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INTROCUTION

This paper explores co-production as a social and 
governance innovation in public services. Co-produc-
tion of social services offers new opportunities as well 
as challenges for collective solutions to growing pro-
blems facing the public provision of social services 
in Europe. It gives citizens more choice, voice and 
representation, but it requires a more active role in 
the provision of public services. Osborne, et al. (2013) 
argue that co-production is an essential part of a broa-
der framework to provide a new theory for public 
service management – a service dominant approach, 
in contrast to the manufacturing dominant approach 
of New Public Management (NPM). NPM is based on 
a ‘fatal flaw’ that views public services as manufac-
turing rather than as service processes. Services, in 
contrast to manufacturing, demonstrate three major 
differences, a) they are intangible, b) there are diffe-
rent product logics for manufacturing goods and de-
livering services, and, most important for the discus-
sion here, c) the role of users or clients is qualitatively 
different for manufacturing and services, since the lat-
ter are co-produced by the service providers and 
consumers of the services (Osborne, et al. 2013). 

Co-production makes an important contribution 
to the debate on public management since it goes to 
the heart of both effective public services delivery and 
the role of public services in achieving societal ends 
– such as social inclusion and citizen engagement
(Osborne, et al. 2013: 145). Thus, Osborne, et al. pro-
pose that by taking a service-dominant approach, co-
production becomes an inalienable component of
public service delivery that places the experiences
and knowledge of the service user at the heart of ef-
fective public service design and delivery (Osborne,
et al. 2013: 146). Thus, public service needs to be un-
derstood from a broader framework called New Public
Governance (Osborne 2010), where co-production
plays a central role.

INNOVATION: TRADITIONAL, 

SOCIAL AND/OR GOVERNANCE?

Scholars define innovation in many different ways; 
however most of them emphasize a newness aspect, 
primarily in terms of being new to the organization 
that adopts it. However, these divergent definitions of 
innovation offer little consensus about what it is, what 
aspects to include and how it is best achieved? Is it 
merely a new product, a new service, a new proce-
dure or something else, something more than that? 
For example, some authors equate innovation in pub-
lic services with entrepreneurship or being proactive 
and taking risks in providing health care (Wood, et al. 
2000; Salge, Vera 2009; Hinz, Ingerfurth 2013). 

Others argue that there is a fundamental diffe-
rence between pure ‘business’ innovations and pure 
‘social’ innovations, since the latter are not motivated 
by the pursuit of profit nor provided by the market. 
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Product and process innovations are commonly dis-
tinguished (Rogers 1995). 

Product innovations can be understood as what is 
produced or, more appropriately in public sector set-
tings, what kind of service is delivered. Process inno-
vations pertain to how a service is provided (Walker 
2014: 23). Moreover, process innovations can affect 
both the management and the organization, since they 
change relationships among organizational members 
and affect rules, roles, procedures and structures, etc. 
(Walker 2014: 23).

The Bureau of European Policy and Advisers de-
fines social innovation as [...] innovations that are 
social both in their ends and means [...] that simulta-
neously meet social needs (more effectively than al-
ternatives) and create new social relationships or col-
laborations (Bureau of European Policy and Advisers 
2010: 7). 

Brandsen suggests that social innovations in the 
public sector can also promote closer collabora-
tion between professional providers and their clients 
(Brandsen 2012). Beckers, (Beckers, et al. 2013) ar-
gues that social innovations in public services have 
four distinct elements. First, they aim to achieve long-
term outcomes that are relevant for society. Second, 
they go beyond technical changes by promoting fun-
damental changes in social relationships. Third, most 
of the important stakeholders, especially the end users, 
should be involved in the design, development and 
implementation of new goods and services. Finally, 
social innovation not only refers to the achievement 
of new outcomes, but also to the very processes of 
innovation. Thus, they are usually open to, but also 
embedded in a specific local and institutional con-
text; something that may make it harder to replicate 
or scale them up (Beckers, et al. 2013: 3–4; Brand-
sen, 2014).

