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Co-production in adult social care is about 
developing more equal partnerships between 
people with care and support needs, carers, 
and professionals (SCIE, 2015). The voice of 
lived experience is central to co-production, 
because it places lived experience on an 
equal footing with professional opinion and 
academic research. 

95 per cent of people with care and support 
needs and carers have said they would prefer 
co-produced services (SCIE, 2019a). The 
potential benefits are set out in evidence:

> Co-production, through its link with 
strengths-based practice, can have 
direct positive impacts on people’s 
confidence and wellbeing (Hannibal & 
Martikke, 2019)

> It may reduce inappropriate and 
wasteful interventions, since co-
produced services will come from the 
genuine voice of lived experience (Slay 
& Penny, 2014)

> There may also be wider strength-
oriented benefits – tapping into 
existing community networks and peer 
support (Sutton, 2018). 

> It promotes equality and diversity 
in services (Begum, 2006; Aabe et 
al., 2019); enhancing relationships 
between practitioners and people with 
lived experience (Hannibal & Martikke, 
2019).

> It values frontline practitioner wisdom 
in service design (Gannon & Lawson, 
2008). 

While co-production is almost 
universally acknowledged as ‘a good 
thing to do’ in theory, this briefing 
identifies that there is less agreement as 
to how it can be achieved effectively in 
practice. It asks leaders and practitioners 
in adult social care to devolve power 
and accept risk. Co-production usually 
needs an investment of time, money 
and long-term commitment. Studies 
have also found that, sometimes, 
not everyone’s voice is heard in co-
production (Goulding, 2019). The 
evidence set out in this briefing suggests 
that achieving effective co-production 
requires a complex mix of flexibility, 
creativity, vision, and organisation from 
strategic leaders.

While this resource is primarily aimed 
at senior leaders and commissioners in 
adult social care (and it will also be of 
interest to senior leaders in health), it 
has important messages for practitioners 
and people with lived experience too. 

Introduction
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I feel that I have a lot of experience, life 
experience, to help the commissioners 
and the higher up people so that they can 
learn from me and I’ll be able to learn 
from them. 
  
Karl, speaking about co-production 
on the Suffolk Learning Disability 
Partnership website. 
www.suffolkordinarylives.co.uk/stories/
karl-on-co-production 

A clear way to define co-production is 
that all involved in services have equal 
roles in creating and delivering those 
services. It is the most far-reaching way 
in which people with lived experience 
are involved in the design and 
delivery of services, and goes beyond 
feedback and consultation. However, 
there are differences in the literature, 
debates about its definition, and some 
controversies. 

Co-production can exist on several 
different levels, all of which can work in 
tandem. For instance, co-production at 
a systems level – co-producing policy, 
and unpacking structural disadvantage 
against the voice of lived experience – is 
harmonious with work to co-design and 
co-deliver support at a service level. 

These are then underpinned by strengths-
based work by practitioners in a direct 
partnership with people – for example, 
co-producing a plan for care and support.  
Flemig & Osborne (2019) argue that it is 
important organisations don’t overlook 
this kind of ‘everyday’ co-production, 
which makes up the vast bulk of people’s 
experiences.

At whatever level it occurs, co-production 
dismantles the traditional division 
between ‘professional’ and ‘person with 
care and support needs’. It is often shown 
as a ladder. This demonstrates how 
co-production differs from other types 
of relationships between people and 
services (see following diagram).

What is co-production? 
The theory

https://suffolkordinarylives.co.uk/stories/karl-on-co-production/
https://suffolkordinarylives.co.uk/stories/karl-on-co-production/
http://www.suffolkordinarylives.co.uk/stories/karl-on-co-production
http://www.suffolkordinarylives.co.uk/stories/karl-on-co-production
https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2018/10/17/co-production-individuals-key-advice-social-workers/
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Source: Adapted from Arnstein S, 1969, in Slay & Penny (2014).

However, the ladder on its own is not the full story of co-production (Rosen & Painter, 
2019; Voorberg et al., 2015). Another way of looking at co-production is via the Wheel 
of Participation, developed by the Office of the Children’s Commissioner and based 
on the work of Treseder (1997). Using this wheel helps to identify how, and in what 
way, participation may occur. It also reflects that it is not always helpful to imply that 
one level of participation is better than another. Instead, the wheel acknowledges that 
participation can depend on the project itself and, in this case, how young people wish 
to engage with it (Office of the Children’s Commissioner, 2013). 

Co-production Doing with in an 
equal and reciprocal 

partnership

Doing for engaging and 
involving people

Doing to trying to fix 
people who are passive 

recipients of service

Co-design

Engagement

Consultation

Informing

Educating

Coercion
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1. Recognising people as assets 
Treating people as equal and active 
partners in services, not as passive 
recipients. 

2. Building on people’s existing capabilities 
Starting with people’s strengths, rather 
than their needs. 

3. Mutuality and reciprocity 
Mutuality is when people do something 
together; reciprocity is when people are 
rewarded for their contributions (this 
doesn’t have to be a financial reward). 
Taken together, mutuality and reciprocity 
mean that all involved in co-production 
are interdependent, and each has a 
valuable role in improving services and 
outcomes. 

4. Strengthening peer support networks 
Engaging existing networks to share 
knowledge and support change. 

5. Breaking down barriers 
Blurring and, ultimately, dissolving 
distinctions between professionals and 
community members, local people, 
people with lived experience, or similar. 

6. Facilitating rather than delivering 
Putting emphasis on professionals 
as catalysts of change rather than as 
deliverers of services (Slay and Penny, 
2014; Stephens et al., 2008; Slay, 2012). 

Children and young people 
initiated and directed
Children and young people 
have the initial idea and decide 
how the project is to be carried 
out. Adults are available but do 
not take charge.

