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Introduction 
Co-production has gained common parlance in policy discourse. It emerged 
as a model of service delivery to engage service users, relying less on 
“expert-systems” telling individuals what they need and more on 
disadvantaged communities identifying their own needs, co-creating solutions 
with service providers. There are a number of conceptualisations of co-
production, based on the description – or prescription – of the optimal 
relationships between the state, the organization and the individual. For 
Ostrom, the economist who developed the term in relation to public 
administration, co-production relates to ‘inputs from individuals who are not 
“in” the same organization are transformed into goods and services’ (1996: 
110, in Durose et al 2017 p136). In other words, it is a ‘type of governance 
innovation that can provide space and opportunity for individuals to contribute 
where government had previously exercised full control’ (Strokosch, 2013 
p376). Co-production has become an umbrella term for a variety of theories 
and practices that span models of public administration and service delivery 
right up to a method of transforming the welfare state (Burgess & Durrant, 
2018). The ‘elasticity’ of co-production as a concept (Needham, 2008 p224) is 
partly because of its usage across different disciplines, partly because of its 
connection with other models of user and carer involvement (Arnstein, 1969) 
and partly because of its application to a range of public, voluntary and private 
contexts (Durose et al, 2017; Brandsen et al, 2018). Whilst this has lead to a 
richness of debate, it is also some confusion, for ‘what is straightforward from 
one discipline’s perspective is not so from another’ (Brandsen et al, 2018 p9).   
Not only that but there is a tension between the theory of co-production and 
its practice (Dunston et al, 2009; Steele, 2017). Theoretically, co-production 
denotes a transformation in the balance of power between the providers of the 
welfare state and its service user communities. In practice, however, the 
potential to empower disadvantaged communities is becoming lost in the drive 
for efficiencies in public service provision in UK and the policy of austerity 
(Durose & Richardson, 2016). What is more if co-production is imposed on 
disadvantaged communities rather enabled through a genuine sharing of 
resources, the power relationship between the service user and provider will 
remain unchanged (Brandsen et al 2018). Furthermore, in the context of the 
current policy environment in UK that focuses on behavioural rather than 
structural explanations of poverty and disadvantage, the potential for 
community empowerment is further compromised.  
Focusing on UK, this paper will explore the motif of co-production, in relation 
to citizenship and the empowerment of excluded groups, through the 
reframing of the relationship between service users and providers it implies. 
Building on the work of commentators such as Victor Pestoff who focuses 
primarily on voluntary sector services as brokers in a localised process of 
community engagement (see for instance, Pestoff, 2009), this paper will argue 
that co-production requires a transformation of professional praxis across the 
whole public service landscape, from care provider to policymaker. If 
behavioural change is demanded only of those who are disadvantaged then, 
paradoxically, co-production risks consolidating elite power rather than 
enabling the genuine redistribution of power to its citizens (Askew et al, 2009; 
Brandsen et al, 2018). 
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For in the face of neo-liberal narratives about poor lifestyle choices and public 
perceptions about entitlement, rather than devolving power to disadvantaged 
communities, what is being devolved is responsibility (Edmiston, 2017). What 
is more, the potential of co-production to transform paternalistic cultures and 
professional working practices is inhibited by a lack of research data and 
working models of co-productive practice (Durose et al, 2017).  
Through the lens of social constructionism, this paper will argue that by 
ignoring the duality between structures and agents this important policy 
initiative is being undermined, particularly in light of a political environment 
that privileges agency and the role of individual choice, misapprehending the 
constitution of the social world (Giddens, 1986; Bryant & Jury, 1991).  If co-
production is to enhance citizenship not only is a more critical focus on 
professional praxis required but this praxis must challenge neo-liberal ideas 
about inequality. Co-production needs to make visible the voices of the people 
living with disadvantage. For citizenship to be enhanced the praxis of co-
production must be ‘more activist’ opening ‘up the value-based rationalities of 
policy-making to political challenge…..combined with additional citizen action’ 
(McCarry et al, 2018 p196).  It needs to facilitate the ‘decoding’ of austerity 
through the identification of ‘structures, contexts and motives that are not 
currently visible’ (Freeden, 2003 p11). It needs to be part of a transformative 
process; a process that encourages the creative dialogue necessary to 
generate an “alternative” ideology based on knowledge of ordinary citizens 
and the wisdom – and validity - of lived experience. For as Eagleton argues, 
the reason and creativity required to generate ideology best ‘result(s) from as 
many people as possible actively participating in a discussion of these matters 
in conditions as free as possible from domination’ (2007 p31). For citizenship 
is active, dependent on knowledgeable agents. It is not an attribute that can 
be gifted or imposed. With the political will to empower and reduce 
dependency co-production could be a motif for change, generating ideas 
about a more responsive and responsible approach to the welfare state, 
engaging service users in ‘a collaborative, iterative process of shared 
learning, rather than distanced and linear’ (Campbell & Vanderhoven, 2016 
p12). But it has to be practiced and not preached. 
 

