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ABSTRACT
Recognising the limited literature detailing the practical application of co- 
production principles and practices within sport, exercise and health 
research, critical reflections on co-production principles and practice are 
shared here, drawing on two participatory action research (PAR) projects 
in the United Kingdom (UK). Co-production and PAR are distinguished, 
and their commonalities discussed. Both projects were facilitated by 
occupational therapists and concerned with health inequities and social 
justice. The Voices for Inclusive Activity project brought disabled people 
together online to explore more accessible and inclusive approaches to 
evaluate disability sport and physical activity. The Positive Mental Attitude 
project took place with a community-based football league for people 
with experience of mental distress and explored the nature and value of 
participation. Both projects involved researching with people who are 
often excluded from research. Addressing power imbalances can function 
to engage marginalised people in processes of knowledge production 
and enable social justice. Co-production offers useful principles that are 
democratic, inclusive, collaborative, and participatory, but the process is 
not straightforward. The reflections within this paper focus on the chal-
lenges and opportunities the first and second authors faced as facilitators 
of co-produced research. Participant and co-researcher quotes reveal how 
participatory methods and approaches address gaps in experiential 
knowledge of exclusion and marginalisation. The potential for co- 
produced research to influence policy and practice is outlined.

ARTICLE HISTORY 
Received 1 February 2022  
Accepted 26 September 2022 

Keywords 
Co-production; Participatory 
Action Research; Disability; 
Physical activity; 
Occupational Therapy

Introduction

Critical reflections on facilitating the co-production of two participatory action research (PAR) 
projects are shared within this paper: The Voices for Inclusive Activity (VIA) project and Positive 
Mental Attitude (PMA) project. Rather than prescribing a specific method for co-production, com-
plexities are discussed using critical reflections on learning and practical insights. Both PAR projects 
were facilitated by occupational therapists: health professionals who focus on what people do and 
how this relates to their health and well-being. Current sport and physical activity workforce policy in 
England acknowledges the relevance of occupational therapy (Sport England 2018). The profession’s 
focus on what people do is based on a broad definition of occupation, as ‘ . . . a group of activities that 
has personal and sociocultural meaning, is named within a culture and supports participation in society’ 
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(Creek 2010, p. 25). Occupational therapists work with people to enable participation in the activities 
and occupations of their everyday lives. This includes participation in sport and physical activity, and 
also research. As therapists, they use a range of approaches to facilitate participation, tailored to 
individuals and communities through action, dialogue, reflection and professional reasoning (Creek 
2014).

While the role of occupational therapists within the delivery of sport and physical activity has 
already been recognised, the authors assert the contribution they can make within sport and 
physical activity research.

Co-production and PAR

Within this paper, it is argued that the practices of co-production sit well within a PAR approach, yet 
first it is useful to distinguish between the two.

There is no universally agreed definition of what co-production is; Smith et al. (2022) describe 
attempts to define as ‘futile and unnecessary’ (Pg. 3). Previously, Williams et al. (2020) have guarded 
against attempts to define, noting examples that have neglected to acknowledge an ethical and 
political imperative, contributing to the notion of ‘cobiquity’: where any form of collaboration may 
be labelled as ‘co-production’ (Williams et al. 2020). It remains a contested field, although notable 
recent attempts have been made to advance definition through a typology of co-production, which 
defines it as a way of working grounded in principles such as shared power, respect, trust, equality, 
flexible thinking, valuing relationships and reciprocal learning (Smith et al. 2022). Generally, co- 
production involves partnership working towards a mutually defined aim, where everyone con-
nected with an issue plays an active part, and existing skills, experience and knowledge are valued 
and utilised. Co-production is used in evaluation, policy making, service development and provision, 
but can also be applied within research (Beresford et al. 2021; Glynos and Speed 2012).

Partnership is enabled through an inclusive research process, encouraging meaningful engage-
ment, greater relevance and significance of research focus and intended outcomes (Atkin, Thomson, 
and Wood 2020). Within this collaborative approach, diversity is respected, every effort is made to 
ensure power is shared among the group and attention is paid to reciprocity (Smith et al. 2022). The 
co-production of research requires the acknowledgement of potential power imbalances between 
co-researchers, with the danger of replicating traditional, profession-led approaches where resulting 
policies and services serve to further marginalise (Layton 2014; Atkin, Thomson, and Wood 2020). 
Such approaches, where the problem is individualised and the professional offers the solution, have 
long been challenged by disability rights activists and the service user movement (Oliver 2002).

While co-production has existed for almost five decades it is a more recent phenomena within 
sport, physical activity and health research; yet it has been readily embraced for its potential to 
challenge understandings and generate new knowledge by involving those traditionally margin-
alised from research (Smith et al. 2022). Despite this developing interest towards a ‘participatory 
turn’, Smith et al acknowledge ‘a dearth of literature comprehensively detailing co-production 
relevant to research’, particularly in co-production that is equitable and experientially informed 
(2022, p2).

Equally within occupational therapy research, the move towards such practices is relatively 
recent, despite the recognised synergy between the co-production of research and the person- 
centred and partnership working principles underpinning the profession (Atkin, Thomson, and 
Wood 2020; Harries, Barron, and Ballinger 2020; Momori and Richards 2017).