Children and young people initiated 
shared decisions with adults
Children and young people have 
the ideas, set up projects and come 
to adults for advice, discussion and 
support. The adults do not direct 
but offer their expertise for young 
people to consider.

Adult-initiated shared decisions 
with children and young people
Adults have the initial idea but 
young people are involved in 
every step of the planning and 
implementation. Not only are 
their views considered, but 
young people are also involved 
in making the decisions.

Consulted and informed
The project is designed and run 
by adults but children and young 
people are consulted. They have a 
full understanding of the process and 
their opinions are taken seriously.

Assigned but informed
Adults decide on the 
project and young people 
volunteer for it. The young 
people understand the 
project, they know who 
decided to involve them 
and why. Adults respect 
young people’s views.

DEGREES OF 
PARTICIPATION

Slay and Penny (2014) outlined six principles to achieve co-production: 

Source: Adapted from ‘Wheel of participation’ in Participation Strategy: Ensuring the voice of children and young 
people in the work of the Office of the Children’s Commissioner (Office of the Children’s Commissioner, 2013)
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However, co-production as a concept and 
definition has been challenged. Bevir 
(2013) argues that co-production is often 
‘attached to reified concepts, utopian 
rationales, or formal explanations’ – 
in other words, it can easily become 
divorced from the people-led approach 
it is designed to promote. The word itself 
has also been criticised by people with 
lived experience as ‘a jargon word that 
creates a barrier’ (Pieroudis et al., 2019).

There is no single way to ‘do’ co-
production. Sometimes, organisations 
will be run along co-production 
principles yet not use the word; at other 
times the word will be used when the 
reality is different. It’s important that 
organisations don’t shy away from trying 
co-production for fear of failure – failing 
to reach the top of the ladder. This is 
because success can also be about the 
quality of the co-productive process, 
as well as the outcomes (Hannibal & 
Martikke, 2019). For instance, Weaver 
(2019), looking at co-production in 
prisons, found that although in this case 
the co-production initiative didn’t achieve 
service transformation, it did result in 
improved interactions between prisoners 
and staff, and improved democratic 
participation overall.

You are willing to change how you 
think because of how someone else 
sees things. This was the best part of 
co-producing. We came up with ideas 
together that none of us could have come 
up with on our own.  

(Armstrong et al., 2019, in a study on 
how people with learning disabilities 
co-produced a toolkit for self-advocacy)

A first step to take is to understand what 
co-production means for local people 
with care and support needs, for the 
organisation, and for the wider local 
population. Co-production exists as part 
of a complex world of policy and practice, 
and this mediates what’s achievable in 
different contexts (Brown & Head, 2019). 
Working out how co-production might 
interact with what’s already available is 
important.

If co-production is not clearly and 
realistically defined there is a danger that 
its meaning is diluted, and its potential to 
transform services is reduced (SCIE, 2015; 
Norah Fry Centre, 2018), or even that it 
results in poorer outcomes (Crompton, 
2019; Osborne et al., 2016). 

What is co-production? 
The practice
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Needham (2013) outlines four issues to 
consider when embedding co-production 
in practice:

1. Culture 
Ensure that co-production runs through 
the culture of an organisation, is built 
on a shared understanding of what 
co-production is and operates within 
a culture of risk awareness rather than 
risk aversion. Senior leaders can also 
encourage practitioners to explicitly 
make links between co-production and 
strengths-based practice.

2. Structure 
Involve everyone, value and reward 
people who take part in the process, 
build on existing structures and support 
mechanisms, and ensure adequate 
resources. 

3. Practice 
Ensure accessibility, equality, flexibility, 
wider community involvement and co-
produced commissioning policies. 

4. Review 
Carry out regular (co-produced) reviews, 
use the findings to facilitate continuous 
learning and think about ways of showing 
the impact of co-production. 

Practice example: Oxfordshire’s Working 
Together

The important thing is to make a plan and 
give it a go, learn from your experience and 
use this learning to improve future practice! 

Oxfordshire’s Working Together 
partnership (co-)produced a handbook in 
2019, bringing together two years’ worth 
of their knowledge and experience of 
co-production in Oxfordshire. It includes 
insights on:

> making a plan for co-production – 
including considering practicalities

> managing meetings and sessions

> tools for feedback and self-reflection

> identifying and addressing barriers

> accessibility and language.

One example in the handbook is how the 
Older People’s Strategy in Oxfordshire 
was co-produced with nearly 600 
people. Local people, people with care 
and support needs, carers, voluntary 
organisations and local councillors all 
gave their views via a survey and face-
to-face events throughout the summer of 
2018, leading to a strategy development 
day with over 40 people from different 
backgrounds in the autumn. The delivery 
plan of the strategy around these four 
priorities is now also being co-produced.

The handbook is available online:  
www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/sites/default/
files/file/about-council/CoproHandbook_
Full.pdf

https://news.oxfordshire.gov.uk/delivering-an-older-peoples-strategy-for-oxfordshire/
http://www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/sites/default/files/file/about-council/CoproHandbook_Full.pdf
http://www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/sites/default/files/file/about-council/CoproHandbook_Full.pdf
http://www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/sites/default/files/file/about-council/CoproHandbook_Full.pdf
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Although strengths-based practice is often 
thought of as an individual relationship 
where people and practitioners work 
towards that person’s own outcomes, co-
production absolutely underpins it. 

Edgar Cahn - a US civil rights lawyer and 
one of the thinkers who helped shape the 
modern understanding of co-production 
– explicitly linked co-production to asset-
based working. He wrote of the idea of 
the ‘core economy’ (the non-monetised 
assets of family, neighbourhood, and 
community) and that services and 
systems should value it far more. Cahn 
saw co-production delivering benefits for 
both the provider, because services would 
improve, and people, because it would 
support stronger and more resilient 
communities (Stephens et al., 2008).

