freeing up resources, particularly in terms of time,
which can then be utilized to bolster resilience. As
Al continues to be introduced and studied in public
organizations (Guenduez & Mettler, 2023), this frame-
work offers a critical foundation for future exploration.

To conclude, public organizations face a complex
landscape characterized by tensions arising from the
need to address new demands, maintain essential
services, and manage limited budgets. Our analy-
sis of the PSE literature through the perspectives of
renewal, resilience, and resourcefulness sheds light
on how public servants, individually and collectively,
can leverage entrepreneurial approaches to navi-
gate these challenges within the framework of their
regulatory, political, institutional, and environmental
constraints. Entrepreneurship provides a powerful
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approach for public servants to address these tensions
and pursue innovative initiatives that create public
value. We thus encourage future research to delve
deeper into the specific mechanisms that public sector
entrepreneurs employ to effectively navigate the ten-
sions inherent in their context (Cinar et al., 2024).
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