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Co-creation Solutions and The Three Co’s Framework for applying Co-

Creation 

Purpose 

A sense of collective free-thinking with tangible goals makes co-creation an enlightening experience. 

Yet despite the freedom and organic flow of the methodology, there remain barriers to deploying co-

creation in real-world context. The aim was to understand the barriers and solutions to co-creation, 

reflect on applying co-creation in practice and co-create an applicable framework for co-creation.  

Approach 

These reflections and conceptual developments were completed using a Participatory Action Research 

Approach through the co-creation of the Erasmus+ funded Co-creating Welfare course.  

Findings 

Results presented are centric to the experiences in the United Kingdom but led to application at an 

international level. Problem formulation led to solutions devised about who should co-create, what co-

creation aims to achieve, how to receive management buy-in, co-creating beyond the local face to face 

context, and evaluation.  

Originality 

The Three Co’s Framework is proposed using the outline of: Co-Define, Co-Design and Co-Refine. 

Those who take part in co-creation processes are recommended to be called co-creators, with less focus 

on ‘empowerment’ and more about facilitating people to harness the power they already have. Utilising 

online and hybrid delivery methods can be more inclusive, especially in response to the COVID-19 

pandemic. The use of co-creation needs to be evaluated more moving forwards, as well as the output 

co-created. 



Keywords: cocreation; coproduction; codesign; action research; patient and public involvement; 

framework 

Introduction 

The concept of stakeholder participation originated in the business management field 

referring to the process where customers, brands and business actively engage together 

interactively to create products that meet demand (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2000, 2004). 

This has since been applied to a range of contexts including education (e.g., Pinar et al. 2011; 

Ribes-Giner et al. 2016; Whitehead et al. 2003; Carvalho et al. 2021) and health (e.g., World 

Health Organization, 2013; Dean, Griffin and Kulczynski, 2016) with the EU commission 

embracing the need for participatory approaches as a more sustainable model because current 

societal demands are too complex to be met by the public sector alone1 (Torfing, Sørensen & 

Røiseland, 2019). However, this has been used inconsistently across and within countries 

with a variety of terminology, such as co-design, co-production and co-creation, with a range 

of delivery from tokenistic consultation to partnership and collaboration (Darlington et al. 

2017; Martin, 2010). 

For clarity and consistency, the term co-creation was employed for this work based on the 

definition that it is a ‘collective creativity, i.e., creativity that is shared by two or more 

people’ with co-production and co-design as specific instances or components of co-creation 

(Standers and Stappers, 2008, p6). Co-creation as an approach begins early in the process 

from the initiation and co-design of service development, with co-production considered to 

relate to the implementation phase of public services (Voorberg, Bekkers and Tummers, 

2015). Our definition was also based on the six principles for co-creation whereby 1) co-

 
1 Horizon 2020 programme focusing on; “Europe in a changing world – inclusive, innovative and reflective 
Societies 



creation is innovative aiming to create new prosperity within the context; 2) creates new 

qualities through combinations of different resources and skills; 3) is a dialogue-based 

process, where the people involved in the co-creation define the challenge and solution 

together; 4) propagates initiative and the rights for all to participate; 5) creates an 

understanding of interdependence; and 6) requires openness and willingness to take risks 

(The Voluntary Council, 2016). The creative aspect includes divergent and convergent 

thinking, that embraces the multiplicity of lived experience sometimes beyond the boundaries 

of a given subject and acting together as a self-organising collective. Our expression of 

divergence begins with expanding the number of ideas (Interaction Design Foundation, 

2016), with fewer limits and de-focussed thinking (Goldschmidt, 2016) letting the 

imagination run free. This thinking then shifts into convergence to synthesise a solution by 

applying experience highlights (Callari et al, 2019) as constraints. The effect is to go from the 

purely conceptual, and funnel down to the feasible. However, this process remains able to 

repeatedly diverge and converge until a solution might be validated. 

The co-creative process is just as important as the output using accessible methods of 

exploring, reflecting, communicating and documenting (Langley, et al., 2022). Co-creation 

should embrace an adaptive “complex system” model of change and interrelationships 

involved, be creative with human experience at the core, and facilitate the development of 

quality relationships that utilise conflict and power positively (Greenhalgh, et al., 2016). It 

should be emphasised that Co-creation, whilst organic, liberating and satisfying to partake 

(den Boer, Nieboer and Cramm, 2017), does remain a process – albeit a cyclical, non-linear 

one. External viewpoints can perceive the process as a quick, snapshot method that only 

observes a very narrow field of view. This may be partly attributable to the short timescale 

required to be involved in any one stage. However, once experienced in a real world setting 

rather than merely observed, co-creation methods and philosophy are cumulative, helping to 



democratise knowledge (Ramírez and García-Peñalvo, 2018) from shared insight that results 

in an environment where we connect, empathise and engage. 