Co-production focuses on the collaboration be-
tween professional providers and their clients. The 
OECD argues that co-production is social innovation 
in public services, since it promotes a partnership that 
governments form with citizens and civil society or-
ganizations in order to innovate and deliver impro-
ved public service outcomes. Moreover, such partner-
ships offer creative policy responses that enable go-
vernments to provide better public services in times of 
fiscal constraints, thus, governments consider citizen 
input as a source of innovation and change (OECD 
2011). Furthermore, compared with existing solutions 
of private sector involvement, the emerging focus on 
greater citizen participation transforms the relationship 
between service users and providers, ensuring more 
user control and ownership (OECD 2011). 

However, co-production involves more than mere-
ly consulting with clients. In addition, citizen participa-
tion is more important in the service delivery phase of 
social services than in general services, where citi-
zens are more active in service design. This has so-
me major economic implications, since social ser-
vices are more labor intensive than general services. 
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However, the OECD noted that government motives 
for embracing co-production put greater weight on 
considerations of strengthening user and citizen in-
volvement per se, improving service quality, and im-
proving effectiveness and service outcome than on 
increasing productivity or cutting cost as motives for 
adopting co-production (OECD 2011).

In particular, governance innovation is a specific 
category or type of social innovation, since it involves 
changes in the relationship between service providers 
and their clients in ways that imply new forms of citi-
zen engagement and new democratic institutions 
(Hartley 2005). Rather than being limited to changes 
within a single organization, most public sector inno-
vation takes place above the level of a given organiza-
tion and transforms the social structures and proces-
ses that deal with a problem (Moore, Hartley 2012: 55). 
They propose five inter-related criteria to distinguish 
public sector innovations from private sector product 
and process innovations. 

Governance innovation should: a) breach the boun-
daries of single organizations by creating network-
based production systems; b) enlarge the range of 
resources or mobilize new pools of resources that 
can extend or improve the performance of such ser-
vices; c) involve changes in the instruments that go-
vernments use to mobilize and direct the production 
system for achieving social goals; d) alter the configu-
ration of decision-making; and finally e) raise impor-
tant questions about the distribution of burdens and 
privileges in society and how best to evaluate them. 
(Moore, Hartley 2012: 68–69). 

Thus, public sector innovations often have clear 
social and political implications. This paper focuses 
on co-production as social innovation in public ser-
vices, particularly in terms of renewing social relations 
between the providers and clients of social services.

CO-PRODUCTION: SOME CONCEPTUAL ISSUES

Both the shifting roles that citizens play in their 
daily life and the changing context within which they 
play them place complex demands on the concepts 
and methods needed to study and understand such 
far reaching changes. It is necessary to explore both 
individual and collective aspects of such changing 
roles for citizens. 

First, how do individual clients, consumers and 
co-producers of public financed services interact 
with the public sector, market and third sector in or-
der to express and satisfy their needs and promote 
their interests? Second, as members of third sector 
organizations, particularly of service organizations 
how can they best promote their needs and interests 
to obtain the services that they and others like them 
not only need, but may depend entirely upon in their 
daily lives? 

Definitions of co-production

Nobel Laureate Elinor Ostrom and her colleagues 
analyzed the role of citizens in the provision of public 
services in terms of co-production (Parks, et al.). Defi-
nitions of co-production range from the mix of public 
service agents and citizens who contribute to the pro-
vision of public services to a partnership between citi-
zens and public service providers. Differences bet-
ween them express cultural differences, differences of 

focus or both, as well as different levels of analysis. 
The concept of co-production was originally deve-
loped by Elinor Ostrom and the Workshop in Political 
Theory and Policy Analysis at Indiana University du-
ring the 1970s to describe and delimit the involvement 
of ordinary citizens in the production of public servi-
ces (Ostrom 1999). They struggled with the dominant 
theories of urban governance, whose underlying poli-
cies recommended massive centralization of public 
services, but they found no support for claims of the 
benefits of large bureaucracies. They also realized that 
the production of services, in contrast to goods, was 
difficult without the active participation of those per-
sons receiving the service (Ostrom 1999). 

