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Responding to the ‘dark side’ of co-production
• Long seen the value of and utilised participatory 

methodologies whilst recognising they are not 
‘magic’ (Dudau et al., 2019) 

• Highlighted and critiqued tokenistic practice and the 
co-creation of dis/value

• Sociological analysis: ‘dark side’ not inherent to the 
method but often outcome of inadequate/actively 
hostile structures and systems (which promote poor 
practice) 

But what to do about this?

• Extend dark side critique into finding solutions
• Found potential in work of Elinor Ostrom to both 

mitigate the co-creation of dis/value and support 
the co-creation of value

Williams, O., Sarre, S., Papoulias, S.C., Knowles, S., Robert, G., Beresford, P., Rose, 
D., Carr, S., Kaur, M. and Palmer, V.J., 2020. Lost in the shadows: reflections on the 

dark side of co-production. Health Research Policy and Systems, 18(1), pp.1-10.



Eight design principles determined to enable groups to 
manage common pool resources effectively
1. Clearly defined boundaries

2. Proportional equivalence between benefits and 

costs 

3. Collective-choice arrangements

4. Monitoring

5. Graduated sanctions

6. Conflict resolution mechanisms

7. Minimal recognition of rights to organize

8. For groups that are part of larger social systems, 

there must be appropriate coordination among 

relevant groups. Every sphere of activity has an 

optimal scale

Ostrom, E., 1990. Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK



Testing the principles

• Review of 91 empirical studies accumulated 

since the original study provides strong 

empirical support for the efficacy of the core 

design principles (Cox et al., 2010)

Cox, M., et al. (2010). A review of design principles for community-based natural resource management. Ecology and Society

1a. User boundaries

1b. Resource boundaries

2a. Congruence with local conditions

2b. Appropriation and provision

3. Collective choice arrangements

4a. Monitoring users

4b. Monitoring the resource

5. Graduated sanctions

6. Conflict resolution mechanisms

7. Minimal recognition of rights to 
organize

8. Nested enterprises



Design principles for collaborative group working?

• 3 case studies in education & 2 in urban neighbourhoods
• because of their theoretical generality, the principles 

have wider range of application than CPR groups and are 
relevant to nearly any situation where people must 
cooperate and coordinate to achieve shared goals 

• although local tailoring is usually required for their 
implementation

‘Given such a strong foundation of theoretical and empirical 
support, the core design principles can potentially serve as 

a practical guide for increasing the efficacy of groups in 
real-world settings … We encourage others to use the 

principles … as a practical guide for improving the efficacy 
of groups, as we are starting to do for schools and 

neighbourhoods.’ (p11)
Wilson, D.S., et al. (2013) Generalizing the core design principles for the 

efficacy of groups. J. Econ. Behav. Organ.



Can we apply the principles within co-design initiatives in 
health & social care improvement work (and would they 
help)?

• value co-creation at group/collective levels is a gap in current QI 
discussions

• applying the principles could help maintain focus on user 
centredness in a complex design space

• applying the principles also invites consideration of all agents in 
a system simultaneously, and about the relational aspects of 
that system

• legal/monitoring aspects problematic?



A health systems case study: retrospective application 

Mendel P, Davis LM, Turner S et al. (2019). ‘Co-Design of Services 
for Health and Reentry (CO-SHARE). An Experience-Based Co-Design 

(EBCD) Pilot Study with Returning Citizens and Service Providers in 
Los Angeles County’. RAND Health Care Program

Robert, G., Williams, O., Lindenfalk, B., Mendel, P., Davis, L.M., Turner, S., Farmer, C. 
and Branch, C., 2021. Applying Elinor Ostrom’s design principles to guide co-design 

in health (care) improvement: A case study with citizens returning to the community 
from jail in Los Angeles county. International Journal of Integrated Care, 21(1).