Senior leaders can explicitly link co-
production with an organisation’s 
strengths-based practice framework. In 
addition to making use of the natural 
harmony that exists between co-
production and strengths-based practice, 
this has other advantages. Research 
has identified that some practitioners 
can struggle to understand how co-
production differs from consultation 
(Flemig & Osborne, 2019); therefore, 
making the link between day-to-day 
strengths-based practice and co-
production can increase understanding 
and buy-in (Boyle, 2014). 

There is also a potential practical benefit 
for widening participation - for people 
with care and support needs, becoming 
involved in co-production can arise 
because of a strengths-based relationship 
with a trusted practitioner (Hannibal & 
Martikke, 2019). 

Giving people who use services an 
equal opportunity to sit at the table to 
make decisions about their own lives 
is just fundamental. It means building 
up people’s confidence and developing 
people’s skills.  

Sally Percival, Chair of TLAP

Think Local Act Personal has created a 
podcast on ‘co-production and the art of 
conversation’. It links an equal footing in 
the practitioner-person relationship with 
the wider principles of co-production: 

www.thinklocalactpersonal.org.uk/
Latest/Podcast-Co-production-and-the-
art-of-conversation  

Co-production and 
strengths-based practice

https://www.thinklocalactpersonal.org.uk/
http://www.thinklocalactpersonal.org.uk/Latest/Podcast-Co-production-and-the-art-of-conversation
http://www.thinklocalactpersonal.org.uk/Latest/Podcast-Co-production-and-the-art-of-conversation
http://www.thinklocalactpersonal.org.uk/Latest/Podcast-Co-production-and-the-art-of-conversation
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In developing and delivering preventative 
approaches to care and support, 
local authorities should ensure that 
individuals are not seen as passive 
recipients of support services, but are 
able to design care and support based 
around achievement of their goals. Local 
authorities should actively promote 
participation in providing interventions 
that are co-produced with individuals, 
families, friends, carers and the 
community.

Care and Support Statutory Guidance 2.20 
(2020)

While there is no legal requirement for 
organisatons to co-produce (Pieroudis et 
al., 2019), most recent health and social 
care legislation, strategies, guidance, and 
policies make reference either explicitly 
to co-production or to drawing on the 
strengths of people with lived experience 
to improve services.

Co-production, the Care Act 2014, the 
Human Rights Act 1998, and the Equality 
Act 2010 complement one another. The 
Care Act 2014 specifically includes the 
concept of co-production in its statutory 
guidance, citing it as a key method to 
implement the Act. 

A human rights approach in adult social 
care ‘works with the entitlements we 
all have and that we share as members 
of society’ (Elliott, 2017). Since co-
production respects and shares different 
forms of knowledge, it can support this 
wider rights-based way of working. 
Co-production should also bring in a 
wider range of lived experience voices, 
supporting a commitment to equality and 
diversity.

Co-production is also likely to support 
the Public Services (Social Value Act) 
2010, requiring local authorities to 
ensure that the money spent on services 
creates the greatest economic, social 
and environmental value for local 
communities. For example, if a local 
authority commissions a co-produced 
mental health service, that service is more 
likely to support broader community-level 
outcomes, such as social inclusion of the 
people who co-produced that service.

The legal and policy 
context
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Practice example: Cambridge and 
Peterborough Clinical Commissioning 
Group (CCG)

When the CCG set up a new community-
based 24/7 first response crisis mental 
health service, an early step was to set 
up a network that included people with 
lived experience to co-produce it. People 
could join in the way that best suited 
them. For example, the premises were 
always accessible for in-person events 
like meetings, workshops and forums, 
and were utilised to include people in 
co-production via emails, social media, a 
website, online polls, text messages and 
training videos. To ensure that people 
knew how valuable their work was, 
an hourly rate was paid. People also 
received a shopping gift card, free lunch, 
and training on ‘attending meetings’ and 
‘confidence and assertiveness’.

The CCG reflected that:  
 
Our work contributed to our local 
community’s improvement: we noted a 19 
per cent reduction in hospital admissions 
for mental health reasons, a 26 per cent 
reduction in mental health-related A&E 
visits, a reduction in A&E presentations for 
self-harm, and cost savings of around £4 
million, as well as time savings that could 
be used for further commissioning and 
transformation initiatives.

National Collaborating Centre for Mental 
Health (2019)

It was the day I understood my son’s 
autism that I started helping him and 
began on a journey to help him to have a 
voice. I saw Zak’s progress and I also saw 
other members of my local community 
who were hiding their children, who 
were similar to Zak. I knew I needed to 
educate and empower my community and 
so I set up an organisation called Autism 
Independence.

 
(Aabe et al., 2019, in a study on how 
knowledge about autism was co-
produced in a UK Somali community)

Research has identified a number of 
benefits for people who are directly 
involved in co-production. These include 
establishing supportive peer relationships 
and social networks, increasing self-
esteem, and gaining knowledge of 
service delivery or alternative options 
(Needham, 2013; Boyle et al., 2006; 
Armstrong et al., 2019; Gannon & Lawson, 
2008; Aabe et al., 2019). These positive 
impacts are underlined by Hannibal & 
Martikke (2019) who found that people’s 
initial expectations of engaging in 
co-production initiatives were often 
superseded or exceeded by the actual 
benefit they experienced. Feelings of 
empowerment are strong themes across 
all the literature.