Thus, they developed the term co-production to 
describe the potential relationship that could exist bet-
ween the ‘regular producer’, like street-level police of-
ficers, schoolteachers, or health workers, and their 
clients who wanted to be transformed by the service 
into safer, better-educated or healthier persons (Parks, 
et al. 1981, 1999). Initially co-production had a clear 
focus on the role of individuals or groups of citizens in 
the production of public services. Co-production is, 
therefore, notable for by the mix of activities that both 
public service agents and citizens contribute to the 
provision of public services. The former are involved 
as professionals or ‘regular producers’, while ‘citizen 
production’ is based on voluntary efforts of individuals 
or groups to enhance the quality and/or quantity of 
services they receive (Parks, et al. 1981). 

Bovaird (2007) proposed another definition of co-
production: User and community co-production is the 
provision of services through regular, long-term rela-
tionships between professionalized service providers 
(in any sector) and service users and or other mem-
bers of the community, where all parties make sub-
stantial resource contributions (Bovaird 2007: 847). 

This definition focuses not only on users, but also 
includes volunteers and community groups as co-
-producers, recognizing that each of these groups can
have a quite different relationship to public sector or-
ganizations. However, Alford (2009) distinguishes bet-
ween volunteering and co-production. Citizens contrib-
ute resources when they volunteer, but do not normally
consume the services provided, while co-producers
both contribute resources and consume the services
provided (Alford 2009).

But, self-help and community groups can readi-
ly combine those roles. Co-production has been em-
ployed more recently by European scholars who refer 
to the growing direct and organized involvement of 
citizens in the production of public financed social 
services (Pestoff 1998, 2006, 2009; Vamstad 2007). 
For example, parents participate in the co-production 
of childcare, both individually and collectively through 
parent associations or co-operative preschool servi-
ces in France, Germany and Sweden.

Relations between the professional staff and their clients

Co-production clearly implies different kinds of rela-
tionships between professional service providers and 
their clients. In some cases both parties are physically 
present and the production and delivery of the service 
are inseparable. But, there is also a time dimension 
involved. Many services are based on a one time or ad 
hoc meeting between service professionals and their 
clients, while others can involve more frequent and 
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regular meetings, thus a more long-term relationship 
between them. In particular, many social services are 
long-term and involve repeated interactions between 
the professional staff and their clients. In addition to 
such temporal aspects, different types of relations 
can exist between the professional staff and their 
clients according to the literature on co-production, 
i.e., interdependence, supplementary and comple-
mentary.

When an organization cannot produce the ser-
vice without some customer input they are consid-
ered interdependent. Some public services are based 
on this interdependency. Examples of this are found 
in various types of educational or vocational training 
programs for the long-term unemployed (Alford 
2002, 2009). So, without client input no learning can 
take place (Porter 2012). In addition, customers or 
clients can supplement or substitute the professional 
service provider, at least in some activities. Exam-
ples of this include properly filling in postal codes on 
letters and accurately filing tax forms in a timely fa-
shion. However, this depends both on the clients’ wil-
lingness and ability to do so. It can be facilitated by 
the design of the tasks clients are expected to per-
form and the motives used to facilitate client co-pro-
duction (Porter 2012).

Alternatively, client inputs can complement the 
tasks performed by the professional staff, where the 
staff continues to perform all or most of the key or 
core activities of the organization, while the clients 
perform some secondary or peripheral tasks. Parent 
participation in cooperative or associative preschool 
services provides a good example. The staff has full 
responsibility for the pedagogical content and deve-
lopment of the preschool services, while parents are 
normally in charge of other tasks like maintenance, 
management, bookkeeping and sometimes even 
cooking at a preschool facility (Pestoff 2006, 2008, 
2009). A clear division of labor in complementary co-
production can help to avoid or at least to mitigate 
some potential conflicts of interest between the staff 
and their clients and to alleviate the fear of job loss 
due to greater citizen participation.

Co-production: individual acts, collective action 

– or both?

