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Introduction: from unilocal to comparative transdisciplinary urban co-production of knowledge

David Simon, Jan Riise and Henrietta Palmer


Co-production as a research approach

Co-production of knowledge as an approach has evolved since the 1970s. The objective has been to bring different stakeholder groups together in an attempt to improve outcomes, whether of services or research, and their legitimacy and to overcome often longstanding antagonisms and wide asymmetries of power by working or researching together (Jasanoff, 2004; Joshi and Moore, 2004; Mitlin, 2008; Polk, 2015a).

Co-production is generally seen as good for society, at least in relevant fields of research, as co-production is more equitable and includes more diverse voices and perspectives than traditional research (Durose et al, 2018). In the particular context of sustainable urban development, the terms co-production, co-creation and co-design have emerged to inform new expectations of project design, where the beneficiaries or users of a given intervention also participate in its design, research and implementation. Co-creation and co-design are gaining currency because they draw attention to the joint definition of shared problems and the design of an appropriate methodology, as well as undertaking the actual research, whereas co-production is sometimes used to denote only the actual research being undertaken jointly, on a design and methodology formulated by one or two participants, usually academic researchers. In this book, for convenience, we use co-production as a shorthand term to embrace all these variants.

The co-production approach to both research and service provision is now widely used in diverse situations in both the global South and North. In development contexts, co-production is often presented as a means of identifying and incorporating local and/or traditional forms of knowledge into development, thus moving beyond the problematic a priori valorisation of either local/traditional or generally Western scientific knowledge. However, this is far from straightforward in practice and many questions regarding how to integrate knowledge remain to be resolved, as will emerge in several chapters in this book.

Essentially, the many modes of co-production constitute more sustained and coherent forms of the diverse participatory research and consultation methods1 developed to engage with local communities, research subjects, or the intended beneficiaries of development or service investments. There is no clear boundary between co-production and participation – when the intention is to increase diverse stakeholders’ active involvement and effective power within the process concerned – in order to increase both the degree of democracy in the process, and confidence in and the legitimacy of the outputs and outcomes, and to diversify epistemically the knowledge produced. Indeed, for instance, participatory budgeting, of the kind initiated in Porto Alegre (Brazil) and subsequently applied in diverse cities (Cabannes, 2004, 2015), has many attributes of co-production, but even so is not immune from ossification and bureaucratisation over time, which have given rise to criticisms and loss of legitimacy.
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