Co-production: Its 
importance to people 
with lived experience
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The positive effects of co-production may 
be different depending on the type of 
support needs people have. For instance, 
adults experiencing mental health 
difficulties may also feel less stigmatised 
(Slay & Stevens, 2013); some older 
people have reported benefitting from 
opportunities to increase their cultural 
awareness (Goulding, 2019); and adults 
with learning disabilities may increase 
their ability to self-advocate (Roberts et 
al., 2012; Armstrong et al., 2019).

Even if people choose not to be directly 
involved in co-production, it is still 
important for the collective benefit of all 
people with care and support needs and 
carers (Greenhalgh et al., 2016). In some 
cases, co-production has prompted an 
entire strengths-based rethink of services. 
Goulding (2019) cites an example where 
older people on a co-production team 
directed a programme away from 
‘preventing social isolation’, shifting 
the focus instead towards age-friendly 
neighbourhoods.

For co-production to be successful, the 
novel aspect of accountability which is 
required is accountability downward […] 
towards community members, rather than 
simply the more ‘managerial’ upward 
accountability to ministers and higher 
levels within the bureaucracy.  

(Brown & Head, 2019)

While there is not currently a Knowledge 
and Skills Statement (KSS) for Practice 
Leaders in adult social care, the capability 
statement for Principle Social Workers in 
adult social care and the KSS for Practice 
Leaders in child and families social work 
refer to several areas that co-production 
affects: 

> leading and governing excellent 
practice

> creating a context for excellent 
practice

> designing a system to support 
effective practice

> quality assurance and 
improvement.  
(DfE, 2018; DHSC, 2019). 

The Knowledge and Skills Statement 
for Social Workers in Adult Services 
(Department of Health, 2015) includes a 
section on person-centred practice.
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/411957/KSS.pdf

Co-production: Its 
importance to senior 
leaders

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/principal-social-workers-in-adult-services-capability-statement
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/principal-social-workers-in-adult-services-capability-statement
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/691540/Knowledge_and_skills_statement_for_practice_leaders.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/691540/Knowledge_and_skills_statement_for_practice_leaders.pdf
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Co-production can lead to new forms of 
knowledge, values and social relations 
emerging (Filipe, Renedo, & Marston, 
2017) – all central to creative and 
effective senior leadership. Leading co-
production can bring unique challenges 
and opportunities. It requires, but it can 
also develop, professional courage and a 
nimble approach.

Although a strong vision of senior 
leadership is needed (Pieroudis et al., 
2019; Hannibal & Martikke, 2019), co-
production involves shifts of power. 
Leadership through a hands-off 
approach, demonstrating trust and 
belief in people and practitioners to 
share their experiences in service design 
and delivery, may be most effective 
(Weaver, 2019; Flemig & Osborne, 2019). 
In particular, leading co-production 
may require a ‘leap of faith’, opening 
up decision-making beyond the usual 
stakeholders and accepting the risk 
of failure (Flemig & Osborne, 2019; 
Nembhard et al., 2009; Peters & Painter, 
2010). Ideally it should involve leading 
by example and co-producing senior 
decision-making spaces and mechanisms 
(what gets decided and how) (Rosen & 
Painter, 2019).

While evaluating co-production is vital, 
the benefits of co-production can be 
difficult to measure (particularly in the 
short-term), be debatable in terms of 
direct cost-effectiveness (Bown, 2014; 
Needham, 2013) or appear small in 
terms of the usual outcomes and targets 
(Greenhalgh et al., 2016; Donetto et 
al., 2014; Hannibal & Martikke, 2019). 
Defining the overall success of co-
production may involve measurements 
that are very different from established 
ways of evaluation and quality assurance. 

This might include directly enabling 
the people involved in co-production, 
including practitioners, to talk of their 
positive experiences, and stressing any 
identified preventative effects arising from 
co-production.

Compassionate leadership is also 
necessary, since co-production can open 
up services to critique, and challenge 
practitioners’ emotional resilience 
(Mulvale et al., 2019). Leadership is also 
needed to capture and share the learning 
from any co-production initiatives, so 
they can benefit the wider organisation 
(Osborne et al., 2016).

https://www.researchinpractice.org.uk/adults/publications/2019/december/leading-with-compassion-supervisors-briefing-2019/
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In many ways, this has been an easy report 
to write because it says what disabled 
people have been calling for over many 
years.

In December 2015 representatives 
of Hammersmith & Fulham 
Council established the Disabled 
People’s Commission, working closely 
with disabled residents to make 
decisions about support and services. 
The report of the Disabled People’s 
Commission, including a commitment to 
co-production, was accepted in full by 
Hammersmith & Fulham in 2017.

The report recommended a co-
production hub - a place to organise 
co-production work across the borough. 
The hub will support developing co-
production initiatives across council 
departments, and establish a central 
place for gaining support, dealing with 
issues, and obtaining expert information.

Prioritising disabled people’s housing, 
the report also highlighted that the 
refurbishment of the town hall and 
surrounding area would be co-produced, 
ensuring it has the highest levels of 
inclusive design.

This culminated in local disabled 
people co-producing a major new 
redevelopment scheme in the borough 
during 2019. Jane Wilmot, one of the 
disabled residents who worked on the 
scheme, said that inclusivity for disabled 
people was raised at an early stage. This 
‘allowed robust solutions to be found 
early, as well as saving time and money 
for the developer’.