It is often argued that the analysis of co-production 
needs to distinguish between individual acts and col-
lective action and focus on one or the other. While this 
distinction may sometimes seem relevant or even 
a necessary part of a research design, in the field 
there is often a mix of both of them. Let’s look, there-
fore, at the options available in terms of co-produc-
tion. They are: 

– Individual acts of co-production that involve 
ad hoc, spontaneous or informal acts done in public 
or at home. However, sometimes they are perceived 
as a necessary part of the service or even a manda-
tory activity expected of all citizens. The use of postal 
codes on letters and filing individual tax returns illus-
trates this type of co-production (Alford 2002). Alford 
explores how to engage clients as co-producers of 
such public services (Alford 2009).

– Collective acts of co-production that involve 
formally organized and institutionalized activities done 
together with others. They often concern the provision 
of enduring social services. Such services produced 

by a small group at the micro level often imply more 
collective interaction than collective action, which can 
promote the development of social capital, mutualism 
and reciprocity (Pestoff 2006, 2009).

– A mix of both individual and collective action. 
Many acts of co-production combine both individual 
and collective action(s), often in a repeated fashion 
for a long time. This mix of individual and collective 
action is highly relevant when it comes to social ser-
vices, particularly enduring social services. So the 
relevant question is not only how to elicit greater indi-
vidual client co-production, but also how to facilitate 
more collective action in public services.

Thus, we end up with an expanded scope of co-
production in the social services that includes indivi-
dual, mixed and collective participation, both in the 
design and delivery of such services. Figure 1 sketches 
different levels, phases and kinds of co-production. It 
ranges from individual to collective co-production and 
from the planning or input phase of public service pro-
vision to the production phase. This allows us to dis-
tinguish between various kinds of co-production (Po-
ocharoen, Tang 2012). 

Figure 1. Coprod as Innovation, Poland

Most OECD countries have developed different ap-
proaches to involve citizens and users in public ser-
vices, ranging from simple interactions to more active 
consultation in decision-making. However, as already 
noted by the OECD, co-production is more than mere 
consultations since it involves citizens/users in more 
systematic exchanges to create and deliver public 
services (OECD 2011: 18). 

Co-production transforms the relationship bet-
ween service users and providers, ensuring greater 
user influence and ownership. Thus, it should be 
more than simply giving citizens/users a say in and/or 
more responsibility for the design, provision or evalu-
ation of public services. The old adage, ‘no rights with-
out responsibilities’, can be turned around to read ‘no 
new responsibilities without additional rights’. Provi-
ding citizens and users with more influence over pu-
blic services, particularly service quality of enduring 
social services, may prove important for eliciting their 
participation as co-producers. 

Otherwise, there is clearly a risk of turning the pro-
vision of social services into an IKEA like do-it-yourself 
regime (Alcock 2010; Taylor 2011) that provides users 
and citizens with too little influence to motivate their 
sustained participation in co-producing welfare serv-
ices. Rather, it might be interpreted as a new form of 
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social dumping or a race to the bottom, where “every-
one does their own thing”.

Furthermore, there may be a risk in promoting 
greater citizen participation in and co-production of 
public services. Initially, it can result in broad public 
support and enthusiasm, but there are important dif-
ferences between empty rituals and real influence. If 
the promise of greater citizen influence remains hol-
low, appears simply to be window dressing, or even 
worse just manipulation, then it may turn into frustra-
tion, cynicism and withdrawal from public pursuits. 
Moreover, not everyone may be willing and able to 
engage fully in co-production, at least not at the out-
set. Some citizens may need more time to develop 
their political resources and skills, before they are wil-
ling to assume greater responsibility. After all, citizens 
are not like a jack-in-the-box, just waiting for someone 
to push a button or latch to release their potential en-
gagement in co-production. Most citizens will not rea-
dily engage in co-producing many different types of 
public service. 

Rather, they will pick and choose when and where 
to participate according to their own preferences. The 
importance or salience of a particular service to them 
and/or their loved ones will help to trigger their willing-
ness to participate. In addition, the facility of participa-
tion or hurdles that they face when they attempt to 
participate will either serve to encourage or discou-
rage their participation and co-production. It is, there-
fore, important for the managers of social services 
and the planners of the same to recognize the poten-
tial of and barriers to co-production and greater citi-
zen participation. 

