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IntroductIon
The academic literature contains much about the 
definition of co-production in both service design 
and research. There is also much discussion 
about the theory and principles underpinning 
co-production, but there is less evidence about 
what it looks like in practice, the realities of 

delivering it, and the challenges that it can 
encompass.1 This may include expressions of 
indifference from some participants, as referenced 
in the quotation included in the title of this article. 
‘Monkey’s chuff’ is a slang term from the north of 
england, used to convey a lack of concern and 
indifference.

Abstract

Aims: co-production is an emerging field in public health practice. We aim to present evidence 
of what works well to support co-production and what can be improved based upon learning 
from our evaluation of a co-production project implemented by rape crisis england and Wales 
(rceW). rceW designed and delivered a national co-production project called Weaving the 
Web, to inform the development of an online support service for women who have experienced 
sexual violence.

Methods: We qualitatively evaluated the rceW co-production approach. The specific 
objectives of our evaluation were to assess the increased role and voice for women and girls in 
co-producing services and provide better quality of evidence for what works in empowering 
women and girls. The evaluation was conducted in two phases: Phase 1 was the observation 
of co-production events (n = 8), with findings from this used to develop an interview schedule 
for Phase 2, where semi-structured interviews (n = 26) were conducted with a range of 
stakeholders (staff, partners and service users).

results: staff supporting the co-production project were highly committed to the work, investing 
time, money, and preparation, and having a good understanding of co-production. service users 
were less familiar with the approach and felt alienated by some of the language used. Most service 
users described participation as empowering and, in some instances, important in their own 
recovery. They were keen to stay involved beyond the creation of the online resource.

conclusion: The data from our evaluation illustrate that co-production on a national level is 
challenging. While rceW used values-based practice, and provided a supportive culture to 
underpin the co-production of their online service, transformative engagement and true 
participation were not achieved. learning from this project is drawn out here to outline 
transferrable lessons for practitioners intending to use models of co-production in other public 
health settings.
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The literature describes benefits for all 
parties engaging in co-production with 
‘intrinsic value’ for individuals from being 
connected and valued, and an ‘increased 
capacity and impact’ for services.2 The 
UK government guidance for services 
relating to violence against women and 
girls (VaWgs) states ‘good 
commissioning should begin with an 
understanding that VaWg survivors are 
experts in their own lives and are integral 
to the design of services’. equally, 
specialist service providers have a 
breadth of expert knowledge and 
experience to draw on. involving 
survivors and specialist service providers 
in the whole commissioning process by 
way of co-production brings a range of 
benefits for all of those involved.3 as 
voluntary organisations deliver a range of 
public services, it is important to evaluate 
how they incorporate co-production into 
their work, in particular what works and 
for whom.

There is often a focus on volunteers as 
participants in third sector research on 
co-production, so there is a need to 
investigate the experience of user 
involvement in service design. research 
suggests that co-production in the third 
sector is more likely to have an impact 
on participants when led informally and 
less bureaucratically. Organisations that 
present opportunities for service users to 
be involved and make decisions at a 
local level, without authorisation from 
layers of management, have more 
success.4

There are examples in mental health 
services of co-production leading to 
more culturally appropriate provision with 
greater reach to Black, asian and 
Minority ethnic service users5 and for 
individuals who have experienced mental 
illness, there is evidence that 
co-production approaches improve 
wellbeing, reduce stigma and build 
people’s agency and skills.2 For victims 
of sexual violence, the benefits of 
involvement can go further still. People 
who have experienced sexual violence 
often experience shame and exclusion as a 
result of harmful societal narratives, but 
‘co-production offers survivors the 
possibility of re-authoring the narratives that 
hinder change [...] and thereby challenging 
the othering of victim-survivors’.6  

a trauma-informed approach to 
co-production in this context views 
people as assets (not passive recipients) 
and supports their development and 
empowerment.6 however, in VaWg 
services in particular, some analysis 
shows that the co-production employed 
in developing services is consultation 
rather than transformatory.7 Barriers to 
co-production in the third sector overlap 
with those seen in public sector work, 
particularly around resistance from staff, 
limited resources and use of jargon, and 
even if the principles are adopted initially, 
it is difficult to sustain the practice.4