It has been identified that even with these definitions and understanding, there remain 

barriers to using co-creation as people feel they need the competences, training and tools to 

apply co-creation processes in practice (Darlington et al. 2021). Co-creation is a complex 

process and when key principles are not fully adhered to, this risks it being tokenistic or a 

failure (Greenhalgh, et al., 2016). Therefore, the aim of this research was to understand the 

barriers and potential solutions to co-creation and develop an applicable framework alongside 

reflections of how to apply co-creation processes in practice. This conceptual development is 

focused on the United Kingdom experience, but this fed into a European level project where 

competencies that people need to co-create were examined (Darlington et al. 2021). An 

educational course using co-creative tools was then designed and tested to teach people how 

to facilitate and apply co-creation in their own contexts (the full contents are freely available 

to access at Anastácio et al. (2019), Co-Creating Welfare (2019) and 

https://ccw.southdenmark.eu/). This consequently has not been presented as a traditional 

article, but instead crafted as a piece of reflective learning with outputs of future 

recommendations and a framework for applying co-creation. 

Context – Participation in Action 

The co-creation process was underpinned by a Participatory Action Research (PAR) 

approach (Baum, MacDougall and Smith 2006). Despite mid-century origins (Lewin 1946), 

PAR is fundamental to a contemporary notion of establishing wide collaboration with 

multiple overlapping perspectives; hence our understanding of PAR was applied within the 

context of developing an educational course. This embodied multiple layers of the co-

creation of a course using co-creation tools to enable people who wanted to apply the 

https://ccw.southdenmark.eu/


methods in their own welfare contexts. Those acting as teachers and facilitators of this 

process (the authors) were academic professionals in the United Kingdom (UK), which then 

fed into a European level project developing this conceptual work with partners in France, 

Portugal, and Denmark. People taking part in the co-creation of the course and attending its 

pilot delivery were professionals from a variety of welfare settings, such as health and 

education, and from a range of organisational contexts including local, regional, and national 

coverage within the UK (see acknowledgements). Those involved were recruited through 

already established networks, snowball sampling and advertisement over social media with 

ethical approvals appropriate to each country’s regulations. University board ethics approval 

was received in the UK. 

The first step of co-creation was working with those involved to define and understand the 

needs of a co-creation course together as documented in Darlington et al. (2021). The 

findings from this identified key needs around promoting equal voice, shared understanding, 

problem solving, process management, mediation, dissemination, and evaluation. These 

training needs were embedded within a training course outline of four parts: creating a 

common understanding of co-creation; initiating the co-creation process through 

collaborative problem formulation; managing the co-creation process; and dissemination and 

communication of the co-creation process and its results (Anastácio et al. 2019). Co-creation 

tools were participatory activities used and developed by the professional facilitators of the 

course specifically aimed to address these co-created needs.  

The pilot of this course was delivered one day per month over four months to provide 

time in between training for those taking part to embed their co-creation learning. Attendees 

were encouraged to try using the co-creation activities they had experienced after each course 

day in their applied practice contexts and feedback their barriers and successes to the next 

course day a month later. This enabled the course to iteratively develop to suit the attendees 



needs as they arose, which led to the identification of key barriers faced. Following this 

problem formulation, solution formulation activities and aspects of training were iteratively 

developed to address these barriers during the course delivery. The identified problems to 

facilitating co-creation in practice alongside the solutions formulated during the course with 

the attendee co-creators are the first results presented. 

The key reason for people being involved in the course development or delivery was 

because they wanted to know how to actually achieve co-creation in practice. This led to the 

development of the three Co’s framework as a means for the facilitators to teach the ‘how’ of 

applying co-creation, which forms the second part of the results presented. The results 

presented focus on knowledge mobilisation (Ward, 2017) occurring throughout the co-

creative processes and as outcomes of activities within the course. The course provided the 

basis for skills building, developing individual confidence to move towards collective making 

as a group (Langley, Wolstenholme & Cooke, 2018). The process was underpinned by 

Design Thinking and creative hermeneutics where the experience of making together led to 

collaborative thinking that goes beyond the individual’s potential solution (Cross, 2011). 

Thus, reporting focuses on aspects considered key to co-creation processes: decision making, 

critical reflection and consideration of meaningful implementation of these decisions into 

practice (Gillard, et al., 2012). The training course materials were refined together as a result 

and are freely available online (Anastácio et al. 2019). The learning from the iterative 

problem and solution formulation, the co-created framework and facilitator reflections for 

carrying out co-creation in practice are the novel aspects provided in this article (see 

summary in Table 1). 

