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Abstract 

Background Creative methods/practices have been highlighted as helpful to develop more collaborative, equi‑
table research partnerships between researchers and communities/public‑participants. We asked artist partners 
to design four online workshops, one on each research priority area: school environments and mental health; well‑
being within the Somali community; air pollution; health data. We aimed to understand whether creative processes 
can enable public‑participants and researcher‑ participants to meet in a neutral space to discuss a research theme 
and begin to build collaborative relationships through more equal engagement. Ideas could be taken forwards 
with seed funding, providing opportunity for collaboration to continue beyond initial workshops.

Methods Different artist partners designed and facilitated four workshops. Evaluation data was collected on each 
workshop using participatory observation and fieldnotes, alongside chatlog data, and one‑to‑one interviews with 21 
workshop participants, providing a contextually rich, comparative evaluation across four diverse workshops. Analysis 
was thematically driven.

Results Artist partners took different approaches to designing workshops. The workshops began with introduc‑
tory games and activities, and there was less emphasis on introductions of people’s roles, with the intention to avoid 
hierarchical dynamics. Whilst public‑participants enjoyed this, some researchers found it challenging and reported 
confusions over their workshop roles. Disrupting usual practice and challenging norms was not always an easy experi‑
ence. There were examples where emergent, co‑created knowledge was enabled. However, it was more challenging 
to facilitate longer‑term collaborative research projects from the workshops due to different stakeholder priorities, 
and lack of staff time/ less sense of ownership for further work.

Conclusions Creative activities can influence and impact the types of conversations between public‑participants 
and researchers in a way that changes and challenges power dynamics, shifting towards public‑participant driven 
discussion. Whilst deconstructing hierarchies is important, supporting researchers is key so that any discomfort can be 
productive and experienced as a vital part of co‑production. Longer term collaborative research projects were limited, 
highlighting a need for facilitation beyond initial workshops, and a sense of ownership from workshop participants 
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to take things forwards. Workshops like these may lend themselves well to research prioritisation. However, taking 
community‑led ideas forwards within research funding landscapes remains challenging.

Keywords Creative activity, Collaborative research, Creative partnerships, Public engagement, Public involvement, 
Participatory performance

Plain English summary 

Create to Collaborate aimed to develop and facilitate creative public involvement workshops with members 
of the public, researchers, and community organisations, who were potentially interested in collaborating on a future 
health research project. We wanted to evaluate the extent to which creative, external facilitation by different art‑
ists could enable the development of more equal relationships and reduce power differences at the beginning 
of a research process. We worked with artists who designed and facilitated an online workshop, and community 
partners who helped recruit members of the public to increase diversity in participation. Then, we delivered and eval‑
uated the workshops to understand different participants’ experiences. Four workshops are reported in this article, 
each focused on a different topic: mental health in school environments, wellbeing in Bristol’s Somali community, 
air pollution, and health data. We took observational notes at the workshops and conducted one‑to‑one qualita‑
tive interviews with 21 workshop participants. Feedback from public‑participants taking part in creative workshops 
led by artist facilitators described them as ‘engaging’, ‘comfortable’ and ‘equitable’. Researcher‑participants reported 
workshops as ‘open’, ‘inclusive’ and ‘engaging’, whilst also reporting some confusion over what their own roles were 
and how much they could contribute as academic researchers. The project demonstrates a need for further clarity, 
particularly for researchers, over what roles may be in setting up a collaborative relationship, and possible disparity 
in expectations between those attending in an employment capacity and those joining as a public‑participant in their 
own time.

Background
Co-production research methods facilitate researchers, 
practitioners and the public to work together, so that they 
share power and responsibility from the start to the end 
of the project, including the generation of knowledge [1]. 
There is a strong theme in the co-production literature 
that highlights the importance of ensuring that hierarchi-
cal structures are interrogated, and levelled where possi-
ble, with a growing body of knowledge on how to achieve 
this and what practical strategies are effective [2, 3]. One 
area that offers a potential direction for travel is interest 
in the role of creativity and arts in the co-production of 
health research and in practices of knowledge mobilisa-
tion [4–9].

Creativity and participatory performance
Create to Collaborate (C2C) was designed to focus on 
creative participatory processes, exploring creativity as 
an enabling, dynamic process, rather than the develop-
ment of a creative product. Standard definitions of crea-
tivity often focus on outcomes rather than process [10]. 
Research into creativity has more recently highlighted the 
importance of paying attention to the dynamic process of 
creativity that may or may not lead to creation [10]. The 
identification and conceptualisation of an unsolved prob-
lem can be considered to be a creative task in itself [10]. 

More recently, work to define a “creative experience”, has 
been proposed as follows:

“A creative experience can be defined as novel person 
world encounters grounded in meaningful actions 
and interactions, which are marked by the principles 
of: open-endedness, nonlinearity, pluri-perspectives 
and future-orientation” [11].

Knowledge production environments such as Univer-
sities often privilege rationality and reason, rather than 
emotion, expression or creativity [12]. By working with 
artists we intended to explore approaches to participa-
tion that moved away from rational discourse and tradi-
tional meeting structures into differently structured and 
unexpected encounters. We intended to explore creative-
based research as a process, rather than a product to dis-
seminate results [4].

Specifically, we were interested in how participatory 
performance [13, 14] and other creative processes might 
contribute to meaningful experiences of participation 
within the development of health research. Participatory 
performance (as a specific set of performance practices) 
contains significant expertise around how to design expe-
riences for participants that are meaningful, facilitated 
appropriately, and achieve the desired type of engage-
ment with the subject of the performance [14, 15]. The 
skills that underpin this ability to successfully design an 
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experience for participants include knowing how to invite 
participation, how to facilitate and incorporate the con-
tributions made by participants, and the ability to build 
interpersonal relationships between the participants as 
well as between participant and performer [14, 15]. Par-
ticipatory performance makers also work thoughtfully 
with the power differentials at play in different participa-
tory situations; appreciating how difficult it is to achieve 
genuine collaboration with audiences [15]. Offering the 
ability to contribute may not always result in participants 
experiencing agency in that situation, and agency needs 
to be experienced in order to be meaningful [16]. Public 
involvement and engagement in health research can be 
considered as a specific type of participatory situation, 
which requires similar components as a performance to 
be successful: a clear invitation for participants, a process 
through which their contributions can become part of 
the project, and the facilitation of relationships between 
all participants. We wanted to explore how the expertise 
of participatory performance makers and artists might 
be productively applied within a public involvement with 
research context.

Aims and research questions
The aim of this project was to explore how creative 
engagement methods might enable different sectors of 
the public who might not usually get involved within 
research projects, to participate in the forming of 
research agendas and projects, and support the devel-
opment of more equal relationships. In this article we 
explore how creative processes and participatory per-
formance influence the relational dynamics between the 
public and researchers within the four workshops held to 
answer three research questions:

1. How can creative activities facilitate the development 
of more equal or neutral interpersonal relationships 
between researchers, practitioners and public-partic-
ipants, and begin to support the active deconstruc-
tion of power hierarchies present in engaged and col-
laborative research?

2. How do creative activities impact on perceived roles 
and opportunities for contribution in collaborative 
health research projects (i.e. potential agency and/or 
increased capacity to engage)?

