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Co-production in practice and research: ripples or ravines 
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Co-production: latest trend in Participatory Zeitgeist
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Co-production: research 
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Drive reflected in publication 

Over 750 thousand in 
general literature 

Over 51 thousands in 
mental health 

Over a third of these  
(18,000) of these in last 5 

years

Annual scientific growth rate of nearly 25% (Fusco et al 2020).
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Efficiency/pragmatic: The person who wears the shoes knows where they 
pinch 



Trinity College Dublin, The University of Dublin

Plethora of definitions 

‘Co-production refers to collaborative and egalitarian relationships in which users are involved in co-designing, co-delivering, co-

managing, and co-evaluating public services (Bovaird, 2007)

Co-production means delivering services in an equal and reciprocal relationship between professionals, people using services, their 
families and their neighbours’ (Boyle and Harris 2009 p. 11)

“Coproduction is [...] a way of working whereby [...] people who use services, significant others, family carers and service providers work 
together to create a [...] service which works for them all” (Skills for Health, 2013, p. 1).

‘Co-production recognises that people who use social care services (and their families) have knowledge and experience that can be 
used to help make services better, not only for themselves but for other people who need social care 
(www.thinklocalactpersonal.org.uk/Browse/ Informationandadvice/CareandSupportJargonBuster/#Co-production)

‘Coproduction is defined as a collaborative relationship within either clinical or scientific fields, between two persons with and without 

experiential expertise that both aim at levelling or, at least, critically addressing power differentials (Rose 2000)

A potentially transformative way of thinking about power, resources, partnerships, risks and outcomes, not an off-the-shelf model of 
service provision or a single magic solution’ (Needham and Carr 2009:p1)

https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/MHRJ-09-2015-0028/full/html?casa_token=pAhUnzdHzvgAAAAA:JKlWZVqzh7AqpYTKCM1LqcI2aePQ8U48atxY7IXqNPJHr3yX6jZVsT7sc-OCSNdFYBOdjaDzIQlkhKZ-4CcC-TC9FPSVSkgaGJjKv1Fg_Oh08yjOQS4#b6
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Words mean what we want them to mean

Used interchangeably 

• Consulting

• Involvement

• Partnership

• Engagement

• Co-design

• Patient and Public involvement (PPI)



Return to the roots: First coined 

• Professor Elinor Ostrom

• Professor of Political 
Science



Made popular 

• Criticised service for 
• their failure to impact the lives of people 
• created a dependency that convinces people 

they had nothing worthwhile to offer 
• under mining any system of local support 

• ‘Fight  against being declared useless’ (Cahn, E 2008, 
p5)

• Born out of his involvement with civil rights 
movement, which was the prism which supplied ‘the 
lens of social justice’

• ‘Hell-raising is a critical part of co-production’ (Cahn, 
E 2004: P4)
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Co-production: structural transformation and a new social contract  

In essence it is a move from the centralised political 
hierarchical order of state to a more horizontal  
networking relationship between citizens, families and 
communities.
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Co-production:  Agree and Disagree 

https://www.newboldhope.org/



Core principles of co-production: 
radically different epistemology 

Political agenda
Democratisation

Dissolving/
blurring 

boundaries

Working 
together in 
equal and 
reciprocal 

relationships 

Transforming 
way we think 
about power

Respecting and 
valuing 

different 
knowledge 
sources and 

types of 
knowledge
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Nothing about us without us

Right to influence what is 
paid for by public money

Right to have a say in matters 
that affect  or impacts me

Political agenda: rebalance inequalities and promote democracy

Democratic right of citizen to be involved  (Citizen engagement)
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Dissolving or blurring of boundaries/categories 

• Blurring conceptual distinction between participant 

categories (provider and recipient)

• Blurring structural/organisational distinction between 

inside and outside systems (boundaries MHS, 

community)

• Blurring distinctions in terms of location of mental health 

care 

Creating  new spaces, places sites for and modes of 

interaction between individuals (citizens), groups and 

communities
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Working together in equal and reciprocal relationships 

Blurring relational boundaries (engagement)
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Valuing different sources and types of knowledge:
Disrupting knowledge boundaries 

Practitioner

Propositional 
knowledge that comes 
from research, theory, 

clinical experience   

Lived experience 

Experiential

‘Personal theory’ 

Process of collaborative sense making 



Trinity College Dublin, The University of Dublin

Transformative way of thinking about power

Power is everywhere, diffused and embodied in discourse, knowledge and regimes of truth

(Foucault M, 1966 The Archaeology of Knowledge Routledge)
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Transformative way of thinking about power: 
Question -how does power operate with the system ?