The report is available online:  
www.lbhf.gov.uk/sites/default/files/
section_attachments/hf-disabled-
peoples-commission-final-accessible-
report-june-2018.pdf 

Practice example: Nothing about Disabled people without Disabled people, 
Hammersmith & Fulham

https://www.lbhf.gov.uk/councillors-and-democracy/resident-led-commissions/disabled-people-s-commission
https://www.disabilitynewsservice.com/disabled-residents-play-ground-breaking-co-production-role-in-major-development/
https://www.disabilitynewsservice.com/disabled-residents-play-ground-breaking-co-production-role-in-major-development/
http://www.lbhf.gov.uk/sites/default/files/section_attachments/hf-disabled-peoples-commission-final-accessible-report-june-2018.pdf
http://www.lbhf.gov.uk/sites/default/files/section_attachments/hf-disabled-peoples-commission-final-accessible-report-june-2018.pdf
http://www.lbhf.gov.uk/sites/default/files/section_attachments/hf-disabled-peoples-commission-final-accessible-report-june-2018.pdf
http://www.lbhf.gov.uk/sites/default/files/section_attachments/hf-disabled-peoples-commission-final-accessible-report-june-2018.pdf
http://www.lbhf.gov.uk/sites/default/files/section_attachments/hf-disabled-peoples-commission-final-accessible-report-june-2018.pdf
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Quality is a central issue to both 
commissioners and service providers 
– and the people who use that service 
offer the most meaningful feedback on 
whether a service is working or not (Yang 
& Northcott, 2019). Commissioning and 
procuring co-produced services should 
help achieve the long-term outcomes 
people want, while promoting wider 
social, environmental and economic value 
(Slay & Penny, 2014; Loeffler & Bovaird, 
2019).

For service providers, as well as 
potentially improving the likelihood they 
would be commissioned, co-production 
has the potential to increase service 
capacity in the longer term. Bringing 
in people’s expertise, time, skills and 
resources can contribute knowledge, 
reduce inefficiencies and encourage 
people to volunteer (Slay & Stephens, 
2013; Hannibal & Martikke, 2019).

Co-commissioning – where people with 
care and support needs enter an equal 
partnership with commissioners – can 
help direct resources to services that 
better meet community needs (Slay & 
Penny, 2014). However, so far, it has been 
slow to develop and the research suggests 
greater flexibility in the commissioning 
cycle is needed to address this (Loeffler & 
Bovaird, 2019). 

Think Local Act Personal has several 
resources and tools to support co-
production in commissioning and 
market-shaping: 
 
www.thinklocalactpersonal.org.uk/co-
production-in-commissioning-tool 

Co-production: Its importance 
to commissioners and service 
providers

http://www.thinklocalactpersonal.org.uk/co-production-in-commissioning-tool
http://www.thinklocalactpersonal.org.uk/co-production-in-commissioning-tool
http://www.thinklocalactpersonal.org.uk/co-production-in-commissioning-tool
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Staff commented surprisingly often that, 
because they were in dialogue with 
service users, they felt less ‘alone’. 
  
(Hannibal & Martikke, 2019)

Co-production is about equality - the 
voice of lived experience and practice 
wisdom both count. Practitioners are 
essential to co-production, and there is 
strong support in the sector for it – 87 
per cent of those working in social care 
either positively, strongly or completely 
agree that it would be better to work for 
services designed and delivered with 
those who would use them (SCIE, 2019a). 

Practitioners believe that co-production 
enhances their professional practice 
– particularly through increasing 
confidence, supporting relationship-
based skills, and encouraging critical 
thinking around other people’s 
viewpoints (Hannibal & Martikke, 2019). 

Practitioners and people with care and 
support needs do not have to have the 
same motivations for co-production. 
However, it is important that everyone 
feels valued and has an equal say 
(Weaver, 2019). The values underpinning 
co-production, such as empowerment, 
are strongly aligned with wider social 
work and occupational therapy values and 
ethics, and relationship-based practice 
enhances the process of co-production 
for people with care and support needs 
(Gannon & Lawson, 2008; Baun, 2014). 

Senior leaders can support practitioners 
in the co-production process not only 
through creating collegiate conditions 
for co-production, but also through 
setting expectations and frameworks. 
As Hannibal & Martikke (2019) found in 
their study of co-production in Greater 
Manchester: ‘boundaries were also set to 
ensure that the purpose and outcomes of 
the co-production activities were clear. 
[…] This stressed that the co-production 
activities were not ‘free rein’ and that 
certain parameters were set and adhered 
to. The business decision as to whether 
certain events would be viable was 
always included in the process’.

 

Co-production: Its importance 
to practitioners
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I believe the only way of properly 
addressing the rights of any group of 
people is to make ourselves inclusive 
and address all the diversity within our 
movement. 

Nasa Begum, quoted in Turner (2012)

Despite some positive evidence and a 
general willingness in principle to involve 
people in the design and delivery of 
services, growth in co-production has been 
slow (Mulvale et al., 2019; Sutton, 2018; SCIE, 
2019a). Research has highlighted a number 
of challenges to co-production in practice:

> Ensuring diversity  
It’s critical not to assume that all 
people will want the same type of 
project, so diversity in co-production 
is essential. Research consistently 
identifies that co-production is not 
achieving this: whether it’s the under-
representation of people from minority 
ethnic communities (Goulding, 2019; 
de Andrade, 2016); younger adults 
(Bovairdet et al., 2015); people with 
limited transport links (Needham, 
2013); or people on a low income 
(Gannon & Lawson, 2008; Faulkner et 
al., 2015). At worst, a lack of diversity 
can even mean that one group of 
people protect their own interests, 
which may be to the detriment of 
others (Hannibal & Martikke, 2019; 
Loeffler & Bovaird, 2019).

> Availability of sustainable resources 
Co-production can be resource and 
time-intensive, especially at the 
beginning, and there may be additional 

costs associated with travel, expenses 
and accessibility (Evans et al., 2011; 
Pieroudis et al., 2019). 