3. What is the impact of these creative engagement 
methods on:

(a) the potential collaborative health research pro-
jects

(b) longer-term relationships between researchers, 
practitioners and public-participants?

This paper tackles the first two research questions, and 
we illustrate our steps and recommendations towards the 
third.

Methods
Study design
This qualitative study involved two interrelated phases.

Phase 1: identifying and working with:

• Artist partners who could design, deliver and facili-
tate an online public involvement workshop with a 
creative aspect (designing the workshop)

• Community partners to support recruitment of 
members of the public who are less represented 
within research projects, and who may experience 
barriers to getting involved in health research (with 
the aim of increasing diversity in research participa-
tion).

Phase 2: evaluating the C2C public involvement work-
shops through a qualitative study to understand whether 
and how creative engagement methods and participa-
tory performance can facilitate the development of more 
equal or neutral interpersonal relationships between 
researchers, practitioners, and public-participants.

The core C2C team involved two health researchers 
(a health sociologist (MF) and anthropologist (AM)), a 
public engagement expert (JS), and a participatory per-
formance and impact researcher (AB). The C2C project 
involved many groups, including both those who deliv-
ered and participated in the project. See Table 1 for a full 
overview of all groups involved in the project and how we 
refer to them through this article.

Phase 1: working with artist and community partners
C2C was originally conceived and initiated before the 
COVID-19 pandemic as a series of face-to-face work-
shops combining a morning creative activity, shared 
lunch and some research focussed discussions in the 
afternoon. After an initial face-to-face pilot with young 
people, we had to transform all our plans into a digital 
online format as the pandemic started and lockdowns 
occurred. This meant new challenges for how we could 
bring the creative element online, and we shortened our 
proposed structure from five hours to 90–180 min with 
breaks.

Participatory performance has a history of using differ-
ent types of technology to mediate participation [17, 18], 
so when our workshops had to take place online, we built 
on existing expertise to develop online workshops. We 
worked with artist partners to rework our original ideas 
and explore how we might achieve the same aims online, 
but without just trying to recreate what we had originally 
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planned in a face to face format before the pandemic. 
This included taking a wider view on what a shared crea-
tive activity might look like: in person this might have 
been all making a pot out of clay together but online this 
would not create connections between participants as 
each would be working individually in their own space. 
Two C2C researchers (AM and AB) had informal conver-
sations with an agreed shortlist of potential artist part-
ners. Our criteria for choosing artist partners included 
experience and knowledge of facilitating online creative 
events, knowledge and experience of participatory per-
formance and/ or other creative participatory processes, 
expertise in working with community groups (that 
related to our chosen participant groups) and a range of 
creative approaches.

The C2C team agreed upon three artist partners who 
were approached and asked to design a workshop (WS) 
on at least one of the four research priority topic areas: 
school environments and mental health (WS1), wellbe-
ing within Bristol’s Somali community (WS2), air pol-
lution (WS3), and health data (WS4). Each of the four 
workshops was designed bespoke to the topic and the 
people we were hoping to involve. Workshop topic areas 
were chosen through consideration of institutional pri-
orities, in discussion with various academic, community 
organisation and public contributor stakeholders. Two 
were set within the research themes of the Elizabeth 
Blackwell Institute (EBI), a University of Bristol hub for 
interdisciplinary health research, and two were set within 
the context of the NIHR ARC West research priority set-
ting exercises (school environments and mental health, 
air pollution). NIHR ARC West conducts applied health 
research with partners in the health and care sector, 

alongside patients and members of the public to address 
issues facing the health and social care system.

Rationales for workshop design
One key challenge within collaborative development of 
research projects is that it is difficult to manage power 
differentials when researchers know more about how a 
research project might happen than potential partici-
pants. Often public involvement workshops are designed 
by the researchers with their own aims and ambitions in 
mind [19]. We aimed to change some of these dynamics 
within the workshop design and our rationales are out-
lined in Table 2.

Recruitment and informed consent
We identified community partners with the appropriate 
expertise and established community links for three of 
the four workshop priority topic areas (school environ-
ments and mental health, wellbeing within the Somali 
community, air pollution). Community partners were 
seen as the most appropriate partners who had spe-
cialism in the area, often had links to community par-
ticipants and could advertise workshop invitations to 
reach people who were less represented within research 
projects, and who may experience barriers to getting 
involved. Community partners promoted the invitations 
through various means including a shared survey link on 
their website, social media, newsletters, and email listings 
for potential workshop participants to click and sign up. 
With WS3 we advertised and recruited through leafleting 
in areas of deprivation with high levels of air pollution 
(see Fig. 1 for the leaflet) and did a more open call out for 
participants for WS4 through creative organisations. The 

Table 1 People involved in the C2C project with terms for reference

Name of group involved Role in project Relationship 
to research 
institute

Delivered project C2C team Core project team, made up of 3 researchers (MF, AM, AB) and 1 public engage‑
ment expert (JS), responsible for the overall delivery and evaluation of project

Internal

C2C team observer Member of C2C team making observational notes on workshops, for data col‑
lection (AM for all workshops plus one other)

Internal

Artist partner External collaborators; artists responsible for the design and facilitation of pro‑
ject workshops

External

Community partner Local community organisations who supported workshop design and partici‑
pant recruitment e.g. young people’s mental health charity, community arts 
centre

External

Participated in project Public‑participant A member of the public/community who attended and took part in workshop External

Researcher‑participant An academic researcher from the University of Bristol who attended and took 
part in workshop

Internal

Practitioner‑participant An individual from a community organisation who works in an area related 
to workshop theme, who attended and took part in workshop (e.g. health link 
worker)

External
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survey link gathered information on eligibility criteria 
which was different for each workshop (see Table 3). As 
workshops progressed we added an additional question 
in the sign-up survey as to whether people had been pre-
viously involved with research, positively sampling those 
who had been less involved in research.

Public-participants were contacted by email or phone 
by a researcher to arrange an online informed consent 
meeting. Information about the study was emailed in 
advance of meeting. At the consent meeting potential 
participants had an opportunity to ask questions about 
the study and workshop, and verbal or written recorded 
consent was obtained. Researchers and practition-
ers were approached by email and sent information on 
the study. For WS1 researchers were asked to sign and 
return a consent form via email. For workshops 2–4, to 
ensure researcher-participants were treated the same as 

public ones, each researcher/practitioner was met with to 
explain the study and answer any questions before ask-
ing for the consent form to be completed, signed and 
returned by email.

