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Abstract

Can formally employing service-users in co-production roles

redress the problematic power imbalances inhibiting co-

production in the public sector? In this paper, we analyze

service-users formally employed in co-production roles.

Through semi-structured interviews, we illustrate how

actors use their voice, experience, and identity to respond

to different power imbalances. First, through the process of

“inverting professionalism” structural limitations resulted in

neutralized co-production. Second, through the process of

“embedding expertise” formally employed service-users

challenged collective expectations of their role and medi-

tated power imbalances, resulting in enhanced co-produc-

tion. Finally, through the process of “perpetuating rejection”
a new exacerbated power imbalance emerged when their

employment became a negative resource, resulting in

tokenistic co-production. We extend understandings of how

formally employing service-users has potential to redress

power imbalances. However, we caution against policy tak-

ing this for granted and argue that more consideration of

the influence of different forms of power is needed.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Co-production, “an arrangement where both clients and ‘regular’ producers contribute to a mix of activities at the point

of delivery of public services” (Fledderus et al., 2014, p. 427), ostensibly aims to challenge the dominance of profes-

sionals in public sector organizations by putting service-users at the heart of planning and delivery of services

(Bovaird, 2007; Osborne et al., 2012). Co-production processes rely on developing relationships between profes-

sionals and service-users to encourage equitable collaboration, regardless of status differences (Bovaird, 2007;

Bovaird & Loeffler, 2012; Brandsen & Honingh, 2016; Palumbo, 2016). However, co-production processes are char-

acterized by inherent power imbalances (Beresford, 2019; Williams et al., 2016), which continue to endure despite a

political agenda increasingly focused on the need to resolve such disparities (Bevir et al., 2019; Emerson et al., 2012).

As a result, the impact of co-production on public service design and delivery remains variable (Steen et al., 2018).

Problematically, the same political agenda advocating the need to challenge professional dominance may para-

doxically reinforce inequality in co-production processes. This is due to the complex interplay of democratic gover-

nance and professional expertise which are seldom balanced in co-production (Steen & Tuurnas, 2018) augmenting

unequal power positions bound by competing knowledge, expertise, and resources (Steen et al., 2018). As a result,

professionals continue to compete in processes of co-production, viewing themselves as experts (Thomas, 2013),

resisting co-production initiatives if they perceive them as a threat to their professional jurisdiction and control over

services (Owens & Cribb, 2012; Tritter, 2009), or protecting their jurisdiction by self-selecting acquiescent service-

users who will not challenge the status quo (Martin, 2008b).

In response to the challenge of professional dominance, an increasingly popular policy trend focuses on the

assumption that paying service-users as employees within organizations offers an opportunity to change power rela-

tions between service-users and professionals in processes of co-production (Bell & Pahl, 2018; Mayer &

McKenzie, 2017). Formally, employed service-users occupy a unique position by leveraging their lived experiences of

using services to become integrated within an organization and then co-produce that same service. As such, formally

employed service-users can occupy a brokering role (Siantz et al., 2018). They are theoretically able to translate dif-

fering professional and user perspectives, based on their own experiences, developing the collaborative relationships

necessary to mediate professional dominance in processes of co-production. However, the success of these initia-

tives is contested (Head, 2009). While some argue that formally employing service-users, and viewing them as equal

contributors rather than passive recipients, holds the potential to redress the inherent power imbalances characteriz-

ing public services (Park, 2020a; Rose et al., 2016), this view is not shared by all. Others question the positive influ-

ence of formal employment and note the continued undermining of formally employed service-users within

processes of co-production (Park, 2020b), counter-intuitively suggesting that formal employment can negatively

impact the equitable involvement of service-users in co-production (De Corte et al., 2018).

In short, the success of policy initiatives to mediate professional control over processes of co-production by for-

mally employing service-users is varied, but the reasons for this variation are not well understood. We suggest this is

because existing research is limited by how “power” is understood in co-production research. Power is often concep-

tualized as a resource allowing the most dominant to exert their influence over other, less dominant, actors (Clegg

et al., 2006). This prevailing perspective drives research considering how power is constructed and wielded over

others, but neglects explorations of the interpersonal relationships influencing how power is produced and

reproduced in co-production processes (Farr, 2018). Relatively little research has been conducted on the enduring

power imbalances in the co-production literature, despite important research on the democratic and technocratic

principles of representative and unrepresentative users (Bovaird, 2007; Halvorsen, 2003; Leach, 2006), which are

implicitly framed by issues of power.

As a result, extant research often positions co-production positively but fails to address the unequal power

dynamics that emerge in the decision-making process. Understanding how to ensure participation often receives

more attention than how to negotiate underlying power dynamics (Shybalkina, 2021), allowing tokenistic forms of

co-production to proliferate (Ocloo & Matthews, 2016). While some studies limit understandings of power to “one
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dimension,” particularly with regard to decision-making power which is common in co-production (Amann &

Sleigh, 2021; Crompton, 2019), more recent studies have considered a more comprehensive overview of processes

of power in co-production, taking into account agents, structures, and social interaction (Farr, 2018). However, this

emerging work does not sufficiently account for the complexity surrounding the concept of power, in that it can be

deployed explicitly, generating coercive means, but can also be unconsciously deployed (Lukes, 2005). Further to

this, there is relatively little knowledge about what aspects of power are held over others, and how they influence

processes of co-production. While some have considered the ongoing debates surrounding the perceived legitimacy

of users' expert knowledge (Martin, 2008b), our insight into the constituted mechanisms through which power influ-

ences processes of co-production remains limited.

To address this research gap, we seek to further illuminate the power dynamics influencing processes of co-

production by considering the experiences of formally employed service-users. Specifically, we focus on how formal

employment influences three forms of power identified by Lukes (2005): decision-making power, non-decision-

making power, and ideological power, to understand the interplay of resource, structure and collective expectations.

