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FOREWORD
If we are to successfully support those 
we serve in a way that makes the most 
positive impact, it follows that we should 
be continuously developing solutions with 
and for the very people we seek to serve.

Co-production is linked by a common 
purpose and is often reflective of the 
landscape in which we operate. It is not a 
new concept; co-production can be tracked 
back to 1970s America where police and 
communities worked together to address the 
challenges at that time.

Today, we operate in an environment where 
unprecedented change is the constant and this 
has forced us to think differently. It is that same 
climate that has provided us with the catalyst 
from which change and innovation can thrive.

This Innovation Briefing explores how co-
production can go further than informing 
or consulting with the public. It seeks to 
discover how it can be used to engage at 
the point of conception, driving change 
collectively from service design and strategy 
through to implementation and then ultimately 
to ensuring services make the difference they  

 

 
set out to. The process is iterative and if 
used well, can help create new and inclusive 
relationships between the public and the 
public sector where decisions and direction 
can be set together. 

As an advocate and beneficiary of co-
production, Optalis are delighted to support 
this Innovation Briefing. With practical 
examples from Camden, Wigan and 
Hertfordshire, this briefing provides useful 
and informative insights, from being clear on 
the motive and the intended outcome to the 
potential benefits and the practicalities. 

MARTIN FARROW
CEO Optalis

 
 

NLGN Innovation Briefings are for our 
members only and are focused on the 
practicalities of leading innovation. The 
briefings use active case studies and provide 
lessons learned from those at the vanguard 
of innovation. They are designed to promote 
sharing and expertise within our network of 
leading local authority innovators.
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INTRODUCTION & OVERVIEW
 
For a myriad of reasons, councils across 
England are seeking a more active and 
reciprocal relationship with the public. 
Communities are less deferential and trust 
in public services is falling, so engaging 
with the public ‘as equals’ is crucial.1 
There are also untapped insight, assets 
and resources within communities and co-
production is a tool to harness these. 

Co-production means that both the public 
and professionals control the planning, 
management, delivery and/or evaluation 
of local public services.2 In co-production, 
communities emerge as ‘true partners’.3 
In other forms of engagement (detailed in 
Box A opposite), getting the views of the 
public may not mean these views influence 
decisions — professionals choose whether 
they act on people’s feedback. But co-
production always implies action on the part 
of people4 and moves towards ‘an equal 
and reciprocal relationship’5 between those 
who traditionally use services and those who 
plan, design and fund them.

 

1  LGA (2017). New Conversations: LGA Guide to En-
gagement. https://www.local.gov.uk/new-conversations-
lga-guide-engagement 

2  Clinks (2016). Guide to Service User Involvement and 
Co-production. https://www.clinks.org/resources-guides-
toolkits/guide-service-user-involvement-and-co-production 

3  INLOGOV (2013). Beyond the State - Mobilising and 
Co-producing with Communities. https://www.birmingham.
ac.uk/Documents/college-social-sciences/government-
society/inlogov/briefing-papers/2013/beyond-the-state.pdf

4  Nesta (2013). The Business Case for People Powered 
Health. https://www.nesta.org.uk/sites/default/files/the_
business_case_for_people_powered_health.pdf

5  Nesta and NEF (2010). Public Services Inside Out: 
Putting Co-production into Practice.  https://www.nesta.
org.uk/sites/default/files/public_services_inside_out.pdf

 
BOX A: WAYS OF WORKING WITH THE PUBLIC 
 
Many resources on co-production and 
involvement highlight the different levels of 
public involvement through a ‘ladder’ or 
‘spectrum’ approach.6 All of these levels 
are valuable and can be done well. But not 
all approaches to working with the public 
will be true co-production; co-production is 
an active choice to transfer power. 
 
CO-PRODUCTION: Professionals and 
people who use services/members of the 
public share strategic decision-making 
responsibilities about policy, service design, 
delivery, and funding. 
 
CO-DESIGN: People help to design a service 
or aspects of a service. People have genuine 
influence but are not involved in strategic 
decisions or ‘seeing everything through’. 
 
