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Abstract 

In many neoliberal economies, co-production is an increasingly popular way of generating public value, 

empowering citizens, and innovating public service delivery, and cuts to public sector budgets have seen it 

becoming more important as cash strapped public bodies strip back their services. However, its effectiveness as a 

means of inclusive engagement is unclear. This paper uses Bourdieu’s theory of practice to explore ethnographic 

data relating to the collaborative commissioning of a youth project on a South London housing estate and 

understand how effective the activities were at empowering people to take action. The study shows that although 

co-production has the potential to increase local involvement; the habitus of those with greater political, economic, 

and professional capital shaped the social space in which participation takes place. This habitus shaped how people 

should engage, causing some to disengage, limiting what outcomes were possible. Co-productive practices, such 

as the co-commissioning discussed in this paper, contain the promise of greater participation and empowerment. 

However, a lack of understanding of the power dynamics between those involved means the processes can be 

hierarchical and restricting, rather than increasing the participation of those whom such initiatives are meant to 

empower. 
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Introduction 

Co-production, an interactive collaboration between citizens and professionals, which can include the co-

planning, co-prioritising, co-design, co-commissioning, and co-delivery of services (Alford 2013; Eijk and Steen 

2016; Loeffler and Bovaird, 2019;  Thijssen and Van Dooren 2015), has become a buzz word in the provision of 

local non-statutory services, offering the opportunity for greater user involvement, delivery diversity, and financial 

efficiencies in an age of budgetary constraints.  

This paper draws on ethnographic data which explores the co-commissioning of a youth violence reduction project 

on an estate chosen as the test area for a local authority’s new co-operative delivery model. In referring to the co-

commissioning process, as it relates to the data, the author will use the term co-production or co-commissioning, 

whilst recognising that co-commissioning is only one facet of co-production.  The analysis uses Bourdieu’s theory 

of practice to explore how social field and habitus shaped the co-production that took place. The analysis shows 

that something which was meant to empower local people by devolving power away from the local authority, 

simply handed it over to a local organisation, mirroring existing power structures, at the expense of residents' 

wishes and involvement. Ultimately, an initiative that was meant to increase participation in local service delivery 

led once committed residents to feel unvalued, with some disengaging completely from the process.  

Professionalisation and Co-production 

Co-production refers to an interactive collaboration between citizens and professionals, which can include the co-

planning, co-prioritising, co-design, co-commissioning, and co-delivery of services (Alford 2013; Eijk and Steen 

2016; Loeffler and Bovaird, 2019; Thijssen and Van Dooren 2015). The process places the codified expertise of 

professionals alongside the specific situational expertise of the layperson (as outlined in Kotzee (2014)), to 

develop collective shared goals to address local concerns (Alford and Yates, 2016; Booth 2019; Bovaird et al., 

2015a, Crompton; 2018; Flinders and Wood, 2018; Pestoff 2009; Vanleene, et al., 2018). This positioning of 

professionals alongside lay people democratises services and empowers citizens to move from passive recipients 

to co-producers of interventions (Brunton-Smith and Bullock, 2018; Crompton, 2018; Pestoff 2009), which had 

previously been the sole domain of professionals (Fledderus et al., 2015; Innes et al., 2018; Vanleene, et al., 2018).  

Co-production should go beyond seeking greater participation, without a consummate redistribution of power, 

and result in the sharing or delegation of power akin to the upper rungs of Karner’s (2008) ladder of citizen 

participation.  
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The advent of ‘austerity Britain’, local authority budget cuts, and the powers afforded to local organisations in the 

Localism Act, (2011), saw many councils in the UK turning to co-production, due to its ability to empower 

residents to deliver services in a  cost effective way (McQuaid 2010; Pestoff 2009; Osborne et al. 2016; van Eijk 

2018), and provide public value through providing services in new and innovative ways (Alford, 2009; Bovaird 

and Loeffler, 2012). 

People’s willingness to engage in such initiatives is often dependent on their perception of how influential their 

involvement will be (Bovaird and Loeffler, 2012; Bovaird, et al., 2015b; Thijssen and Van Dooren 2015; van Eijk 

and Steen 2016), as well as their perception of other’s involvement (van Eijk, 2018). However, within deprived 

neighbourhoods, nonengagement is often a strategy for coping with situations of multiple disadvantage (Offer, 

2012), as well as a consequence of a belief that engagement will offer little personal benefit (Mathers et al., 2008). 

