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Different understandings of co-production and co-creation 
Co-production/co-creation is one of the biggest trends of our times, 
particularly in public organizational contexts. The term and the 
phenomenon require a foundational participatory ethos, which en-
tails internal, as well as external, organizational actors (such as us-
ers, clients, citizens, and employees) becoming increasingly in-
volved in co-productive or co-creative processes. These co-creative/
co-productive processes can be related to the development of new 
welfare solutions or the development of new services and products 
in general, as well as to matters of internal organization.

There is agreement that the terms co-production and co-creation 
(in Danish: Samskabelse) can be used interchangeably (Ulrich 2016; 
Torfing, Sørensen, and Røiseland 2016, Krogstrup 2017; Tortzen 
2019). The concept can be seen as an umbrella concept, and is as-
sociated with a series of related terms, such as: democratic involve-
ment, co-management, co-learning, co-evaluation, co-service, co-
governance, co-design, social innovation, user-driven innovation, 
network management, and active citizenship. It spans a wide range 
of methodological approaches derived from various fields of re-
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search and practice. The choice of term(s) and method(s) often de-
pends on the context in which the co-production/co-creation is ex-
pected to take place, on which ideologies and discourses are being 
drawn on, and on what the purposes of the co-productive/co-crea-
tive processes are.

The field is therefore diverse and multidisciplinary, and carries 
great potential for the development of new knowledge, as well as 
experimentation with new forms of practice and production to-
gether with new ways of learning. Moreover, the field is complex 
and exciting, as it covers many different normative positions and 
opinions. Thus, there is no common definition or consensus of what 
co-production/co-creation means and signifies in practice. Co-pro-
ductive/co-creative practices therefore also occur in many forms in 
varying contexts; they can take place at different organizational 
levels and involve varying degrees of co-production/co-creation.

Co-production/co-creation as part of the new forms of 
cooperation between private and public actors
We see that the new and increased focus on co-production/co-cre-
ation can mainly be justified because it has become an essential part 
of the new guidelines for public governance and the development 
of welfare solutions in the Nordic countries, as well as in a number 
of other European countries. This trend is increasingly demanding 
closer partnerships and more collaboration between stakeholder 
groups that were previously separated more sharply.

Several researchers have pointed out that these new collabora-
tive constellations are part of the efforts to find new solutions to 
complex problems and challenges – sometimes termed “wicked 
problems” (Ansell & Torfing 2014; Andersen et al. 2017). As exam-
ples of wicked problems, Andersen et al. (2017) point to climate 
change, gang-related crime, anxiety among young people, and traf-
fic challenges in and around major cities. In trying to solve complex 
societal challenges, network-based collaboration is considered as 
an opportunity to work with many different perspectives, different 
stakeholder groups and different forms of knowledge.

Some scholars argue that co-production/co-creation, as a new 
welfare strategy and technology, is a necessity for the survival of 
the public sector as a result of increasing economic pressure. Part of 
this argument is that the participation of the public sector in co-
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production/co-creation initiatives should no longer be considered 
optional (Parrado et al. 2013). Likewise, proponents of co-produc-
tion/co-creation argue that there is the potential for public and pri-
vate actors to learn from each other and mutually benefit from de-
veloping new networks for collaboration (Durose, Justice, and 
Skelcher 2013).

Other, more critical voices, argue that, behind all the fine buzz-
words, there is (still) a neoliberal trend that puts cost savings and 
privatization in the foreground, with welfare services that were 
previously provided by professionals now being handed over to 
volunteers and other civil society actors (Van Houdt, Suvarierol, 
and Schinkel 2011). Thus, it is important to examine the “dark 
sides” of co-creation, such as whether co-creation, contrary to all 
intentions, can lead to increased social inequalities (Steen, Brand-
sen, and Verschuere 2018; Williams et al. 2020).

The participatory ethos has, and will most likely continue to 
have, far-reaching consequences for public and private organiza-
tions as well as for citizens in general. Co-production/co-creation 
as an approach and working method for the public sector has a 
profound effect on how, now and in the future, we organize and 
develop our societies, communities, and organizational cultures, 
and the new participatory and administrative positions that follow 
in its wake. Co-creation involves new forms of relationship and 
more fluid boundaries between public, private, and voluntary ac-
tors, which in turn calls for new forms of co-operation.