ENGAGEMENT: People have ongoing 
relationships with professionals, and more 
opportunities to give their views compared 
to consultation. But their influence is still 
dependent on professionals’ decisions.  
 
CONSULTATION: People are asked to give 
their input on a decision, proposal, service 
or area. For example, they fill in surveys or 
attend focus groups. Professionals control 
this feedback and decide whether to act on it. 
 
INFORMATION: People receive timely and 
accurate information about local services, 
how they work, what decisions have been 
made and why. 

6  Box A is adapted from similar outlines by National Co-
production Advisory Group ‘Co-production: It’s a Long 
Term Relationship’ available at https://www.thinkloca-
lactpersonal.org.uk/_assets/Resources/Co-production/
LadderOfParticipation.pdf and Clinks (2016), Guide to 
Service User Involvement and Co-production available at 
https://www.clinks.org/resources-guides-toolkits/guide-
service-user-involvement-and-co-production

3CO-PRODUCTION IN PRACTICE

https://www.local.gov.uk/new-conversations-lga-guide-engagement
https://www.local.gov.uk/new-conversations-lga-guide-engagement
https://www.clinks.org/resources-guides-toolkits/guide-service-user-involvement-and-co-production
https://www.clinks.org/resources-guides-toolkits/guide-service-user-involvement-and-co-production
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/Documents/college-social-sciences/government-society/inlogov/briefing-papers/2013/beyond-the-state.pdf
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/Documents/college-social-sciences/government-society/inlogov/briefing-papers/2013/beyond-the-state.pdf
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/Documents/college-social-sciences/government-society/inlogov/briefing-papers/2013/beyond-the-state.pdf
https://www.nesta.org.uk/sites/default/files/the_business_case_for_people_powered_health.pdf
https://www.nesta.org.uk/sites/default/files/the_business_case_for_people_powered_health.pdf
https://www.nesta.org.uk/sites/default/files/public_services_inside_out.pdf
https://www.nesta.org.uk/sites/default/files/public_services_inside_out.pdf
https://www.thinklocalactpersonal.org.uk/_assets/Resources/Coproduction/LadderOfParticipation.pdf
https://www.thinklocalactpersonal.org.uk/_assets/Resources/Coproduction/LadderOfParticipation.pdf
https://www.thinklocalactpersonal.org.uk/_assets/Resources/Coproduction/LadderOfParticipation.pdf
https://www.clinks.org/resources-guides-toolkits/guide-service-user-involvement-and-co-production
https://www.clinks.org/resources-guides-toolkits/guide-service-user-involvement-and-co-production


4

Why would a council choose a co-production 
approach? And when they decide to take a 
co-production approach, how do they make 
it a success? This Innovation Briefing sets 
out resources and case studies which look 
at how different councils have approached 
co-production. We begin by considering the 
benefits of co-production, before moving on 
to the practical considerations and end with 
some active case studies.

WHY CHOOSE  
CO-PRODUCTION?
There are many ways to do co-production, 
and there are successful examples ranging 
from the very small scale to the area-wide, 
transformational scale. Co-production ranges 
from “involving service users in treatment 
decisions to community groups taking 
over public assets”.7 It is particularly well-
established in relational services such as 
social care and youth services, but should 
also be considered for strategy and policy 
development. If your council is attracted to 
the idea of co-production, think carefully 
about why it is that you want to take this 
approach and what you are trying to achieve. 
Knowing the drivers and the scope is a 
prerequisite to answering some of the more 
practical considerations, such as how much 
it will cost and which parts of the local 
community need to be involved. 
 
The following are examples of why a council 
or a service might choose a co-production 
approach. 

7  INLOGOV (2013). Beyond the State – Mobilising and 
Co-producing with Communities. 

 ■ To improve, design or evaluate a service

 ■ To give service users more control over 
the support they receive

 ■ To strengthen accountability and 
democratic engagement

 ■ To harness untapped community capacity

 ■ To inform decision-making about the 
commissioning and funding of services

 ■ To transform the relationship between the 
council and the public.