Therefore, the most deprived citizens are often underrepresented in processes aimed at empowering them  

(Crompton, 2018; Docherty et al., 2001; Galuszka, 2018). As such, the first aim within co-productive processes 

is often to address issues representation (Tonkens and Verhoeven, 2018). Bottom up activities that promote 

bridging capital, supported by professional mediation and guidance, have proved the most effective in engaging 

those previously disinterested (Tonkens and Verhoeven, 2018; Vanleene et al., 2019). The way in which 

professionals facilitate initiatives, therefore, significantly influences how collaborative, inclusive, and co-

productive they become.  

However, co-producers bring their own frame of reference, which can result in some co-producers being 

considered less capable of participating fully or delivering the type of public services decided upon (Crompton, 

2018; Jakobsen and Andersen 2013; Thijssen and Van Dooren 2015). This is especially true when professionals 

frame the collaborative process within their own existing delivery model (Crompton, 2018), leading to a 

disconnect between the inclusive co-production narrative and what people experience. Co-production can, 

therefore, disempower those who are unsure of how to express themselves within, often professionally oriented, 

co-productive spaces (Fung, 2015). Although the term professionalism is often loosely used (James 2016; 

Moskovskaia 2012), it still connotes an understanding of standardised education or training, which ensures a set 

level of competency (Brubaker and Keegan 2018; James 2016; Moskovskaia 2012). This can lead to the belief 

that only those viewed as professionals can fulfill certain roles, excluding apparent nonprofessionals (Ashcraft, et 

al., 2012; Brubaker and Keegan 2018; Evetts 2006, 2011a, 2013; James 2016; Lyons 2011, Noordegraaf 2011; 

Waring and Waring 2009). 
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Including users as co-producers can increase the uncertainty regarding the quality and the effectiveness of 

collaboratively developed services (Fledderus et al., 2015), resulting in some public bodies’ reluctance to cede 

control to potentially unsuitable community groups, choosing instead to invest authority into other likeminded 

professionals in order to provide as much certainty as possible (Fledderus et al., 2015; Innes et al 2019; Pestoff 

and Brandsen, 2010). Consequently, there can be concerns over what meaningful engagement should look like, 

resulting in a perceived trade off between delivery standards and the level of participation possible.  

Service users can become seen simply as assets to the process, resulting in tokenistic marginal involvement 

(Crompton, 2018; Leyshon, et al., 2018; McQuaid, 2010) rather than equal partners (Crompton, 2018). Therefore, 

although co-production can create a more collective creative space, unequal power dynamics can mean dominant 

participants reinforce existing exclusivist and disenfranchising power structures and processes, leading to 

participants withdrawing (Crompton, 2018) and co-production narratives being seen simply as nice rhetoric 

(Flinders and Wood, 2018). Co-production can, therefore, be a paradox. On the one hand, it is a democratic process 

that aims to foster greater participation, (Booth, 2019; Farr, 2017; Innes et al., 2018), on the other, projects labelled 

co-productive can reinforce unequal disenfranchising power dynamics (McQuaid 2010). To combat this, the initial 

emphasis of co-productive partnerships is often on professionalising the actions of perceived amateurs, with the 

view of helping them engaging effectively (Fledderus, et al., 2015; Pestoff and Brandsen, 2010). However, 

professionals need to equally reflect on their own practices and move past approaches that reproduce unhelpful 

dichotic service provider, service user power structures. (Booth 2019; Farr 2018). 

Theory of Practice Framework 

The project used Bourdieu’s theory of practice as a framework to help shed light on how the social spaces of 

individuals and groups influence their perception of what should happen and how they viewed others. After many 

years of minimal facilitation by the council, resulting in the estate’s Residents Committee developing their own 

informal approach to addressing estate based issues, a number of intersecting events and policy decisions (outlined 

below) meant that relatively suddenly the estate was a hive of local authority activity. This change was theorized 

through understanding different ways of working as distinct social fields, each with its own habitus and capital, 

guiding those operating within them. The account below discusses the power dynamics that emerged as people 

from these two social fields tried to plan what should be done to support local young people. 
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For Bourdieu (1990), social activity takes place in fields, structures within the social world, outside of the thoughts 

and motivations of individuals, which constrain action by setting the rules and logic for engagement in a reflexive 

relationship with habitus and capital (Grenfell 2014; Steinmetz 2011).   

Habitus is a person’s preferences and dispositions which is acquired over time, whilst being shaped by immediate 

social and physical relations within neighbourhoods, workplaces, and friendship and kinship networks. Long term 

submersion in the field produces a ‘feel for the game’, a shared, unquestioned intuition that causes people to 

misrecognise the rules and procedures of a field as a ‘natural’ convention that ‘goes without saying’ (Bottero 

2010; Decoteau 2015; Oliver and O’Reilly 2010; Steinmetz 2011). The wrong habitus in the wrong environment, 

such as having the wrong accent or using informal speech within a formal setting, will result in negative 

consequences (Reeves 2014). 