Power -creation of identities

“The single most damaging effect of psychiatric diagnosis is loss 

of meaning. By divesting people’s experiences of their personal, 

social, and cultural significance, diagnosis turns “people with 

problems” into “patients with illnesses.” [As a consequence] 

“stories of trauma, abuse, discrimination, and deprivation are 

sealed off behind a label as the individual is launched on what is 

often a lifelong journey of disability, exclusion, and despair”.

Johnstone  et al  (2018: 31) 

‘Passive docile body in need of care’ by expert mental health 
practitioners (Foucault M, 1966 The Archaeology of Knowledge
Routledge)

Ideological power 
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Traditional hierarchies of knowledge Sites of knowledge production 

Elite 
spaces of 
academy

Through the privileging of ways we produce and disseminate knowledge 

Sites of dissemination 

https://walkingscienceshoes.wordpress.com/2020/02/05/
publish-or-perish-is-it-that-simple/

https://walkingscienceshoes.wordpress.com/2020/02/05/
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Transformative way of thinking about power: 
Question -how does power operate with the system

Person in crisis

Ill person 

Unstable

Vulnerable user

Mad 

Poor decision maker 

Self disclosure 

Practitioner

Healthy

Stable 

Resilient 

Competent

Know what is best

‘Professional distance/ 
impersonal/ do not speak or 

reveal own crisis 
experiences’   

Relational boundary power 

https://www.therapyroute.com/article/the-therapeutic-
relationship-and-the-process-of-change-an-integrationist-
perspective-by-p-renn
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‘Mental health professionals’ own crisis experiences can provide 
significant added value for clinical and scientific work. However, in many 
of these co-productive relationships, these experiences are only 
represented by the participating users. Professional generally hold back 
with a self-reflexive or open engagement with their own crisis 
experiences (Rose 2009). This imbalance raises a number of questions 
for the field of mental health coproduction: how can a relationship on 
equal footing develop if one of the participating groups is unwilling to 
open up? How are users supposed to succeed in coping with their own 
stigma if we as mental health professionals are unable to do so 
ourselves? And what ways are available to deal with issues of power 
and control, which are so important in collaborative relationships, if one 
side opens up, but the other does not?’ (von Peter & Schulz 2018)
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Transformative way of thinking about power: 
Question –how does this impact on the person 

Epistemic 
injustice 

Hermeneutical 
injustice

There is an absence of conceptual resources or language to make sense or 
speak of experience other than ‘expert’ view

Peoples  own interpretative or senses making resources not recognised

(Fricker 2007)
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Epistemic injustice 

Hermeneutical 
injustice

Absence of conceptual resources to 
make sense of their experience other 

than ‘expert’ 
Peoples  own interpretative or senses 

making resources not recognised

Testimonial injustice 

Persons level of credibility as a speaker is 
undermined by acts of silencing, undervaluing 

or distorting   

Transformative way of thinking about power: 
Question –how does this impact 

(Fricker 2007)



Trinity College Dublin, The University of Dublin

Look at how we deal with resistance 

Disagree with or frame diagnosis in a different way: 

• Lack of insight

• Psychosis a spiritual crisis 

Make decisions we don’t agree with

• Want to taper of medication 

• Challenge the biochemical theory 

Introduce new ideas within the system

• Peer workers

• Open dialogue 

• Power threat meaning framework 
https://www.bps.org.uk/member-networks/division-clinical-
psychology/power-threat-meaning-framework

It is the lightening that reveals the darkness

Power is productive  -‘a point of resistance and a starting 
point for an opposing strategy’… ‘that not said is a hollow 
that undermines from within all that is said’ (Foucault, M. 

1991). 
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The vision: how far have we travelled ?

Paradigm shift
Co-produciton “a 
new area of 
negotiation of
meaning and 
representation”
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Some great achievement  

• Recovery colleges

• Wellness café

• Hearing voices movement 

• Open dialogue

• Trialogue meetings

• Mental health festivals

• Peer support services
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Evidence: Recovery colleges

Conclusion
Co-production is functioning encouragingly within the Recovery Colleges 
studied. This is especially true  in the context of sharing power, valuing 
lived experience, and changing practitioner attitudes. They are 
springboard to opportunities; opening doors, increased self-awareness 
and understanding increased confidence and worth, empowerment and 
control
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Recovery Colleges

Recovery colleges 
and the ethos of 
Recovery colleges 
have little impact on 
wider mental health 
services

• Changes within the colleges 
boundaries
• relational boundaries  (provider and 

recipient)

• knowledge boundaries – lived experience 

• Challenge to ideological power 
(diagnosis)
• people enabled to make sense of their 

stress using an array of understandings 
and have power to author own story 



The Vision: how far have we travelled  within the system

Paradigm shift
Disruption 

Micro level

Individual level -own care 

Meso level

Designing/delivering/managing service

Education of practitioners 

Macro level

Informing policy

Meta level 

Research/knowledge production 
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Meta level research: typology of framework for supporting co-production 