Often, co-production is a positive solution 
that emerges from a problem or a previous 
way of working that is no longer sustainable. 
For example, officers we spoke to had taken 
a co-production approach because they were 
aware that a service hadn’t worked well for 
its target audience or because they knew 
that a ‘culture of dependency’ was no longer 
sustainable. Co-production can be effective at 
addressing these issues. 

However, it is not the only solution, and in 
some cases, limited resources might mean 
that you feel that it is better to choose co-
design or consultation (see Box A). What is 
key is being honest and clear about what 
stakeholders want to get out of working with 
the public, and considering why co-production 
might be the right choice to work with the 
public. 

SCOPE OF CO-PRODUCTION – 
TRANSFORMING A COMMUNITY OR 
CHANGING A SERVICE?

Having established the primary driver for 
choosing a co-production approach, the next 
step is to pin down the scope. There is no 
‘wrong answer’ here as the scope should be 
determined by the goals of co-production. 
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The spectrum runs from a transformational 
programme designed to fundamentally change 
the relationship between the council and 
the public, shifting power and responsibility 
over the long-term, to a much smaller-scale 
process of making decisions about a specific 
service. Geographically, co-production could 
encompass half a street or a whole borough. 
Smaller scale examples of co-production 
are less ambitious, but they can have more 
immediate impact. 

STARTING A CO-PRODUCTION 
PROJECT: PRACTICAL 
CONSIDERATIONS 
Once you know the goals and the scope of your 
co-production project, it will be easier to answer 
some key practical questions, such as what you 
need to do, in what timescale, who should be 
involved and what methods you will use. 

As co-production is an inherently relational 
approach, it will always need the skills 
and time of staff who are experienced in 
developing effective relationships with people. 
However, what methods are used, the 
length of the engagement, the number and 
demographics of people involved and the cost 
all flow from the overall goal. 

From our interviews and the literature, 
we have identified some key questions to 
consider before putting a co-production 
project into action.

WHO DO YOU WANT TO INVOLVE? Some 
forms of co-production are aimed at potential 
users of a service or people who have specific 
experiences. For example, if the goal is to make 

a borough more accessible, you would plan to 
recruit people with a range of disabilities. On the 
other hand, some are focused on the general 
public. For example, if the goal is to co-produce 
changing approaches to service delivery, you 
may wish to recruit a broadly representative 
group of the local population. 

There is also a related issue about privileging the 
voices of some groups and communities over 
others – working selectively with those who are 
more likely to tell professionals what they want 
to hear, and less likely to be difficult. The ‘difficult 
voices’ have assets and important insights to 
contribute, and should not be left out, otherwise 
co-production is likely to appear tokenistic.8

WHAT ARE THE SPECIFIC AIMS AND 
OBJECTIVES OF THE PROJECT? The 
scope will already be determined, but it will 
also be important to set an agenda or clear 
parameters. Without these, co-production 
could turn into a vague idea, leading to a 
“lack of direction and ultimately apathy”.9 
Sometimes professionals start co-production 
at this stage, setting the agenda with members 
of the public. One interviewee said this is 
a helpful process, as long as the council is 
honest about what can realistically be achieved 
with the resources they have. 
 
WHAT WOULD SUCCESS LOOK LIKE? 
Consider the desired outcomes for both 
services and people alike. For individuals, 
involvement can boost individual confidence 
and self-esteem, promote recovery, promote 
inclusion and give people key workplace 
goals and skills.10 Ensure goals that are tightly 

8  INLOGOV (2013). Beyond the State - Mobilising and 
Co-producing with Communities.

9  LGA (2017). New Conversations: LGA Guide to Engagement.

10  Clinks (2016). Guide to Service User Involvement. 
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defined, to avoid ‘mission drift’, but allow 
flexibility to log the unexpected benefits too. 
Whatever the original goal, co-production will 
have a myriad of benefits, not all of which are 
predictable or quantifiable.11

HOW WILL YOU WORK WITH PEOPLE? 
There are many innovative and creative 
methods out there – what method is chosen 
depends on the goal and scope. It’s not 
necessarily about meetings. Other methods 
of co-production include community budgets, 
user-led training and development, and peer 
research and evaluation. More broadly, there 
are staff cultures that have all the ingredients to 
support a culture of co-production, and there 
are cultures that do not – getting a supportive 
culture is essential.
 