The Mixed Landscape of Service Users 

Co-production has evolved from the idea that public services will be more 
efficient and effective if there is a shift of power to service users in policy-
making. Focus on the role of the “service user” and the impetus to engage 
them in the commissioning and delivery of services emerged from disparate 
stimuli; policy initiatives from successive governments, often fueled by policy 
failures, and “bottom up” grassroots movements challenging the origins of 
disadvantage. A prominent example of former is The Laming Report in the 
wake of the harrowing death of Victoria Climbé, and the subsequent Children 
Act 2004. The Act demanded the inclusion of the parent voice in ‘dialogue, 
reflection and discussion’ to ‘help shape policy and practice and where 
contributions from all are encouraged and everyone is valued’ (Michael 
Gasper, 2010 pxix). The Lamb Inquiry too identified the necessity for ‘face-to-
face communication with parents, treating them as equal partners with 
expertise in their children’s needs’ (Department of Children, Schools and 
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Families, 2010 p3). Such recognition denoted a transformation in the 
commissioning of children’s services, recognising the increased effectiveness 
of services when service users were involved. At the other end grassroots 
activism, such as the disability rights movement, advocated a move away 
from paternalistic services (Shakespeare, 2013). Challenging the medical 
model of disability - the idea that disability is a medical problem to be solved - 
the social model seeks to remove the social and political barriers that exclude 
people with disabilities from mainstream society. Acknowledging their 
impairment; their physical limitations; disability rights groups redefine their 
disability as, ‘restricted activity caused by contemporary social organization’ 
(UPIAS, 1975, in Shakespeare, 2013 p215), highlighting the disabling social 
processes and normative assumptions embedded in our institutions that 
restrict expectations and ultimately life choices. Thus equality laws alone are 
not enough. What needs to change is the practices of professionals. 
Reflecting this, policies such as The Care Act 2014 adopted a person-centred 
model of care, with the duty on Local Authorities to provide disabled people 
‘choice and control over’ the social care professionals that ‘support them’ 
(Needham et al, 2017 p3).  
 
Paradoxically, alongside these policy initiatives the UK political landscape has 
hardened. In the age of austerity narratives indicative of a widespread 
approval of neo-liberalism have emerged, even amongst the working class 
(Wiggan, 2012; Edmiston, 2017). Thus the reduction in public services and 
benefits is now accepted as justifiable, especially if people are not seen to 
“help themselves” (Pemberton et al, 2016). Certainly there is a hardening of 
attitudes towards individuals in need and an ideological questioning of the 
state’s responsibility to meet those needs (Dorling, 2011; Savage, 2015). As 
Wiggan states, 21st Century welfare policy has underplayed the ‘structural 
aspects of persistent unemployment and poverty by transforming these into 
individual pathologies of benefit dependency and worklessness’ (2012 p383). 
In other words, individuals and communities reliant on the welfare state are 
now subject to a policy environment that focuses on their behaviour rather 
than the structural weaknesses of neo-liberal policies. With the discourse of 
blame becoming hegemonic, demonising those who need welfare, and the 
damaging consequences to ‘their sense of self-worth…feelings of alienation, 
degradation, shame’ (Edmiston, 2017 p266), it is difficult to see how co-
production can flourish. Ironically then the emergence of co-production comes 
at a time when services are being restricted and using services blamed on 
personal failure.  
 
 
Who “Needs” Services? 
Those living with disadvantage will, by definition, make the most demands on 
the Welfare State. However the questioning of what needs deserve state 
support is intensifying. What is more, assessing need is not the same as 
meeting need. Rationing has always been a feature of service delivery 
(Øvretveit,1997), with some needs being prioritised over others. In the face of 
an ageing population, rising obesity and decisions about drug availability, the 
concept of universal health care has become increasingly under scrutiny. In 
addition the NHS has been at the receiving end of budget cuts, receiving less 
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money per capita than many of its European neighbours. 1  Given these 
challenges, one model for the prioritising of need could be one of ‘just 
desserts’: decisions made on the basis of an ‘individualist principle of personal 
responsibility for health’ (Williams et al 2012 p18). On this basis, people with 
obesity, for instance, could have their health needs rendered illegitimate, 
resulting from poor life choices. However this assumes that the people who 
make choices that have a detrimental impact on their health are willfully 
making irrational choices.  It assumes that social agents are rational actors2, 
living outside of economic, social and cultural influences. Such debates 
highlight the tensions between empowering individuals to make their own 
decisions and punishing people who make the “wrong” decisions; as if those 
who are more advantaged make only rational choices.  
 