Clashes between diverse paradigms and rationales in 
the public sector
Co-production/co-creation will inevitably have an impact on the 
ways in which civil servants (and, in particular, frontline workers) 
are expected to act and carry out their work. A number of research-
ers have pointed out that today’s public employees must navigate 
a mix of co-existing management paradigms that often collide and 
create tensions and dilemmas (Majgaard 2014; Torfing, Sørensen, 
and Røiseland 2016; Andersen et al. 2017). The various manage-
ment paradigms are often in competition with each other, and the 
accompanying sets of rules and declarations of intent create both 
opportunities and limitations for employees, managers, and citi-
zens. These various management paradigms are referred to by 
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terms such as Old Public Administration (the Weberian bureau-
cracy/traditional public administration), New Public Management 
(NPM), New Public Governance (NPG), Collaborative Govern-
ance, etc. Likewise, the goal of increased network management and 
collaboration in cross-cutting networks gives rise to a number of 
new challenges. Therefore, we consider that it is important to ad-
dress the phenomenon in its diversity and complexity and also to 
examine its consequences.

A relatively new research field, or old wine in new bottles?
Agger and Tortzen (2015) point out that co-production/co-creation 
is a relatively new area of research. At the same time, it can be ar-
gued that it is an old phenomenon. The participatory ethos is a 
long and well-established aspect within participatory research 
approaches, for instance in action research, nexus analysis, de-
sign thinking, and others. 

Also, in cross-aesthetic art forms – for instance “devised theater” 
as practiced among a number of group theaters – co-creation has 
been consistently practiced for decades; the word “co-creation” has 
not necessarily been used explicitly, but, rather, terms such as col-
lective creation and collaborative creativity have been taken into 
use. During recent decades, we have also seen an increasing ten-
dency towards co-creation within media production, where it is 
often referred to as co-production. On the one hand, this may be 
viewed as an opportunity to create works that more easily find a 
broader, international audience. On the other hand, it may be eval-
uated as a necessity at a time of precipitous increases in production 
costs and when so-called “shared risk” is a way to secure safe in-
vestment and, in practice, to obtain more than one’s money’s worth, 
since additional players invest in the co-creation (Hammett-Jamart, 
Mitric, and Redvall 2018). In media production, co-creation is usu-
ally an implied part of the production process in, for example, writ-
ers’ rooms and among film crews, but co-creation as a method does 
not only relate to professional media production. From a wider per-
spective, co-creation and collective production processes are part of 
many digital phenomena within the Web 2.0 concept.

The question therefore is what we can learn from past experience 
and the rich research literature that has already dealt extensively 
with such participatory issues. In this themed issue, we first and 
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foremost wish to invite contributions from across disciplines and 
practices and thereby create insights into the diversity and width 
of the field of co-production/co-creation. In addition, we hope to 
broaden the perspectives on the phenomenon, as well as shedding 
light on, and discussing, practice-oriented approaches, to better un-
derstand what co-production/co-creation can be, how it is carried 
out and performed, and its impacts. The co-production/co-creation 
wave as a whole raises a wide range of questions and sub-themes 
on which we would like to invite contributions for critical discus-
sion in this themed issue, such as:

• Different understandings of, and approaches to, co-creation and 
co-production

• Concrete suggestions for how we can practice and theorize about 
co-creation and co-production

• Discussion of the implications and ethical issues associated with 
co-creation and co-production in practice

• Tensions and power in co-creative and co-productive processes
• Co-creation, co-production and gender equality issues (e.g., im-

plications and consequences of the involvement of relatives as 
volunteers)

• Co-creation and co-production when using aesthetically-based 
and creative approaches

In this respect, we also invite critical reflections on the unintended 
effects and consequences of co-creation and co-production initia-
tives that can occur in practice, for example, tendencies that can be 
described as “counter-productive” (Kleinhans 2017), or artificial tri-
als without real and serious involvement of the participants in the 
co-creative processes. When can we speak of genuine co-creation 
and co-production in which participants’ voices are heard and con-
sidered? When is it, perhaps, more a matter of monological partici-
pation (Barge & Little 2002; Bager 2015) or pseudo-involvement, 
where participants are involved, at most, in qualifying or support-
ing decisions and strategies that have already been fixed? It is also 
important to discuss whether and how co-creational practices po-
tentially include or exclude certain voices or certain types of par-
ticipant (see also Phillips 2011; Phillips et al. 2012; Bager 2015; Oles-
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en, Phillips, and Johansen 2018). This gives rise to the following 
questions (and many more):

• What kind of new positions and interactions can arise from co-
creative and co-productive processes?

• What kind of consequences do these new co-creative positions 
and forms of collaboration have for the private and public sector, 
employees, leaders, citizens, users, and relatives, and for our 
way of organizing society?

• Which co-productive/co-creative inquiries and approaches can 
fit different contexts, situations, and target groups?