Greenhalgh T, Hinton L, Finlay T, et al. Frameworks for supporting patient and public involvement in research: 
Systematic review and co‐design pilot. Health Expect. 2019;22:785–801. https://doi.org/10.1111/hex.12888
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Research: reality of involvement  
Governance

Preparatory

Setting 
research 
priorities

Seeking funding

PPI 
reviewers

Execution

Study design

Methodology/ 
Outcomes

Study 
procedures/ 

materials

Study 
advertising/ 
recruitment

Data collection 
Collaborative 
data analysis

Translation

Dissemination Implementation
Evaluation of 
PPI process

Stanley  et al (2013) Service users as collaborators in mental health research: less stick, more carrot Psychol Med. 43(6): 1121–1125
Sangill, C., Buus, N., Hybholt, L., & Berring, L. L. (2019). Service user's actual involvement in mental health research practices: A scoping review. 
International Journal of Mental Health Nursing, 28(4), 798-815. https://doi.org/10.1111/inm.12
Smith, H, Budworth L, Grindey, C et al (2022) Co-production practice and future research priorities in the UK; a scoping review Health Research 
Policy and Systems 20:36 https://health-policy-systems.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12961-022-00838-x

Peer researcher

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3642719/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3642719/
https://doi.org/10.1111/inm.12
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Macro level -Policy 

• Few policies are co-produced 
• Co-production translated into language of advise, consultation  

involvement
• Political aspirations muted or lost in the manner in which mental 

distress is framed and interventions proposed 
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Meso level: Pedagogy of practitioner education

Curriculum Philosophy

(problem definition) 

Facilitating 
learning 

Student 
assessment 

Curriculum 
evaluation 

Student 
selection 

Module
design
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Meso level of service provision: co-produced interventions

Some examples  

• co-produced psychoeducation

• co-facilitated education 

Challenge 

• Embedding within system

• Challenging biomedical understandings
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Meso level of service provision: peer workers 

• Positive effect on
• empowerment, hope and self-reported 

recovery
• working alliance between service users and 

mental health workers, and social network 
support. 

• Many barriers to integration
• oganisational culture,  practitioner knowledge and 

attitudes  

• burn out or break out

• Addition of peer workers within services and teams in 
isolation of changes to other parts of the service culture 
is inadequate to foster recovery‐oriented services
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Microsystem- interpersonal level of care 

Co-production implies equality not just in the sense of persons but at the level of how
knowledge itself is valued” 
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Microsystem- interpersonal level of care

• Nurses have positive attitude and  indicated that service users 
should participate in service delivery and care (espoused 
theory)

• Nurses take control of decisions when they perceived that service 
users’ decisions were detrimental (THEORY IN USE)

• Litmus test what service users say

• Many service users still experience exclusion from 
decision making 

• If involved it is often tokenistic and service user 
preferences were typically only incorporated when they 
accorded with health professionals’ views about 
appropriate treatment.

• Reauthor peoples stories within the diagnostic framework , 
listening for symptoms -‘ symptom spotters’ 

‘
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What we see:
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What we see:
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So is it a dead concept that just created a ripple 

Not an off-the-
shelf model of 
service 
provision or a 
single magic 
solution’ 
(Needham and 
Carr 2009:p1)

• Is it possible ????????????????

• at the micro level of the individual 
with a legal system that operates 
rights of detention and a medical 
system that has power to label

• within a mental health system 
that defaults to resistance, co-
option or colonisation
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No easy solution: some thoughts 

Efficiency/ 
Pragmatic Policy

Human rights  Political 

Nothing about 
us without us

Right to 
influence

Right to 
have a 

say

Amplify Human rights/ 
political perspectives
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Problematise the inside

Critical reflexive standpoint that questions the traditional epistemology  that 
underpinned mental health practice, research, education and policy

• Frames distress as illness

• Privileges certain knowledge production  and dissemination processes

• Perpetuates epistemic injustice though breaking link between distress and social justice 
issues 

Are we perpetuating injustice 
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Problematise how inclusion unfolds

• Who do we co-produce with ?? 

‒ Mirror images of self- people that thing like us, self-pathologies, concur with the medical 
model, believe or not believe in medication, 

‒ Articulate/most able, white, global north view

• How do we respond to resistance

‒ Institutional, knowledge, discipline and individual practices that silence

discount, pathologize, ‘strategically selecting’, underestimate  

• Question is persons voice being appropriated by 

‒ agencies/disciplines to give legitimacy to their decision making process or as a mechanism 

for researchers to increase access to funding without changing anything 

‒ as a cover for unpopular decisions or that leave policy decisions that perpetuate 

inequalities unquestioned 
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‘Hold our current 
sources and forms of 
knowledge about mental 
distress with tentative 
fingers’ 
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