Indeed all citizens are service users. Some of those services may be privately 
funded and provided, but requiring health care, requiring end of life care, 
requiring psychological and emotional support following bereavement, and so 
on, is universal.  Nonetheless the term “service user” appears synonymous 
with public service use only, skewing the concept of need to be one denoting 
those reliant on state support and ignoring the fact that need is a universal 
condition. Exploring the narratives of people living on state benefits, 
Pemberton et al revealed knowledgeable agents, able to recognise that some 
of the choices they made paved their way into poverty, framed as ‘personal 
failures’ (2016 p26). However, these individuals were also aware of the impact 
of ‘a series of life events that lay beyond their control’, with long term illness, 
the onset of disability or relationship breakdown, cited as their ‘tipping point’ 
into poverty (2016 p27). The Equalities Review, in their report ‘Fairness and 
Freedom’ - the prelude to The Equality Act 2010 - confirms this intersection 
between structure and agency, that ‘disadvantage in some dimensions…..can 
trigger gaps in other dimensions, which in turn set off new inequalities in yet 
further dimensions’ (The Equalities Review, 2007 p47). Whilst need can arise 
at any stage in an individual’s life, an incident of illness or discrimination, will 
‘disproportionately…. afflict some groups; and…can trigger substantially 
divergent outcomes in life chances’ (Ibid, p48). What is more, people who live 
in poverty are more likely to suffer health disadvantages; some of them 
relating to the choices they make but some of them not (Wilkinson & Pickett, 
2009). Thus how need is defined and responded to muddies the clinical with 
the political, and reinforces the power relationship between service users and 
service providers. The assumption is that power to decide what constitutes 
legitimate need resides primarily with political elites. Dorling states, the belief 
that ‘elitism is efficient’ has become more prevalent not less, with ‘the right to 
be seen as equally able’ being diminished (2011 p89). This is particularly 
pertinent in a society with an increasingly polarised economic landscape, with 
the wealthy being able to ‘withdraw into a private world’ of private education, 
health and social care provision (Woodward, 2004 p93; see also Savage, 
2015), wealth and poverty both framed as the result of personal agency. 
Indeed the UK Coalition government nurtured a discourse around poverty and 

                                                        
1
 The Kings Fund Report https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/blog/2016/01/how-does-nhs-spending-

compare-health-spending-internationally  
2
 Rational Choice Theory. See for instance, Lichbach, M.I. (2003) Is Rational Choice Theory 

All of Social Science? Michigan: University of Michigan Press.  

https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/blog/2016/01/how-does-nhs-spending-compare-health-spending-internationally
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/blog/2016/01/how-does-nhs-spending-compare-health-spending-internationally
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unemployment that sought ‘to renew the validity of behavioural explanations 
for social problems and tie this to the supposed failure of “statist” intervention 
under New Labour’ (Wiggan, 2012 p385). In this way the populace is 
‘diverted’ from the evidence that that neo-liberal agenda is the creator of 
inequality and instead ‘a smaller state and the market reorganization of public 
services – are repackaged as bold new policy developments’ (ibid). Welfare 
needs are increasingly framed as the result of psychological weakness, of an 
underclass lying outside the norms of society. These discourses are pervasive 
such that they become internalised with those in most need framing 
themselves as being bad citizens (Pemberton et al, 2016; Edmiston, 2017).  
 
Becoming More Resilient: Be(com)ing a Good Citizen?  
The discourse of blame and psychological weakness is rife; individuals and 
communities experiencing disadvantage apparently do so because they lack 
the resilience to overcome the ups and downs of life. Indeed, in policy circles 
co-production often becomes intertwined with the concept of resilience, ‘the 
capacity to maintain competent functioning in the face of major life stressors’ 
(Masten, Best, & Garmezy, in Kaplan, et al. 1996 p158). For instance, the 
National Lottery Community Fund promotes the language of resilience, 
distributing funds to the voluntary and community sector under its strategic 
vision of “People in the lead”. It states, ‘strong, vibrant communities can be 
built and renewed by the people living in them – making them ready for 
anything in the face of future…challenges’3. Whilst recognising the importance 
of partnership working, prominent here is the idea that individuals and 
communities, rather than the state, should meet these challenges. The Welsh 
Assembly Government too promotes more self-reliance, framing health care 
as necessitating a move away from ‘managing ill health to promoting joint 
responsibility for tackling the root causes of poor health and promoting health 
benefiting lifestyles’4.  
The New Public Health agenda too reflects a shift away from an emphasis on 
the state’s responsibility to provide health care and foster healthy 
environments, and a move towards the individual’s responsibility to self-
monitor and engage in a healthy lifestyle and become more resilient (Huff, 
Kline & Peterson, 2013). Interestingly, resilience as a concept developed in 
the field of substance misuse, the ability of the individual to deal with their 
addiction being strengthened by social bonds, with ‘the group process 
(playing) a significant part in fostering a caring, supportive environment’ 
(Kaplan et al, 1996 p163). In other words, despite the stresses and events 
that inflict a community and its members, disadvantage may be resisted if 

                                                        
3 See the document called ‘Supplier Guide: Doing Business With The Big Lottery 
Fund’ Retrieved at 
 https://www.tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/media/documents/.../Supplier_Guide.docx?... 
 
