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What are the challenges? 

– How do we uphold co-production principles of  
• reciprocity,  

• Mutuality 

• power sharing  

• and 'voice'  

 

– How do we ensure authenticity of findings? 
• How do we ensure we hear authentic stories, not what we want or expect to 

hear 

• Voice needs to be from the community, not the establishment 

• How do we build capacities without turning ‘them’ into ‘us’?  

 

 



Principles of co-production – Elinor Ostrom’s 

concepts 

 “..cautioned against single governmental units at global 
level to solve the collective action problem of 
coordinating work against environmental destruction”*.  
 
•  a polycentric approach   
•as close to the scene of events and the actors involved 
as possible. 
• bridge the gap between people coming from 

completely different backgrounds and ways of 
understanding 

• need buy-in and knowledge/skills assets from locals 
 

a bottom-up process, not a top-down 
process. 

 
 

*Norwegian Institute for Urban and Regional Research 



co-production has become a global 
approach requiring.. 

• Decentralisation of power and 
responsibility – user empowerment and 
power release 

• Recognition of (non-fiscal) assets 
embedded at a local and community level 

• Models of polycentric networks (multiple 
stakeholders at different levels) 

• Co-management of resources, 
collaborative approaches to problem-
solving 

• Exchange of knowledge and skills (asset-
exchange) 

• Requires capacity-building: people’s skills, 
systems of communication  

(Cahn, 2001: Goodwin 2003)  



Benefits of a co-productive research with 
liminal communities 

• Authentic evidence for 
what works 

• Buy-in from the 
community 

• models for 
implementation of change 

• Benefits to policy, practice 
and community 



Co-produced research: what have we 
learned?  

• Cannot do co-production 
without community action 

– The community agenda 
becomes the researcher’s 
agenda 

• The research becomes 
part of the community 
activity 

• The results must feed 
back into the 
community agenda 

• Cannot do community 
action without co-
production 

– Without co-production, 
community action 
becomes ‘us’ and 
‘them’ again – 
researchers  need to act 
hands-off – only 
facilitating the 
exploration process 

 



Key threats to co-production research 
with substance use communities 

• An imbalance of power: 

 

– control of the money is the power 

– Confidence is biased towards HE 

– Whose language is used – HE take over? 

– Exploitation of one group or the other? 
(can go either way) 

– Who gains?  - should be benefits to all 

 

 



Key threats to co-production 

• Unsupported infrastructure 
– Lack of support for co-producers 
 
– Lack of sustainability – what happens 

next to community partners? 
 

– Lack of understanding of co-produced 
evidence – by funders, commissioners,  
academic and practice institutions 
 

– Co-produced evidence not valued by 
funders, commissioners, academia – 
wedded to traditional hierarchies of 
evidence 
 
 



Recommendations for co-production 
research in health care in the UK (some!) 

• Focus on partnerships, not projects 

• Beyond inclusion: facilitate engagement 

• Be flexible 

• Recognise ethical challenges 

• Identify intermediaries 

 

Universities, funders and commissioners all 
need to revise their view of what is quality 
research.  

 
N8 Research Partnership, 2016 



A Model of approach in environmental 
sciences (Berkes, 2010) 

– Enabling environment (political, financial, social) 

– Ability to exercise power at local level 

– Resource users be able to organise themselves  - 
‘commons management’ (Ostrom) 



Issues discovered and explored – evidence 
from environmental science …. 

• Co-production fails if….  

– there is insufficient 
decentralisation of power 

– Local elites take over power - 
usurp power from the community 
members 

– Existing local conflicts are not 
addressed – turf wars 

(Ribot, 2002; Larson & Sotol 2008 – 

Natural resource management) 

 



Co-production evidence from 
environmental sciences…. 

• Co-production works if… 
– Processes are given time to adapt, evolve 

and develop –capacity-building takes time. 

– Change is implemented gradually 

– Consensus is built through inclusive and 
transparent processes: participatory 
decision-making. 

– There is sufficient financial resources and 
incentives. 

– There is secure resource tenure or 
traditional rights security. 

(Capistrano & Colfer, 2005 – forestry 
management) 

 



Why might substance use communities be 
different? (from say, mental health, 

cancer patients, etc)  
• Stigmatised by mainstream population 

• Able to opt out of engagement 

• Have insider knowledge and skills 

• Disengaged or socially excluded (have their own sub-
culture) 

• Lack of trust and understanding with ‘authority’ figures 

• May lack social and educational skills, self esteem and 
low confidence outside the culture. 

 



Transferability of natural resources 
evidence may help? 

• Recognition of the need for 
consumer ‘buy in’ in 
environmental sciences 

 

• Recognition that it is a three-
stage process 

 

• Examples of genuine sharing 
of resources: science and 
local knowledge and systems 
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