 

 



-----INSERT TABLE 1 HERE-----  

 

  



Problem Formulation 

Five key barriers to co-creation arose through problem-formulation activities: 1) who to 

involve and what to call those involved in the co-creation; 2) what is the aim of co-creation; 

3) how to negotiate the rationale for co-creation compared to traditional methods with 

management; 4) how to co-create beyond a local face-to-face context; and 5) how to evaluate 

co-creation processes? These arose directly from the co-creation methods used within the 

teaching of the UK-adapted version of the course (Co-Creating Welfare, 2019). In particular, 

they arose a) as outcomes from the ice breaker (i.e., word cloud, cue cards, co-creation 

ladder) and problem formulation activities (i.e., CUbe, photograph, walk and talk) on day 1 

of the course to establish what co-creation was and the barriers to co-creation and b) from the 

month between each of the course delivery days where the attendees had homework to try 

and embed what they had learnt into their practice contexts. This enabled time for the 

attendees to feed back the barriers they faced during the training sessions so that the course 

could be iteratively developed within that same course and teaching could be tailored to 

specific needs. The use of reflection during and after action (Schön, 1991) alongside the use 

of creative methods allowed for deeper learning (Meltzer, 2020). 

Solution Formulation to Arising Barriers of Co-creation in Practice 

Solution formation activities were carried out across days 2 and 3 of the course (Co-Creating 

Welfare, 2019). Day 2 allowed participants to choose from the barriers to co-creation they 

had identified on day 1 and look to find solutions to ones that they prioritised (i.e., using post-

it notes on flip charts, fishbowl, simulation game, poster activities). Day 3 focused on barriers 

to co-creation that they had identified in their own practice of applying co-creation in their 

local contexts (i.e., using Q-sort, project management case study, flip charts and Lego 

activities).  



1) Who to involve and what to call those involved in the co-creation?  

Through the post-it notes on flip chart activity on day 2 (Co-Creating Welfare, 2019), it 

was defined that the people who should be involved in co-creation processes are not only 

those involved in developing the output being co-created (such as a design, practice-based 

or research team) or those receiving it (as an end-user). They are also importantly people 

who could facilitate the success or provide a barrier to the output happening or working, 

and could therefore be those crucial to it being rolled out in practice successfully. An 

example of this could be the inclusion of a service deliverer, financial commissioner, 

management and/or policy maker. It was discussed that a preferred term for those 

involved in the co-creation was not stakeholders, citizens or people as these can be too 

generic. It was also preferred not to distinguish professionals and end-users as terms 

because this creates an ‘us versus them’ environment devaluing the idea that everyone 

involved are experts in their own experience with an equal voice. Upon reflection, a 

consensus was reached that the preferred term was ‘co-creators’.  

2) What is the aim of co-creation? 

The aim of co-creation was initially discussed on day 1 of the course by co-creators as 

‘empowerment’. However, this fuelled a deeper discussion across the remaining 4 course 

days as attendees began to reflect upon and understand their meaning of co-creation and 

what creates quality co-creation. The attendees agreed that although they had seen co-

design and co-production as often interchangeable words with co-creation in the past, 

following this course they felt that co-creation was at a fuller higher level of quality with 

a deeper level of partnership and a wider range of people who should be considered co-

creators. Co-creation was therefore considered to be an approach that should be 

embedded in the way that we always work with people rather than a one-off method. For 



example, applying co-creative process and activities in everyday meetings and the staff 

coffee area, as well as in specific projects. It was agreed that ‘empowerment’ was not a 

useful term to use in this context because this implies that power is being given to those 

involved. Instead, it was agreed that people already have this power and co-creation is 

about facilitating co-creators to have the space and support to harness that power.  

3) How to negotiate the rationale for co-creation compared to traditional methods with 

management? 

Additional emphasis was placed on the management of the co-creation process, 

specifically focusing on gaining management ‘buy-in’. This was identified as a barrier in 

between course days by the attendees when trying to apply co-creation in their own real 

contexts. We therefore dedicated case study time on day 3 of the course to examine 

solutions to this aspect. A key solution included understanding the priorities and 

terminology of management or those that you are looking to be involved or support the 

process. An aspect the attendees found useful was the understanding that traditional 

methods can be quicker to begin with but can often lead to the development of an output 

that can have low uptake, attendance or success rates. It can therefore be less time 

efficient and cost effective in the long term. A co-created output should have key relevant 

voices included from the beginning meaning that the implementation of that output in 

practice is more likely to be successful for those receiving and delivering it, therefore 

more amenable to management and financial goals. 

4) How to co-create beyond a local face-to-face context?  

Co-creation has more traditionally been completed in local face-to-face contexts where 

everyone can be joined together in one room at the same time. Barriers to quality co-

creation can occur when harder-to-reach groups (including both end-users and 



professionals) cannot all meet at the same time, or the co-creation requires people 

nationally or internationally to work on a project together. Finding a solution was 

identified by course attendees as a priority to examine on day 2 and chosen to be 

addressed during the poster activity (Co-creating Welfare, 2019). Solutions included 

phases of co-creation where discussions are started as a group of co-creators and shared 

with another group, who develops ideas further and then passes it on to another group. 