Phase 2: data collection
Evaluation data was collected at each workshop using 
participatory observation, with fieldnotes being typed 
during and immediately after the workshop. Observa-
tions were informed by an observational guide (Addi-
tional file  1). Observational notes were completed by 
at least two C2C team members for each workshop to 
strengthen validity of the data. The purpose of the obser-
vational data was to provide data on behaviours, activi-
ties, workshop atmosphere and relational interactions 
which may be lost to recall or reported differently during 
follow-up interviews. Qualitative one-to-one interviews 

Table 2 Rationales for workshop design

Aims/ actions Rationale

Artists designing the workshop Employ skilled facilitators with appropriate skill sets that were external to the C2C team and the Univer‑
sity, to support the facilitation of a more neutral space [7]
Provide space for artists and facilitators to design a situation that builds on their expertise, with‑
out the limitations that can happen when academics commission an artist and then direct them (but 
without having any experience design expertise themselves). Academics relinquish control [5]
Avoid academics setting up the workshop, where they might make implicit decisions about what 
is important and what should be discussed, and they would know exactly what would happen 
and when
Create a space where it might become possible for the facilitator to subvert what the participants’ 
expectations might be for their role and the purpose of their contributions

Creating a level playing field at the beginning Researcher‑participants enter the workshop space with the same level of knowledge as the public‑
participants and having been told the same reasons for why they might want to attend. We note 
that whilst the C2C team aimed for researcher‑participants to be taken through the same recruitment 
process as public‑participants, in practice researcher‑participants would never enter a research project 
as a ’naïve participant’ as they already have a deep understanding of research processes (e.g. consent 
procedures and investment in topic areas through their own research careers)
Destabilise hierarchy [5]

Change the usual introductions style Introducing a researcher‑participant at the start suggests a structure of a focus group, 
where the researcher has expertise in a particular topic and where they would like to collect the expe‑
riences of people who have lived experience of that topic. Without introducing the researcher‑
participants, we intended to create a more open space for participants to consider their own role 
within the event and begin at a more level starting point
In most workshops we intended that researcher‑participants were not introduced as a researcher, 
but rather only by name in the same way as public‑participants. However in some workshops this 
was less feasible (in WS1 the public‑participants were young people, making the adults in the workshop 
clearly researcher‑participants, in WS3 one researcher was known to the group.)

First build interpersonal connections, 
before discussing research interests

Use a variety of techniques including participatory performance, creative methods and play to build 
interpersonal connections between people first, before then beginning a conversation about their 
shared interests and respective experiences and ideas on the research topic
Actively cultivate relationships as a priority [5]

Final criteria for workshop design Build relationships between public‑participants and researcher‑participants in a way that attempts 
to break down common hierarchies in research
Include a section that is ‘for fun’ rather than about research; focused on building relationships 
where everyone works together doing something fun/creative
Include a section focused on collective development of research ideas in relation to the workshop 
theme, using creative methods and including collaborative processes of capturing conversation 
and outcomes

Workshop design lead Artist partners and community partners, together with AB and JS (WS1‑2, WS4)
Artist partner and community partners together with JS, AM and MF with input from topic researcher 
(WS3)



Page 6 of 18Malpass et al. Research Involvement and Engagement           (2023) 9:111 

with public, practitioner and researcher-participants 
were semi-structured and guided by a topic guide (Addi-
tional file  1). The purpose of interview data was to 
explore experiences and perceptions of the workshop—
including roles, power dynamics and levels and types of 
engagement. Interview and observational data were tri-
angulated with data created during the workshop itself, 
through workshop packs, written notes in online white-
boards, or the chatlog function and in WS1 a short sur-
vey after the event.

Analysis
All the data was imported into NVivo 12 software. AB 
designed the initial deductive coding framework to be 
used in NVivo. Working with deductive and induc-
tive (NVivo) coding, AM coded all the data, with 33% 
of data double coded by MF. JS further went through all 
transcripts to anonymise them for sharing within the 
data repository, identifying any further themes as they 
arose through this process. All the data for each work-
shop was coded in turn to facilitate building a cluster of 
codes for each workshop. For each workshop, the types 
of data were coded in the same sequence: first interview 
data, then chatlog data, finally observation fieldnote data. 
Codes were analysed within each workshop before being 
compared across workshops. Codes were organised into 
themes and overarching themes to answer our research 
questions. We were interested to identify disconfirming 
accounts within workshops as well as across workshops. 
We were also interested to identify different accounts 
between researcher, practitioner and public-participants 
– particularly around issues of power dynamics and 
perceptions of whether participants were able to make 

contributions regardless of their background or public 
versus researcher status.

Results
Table 4 shows the number of participants who expressed 
an initial interest in each workshop, the number who 
completed informed consent, and the number who 
attended the workshop. We did not routinely collect 
socio-demographic information on participants.

Table 5 gives a summary of each workshop content and 
format.

We present the results thematically, making compari-
sons across workshop case studies in terms of the follow-
ing over-arching themes, and demonstrating thematic 
claims with verbatim data:

1. Setting up the space and introductions
2. Conversational dynamics, contributions, roles and 

identity
3. Impacts of workshops

To denote who is speaking, all participants are labelled 
according to workshop number. Practitioners have an 
additional (-practitioner) after their interviewee par-
ticipant number, and researchers have an additional 
(-researcher) after their interviewee participant number. 
A GRIPP2 short form [20] is included as Additional file 2 
to illustrate how we have reported on our experiences of 
public involvement throughout this article.

Setting up the space and introductions
Introductory games
All workshops used a variety of introductory games to 
begin. In WS1 the game show atmosphere (go and fetch, 
measuring a potato, awarding points) helped put some 
young public-participants at ease, moving from “awk-
ward” towards feeling “calm” and able to connect and 
“bind” (WS1A); “getting us pumped up, excited and ready 
for something new” (WS1A). In WS2, which had two art-
ist facilitators, the game ‘go and fetch’ (an online version 
of show and tell) was seen by some participants as signifi-
cant in building relationships: “it really helps people see 
the humanity between each other” (WS2A-practitioner). 
However, some researchers in WS2 found the introduc-
tory games did not fit so well, but appreciated the sec-
ond facilitator, a British Somali poet, who led the group 
discussions. In WS3 participants were asked to fetch and 
bring an object to the screen that represented the work-
shop topic—air pollution. One public contributor who 
usually lacks confidence to share their views, found this 
very enabling.

Fig. 1 Workshop 3 Air pollution leaflet using a physical recruitment 
strategy due to geographical recruitment. Other workshops used 
digital recruitment
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“Making sure that everyone had spoken at the begin-
ning definitely helped, because once you’ve done it 
once it’s very easy to then do it again” (WS3E)

Within WS4 one participant described how a game 
had the right balance of fun and engagement, another 
said there was a “level playing field and everyone collabo-
rating and being able to make a contribution” (WS4A). 
In contrast, two WS4 researcher-participants felt that 
despite the games helping to break down barriers, the 
games went on for too long.

“I think we had too many activities in a way, where 
we were getting to know each other and helping to 
build that participatory collaborative work that we 
were doing… it felt that we ran out of time to actu-
ally discuss the really important thing…” (WS4D-
Researcher).

Generally, researchers’ views were more mixed about 
the games, with some experiencing new and crea-
tive ways of engaging with people which they said that 
they would adopt in their own future practice. Other 
researchers were more familiar with some of the tech-
niques used, and some were unsure of the value or bene-
fit of the extended time given to this. In contrast, almost 
all public-participants reported enjoying and appreciat-
ing the introductory games and activities. When asked 
to describe the atmosphere in the workshop, public-
participants used only positive descriptions such as: 
engaging, enjoyable, interesting, great fun (WS1); com-
fortable, safe, exciting, uplifting, enlightening (WS2); 
familiar, comfortable, non-judgemental, open, enjoy-
able, equitable, engaged, interesting (WS3); welcoming, 
friendly, equitable, fun, level playing field, wacky, quirky, 

open, relaxed, fun, light, friendly, slightly competitive, 
gamey, enjoyable (WS4). There were varying perspec-
tives on the extent to which the activities were seen 
as creative, with some researcher-participants having 
expectations of a more hands-on creative activity, whilst 
acknowledging the limitations of Zoom and social dis-
tancing, which was operating during the workshops.