GETTING THE CULTURE FOR  
CO-PRODUCTION RIGHT

Traditional assumptions and practices 
in public services can work against co-
production. For an approach to succeed, a 
fundamental shift for staff in understanding 
their role and their relationship to the 
community will be required. This is one 
that realises that you need the community 
as much as they need you, and that the 
community contains assets and not just 
deficits that need to be fixed. Co-production 
requires prioritising specific skills and 
attitudes within the workforce. It is about 
trusting in the ability of members of the 
public to make sensible decisions; moving 
away from caring to enabling; and placing 
personal experience on a level playing field 
with professional expertise.12 To address this 

11  LGA (2017). New Conversations: LGA Guide to En-
gagement.

12  Nesta and NEF (2010). Public Services Inside Out: 
Putting Co-production into Practice.  https://www.nesta.

cultural shift, councils that undertake co-
production on a large scale are integrating 
these skills and attitudes into their recruitment 
and staff development practices.13

CASE STUDIES
We have researched three distinct types of 
co-production in producing this briefing. They 
all represent shared decision-making and 
power between professionals and members 
of the public. Together, they show it’s possible 
to take a co-production approach on both 
a big and a small scale, for specific services 
and for whole places. 

CASE STUDY 1
Co-production in Youth 
Services: Camden’s Minding 
the Gap Service

For many young people, visiting mental health 
professionals is associated with stigma and 
fear. And transitions from child and adolescent 
mental health services to adult services are 
often difficult, with vulnerable young people 
falling through the gap. Camden Council and 
Camden Clinical Commissioning Group were 
aware of these limitations and wanted a model 
of mental health support based on the active 
input of young people. Background research 
they carried out showed that many young 
people do not trust mental health professionals 
and that only 5 per cent of young people in 

org.uk/sites/default/files/public_services_inside_out.pdf

13  See Case Study Three in NLGN (2016). Outside the 
Box: The Council Workforce of Tomorrow. http://www.
nlgn.org.uk/public/2016/outside-the-box-the-council-
workforce-of-tomorrow/ 

http://www.nlgn.org.uk/public/2016/outside-the-box-the-council-workforce-of-tomorrow/
http://www.nlgn.org.uk/public/2016/outside-the-box-the-council-workforce-of-tomorrow/
http://www.nlgn.org.uk/public/2016/outside-the-box-the-council-workforce-of-tomorrow/
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Camden would go to their GP to seek help on 
mental health. Furthermore, young people said 
they do not see their mental health needs in 
isolation – they are inextricably linked to other 
issues. Minding the Gap is a response to these 
findings, underpinned by youth participation. 

SCOPE OF THE PROJECT

A Young People’s Project Panel was set up 
to oversee a key element of Minding the 
Gap: an integrated, multi-disciplinary youth 
hub. This youth hub had to be welcoming 
for young people, have non-stigmatising 
branding, and offer a range of support. 18 
young people were appointed to the Panel, 
tasked with ensuring that the views of young 
people across the borough contributed to the 
development of the project.  Panel members 
had to be aged 16-24, and be either living, 
working or studying in Camden.

The Panel co-designed the hub and were 
also involved in strategic decisions about 
providers, recruitment and specifications. 
They made a range of decisions about the 
youth hub, including the name: The Hive. 
They worked closely with the architect to 
design the building, deciding on colour 
schemes and choosing provision for quiet 
spaces and communal eating. They also 
interviewed employees and led a market 
engagement event at the beginning of the 
procurement process. At the event, they 
discussed with providers what they felt was 
important to provide in the service, and even 
put on a short play to demonstrate which 
young people would use the space and what 
their needs may be. 

The Minding the Gap service and the Hive 
continue to run, having recently obtained 

funding for a further two years. The space is 
not just for the ‘hard to reach’, but it does 
attract a range of young people including 
refugees, young people on the autistic 
spectrum but not qualifying for adult social 
care services, and young people with mental 
illness. The Hive still has a Youth Panel. Given 
this is a youth service, there are different 
members to the original 18 and the original 
members trained new panellists to ensure a 
smooth transition.

