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Abstract 
Historically, African communities embraced a collective responsibility for children’s education, often expressed through the idea that it takes a village 
to raise a child. The contemporary education system has sought to revive this ethos through formal mechanisms that link schools and communities. 
This leads to renewed interest in co-production, a model in which citizens and the state jointly design, deliver, and assess public services, such as primary 
education. Although co-production has the potential to improve service quality, accountability, and citizen empowerment, research has paid limited 
attention to the micro-level leadership role of schoolteachers, also known as street-level bureaucrats, particularly how their discretion shapes 
participation and mobilization in challenging environments characterized by weak institutional support, resource deficit, sociocultural and geographical 
barriers.  

Using a comparative analysis of primary schools in Kenya and Nigeria, interviews, and document analysis, the thesis investigates how the leadership 
styles of street-level bureaucrats influence their ability to mobilize and empower communities to participate in and contribute to co-production 
processes in challenging environments.  Chapter 1 of the thesis provides the contextual background of the thesis, unpacks the research problem, presents 
the research questions, contributions, personal motivation for conducting the research, and organization of the thesis. Chapters 2 and 3 present the 
theoretical, conceptual, and methodological foundations of the thesis. Chapters 4, 5 & 6 cover the empirical analysis on the contextual factors that 
shape leadership styles and co-production, the specific leadership roles (functions and responsibilities) street-level bureaucrats adopt to implement 
co-production, and how these roles evolve across stages of co-production; and the mechanisms through which leadership of street-level bureaucrats 
maintains the integrity and sustainability of co-production. Chapter 7 synthesizes the central answer to the central question, discusses the findings, 
highlights theoretical and practical implications of the thesis, explains limitations and areas for future research, and draws conclusions.  

Empirical findings demonstrate that institutional regulations and policies foster collaborative and ethical leadership, while sociocultural and 
geographical pressures encourage transformational leadership through discretionary action. Additionally, the findings establish that street-level 
bureaucrats adopt roles such as strategizers, resource mobilizers, and cultural navigators to implement co-production across stages, and combine 
professional roles that safeguard accountability with transformational roles that sustain participation. However, it cautions that excessive reliance on 
discretion can create risks of exclusion or misuse of resources. Overall, the thesis develops an integrated leadership framework that combines 
collaborative, transformational, and ethical leadership. This means that leadership in co-production is context-dependent, shaped by institutional 
imperfections, sociocultural expectations, and geographical constraints.  

Theoretically, the thesis provides a new understanding of (1) how the integrated leadership framework functions in co-production. Rather than a fixed 
model, leadership in co-production emerges as a dynamic process sustained by street-level bureaucrats who combine different leadership styles to 
mobilize and empower communities (2). It refines the collaborative leadership roles framework (e.g., Ansell & Gash, 2012) by proposing professional 
and transformational leadership roles in co-production (3). It contributes to the scholarship of street-level bureaucrats by unpacking the micro-level 
leadership dynamics and how discretion plays a crucial role in shaping leadership styles and roles of schoolteachers. Similarly, it cautions that discretion 
without collaboration could lead to exclusion and predatory behaviors. Practically, (1) it guides policymakers and practitioners that institutionalization 
of co-production is not a means to an end; instead, it depends on the discretionary leadership of street-level bureaucrats, and (2) community 
contributions should be formally treated as additional (value-added), not substitutive of political responsibility. The thesis concludes that 
institutionalized co-production is not a silver bullet, but a dynamic process that is sustained by the leadership of street-level bureaucrats who combine 
collaboration, discretion, and integrity to mobilize and empower communities for collective actions.  
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