Introducing people and roles
The workshops took a variety of approaches to intro-
ducing people, attempting to change the usual struc-
ture where researchers are introduced through their 
role and research interests:

“We did introductions for a fair while but it wasn’t 
focused on what people did. Obviously, there was a 
bit of like ‘I’m a researcher at so and so University 
or I volunteer or whatever it was, but there wasn’t a 
focus on that, which I think equalised everyone as 
just people interested in that conversation rather 
than we must listen to that person because they 
are a learning person, do you see what I mean? It 
felt it equalised very quickly.” (WS2-Practitioner)

Researchers had various responses to this. Some had 
expected that they would have an opportunity to speak 
about their work:

“I was expecting it at the beginning if I’m honest 
during the introductions. I was almost expect-
ing the people attending from a research back-
ground to almost give a very short summary of 
their research and what they’ve been involved in” 
(WS2C-Researcher)

Table 4 Recruitment: number of participants contacted, recruited and attended workshops, and interviewed

Totals in bold

*For workshop 3 two shorter workshops were held with participants attending either a morning workshop or an evening workshop to enable greater participation. 
This decision aimed to provide two time slots to increase recruitment amongst a demographically unknown geographical population

Number 
of public-
participant 
expressions of 
interest

Number of 
informed 
consent 
processes 
completed 
with public-
participants

Number 
of public-
participants 
consented 
and attending 
workshop

Number of 
practitioner-
participants 
(pract) 
consented 
and attending 
workshop

Number of 
researchers 
consented 
and attending 
workshop (res)

Total 
participants 
attending 
workshop

Total 
participants 
interviewed

WS1 Young 
people

16 14 11 1 4 16 4 (2 public, 1 res, 1 
pract)

WS2 Somali 
community

12 12 12 2 4 18 4 (2 public, 1 res, 1 
pract)

WS3*
Air pollution

37 26 21 2 3 26 7 (6 public, 1 res)

WS4
Health data

25 10 10 0 4 14 6 (4 public, 1 res)

Total 90 62 54 5 15 74 21
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Another suggested additional guidance would have 
been helpful, which was developed as workshops 
progressed:

“I think I was quite a bit confused in my role…. I 
sort of outed myself and said, ‘I’m also a researcher,’ 
but I was then meant to be a participant, so I was 
a bit confused… It just meant the workshop started 
with me—a bit unsure about if I’d done something 
right or wrong, and what my role was in the work-
shop…. I feel like we went… we went into it really 
quickly without setting ground rules or knowing 
what was going on.” (WS3C-Researcher)

This was changed by WS4 as we learnt to give 
researchers more guidance as to how the workshop 
would run, and that role introductions would not 
happen at the beginning. Whilst there were no role 
introductions in WS4, one researcher thought that 
public-participants still “knew who the experts were” 
(WS4D-Researcher). However, three WS4 public-par-
ticipants connected not knowing who the researchers 
were to a feeling of equitability:

“not knowing who the researchers were in the begin-
ning until later meant that it felt very equitable” 
(WS4A).

Table 5 Workshop design and content

Workshop 1 (WS1) Date and duration: Saturday 6th February 2021, 3 h
Framing/workshop style: Game show: points were kept by participants; games were not aimed at skill/technique but building con‑
nections. Moments of reflection in the chat were included throughout. One main facilitator, supported by a second
Opener/warm-up: Measuring the potato brought by participants (smallest and largest potato lose); Zoom fetch including an object 
that is ‘a comfort’. Following a screen break, a quick movement game where only 3 people could stand at any time
Relationship building exercises: Creating connections with all participants turning cameras off and turning them back on if a 
statement was true for them (only showing all those that had that thing in common). Switching roles, with young people asking 
researchers questions in small groups
Research discussion: Zoom polls asking questions about the pandemic and school support. Anonymous chat responses to a series 
of questions around how it feels to be sent out of class, the effectiveness of school discipline, and what participants wished school 
staff knew more about. Small group task to come up with a new strategy to support student wellbeing at school, which was then 
pitched to the main group with a vote at the end
Ending: All participants hiding under a blanket on screen with the challenge to not be the first or last to remove your blanket

Workshop 2
(WS2)

Date and duration: Thursday 11 March 2021, 2 h including pizza delivery towards end
Framing/workshop style: A participatory experience with games, conversation and spoken word poetry. Two facilitators (one British 
Somali who would be able to facilitate culturally appropriate discussion)
Opener/warm-up: Welcome and stretches. Introductions and each share one interesting thing and a thing discovered during lock‑
down
Relationship building exercises: Checking in with mood through reflection exercise and sharing reflections on things that are good 
and challenging. Small group game to find the most interesting thing you have in common. Zoom fetch game, including finding 
an object of hope
Research discussion: Facilitated discussion on participants experiences, such as their roles as women in the community, what would 
make it easier to reach out, and quick meal tips
Ending: Three minutes to free write. Reflection on connections made and checking back in on mood with reflections on experi‑
ence. Mention of seed funds available with further follow‑up emails including discussions about this

Workshop 3
(WS3)

Date and duration: Wednesday 21st April 2021 (1.5 h, one morning, one evening workshop)
Framing/workshop style: Conversation guided by facilitator and illustrated booklet provided to participants before the workshop. 
One main facilitator with co‑facilitators for breakout rooms
Opener/warm-up: Hello and welcome, session housekeeping. Researcher introductions
Relationship building exercises: To bring and discuss an object to the screen that represented the workshop topic—air pollution
Research discussion: Break out room discussions, supported by illustrations in workshop packs. Discussion exercises included ‘in my 
neighbourhood I want to change…’ and ‘use the key to map air pollution issues in your area’
Ending: What could £2000 fund as a community project exploring air pollution

Workshop 4
(WS4)

Date and duration: Thursday 15th July 2021 (3 h in the afternoon)
Framing/workshop style: Game Show: series of small group games that became more elaborate, with points awarded to the teams 
after each game and a small prize on offer to the winning team. Two facilitators
Opener/warm-up: A number generator to put people into teams and a game to find the most interesting thing each team had 
in common. Zoom fetch with an object related to song lyrics (with the link explained by each participant for points)
Relationship building exercises: Sharing talents and tips (in pairs) and a group challenge to steal the Mona Lisa using the group’s 
specific talents
Research discussion: Game that asked participants to decide in a fictional situation whether they would share their health data. 
Team conversation and writing of a manifesto on health research (shared back with main group)
Ending: Researcher introductions. Introduction to seed funds available. Discussion about future session
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“I was actually surprised at who were the specialists 
in the room. The people that were being researchers 
I didn’t think they were the researchers so when they 
revealed themselves…I was like, ‘wait, you’re the 
researcher, okay’. It surprised me that they were able 
to blend in with the participants... Everyone then felt 
more equal within the room so more comfortable to 
say this is what I’m thinking without the judgement.” 
(WS4B)

Conversational dynamics, contributions, roles and identity
In WS1 young participants described feeling listened to, 
felt their views mattered, that their “voice was heard”, 
that “everyone’s opinions were heard” (WS1-survey). 
Young people particularly valued an anonymous chatlog 
discussion: “games where you were anonymous- I feel 
people opened up most” (WS1-survey). The anonymous 
chatlog contributions were to have an important influ-
ence on what happened after the workshop, due to the 
power of young people’s words, particularly around the 
impact of school discipline on wellbeing. However, whilst 
a researcher-participant and practitioner-participant in 
WS1 enjoyed the anonymous chatlog, they both shared a 
concern to ensure that with any anonymous contribution 
there was a way to follow up in case a safeguarding issue 
was identified.

