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Co-Production and Increasing 
Government Efficiency,  

Effectiveness, and Responsiveness  
 
Co-production is finally coming of age 
as a tool to increase the efficiency, 
effectiveness, and responsiveness of 
government services (Osborne, Radnor, 
and Nasi 2013; Brandsen, Pestoff, and 
Verschuere 2012).  
 
The extreme financial volatility of global 
markets over the last decade, and 
constrained economic growth in many 
countries, has placed growing pressure 
on governments to provide government 
services while constraining or reducing 
costs. At a practical level this has led to 
an increased focus by many 
governments on increasing public sector 

efficiency through the adoption of 
continual innovation processes such as 
the use of lean and agile techniques. An 
overlooked aspect of this development 
though is the way in which processes of 
co-production can also be usefully used 
to increase the effectiveness of this 
focus on continual improvement – 
particularly with external focused 
initiatives such as service delivery.  
 
Co-production can be defined as:  
 

professionals and citizens 
making better use of each 
other’s assets, resources and 
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contributions to achieve better 
outcomes or improved efficiency.  
(Bovaird et.al., pre-publication). 

 
In many respects co-production is often 
identified as a useful technique for 
improving public sector administration 
through increasing satisfaction and 
public trust (Verschuere et al., 2012). 
However, co-production can do more 
than just that. Co-production can also be 
usefully utilized as a tool to ensure that 
services are both properly targeted and 
appropriately delivered through the 
involvement of end-users in policy- and 
service-delivery creation and 
implementation processes. In this 
respect then co-production ought to be 
seen as a useful tool to be utilized in 
parallel to other tools and processes 
currently being deployed – such as lean 
and agile techniques – to ensure that 
government services are increasingly 
efficient, effective, and responsive.  
 
The key to co-production working in this 
capacity is ensuring that the public is 
actively engaged with all aspects of the 
policy- and service-delivery ‘design, 
implementation, and evaluation’ 
process. Doing so provides maximal 
opportunity for input from the public into 
this process – enabling the collection 
and adoption of useful feedback and 
data on the appropriateness and 
efficacy of the policies and services in 
question.  
 
In addition though, as pointed out 
above, utilizing a process of co-
production can also increase the 
legitimacy and acceptance of the 
service by the public that can then 

directly positively impact on the uptake 
of services by the public. Interestingly, 
building on this point, Vennik et.al. (pre-
publication) in a study of the healthcare 
industry found that areas for possible 
improvement identified through co-
production initiatives were often actually 
already known. What they found though 
was that despite this, the use of a co-
production process positively 
contributed to quality improvement in 
other ways. In their research they found 
that:  
 

• the process of co-production 
stimulated organizations’ 
thinking about how to realize 
quality improvements;  

• quality improvements were 
facilitated by this process, as 
seeing consumers of health 
services and hearing their 
experiences created a sense of 
urgency among staff to act on 
the improvement issues raised; 
and  

• the experiences served to 
legitimatize improvements to 
higher management bodies.  

 
In a related manner co-production has 
also been shown in recent research to 
help in the strengthening of 
accountability ties between citizens and 
public servants (Tuurnas, Stenvall, and 
Rannisto pre-publication). This can, in 
turn, then positively impact on the 
legitimacy of government services.  
 
Combined then, these results help 
demonstrate the powerful synergistic 
role that co-production can play in 



www.Archetekt.com 3	

governments implementing continual 
improvement processes.  
 
We need to be careful though in not 
over-stepping the bounds of what co-
production, as a tool of public 
administration, can actually do for 
governments. As an example, recent 
research by Tholen (2015) found that 
co-production can actually lead to 
decreased predictability and 
accountability of public administration as 
well as a more general dissatisfaction 
with arrangements that do not provide 
citizens with what they were led to 
expect. This was due, in part, to a 
disconnect between citizens being 
involved in planning processes and 
differences in the final policy as it was 
rolled out. This example provides us 
with a cautionary reminder that, as 
powerful a tool as it is, we ought not see 
co-production as a general panacea to 
quality improvement across all 
government services.  
 
However, as this Blueprint has shown 
co-production is an important and useful 
tool. As a process, co-production 
provides not only useful data on the 
efficacy and appropriateness of policies 
and services but also builds increased 
levels of accountability, legitimacy, and 
buy-in from the public. In this respect 
co-production is a useful addition to the 
set of tools and processes – such as 
lean and agile techniques – being used 
by governments in their quest for 
continual and ongoing improvement.  
 

Research in Action  
 
There are a number of immediate 
takeaways from this research that can 
be usefully put into practice to help 
introduce co-production practices in 
government programs of continual 
improvement. These include: 
 

• Beginning to actively involve 
members of the public in all 
aspects of the policy- and 
service-delivery ‘design, 
implementation, and evaluation’ 
process.  

 
• Ensuring – through ongoing 

communication – that the public 
are not disappointed if their 
interaction and engagement 
does not impact on the shape of 
the final policy or service.  

 
• Realizing that the process of 

involvement necessitated by co-
production creates huge pay-offs 
in terms of legitimacy and buy-in 
from the public of change 
processes such as continuous 
improvement processes.  
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