Therefore, in this paper, we ask: how does formal employment of service-users in public service organizations influ-

ence the enduring power imbalances in processes of co-production?

Exploring this question in an empirical setting, our research is situated in the English National Health Service

(NHS), and focuses on a group of formally employed service-users known as peer support workers (PSWs) whose

salaried role is to be formally involved in processes of co-production. Across 69 interviews, we identify how power is

negotiated by formally employed service-users through constructs of “voice,” “experience,” and “identity”, which

interact in three different ways. In our analysis, we outline how these constructs interact differently across Lukes

three faces of power: decision-making, non-decision-making, and ideological power. We then explore how the differ-

ent forms of interaction have implications for the way power is negotiated in processes of co-production. We show

that by inverting professionalism, non-decision-making power prevails, and formally employed service-users express

non-professional constructions of voice, experience, and identity, meaning power imbalances remain unchanged due

to structural limitations, resulting in neutralized co-production. Second, embedding expertise enables formally

employed service-users to challenge ideological power by expressing expert constructions of voice, experience, and

identity, leveraging their expertise as a resource, resulting in enhanced co-production. Finally, by perpetuating rejec-

tion, through the interplay of decision-making power and ideological power, rejected constructions of voice, experi-

ence, and identity are expressed and a new form of power imbalance emerges, resulting in exacerbated

powerlessness and tokenistic co-production, contrary to policy aspirations.

Our work contributes to understandings of enduring power imbalances embedded within co-production pro-

cesses and offers insight into how, and why, in some circumstances formally employing service-users creates new

power imbalances. Specifically, we discuss how constructs of voice, experience, and identity interact in different

ways, reflecting variation in the ways in which power imbalances are negotiated based on resource, structure, and

collective expectations. We illustrate how resulting interactions of voice, experience, and identity challenge, exacer-

bate or have no effect on power in processes of co-production. In doing so, we develop insight for research and pol-

icy about why different forms of co-production may develop in response to formal employment of service-users, and

discuss why formal employment of service-users should, or counter-intuitively should not, be encouraged in public

sector organizations, depending on the prevailing form of power imbalance prevalent in specific contexts of co-

production.

2 | POWER AND CO-PRODUCTION

International policy relating to co-production emphasizes the importance of positioning service-users as equitable co-

participants and experts alongside service providers (Alford, 1998; Bovaird, 2007). Traditionally, co-production was

defined as the involvement of actors “who are not in the same organization” (Ostrom, 1996, p. 1073). However, as
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models of co-production have progressed, newer definitions acknowledge the multitude of prospective roles both

inside and outside of the organization involved in co-production processes (Fotaki, 2011). As such, newer definitions

of co-production acknowledge the emergence of new forms of involvement, where co-production can be seen as “an
arrangement where both clients and ‘regular’ producers contribute to a mix of activities at the point of delivery of public ser-

vices” (Fledderus et al., 2014, p. 427). More inclusive understandings of forms of co-production are designed to man-

age and redistribute power among the various stakeholders involved, and in particular to facilitate “meaningful” co-

production (Pestoff, 2013; Vigoda, 2002). Meaningful co-production is characterized as a process of inclusive and

democratic decision-making (Osborne et al., 2016), where those involved both give and gain something from the pro-

cess (Crompton, 2019), resulting in enhanced decision-making or service design (Osborne & Strokosch, 2013).

However, there is a “dark-side of co-production” which exacerbates existing power imbalances and undermines

meaningful co-production (Palumbo, 2017; Steen et al., 2018; Williams et al., 2016; Williams, Sarre, et al., 2020).

Indeed, in some circumstances, co-production has been criticized for giving a “false impression of citizen power”
(Dahl & Soss, 2014, p. 504). Issues concerning democratic principles of co-production in the context of power are

often called in to question (Bovaird, 2007), including processes being controlled by professionals, for example

through self-selection of users (Martin, 2008a). Professionals may resist initiatives they consider a threat to their pro-

fessional power (Owens & Cribb, 2012; Tritter, 2009), meaning that professionals continue to exert dominance in

processes of co-production (Contandriopoulos, 2004). Ongoing professional dominance has a significant influence

on decision-making within processes of co-production (Rutter et al., 2004), resulting in acquiescent service-user rep-

resentatives (Croft et al., 2016; Martin, 2008b). As a result, while it is assumed that service-user involvement in co-

production holds the potential to reduce power imbalances (Bovaird, 2007), this is often not the case.

Emerging conceptual work suggests formally employing service-users within organizations, where their role is

explicitly to be involved in processes of co-production, could redress entrenched power imbalances (Park, 2020a).

For example, Mayer and McKenzie (2017) found that formally employed service-users reported an increased sense

of equity between themselves and professionals during co-production processes. However, other studies suggest

that power imbalances will prevail, as dominant professionals continue to undermine the involvement of formally

employed service-users (Park, 2020b). However, while research suggests power imbalances are implicated in pro-

cesses of co-production, we lack understanding of the different types of power that might shape co-production. Spe-

cifically, when considering the influence of power on the decision-making process at the center of co-production, it

is important to differentiate between three different types of power: decision-making power, non-decision-making

power, and ideological power (Lukes, 2005).

2.1 | Decision-making power: Wielding resources

Arguably, successful processes of co-production enhance decision-making with regard to service design and delivery

(Bevir et al., 2019; Martin, 2008b). Problematically, pre-existing organizational hierarchies are imbued with self-

interest and are spaces in which expertise and knowledge claims can be leveraged as an influential resource

(Watson, 2014). As a result, dominant actors within organizations are able to wield specific resources to leverage

decision-making power (Fleming & Spicer, 2014; Lukes, 2005).