PRACTICALITIES AND PRINCIPLES

Key to successfully working with young people 
on the Panel was having the right staff expertise 
and resources. Recruitment and retention of 
the group was time-intensive with a specialist 
engagement officer allocated to provide 
support, encouragement and development. 
Staff needed to be able to manage the young 
people’s expectations, and provide extra 
support where needed – some young people 
on the Panel were vulnerable themselves and in 
need of specialist support, such as preventing 
homelessness. On a practical level, the council 
provided varied and balanced meals to keep 
the group motivated and engaged, while also 
enabling healthy eating!

An important part of the process was 
bringing together the Panel with senior 
officers. Quarterly meetings between these 
two groups meant that the members of the 
Panel developed the confidence to interact 
with and, where necessary, challenge 
commissioners of children’s services. These 
regular meetings between senior officers and 
the Panel also ensured that the project moved 
from co-design to co-production. 
The Panel also gave young people the 
opportunity to develop and obtain skills and 

7
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work experience. For example, they were 
trained in participatory research methods so 
they could represent the views of their peers 
as well as themselves.

LESSONS LEARNT 

For other councils interested in co-production 
with young people, some key factors to 
consider are:

 ■ Consider who in your organisation has 
the capacity and capability to lead 
in engaging people in co-production 
activities. Ideally, this person will already 
be working in an engagement role, and 
can carve out dedicated time to sustain 
progress and momentum. 

 ■ When working with young people, it’s 
important to give them constant feedback 
about progress and development. Without 
these updates, they may feel frustrated 
that little has changed as a result of their 
involvement. 

 ■ Manage expectations – and make sure 
that your partners know to do this as well. 
External stakeholders brought into the 
planning process, such as entrepreneurs, 
may not understand the reality of 
councils’ budgets and resources. This 
may give young people false expectations 
about what can be achieved – so be 
prepared for this. 

 ■ A creative initiative like this will attract 
local press, as it did in Camden. Media 
training to young people would have 
meant that they could have been 
interviewed rather than their statements 
being shared through press releases.  
 

 
CONTACT: For more information, contact 
Dionne Usherwood, Head of Children's 
Integrated Commissioning on 020 7974 
2745 or Dionne.Usherwood@camden.gov.uk  

CASE STUDY 2
Strategic Co-production in 
Social Care: Hertfordshire 
County Council

Like many councils, Hertfordshire is facing 
tough choices about the future of its adult 
social care services. As the council must 
make cuts, it is more important than ever to 
ensure that what can be delivered reflects 
what people want. To address this, the 
council has a strategic co-production board 
made up of people who use care services, 
carers, and officers within the council. The 
board makes recommendations on policy, 
spending, and strategy.

The board has been running for 18 months. 
It was important to Hertfordshire to integrate 
co-production into activity from the very 
beginning. Officers from the adult social 
care team ran an initial event with 100 
stakeholders, including providers, people 
using services, and carers. They proposed 
the idea of a strategic co-production 
board – but didn’t want to predetermine 
the agenda or what the board would look 
like. The consensus was to have a small 
board made up of 15 people – five service 
users, five people from service user or carer 
organisations, and five senior officers; and 
the board would be co-chaired by a senior 
council officer and a service user.

Dionne.Usherwood@camden.gov.uk
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SCOPE OF THE BOARD

The board makes recommendations on adult 
social care expenditure and savings to elected 
members. The written reports to elected 
members reflect the decisions of the whole 
board; if there are any disagreements these 
are transparently reflected in the reports so 
that elected members can follow up. Officers 
report that the budget has been different to 
how they would have set it without the co-
production board. Service users have driven 
a focus on independence, with savings made 
through moving people to an appropriate form 
of accommodation for them. Their experience 
is that many people who are in residential 
care could be in supported living, and many in 
supported living could be living independently. 

The board has also looked at making public 
transport more accessible to disabled people. 
This focus was chosen by people with lived 
experience. The board met transport officers, 
bus company executives and local MPs. 
As a result of this engagement and political 
links the board helped to influence the Bus 
Services Act (2017). 