This article considers findings from the 
evaluation of a voluntary sector 
organisation’s (rape crisis england and 
Wales (rceW)) approach using national 
co-production in the design of services 
for women and girls who have 
experienced sexual violence. rceW 
wanted the specialised online provision 
to help to reduce waiting times for 
support and also to be able to reach 
women not able to access services in 
person. in March 2016, the average wait 
for face-to-face support was 5–6 months, 
and there were more than 4000 people 
on the waiting list.8

The organisation was committed to 
working with survivors (this is their choice 
of language) and staff to develop the 
platform through co-production events. 
co-production was chosen so that 
stakeholders would have shared 
ownership of the process of design and 
delivery of the new online services, with 
an emphasis on the importance of lived 
experience informing how services can 
best meet diverse needs.

The project involved women-only 
co-production events with staff members 
and survivors. specific events were 
facilitated by specialist partners aimed at 
reaching underserved groups including 
Black, asian and Minority ethnic women, 
disabled women, lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, queer and intersex 
(lgBTQi+) women, older women, 
women from working class backgrounds 
and young women. There were also 
online surveys for women and girls, and 
staff members.

Women and girls’ organisation has a 
strong track record of service user 
involvement in the development of 

support, but as with many attempts at 
co-production, it usually peaks at 
intermediate engagement with more buy 
in needed at a higher level to share 
power and resources so that it becomes 
transformative.7 This article discusses 
findings from the evaluation, aiming to 
provide evidence about what works for 
co-production to empower women and 
girls. The authors will examine how the 
co-production activity was organised and 
discuss where this fits into the three 
levels of engagement (descriptive, 
intermediate and transformative)9 and the 
impact that participation had on the 
contributors.

Methods
an external all-female evaluation team 
was commissioned and funded by 
rceW to evaluate their model of 
co-production from March to June 2017. 
Our evaluation aimed to evidence the 
effectiveness of co-production for 
different groups of women. Our 
evaluation reported evidence about the 
increased role and voice for women and 
girls in co-producing services, as well as 
reporting upon what works to empower 
them. Using a qualitative approach, we 
combined observations and interviews in 
a phased approach to data generation. 
Phase 1 was observational. We observed 
a variety of co-production events in 
person and online for survivors and 
stakeholders (internal staff and external 
partners). During the observations, we 
used a semi-structured schedule to 
document the ways in which participants 
engaged and contributed, as well as the 
usefulness of the information gathered 
for the development of online services. 
We also considered the extent to which 
the event appeared to provide 
participants with an ‘enriched 
environment’ characterised by features 
such as security, purpose and belonging.

suMMAry of observAtIons
in total, we observed 8 co-production 
events, with 65 women in attendance. 
We made notes about each 
observational setting, guided by our 
schedule. These notes were thematically 
analysed, with key themes reviewed and 
agreed by the research team. On the 
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basis of the analysis of these events, 
interview schedules were developed in 
discussion with rceW staff for use within 
Phase 2 (semi-structured interviews). 
interview schedules were tailored to 
participant characteristics. service users 
were asked about their involvement, 
contributions to the development of the 
online platform and their understandings 
of co-production. staff and stakeholders 
were asked about their involvement in 
the development of online services, their 
experiences of the project and 
understandings of co-production. The 
recruitment of the participants was 
undertaken by regional rape crisis 
centres and partner organisations 
(Tables 1, 2 and 3).

a total of 26 interviews were 
conducted, 21 with staff and 5 with 
service users (Table 4). interviews were 
recorded and transcribed for thematic 
analysis, with findings again agreed 
within the research team.