The co-creators from the course called this the ‘pass-the-parcel’ method of co-creation. 

Translating and using co-creative tools to online and hybrid methods was also discussed, 

with the use of multiple medias used and snowballing techniques to reach a range of 

community groups. 

5) How to evaluate co-creation processes? 

The methods for evaluation, both formative throughout the co-creation process to allow 

for iterative development, and summative at the end of the course were demonstrated and 

provided in the training e-book (Anastácio et al. 2019). Through a formative reflection 

activity, it arose that they wanted to focus on evaluation more during the course, so this 

was embedded on day 3 as a flip chart activity (Co-Creating Welfare, 2019). Through this 

activity, they highlighted that it is important to consider whether the aim is to evaluate the 

product created and/or the quality of the co-creative processes, because these should be 

considered as two separate aspects of the evaluative options. Additionally, evaluation of 

the use of tools for creative engagement is useful (Galabo & Cruickshank, 2021). 

Developing a Co-creative Framework - The Three Co’s  

The three Co’s framework was developed in response for a need to outline how the 

co-creation collaboration process can be carried out in practice. The three Co’s developed and 

proposed for this framework are 1) Co-Define, 2) Co-Design and 3) Co-Refine (see Figure 



12). Each stage is explained alongside learning and reflection iteratively developed from co-

creating the course. We also include examples of co-creation tools from the course 

(Anastácio, et al, 2019; Co-Creating Welfare, 2019) that can be used to carry out the 

framework stages in practice. However, these are not aimed to be prescriptive, and the 

framework remains open to be used with any relevant participatory approach or method. 

Although the framework phases mainly happen in order, it is important that co-creation 

remains flexible and iterative, and so the linearity presented is a general guidance rather than 

a strict order of process. The three Co’s framework arose as a formalisation of co-creation 

concepts distilled from the design and business model of ‘fail fast’ (Forbes 2019; Goldberg 

and Ruehlin, 2019) and ‘fail often, learn fast’ (Langley, et al, 2022). This uses the minimum 

viable product (MVP) approach to encourage ideas to be shared, their creators not to be 

precious and the result to be better informed as a result of mistakes. 

-----INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE-------  

Co-Define 

The first stage, co-define, includes bringing the co-creators together for the first time with 

‘ice-breaking’ activities and understanding the individual reasons that each person has 

become a co-creator, as well as the shared goal that everyone is working towards together. 

The aim is to identify the key needs of the group and consider the strengths and resources that 

each person brings. This can also ensure that potential conflicts are identified and addressed 

(Basadur et al, 2000) as early as possible. Recommended activities from the CCW course for 

this ice-breaker stage include word clouds, the photo challenge, walk and talks, cue cards, 

post-its and flip charts (Anastácio et al. 2019).  

 
2 The colour scheme indicated by figure 1 provides contrast against the overall project visual identity only. 



An important aspect that arose during this development process was that co-creating 

the rules of engagement with each other is key to reduce the number of potential 

misunderstandings and conflicts that arise during the co-creation, whilst also building rapport 

as a team. The rule setting stage is vital reference since it can be used to ensure that the 

collective operates in the way they initially agreed and to provide interaction guidelines to 

any latecomers in the process. This not only includes aspects of respect, open-ness and equal 

voice, but also includes aspects such as confidentiality, acknowledgement and intellectual 

property (Hoddinott, et al, 2018).  

It is also important to explicitly discuss terminology being used and understand how 

different people can have different meanings for the same word. An example of this was 

found to be different understanding of the word ‘co-creation’. Some course attendees were 

worried about their ability to actively do co-creation because they did not consider 

themselves to be creative people. It is useful in these initial stages to clarify that it does not 

mean creativity in the sense of being an artist, but instead is about the ability for everyone to 

come together to develop and realise ideas together. The Q-sort activity from the CCW 

course (Anastácio et al. 2019), based on constructionist multiple-participant design Q-

methodology (McKeown and Thomas 2013), provides a useful method to examine different 

linguistic understanding, encouraging the co-creators to initiate collaboration, negotiation and 

collective problem-solving.  

Previously it has been considered that co-creation starts with the fuzzy front end of 

pre-design, examining what needs improving or what the next thing should be (Sanders and 

Stappers 2008). However, this co-define stage positions co-creation starting even earlier than 

this by examining the problems first and creating the co-creation team. In the co-defining 

phase, the more variation in the co-creator’s interests and backgrounds, the better as diverse 

potential barriers and limitations can be identified right at the beginning of the process; as 



well as the people that could add resource and accessibility to the co-creation team. Often co-

creators looked to move ahead to finding solutions to some of the initial problems arising at a 

shallow level of depth from the loudest voices. Referring to the rules of engagement can help 

to minimise the impact the loudest voices may have.  