4 Welsh Assembly Government (2013) ‘Health and Wellbeing Benefits from 
Welsh Woodlands and Trees’, Accessed at 
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-03/woodlands-for-wales-
health-and-well-being.pdf  

  

https://www.tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/media/documents/supplier-guide/Supplier_Guide.docx?mtime=20180711111719
https://www.tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/media/documents/supplier-guide/Supplier_Guide.docx?mtime=20180711111719
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-03/woodlands-for-wales-health-and-well-being.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-03/woodlands-for-wales-health-and-well-being.pdf
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people share a sense of social belonging, and perhaps shared decision-
making.  
This is a double-edged sword.  To charge disadvantaged individuals and 
communities with the obligation to improve their ability to thrive by developing 
the ability to better resist life stressors may be a process of empowerment. 
However, with the policy focus on individuals, the interventions are often 
individualised and short-term, disregarding the social, economic and political 
processes that lead to disadvantage. It promotes the idea that individuals 
have to, in effect, find ways to “suck it up” and absorb disadvantage more 
effectively. However Hickman argues that not only is ‘the employment of 
“resilience” as a conceptual tool in the context of economic hardship…highly 
problematic’ but even if it was a legitimate model for policy intervention, after 
years of austerity that resilience is at breaking point (2018 p421). Mapping the 
‘lived experience of low-income families’ Hickman reports that in the face of 
the ‘pernicious’ nature of benefit cuts, these individuals ‘could not trim their 
budgets further, with no scope for further “sacrifices” to be made in light of any 
future financial stressor’ (2018 p422). Not only that but it confounds the 
emancipatory agenda of co-production. Instead of devolving power what is 
devolved is the responsibility to meet their own needs, but to the individuals 
least able to bear it. However in areas of entrenched poverty the ability of 
individuals and families to access healthier lifestyles are more limited5. Pykett 
et al argue, ‘a key part of what citizens do concerns what they are enabled to 
do, in terms of what they know, what skills they have, their access to material 
resources and what subject positions are available to them as accepted 
norms’ (2010 p527). For Pykett et al the puzzle of citizenship is 
methodological: how do you measure what a good citizen is? For this paper 
the puzzle is ideological and practical: what do service providers and service 
users need to do – what changes to their praxis - to bring about the social 
change necessary to reinvigorate citizenship and challenge the increasing 
polarisation of life chances?  

 
The Praxis of Co-production 
Co-production aims to challenge the wider social and cultural processes that 
disempower and exclude, signifying a gradual shift away from professionals 
making decisions about the community to a sharing of decision-making with 
the community. Given dominant neoliberal narratives about poverty, this 
requires reflexivity not only by those who use public services but those who 
legislate for, commission, design and deliver services. Co-production must 
demand reflection in relation to the praxis of both professionals as well as the 
service users, making visible the power differentials. It is not enough for 
professionals to engage with community members on an incremental and 
local level, even if this engagement is empowering for those individuals. It 
demands meaningful changes to the practices and the normative assumptions 
of social institutions themselves. Thus in order to to reinvigorate citizenship, 
co-producers must acknowledge the inequalities embedded in society, seek a 

                                                        
5 See report by The Royal Society for Public Health (2018) ‘Health on the High 
Street: Running on empty’, 
www.rsph.org.uk/uploads/assets/uploaded/dbdbb8e5-4375-4143-
a3bb7c6455f398de.pdf  