Our evaluation received ethical 
approval through leeds Beckett 
University. To ensure ethical rigour, we 
used informed consent, securing written 
or verbal consent from all participants. 

confidentiality and anonymity were 
guaranteed in our reporting, and we 
securely managed information through 
password protected university systems.

results
For the purposes of this article, the data 
from both phases of the evaluation have 
been synthesised and brought together 
under four key themes as follows: (1) 
understandings of co-production, (2) the 
value of co-production, (3) what works in 
co-production and (4) challenges in 
co-production.

Theme 1: understandings of 
co-production
Understandings about co-production 
varied across the different stakeholder 
groups. The staff team’s understanding 
was more apparent. They had 
experience of working in co-productive 
ways and were cognisant of the values 
underpinning these:

We’ve got a history really of doing bits 
of co-production. Not necessarily 
referring to them as co-production but 

working with service users [...] it’s an 
integral part of the work that [we] do. 
(staff team member)

in contrast, the service users were less 
familiar with the term, sometimes 
expressing feeling alienated by some of 
the terminology that was used. however, 
one of the service users, who had been 
involved with the organisation before, 
described co-production as follows:

It kind of means [...] there are multiple 
people working on the same team 
and there are a lot of different ideas 
and things that are bought together. 
(service user)

The stakeholders’ knowledge of 
co-production was well developed. in 
addition, one of them was keen to point 
out what co-production is not:

Bad co-production is when you allow 
someone to believe that it’s 
co-production and it isn’t. Or [...] their 
views and decisions are only 
somewhat respected or upheld. 
(stakeholder)

Table 1 

regional events held by rceW

Participants date location number of participants

service user only event 9 May Newcastle 3

Mixed (stakeholders and services users) 9 May Newcastle 10

Mixed 11 May cambridge 14

Mixed 20 May exeter 17

service user only event 20 May exeter 15

rceW: rape crisis england and Wales.

Table 2 

co-production events held by partner organisations

demographic date location number of participants

Women from working class backgrounds 13 June london 12

Disabled service users 14 June Online 2
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stakeholder definitions of 
co-production emphasised the necessity 
for representation from diverse 
stakeholders, having shared objectives, 
trusting the other people involved, 
working together on an equal footing and 
removing hierarchy, and giving a voice to 
those who do not have one. These, in 
turn, resonate with the values that 
underpin co-production in practice. 
During the observations, we also 
watched how the participants dealt with 
differences of opinion; while there was 
implicit agreement at the co-production 
events that different approaches were 
needed, there was no significant variance 
in their delivery, limiting the ways in which 
spontaneous discussion and 
disagreement could be used for learning.

Theme 2: the value of co-production
The process of co-production (being 
involved) was empowering, and the 
service users felt proud to participate 
allowing them to voice their opinions and 
learn from each other:

I mean if people can listen to one 
another then there’s usually something 
to learn about that other person or 
sometimes about yourself. (service user)

We bring all our ideas and put it into 
one basket. (service user)

For some service users, partaking in 
the co-production activities was an 
additional form of support:

I felt [...] talking is a massive therapy 
[...] so being able to, it felt quite good 
to be able to tell people exactly what 
personally I would have wanted. 
(service user)

The staff and stakeholders were also 
satisfied that the service users had 
enjoyed the events and were able to 
positively contribute generating new 
ideas:

From the feedback we’ve had ... they 
enjoyed the event. I thought the 
events had a really good feel to them. 
(staff team member)

I think they felt that this was a space 
where they could speak, and they did 
contribute. (stakeholder)

We observed that rceW created 
dedicated spaces for alternative and 
minority perspectives with specific events 

hosted for women with stated 
characteristics. Furthermore, the 
stakeholders felt that their own expertise 
had also been valued in the project and 
that the principles of co-production had 
been enacted in the approach taken – 
‘we were contacted for our expertise’ 
and ‘we have been listened to and very 
much respected’ (various stakeholders).