Habitus usually follows along class lines and gives the holder a sense of group identity (Bourdieu 1984; Bourdieu 

1990). Those living in poor neighbourhoods can find their habitus shaped by their exclusion from certain 

experiences. As a result, the value system, habitus, and practices of those living on estates are often considered of 

little value elsewhere (Mckenzie 2012, 2015). This status can be internalised, with those from disadvantaged 

backgrounds accepting this inferior position as natural (Mckenzie 2012, Pemberton et al., 2016) and a source of 

shame (Hickman, 2018). 

Within Bourdieu’s work, there are four main forms of capital: economic capital, financial resources; cultural 

capital, a person’s awareness and embodiment of particular cultural traits; social capital, the connections and 

relationships that someone can draw upon; and symbolic capital, the representation of other forms of capital, such 

as a job title representing someone’s social and economic capital. For Bourdieu, people possess capital in different 

amounts, stacking the deck in favour of some more than others (Grenfell 2014; Oliver and O’Reilly 2010; Swartz 

1997).  

Dominance is maintained symbolically with symbolic capital such as titles, educational qualifications, and 

particular affiliations giving people the social authority to define particular perceptions and actions as legitimate 

and others illegitimate (Bourdieu and Wacquant 2013).  

One such symbolic form of domination for Bourdieu (1972) can be found in policies to professionalise practices 

that progress certain interests by making them appear objective and intrinsically legitimate. As such, particular 

groups are recognised as having more right to particular positions of authority and influence than others. Within 
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deprived neighbourhoods, this form of symbolic power helps local authorities take positions of superiority and 

impose their systems on to residents, who are perceived, and perceive themselves, as inferior (Mckenzie, 2015). 

Research Setting and Methodology 

The research took place on St Mary’s Estate in South London. The last local authority estate survey showed that 

just over 48% of the 3000 residents have lived on the estate for more than 10 years, 27% less than five years, and 

10% less than a year, and 57% of the residents are female. In terms of ethnicity, 27% are of Black African origin, 

18% are of Black Caribbean origin, 18% are White British, 7% were Portuguese, and 6% of other White 

backgrounds. 

One of the starkest observations from anyone who tries to do anything locally is that there are only a dozen or so 

residents who are actively involved in community activities, with only 10 to 15 regularly coming to meetings on 

the estate. From this group, only a handful or so actively participated in organising activities. This contrasts with 

the accounts older residents gave of legal advice surgeries, parent and toddler groups, youth clubs, elderly lunches 

and dominoes competitions all previously run by residents. 

All but two of the active residents are women and mainly from a mix of Black Caribbean and White British 

backgrounds. The ethnic demographics have changed in recent years and those leading the activities largely 

represent the old guard. For example, Dorothy, a retired social worker from the Caribbean, moved onto the estate 

in the 1980s, used to run a summer playscheme and organize a legal advice clinic, still runs an over 50s club, and 

informally supported many of the estate’s young people. Elizabeth, who moved down from Birmingham in the 

1980s had been a fixer type character, finding whatever people needed from drugs, advice, childcare and even 

helping to return stolen goods. Latterly she worked in the background, helping to organise resident led projects 

and securing small pots of funding. Second and third generation Jamaicans, Charis, in her 40s, and daughter, 

Miche, had been supported by both Dorothy and Elizabeth to run several young people’s projects. Although the 

number of those involved were small, their commitment was staggering, and it was hard to get anything done 

without their support. 

The residents engaged in the social and political life of the estate had, for many years, been responsible for most 

of what was organised on the estate. Generally, by the time something made it to the Residents Committee’s 

monthly meetings, it had been discussed and agreed upon informally, with the meetings simply acting to formalise 

decisions. The resident participation officer and the area housing manager largely just rubber stamped the 
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residents’ plans, trusting the residents to get on with things. However, times were changing, the estate had been 

chosen as the test area for the new local authority co-operative approach (discussed below), which, alongside a 

change in area housing manager and participation offer, resulted in a shift in local dynamics. For example, under 

the old management, the residents had been told they could have a 10 year lease on a disused community hall 

once it was refurbished, however the new management was adamant that a professional organisation should take 

on its management. 