http://www.rsph.org.uk/uploads/assets/uploaded/dbdbb8e5-4375-4143-a3bb7c6455f398de.pdf
http://www.rsph.org.uk/uploads/assets/uploaded/dbdbb8e5-4375-4143-a3bb7c6455f398de.pdf
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(re)distribution of resources, knowledge and power, and negotiate a shared 
discourse about how to empower marginalized individuals. However, what 
power is and how it is practiced is a matter of some debate. Pluralists, such 
as Dahl, privilege analysis of observable behaviour, the exercise of power, 
with the focus on how A makes B do something that B would not have done 
otherwise (Dahl, 1957). However this suggests that all individuals operate in a 
level playing field, with all individuals having the potential to act powerfully. 
Bachrach & Baratz (1962) challenged this one-dimensional view. Their ‘two 
faces of power’ recognizes that power is not just about participation in 
decision-making and making ‘concrete decisions’ that affect others, but about 
the ability of dominant groups to keep some things off the agenda, such that 
‘A participates in the decisions that affect B’ but also A is able to (re)construct 
the ‘social and political values and institutional practices that limit the scope of 
the political process to public consideration of only those issues that are 
comparatively innocuous to A’ (Haugaard, 2002 p30). This democratic elitist 
view highlights how individual attributes are not enough to explain the 
experience of power. Lukes’ model develops this view further, recognising 3 
dimensions of power. For Lukes focus should not only be on individual 
agency, but the social structures and cultural norms that enable some groups 
and individuals to dominate the decision-making process. The study of power 
cannot be reduced to observable behaviour, but needs to acknowledge the 
‘bias’ of the system that excludes some interests, so that what citizens want 
may ‘be a product of a system that works against their interests’ (Haugaard, 
2002 p50). Lukes states, ‘the bias of the system is not sustained simply by a 
series of individually chosen acts, but also, most importantly, by the socially 
structured and culturally patterned behaviour of groups, and practices of 
institutions, which may indeed be manifested by individual inaction’ (2005 
p26). People from disadvantaged groups, then, are operating in a culture of 
assumptions about how disadvantage comes about. This is tangible in the 
(re)conceptualization of the term “service user” which has become 
increasingly synonymous with the idea that some individuals are overly 
dependent on the state, and not worthy of the support that “hard-working 
families” deserve. Indeed Foucault talks about power not as a possession or 
attribute, but as discourse embedded in the habitus of the everyday; in the 
social construction of what is “normal”. Power is pervasive; it ‘is 
everywhere…and comes from everywhere’ (1998, p63). It is the taken-for-
grantedness of discourse that masks the social construction of what is 
“normal”. Empowerment therefore only becomes possible when it is talked 
about and made visible: ‘it's not a matter of emancipating truth from every 
system of power…but of detaching the power of truth from the forms of 
hegemony, social, economic, and cultural, within which it operates at the 
present time’ (Foucault, 1980, p133).  
 
Thus Power – or disempowerment - is embedded in the way society talks 
about, and conceptualises disadvantaged groups. As Loughan et al (2014) 
highlight, people in the lowest socio-economic groups are dehumanised and 
characterised as closer to animals than human beings. These individuals are 
no longer seen as deserving, but a by-product of a broken welfare state. 
Attitudes towards benefit recipients have hardened, positioned as “not pulling 
their weight”. Paradoxically then, the Welfare State exists for those in times of 
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need, but by being in need you are not necessarily deserving of that welfare. 
Keohane argues that in ‘an increasingly consumer-driven and “post-
deferential” society’ (2009 p7) the providers of services are not so much 
meeting the needs of users as becoming institutions that are ‘enablers, 
advisors and commissioners’ to consumers (2009 p5). Thus in a market place 
of limited resources in which consumption relates to individual entitlement, 
competition is fierce. As Bauman and Donskis argue, ‘what was a nation in 
the era of…..collective sentiment and moral choice is now a community of 
consumers…. expected to behave in order to qualify for the club’ (2013 p54).  
 
Thus empowerment must challenge the structural and not just the personal or 
psychological. However, power does not have to be framed as a competition; 
a zero-sum game.  By reflectively working together – power with – 
disadvantaged people can gain empowerment (Rowlands, 1998). Reflexivity 
is key. By appealing to the individual’s inner strength, no matter the 
disadvantages faced - and sometimes because of those disadvantages - the 
‘spiritual strength and uniqueness that resides in each of us and makes us 
truly human’ can prevail (1998 p14). Viewing power as coming ‘from within’ is 
a crucial variable in empowerment. When individuals recognise that one of the 
barriers to empowerment is ‘partially self-made’ (Thompson, 2007 p127), the 
result of internalising and reproducing narratives that exclude, the potential to 
change is made visible. It is the (re)framing of power as a reflective practice 
that is central to co-producing change. Decisions ‘should be undertaken with 
people rather than (imposed) on people’ (Campbell & Vanderhoven, 2016 
p12), with professionals ‘working in partnership…working with people rather 
than doing things to or for them’ (Thompson, 2007 p41). This is a tricky 
dynamic to negotiate. Professionals wishing to practice co-production must 
avoid the temptation of demanding behaviour change to make better citizens 
and instead the relationship between professionals and citizens should be one 
of reflexivity and mutual respect. Structuration Theory resonates here; 
‘reflexive agents’, while constrained by social structures, nonetheless have 
the capacity to ‘do otherwise’. Giddens states, ‘you have to know an 
enormous amount to be an agent. Without such knowledgeability there 
wouldn’t be (social) structures, there wouldn't be institutions, because 
knowledge is the key to social reproduction’ (Giddens & Pierson, 1998 p84). 
Individuals are of course influenced by their context, but they are not 
determined; they have knowledge about the world around them and can act 
differently; there is always the potential for change. So to succeed co-
production needs to stimulate knowledgeable agents (users and providers) to 
reflect on, and make changes to, their selves, their communities and their 
practices. This requires a fine balance between re-invigorating citizenship, 
whilst not imposing elitist ideas about what a “good citizen” is.  
 