Theme 3: what works in 
co-production
During the observations, we considered 
if the participants felt able to express 
their views openly and honestly. The 
environment appeared to support 
openness in the co-production sessions. 
Body language was generally relaxed 
and open; in some sessions, service 
users felt able to disclose their 
experiences of sexual violence. interview 
data confirmed our observations:

To make the environment as 
welcoming, as friendly [...] just 
acknowledging that people were 
doing a favour basically, and that was 
really valuable. (stakeholder)

The content of the co-production 
events had been generated through 
lengthy research and discussion with 
stakeholders, including service users, 
prior to the events themselves. This 
demonstrates the process of learning 
and education that is often required in 
co-productive working with an emphasis 
on bringing people together:

They’ve learnt about the project ... and 
everyone now is at that same point of 
the journey and I think that’s the huge 
things about co-production is making 
everyone equal. (staff team member)

staff had primed the service users in 
advance to consider themselves ‘experts 

Table 3 

external events for women who had not previously accessed rape crisis services

demographic event date location number of participants

Women who had experienced sexual violence 24 June Online 2

Table 4 

overview of interviews

Interviews with ... number of interviews conducted

interviews with rceW (Weaving the Web team)  4

interviews with partner organisations  5

interviews with centre staff 12

interviews with service users  5

rceW: rape crisis england and Wales.
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by experience’ (staff team member). The 
service users who took part contributed 
their ideas to the process demonstrating 
that they had been well-informed and had 
been prepared to take part. The importance 
of power sharing was emphasised:

I think the thing with co-production ... is 
about sharing the power of it. The 
power of knowledge of being able to 
define terms ... being able to define 
what is talked about, what is 
permissible, what is not ... (stakeholder)

Theme 4: challenges in 
co-production
During the observation of events, we 
considered the extent to which 
participants felt able to take a fluid 
approach, enabling them to revise views. 
There were no obvious occasions pointing 
to changes in views. The format of the 
day was highly structured - more 
opportunities for spontaneous and 
unstructured talk might have been helpful.

Our observational data also noted that 
while participants from all stakeholder 
groups engaged positively with the 
process, staff were sometimes more 
vocal than service users. We observed 
that attendance at some of the service 
user events was low, particularly online, 
despite the fact that rceW provided 
high-quality preparatory material. This 
may be related to geographic obstacles 
and possibly point to some of the 
challenges of co-ordinating 
co-production at local and national 
levels. For many service users, taking 
part was not a priority as they have 
multiple challenges to deal with, so the 
likelihood is that ‘you’re not gonna give a 
monkey’s chuff’ (stakeholder) about 
contributing to a project such as this.

challenges also arise when people are 
unfamiliar with ways of working and ‘weren’t 
really at the point’ (staff team member) 
where they are able to work in fully 
co-productive ways. One of the challenges 
for the service users included time. For 
some, the event felt rushed, and they would 
have liked more time for reflection:

It would be been interesting to have 
been a bit more leisurely, had a bit of 
discussion ... I think we could have 

gone a bit more deeply ... it was too 
rushed. (service user)

Time was an issue also picked up by 
the stakeholders but in a different way. 
concerns were expressed about the 
amount of time and resources needed 
for co-production working which is seen 
as a time-consuming and lengthy 
process ‘we feel like it has been a long 
time ... when is it going to start?’ 
(stakeholder).

another service user perceived 
something of a power imbalance in the 
way that the events were organised:

It just felt like being in a classroom to 
be honest. (service user)

in addition, the structured format to 
the event days that we observed limited 
the extent to which the service users 
could dictate the course of events and 
how things could progress. in a few 
cases, the expertise of the participants 
may have been overlooked. Finally, 
service users were keen to be involved 
more in future but had not been given 
information about how to be.