This was an opportunistic Complete Member Research project (Adler and Adler 1987; Anderson 2006; Charmaz 

2004; Denshire 2014) based on ‘insider research’ (Bucerius 2013; Hammersley and Atkinson, 2010), with my 

involvement in the field preceding the study. I had lived in the area for several years, was a trustee and coach of 

a local football project, member of the Residents’ Committee, and had been involved in resident activities to 

support local young people. As my Ph.D. progressed, I took on additional roles, including becoming secretary of 

the Residents' Committee, allowing me greater access to information. I also ran a youth construction training 

programme, supported by the council, which helped give me greater access to local officials. Much of the 

ethnographic data came from my time administering one of the roles I played on the estate, or through the related 

informal chats and meetings that made carrying out these roles possible.  

As an Analytic Auto-Ethnographer,  I remained coupled, rather than detached from the research (Struthers, 2014), 

prioritizing the narrative that was unfolding (Ellis and Bochner, 2006) whilst ensuring reflexivity by focusing on 

the way the subject matter related to theory rather than producing evocative descriptions (Anderson 2007; 

Charmaz 2004).  

Although insider status allowed me to gain a richness of understanding (Dywer and Buckle, 2009), I had to balance 

the benefits of this closeness and the potential bias my position may lead to. Therefore, I used various sources to 

cross verify my understanding of events and accounts (Dhattiwala, 2017; Kelly, 2014), including asking 

respondents in interviews their views of incidents I had already collected data on and drawing on documented 

accounts from organisations operating on the estate.  

The study concentrated on the official public life of the neighbourhood, focusing on the activities of the Residents’ 

Committee, the local authority, and organisations commissioned to work in the area. The study aimed to uncover 

the position of the marginalised within various power and political structures (Molland 2013), without 

contributing to the current system of domination (Fortun 2012), by helping give the residents a voice. The aim 
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was to understand the causal relational chains of action that created meaning and decided what was defined as 

possible (Machamer, et al., 2000; Tavory and Timmermans, 2013) that were causing the residents to feel 

disenfranchised rather than empowered. 

 Therefore, I positioned myself to research through collaboration (Amit, 2004; Eglinton, 2013) with continual 

reciprocity and mutual learning between myself and the respondents (Eglinton, 2013), who helped identify what 

areas of study to focus on, as well as often informally telling me to “Stick that in your Ph.D.”. I made a conscious 

decision to write myself into the project as a respondent (Bourdieu, 1992; Blackman, 2007; Denzin and Lincoln, 

2018), placing my voice alongside others in keeping with the collaborative approach to the research (Denshire 

and Sturt, 2014; Geertz, 2007; Gobo, 2018). 

Alongside ethnographic and interview data, the account below also includes analysis of documents that formed 

part of the co-operative commissioning process. The wider Ph.D. research included data from interviews with 17 

adult residents or ex-residents, 19 young people, and five staff members from the council or organisations working 

on the estate. Theoretical sampling (Emmel 2013), where data was collected and analysed incrementally, the 

results of which helping to identify whom to include as future respondents (Corbin and Strauss 2008), allowed 

the project to stay focused, identifying interview respondents who would have information on theoretical concepts 

or themes that the initial coding identified as important.   

The name of the estate, the organisations represented and the people involved have been anonymised, with 

pseudonyms and composites used to obscure the participant’s identities. 

Youth Support on St Mary’s Estate  

In the summer of 2006, Charis, a single mother didn’t want her youngest daughter to go the way of Miche, her 

elder, in making a name for herself, so asked Elizabeth, who lived in a flat below, what they could do to calm the 

young people down over the summer.  

Throughout that summer Charis and [author], supported in the background by Elizabeth, spent their evenings 

supervising children and young people as they played on the estate. By the autumn the three residents, without 

support from the local authority, ran the only youth provision on the estate, a twice weekly youth project in Our 

Place, the local community space. Activities ranged from; homework support, arts and crafts, music sessions and 

a Friday movie night using a borrowed projector and illegally downloaded movies. Soon Charis and [author] 
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became the go to people if a resident or the local neighbourhood police were worried about the actions of a local 

young person, or if a young person needed support.  Charis comments: 

‘It worked because we knew them all if there was any trouble we would go round their parent’s 

house and people used to call us to check on their children.’  

(Interview with Charis 13.6.13) 

The project stopped in September 2009 when, Tom, a 15 year old boy was shot at while on his way to the club, 

with police advising against having activities that congregated young people in one place. Tom was stabbed to 

death outside his school the following June, which proved a turning point for the estate, with the tragedy causing 

the local authority to take action. 