As knowledgeability is central to co-production the working practices of 
academics and the social research process itself also require scrutiny. 
Designing effective and inclusive services requires an evidence base. It 
requires a definition of the social problem, research data highlighting its 
impact and scale, and the potential impact of any proposed intervention. 
However social research does not operate outside of the social world. The 
practice of science and research reflects social values and norms about what 
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is normal and what is not (Jasanoff 2004; 2016). Not only that but with the 
emergence of post-truth politics the production of social knowledge appears 
exclusive and irrelevant to large sections of the community, with academics 
delegitimized ‘as members of an “elite” that is out of touch with ordinary 
people and that does not serve their interests’ (De Cleen, 2017 p2). Indeed, 
policy-making is often based on ‘selective bodies of knowledge that are 
available to policymakers, either by accident or design’ (Grundmann & Stehr, 
2012, p14). Not only that but if ‘the framing of a problem’ is defined before the 
research is undertaken, this ‘…is significant, and can have a lasting impact on 
the development of a debate’ (ibid, p16), rendering some perspectives 
invisible. For, according to Jasanoff, ‘the ways in which we know and 
represent the world (both nature and society) are inseparable from the ways 
we chose to live in it’ (2004 p2). Thus the legitimacy of social knowledge is 
called into question. What is more, social research is largely conducted on 
people with disadvantage rather than with them (Campbell & Vanderhoven, 
2016). Therefore social research too needs to be co-produced, engaging the 
wider community in the research process, and helping define “the problem”. It 
requires recognition that research is more likely to benefit the community if it 
the research process reflects a mutually beneficial relationship in which 
knowledge is exchanged. It requires recognition of the centrality of the 
community to the generation of research. Thus what is needed is a more 
‘effective translation between the academic and non-academic worlds’, such 
that generating social knowledge leads to a re-definition of ‘research 
participants from being essentially extractive or transactional to being 
interactive, where the boundaries between the academic and non-academic 
become increasingly blurred’ (Campbell & Vanderhoven, 2016 p11-12).  
Including citizens in finding solutions to social problems does not require a 
relinquishing of power by professionals but it does require a sharing of 
agency, framing disadvantaged groups as part of the research community, a 
perspective that is essential to generating social solutions. Thus co-production 
demands changes in the practices of all involved in the policy process. It 
demands a redefinition of the concept of “expertise” and the relative power of 
contributors. For Schlappa this more inclusive and reflective approach could 
generate ‘a sense of shared responsibility for the provision of a new service’  
(in Verschuere et al, 2012 p1091). It requires inclusive praxis, recognising 
expertise not only at the level of those who provide public services but those 
who define the problem, research it, and, more importantly, live with it.  For 
social problems, by their nature, are interpretative, reflective of social theory 
and political ideology, but they are also part of lived experience. Co-
production needs to move beyond being seen as an issue for public 
management, or a public policy initiative, but a political movement aimed at 
re-invigorating citizenship; a space for a transformative social movement that 
reinvigorates the relationship between the state and its citizen. However this 
requires placing confidence in service user involvement. Without the 
knowledge and conviction to share decision-making power with user 
communities; communities whose expertise is based on experience rather 
than professional certification or recognition; the ability to engage in the praxis 
of co-production may be missed, or even avoided. Community engagement 
should be more than pragmatics or tokenism but supporting grassroots 
movements for bringing about social and political change.  
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For those seeking community engagement the motif of co-production is 
welcomed. However, in the context of austerity and dominant discourses 
about need, it has to counteract the ‘unnoticed death of democracy….and a 
rationally inexplicable economy to which all forms of policy and state have 
been subordinated’ (Bauman & Donskis, 2013 p169). Without a redistribution 
of power – economic as well as political – marginalised groups will remain 
marginalised. What is more the practice of co-production must not shift the 
burden of mounting disadvantage and poverty to the individuals and 
communities themselves. Indeed critics of co-production argue that rather 
than devolving power, it can be used by the state to ‘determine the 
parameters to local solutions’ which diminishes the ‘monopolies of large public 
service providers’ in the drive for the marketization of welfare (Durose & 
Richardson, 2016 p36).  That is not to say that the large public sector 
organisations are the most effective way of delivering flexible and timely 
responses in a global political economy. But co-production demands flexibility; 
it demands ‘dynamic institutional adaptation’ (Bentley & Halpern, 2003 p74). 
However the ‘focus (needs to be) less on determining the direct relationship 
between individual and state, and more on cultivating the conditions under 
which relations between citizens, often through intermediary institutions, can 
reflect the right combinations of entitlement, obligation and mutual respect’ 
(Bentley & Halpern, 2003 p75). Co-production should nurture the conditions 
necessary to share, accept and respect local knowledge and values, 
redefining what constitutes expertise to become something that enables all 
citizens to participate; a model of engagement that is ‘collective, dialogical, 
positive-sum and focused at the point of (service) delivery’ (Needham, 2007 
p225). This is not only about the reframing of local services, but 
acknowledging how ‘knowledges, expertise, technical practices and material 
objects’ can be used to maintain ‘relations of authority’ (Jasanoff, 2004 p4) 
and challenging them.  
 