 Organisations may be reluctant to invest 
scarce funding – particularly following 
austerity – in what’s still seen as a 
creative and unpredictable approach 
(Buddery, Parsfield, & Shafique, 2016). 
Another challenge is that funding for 
co-production can be inflexible or 
temporary (or both), and sometimes 
the costs of co-production can occur in 
one service area, while benefits occur 
in another (Boyle et al., 2010).

> Achieving true accessibility 
People with care and support needs 
often have fluctuating health, social 
and economic circumstances – and 
these can affect people’s ability to co-
produce (Mulvale et al., 2019). Ensuring 
accessibility, and building confidence 
to participate, should be addressed 
explicitly. Understanding people’s 
personal barriers to co-designing 
services, and working together to 
address these, can support more 
consistent engagement.

 Accessibility in co-production relates 
to far more than physical space – it is 
also about communication, language, 
culture, sensitivity to people’s physical 
and mental health needs, and the 
norms of ‘how things are done’ 
(Ramsden, 2010; Mulvale, 2019). The 
potential ‘hands on’ contributions of 
people are often overlooked, because of 
a culture of formal meetings (Mulvale, 
2019), which can occur at times 
convenient for practitioners but not 
people or carers (Pieroudis et al., 2019). 

The challenges
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Rather than [people with care and support 
needs] coming to a venue that had 
been identified by the professional staff, 
providers had to meet [people] on their 
home turf.  

(Hannibal & Martikke, 2019)

> Culture and risk aversion  
If people with care and support needs 
are fearful of any consequences from 
sharing their opinion (such as having 
a service or funding withdrawn), or 
feel they bear sole responsibility for 
the failure of co-production (Rolfe, 
2018), co-production is unlikely 
happen (Pieroudis et al., 2019). It 
is really important that a culture of 
trust, openness and power-sharing is 
created so people can be honest about 
what is working well, and what is not.

 The literature is clear that this is 
not easy. Dynamics of professional 
protectionism can be difficult to 
unpack (Roper et al., 2018); and 
people with care and support needs 
may not be used to having their 
opinion heard. Boyle and Harris 
(2009) found that co-production 
didn’t often happen naturally because 
of this. Practitioners and managers 
might resist giving up their power, 
particularly in risk-averse cultures. 

 

 There needs to be an 
acknowledgement that 
unpredictability is a part of co-
production, because a central point 
is that organisations do not solely 
control the process. Embracing this 
unpredictability can be linked with 
wider strengths-based approaches 
that sees the right to take a risk as 
a human right and considers the 
benefits risk-taking can bring (Duffy & 
Sutton, 2018; Flemig & Osborne, 2019). 

> The evidence base 
Sharing knowledge on co-production 
has traditionally been a challenge 
(Bergerum, 2019), although more 
organisations are now publishing 
their work online (as shown in the 
case studies). However, much of 
the research evidence comes from 
qualitative studies that examine 
process rather than outcomes 
(Voorberg et al., 2015) and, although 
co-research initiatives are increasing, 
academic voices are still prioritised.
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The challenges to co-production may 
seem daunting. However, if there is the 
will (and a plan) to identify, address and 
review barriers, and use the strengths of 
all involved in the co-production process, 
co-production can thrive – achieving 
real person-centred transformation. 
Here are some approaches - suggested 
by research, practice and people’s 
experience - that can provide a firm 
foundation for success:

> Reflect seriously on power 
People can feel vulnerable and 
uncomfortable if they do not feel 
their experiences are valued as much 
as the professional viewpoint. In 
one example, people experiencing 
mental health difficulties felt that 
the recovery model, which they 
valued, was seen as less valid than 
the medical model of mental health 
valued by the practitioners (Mulvale, 
2019). Even using phrases like ‘invite 
to meetings’ can suggest people 
with care and support needs are 
guests, rather than equal partners. 
Reflecting on power, which may take 
on a different character in different 
service areas, and dismantling any 
subtle status symbols, is a key to 
success (Hannibal & Martikke, 2019).

 Effective facilitation is also central 
to managing issues of status, 
hierarchy and power. This goes 
beyond ensuring people have 
a say; it might include giving 

extra time to understand expert 
perspectives and technical data, or 
gradually building confidence that 
expertise by experience is valued 
equally to academic or professional 
perspectives (Crompton, 2019). 

 Research has also found that, almost 
unconsciously, professionals in co-
production can slide back into subtle 
power relationships – for instance, 
by holding additional meetings 
‘backstage’ between themselves 
(Crompton, 2019; Clarke et al., 2019). 
It’s important to be alert to this, and 
challenge it. As Armstrong et al. 
(2019) point out: ‘the team notice if 
someone is dominating and point it 
out. People are side by side. No-one 
is at the top, and no-one is in the 
centre’.

> A pro-active approach to diversity  
While it’s tempting to work with a 
group of people who are enthusiastic 
and pro-active about co-production, 
the evidence suggests this may not 
be representative. It might also be 
damaging, as positions of privilege 
(particularly white privilege) may 
be unthinkingly reproduced (Rose & 
Kalathil, 2019). It is significant to note 
that there is a lack of recent research 
around Black, Asian and Minority 
Ethic people and co-production. How 
can a range of voices be captured?

Approaches that work
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The history of Black, Asian and Minority 
Ethnic people is rich in ground-breaking 
direct action and self-help. […] The 
language used might have focused 
on self-help, community action and 
community development, yet the 
principles of participation, of people with 
direct experience getting involved and 
leading initiatives was very much at the 
heart of what was happening. 

(Begum, 2006)

 Ensuring diversity is an area 
of co-production that research 
suggests needs trust and an active 
professional steer (Goulding, 2019). 
Reach out to community settings 
(Slay & Penny, 2014) and partner 
with activist groups (Begum, 2006) 
–practitioners may be particularly 
good at this, rather than senior 
management (Gannon & Lawson, 
2008).