It is highly recommended that facilitators keep the co-creators focused on problem 

identification at this early stage with enough time for people to think at a deeper level and 

ensure all voices have been heard. The importance of active listening can be highlighted at 

this point. The aim is to avoid people only listening superficially to gain the gist or 

understand how to respond, but instead encourage a deeper level of active listening (Rogers 

and Farson, 1957) to understand the other person’s logic, emotion and point of view (Spataro 

and Bloch 2018). A key is to facilitate the co-creators to investigate differences, and not just 

similarities and consensus. Equally important is the facilitator’s role in encouraging the 

listener to try to think impartially while listening and empathise with the insight being shared. 

Recommended activities from the CCW course (Anastácio et al. 2019) for problem 

formulation include the CUbe (Magee, Moody and Fielden 2012; Moody, Magee and 

Stefanov 2020), picture challenge and the fishbowl (Kane 1995; Tricio et al. 2018). 

Co-Design 

Co-design is the second stage where the identified problems can be prioritised and 

solution formulation for these priorities can now be utilised. A mistake can be made when 

people decide to complete collaborative processes by starting with the presentation of a 

solution to those it might impact in practice. By doing this it assumes the presenter 

understands the underlying problems and it can therefore become tokenistic consultation or 

involvement (Arnstein ,1969; Torfing, Sørensen & Røiseland, 2019).  



Once the priorities have been identified and solutions formulated together, these can 

then move from ideas to design together. This maps well with previous understanding of 

where co-design fits in with the co-creation process (Sanders and Stappers, 2008). The co-

creators need to then discuss what the responsibilities are, who will complete them and how 

low fidelity prototypes (Ku and Lupton, 2020) of the outcomes will be achieved. Without this 

final conversation and dissemination of responsibility the design might not turn into an 

implementable action. Alternatively, our attendees found that it was unrealistically assumed 

that they, as the facilitator, will have responsibility for all actions decided. Recommended 

activities from the CCW course (Anastácio, et al, 2019) for solution formulation include the 

poster pitch, simulation game (Vlachopoulos and Makri 2017) and Lego® play underpinned 

by Design Thinking (Brown 2008; Dell’Era et al. 2020).  

Co-Refine 

The final stage of co-refine begins with the co-creators reassembling to assess the 

prototype of the outcomes developed and discussing how these can continue to be built upon 

and refined in a sustainable way. This builds upon the previously generated knowledge in a 

high-fidelity form (Ward et al, 2015) relevant to the proposed solution. Iteration is vital to co-

creation processes and this can be a continual development stage over time as evaluation, 

dissemination and impact occurs.  Recommended activities from the CCW course for 

dissemination include story-telling, story cubes and Pecha Kucha (Anastácio et al. 2019). 

This was underpinned by discourse and narrative methodology where the co-construction of 

verbal stories aids the framing of the process and output (Goffman, 1981; Lloyd and Oak, 

2018).  

We observed that by the time the co-creators reached this co-refining point, they were 

much clearer about their intention’s and more deeply aware of the consequences of decisions 



made during the course of their collaboration. They were additionally clearer about how to go 

about refining them. The linear representation in Figure 1 can be helpful to those new to the 

experience to see a number of sequential steps, rather than be distracted by the fuzzy logic of 

the initially chaotic characteristic of open collaboration (Sanders and Stappers 2008). The 

reflective activity of co-evaluation throughout the process is likely to cause a return to the 

design or definition phase and consequent re-iteration of the method as represented in Figure 

2.  

------INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE---- 

Co-creation Facilitator Reflections 

Facilitator reflections were developed with the co-creators of the course as an iterative 

process. This was through developing understanding of arising areas where attendees 

benefitted from more in-depth exploration together as a group, or where it was identified that 

key learning points had happened within the group from the action-based pedagogical 

approach being delivered (Chevalier and Buckles 2019). As facilitators, strength and 

excitement was witnessed through people truly co-creating experientially. The feeling of 

energy in the room was powerful as novelty was uncovered live using this approach. As this 

course was developed with the aim of training attendees to facilitate co-creation and embed 

the co-creation philosophy within their workspaces, these four main reflections are targeted at 

the overarching facilitation level: the role of the facilitator, co-creation setting, managing 

group dynamics, and sharing responsibility for sustainability. 