Pestoff et al argue, depending on whether it involves individual citizens 
working with service providers, or different organisations working together, the 
meaning and ‘added value’ of co-production varies ‘considerably’ (2012 
p382). Empirical studies show the potential impact of co-production on 
services, particularly voluntary sector groups working with users and providers 
at a local level (Pestoff & Brandsen, 2008). However there is less research at 
the macro-level; from service planning right through to delivery. In practice 
what is needed is a ‘re-imagining…..a shift from co-production conceptualised 
as an occasional and local form of practice, initiated by individual practitioners 
or by particular health services, to a system-wide form of practice’ (Dunston et 
al, 2009 p40). All public sector organisations would benefit from recognising 
that ‘good care is relational, it is a process not an outcome’, (Needham et al, 
2017 p188); co-production needs to be systemic, a recognised part of the 
praxis of social institutions, that communities have access to budgets, 
research and decision-making power. As it is not a legal duty, working co-
productively relies on willing practitioners. Thus it is difficult to see how the 
genuine co-production of service design and delivery can take root when new 
working practices are not being demanded - and practitioners scrutinized - by 
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funders and budget-holders in the same way user groups are. 6  For co-
production must, ‘disturb…fundamental constructs that have long informed 
professional identity, defined and differentiated expert knowledge from lay 
knowledge and shaped the roles and rules that typically govern the ways in 
which health professionals and health consumers interact’ (Dunston et al, 
2009 p42). By reframing the way services are delivered, and engaging service 
users in dialogue, people living with disadvantage can be supported to reflect 
on their own needs. Indeed this is evident at the level of front-line care 
professionals and the body of literature mapping and reframing the 
relationship between recipients of personal care and the range of health and 
social care-givers (Ross, Needham & Carr, 2013). This literature not only 
recognises the importance of the caring relationship in understanding the 
needs of those living with disadvantage, but also re-frames the provider-user 
relationships, showing that service using communities can become 
knowledgeable about the limits of public resources and understand the 
benefits of working with service providers to deliver more effective care.  
 

Co-producing Ideology? 

Jasanoff argues that co-production is an ‘idiom…a way of interpreting and 
accounting for complex phenomena so as to avoid the strategic deletions and 
omissions’ of current praxis (2004 p3). Indeed, co-production has to resist the 
political landscape that prohibits debate about the systemic roots of inequality. 
To do this Needham et al argue for ‘movement building models’, providing 
advocacy for disadvantaged groups and acting as agents of change through 
networks of small groups and organisations able to work together and sustain 
a devolution of power (2017 p174-8). Indeed ‘a great many groups and 
individuals can and do have ideas of good citizenship. But it is the framings by 
relatively elite actors that are most often public, and that both enable and 
constrain the manner in which citizenship is “lived”’ (Pykett et al, 2010 p528). 
But the reflexive practices required for co-production to flourish need to be 
embedded in the institutions themselves, and not just at the level of the 
service user. Indeed the elitist control of the discourse of power, what Steele 
calls the ‘magical reality’, needs to be made visible and disrupted because 
‘the vast majority of people do not feel any connection to or ownership of 
policy because it takes such a strong sense of agency and entitlement to 
believe that we can affect the real world’ (Steele, 2016 p122). 
 
Co-production must do more, pushing beyond the public management of 
projects or framing voluntary sector relations with its funders, generating new 
ideas about social disadvantage. If it is to inspire the social and political 
change needed to challenge inequality and inequity, co-production needs to 
be an ideological antidote to the political narratives of failure promoted by 
neo-liberalism. Ideology is a contested concept, variously accused of being 
the means to manipulate the truth by a political elite, a utopian vision 
incapable of actuality, or a revolutionary movement to overturn the status quo 