 Wildman et al. (2019), looking at co-
produced asset-based work in a rural 
context, found that extensive local 
consultation – beyond usual surveys 
and focus groups, consciously 
seeking out people who may never 
have been consulted – was a 
foundation of success.

> Beyond accessibility 
Concepts like ‘strength-based 
practice’ and ‘co-production’ come 
from the adult social care world and 
don’t use people’s own language. 
Ensure all co-producers agree how 
to describe the initiative.

 Be creative and think beyond 
meetings to more informal settings 
– and make sure people are asked 
for their ideas (Pieroudis et al., 
2019). There is some evidence that 
holding events outdoors, in public 
spaces such as parks, might increase 
attendance and widen participation 
(Buddery et al., 2016). 

 Transport has been identified as 
a key barrier (Ogrin et al., 2020; 
Needham, 2013). Different care and 
support needs will require specific 
support in terms of communication 
and physical space – for example, 
people living with dementia may 
need specific tools to ensure their 
views are not misrepresented (Sharif 
et al., 2012).
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Practice example: Age Better in 
Sheffield 

Age Better Sheffield’s team joined in 
baking and craft sessions and got their 
hands dirty on allotments to build trust 
with residents when co-designing their 
loneliness toolkits. Their manager said, 
“It’s so important for us to get out there 
and have those conversations.” 

(Woodall et al, 2019)

> Link with strengths-based practice 
and risk enablement 
Unlocking people’s strengths and 
assets is easiest to achieve when 
it aligns with people’s existing 
priorities and they can see direct 
benefit. Using people’s strengths 
involves accepting a level of risk 
and trusting people’s own decision-
making – and co-production is no 
different.

 Research has identified that ‘giving 
something back’ is a powerful 
motivator for co-production (Weaver, 
2019; Poland et al., 2019). Remember 
the concepts of ‘mutuality and 
reciprocity’ and consider what 
specific benefits people might see 
– whether subtle, such as increased 
confidence, or more tangible, like 
payment for example.

If an organisation pays people for 
their involvement in co-production, it’s 
important to check this will not affect 
any state benefits they may receive.  
SCIE (2019b) has produced a guide on 
the rules around this:

www.scie.org.uk/files/co-production/
supporting/aag50/ataglance50.pdf 

Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is a particular 
model based on the idea that in every 
society, organisation, family or group, 
something works (at least some of the 
time) (Hammond, 1998). It can form a 
key part of a strength-based approach 
in an organisation because it rebalances 
questioning from deficits and problems 
towards assets and strengths. AI can 
be used in co-production to find out 
what works well, in order to continue 
and build on successes (Seebohm et al., 
2010). 

North East Lincolnshire implemented 
the AI model and embeded evidence-
informed approaches in the design, 
delivery and evaluation of their 
services. Their report can be viewed 
here: 
 
www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/
documents/north-east-lincolnshire-
p-b50.pdf

http://www.scie.org.uk/files/co-production/supporting/aag50/ataglance50.pdf
http://www.scie.org.uk/files/co-production/supporting/aag50/ataglance50.pdf
https://www.iriss.org.uk/sites/default/files/2016-08/insights-33-web.pdf
https://www.researchinpractice.org.uk/adults/content-pages/services/bespoke-services/case-study-appreciative-inquiry-in-north-lincolnshire/
https://www.researchinpractice.org.uk/adults/content-pages/services/bespoke-services/case-study-appreciative-inquiry-in-north-lincolnshire/
https://www.researchinpractice.org.uk/adults/content-pages/services/bespoke-services/case-study-appreciative-inquiry-in-north-lincolnshire/
http://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/north-east-lincolnshire-p-b50.pdf
http://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/north-east-lincolnshire-p-b50.pdf
http://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/north-east-lincolnshire-p-b50.pdf
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Facilitate positive relationships 
Relationships are the heart of successful 
co-production, and supportive peer 
groups may naturally emerge from co-
production – although it’s important not 
to assume this will happen. Constructive 
emotional encounters in co-production 
contribute to individual positive outcomes 
and the success of co-production overall 
(Clarke et al., 2019). Close relationships 
that emerge through co-production can 
mean that an organisation has more 
access to the experiences of people 
naturally in the future. People involved 
in co-production say they have more 
understanding of how practitioners 
experience constraints and pressure in 
their work (Hannibal & Martikke, 2019) – 
this might grow trust and support future 
relationship-based practice.

Small groups seem to work best (Ogrin et 
al., 2020; Clarke et al., 2019) – although 
you should be mindful of diversity 
issues. Ensure everyone in the group 
feels valued. This can be done in small 
but important ways – for example, if 
someone misses a session, contact them 
and encourage them to come to the 
next one (Slay & Penny, 2014); provide 
refreshments before a session, allowing 
people to come early and get to know one 
another (Clarke et al., 2019).

It is also important to remember that 
most people with care and support 
needs, and most practitioners, will not 
be directly involved in co-production. 
Co-production should not inadvertently 
create new hierarchies (Weaver, 2019), 
so ensure everyone is kept informed and 
feels included in the process.

> Provide vision, clarity and 
commitment 
Visible and consistent senior 
management commitment really 
makes a difference (Hannibal & 
Martikke, 2019; Bererum, 2019), 
and protection of funding is needed 
(Mulvale, 2019; Flemig & Osborne, 
2019). If practitioners are without 
this senior steer, they are less likely 
to value the process (Gheduzzi et al., 
2019).