MAKING CO-PRODUCTION MORE SUSTAINABLE

Elsewhere I explored factors that contribute to mak-
ing citizen participation in public service delivery more 
sustainable, particularly in enduring welfare services 
(Pestoff 2013). The early scholars on co-production felt 
that organizations were crucial since they could en-
hance the levels of co-production, facilitate the coor-
dination between citizens and public authorities (Rich 
1981) and help make it more sustainable (Pestoff 
2013). Since co-production is often a mix of individual 
and collective action, it is, therefore, necessary to con-
sider Olson’s emphasis on the importance of group 
size for collective action (Olson 1965). 

However, size is only one of several structural vari-
ables that Ostrom maintained were important for over-
coming collective action problems and she warned 
against giving size too much weight (Ostrom 2009). 
The likelihood of cooperation depends on other vari-
ables and how they interact with size. She discusses 
some structural variables for resolving dilemmas re-
lated to common pool resources (CPR) that also bear 
relevance for co-production. Some of them seem to 
cluster into “small group interactions” that facilitate 
greater citizen participation in the provision of public 
services. 

Moreover, research suggests certain other struc-
tural variables can make co-production more sustain-
able. They include the nature of the service itself and 
the clients’ or users’ dependency on a service, or-
ganizational diversity, small group dynamics in self-
help groups and promoting a dialog between the staff 
and clients (Pestoff 2013).

Services that only involve short-term or sporadic 
interactions between the professional providers and 
their clients can’t be expected to result in the same 
pattern of interaction between them nor the same 
degree of client participation as those found in more 
long-term or enduring welfare services, where the 
clients are in a more stable, long-term demand situa-
tion. They can’t easily switch providers if they are 
dissatisfied with the service, want different service or 
somehow want to improve it, since the transaction 
costs of changing providers are prohibitive (Pestoff 
1998). 

Voice provides a more suitable medium of com-
munication between them, and their collective inte-
raction can help to amplify their voice. Thus, some 
form of client organization can facilitate their regular 
participation and can also impose collective controls 
on “free-riding”.

However, it should be obvious that not all third 
sector providers are equally able to facilitate greater 
client and/or staff participation. Whether or not they 
do depends in part on their governance structures 
and the degree of democracy in their internal deci-
sion-making. Primarily, those third sector organiza-
tions that are membership organizations and practice 
democratic decision-making will most likely facilitate 
and encourage greater participation and more stable 
co-production. By contrast, those TSOs that are not 
membership based organizations may face serious dif-
ficulties in facilitating greater citizen participation and 
promoting co-production.

Multi-stakeholder techniques can promote closer 
cooperation between key stakeholders providing pu-
blic services, in particular between the professional 
providers and users of public services (Vidal 2013). If 
they engage in a dialog and reach a compromise on 
important issues it may help them to survive and fulfill 
their expectations. This is particularly important in the 
provision of long-term or enduring social services, 
since users or clients are locked-in to them and can’t 
easily use the exit option. Multi-stakeholder gover-
nance implies a system of formal representation that 
provides both a voice and vote to all major stakehol-
ders, while a multi-stakeholder dialog insures informal 
representation and a voice, but not necessarily a vote 
to all major stakeholders (Vidal 2013). 

A recent comparative study of parent participation 
in preschool services in Sweden shows that parent 
cooperative preschool services promote a dialog bet-
ween the parents and teachers that leads to higher 
quality services than those available in the public sec-
tor (Vamstad 2007, 2012). In addition, both the staff 
and parents claim more influence in social coopera-
tives than their counterparts do in either public or for-
profit services (Vamstad 2007, 2012). Moreover, this 
comprises a major improvement in the work environ-
ment of social services compared with public services 
(Pestoff, Vamstad 2014).

Co-production is considered an important innova-
tion in public services that promotes a closer partner-
ship between governments, citizens and civil society 
organizations to deliver improved public service out-
comes (OECD 2011). This has some implications for 
TSOs and social enterprises that provide public fi-
nanced social services. Promoting co-production and 
new governance techniques can challenge the ma-
nagement of third sector organizations, since they 
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expose themselves to additional isomorphic force 
and face the risks of failing to balance their multiple 
goals and/or the interests of their diverse stakehold-
ers (Pestoff 2014). 