dIscussIon
This evaluation adds evidence to the 
existing co-production literature by 
further illustrating the worth of such 
approaches for participants, as they can 
be valuable in terms of the positive 
outcomes that arise.2,3 in this instance, 
participation was, in many cases, 
empowering and made the service users 
feel valued, a potentially important 
contribution to their recovery from 
experiences of sexual violence.6

in order to be successful, 
co-production is recognised in the 
literature as requiring an authentic form of 
engagement that emanates from a 
particular set of values.1 in this example, 
the staff team’s long-standing attachment 
to the principles and practices of 
co-production was important in engaging 
service users, and capturing their views. 
The model of co-production used by 
rceW is a good example of the adoption 
of a bespoke, flexible, partnership 
approach focusing upon the proactive 
inclusion of underserved groups. There 

was also evidence of rceW creating a 
supportive enriched environment10 
through a carefully researched and 
planned approach to the co-production 
events. rceW ensured that women felt 
safe in the events, essential for those who 
have experienced sexual assault to be 
able to contribute. evidence suggests 
that supportive cultures in which people 
feel secure and have a sense of 
belonging are important underpinnings of 
successful co-production.9 however, 
despite this supportive culture, fewer 
service users and women who had 
experienced sexual violence were 
involved than rceW intended. While 
co-production is assumed to always be 
good in principle, the reality is that the 
process and associated expectations do 
not always marry with what service users 
want, particularly where experiences of 
trauma may be revisited.

co-production in this example was 
further enabled by an ethos of ongoing 
learning, and openness to revising 
positions among the professionals 
involved. There was, however, tension 
here between the encouragement of 
diverse expertise (including different 
groups of women) and the management 
of a national co-production project 
requiring some degree of uniformity to 
ensure its successful completion.

Further challenges arose in the 
disconnect between the language of 
professionals and service users, which 
can be alienating for participants, and 
cause discomfort in instances where 
language is perceived to be inaccessible. 
While events enabled the mutual sharing 
of information and learning, they were led 
using a structured didactic approach, 
which is at odds with the principles of 
co-production. Therefore, the full 
principles of co-production were not met 
in the rceW approach. There is evidence 
of the rceW co-production model 
encompassing shared decision-making 
(descriptive level) as well as 
acknowledging contributions from clients 
(intermediate level).9 however, the 
transformatory level of relocating power 
and control, with significant shaping by 
service users, is not evident in our 
evaluation data. applying a ladder of 
participation approach11 to the rceW 
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approach, this work was more in line with 
consultation rather than being located 
higher up the ladder. Therefore, despite 
staff commitment to and investment in 
co-production, rceW used a model 
which limited power sharing because 
professionals ultimately remained in 
control of both the process and events. 
There may have been missed 
opportunities for increased service user 
ownership of the process and events in 
line with notions of power sharing.12 
Those with power should use it to support 
marginalised populations by providing an 
environment that enables change.12 
Finally, there are many models that 
practitioners can use beyond what is 
described in this article (events), for 
example, steering groups or co-leadership 
designs, which may, in part, address 
criticisms of tokenism, enhance power 
sharing and increase participation.

conclusIon
in summary, there are several 
transferrable lessons that can be drawn 

from the rceW approach to 
co-production, which are useful for 
public health practitioners implementing 
similar work. What worked well for 
rceW was their values-based practice, 
their creation of a supportive environment 
and their inclusive approach. however, 
challenges arose as a result of the scale 
of the work. co-production on a national 
level is complicated, and does not 
always sit neatly with local practice and 
approaches. Thus, national 
co-production needs to be recognised 
as more difficult to implement when 
compared to local approaches.

While certain guidelines and principles 
are common to all forms of co-production, 
it is highly context dependent; therefore, 
practitioners need to account for the 
context in which they are working. For 
co-production to flourish, the environment 
in which it takes place has to be secure 
and enabling so that people feel able to 
contribute. The relational elements of 
co-production should not be overlooked 
as all of those involved need to feel 

valued, have a definition of co-production 
to work with and be able to use their 
assets within the process. Parity of 
expertise is important in addressing 
power imbalances between professionals 
and other community members involved, 
because all knowledge has to be valued.
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