The role of the facilitator 

The first reflection focuses on the reason we have called the people ‘teaching’ co-creation to 

the course attendees, the facilitators. As academics in this role, we had backgrounds in using 



participatory and co-creative methods across health, education and design previously. To 

reduce collaborative tensions and power imbalance (Philips, 2009), we felt it important to 

emphasise that as facilitators we were not there in the role of expert; everyone involved 

brought expertise to the group and no one individual’s expertise was more important than 

another’s. During the course delivery we also reflected together on whether a facilitator had 

to stay removed from inputting to the co-creation happening or whether they could be part of 

it. This was because the facilitator usually has motivation for organising the co-creation in the 

first place, and therefore also have a key role in the co-creation themselves. Together we 

agreed that facilitators could be involved as a co-creator too for this purpose because it is 

difficult to separate yourself from the evolution and learning of the group. The level of co-

creator the facilitator may be is to be agreed with the group when the rules are developed in 

the co-define stage (i.e., do they take part in the co-creation activities as an equal participant? 

Or do they facilitate the activities from an organisational capacity but are able to co-create 

through reflecting with the group throughout the process and creating the designed output for 

refinement as we did when co-creating this course?) 

Co-creation setting 

 The second reflection is based on the co-creation setting. Often what can happen is 

that one person or group of people, such as health care professionals, invite another group, 

such as patients, to come and meet them to discuss the development of an output, such as a 

health service. This often means that the meeting is being held at the host’s setting. The same 

can occur if participants are being invited to come to an academic building to take part in 

research. This can exacerbate the ‘us versus them’ impression as those invited are external to 

the host setting and can therefore feel like outsiders. To avoid this, a neutral setting is 

preferable to help encompass the philosophy of equal voice, expertise and importance during 

the co-creation. We recognise that practicalities do not always mean it is easy to bring a range 



of people with different needs and responsibilities together, and this might lead to a group 

being hosted where the busiest group of people are or where the free room is. If this is the 

case, then this could be explicitly discussed at the co-define stage ensuring that all involved 

understand that this choice was purely logistical, and everyone’s voice is valued equally 

within the co-creation. The hosts may also wish to take measures to make the co-creation 

setting feel as neutral as possible and be away from their usual working space. For example, 

stepping outside into a green space in the grounds or using a less formal room in the building. 

Additionally, the use of some co-creation tools can be hosted online and although this cannot 

replace the benefit that can be gained from face-to-face tools, such as building Lego® 

structures together, online forums are a promising neutral space to bring the co-creation 

process. 

Managing group dynamics  

The management of group dynamics during co-creation sessions are important, such as 

ensuring that everyone has been able to say what they think and different perspectives have 

been appreciated (Langley, et al, 2022). Using creative activities over traditional methods that 

additionally provides time and space for idea resolution puts co-creators on a more even 

platform to work together helps this to be achieved. However, the main novel aspect of this 

reflection focuses on the management of the potential for co-creators to leave or join 

throughout the ongoing co-creation process over time.  Logistically if co-creation is 

happening over time, it will mean that people will change priority or move away and 

therefore leave the co-creation group, and likewise as the co-creation evolves people may be 

brought into the group. It is advised that the co-created rules of engagement and how people’s 

inputs will be acknowledged are re-assessed as this change occurs. A new voice in an already 

established working group can cause disruption to the group. This occurred during our course 

delivery, which made that group feel uncomfortable when the new voice was dominant and 



risked the new voice feeling like an outsider. Therefore, managing this explicitly and early on 

as a group is recommended. 

Sharing responsibility for sustainability 

With a range of co-creators who can bring barriers or successes to the final product being 

implemented and useable, there is a risk that the group get carried away with the solutions 

and do not give themselves enough time to discuss how they will actually happen. Some co-

creating attendees found that when they went to facilitate their own co-creation in practice, it 

was often assumed that after the co-creation they would then be the person responsible for 

making all of the agreed solutions happen. This was outside of their own capacity and can be 

off-putting to co-create in the future if it leads to giving yourself more work from it. It is 

therefore recommended that co-creators are facilitated to discuss who will take responsibility 

for making the implementable actions happen, especially at the co-design stage. 

Discussion 

Important barriers to applying co-creation processes in practice led to co-created 

solutions to those barriers. Additionally, the three Co’s framework and facilitator reflections 

are novel additions for utilising the approach in real-world contexts. In particular, the three 

Co’s framework responds to the call for a new “ladder of co-creation” examining initiation, 

design and implementation of new solutions (Torfing, Sørensen & Røiseland, 2019). The 

diagram of the framework created in Figure 1 was a result of the cocreated course output. 

This highlights the basic outline of the framework and what can be undertaken at each stage. 

However, it is important to acknowledge that this is a simple presentation where realistically 

the co-creative process may go back and forwards between these steps or be cyclical 

alongside the fuzzy complex nature of cocreation as represented in Figure 2. This links in 

with the question and potential solutions on how to co-evaluate developed from this project, 



but also highlights a need for more detail on how to evaluate co-creation processes and their 

outputs generally and within this framework. 