The research may suggest a ‘hands off’ 
approach is best, but senior leaders can 
still support co-production in many direct 
and indirect ways - for example, they can:

> co-produce a vision statement

> drive recruitment processes to be 
co-produced

> include co-production in 
organisational policies

> enable (co-produced) training 
to all staff on co-production 
and strength-based principles 
(Pieroudis et al., 2019)

> stress that co-production is an 
equal relationship between 
practitioners and people, with 
practice wisdom essential to it 
(SCIE, 2015).
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Support peer and co-produced research 
Co-production can be underpinned by peer 
research, or research that’s run along the 
lines of co-production - where people with 
care and support needs are in an equal 
relationship with academics. This is in line 
with the NICE Guidelines on using people’s 
views to improve services, which states 
(at 1.6.2) that ‘all research into the views 
of people using care and support and 
their carers should be co-produced at all 
stages’. When accessing the evidence base, 
consider whether the research you’re using 
has been co-produced. This will usually be 
stated in the abstract or introduction.

More locally, by training people in 
research methods, they can become peer 
researchers. Barbato et al. (2014) found 
that when people experiencing mental 
health difficulties delivered a questionnaire 
to their peers, offered assistance if 
required, and collected the questionnaire, 
there was a very low refusal rate (of 12 per 
cent). Doran (2018) trained older people in 
survey planning and conducting research, 
and enabled them to take the role of 
interviewers. 

The older people were able to access 
interviews and viewpoints that the 
academic researchers admitted they would 
have been unable to do themselves. This 
‘opening the door’ effect was also the case 
in co-research into self-advocacy for people 
with learning disabilities (Armstrong et 
al., 2019). However, practitioners should 
be mindful that peer researchers who 
interview people might hear intense 
personal accounts that cause emotional 
anxiety – and ensure there is support for 
this (Poland, 2019).

At times my dual roles as researcher 
and community worker conflicted, 
creating tension for me. I knew that some 
participants were not revealing the full 
extent of their difficulties. I had to contain 
my personal feelings at times to make 
sure that the interviews reflected a range 
of views. [But] the positive response to 
the research showed me the power of 
research in giving more of a voice and 
raising awareness about autism in our 
community. 

(Aabe et al., 2019, in a study on how 
knowledge about autism was co-
produced in a UK Somali community)

> Be patient!  
Results may take longer to develop 
than they would in non-co-produced 
settings - as relationships build, 
power is shared and outcomes are 
negotiated. People with learning 
disabilities have specifically 
highlighted a fast pace as a barrier to 
involvement (Pieroudis et al., 2019). 
Because co-production can be time-
consuming, and to work best should 
not be rushed, it is less suitable 
for short-term or urgent pieces of 
work (Evans et al., 2011; Hannibal & 
Martikke, 2019).

 Co-production can be thought of 
as an evolving goal, with stops and 
starts along the way, rather than as 
a specific end state that gets ‘done’. 
It’s only through patience that trust 
develops, and co-production thrives.

https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng86/chapter/Recommendations#involving-people-in-service-design-and-improvement
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Case study: Greater Manchester’s Ambition for Ageing

 
Places across the UK have committed to being age-friendly, linked to the World 
Health Organization’s Age-Friendly Cities and Communities (AFCC). However, older 
people aren’t always involved in the planning, decision-making and implementation 
of AFCC initiatives. In addition, the research base of these initiatives was often about 
older people, rather than actually including older people. This might mean that, while 
older people’s views were collected in research, older people didn’t often feed into 
designing the questions they would be asked. 

This study involved 18 local older people in Manchester as co-researchers alongside 
academic authors. The older people were part of initial focus groups to consider 
the aims of the study and discuss their own experiences. They then conducted 68 
interviews between them, purposefully speaking to other older people who were 
experiencing social exclusion, isolation, poverty, health issues or restricted mobility. 
Finally, these findings were shared and further discussed at an ‘age-friendly marquee’ 
for other local older people to contribute. 

The co-researchers have formed their own permanent group. This suggests the 
research activity in itself has had a positive effect on these older people’s lives.

(Doran & Buffel, 2018) 

Read more about Greater Manchester’s Ambition for Ageing here: 

www.ambitionforageing.org.uk 

https://www.ageing-better.org.uk/age-friendly-communities
https://www.who.int/ageing/projects/age_friendly_cities_network/en/
http://www.ambitionforageing.org.uk
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> Co-production is at the heart of 
social care values and ethics. 
It supports the empowerment, 
autonomy, choice and control of 
people with care and support 
needs and carers.

> Co-production can be very 
rewarding and result in real 
change, but it is likely to be a 
long-term investment. It may be 
helpful to consider it as a process 
rather than an event.

> Strength-based frameworks and 
co-production work together and 
support one another.

> Sharing power and being alert to 
issues of accessibility, diversity and 
positive relationships make a key 
difference.

> Senior leaders are essential to 
providing vision and commitment 
in co-production, but may need to 
take a ‘hands off’ approach and 
trust people and practitioners to 
lead the process.

> What do people with lived 
experience that use our 
organisation understand by ‘co-
production’ and ‘strengths-based 
practice’? How about practitioners?

> How are the direct experiences 
of people with care and support 
needs and carers currently 
integrated in our organisation? Are 
we in the right place on the ladder 
(see page 5) at the right time?

> Do we consistently and 
meaningfully reflect on what power 
means in our organisation? How 
might our power feel to people 
with care and support needs?

> Do co-production groups (and 
other forums that support people’s 
involvement in the design and 
delivery of services) fully represent 
our diverse communities? Are there 
subtle ways in which privilege is 
reproduced in these groups?

> Is our commissioning process 
co-produced? Do we routinely 
commission co-produced services?

> Is dedicated and stable funding 
available to support co-production?

> Have we asset-mapped our local 
area? How might we engage these 
groups in the design and delivery 
of services?

> Do we creatively think about 
accessibility and inclusion issues, 
and identify hidden barriers?

Key messages Questions for reflection
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