Theoretically, service-user involvement may challenge the dominance of other organizational actors by drawing

on their own experience as a resource, unsettling traditional power relations (Carr, 2007). However, empirical

research into processes of co-production suggests decision-making power is the reason for many enduring power

imbalances (Hodge, 2005), especially where the “expert” knowledge of professionals diminishes the value of service-

user experience in co-production (Brown & Head, 2019). For example, in another organizational context,

Weaver (2019) found that prison inmates were successfully involved in co-production processes of decision-making

to improve some aspects of prison services. However, their lack of influential resources ensured that the impact of

user involvement on enduring power imbalances was ameliorative rather than transformative. As a result, dominant
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organizational actors continued to wield decision-making power, disempowering service-users and resulting in co-

production where the dominance of professionals prevailed (Needham & Carr, 2009; Osborne & Strokosch, 2013;

Purdy, 2012; Weaver, 2019).

2.2 | Non-decision-making power: Manipulating structure

As Lorenzi (2006, p. 91) states “a non-decision is a decision designed to avoid the emergence of values and interests con-

trary to those of the decision-maker.” Non-decision-making power manifests in the reinforcement or manipulation of

organizational structures to exclude actors who do not align with the decision-making agenda of dominant organiza-

tional actors (Lukes, 2005). Manipulating structure alters the involvement of service-users in co-production, poten-

tially rendering them powerless (Williams, Sarre, et al., 2020) or promoting their input if it aligns with the interests of

those wielding decision-making power (El Enany et al., 2013; Martin, 2008b). Non-decision-making power can be

identified implicitly in many accounts of processes of co-production (Steen et al., 2018) and centers on dominant

organizational actors' prioritization of self-interest (Martin, 2008b; Steen & Tuurnas, 2018). The manipulation of

organizational structures determining “who is in the room” when services are being discussed means control can be

exercised over non-employed service-users (Croft et al., 2016), including their potential exploitation (Croft &

Currie, 2020) in processes of co-production.

2.3 | Ideological power: Drawing on the collective ideal

Ideological power (Lukes, 2005) is a form of societal control over prevailing attitudes, beliefs, and practices in an

attempt to maintain the status quo (Farr, 2018). In co-production processes, service-users are often influenced by

collective expectations of an “ideal” representative (El Enany et al., 2013), shaped by professional expectations

(Croft et al., 2016) and within which service-users are either rewarded for compliance with that ideal or punished for

non-compliance (Purdy, 2012). Ideological power relegates service-users to the boundary of a political agenda that

justifies the current status quo and prevents radical service change (Fledderus et al., 2014; Juki�c et al., 2019),

resulting in tokenistic forms of co-production (Ocloo & Matthews, 2016; Williams et al., 2016).

For non-employed service-users involved in processes of co-production, the three forms of power outlined

above can act in a multiplicative fashion, restricting their influence due to a lack of resource, inability to influ-

ence organizational structure, and their required compliance with a collective ideal. However, several studies

suggest that formal employment of service-users may hold the potential to disrupt the existing status quo in pro-

cesses of co-production (Battilana, 2010; Nancarrow & Borthwick, 2005). Yet, despite increasing policy interest,

we have little understanding of the influence of how the formal employment of service-users in public service

organizations influences the enduring power imbalances in processes of co-production. This is the focus of our

paper.

3 | METHODOLOGY

3.1 | Empirical context

Our work is positioned in the context of the English NHS. Health services present an opportunity to study co-

production as they often have groups of service-users specifically for this purpose, that is, service-user involvement

groups, patient and public involvement groups. Specifically, we focus on the globally emerging role of PSWs, individ-

uals formally employed to work in a co-production role with a prerequisite of their own, ongoing, lived experience of
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using mental health services (Gillard, 2019; Lawn et al., 2008; Rogers, 2017; Stratford et al., 2019). In the terms of

their employment, they are explicitly required to use these lived experiences within their co-production role.

The PSWs described in this paper held various formal responsibilities for co-production processes within the organi-

zation, designed to give service-users more autonomy and meaningful involvement in decision-making (Boyle &

Harris, 2009) and facilitate collaborative relationships with healthcare providers based on mutual respect for differing

expertise (Charles et al., 1997). PSWs are involved in co-designing and co-facilitating mental health courses for current

service-users alongside professionals, offering an alternative approach to clinical care, and co-producing changes in ser-

vice, activities associated with co-production (Nabatchi et al., 2017; Park, 2020a; Voorberg et al., 2015).

3.2 | Data collection

A total of 69 semi-structured interviews (20–120 min in duration) were conducted with staff involved in co-

production processes in one NHS Mental Health Services hub in England from January 2019 to February 2020. We

interviewed 34 PSWs; 23 professionals including clinical staff such as psychologists, practitioners, occupational ther-

apists, as well as non-clinical staff such as senior managers. We also interviewed 11 non-professionals (team leaders,

secretaries, and employment specialists) and three volunteers.

The research team initially approached managers of teams involving PSWs prior to data collection. These man-

agers subsequently introduced the study to their staff, generating our sample. We note that this highlights one of

the issues outlined in our literature review, that managerial agendas can leverage decision-making, non-decision

making, and ideological power, resulting in the promotion of “ideal” service-user representatives (Martin, 2008a,

2008b). However, we also advertised the study via organizational email, giving all individuals employed in the organi-

zation an opportunity to participate in the research without notifying management.