PRACTICALITIES AND PRINCIPLES

The board costs approximately £25,000 
per year to run. Making sure the board is 
accessible to people with disabilities is essential 
for meaningful co-production, and some of the 
costs include taxis and support staff. People 
have also gone on training courses that help 
them participate more confidently. 

Good communication is key to effectiveness. 
The board brings together two sets of 
expertise — personal experience and 
professional knowledge of implementation. For 

officers, this has required being clear about 
the mechanics of service delivery and the 
implications of decisions. Understanding the 
scale of a £400m budget takes time – officers 
needed to explain this clearly so that people 
could contribute in an informed way. This 
only took one meeting; but it is a question of 
officers working out the most effective way to 
convey that information. To mitigate confusing 
jargon, the board papers are sent out well in 
advance so the group can come back with 
questions and receive clarification.

Officers also need to be honest about how 
much power the board has. Technically, it 
does not make decisions – politicians do, 
and officers cannot promise that politicians 
will always do what the board recommends. 
With that said, officers feel that co-production 
really helps the officer-member relationship, 
as politicians value this public input into 
decision-making. 

For Hertfordshire, the effort is easily justified 
by the benefits. Co-production at a strategic 
level ensures that service delivery is focused 
on people – not processes or organisational 
silos. For service users, participating in the 
board builds up confidence, assertiveness 
and knowledge of how the system works. 

LESSONS LEARNT 

For other councils considering embarking 
on this approach, some lessons from 
Hertfordshire are: 

 ■ Don’t be afraid to take a co-production 
approach in a tough context. What's 
most important is being upfront and 
honest. Professionals reading this 
might fear that service users would not 
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countenance any mention of cuts, but 
this wasn’t borne out by the reality of 
this case study. Officers were upfront 
with service users about the constraints 
they faced and it resulted in a productive 
conversation, with suggestions for finding 
savings emerging from the board. 

 ■ Think about your own approach 
to communication in meetings. 
Officers have a tendency to lapse 
into ‘management speak’. They may 
need to improve and develop their 
communication styles, and to be able 
to admit that they do not hold all of the 
answers and need an alternative view.

 ■ Consider which areas will benefit most from 
a co-production approach. Councils do not 
have the resources to co-produce everything, 
and it’s valid to prioritise co-production 
in some areas and choose information, 
consultation or engagement in others.

 
CONTACT: For more information, contact 
Iain MacBeath, Director of Adult Care 
Services at Hertfordshire County Council 
on 01992 556363 or Iain.MacBeath@
hertfordshire.gov.uk 
 

 

CASE STUDY 3
A Whole Council Approach: 
Wigan’s Deal for Communities 
Wigan Council’s Deal for Communities 
aims to develop the capacity, interest and 
enthusiasm of individuals and communities 

to do things for themselves. The Deal for 
Communities is a key part of the Wigan Deal, 
an informal contract between the council and 
residents under which both sides pledge to 
work together to make Wigan a better place. 
Since 2013, the Deal for Communities has 
invested £9m into community initiatives that 
contribute to key council objectives, reduce 
demand on services and help to solve some 
of the borough’s most significant social 
problems. Specifically, it has seven priority 
outcomes, which include: giving children 
the best start in life; encouraging healthy 
and active residents; ensuring working age 
adults ‘live well’ and are in work; supporting 
older people to remain independent and 
connected; and growing the local economy.14 
One of the projects it has funded is the 
Greenslate Community Farm. A privately-run 
farm in Wigan was on the brink of closing, but 
members of the community took it over and 
made it into a social enterprise. Greenslate 
Community Farm provides volunteering 
and work opportunities for different groups, 
including people with learning disabilities, and 
those experiencing poor mental health; it also 
provides care placements for disabled people 
and vulnerable adults. 15 
 

SCOPE OF THE PROGRAMME
 
A wide range of initiatives are funded by the 
Deal for Communities. There are four levels of 
investment:16

14  Outcomes and priorities available at: https://www.
wigan.gov.uk/Docs/PDF/Council/The-Deal/Deal-Communi-
ties/Investment-Fund/DFCIF-Outcomes-and-Priorities.pdf