In WS3, participants were posted an illustrated work-
book created by the workshop facilitator. This work-
book was integral to the workshop and participants were 
invited to read and complete it before the workshop if 
they wanted to. One participant whose first language was 
not English and who knew little on the topic of air pollu-
tion found the workbook:

“Was really easy explained and gave me the pos-
sibility, as I didn’t have any knowledge about it 
[the topic], to get involved and feel involved in the 
workshop… I knew what was gonna be next, and if 
I didn’t understand something, I was looking at it” 
(WS3A).

In WS3 there was a shared sense amongst public-
participants that everyone could contribute on a similar 
level.

“It felt like it was everybody involved and everybody 
got a chance to say what they wanted, not being 
directed too much.” (WS3G)

Two C2C team observers interpreted dynamics where 
researcher-participants spoke first and public-partici-
pants were then reticent to speak, suggesting an une-
qual dynamic: “It did still feel a bit like an “us and them” 
meeting.” (WS3-observational fieldnotes). However, 

public-participants framed differences in contribution as 
unproblematic, even positive, because it indicated there 
was no pressure to speak if you didn’t want to.

“I think it’s nice because when you build a space that 
is safe, then it’s still their own choice… there was no 
pressure, so I think this is nice, in a way, that some-
body that doesn’t feel comfortable to talk doesn’t 
have to talk, but then others take part” (WS3A).

This contradiction highlights that impartial workshop 
observers can only interpret how others are experienc-
ing a workshop; these interpretations may not always be 
aligned with participants’ own experiences.

In WS4 a public-participant experienced the workshop 
as challenging normal dynamics:

“In other settings and at work you find that it’s the 
usual suspects talking…you don’t necessarily hear 
from everyone whereas this experience was differ-
ent to that. It felt like everyone was contributing and 
it wasn’t just the same people talking all the time.” 
(WS4A).

In contrast, researchers tended to find it more difficult 
to know when to contribute to conversations, and how to 
add in their related knowledge. Some felt a need to “sit 
back” from making contributions, as different research-
ers from WS2 and WS3 both expressed:

“I knew information that could have maybe helped 
that conversation, but I didn’t say anything ‘cause 
I didn’t want to be, ‘Oh, I’m the expert, by the 
way.’(WS3C-Researcher).

“I didn’t want to turn around and say ‘I’ve studied 
this’ or ‘I’ve researched this’ when people were talk-
ing openly about personal experiences. I think some-
times I found it quite hard to know when to jump in” 
(WS2C-Researcher).

A WS2 practitioner-participant felt researchers were 
right to ‘tread lightly’ initially but recommended bringing 
in researcher-participants more towards the end:

“when they [Somali women] have someone from 
not their culture coming in and telling them, so it 
is kind of [important to] tread lightly….I think they 
[researchers] got it right… towards the end, you 
know, they [had] already won over the ladies, … they 
could have maybe shared a little bit more about 
their background and what they’ve done, because 
towards the end everyone was comfortable… the 
conversation was flowing” (WS2D-practitioner).

Overall, most researchers felt their contribution had 
been more limited than they expected:
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“I mean I was able to deliver a short pitch and I 
think that was a reasonable contribution but, as I 
said, I think it was a little bit rushed at the end and 
I felt like perhaps I had a little bit more understand-
ing and subject matter knowledge than I was able to 
provide and probably part of that was not wanting 
to lead people particularly in a direction.” (WS4C-
researcher)

Public-participants’ perspectives on this varied. Pub-
lic-participants described flow and equity, but they also 
wanted researcher expertise. One said it would have 
been good to hear about researchers’ contributions at the 
beginning. Another shared the sense of a missed oppor-
tunity to speak more with researchers, whilst also having 
benefitted from not knowing who they were in the first 
half of the workshop:

“I really enjoyed the last part where we were able to 
ask specific questions of the researchers… but then 
I also enjoyed the fact that we didn’t know who the 
researchers were, I thought that was really well done 
in that it was held back otherwise we may have 
been slightly reliant on those individuals in our dif-
ferent rooms to maybe lead the discussion and that 
wouldn’t have been a positive thing I don’t think. I 
would have perhaps liked a little bit more interac-
tion with the researchers but how do you do that? 
There’s just not really enough time I suppose....” 
(WS4E).

In contrast to researchers’ eagerness to voice and share 
their identities and work, one WS3 public-participant 
particularly kept quiet about their own identity. This par-
ticipant did self-censor their verbal contributions as they 
felt “vulnerable” about expressing their opinion, as part 
of a marginalised group. However they still felt part of it 
because they could write in the workbook and see every-
one. This public-participant suggested that anonymising 
contributions could have been helpful, just as the artist 
partners had done in WS1, so nobody could tell who said 
what: “… even a little box to put in an anonymous com-
ment…basically for minorities or people who just might 
not feel comfortable saying something” (WS3F).

Finally, data suggested the different roles that peo-
ple brought to the workshops, typically determined by 
whether they were employed or not within the topic area. 
For some researcher-participants, this went hand in hand 
with some unclarity around what their own contributions 
could be:

“Was I participating in the discussions as an aca-
demic, or as a member of the public?” (WS3C-
researcher)

One researcher-participant noted that the workshop 
felt ‘participant-driven’ in a way that was new to them:

“It was a completely different atmosphere, very 
much participant-driven rather than perhaps what 
I’ve been involved in before.” (WS2C-researcher)

Whereas a practitioner-participant felt familiar with 
the workshop structure:

“I work with commissioners and service providers 
but I also work with people with lived experience 
and communities on the ground, so I guess I’m in 
the middle all the time, so I just kind of learnt that 
everyone is a person with a view and just have to 
kind of—your view is as valid as the next person’s.” 
(WS2A-practitioner)

Impacts of workshop
Impacts on workshop participants and connections
Within WS1 one young person, when asked later about 
their role and contribution in the workshop, described 
stepping into a leadership role:

“Like I kind of took a leader role on that kind of [dis-
cussion]... So, kind of a leader role of just expressing 
my opinion and saying how I wanted it [school envi-
ronment] to also be changed as well.” (WS1A)

In WS2 one participant felt empowered and informed 
to broach the topic of mental health with their father for 
the first time:

“It has prompted me to have conversations with 
other people, namely my Dad, because my Dad 
views mental health as a taboo, but having listened 
to most of the women speak [in the workshop], it 
opened up the floor for me to have a conversation 
with my Dad… I was kind of challenging him on 
that, and I feel like I’ve gained a lot of knowledge, 
myself ”. (WS2B)

Similarly, a WS3 public-participant felt more equipped 
to begin conversations with friends on the topic of air 
pollution. A WS2 community practitioner found that the 
techniques used in the workshop, helped her reflect and 
develop her own practice:

"It was really interest[ing] to me to see a different 
way of working because we do a lot of focus groups 
ourselves and engagement events… it’s really inter-
esting to hear a different way of asking questions… 
we’re taking all the learnings… do a storytelling 
workshop ourselves for community groups" (WS2A-
practitioner)
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These examples fit with the idea of the co-creation of 
emergent knowledge, which may lead to lasting personal 
knowledge [5]. In WS4 a public contributor saw how the 
creative play facilitated discussion on research topics:

“You’ve created something together and even if the 
thing you’ve created isn’t as an object but a story 
about stealing a painting, that’s still something 
you’ve made together as a group…creating some-
thing together bonds a group in a way I think that 
nothing else can… in those games, already hav-
ing talked about all your super powers, now we’ve 
all shared our talents; you‘ve shared your talents 
so we’ve already begun, we’ve already played talk-
ing about ourselves – ‘oh this is a bit of me that I’ve 
shown you’, so we’ve already done it so then showing 
you something else about me [is] less scary” (WS4E).

However, in contrast, a WS4 researcher-participant felt 
the workshop hadn’t “really nailed the subject matter” 
(WS4C). This researcher-participant was hesitant about 
participating in a similar workshop format again, and the 
online nature meant that there had been less opportunity 
to follow up connections.

“There were loads of interesting people in the work-
shop who had really interesting insights, who I would 
have loved to go and speak to a bit more in depth 
about various issues or thoughts or perspectives that 
they had, and there wasn’t an opportunity to do 
that” (WS4C-Researcher).

Some public-participants also fed back that they would 
like to swap contacts with both researcher-participants 
and other participants, to build on the workshop discus-
sions and connections, which was not always possible in 
the time allotted for the workshops. In addition, online 
workshops made it difficult for this to happen organically, 
as they might within an in-person workshop during cof-
fee breaks.

Further developments after workshops
At the end of the workshops there were varying amounts 
of time to discuss next steps, potential collaborative pro-
jects and how these could be supported by seed funds. 
Some participants had expected or wanted something 
more from the workshop towards the end:

“Having feedback on that idea to see if it’s actually 
do-able or not, or giving us more support or more 
continuity and follow-up” (WS3A).

Whilst this was offered via email contact, which some 
participants took up, on different workshops there was 
limited project staff time to take this on. The available 

£2,000 seed fund was aimed at supporting an ongoing 
conversation and development towards a research pro-
ject in an equitable way. Indeed, part of the rationale 
for having two of the workshops linked to ARC West 
research priority setting, was the intention that workshop 
discussions could feed into research projects developed 
with the resources of ARC West. This worked well with 
WS1, as young people’s anonymous contributions about 
their experiences of school discipline, when discussed 
at the research priority setting group was influential in 
setting up a project on the impact of school discipline 
on pupil wellbeing [21]. The young people involved in 
the workshop were invited to be part of a pre-existing 
Young People’s Advisory Group and to train up as peer 
researchers, who then went onto interview other young 
people about their experiences of school discipline. With 
WS3 the air pollution conversations were harder to fit 
and public health departments who were also mem-
bers of the research priority-setting groups established 
other priorities they wanted to develop as research. 
Whilst one C2C team researcher had various conversa-
tions with public-participants who had ideas for the seed 
funds, unfortunately nothing came to fruition. Discus-
sions in WS2 and WS4 included suggestions that follow-
on events were needed with researchers playing a more 
active role in developing research priorities from these 
discussions. Further meetings followed WS2 bringing 
together the community partner and two public-par-
ticipants to develop follow-on training sessions for the 
community. Due to staffing changes, this was not able to 
progress, but further relationships between the univer-
sity and community organisations have been maintained, 
serendipitously, through other health projects. WS4 
participants expressed interest in being involved in fur-
ther work on health data, but without capacity amongst 
attending researcher-participants to lead further discus-
sions related to their focus areas, no subsequent projects 
occurred.

Discussion
Overall, the study was able to successfully engage mem-
bers of the public and local communities and research-
ers in health research workshops. Our data presents a 
complex picture about whether the creative processes 
facilitated the development of more equal/neutral inter-
personal relationships between researchers and pub-
lic-participants and supported the deconstruction of 
power hierarchies. How do we make sense of conflict-
ing accounts between public-participants and some 
researcher-participants, with the latter being more likely 
to be critical of the process of the workshops than the 
public?
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To aid our analysis of this, it is useful to frame our 
results within different dimensions of power. Power can 
be visible and seen, hidden through agenda setting and 
decision-making processes, and invisible through usual 
practice, values and assumptions [22–25]. These different 
dimensions of power have been used to help understand 
power dynamics within co-production processes [26, 
27] and we illustrate how different dynamics were pre-
sent within the workshops (Table 6). The sections below 
cover these visible, hidden and invisible power dynamics 
in more depth, alongside a reflection on the challenges 
we faced and recommendations we suggest as a result of 
these (Table 7).

Visible dimensions of power: roles and conversational 
dynamics
Our experimentation with not introducing researcher-
participants as researchers at the beginning of a work-
shop produced some unease and discomfort, with a sense 
of researchers not knowing the rules or how to interact. 
We took from this a need to explain our intentions more 
clearly before each workshop (Table 7, point 1), and this 
was something we aimed to do in later workshops. Some 
of these tensions were still present in WS4, with some 
public-participants articulating that they would appreci-
ate a clearer contribution from researchers because they 
wanted to be able to contribute usefully to the research 
topics. Due to their different employment status, pub-
lic and researcher-participants may arrive at meetings 
with different agendas, expectations, and ideas about 

the use of their free/employed time. Research time is 
highly pressurised, with the system favouring quantity 
over quality, at the expense of creativity [28], which may 
allow researchers precious little time to dedicate to open 
exploration of new ways of working (Table  7, point 2). 
Despite offering a small seed fund for follow-on work, 
it was clear that maintaining momentum for research 
prioritisation would require dedicated staff time, most 
likely by research support staff (e.g. PPI/public engage-
ment professionals) working in collaboration with both 
public-participants and researchers. We found capacity 
challenges limited our ability to provide support for fol-
low-on work (Table 7, points 3 and 4).