Initial data analysis took place in tandem with data collection, allowing emergent themes to be explored in-depth in

subsequent interviews. The primary focus of our research was the involvement of PSWs in co-production processes,

understood through their everyday work and experiences with colleagues and service-users. A combination of face-to-

face and phone interviews was conducted, recorded digitally, and transcribed verbatim. Interview questions were

designed to be reflective and prompted individuals to give examples of their experiences. Specifically, we were inter-

ested in their experience of collaborative processes of co-production. Therefore, we implicitly centered our questions

around issues relating to power, including relationships between colleagues, their ability to express their opinion, and to

what extent they felt able to use their lived experience as a resource in processes of co-production. In doing so, we

aimed to understand the power relationships shaping the role and influence of formally employed service-users in co-

production processes. For example, we asked: How do you think your colleagues see you within the team and why? Can

you give me an example of any difficulties you have faced in the workplace in relation to your colleagues? When there has

been something you do not agree with, how have you handled and responded to this? How do you view your lived experience,

and how do you use it in the organization? Do you feel you have the ability to influence others within the organization (and

why/why not)? These questions led to further discussions exploring themes as they emerged. Similar questions were

asked to professionals and non-professionals who worked alongside PSWs, to understand the influence of other

employment relationships in processes of co-production. For example, we asked: Can you describe your relationship with

PSWs when you co-facilitate with them? What elements of their role are useful to the organizations' co-production processes?

What issues have you faced with the new role of PSWs in your organization, particularly concerning co-production initiatives?

3.3 | Data analysis

Data analysis was a three-stage process intended to develop and refine analytical generation across each of the

three stages (Yin, 2013). After each interview, the first author documented a short summary of the interview,
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drawing on any surprising themes; the same process occurred when transcribing the interviews. Transcripts were

also read after transcribing and once again before initial coding.

During the first stage of coding, we used an open coding system (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Using NVivo soft-

ware, we coded line-by-line “informant-based” open codes. These included how PSWs were involved in co-produc-

tion, how they communicated with professionals, and how they dealt with challenges in the workplace based on

their formal employment within the organization. For professional actors, codes were related to how they viewed

PSWs; difficulties PSWs faced in processes of co-production, and their opinions on the success of the formalized role

in supporting meaningful co-production. Once completed, we followed a process of axial coding, structuring the data

into theoretical categories (second-order concepts) and finally aggregate dimensions.

Among the PSWs there was considerable variability in how they engaged in their daily work and how they talked

about themselves in relation to various processes of co-production, as well as variability in the way other profes-

sional actors talked about PSWs. Engaging in abductive theorizing, we discovered that these aggregate dimensions

could be linked to Lukes (2005) three faces of power: decision-making, non-decision-making, and ideological power.

For example, some PSWs talked about not feeling able to use their voice to challenge other professionals because of

their lack of power within the organization (decision-making power), whereas other PSWs felt able to actively use

their voice to challenge professionals on topics they disagreed with (challenging ideological power). Relatedly, some

PSWs used expressions of non-professional language (voice) but noted their voice was often controlled or changed

by other organizational actors (non-decision-making power). Some PSWs reported they thought their lived experi-

ence was rejected in the organization (decision-making power), whereas others reported feeling it was accepted

(challenging ideological power), and some reported feeling that using their lived experience was controlled by other

organizational actors (non-decision-making power). We identified that these different responses gave rise to a set of

distinct theoretical categories characterizing three types of formally employed service-users: rejected employee,

non-professional employee, and expert employee. These theoretical categories formed our three aggregate dimen-

sions, indicating three responses to the power imbalances within processes of co-production. Our coding structure is

presented in Figure 1.

4 | FINDINGS

Our findings suggest that PSWs varied in their responses to the power imbalances underpinning processes of co-

production. As our abductive theorizing suggested, the outcome of different interactions identified in our coding

structure broadly aligned with Lukes three faces of power. Moving beyond arbitrary circumstances in which

power is deployed, we identify how different types of power can be influenced when PSWs used their voice,

experience, and identity together in different ways. Specifically, we identify these constructs as being rudimentary

to the power imbalances in processes of co-production, and illustrate the ways in which they are negotiated are

underpinned by Lukes three faces of power: inverting professionalism, embedding expertise, and perpetuating

rejection.

4.1 | Inverting professionalism

We identified a group of PSWs engaging in a combination of responses we labeled “inverting professionalism” in

which, despite actively engaging in their formal co-production role, more powerful professional actors controlled

their involvement. This group of PSWs used non-professional expressions of voice, experience, and identity, but

struggled to leverage significant influence during processes of co-production.

These PSWs rejected professional language in favor of non-professional language. For example, we found that

not only did PSWs dislike clinical language, they actively sought to change it by using their non-professional voice:
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F IGURE 1 Coding structure. PSW, peer support workers
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“I noticed a lot of the language that was used in care plans around me; I adopted within a clinical setting,

purely because that's what was done… And that went on for a couple of months, until I thought, ‘no, I

can't do this, like, this is not me.’ So I'd be sitting there writing clinical notes, and everyone else would be

writing ‘own diet and fluids administered’ or whatever I'm not doing this. I'd write, ‘she had a drink’.”
(PSW, 28)

We noted that several PSWs attempted to leverage influence using their non-professional voice within their for-

mal role. They did this by encouraging other organizational actors to change their language to mirror the PSW

“recovery voice”: “Alongside all the other professionals, I'm trying to work with them and with Sarah [a PSW] to chal-

lenge them in terms of their thinking. Maybe the language that they use” (Senior Manager, 23). It was, however,

acknowledged that it was difficult to influence or change: “old school people” (PSW, 44) because “changing people

who've worked a certain way for 20-odd years is near enough impossible. Just having that mentality which is difficult

to change is because they're stuck in their own ways.” (Senior Manager, 56). In particular, PSWs felt managed in

certain situations: “I did some work with an OT (occupational therapist) once. He was quite defensive in terms of what

we were both doing in the room… I wasn't told not to get involved with them per se, but I felt slightly managed in that

situation.” (PSW, 39). These situations demonstrate that despite being involved in processes of co-production, it

was difficult to redress power imbalances, due to the prevailing influence of non-decision-making power of

professionals.

