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CO-PRODUCTION in WALES: POLICY, POTENTIAL and PARSNIPS  
_______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Public services in crisis 
 

It is estimated that that by 2024-5 Wales will be facing a public services funding gap of between £2.6 - 
£4.6 billion, and that the gap will continue to increase even when ‘austerity’ ends.1 The problem will be 
exacerbated by staff cuts (some 60,000 public sector jobs are predicted to be lost in Wales by 2018), by 
increased demand due to both demographic change and the negative impacts of welfare cuts, and by 
increased expectations from citizens. Mark Jeffs of the Wales Audit Office argues that ‘however public 
services respond they must take risks: there is no low risk, do nothing option.’ Paul Williams of the 
Commission for Public Service Governance & Delivery concurs, insisting that a truly radical response is 
required - ‘we need to redefine public services in Wales – nothing less will do’.  
 
Arguably, the old worlds of professional and service user, commissioner and provider, of them and us, 
are getting in the way of creating the relationship-centred, values-based and resource-efficient services 
that are essential if our public services are to be sustainable in the long run. We need to work together, 
whether as people looking for support, family members caring for a loved one, staff providing support, 
members of community groups, or leaders in public services. We must find ways of using all of our 
assets, recognising the work we all do to make our lives worth living, and building trust and networks 
to create the change we want. 
 
There is a growing consensus that co-production offers a solution – a collective way of creating 
public services where citizens and service providers work together to commission, procure, 
design, deliver and evaluate the services they need. Co-production has the potential to transform 
our public services and, crucially, the relationships between provider and recipient. 
 
___________________________________ 
 
The Welsh context 
 
Co-production is strongly supported by the Welsh Government, and explicitly advocated by the 
First Minister, our Health Minister, Deputy Health Minister and Chief Medical Officer. Policy 
documents and recent legislation emphasise the need for citizen-led and collaborative approaches 
which co-production could help embed. For example: 
 
A co-production imperative  In response to our Open Letter, the First Minister reiterated that 
he and Ministerial colleagues see the imperative for more co-production in the design and delivery 
of public services. He also confirmed that co-production will be a central feature of the 
forthcoming Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Bill.   
 



Focusing on outcomes  At the heart of the Social Services & Wellbeing Bill is a National 
Statement of Outcomes, clarifying what impact services are having on people’s lives and sense of 
wellbeing. The risk is that these are simply used to establish a set of measures through which 
professionals can determine how services are performing. Through co-production, the Outcomes 
Framework will ensure that citizens are equal partners in the management of services, deciding for 
themselves whether they are achieving what matters to them in their lives. 
 
Voice and Control  The Sustainable Social Services action plan advocates for people having 
information and being empowered to speak up about the services that they receive. It 
recommends that: ‘service users and carers, including children and young people, need a stronger voice in 
service design and evaluation’. Co-production both enables the citizen’s voice and significantly 
increases their sphere of influence by giving them the tools to find others with similar experiences, 
complementary skills and mutual interests. The resulting peer networks provide the support which 
allows people to organise the things that they want for themselves, thus decreasing the pressure 
on overstretched intensive services. 
 
The duty to cooperate  Local Authorities are increasingly required to cooperate with other 
agencies to ensure the needs of people are met. Co-production can help ensure that this 
cooperation is more than skin-deep, that it leads to genuine partnerships between local authorities, 
third-sector providers, and the individuals and communities that they support. Co-production will 
support the necessary transformation in organisational culture, to include re-thinking the ways in 
which we work with citizens and service recipients, how managers cooperate with their 
workforce, and how we recognise that to create services with people’s assets we must understand 
that they are equals in the process. 
 
Commissioning with citizens  The 2010 Fulfilled Lives Supported Communities commissioning 
framework recommended that commissioning plans should be ‘developed with all key stakeholders 
including users, carers, citizens’ (Standard 4). Co-production offers a key method to ensure that 
citizen involvement in commissioning is not just tokenistic. Its effectiveness in this regard is 
reiterated in the Government’s 2011 report, Co-production: a way forward for citizen-centred 
commissioning in Wales. This supports the well-evidenced view that co-produced commissioning 
results in more relevant, more effective and more sustainable services. 
 
Prudent medicine  At the request of the Health Minister, the Bevan Commission have produced a 
strategy paper outlining the benefits of a ‘prudent medicine’ approach. The principles focus on 
personal outcomes, shared decision-making and co-created health. Co-production offers the 
methodology to realise these ambitions and will be essential to its successful implementation. 
 
Prevention & early action  Co-production also helps to tackle the problem of ‘how we build a 
society that prevents problems from occurring rather than one that copes with the consequences’ 
(Peter Davies, Sustainability Commissioner). A legislative framework that focuses on early action is 
an essential first step, but legislation alone is not enough. There is clear evidence that co-
production increases citizen engagement, builds confidence, capacity and peer-networks. This, in 
turn, results in stronger, more resilient communities and increased social capital, key features of a 
preventative approach and essential components of wellbeing. 
 



Public service governance & delivery  More recently, the Williams Commission report 
recommended a comprehensive programme of change, arguing that the public sector in Wales 
needs to be redefined to ensure: 

‘a clearer shared vision and sense of common purpose between government at all  
levels, citizens, and communities; 
a much greater focus on co-production with citizens and communities to identify  
and implement means of pursuing those outcomes;   
a much stronger emphasis on enablement, empowerment and  
prevention in the design and delivery of public services.’ 
 
 

Clearly we have fine words a-plenty. But the parsnips remain largely unbuttered. And 
they are getting cold. 
 
The situation couldn’t be more urgent. The Young Foundation point to a funding resources gap of 
3-6% per year, and suggest that we have 7 – 9 months before the crisis overwhelms us. Our 
Health Minister agrees, pointing to a ‘tsunami of cuts’ and arguing that we only have one chance to 
get this right. Our Audit Office agrees. The Williams Commission agrees. WCVA are calling for 
immediate and co-produced action. Frontline staff are reporting increased levels of demand and 
increased levels of stress as they struggle to cope. Yet we remain butterless… 
 
 
We need a radical and immediate change in the way we do things, at government level, in 
organisations, and as citizens, service-recipients and carers. This will involve changing both 
behaviours and systems. The overarching aim is shared power, shared control and shared 
responsibility between the state and citizens.  
 
This can only be achieved if we work together in genuinely equal and reciprocal 
partnerships. Starting right now. 
 

 