Overall, co-creators felt there was an importance in the shared voice that happens as a 

result of the co-creation process. This aligns not only with the agenda of active involvement, 

but also the underpinning primary objective to democratise service development and research 

(Pinfold, et al, 2015). Previous understanding of who should be involved in co-creation (and 

other co-approaches) mainly focuses on academics, designers or the service deliverer inviting 

end users to be actively involved in the service development (Darlington & Masson, 2021) or 

researchers involving practitioners (Martin, 2010). The solutions formulated from our co-

creation process build on this by highlighting the need to involve a range of people who can 

provide solutions and reduce barriers to the success of the co-created output. This range 

includes managers, commissioners, and policy makers who may place limits or provide 

resources that can make a difference to the failure or success of co-creation goals. The 

facilitator role and involvement in the co-creation should also be discussed alongside the 

rules at the beginning. Involving a facilitator actively in the co-creation can bring bias to the 

group, but alternatively their experience and voice may be an important one to include 

(Darlington & Masson, 2021). It is also key to note that the co-creation process does not need 

to be initiated by a professional and can, for example, come from a community member or 

student wanting to initiate change (Bovill, 2019). To avoid the ‘us versus them’ feeling, it is 

important to not only include a range of perspectives, but to be explicit in this to encourage 

knowledge creation (Gillard, et al. 2012). The use of the term co-creators aligns with the 

collective making approach to knowledge mobilisation where stakeholders are directly 

influenced by the creative practice to become co-creators within the process (Langley, et al., 

2018). This has developed within high-income countries, and health and education contexts. 



It would be useful to examine these solutions, reflections and framework across other 

countries and fields, particularly using trans-disciplinary approaches.  

There is an acknowledgement that time and effort is needed at the planning stages of 

projects to consider the use of embedding co-creation (Goldsmith, et al, 2019). The outlined 

reflections and the three Co’s framework provide considerations and a structure for how this 

can be done. It addresses the need to advance the reporting and reviewing of participatory 

approaches (Smith, et al., 2022) and provides a systematic outline for future research 

examining the potential mechanisms of ‘co-approaches’ on knowledge mobilisation and 

health outcomes (Grindell, et al., 2022). These co-approach terms can be used 

interchangeably (Voorberg et al., 2015) and so the application of the framework and solutions 

should be transferable to equivalent terms, such as when co-production is defined similarly or 

to more explicitly document which aspect of co-creation has been completed. However, our 

course attendees who on a surface level experienced co-creation and other co-approaches as 

interchangeable terms, ended up reflecting that co-creation was a more overarching concept. 

This aligns with previous research concluding that co-creation should not be a term used 

interchangeably with co-planning, co-managing, co-design and co-production (Darlington & 

Masson, 2021), and that co-design and co-production are components of co-creation 

(Standers & Stappers, 2008). Additionally, co-creation begins from initiation to realise new 

disruptive solutions to shared problems (Torfing, Sørensen & Røiseland, 2019) rather than 

co-production focusing on implementation (Voorberg et al, 2015) and service usability 

(Realpe et al., 2015). Co-creation is not just a one-off method that can be applied for a 

project, but an approach to work and life where co-creative processes and activities can be 

applied to embed the philosophies of active involvement and equal voice. Co-approaches can 

often be conflated or mislabelled, and so the three Co’s framework and co-created solutions 



provided could help to reduce this problem of ‘cobiquity’ (Williams, et al, 2020). However, 

these applications need further examination.  

One of the purposes of co-creation has previously been identified as empowerment 

(Darlington & Masson, 2021). However, within our co-creation, this was questioned as a 

word that implies that power is given to others, for example if professionals invite end-users 

to be actively involved. It was reflected that the co-creation approach is more about providing 

a space and support for all co-creators to harness their power. This links to the facilitator 

reflections on what the co-creation space organised means to the different co-creators and 

whether it implicitly implies a hierarchy of power. There are benefits to providing a neutral 

co-creative space where feasible. Although in-person co-creation potentially provides space 

for deeper knowledge mobilisation and solution formulation, co-creation facilitated online 

can provide this neutral space. This can be especially useful if co-creating across a larger 

geographical area or more remote communication in response to COVID-19. The ‘pass-the-

parcel’ method co-created as a solution to this potential problem can be useful here. The key 

is not to be precious about draft ideas or prototype designs and allow other co-creators to 

amend and evolve ideas. It harnesses the ‘fail often, learn fast’ approach (Langley, et al, 

2022) to creating a minimum viable product, underpinned by design thinking (Brown 2008; 

Cross, 2011; Dell’Era et al. 2020). The three co’s framework has already started to be used to 

underpin pedagogical and research projects (e.g., Pezaro, Jenkins & Bollard, 2022; Pearce, et 

al, 2023a; Pearce, Bell, Magee & Pezaro, 2023). However, there is a future need to evaluate 

the use of the three Co’s framework, as well as examining the impact it has in research, 

practice and policy development. A need for clearer guidance to evaluate co-creation 

activities, processes and outputs was highlighted. These could build on the current CO-

creation REporting Standards (CORES) that are being developed (Pearce, et al. 2023b).  