Using their non-professional voice to communicate their distinction from professionals led to an emphasis of the

formally employed role for PSWs as: “Not the same things that any other clinician would do. But we just come at it from

a different angle.” (PSW, 66). In particular, the emphasis of non-professional experience as being particularly impor-

tant encouraged PSWs to view themselves as non-professional in a positive way:

“I think it's good in the sense that, from a non-professional point of view, when people come in and I say

‘I'm non-professional, I've got similar experiences to yourself, I can kind of relate to it if you want to talk

about it. For service-users who come in, it relaxes them a bit more.” (PSW, 20)

Professionals supportive of the PSW initiative described the impact of their non-professional experience on pro-

cesses of co-production: “They'll [PSWs] say: ‘Look, we know exactly where you're coming from. I've been there myself.’

And you can just see it. It has an instant impact, where if you've learnt that, great, but it doesn't have the same kind of

impact. That's what I mean by the power of lived experience. So, I do build in as much of that as I can really because it just

means so much more to people than standing and reading off slides” (Recovery Lead, 52). However, we noted that pro-

fessionals continued to leverage control over the extent to which PSWs were “allowed” to be involved in co-

production processes. For example, “There are occasions where a professional and a peer worker is doing the presenta-

tion, and a professional is standing at the side pretty much holding their hand. I mean what on earth is that about? It's

implying that they're still a patient or service-user. I think people think that ‘we don't want them to do too well because

they'll take our job.’ Maybe that's it, it's control.” (Manager, 31).

It was acknowledged that PSWs would never be seen by others as employed professionals unless they are

“going out and shedding your peer identity and becoming a ‘professional’ or about that being the main hat you put on”
(Recovery Lead, 43). While this could undermine their influence within processes of co-production, several PSWs

suggested they were content being positioned as non-professional: “I'm not one of those people who want to be a

manager.” (PSW, 11) because “I would not want to lose the lived experience side.” (PSW, 39).

In summary, we saw these PSWs adhere to the conditions of their role as formal employees. Expressions of

voice, experience, and identity as non-professional meant that PSWs tried to incorporate a recovery-focused

approach in their role, resulting in inverting professionalism. However, institutionalized power imbalances within pro-

cesses of co-production remained unchanged due to the continued control of more powerful actors who manipu-

lated structures of co-production and decided “who was in the room” when decisions were being made.
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4.2 | Embedding expertise

We identified another group of PSWs engaging in a combination of responses we labeled “embedding expertise.”
These PSWs drew on their expert voice, expert experience, and expert identity, which they used to challenge ideo-

logical power.

We observed PSWs using their expert voice when they challenged other organizational actors: “He'd [a PSW] be

challenging everybody in some form of authority.” (Practitioner, 68). This was facilitated when PSWs noted they: “can
make challenges on stuff I want to. Or I can say things they can think about them if they want to. Oh, a challenge, well, a

recent one is ‘are they over-medicated?’ that was to a nurse. They often have explanations as to why things are in their

own minds but at least it's worth challenging.” (PSW, 47). This enabled several PSWs to challenge dominant profes-

sionals, ensuring they could use their voice to exert influence in processes of co-production.

Utilizing their expert voice to challenge other organizational actors was intertwined with how they talked

about their own experience: “I have got lived experience, I have got expertise” (PSW, 69) which made them “quali-
fied” for an employed role: “We have lived so much of our life with mental health that we are, in some ways very

qualified.” (PSW, 63). They suggested that no professional could possess this experience: “having lived experience

is something that you can't learn from any other way apart from having that experience. And you bring an extra dimen-

sion to the work.” (PSW, 34). Some professionals also acknowledged the PSWs lived experience as a source of

their expertise: “Peer workers should absolutely be using their lived experience, it is a skill they've got that nobody else

has.” (Senior Manager, 58).

Expression of expert voice, experience, and identity enabled PSWs to position themselves as expert employees:

“I present myself as an employee and as a member of staff. I am punctual and professional, I do my work in a timely fash-

ion. I exceed myself in my daily duties” (PSW, 40). These PSWs saw themselves as: “An employee that can use my time

as a service-user to enhance my role as an employee. I think especially recently I've used my lived experience as a force for

inspiration and good.” (PSW, 4). In short, they drew on their lived experience as a resource that increased the influ-

ence they had in their formal role as a PSW.

Expressions of PSWs expertise as an employee were also reinforced by professional staff who held the view

that: “They're employees. They're paid by the organization to do a job. They are employees in the light of the law” (Senior
Manager, 1) and that they are: “treated in the same way as any other member of staff” (Senior Manager, 29). They are

also viewed them as colleagues and not ex-patients: “They are Goldencare staff members, and more importantly they're

my colleagues. They're not ex-patients or professionally unwell people. These are people who have a role and function

within our team.” (Senior Manager, 2). This allowed these PSWs to fulfill their role as an employee where they felt

trusted: “My colleagues within the team, they definitely trust me. My peer manager trusts me” (PSW, 48). Subsequently,

by being viewed as an employee they were not controlled by dominant organizational actors.

In summary, these PSWs were able to “change the balance of power really, which has always been in professional

hands” (Senior Manager, 29). They leveraged the expertise of their voice, experience, and identity as a resource,

engaging in the process of embedding expertise. In doing so, allowed these PSWs to challenge institutionalized power

imbalances inherent in processes of co-production.