                                                        
6 This is supported by my own observations from an evaluation carried out for a 
Big Lottery funded project in South West Wales. The project remit was to bring 
about changes in the health outcomes of disadvantaged communities through co-
production.  
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(Eagleton, 2007; Freeden, 2007). But recognising these disagreements 
should not deter the efforts to re-energise ideological debate about the limits 
of neo-liberalism. Generating new ideas about ‘the political, ethical and the 
human’ are necessary if co-production is to open up ‘spaces for critical 
reflection…and the mobilisation of alternative futures’ (Ersoy, 2017 p84). 
Localised projects of co-production are not enough to interrupt a system of 
embedded disadvantage unless they engage ‘men and women…in… forms of 
political resistance’ (Eagleton, 2007 p224). As Eagleton argues, capitalism is 
not an ideology but a system (2007 p37). Transformation of that system 
requires knowledgeable actors, where knowledge is ‘more horizontal and 
interactive’ (Ersoy, 2017 p207), engaging a multiplicity of actors from 
academics, policymakers and disadvantaged communities. An ideology of co-
production – through the co-production of ideology - should acknowledge the 
‘fuzzier and more elusive series of understandings around human vulnerability 
and fragility’ (Freeden, 2007 p9). Whilst ideological pronouncements can run 
the risk of being a ‘retreat into a utopian world’ they also allow for ‘outgrowths 
of understandings and perceptions that permeate societies and emanate from 
them’ (Freeden 2007, p10-12). Thus co-production – and how it is practiced – 
needs to facilitate ideological debate, not only about the “cans” and the 
“mights”, but the “oughts” that underpin multiple ideas about ‘what makes a 
good society’, and what Freeden calls, ‘the inclusion of the ordinary’ (2007 
p13). Co-production must enhance the value citizens ‘receive’ from the 
welfare state ‘making more explicit their non-material aspects through intrinsic 
rewards, solidarity incentives or normative appeal’ (Alford, R. in Pestoff et al, 
2012 p23). It must inspire social and political change by making it feel 
possible, challenging the “no alternative” narrative of austerity. As Blattberg 
argues ‘ideology…is the stuff of political culture’ (2009 p5) but most voices 
within that culture are muted because they do not frame themselves as the 
creators of ideas; ‘they have been too modest’ (ibid, p255).  
 
Conclusion 
By enabling disadvantaged communities to find their own solutions to their 
individual and collective needs, through the sharing of power, knowledge and 
resources with public bodies, co-production hopes to enhance community 
participation and citizenship. However against the background of dominant 
neoliberal narratives about those in need, and deepening social divisions in 
austerity Britain, that is a tall order. Thus co-production has its work cut out.  
For ‘institutional practices bound up in the politics of welfare austerity have 
advanced the exclusion of certain groups, and served to increase, rather than 
moderate, material and status inequalities between citizen members’ 
(Edmiston et al, 2017 p254 & 255). As a result, paternalistic ways of working 
persist. Local projects promote co-production but are failing to transform the 
institutional cultures and professional practices that (re)produce inequalities of 
power. This is because, as Steele argues, co-production requires is a 
‘systematic process of consciousness raising that starts with people where 
they are and the world as it is’ (2016 p116). This demands a re-imagination of 
professional practice.  For overcoming disadvantage cannot rely on 
persuading disadvantaged individuals to behave in prescribed ways.  It 
requires challenging the discourse of need, and a recognition that both 
structures and agents are required to understand and challenge the aetiology 
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of disadvantage. By sharing the power and resources necessary to make 
choices, co-production has the potential to reinvigorate citizenship, but its 
success in practice is being limited. User participation projects, usually 
implemented through competitive tender, are often time-limited. Once the 
funding runs out the achievements are often unsustainable, with skills and 
willingness to participate being lost. Thus a few community training courses 
on public speaking, or the inclusion of a community representative on a 
steering group, whilst ticking funder’s boxes will not transform the political 
landscape. Indeed, communities that have been marginalised, and frequently 
stigmatised, often lack the confidence and skills to even participate. Instead 
what is needed is ‘conceptual clarity’ (Durose & Richardson, 2016 p36) about 
how to embed co-production in professional education, identity and practice to 
overcome social exclusion. 
 
Practitioners and politicians may design, fund and implement co-production 
initiatives with the best intentions, but without a commitment to professional 
and institutional transformation that potential will be lost. Co-production needs 
to be discursive, generating ideas to counter the current narratives about 
disadvantage, making visible the disabling processes of austerity and 
neoliberal politics. For an authentic approach to disadvantaged communities 
requires ‘a recognition of the barriers that stand in the way of empowerment 
which are in (their) control, and recognising those that are not’ (Rowlands, 
1998 p17). It is hard to see how this transformation can happen incrementally. 
Disadvantaged individuals can be empowered but not by their own actions 
alone. Professional praxis needs to work with those living with the “bads” of 
capitalism to challenge the narrative of failure and co-generate new ideas 
about how to enhance citizenship for all. Co-production needs to get political. 
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