We debated as a team about our findings in relation 
to the position, experiences and views of researcher-
participants in the context of the positive experiences 
reported by our public-participants. Given that our 
aim was to disrupt established power positions, some 
of the team considered some feeling of discomfort on 
the part of researcher-participants as not necessarily 
inappropriate. However, we also felt that just because 
someone felt uncomfortable, or unclear in their role, 
that did not necessarily mean that we were being suc-
cessful in dismantling power dynamics. Yet, there is an 
identified dynamic within co-production where profes-
sionals “engage in a process which reduces their pro-
fessional power, with the experience of challenge and 
discomfort being a key feature of that process” [29]. The 
workshop structure meant that researchers’ roles were 
partially deconstructed, however, we did not have the 

Table 6 Power dynamics within C2C workshops

Dimensions 
of power

Description Workshop structure and dynamics present

Visible Institutions, hierarchies and roles, observable conflict and disa‑
greement, resources

We attempted to make researcher roles less visible 
through not introducing researchers as such at the beginning 
of some workshops, although this created some discomfort 
and confusion for some of the researcher‑participants
We tried to link resources to post‑workshop activities, to enable 
development of future collaborative work. However, this had mixed 
success

Hidden Agenda‑setting and decision‑making processes Initial themes came from different discussions including community 
organisations, young people, cross‑sector priority setting groups, 
and University research themes. Public‑participants reported 
an open and engaging conversation
Our initial focus on activities attempted to move away from tra‑
ditional meeting agenda approaches controlled by research‑
ers. This worked well from public‑participants’ perspectives, 
although less well from researcher perspectives

Invisible Usual practice, language, beliefs, attitudes, values and assump‑
tions

Assumptions of how things would work were sometimes disrupted 
by artists and facilitators
Researchers sometimes assumed that their research interests would 
be given airtime, but this was often less than they had expected 
or hoped for
Researchers and public‑participants tended to value different 
aspects of the workshops
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space or guidance to help reconstruct these roles into 
something different, which meant that roles were not 
clear. This may have contributed to researchers get-
ting less involved after the workshops. More broadly, 
there are important epistemological, institutional and 
personal challenges that can occur within the develop-
ment of co-produced research [30, 31]. Epistemological 
challenges include how different forms of knowledge 

and experience are integrated, institutional challenges 
include issues such as institutional hierarchies of 
knowledge, alongside short-term project based fund-
ing, workforce casualisation and work intensification 
[32], and personal challenges include the navigation 
of these pressures at individual and system levels. A 
key learning from the project is that it is important to 
support researchers within the process of dismantling 

Table 7 Challenges and Recommendations

Challenge Recommendation

1. Expectation setting Spend as much time as possible clarifying the aims and outcomes 
of a workshop, e.g. whether a workshop is primarily a space for knowledge 
exchange, research prioritisation, or setting up of a new research project, 
etc. These aims will influence participants’ expectations and support them 
in forming ideas about what their roles and contributions could be

2. Roles in workshop: are you employed to be there or not? Participants are likely to turn up with different agendas, expectations, 
and ideas about the use of their free/employed time. Creative activities 
and an external facilitator can be valuable in moving away from workplace 
agendas and creating space to explore new ideas

3. Bringing community needs into research Within higher education, translating community‑driven ideas into funded 
research projects faces capacity challenges, particularly relating to fund‑
ing and researcher time. This type of creative workshop lends itself well 
to research prioritisation around themes and may be most appropriately 
used in (1) informing future funding bids, (2) research prioritisation 
around themes at the start of new funding

4. Support available to researchers aiming to pursue co‑produced 
research projects is limited

Researchers are time‑poor and work put into developing community rela‑
tionships is not typically rewarded within the career pathways of academia. 
Co‑production could be further supported by increasing researcher access 
to training, resources, networks and funds. Evolving and sometimes con‑
tradictory terminology (for example see debates between [33, 34] is also a 
challenge (participatory; co‑produced; co‑created; collaborative) which 
training and increased interdisciplinary working might reduce

5. Making space for productive discomfort Collaboration and relationship building can be a time‑intensive process 
that requires building trust and removing barriers to equitable participa‑
tion. To some, this process may feel like losing some power or agency. 
Managing expectations of all participants is important

6. Equality between co‑production participants is not visibly self‑evident Not every participant in a workshop will contribute the same way 
or amount. Some may prefer to speak less than others. Confident facilita‑
tion can encourage participants to contribute in a way that suits them

7. Setting up a safe respectful discussion space—the value of a skilled 
facilitator

Revealing identities or lived experience may cost some participants more 
than others. Researchers involved are likely to feel more comfortable 
discussing a topic, while public‑participants may require more facilitated 
support to engage

8. Co‑production needs to work for everyone Deconstructing power dynamics can be an important process in co‑
produced research. It’s important that researchers do experience agency 
in the process of building research projects or knowledge exchange. 
However, this should not come at the expense of public contributors’ ability 
to set the agenda. A clear process and training around different approaches 
to co‑production are likely to be beneficial

9. Developing a sense of ownership Deconstructing power dynamics can leave participants without a sense 
of ownership when it comes to taking ideas forwards. This links to recom‑
mendation 8; further facilitation is then required to support reconstruction 
of new roles in emerging follow‑on projects

10. Further dedicated staff time needed to pursue follow on projects Build in staff time to follow up ideas and support further collaboration. 
Make use of research support staff such as public involvement and engage‑
ment professionals who can balance and bring together different ideas 
and agendas, and have the time to set up further workshops
When working online, pay attention to creating space for informal relation‑
ship building (and potential exchanging of contact details) which is likely 
to happen organically at in‑person events
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existing power positions, so that any discomfort can 
be productive and experienced as an important part of 
the co-production process (Table 7, point 5). Addition-
ally, the challenges and recommendations in Table  7 
arise from reflections to support meaningful research 
engagement, which can be constrained by institutional 
priorities and challenges that are likely outside of the 
control of those attempting to support the type of 
social engagement practice we discuss here.

Hidden dimensions of power: equality 
between participants, identities and agenda setting
Equality between co-production participants is not vis-
ibly self-evident [19]. In some ways our research ques-
tion was difficult to answer because there are not clear 
visible markers about what constitutes equal participa-
tion. Evidence of this can be seen through different pub-
lic and researcher- participants’ perspectives about what 
constituted equal contribution, with C2C team observers 
wondering whether conversations were being dominated 
by a few participants, whereas some public-participants 
reported being at ease with how and when they wanted 
to contribute, some preferring to speak less, yet being 
comfortable to contribute when they wanted. Think-
ing around equal contribution therefore should be seen 
in the context of participants’ experiences (and reports) 
of their ability to contribute, rather than only from an 
observational perspective (Table 7, point 6).

Another dynamic around visibility and invisibility was 
how different people felt about voicing their identities. 
Whilst researchers were keen to voice their identities at 
an early stage in the workshop process, one public-par-
ticipant from an invisible minority saw the potential costs 
of voicing identities especially where stereotypes and 
social inequalities were apparent within conversational 
dynamics. It may cost some people more than others 
to make their identities visible. This may be more likely 
when covering a broad public health topic as participants 
may be from very different backgrounds but affected by 
the same health landscape. Similarly, this situation may 
arise when sharing lived experience around a potentially 
stigmatised health issue. We found great value in exter-
nal facilitation, particularly when the workshop lead was 
confident in setting up a respectful and safe environment 
from the start of a session. This is particularly impor-
tant when focusing on potentially sensitive health topics 
(Table 7, point 7).