4.3 | Perpetuating rejection

We identified several PSWs engaging in a combination of responses we labeled “perpetuating rejection” through

which they felt unable to challenge the power imbalances inherent in processes of co-production. For example, in

some situations, it was felt PSWs' voices were deemed irrelevant by dominant organizational actors: “it's felt very,

very difficult to actually voice your concerns because it may be seen as not necessarily relevant.” (PSW, 53). In other

circumstances, PSWs felt silenced and undermined by professionals:
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“What was really difficult was one of the times that I had stood up for this person and I put my foot down

and I said, ‘no, not having it, this person is really unwell’… And the discussion was quite heated. And then

my manager took me aside and said to me that I had overstepped, ‘you did seem to become quite strong

and did seem to go on a bit. Do you think we should have some safe words I can use, something I should

say when I think you're becoming too compassionate about something?’ I felt like a four-year-old child

being told, ‘we're going to use a safe word that I'm going to say to you and I want you to stop talking’.

There was no way he would have said that to a nurse.” (PSW, 41)

We identified a number of situations in which PSWs felt silenced by others within the organization. However, we

also noted that, while some were silenced by others, some remained silent through choice because: “they can't speak
up.” (Senior Manager, 31). Despite being formally employed, PSWs commented on an ongoing awareness that they

would be treated differently to professionals if they spoke up as they would be seen as non-compliant with collective

ideals:

“There are times when things will happen and what I want to be able to say ‘actually that was really

upsetting’ but what I worry about is that if I say it, it will have a different connotation, in that they'll go

straight to ‘oh my gosh, she is going to have a breakdown.’ Whereas, if another professional said it, it

would be discussed in a different way.” (PSW, 60)

Further, we found that if PSWs questioned practices within the organization, professionals negatively referred to the

PSWs' lived experiences to silence them:

“Every time I did try and say I am not happy with this, I'm not happy with that, or can you give me some

advice? It was ‘maybe you're not well enough to do this job.’ For someone else, especially your manager or

people that you work with, make you feel like you're poorly.” (PSW, 61)

These situations made PSWs feel like their experiences were unworthy and undervalued, spurring a negative

response to how they felt able to draw on their lived experience during processes of co-production. Instead, these

PSWs attempted to gain influence with other organizational actors by doing their work for them:

“I felt like from the minute I stepped onto the ward to the minute I went home, I had to prove that I was

worthy of being there. I just went above and beyond with staff. I did a lot of their work for them. Because I

wasn't treated very nicely, I really wanted to be liked, I'd say, ‘oh I'll do this for you, I'll do this for you’ and

ended up burning myself out and nobody appreciated it anyway. But it's so, so difficult because you're

really trying to please but still be yourself.” (PSW, 61)

Awareness of the enduring power imbalances created a feeling of being unwanted: “even line managers said there's

no role for PSWs here” (PSW, 41), and led to some PSWs avoiding taking time off for illness due to negativity sur-

rounding their previous lived experiences:

“Someone said that: ‘She'll never do it.’ I got told that after that there were quite a few people who said:

‘She'll not do it’ because I've been quite ill in the past ‘She'll never do it. She'll not manage, shouldn't have

these peer workers’ but I did and I proved them all wrong. But that's part of me because if I hear something

like that, I just go: ‘Right. Sod you, I'm going to do it.’ And for five years, I haven't had one day off for five

years.” (PSW, 55)
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Feeling that their voice, experience, and identity were rejected meant these PSWs were positioned as service-users

rather than formal employees: “One peer support worker mentioned on the ward they weren't allowed to look at clinical

notes and weren't allowed in the office at one point. Or they couldn't listen to confidential conversations. I think the staff

didn't quite get that they were staff.” (Recovery Lead, 43). These situations meant several PSWs: “found it difficult to

be part of the staff” (PSW, 51) and that “sometimes they have just felt more like a service-user” (Secretary 9), who lever-

age little to no influence in co-production processes. Some PSWs commented on how they were treated in a deroga-

tory way, rather than respected as a colleague: “I was told by certain members of staff that I was too mental to do the

job.” (PSW, 61).

While these conditions were created by other organizational actors, resulting in a sense of rejection, profes-

sionals occasionally suggested some PSWs actively positioned themselves a service-user: “when it suits they can

sometimes say ‘I'm a service-user’” (Manager, 12) “sometimes the individual peer support worker wanted to play the

service-user card” (Director 16).

In summary, we saw this group of PSWs disassociate from their role as a formal employee. When they

attempted to leverage any influence over processes of co-production which was seen as a challenge to the collective

expectations of their involvement, rejection of their voice, experience, and identity, both by themselves and others,

meant that PSWs struggled to leverage any form of power, remained silent, were undermined by other actors and

positioned as service-users rather than employees. Through this process of perpetuating rejection power imbalances

were exacerbated, creating a new power imbalance, through the dynamics of both ideological and decision-making

power.

5 | DISCUSSION

Previous research suggests that formally employing service-users has the potential to redress the inherent power

imbalances undermining meaningful co-production (Park, 2020a; Rose et al., 2016). However, our findings suggest

that this is not always the case and instead, in certain circumstances, new power imbalances may emerge. First, in sit-

uations where power imbalances remained unchanged, we identified a process of “inverting professionalism,”
resulting in neutralized co-production. Second, where several PSWs were able to challenge traditional power differ-

entials in processes of co-production, we identified a process of “embedding expertise,” resulting in enhanced co-

production. Finally, through the process of “perpetuating rejection” formally employed service-users created new

power imbalances that problematically exacerbated power relations, resulting in tokenistic co-production, where for-

mally employed service-users are rendered powerless.