In February 2011, the council commissioned two borough wide gang intervention programmes to run from Our 

Place for three months. The Residents Committee objected to bringing outside young people into the area, 

however the plan had widespread council support and so went ahead. This was the start of the end of resident 

involvement in formal youth support with no residents invited to help with the interventions. When these projects 

ended, the young people hanging out on the estate had doubled from around 15 to 30, with the additional numbers 

having no intrinsic link outside of attending the specialist activities. Seeing the need to continue some form of 

provision, the council moved two of their youth workers onto the estate to run Friday night sessions.  

One evening in June 2011, Kwaku, a 17 year old who lived above Our Place, was shot dead outside his block after 

hanging out in the building. This incident intensified both the Residents Committees’ and the council’s desire to 

find a more permanent and effective solution. 

A New Interest in the Estate and New Ways of Working 

This happened as the impacts of the austerity budget were taking effect, to which the local authority responded 

by becoming a co-operative council, emphasizing empowering local people to fill the void left by the shrinking 

budgets. The co-operative approach was a result of the council’s co-operative commission document which stated: 

“A significant body of evidence shows that in a number of cases community-led or 

community-run organisations can provide more responsive services that lead to better 

outcomes” 

(Taken from the Local Authority’s Co-operative Commissioning Report, 2011) 
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However, it also stated that there was a need for: 

 

“an assessment of which organisations are best placed to meet local need and deliver the 

improvements citizens and staff wish to see in a local area… This framework would be called the Co-

operative Council Safeguarding Framework.” 

 

(Taken from the Local Authority’s Co-operative Commissioning Report, 2011) 

The commission resulted in a Co-operative Council Constitution, which focused on moving away from ‘doing to’ 

towards a ‘doing with’ approach to public services based on mutualism and co-operation. One of the core 

principles of this approach would be: 

“Public services planned together and delivered through a variety of organisations, which will 

improve outcomes, empower citizens and users, and strengthen civil society: staff will play a vital role 

in providing expertise and experience and we need to align this with citizens working as equal 

partners.” 

 

(Taken from the Local Authority’s Co-operative Council Constitution, 2013) 

 

What this co-operative approach meant in practice was not clear. However, the rhetoric was around new ways of 

working and seeing local people as partners in the co-production of services. Over the course of six months, the 

council commissioned several projects on the estate run by outside organisations, including an asset mapping and 

project development exercise and the building of a polytunnel to increase resident participation and ownership.  

Yet, despite the co-productive labeling, the projects failed to engage anyone new.  

The lack of clarity of what the council's new approach meant was expressed by the deputy director for youth 

services, during the initial phase of the change, who commented: 

“We have to deliver in a co-productive manner, whatever that means… I am not sure that anyone at the 

council knows what this means or is fully supportive of the idea, but it’s what has been decided so we 

have to do it…” 

(Field note journal 08/02/12) 

This lack of clarity over what co-production meant had ramifications for what was commissioned and how 

residents could engage. Malcolm Howard, the council’s resident participation manager, had a clearer idea of the 

co-operative approach: 
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“It is about trying as many different things and seeing what works, we need to be a bit more 

acknowledging that it is not one size fits all. To force a particular mode across the borough wouldn’t 

work” 

(Interview with Malcolm Howard 25/11/13) 

  Malcolm Howard explained the reason for the new initiatives’ initial focus on the estate: 

The estate is getting considerable attention and the leader of the council wants something done; the MP 

is putting pressure on the cabinet to find answers, and we don’t have the money like we once did. The 

Residents Committee has some great people, but they are struggling, so we have to find a way to get 

more people involved. 

(Interview with Malcolm Howard 25/11/13) 

The backbone of this new collaborative approach were local council networks made up of local businesses, 

charities, resident groups, and individual residents, which were tasked to take ownership and co-produce projects 

to address identified local issues.  

One of the first projects for the St Mary’s network was the co-commissioning of youth activities on St Mary’s 

Estate. The kick-off meeting was attended by Darren, the Deputy Director for Youth Services, several local 

councillors, and commissioning officers, [author], Elizabeth, Dorothy, and Charis, representing the estate, three 

staff members from Saplings, a local council funded adult education charity and a few residents from nearby 

estates. 

At the meeting, Darren explained that the council would invest £25,000 in youth provision, circulating a document 

outlining their aims and objectives, which stated: 

Background 

• The youth service has delivered targeted programmes for St Mary’s Estate between May 2010 and 

September 2011 but is not something the youth service has the capacity to deliver in the long term. 

• These sessions tended to attract young people who police intelligence shows are involved in youth 

crime and whom the police believe to be members of a gang. 
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• More recently St Mary’s Estate residents’ committee approached the youth service with a request 

to ‘quality assure’ some volunteers they had identified in order for them to open and run the 

Community Flat but this is not something the youth service is able to do. 