Conclusion 



There is a dearth in previous publication on how co-creation and similar co-approaches can 

actually be utilised in real-world contexts and research. Through problem and solution 

formulation during the co-creation course, key barriers and solutions to co-creating in 

practice have been identified and reflected upon. The novel three Co’s framework has been 

developed to outline the co-creation collaboration process and guide the facilitation of co-

creation in practice: Co-Define, Co-Design and Co-Refine. Those who take part in co-

creation processes are recommended to be called co-creators, as people that can create either 

a barrier or help an output be successful. Co-creation shouldn’t be about ‘empowerment’ per 

se, but instead be about facilitating people and provide space to harness the power they 

already have, our experience suggesting a different emphasis to typical community-based research. 

Co-creation can be a useful approach for management to buy into because in the long term, 

an output being developed using this method is more likely to meet the needs of those 

receiving, producing, delivering and financing it, and therefore increasing chances of long-

term success. The ‘pass-the-parcel’ method of co-creation, as well as utilising online and 

hybrid delivery methods can be a useful way of including a wider range of groups 

internationally across disciplines, especially in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. There 

can be benefits to co-creation facilitators being actively involved in the co-creation and this 

should be discussed with the other co-creators. Neutral co-creation spaces can reduce the 

feeling of power imbalance between co-creators. Co-creation rules should be established 

together early in the process, and re-assessed as people leave and join the co-creation team. 

Responsibility should be explicitly discussed and shared among the co-creation team to 

ensure that the facilitator is not burdened with implementing all of the planned actions and 

the co-created output is sustainable.  The use of co-creation needs to be evaluated more 

moving forwards, as well as the success of the output co-created. The use of the Cocreating 



Welfare approach and tools, and the three Co’s Framework needs further trial and evaluation, 

but so far has been reported as useful for applying co-creation processes in practice. 
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Tables and Figures 

Table 1. Summary of the findings from the problem formulation, solution formulation, developing a 
co-creative framework and co-creation facilitator reflections. 
 

Section of article Problem  Solution 

‘Problem 

formulation’ and  

‘Solution 

Formulation to 

Arising Barriers of 

Co-creation in 

Practice’ 

Who to involve and what to 

call those involved in the 

co-creation? 

Co-creators - people who could facilitate the 

success or provide a barrier to the output 

happening or working and could therefore be 

those crucial to it being rolled out in practice 

successfully. 

What is the aim of co-

creation? 

Not to empower per se because people already 

have their power, instead it is about facilitating 

the space and support to harness that power. 

How to negotiate the 

rationale for co-creation 

compared to traditional 

methods with management 

Understand priorities and terminology of 

management, involve management in the co-

creation, and discuss how co-creation can be 

more efficient in the long term to align with 

management and financial goals. 

How to co-create beyond a 

local face-to-face context? 

‘Pass-the-parcel’ method as well as using 

online and hybrid methods using multiple 

medias and snowballing techniques to reach a 

range of community groups. 

How to evaluate co-

creation processes? 

 

Formative and summative co-evaluation.  

Consider what is being evaluated, i.e., the end 

product and/or the quality of the co-creative 

processes. 

‘Developing a Co-

creative 

Framework - The 

Three Co’s’  

 

A need to outline how the 

co-creation collaboration 

process can be carried out 

in practice. 

The three Co’s Framework 

1) Co-Define  

2) Co-Design 

3) Co-Refine 

‘Co-creation 

Facilitator 

Reflections’ 

 

The role of the facilitator 

 

Facilitators of co-creation are not there as the 

‘experts’ because everyone involved brings 

expertise. Consider together whether the 

facilitators are co-creators too or not. 

Co-creation setting Neutral space where possible. 

Managing group dynamics Co-create rules of engagement at the beginning 

and continue to assess this together if people 

join or leave the co-creation team. 

Sharing responsibility for 

sustainability 

Facilitators should not automatically be 

assumed as the people who will create the 

output or implement it. It should be discussed 

as part of the co-creation who will be 

responsible for making different aspects of the 

agreed solutions happen to ensure they are 

feasible and sustainable. 

 



  

Figure 1. The three Co’s framework: Co-define, Co-design, Co-refine. This provides a framework on 

how the co-creation process can be carried out, while acknowledging that this process will not 

necessarily be linear. 

  



 

Figure 2. Representation of the Three Co’s Framework as a non-linear process with co-evaluation 

embedded throughout. 
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