In the first circumstance, formally employed service-users who engaged in the process of “inverting profession-

alism” were able to reject professional language and expertise in favor of non-professional language (voice) and their

non-professional lived experience. These findings challenge existing research suggesting service-users are easily

co-opted into managerial and professional-driven cultures (Croft et al., 2016; El Enany et al., 2013). Such previous

studies focused on non-employed service-users, describe how service-users change their behaviors, language, and

identity to fit into existing institutional arrangements. However, we suggest formal employment mediates some of

the problems of voluntary co-production, such as acquiescent service-users (Croft et al., 2016; Martin, 2008b),

exploitation of service-users (Croft & Currie, 2020), and professionals questioning the experience, voice and identity

of service-users (Callaghan & Wistow, 2006; Martin, 2008a, 2008b; Renedo & Marston, 2011). In our findings, for-

mally employed service-users were not necessarily co-opted into “becoming” professional and instead positioned

themselves as “non-professional” to leverage influence within co-production processes. This mitigates the risk of

proto-professionalization (Dent, 2006; Hilton & Slotnick, 2005) or becoming “professionalized service-users,” which

is an existing problem in various forms of co-production, including patient and public involvement groups (El Enany

et al., 2013; Thompson, 2007).
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However, we also noted that inverting professionalism did not seem to have any influence on the continued con-

trol of dominant organizational actors. In particular, we noted that the involvement of these PSWs continued to be

shaped by non-decision-making power in which dominant organizational actors determined where and when it was

appropriate for them to be involved. In the context of co-production, this may be considered a form of

“intermediate,” or “neutralized” co-production (Needham & Carr, 2009; Osborne & Strokosch, 2013; Weaver, 2019),

in which changes may occur to improve processes, but control remains with dominant organizational actors who limit

co-production by manipulating organizational structure to determine “who is in the room.”
In the second circumstance, “embedding expertise,” formally employed service-users positioned themselves as

inherently different from professionals. They leveraged their “expert” identity as a resource enabling them to chal-

lenge dominant professionals during the design and delivery of services, drawing on their own different type of

expertise. However, we noted that professionals did not see these PSWs as a threat. Instead, by positioning them-

selves as inherently different from professionals, formally employed service-users became non-threatening expert

employees who used their expertise and knowledge claim as a resource that did not compete with professional con-

trol, but instead complemented it (Laage-Thomsen, 2021).

We found that PSWs embedding expertise primarily mediated the influence of ideological power by challenging col-

lective expectations of an “ideal” representative and crafting a new role for themselves as an employee. Challenging

ideological power subsequently allowed these PSWs to use their unique knowledge (lived experience) as a resource to

successfully mitigate the limitations of decision-making and non-decision-making power inherent in processes of co-pro-

duction. Thus, formally employing service-users offers an opportunity for an “enhanced” form of co-production

(Osborne & Strokosch, 2013), when they are able to challenge ideological power by embedding expertise.

Finally, “perpetuating rejection” generated a new form of power imbalance. In these circumstances employed

service-users were seen as challenging collective expectations of their involvement and were subsequently unable to

use their voice, experience, or identity as resources, counter-intuitively reducing their influence on processes of co-pro-

duction. This aligns with previous work highlighting the ongoing impact of the decision-making power of dominant pro-

fessional actors over service-users, whether formally employed or not (Contandriopoulos, 2004; Rutter et al., 2004;

Williams, Sarre, et al., 2020). However, our findings move beyond this, demonstrating how a new power imbalance

emerges through the formal employment of service-users due to the interplay of ideological power and decision-making

power. When PSWs were seen as challenging ideological power in a negative way by directly challenging the control of

professionals, those professionals leveraged their decision-making power to restrict or undermine the resources of

PSWs, rendering them powerless (Williams, Robert, et al., 2020). When these PSWs attempted to speak up, they were

silenced by other organizational actors whose derogatory comments served as a form of “punishment,” further under-
mining their involvement in processes of co-production (Purdy, 2012), demonstrating the prevailing decision-making

power dynamics. This finding aligns with recent work depicting the pervasive nature of decision-making power when

dominant organizational actors influence co-production to favor their own interests (Park, 2020b). Thus, in these circum-

stances, formally employed service-users fall into the trap of tokenistic co-production, which has a long-standing history

in public service co-production (Ocloo & Matthews, 2016; Williams, Sarre, et al., 2020).

We make two key contributions. First, by drawing on Lukes (2005) and taking a broad overview of power

accounting for the influence of resource (decision-making power), structure (non-decision-making power), and collec-

tive expectations (ideological power), we demonstrated the complexities of power imbalances ingrained in processes

of co-production. In doing so, we illustrated how different forms of co-production may emerge due to the influence

of formal employment in mediating different types of power. When formally employed service-users continue to be

restricted by the influence of non-decision-making power, in which dominant organizational actors structure co-

production processes to limit their involvement, formal employment will have little to no impact on inherent power

imbalances, resulting in neutralized co-production. Conversely, when formally employed service-users are able to

change collective expectations of an ideal representative, leveraging their employment to challenge ideological

power in a non-threatening way, they can subsequently challenge the decision-making and non-decision-making

power of dominant organizational actors, and formal employment results in enhanced co-production. However, if
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challenging ideological power is perceived as threatening to professionals, their lived experience of using services,

which characterizes their formal employment, is undermined as a resource or even used against them. As a result,

formally employed service-users may find themselves rendered entirely powerless by the decision-making power of

dominant organizational actors. They will be unable to use their voice or experience as a resource, and formal

employment will render their involvement in co-production tokenistic.