Proposal 

• St Mary’s is a priority for the Police and Community Safety.   

• The youth service has put aside £25K for youth activities but this funding will need to target the 

identified client group and will require an acceptance that there is a youth crime/gang issue in the 

area.  

• It is proposed that a meeting is held in the first instance with St Mary’s Forum and Council 

partners. 

• That this meeting looks at:   

 What is in place and what the community might want in terms of universal and targeted 

services 

 What venues can be used, for what activities and for what age/target group (this needs to 

build on the community audit completed/is being completed by Saplings).  

(taken and abridged from the local authority’s St Mary’s Youth Commissioning plan) 

During the discussion, there were some objections regarding some background points, namely, there was no 

mention of the residents’ support for young people and the timeline appeared incorrect. Elizabeth also wanted the 

‘quality assure’ point clarified stating: 

“This is not exactly true. We really wanted someone with a recognised qualification to let others know 

we were doing the right thing.” 

(Fieldnote Journal 26/10/11) 

The Residents Committee felt that they should be managing, if not delivering, any project, and with the increased 

political attention had reached out to get confirmation from someone with professional status that they were doing 
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the right thing. However, the council was concerned that the committee neither had the skill set needed nor that 

this view was representative of other locals. 

Despite the imminent passing of responsibility from the local authority to other organisations, the council was 

dutybound to ensure what resulted from the process was effective and would benefit the wider community. For 

the council, the project could only be successful if run by a likeminded professional organisation, rather than a 

group of residents who may be willing, but who lacked the skill set required. Within the process, the notion of 

professionalism framed what was expected and ensure the commissioned intervention was similar to the council’s 

own services. (Brubaker and Keegan 2018; Evetts 2006, 2011a, 2013; Waring and Waring 2009).  

To cut short discussions about the residents’ role, it was agreed that the committee could apply for the funding 

alongside Saplings. The residents’ proposal stressed the importance of their locally informed relational approach. 

In contrast, Saplings produced a well structured, budgeted proposal that focused on the intervention being 

delivered by trained professionals.  

The difference in approach between the two groups is exemplified in the staffing section of each proposal, an 

excerpt of which is included in the table below: 

Residents Committee Proposal Saplings Proposal 

Wages for Charis: Charis was doing a huge amount 

of work on the understanding that she would never 

be paid… [however] the responsibility and the time 

taken to do a good job had grown… Without Charis, 

there is no project. Her position as the person who 

knows all the young people individually as well as 

many of their parents is incredibly important. She 

has said that she will visit the parents of any young 

person who becomes part of the group. She is totally 

dedicated to the young people. 

I suggest: - 16 hours a week x £10 an hour = £160 a 

week x 52 = £8,320  

For that we have the best worker – she would 

function pretty much full time. She could do 3 

sessions a week of 5.30 – 9.30  

 

(Taken from the Residents’ Committee’s proposal to 

run the co-produced youth service). 

2 weekly sessions for 8 to 13 year olds – Youth club-

type activities and music, media, art, sport based 

activities with personal development embedded.  

2 weekly sessions for 14 to 19 year olds -- Youth 

club-type activities and music, media, art, sport 

based activities with personal development 

embedded.  

See separate budget sheet attached 

(Taken from the Saplings’ proposal to run the co-

produced youth service). 

 

 

The desire to show their local connection and care for the young people, the residents' missed the opportunity to 

show they knew the rules and habitus of the professional field and confirmed the council’s belief that they were 
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incapable of being commissioned. The committee contained an accountant, a retired social worker, and a project 

manager. However, interacting with friends to support people they cared about, led to an informal field being 

established, developed out of residents’ everyday interactions. In this field, the more care and support someone 

offered, the more respected they were. People such as Charis and Elizabeth had top status because of the number 

of people they knew and the care and concern they had shown over a long time. They believed their habitus and 

relational capital would have value when collaborating with those from a professional field; it didn’t. Their 

approach led to Darren at a subsequent meeting to state: 

 “Well, you have read it, you can see why it can’t be accepted, I mean it just can’t be.”   

(Field Note Journal 27/11/11) 

The Saplings proposal was weighted in the opposite direction, setting out a structure for the weekly sessions. Its 

budget looked far more thought through and was professionally presented in a format that the council recognized 

as operational.  

Once the project started, the council (as seen in the excerpt below) was keen for the St Mary’s Network to manage 

the project, ensuring local people were empowered and the project met the local need:  

“We also discussed that I would like all major changes to the project and progress reports to go to the  

Network for approval in the first instance rather than to me as contract manager as I think this is a better 

way of ensuring activity is adapted dependent on local  need.” 