15  http://greenslatefarm.org.uk/ 

16  The four tiers are detailed at the Deal for Com-
munities Investment Fund at: https://www.wigan.gov.
uk/Council/The-Deal/Deal-Communities/Communities-
Investment-Fund.aspx

mailto:Iain.MacBeath@hertfordshire.gov.uk
mailto:Iain.MacBeath@hertfordshire.gov.uk
http://greenslatefarm.org.uk/
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 ■ Getting Going funding: up to £200 for 
small schemes which help the community 
(1 year)

 ■ Small Investment: up to £1000 do 
something new to address key priorities 
(1 year) 

 ■ Start Up: up to £10,000 and guidance 
to nurture a great idea that needs 
developing further (1 year) 

 ■ Big Idea: £10,000-£1million for the most 
well-developed ideas (3 years).

In this way, different forms of community 
capacity and innovation can be tapped into, 
ranging from an over-60s social group to a 
branch of Citizens Advice. The programme 
has attracted a significant amount of match 
funding: every pound of Big Idea investment 
has been matched by 77p of alternative 
investment funding. An important element of 
the programme is to ‘pump prime’ initiatives 
which can then attract other sources of 
income, rather than creating a dependency 
on council grants.

WHY TAKE THIS APPROACH?

The driver behind the programme was 
demand reduction. Wigan Council foresaw 
that patterns of public service use would 
not be sustainable against the backdrop of 
an ageing population and reduced finances. 
Even prior to austerity measures this was 
apparent, with considerable overspend 
in adult social care alone. The Deal for 
Communities helps communities become 
more self-reliant, connected and resilient, 
and less likely to need professional services. 
It supports key preventative initiatives so 
that poor outcomes are less likely. Areas of 

preventative work that it has funded include 
social groups for the elderly, employment 
and volunteering initiatives, and a local 
credit union providing affordable finance and 
savings options. However, the benefits of the 
Deal for Communities go far beyond demand 
reduction. The council wanted to get away 
from the ‘paternalistic’ approach of the 
public sector and reflect that communities 
know best what their area needs. Prior 
to the Deal for Communities, community 
initiatives were fractured and support was 
inconsistent, with no strong infrastructure to 
sustain this activity. The programme aims to 
give communities the stability and impetus to 
bring good ideas to fruition. 

MEASURING AND EVALUATING SUCCESS

So far, the Big Idea investment stream alone 
has generated £1.26m in direct cashable 
savings for Wigan Council. Examples of where 
savings have been made include increased 
council tax income from getting people into 
employment, and a credit union resulting in 
fewer people requiring the council’s crisis 
fund service.17

Some outcomes do not always translate 
into short-term council savings, but will yield 
considerable benefits in the long-term. The 
Deal for Communities has contributed to 
a reduction in deprivation levels in Wigan; 
and has also helped develop social capital 
– because of the programme, people are 
becoming more connected to activities in 
their area and to their neighbours. Projects 
have moved residents towards positive 
outcomes even where a ‘hard output’ may 

17  Wigan Council (20.06.2017). Internal Document: Deal 
for Communities- Evaluation Update. 
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take longer to achieve. For example, people 
using employability projects funded by the 
programme often do not move straight into 
jobs as a direct result of the support they 
have received, but they move closer to the 
labour market due to increased confidence 
and skills. A light touch approach to 
monitoring and evaluation is crucial – the 
council wants to avoid creating an industry of 
evaluation. Instead, staff take the time to visit 
the services that the Council funds to get a 
deeper sense of what they are achieving. 

LESSONS LEARNT

For other councils considering a 
transformational co-production approach, 
some key factors to consider are:

 ■ Creating the right internal culture. Any 
council which aims to launch a project 
of this scale needs a workforce who can 
work with the public effectively. To reflect 
this, Wigan have a parallel ‘Deal for Staff’ 
which covers recruitment, retention and 
development and they have changed their 
recruitment process to test for the right 
attitude and behaviours. 