The scope for participation can be narrowed by more 
powerful actors who are better resourced to design par-
ticipatory processes and shape the social space in line 
with their own needs [19, 35]. We tried to disrupt this 
dynamic by giving space to creative facilitators to design 
the workshops. However, researcher-participants often 

felt that there was not enough time for them to share 
their research interests and topics. Part of this may be a 
result of having to shorten the workshops to account for 
their online nature, but different public and researcher-
participants priorities are evident in quotes like “it felt 
that we ran out of time to actually discuss the really 
important thing …” (WS4D-Researcher). If we return 
to the definition of the creative process, engaging in 
“meaningful actions and interactions” [11], in some ways 
the initial activities may have been less meaningful to 
researcher-participants, with less experience of their own 
agency. Perhaps because researcher-participants did not 
own the agendas of the workshops, the study team found 
it more difficult to involve researcher-participants in 
post-workshop discussions, as they did not own the pro-
ject, and sometimes the workshops had not sufficiently 
met their needs. If the desired aim is to create more co-
produced research that is done ’with’ the community, 
researcher-participants also need to feel and experience 
a sense of agency to facilitate partnerships with public-
participants to create change. Co-production has to work 
for everyone (Table  7, point 8). These points relate well 
to wider structural barriers to engaged research that have 
been highlighted, including processes of casualisation of 
the academic workforce, work intensification and pro-
jectification [32]. Only in WS1 was a full research pro-
ject generated from discussions, as part of a wider piece 
of work with the ARC West Young People’s Advisory 
Group, which new members joined from the workshop 
[21]. Key enablers for this work were a well-established 
and supported Young People’s Advisory Group, along-
side passion from senior leaders for young people’s voices 
to be heard through ARC West’s research prioritisation 
processes. This successful outcome in one out of four 
workshops highlights the challenge institutional struc-
tures, and their changing priorities over time, present 
to engagement projects such as this. The main project 
aim was to examine how creative approaches could help 
develop relationships. In aligning with existing themes 
and priorities we hoped that some of the workshops 
would result in new research projects (however this was 
less within our control)—whilst only one workshop did, 
the other three did instigate conversations and connec-
tions, which are harder to quantify as outcomes.

Invisible dimensions of power: usual practice and values
Co-production cases have illustrated “how the ability of 
elites to step back was central to allowing the renego-
tiation of roles and responsibilities of participants” [36]. 
Researcher-participants when interviewed similarly used 
the phrase “sit back” to ensure that public-participants 
had their say. Researcher-participants also felt less at 
ease with when and how to contribute their knowledge. 
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Changes in dynamics and feeling less in control of a 
process than in usual practice can “require vulnerabil-
ity among all stakeholders” [4]. More broadly there are 
debates about how and when to merge experiential and 
evidence perspectives. Through the strategies outlined in 
Table 2 Rationales for workshop design we attempted to 
address some of the power dimensions of co-production, 
disrupting ways in which researchers are seen “as hold-
ers of knowledge” and public-participants “as receivers of 
scientific expertise” [19]. Whilst some dynamics were dis-
rupted in the moment of workshops, longer term impact 
of this was not facilitated. Whilst we attempted to cre-
ate a level playing field within our workshops, enabling 
a “space to talk” where there was a shared dialogue  [37]; 
these spaces were effectively “bubbles of co-production” 
[38]. “Space to change” [37] after the workshops to adapt 
in response to workshop dialogue was harder to hold, due 
to the limited resources to continue conversations, with 
less sense of ownership from researcher-participants to 
run with and develop conversations further in some cases 
(Table  7, point 9). Limited workshop time (due to run-
ning the workshops online) may also have been a factor. 
Others who have tried similar approaches and had more 
success with follow-on projects conducted their work-
shops over a period of two days in a face-to-face setting 
which may have been more conducive to relationship 
building [3]. For effective longer-term co-production, 
shorter online creative workshops may require ongoing 
facilitation, and multiple sessions with the same group, to 
produce the same results as a single, longer face-to-face 
event, as originally planned (Table 7, point 10).

Strengths and limitations of the research
The nature of our team was multi-disciplinary (health 
sociologist, anthropologist, public engagement expert, 
participatory performance and impact researcher) which 
provided diverse and sometimes conflicting perspec-
tives, which have informed the write-up of this paper. 
The project took place within a medical school which 
has a strong leaning to scientific expertise and authority. 
Health research governance processes created restric-
tions and requirements that arts researchers and practi-
tioners may not be familiar with, or that are not in line 
with their own practices, and it was difficult to make 
space to challenge this within the project. Through our 
different workshops we have explored how different 
voices that sometimes contradict and conflict can “be 
voiced and included in a legitimate way”[19]. This has 
also been a puzzle and a challenge for the writing of this 
paper to include different perspectives and experiences 
of the same workshop process. It has been highlighted 
that in trying to shift power dynamics within co-produc-
tion, “conflicts are unavoidable, and it is paramount to 

resist their premature closure” and that there is “creative 
and productive importance of contestation, pluralism, 
informed dissent and difference” [19]. By contesting each 
other’s knowledge claims, we have tried to be diligent and 
thorough, and considered all perspectives in writing this 
article. In working to hold multiple perspectives simul-
taneously and in conversation with each other, our pro-
cess mirrored aspects of parallaxic praxis [39], which is 
a research method that emphasises the value of combin-
ing different experiences, perspectives and approaches 
to meaning-making. Through combining perspectives 
from different participant groups, the interdisciplinary 
research team and our collaborators, our project brought 
together multiple experiences and approaches to mean-
ing making.

We have tried to report our complex findings with a 
degree of humility in where we went wrong, could have 
done things differently and where others have been criti-
cal of the workshops, coming to terms with our own “rag-
ged fringes of human understanding—the unknown, the 
uncertain, the ambiguous, and the uncontrollable” [36]. 
We set out to experiment with different structures and 
workshop processes; not all of these were seen as suc-
cessful to all participants, but they did disrupt and chal-
lenge some established practices and power systems. 
Others in this field have also highlighted that such crea-
tive methods are not without their challenges [7].

COVID-19 restrictions and social distancing meant that 
we were hampered in our original aims of doing more prac-
tical, hands-on creative tasks or “making activities” [7] in 
a face-to-face environment. However, one of the legacies 
of COVID-19 lockdown practice is that a lot more public 
involvement and engagement still takes place online, as it 
can be more accessible to some populations (but consistently 
also entails digital exclusion problems) [40]. Our findings are 
particularly relevant to these ongoing online practices.

Conclusions
Overall, our findings align with those of Phillips et  al. 
[5] in that the complexities of arts-based co-production 
can be seen in terms of tensions, particularly between 
cultivating a collaborative, creative process within our 
workshops and the subsequent development of specific 
research projects [5]. Our attempts to facilitate more 
equal relations were impacted by wider structural biases 
and processes [41]. Our results highlight that whilst 
deconstructing hierarchies is one element in changing 
power dynamics, the importance of reconstructing new 
roles needs to be considered in more practical terms 
for longer term, collaborative relationships to develop. 
Whilst creative methods can facilitate emergent pro-
cesses and level some power relations in the moment, we 
found that these “bubbles” of co-production [38] could 
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pop and disintegrate in the longer term, with more dif-
ficulties in creating longer-term material outputs [5]. 
Engaged research projects are situated within academic 
structural systems with barriers that are not easily 
resolved by researchers within specific research projects 
[32].
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