Findings
• three distinct aspects of co-design were identified through consideration of the principles: 

1. understanding and mapping the system 
• clearly defined boundaries (principle 1); optimal scale and appropriate coordination among relevant groups 

(principle 8)

2. upholding democratic values
• proportional equivalence between benefits and costs (Principle 2); collective-choice arrangements (Principle 3)

3. regulating participation
• monitoring (Principle 4); graduated sanctions (Principle 5); conflict resolution mechanisms (Principle 6); and 

minimal recognition of rights to organize (Principle 7)

• within these aspects four of Ostrom’s eight principles were inherently observed (principles 1, 2, 3 

and 8)

• consideration of the remaining four principles could have enhanced the systemic impact of the 

co-design process (principles 4, 5, 6, and 7) 

• the design principles - and relationships between them - form a heuristic that could support the 

planning, delivery, and evaluation of future healthcare system-level co-design projects



Promotion of prospective application

Williams, O., Lindenfalk, B. and Robert, G., 2022. New development: Mitigating and negotiating the co-creation of 
dis/value—Elinor Ostrom’s design principles and co-creating public value. Public Money & Management, pp.1-6.

To facilitate translation of theory into 
practice, we develop Ostrom’s
work by proposing:

• an original, systemically-informed re-
classification of Ostrom’s principles 
(see diagram in next slide)

• that co-creation endeavours can be 
reconceptualised as a novel way of 
creating a ‘common pool resource’

• that failure to adequately address the 
potential to co-create dis/value can 
lead to ‘tragedies of co-design’



• We used systemic principles to re-
classify Ostrom’s principles into 3 
distinct aspects of co-design

• This illustrates the relationships 
between the principles and what 
functions they serve within 
collaborative endeavours

• This helps to anchor the principles 
in the practical tasks of co-creating 
which is useful as they can 
otherwise appear abstract

A new way of visualising the design principles



A heuristic (but no panacea) to promote the co-creation of value and 
both mitigate and manage the co-creation of disvalue
IN THEORY

Using the design principles supports 
achievement of both technocratic and 
moral rationales for co-creation by:

• providing a systemic and systematic 
approach to planning, delivering, and 
evaluating the co-creation of public value

• making explicit issues of equity relating to 
involvement and participation

• explicitly addressing the potential to co-
create dis/value and offering a means 
through which to negotiate unintentionally 
co-created dis/value



A heuristic (but no panacea) to promote the co-creation of value and 
both mitigate and manage the co-creation of disvalue

IN PRACTICE

The design principles can help groups to: 

• Identify who needs to be involved in any given co-creation process, including highlighting those who are 
missing/excluded (Principles 1 and 8)

• Recognize the uniqueness and importance of each actor’s/stakeholder’s contribution (Principles 1, 2 and 
8)

• Acknowledge that power is unequally distributed throughout systems and that this can/will inform the 
‘doing’ of co-creation (Principles 2, 3 and 7)

• Identify and address exploitative participation and negotiate interpersonal tensions (Principles 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 
and 7)

• Recognize how the contributions of each actor/stakeholder, and collaborations between them, relate to 
the overall aim of service (re-)design/improvement (Principles 1, 2 and 8)

• Develop a sense of collective identity and action and address issues of sustainability by promoting long-
term planning and equitable approaches to co-creating and managing value (Principles 1, 2, 3, 7 and 8)



Next steps

• Real potential in prospectively applying and evaluating the design principles in a diverse 

range of collaborative/participatory contexts

• May help to address questions of how to scale up and embed such approaches as self-

sustaining in wider systems 

• Mitigate and manage the co-creation/co-production of dis/value (‘tragedies of co-

design’)

• Funding secured for:
• 16-month prospective pilot study working with ‘Shaping Our Lives’

• 3-year PhD studentship to continue work with ‘Shaping Our Lives’

• Currently conducting citation review to identify/analyse previous prospective 

applications of Ostrom’s design principles

• Currently in process of developing resources to make design principles more ‘user-

friendly’ to facilitate their use in practice – PLEASE HELP US!
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