 ■ The importance of face-to-face time 
to measure success. Heavy-handed, 
bureaucratic approaches to monitoring 
and evaluation are counterproductive to 
creating a mutually beneficial relationship 
with the community. Instead, trust is key 
– which means taking time to get to know 
schemes. Staff at Wigan have two days 
of volunteering leave per year, and are 
encouraged to use this to help the projects 
funded by the Deal for Communities. 

 ■ When measuring success, use a mixture of 
‘hard outcomes’ and ‘soft outcomes’ – for 

example some schemes will not increase 
levels of employment in one year, but will 
move people closer to the labour market.

 ■ Embrace the role of politicians. Elected 
members in Wigan have been very 
supportive from the beginning, including 
members of the opposition. Wigan has 
given politicians a role in developing 
community capacity through the smaller 
‘Brighter Borough’ scheme in which 
members can use up to £5,000 to fund 
an initiative in their area, provided that it 
meets certain criteria. 

 
CONTACT: For more information, contact 
Donna Hall, Chief Executive of Wigan 
Council. Call 01942 827148 or Donna.
Hall@Wigan.gov.uk  

CONCLUSION 
Co-production is possible to apply at all types 
of scales, and in many different service areas. 
Our case studies show it can work effectively 
for a specific service targeted at a particular 
group; for strategic decisions about a major 
part of a council’s work; and to fundamentally 
change the relationship between council and 
community. The scale and scope depend on 
the overall goal – but however wide-ranging, 
co-production can have lots of benefits: for 
people, for services, for democratic legitimacy 
and for places. 

Whatever the scale, our case studies and the 
literature highlight some common success 
factors for co-production: the benefits of 
honesty and transparency, being clear about 

mailto:Donna.Hall@Wigan.gov.uk
mailto:Donna.Hall@Wigan.gov.uk
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scope and parameters, relationship-building 
and engagement skills, having faith in people’s 
assets and contributions, and realistic 
resource planning. Getting the theory and 
practice both right is crucial – understanding 
what you are striving to achieve and the steps 
you need to take to get there.

FURTHER RESOURCES
More information and examples can be found at:

 ■ LGA (2017). New Conversations: LGA 
guide to engagement. https://www.local.
gov.uk/new-conversations-lga-guide-
engagement (includes a section on co-
production)

 ■ Clinks (2016). Guide to Service User 
Involvement and co-production. https://
www.clinks.org/resources-guides-toolkits/
guide-service-user-involvement-and-co-
production 

 ■  INLOGOV (2013). Beyond the State 
– mobilising and co-producing with 
communities. https://www.birmingham.
ac.uk/Documents/college-social-sciences/
government-society/inlogov/briefing-
papers/2013/beyond-the-state.pdf

This Innovation Briefing was researched and 
written by Lucy Terry, Senior Researcher.

Jessica Studdert, Deputy Director is the 
commissioning editor of NLGN’s Innovation 
Briefings. If you have any ideas or 
suggestions for future areas of focus, please 
contact her on jstuddert@nlgn.org.uk.
 
We are grateful to NLGN corporate partner 
Optalis for partnering with us on this 
briefing. For more information visit
http://www.optalis.org

https://www.local.gov.uk/new-conversations-lga-guide-engagement
https://www.local.gov.uk/new-conversations-lga-guide-engagement
https://www.local.gov.uk/new-conversations-lga-guide-engagement
https://www.clinks.org/resources-guides-toolkits/guide-service-user-involvement-and-co-production
https://www.clinks.org/resources-guides-toolkits/guide-service-user-involvement-and-co-production
https://www.clinks.org/resources-guides-toolkits/guide-service-user-involvement-and-co-production
https://www.clinks.org/resources-guides-toolkits/guide-service-user-involvement-and-co-production
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/Documents/college-social-sciences/government-society/inlogov/briefing-papers/2013/beyond-the-state.pdf
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/Documents/college-social-sciences/government-society/inlogov/briefing-papers/2013/beyond-the-state.pdf
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/Documents/college-social-sciences/government-society/inlogov/briefing-papers/2013/beyond-the-state.pdf
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/Documents/college-social-sciences/government-society/inlogov/briefing-papers/2013/beyond-the-state.pdf
mailto:jstuddert@nlgn.org.uk
http://www.optalis.org