Second, we suggest our work explains why, despite suggestions of solutions to mitigate inherent power

imbalances (Filipe et al., 2017; Park, 2020a), co-production processes remain inherently challenging. While it

appears intuitive that formally employing service-users may redress power imbalances in co-production, as such a

role gives them a formal position within the organization, we should not be so reliant on this assumption. As

noted above, that assumption is reliant on the extent to which formal employment has an influence on decision-

making, non-decision-making, or ideological power within an organization. Meaningful co-production is reliant on

challenging ideological power, but this is only possible when formally employed services-users are able to position

themselves as a non-threatening expert employee. Service-users employed in processes of co-production need to

agentically position themselves so they do not directly compete with or threaten professional power. Counter-

intuitively, this non-threatening position enables them to change collective expectations of their role and subse-

quently gain greater influence within processes of co-production. However, if formally employed service-users

are unable to do this, and in fact engage in a process of perpetuating rejection, formal employment reinforces

the inequalities that prevail in co-production. These siloed formally employed service-users experience a more sig-

nificant power imbalance between all those involved in co-production processes, and the novelty of our findings

emphasizes that we should not be so quick to assume that formal employment will render power imbalances

obsolete.

Our study adds to the existing literature on co-production by extending existing understandings about power

and processes of co-production (Bovaird, 2007; Farr, 2018; Williams, Sarre, et al., 2020) and highlighting the complex

interplay of structure, resource, and collective expectations under conditions of power. Specifically, we illuminate

how constructs of voice, experience, and identity interact and how these trajectories challenge, exacerbate or have

no effect on power in co-production. Theoretically, we demonstrate the complex nature of power within processes

of co-production here-to neglected in extant research. Specifically, by drawing on Lukes three faces of power, we

demonstrate how different forms of power can be wielded to achieve different outcomes. While ideological power,

according to Lukes can be hidden from direct observation, we argue that non-dominant actors can challenge ele-

ments of this by deploying their own expertise. Indeed, expertise in co-production is the one resource that seems to

separate professionals from service-users (Brandsen & Honingh, 2013), yet such expertise can be utilized powerfully

to challenge ideological power imbalances in co-production. In our case, this was evident when expert expressions of

voice, experience, and identity interacted in a way that enabled some PSWs to embed expertise.

Second, we build on existing studies which make reference to power imbalances in co-production, particularly

with regard to marginalized groups (Bovaird, 2007), where we intuitively expect power imbalances to exist. However,

we challenge this assumption by showing how power can be deployed in different ways (decision-making, non-deci-

sion-making, and ideological) resulting in different forms of co-production. We break down the concept of power to

illuminate a dynamic interplay of structure, resource, and collective expectations, rather than treating power as being

deployed in the same way in all circumstances. We reject the assumption that marginalized groups will always be lim-

ited by power imbalances and illustrate how they may leverage different expressions of voice, experience, and iden-

tity to maximize their influence.

Practically, we encourage both researchers and practitioners to consider the context in which different forms of

co-production (neutralized, enhanced, tokenistic) may emerge. By identifying these forms, we contribute to the con-

clusions of other studies identifying different types of co-production (Bovaird, 2007; Brandsen & Honingh, 2016;

Park, 2020a; Voorberg et al., 2015), and develop understandings by demonstrating different outcomes in relation to

negotiation of power imbalances, that is, where neutralized co-production occurs, contrary to policy aspirations,

power imbalances remain unchanged. Moreover, while we position our research in the context of formally employed
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service-users, some of our findings could extend to voluntary service-users who have a prominent role in co-produc-

tion, with regard to how they use their voice, experience, and identity as a voluntary user. Finally, we draw on the

impact of lived experience (whether viewed as a form of expertise or not), such that in some circumstances it may

instill an element of trust between all stakeholders involved in co-production (Park, 2020a) but in other circum-

stances may undermine user involvement (Park, 2020b).

We acknowledge that our findings represent a snapshot in time of the experiences of PSWs. It is not unrealis-

tic to suggest that over time formally employed service-users may progress dynamically across these different pro-

cesses to negotiate the different forms of power outlined. For example, they may initially express a “rejected”
identity, voice, and experience, as time progresses they may engage in a process of inverting professionalism and

express a “non-professional” identity, voice, and experience. Over time, they may gain enough trust and acceptance

from their team to engage in a process of embedding expertise and express an “expert” identity, voice, and experi-

ence to be used as a resource to complement other professionals' expertise. The mechanisms underpinning such

potential transitions and processes require further investigation to understand how power imbalances may dissipate

over time or if, in continued circumstances of perpetuating rejection, the new power relation outlined above

remains. Further attention should be paid to understand the underlying dynamics hindering or improving processes

of co-production, and clarifying the potential for transition through tokenistic, neutralized, and enhanced forms of

co-production.

6 | CONCLUSION

We contribute to the literature on power imbalances inherent in co-production by exploring how formally employing

service-users influences the pervasive nature of power in co-production processes. Extant research on power imbal-

ances in co-production focuses primarily on the voluntary involvement of service-users. However, in moving away

from this context, our findings show how formally employed service-users influence, and are influenced by, different

forms of power. By exploring different types of power inherent in processes of co-production, we give insight into

three potential outcomes of how formally employed service-users respond to power imbalances. For some, despite

formal employment, non-decision-making power means structural control by dominant organizational actors renders

co-production neutralized. Conversely, others may be able to challenge collective expectations, mediating the influ-

ence of ideological power, resulting in an enhanced form of co-production. Crucially, this must be done in a way that

does not threaten the power of professionals. Finally, when dominant organizational actors leverage decision-making

power to render the formal employment of service-users as a negative, rather than positive, resource, co-production

is tokenistic. Therefore, we warn that formal employment of service-users to mediate the power imbalances inherent

in co-production may be a double-edged sword, holding the capacity to challenge or exacerbate (and create new)

inhibitory power imbalances.
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