In particular, it is important to find ways to balance 
the interests of the professional staff and their clients 
in long-term co-production arrangements. However, 
a complementary division of labor, where the staff is 
responsible for core functions and clients assume 
secondary or tertiary tasks, combined with a multi-stake-
holder dialog or governance, can promote a more 
stable, long-term balance.

Furthermore, several of these studies suggest that 
different public administration regimes may operate 
on different ideas of how to best to promote citizen 
participation. Thus, the mix of citizen participation and 
collective co-production in public service provision 
may seem more acceptable or “normal” in a New Pub-
lic Governance regime than in NPM, which facilitates 
individual suggestions for improvements or changes 
in traditional public administration where there is very 
little room for client engagement. 

However, this suggests that neither the top-down 
public nor consumerist market oriented provision of 
social services can readily adapt itself to the demands 
of governance innovation associated with greater 
client participation and collective co-production. This 
is logical since they are also associated with different 
public administration regimes that do not embrace 
collective co-production. Rather, they are both based 
on single stakeholder models of providing social ser-
vices that exclude other stakeholders from meaning-
ful participation and influence in the provision of such 
services (Pestoff 2009). Thus, they appear alien to so-
cial and governance innovation.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Co-production focuses on the collaboration be-
tween the professional providers and their clients. 
Ostrom and her colleagues developed the term co-
production in the late 1970s to describe the poten-
tial relationship that could exist between the ‘regular 
producer’, like street-level police officers, schooltea-
chers, or health workers, and their clients who wanted 
to be transformed by the service into safer, better-
-educated or healthier persons (Parks, et al. 1981).
Initially co-production had a clear focus on the role of
individuals or groups of citizens in the production of
public services. However, recently it has been ex-
tended to include certain third sector organizations
(Pestoff 2012; Pestoff 2013). Thus, it is important for
politicians and public managers to realize that co-pro-
duction can be both individual and collective, as well
as mixed.

Co-production promotes a mix of public service 
agents and citizens/users who contribute to the pro-
vision of a public service. It is an essential part of 
a broader framework to provide a new theory for pub-
lic service management – a service dominant ap-
proach, in contrast to the manufacturing dominant 
approach of New Public Management (NPM). NPM 
totally ignores the role of citizens as co-producers of 
public services. Similarly, much of the literature on 
innovation is dominated by ideas borrowed from 
economics and business administration that focus 
on product development or production procedures 
in industry or manufacture. 

Therefore, we also need to ask how relevant tradi-
tional definitions of innovation are for the public sec-
tor in general and for personal social services in par-
ticular. Innovations in public services are not just new 
ideas, techniques or methods, but also new practices. 
They not only involve physical artifacts, but also 
changes in the relationship between the service pro-
viders and their clients. 

The OECD regards co-production as an important 
social innovation in public services, since it promo-
tes a partnership that governments form with citizens 
and civil society organizations in order to innovate 
and deliver improved public service outcomes (OECD 
2011). Similarly, Voorberg, et al., also consider co-
-production an important social innovation in public
services and they elaborate on its five distinct ele-
ments (Voorberg, et al. 2013).

Moore and Hartley propose five interrelated criter-
ia to distinguish public sector innovation from private 
sector product and process innovations and they em-
phasize the importance of governance innovation and 
co-production (Moore and Hartley 2012). Governance 
and social innovations are important for our under-
standing of co-production, since they imply new forms 
of citizen engagement and new democratic institu-
tions.

However, it is also important to realize that co-pro-
duction is not a panacea for the problems facing the 
provision of public services and that there is no “one-
size-fits-all” solution for the great variety of services 
provided by governments in Europe. 

Therefore, it appears urgent for governments to 
develop the necessary policies and strategies that 
take differences in size, ownership and other struc-
tural important variables, like the nature of the service, 
into account. However, mechanistic attempts to repli-
cate or scale-up successful small scale experiments 
appear to be based on a flawed understanding of pub-
lic service provision.

