Co‑Production in Youth
Homelessness Research
Brendan Pearl, Senior Clinician/Registered Psychiatric Nurse,
Homeless Youth Dual Diagnosis Initiative*

Co‑production is not limited to
academic research. For example, it is
widely used in designing and running
services, including homelessness
services.3 This article will limit the
discussion of co‑production to
research, and provide an example of
the author’s ongoing PhD research
looking at what enables or prevents
young people who use homelessness
services to end homelessness
and maintain accommodation.

Why do ‘co‑production’?

Co‑production has become popular
across a number of disciplines that
have wanted to move away from
‘ivory‑tower’ research towards genuine
power‑sharing and inclusion of
people directly affected by research.
Co‑production occurs for three
main reasons.4 The first is, improving
quality of research by increasing the
relevance of the research to service
users and improving understanding
of contextual factors. It may also
have greater impact where trusting
relationships developed through
co‑production lead to a greater ability

What does genuine
co‑production look like?

Two great primers on the principles
that underlie co‑production are
Sherry Arnstein’s 5 seminal work
A Ladder of Citizen Participation
and guidelines on co‑production
in research by INVOLVE.6
For INVOLVE, the principles of
co‑production are: sharing of power;
including all perspectives and skills;
respecting and valuing the knowledge
of all those working together on the
research; reciprocity; and building
and maintaining relationships.
These principles are enacted by
establishing ground rules, ongoing
dialogue between all members of
the research, joint ownership of key
decisions, commitment to building
relationships, providing and taking
advantage of opportunities for
personal growth and development,
flexibility in the process, reflection,
and both valuing and evaluating
the effect of co‑production
on the research process.
Arnstein goes beyond these
principles to compare ‘citizen
control’ to other ways of involving
service users in decision making.
Figure 1, from Arnstein’s work is the
seminal depiction of how citizens,
or service users, are involved in
projects. This gives us a great
depiction of what co‑production
is, as well as what it is not.
Arnstein’s Ladder (1969) provides
a hierarchy to describe different
degrees of consumer participation
in decision making activities, such
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Citizen control

Co‑production is an approach to
decision making where service
users and service providers work
together to reach agreed outcomes.1
In research settings, this involves
sharing power and responsibility for
the project and the dissemination
of knowledge.2 In research,
co‑production is not a set of methods,
rather it is a set of values that guide
the process for meaningfully including
the expertise of people who have
used services, service providers, and
academics into the research process.

as designing research. The highest
degree of consumer participation are
activities that are led by consumers.
Below this are activities where
consumers lead activities that are
delegated to them, or they are
involved in equal partnerships around
decision making. Tokenistic degrees
of participation involve processes
where consumers have no real power
to influence decision making either
through being specially selected to
provide views that are agreeable to
decision makers, being outnumbered,
or merely being informed or
consulted in a way where they cannot
influence decisions. Non‑participation
involves processes or activities
where consumers are either
coerced during decision making
or their involvement in activities is
considered to be a form of therapy.

Tokenism

What is Co‑Production?

to implement research findings.
Finally, co‑production can move
research away from paternalism
towards promoting more inclusive
citizenship through empowerment,
inclusion, and ownership.

Non-participation

Co‑production may be thought of as
a way of answering a simple question:
Who gets a voice to decide what
questions are worthy of being asked
and how they will be answered?

Figure 1: Arnstein’s Ladder of
Citizen Participation,
taken from Roper et al. (2018)7
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So why isn’t it being
used more often?

they will contribute their expertise.
The group have undertaken a
In short, co‑production is
process to set some ground rules
expensive.8 The need to spend
to ensure that power is shared
more time attending to issues of
equally between all of them. Each
power distribution in research,
session attends to potential power
a greater emphasis upon open
imbalances between the author
dialogue, and the need to ensure
as researcher and young people
that everyone has opportunities
as experts by lived expertise. They
for development require greater
Photograph by Shannyn Higgins for Hope Street Youth and Family Services
have individually and collectively
time and financial resources.
had an opportunity to interrogate
Dialogue to address power
the author’s motivations and
imbalances and negotiate research
There are significant barriers which
aims for this research project.
agendas lead to greater personal
prevent this phase from more closely
costs through interpersonal conflict.
aligning with co‑production. The first
The case study outlines the first phase
Research arising from co‑production
barrier is the fact that as a PhD project,
of a larger project that, while not
requires additional time and resources
the research agenda was largely
being strictly co‑production, tries to
with little guarantee that the research
already determined prior to the group
utilise the principles of co‑production
will be successful or the extra effort
convening. This agenda means that
to more meaningfully involve young
recognised. This research risks being
this phase of the research needs to
people with lived experience of
seen as biased to particular points of
result in a product that can shape the
using homelessness services in the
view or being seen as too niche and
future phases of the PhD. The second
design of a larger research project.
not sufficiently contributing to the
barrier is the limited resources that
wider body of academic knowledge.
are available to conduct the overall
In a time when there is a push for
research. Meaningful inclusion of
research to retain its relevance to
A Case Study
people with lived experience requires
policy and program delivery,9 and
This case study looks at a project that
to demonstrate outcomes, it is even
substantial financial resources to
is in progress at the time of writing.
more imperative to ask ourselves:
appropriately reimburse them for
This project is the first phase within
Who get a voice to decide what
providing their expertise. In order
the author’s PhD which is looking
questions are worthy of being asked
to apply for funding, the author
at what enables or prevents young
and how they will be answered?
had to outline a structure for the
people who use youth homelessness
way that the group will be run
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