(Email from the Youth Service Contracts Manager 01/02/12) 

However, the process further disempowered residents. The local network only had two residents as its members 

but included directors and staff of three local organisations. The act of taking the project’s management out of the 

hands of the local authority and giving it to the new representative body placed the residents as two of many 

stakeholders, most of whom had no intrinsic connection to the estate. The importance of the network in the co-

operative council structure legitimised this disempowering of the residents and the preferencing of the local 

professional voices. The residents committee requested that any proposed changes to the commissioned youth 

project be discussed at their meetings first. However, when the oversight was given to the network, they decided 

the project should be overseen by their youth subgroup, which would include representatives of the residents 
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committee and Saplings. The formalized process and the fact that residents were outnumbered left the residents 

with little influence. 

This disempowerment resulted in the Residents Committee’s secretary and originator of the initial youth work on 

the estate to send an email to [Author] before the second subgroup meeting stating: 

Wonder if you are free to go to this? I'd normally go but - never again! Last night was a disaster - be 

ready for tonight - REALLY important to be ready to a) vote Charis as caretaker and b) vote for 

keyholders to be the only people with external keys (i.e. no groups to have personal access) 

 (Email from Elizabeth 02/05/12) 

After 6 years of trying to support young people and years of being a go to person on the estate, Elizabeth’s first 

experience of the subgroup left her withdrawing and seeing the only way to retain some power was to vote in a 

(resident) caretaker who would hold the keys to the building. 

Discussion 

Clarity Matters 

Although the activities on the estate were based on the council’s co-operative stance, there was very little 

understanding of what this meant in practice. This is evident, not only in the Deputy Director’s statement of not 

really knowing what the change meant but also in what took place. There was a concerted effort on the part of the 

council to engage more residents, with the commissioning of specialists to develop resident led projects on the 

estate. Yet although the involvement of professionals is a key component in successful co-productive projects 

(Fledderus et al., 2015; Innes et al., 2018; Vanleene, et al., 2018), the interventions were prescriptive with pre 

developed ways to get involved and lacking a bottom up empowering approach (Tonkens and Verhoeven, 2018; 

Vanleene et al., 2019). With the lack of understanding of what a co-productive process entailed, the activities 

were developed to fit within the council’s staffs existing frame of reference, mirroring their existing structures. In 

effect, rather than being co-productive and empowering, the power just shifted from one set of professionals to 

another. Once the commissioned youth project started, its governance took the form of formal meetings, meaning 

that only those who were used to professional environments would be comfortable engaging (Fung, 2015), and 

leading to an under representation of estate residents (Tonkens and Verhoeven, 2018). Processes that were meant 

inclusive, because of the prioritising of professional input, reinforced exclusivity (Crompton, 2018; Jakobsen and 
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Andersen 2013; Thijssen and Van Dooren 2015)  This resulted in the resident’s voice being simply part of the 

bureaucratic process (Boswell and Corbett, 2017, Crompton, 2018), remaining marginal rather than becoming 

intrinsic (Leyshon, Leyshon and Jeffries, 2018). 

Recognising the power of social fields 

Throughout the process, the council framed the engagement to prioritise professionalism and the residents were 

expected to engage accordingly (Fledderus, Brandsen, and Honingh, 2015; Pestoff and Brandsen, 2010). In effect, 

the council inserted their field, complete with its valuation of different forms of capital and habitus, onto the estate. 

In this field, professional skills, professional connections, qualifications and as so acted as symbolic capital that 

indicated the capability to deliver effectively. This was seen as giving more assurances than the relational approach 

of the residents (Mckenzie, 2015). The need to regulate the outcome (Innes et al., 2018) led to the council taking 

the default position of relying on notions of professionalism rather than participatory collaboration. The local 

people that the council wanted to engage and hand responsibility over to were not ordinary residents, but 

likeminded professionals. Residents could engage, but only in the way prescribed by the council and their 

preferred service deliverers. There was no reciprocal understanding of how the professionals involved may need 

to adapt their practices to accommodate and empower the residents (Booth 2019; Farr 2018). As such, professional 

and lay expertise (Kotzee, 2014) were only notionally placed alongside each other and the co-productive efforts 

failed to move past the existing unhelpful dichotic service provider, service user power structures. (Booth 2019; 

Farr 2018). The efforts to co-commission had placed the residents into a professional field (Bourdieu, 1984) where 

the habitus of the professionals engaged was misrecognised as natural (Bottero 2010; Decoteau 2015; Oliver and 

O’Reilly 2010; Steinmetz 2011). The need to officialise acted as a form of domination (Bourdieu, 1972), making 

the relational informal habitus of the residents appear inferior (Mckenzie, 2015) and causing them to have to 

engage in a way they were not used to. 