Governments, in their on-going efforts to modern-
ize, improve and innovate public services, will need 
to weigh both the advantages and disadvantages of 
individual and collective co-production in different 
types of services and phases of service design and 
delivery. They also need to realize that co-production 
is often a mix of individual acts and collective action. 
Both of them can facilitate greater citizen participa-
tion in the delivery of public services, but they are 
often intertwined in a mix of individual and collective 
efforts. 

Governments should, therefore, not solely empha-
size the benefits of one form, while ignoring those of 
the other, nor their mix. Government policies can both 
crowd-in and crowd-out citizen participation (Ostrom 
2000), just as they can also promote individual and/or 
collective co-production. Failing to recognize the ben-
efits of both and their natural mix in enduring welfare 
services can result in major hurdles to the develop-
ment of co-production and citizen participation in the 
delivery of public services.

Moreover, given the implications of the “logic of 
small group interaction” discussed earlier, govern-
ments should carefully weigh the benefits and costs 
of a policy that encourages and facilitates small 
groups to provide enduring welfare services for them-
selves with public funds. Thus, if they intend to facili-
tate more citizen co-production in the provision of 
enduring welfare services they need to devise ways of 
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promoting self-help groups, social service co-ops and 
other forms of third sector provision of enduring wel-
fare services that tend to be small scale and facilitate 
formal, collective interaction among well-defined 
groups of service users.

In addition, given the wide range and diversity of 
third sector organizations (TSOs), some may be bet-
ter suited for promoting co-production than others 
and some will facilitate more sustainable co-produc-
tion than others. Social enterprises that conform to 
the EMES criteria appear to hold the most potential 
for sustainable co-production. Research also sug-
gests the existence of a ‘glass ceiling’ for participation 
in public and private for-profit sector services, but 
shows that the third sector helps to breach this bar-
rier. 

Moreover, sustainable co-production is not mere-
ly a question of citizens/users assuming greater res-
ponsibilities for the provision of welfare services, but 
also granting them with greater rights in designing, 
commissioning and delivering and evaluating them. 
In particular, small group dynamics can prove very 
important for facilitating the participation of persons 
with serious physical, mental or social problems and 
for retaining their participation over time, i.e., turning 
them into sustainable co-producers of their own 
care. 

Furthermore, facilitating small group interaction in 
large organizations, like those found in Japanese 
co-op health care, could serve as a model for promo-
ting co-production in other large scale welfare servi-
ces, like elder care, where the clients reside in domi-
ciliary facilities. Here too, finding the right mix of indi-
vidual and collective co-production is crucial.

Finally, co-production is a new research field and 
little systematic comparative research is yet available 
(Verschuere, et al. 2012). In particular, there is still 
very little research on the mix of individual and collec-
tive co-production and how they are related to each 
other. Moreover, much more research is necessary in 
order to understand and take advantage of the poten-
tial benefits of collective action in making co-produc-
tion more sustainable. Further comparative research 
is clearly necessary to understand citizen/user par-
ticipation in various types of service providers for dif-
ferent types of important welfare services and also in 
different countries. In particular, it would be intere-
sting to compare small service co-ops with SMEs and 
other small social enterprises providing similar ser-
vices. 

Moreover, attempting to facilitate a multi-stake-
holder dialog in welfare providers may prove essential 
for promoting greater sustainability in the co-produc-
tion of public financed welfare services. Both research 
on and policies designed to promote this should be 
encouraged in order to promote greater sustainability 
of co-production.
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SUMMARYSUMMARY

The OECD considers co-production an important social innovation. This paper discusses alternative defini-
tions of innovation, since traditional definitions, employed by economists for industry and manufacture, do not 
fit well with public service provision. It then presents some definitions of co-production, discusses the rela-
tionship between staff and their clients, and asks whether co-production is based on individual acts, collecti-
ve action or both. It briefly discusses several factors that can contribute to making co-production more 
sustainable. This paper concludes that governments should develop more flexible, service specific and or-
ganization specific approaches for promoting co-production, rather than looking for simple “one size fits all” 
solutions to the challenges facing public service delivery in the 21st Century, particularly for enduring welfare 
services. Finally, it recommends more research to promote sustainable co-production.
KeywordsKeywords: co-production, social innovation, public services