• What kind of co-productive/co-creative inquiries and approach-
es can contribute to increased social justice – regarding both pro-
cess and outcome?

Other ideas for contributions with a focus on co-creation 
and co-production
Another, and hitherto underexplored, aspect is the vital importance 
of digitalization for the field of co-creation and co-production. We 
invite contributions that examine the potential of integrating co-
creation/co-production with digital media and platforms and that 
discuss the opportunities, limitations, and ethical aspects of these 
developments.

In relation to the development of welfare solutions, it is obvious 
that the potential of citizen involvement (in co-creation and co-pro-
duction) should be taken into consideration in relation, for instance, 
to the global green transition discourse and the development of new 
and more sustainable initiatives at global, national, regional, and 
municipal levels. One question could center on how we can succeed 
in working with co-creation and co-production in relation to the 
UN’s sustainability goals. 

In addition, contributions that reflect co-creative approaches in-
volving art and culture are also of interest for this themed issue, 
such as analyses of processes of co-creation and co-production 
within theater and film production, digital art production, etc.

Furthermore, we invite contributions on dialogically-based ap-
proaches to management that build on processes of co-creation 
and co-production. The questions could, among other things, be 
related to:
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• What kind of new challenges do co-creative practices pose in re-
lation to management or leadership?

• Which forms of management or leadership can support a co-
creative practice, and in which contexts?

• How can successful co-creative leadership be developed?

The purpose of this themed issue of Academic Quarter is thus to help 
illuminate and discuss co-creation and co-production as a vibrant 
and multifaceted research area, and also to present advanced sug-
gestions about how to work with ethical and critical perspectives 
on the phenomenon of co-creation and co-production.

References
Agger, Annika, and Anne Tortzen 2015. Forskningsreview om sam-

skabelse. Bestilt af Udviklingscenter for Samskabelse v. Uni-
versity College Lillebælt. Accessed August 11, 2020. https://
samskabelse.i.ucl.dk/files/2015/02/forskningsreview-om-
co-production_samlet-udgave-at-aa-at07115-2.pdf

Andersen, Lotte Bøgh, Carsten Greve, Kurt Klaudi Klausen, and 
Jacob Torfing. 2017. Offentlige styringsparadigmer: Konkurrence og 
sameksistens. København: Jurist- og Økonomforbundets Forlag.

Ansell, Christopher, and Jacob Torfing, eds. 2014. Public Innova-
tion Through Collaboration and Design. London: Routledge. 

Bager, Ann Starbæk. 2015. “Organizational Ethnography: An In-
teraction Analysis of Identity Work through the Study of Oth-
er-orientation and Storytelling Practices in a Leadership Devel-
opment Forum.” Tamara Journal for Critical Organization Inquiry 
13, no. 3: 35–56.

Barge, James Kevin, and Martin Little (2002). “Dialogical wisdom, 
communicative practice, and organizational life.” Communica-
tion Theory 12: 375–397.

Durose, Catherine, Jonathan Justice, and Chris Skelcher (eds). 2013. 
Beyond the State: Mobilising and Co-Producing with Communities 
– Insights for Policy and Practice. University of Birmingham. Ac-
cessed August 11, 2020. https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/Doc-
uments/college-social-sciences/government-society/inlogov/
briefing-papers/2013/beyond-the-state.pdf

232021

Volume

production and
creationCo-     

     
Per

spe
ctiv

es,
for

ms
 of 

pra
ctic

es 
   a

nd 
con

tex
rs



kvarter

akademisk
academic quarter

23 8
Volume

Hammett-Jamart, Julie, Petar Mitric, and Eva Novrup Redvall, eds. 
2018. European Film and Television Co-production. Policy and Prac-
tice. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Kleinhans, Reinout. 2017. “False Promises of Co-production in 
Neighbourhood Regeneration: The Case of Dutch Communi-
ty Enterprises.” Public Management Review 19, no. 10: 1500–18. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2017.1287941. 

Krogstrup, Hanne Kathrine, ed. 2017. Samskabelse og capacity buil-
ding i den offentlige sektor. København: Hans Reitzel.

Majgaard, Klaus. 2014. Sprækker for fornyelse – nye perspektiver på 
offentlig styring og ledelse. København: Jurist- og Økonomfor-
bundets Forlag.

Olesen, Birgitte Ravn, Louise Phillips, and Tine Rosenthal Johan-
sen, eds. 2018. Dialog og samskabelse: Metoder til en refleksiv prak-
sis. København: Akademisk Forlag.

Parrado, Salvador, Gregg G. Van Ryzin, Tony Bovaird, and Elke 
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