The lack of understanding concerning the different social fields that the potential co-producers operated within 

resulted in a replication of the existing professional structures. This is despite the local authority admitting they 

were not the most effective way to deliver services. Not only were the structures reproduced, so was the 

hierarchical dynamic, which left residents disempowered.  
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Valuing and Incorporating Difference 

Within this co-commissioning, the hierarchical professional power dynamics defined the parameters of 

engagement (McQuaid 2010). Although this allowed the council to control a space it was vacating, it restricted 

the collaborative potential. Professionalism was a symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1990) that legitimised Saplings’ 

pre-selected position and the preclusion of residents (Evetts 2003, 2006, 2011, 2013). Those leading the project 

defaulted back to operating in a way that saw the residents as people who needed a service being provided for 

them, with participation largely tokenistic (Arnstein, 2008, Crompton, 2018, McQuaid, 2010) initially to meet, 

even if symbolically, the ideals of the co-operative council. The lack of appreciation not only of the residents as 

experts in their field (Kotzee, 2012) but of this type of expertise altogether, resulted in power being retained by 

those considered professional. Instead of being empowered, the residents saw the power to shape what happened 

on their estate transfer from the local authority to an organisation chosen to act in their stead. 

Failing to recognise the value of a different approach, both in terms of delivering to young people and in the 

project's oversight, meant that any potential benefit of incorporating a more informal approach was lost. For the 

project to benefit from a co-productive process, there needed to be a placing of the residents’ voices alongside the 

professionals (Booth 2019; Bovaird, et al., 2015; Crompton; 2018; Flinders and Wood, 2018; Pestoff 2009; 

Vanleene, et al., 2018). Yet instead of the creation of collective goals (Alford and Yates, 2016), the process largely 

resulted in a surface level legitimising of the council’s aim of outsourcing a local youth intervention project to an 

already established council service provider. 

Conclusion 

Co-production poses the opportunity to involve people from more diverse backgrounds and experiences in the 

delivery of local services. The analysis above shows that unless issues related to unequal power dynamics are 

addressed, the empowerment associated with co-productive participation will not be realised. One hindrance to 

this happening is how people can revert to what is normal within their own social field as a way of ensuring 

projects are effective, with those within the most powerful social field dominating what this looks like. In the 

study above, not only did this result in the council commissioning an organisation that it felt would deliver along 

the same lines as it used to, but it also meant that the management of the subsequent project followed formal 

principles that were disempowering to residents. 
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When attempting to co-produce in deprived neighbourhoods, the study would suggest that the following are key 

principles for practitioners: 1) Ensure that there is clarity about the core values guiding co-production. At a surface 

level, the project described above was a success in that the council was able to commission a local organization 

to deliver youth interventions on a local estate. However, just because residents were in the room, doesn’t make 

the process co-productive. Although the new council constitution highlighted the need to do things with, rather 

than to, local people, there was no indication of what this meant and as a result. Whilst the process spoke about 

giving local people more control, those who were meant to be most empowered, ended up disenfranchised. Clearer 

guidance on what co-production needed to involve alongside a stronger committal to the process, rather than 

seeing the process as a means to an end, may have prevented this. 2) Practitioners should not default into 

replicating established processes and procedures, as these are likely to also reproduce the hierarchical and 

disempowering dynamics that prevent effective co-production, and lead to one group or practice dominating 

others.  3) Be reflexive in relation to distinctions and preferences. Co-production draws seeks to find more 

effective and efficient ways of addressing issues through bringing together people from different professions as 

well as those to whom professional practices may be alien. Those involved in collaborative working are likely to 

usually operate in very different social fields to one another. These social fields can determine people’s outlook 

on what success, and the most effective way to achieve this success, looks like. Preferencing one such social field 

over another will lead to a power imbalance, disenfranchise those whose habitus is considered inferior and 

diminish the co-productive potential. The process of co-production should take into account how the different 

groups involved usually interact and value each approach equally. 

With co-production continuing to be en vogue as a way to ensure public value through developing citizen 

empowerment: and efficient and innovative ways to provide public services, further study would be advisable to 

understand if ‘collaborative’ projects between professionals and residents of other deprived neighbourhoods 

experience the same issues. This would help to further develop a comprehensive understanding of how best to 

ensure the benefits of co-production can be realised. 
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