In comparison with co-production, PAR is focused on participation through recurrent cycles of 
planning, action and reflection (Macdonald 2012), defined as: 

“. . . a process in which ‘we’, researchers and participants, systematically work together in cycles to explore concerns, 
claims or issues that impact upon or disrupt people’s lives”                                       (Koch and Kralik 2006, p. 27).
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As a research approach, PAR involves specific processes, including agreeing methods, gathering and 
analysing data. PAR also involves cycles of planning, action and reflection, with learning from each 
cycle contributing towards further planning and action (Koch and Kralik 2006). While this structure 
distinguishes PAR from co-production, there are parallels with co-production principles, such as 
developing and maintaining equitable partnerships by engaging experiential knowledge and skills 
(Smith et al. 2022; Beresford et al. 2021).

The roots of PAR lie in activism (Bryant et al. 2019; Freire 2014). Examples within both sport and 
physical activity and occupational therapy research demonstrate the use of PAR and co-production to 
address matters of social injustice and exclusion. Sport for development researchers have asserted the 
value of PAR in developing, implementing and evaluating sport and physical activity programmes (Holt 
et al. 2013; Rich and Misener 2020) and in co-producing guidance with health professionals (van de 
Ven, Boardley, and Chandler 2022). Others discuss the challenge of transforming power relations to 
support the engagement of marginalised people (Frisby et al. 2005; Spaaij et al. 2018). Across both 
sport and physical activity and occupational therapy PAR research, creative methods have been used to 
subvert conventional approaches to knowledge production. For example, podcasting (Smith, Danford 
et al. 2021a), photovoice (Birken and Bryant 2019; Hayhurst and Centeno 2019; McSweeney et al. 2022), 
WhatsApp© conversations (Dania and Griffin 2021), World Cafés (Pettican, Speed et al. 2021) and go- 
along interviews (Pettican et al. 2022). Within the occupational therapy literature, the principles and 
practices of PAR have also been related to professional skills, philosophies and knowledge translation 
(Wimpenny 2013; Kramer-Roy 2015; Bennett et al. 2016).

Reflexivity in co-production/PAR

Reflection is both integral to occupational therapy practice and a fundamental stage within the PAR 
cycle (Andrews 2000; Koch and Kralik 2006), yet the significance of reflection and reflexivity is less 
acknowledged within co-production literature. Reflection facilitates ‘ . . . learning and developing from 
experience, resulting in a changed perspective’ (Andrews 2000, p. 396). Whereas reflexivity refers more 
specifically to the systematic evaluation of a researcher’s own impact on processes of partnership 
working and relationship dynamics within a project (Mansfield (2016). Within both projects, reflex-
ivity has involved reflective discussions with co-researchers during the processes of research plan-
ning and after data collection, by recording field notes and activities. This paper is based upon the 
distinct issues highlighted within these episodes of reflection.

Smith et al. (2022) call for more reflexive accounts on the processes of undertaking co-production, 
to illuminate alignment between motivations for co-producing research, sharing of power and 
decision-making, along with the barriers and facilitators of co-produced research. This is where the 
authors hope this paper will contribute new knowledge, in offering reflexive insight into the 
practices of co-produced research underpinned by the processes of PAR, from our perspectives as 
occupational therapists, situated within an academic context.

Limitations

In the dissemination of both projects, shared actions and reflections have been prioritised, sustaining 
the voices and perspectives of collaborators and co-researchers. However, the authors recognise this 
paper will reach a predominantly academic audience and are aware of its limitations in not being co- 
produced.

Language and terminology

In both projects, language was discussed and, sometimes, contested. The term disabled people is 
used in this paper to reflect the UK social model of disability, although critique of this conceptualisa-
tion is acknowledged (Smith, Mallick et al. 2021b; Brighton et al. 2021). Some co-researchers within 
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the VIA project expressed a preference for person-first language (person with a disability), reflecting 
how disability is described in some international contexts (Smith, Mallick et al. 2021b). In the PMA 
project, the steering group discussed and agreed on the term people with experience of mental 
distress, rather than descriptive biomedical terms such as psychiatric disorder or mental health 
problem. This was intended as an inclusive recognition that, for some people, mental distress is 
transitory, whereas diagnostic terms can feel like a permanent label. Similarly, some co-researchers 
have chosen pseudonyms while, after discussion of the implications, others preferred to use their 
real names in publications. Within this paper we have employed the term marginalised people, 
a descriptor used elsewhere to refer collectively to those who are subject to ‘othering’ from 
dominant and mainstream society because of ‘perceived difference’ (Duncan and Creek 2014, 
p. 460).

Method

In this section, each project is presented within a deliberately descriptive account, in response to the 
lack of reports detailing the intricate practicalities of co-producing sport, exercise and health 
research (Smith et al. 2022).

The two projects were undertaken within the context of PhD programmes by the first (Anna 
Pettican) and second (Beverley Goodman) authors. Anna has completed her PhD and is now super-
vising Beverley’s PhD, which is now in the data analysis stage. The other authors represent the 
supervisory teams of both projects.

The six reflective themes are discussed as aspects of facilitating co-production within PAR. They 
broadly reflect the research process and are organised according to the stages involved, from 
problem identification to dissemination (Hickson 2008). The VIA project themes, Building partner-
ships, Sustaining accessibility and Trusting the process, are focused on the commencement of the 
project, so are presented first. The themes from the PMA project, Making spaces, Actions and words 
and Decisions about data, span the research process and are therefore presented second. The 
significance of facilitation within co-production arose during an early experience of dissemination 
by co-researchers on the VIA project. As part of a co-production training workshop for disability 
sport and physical activity organisations, co-researchers were invited to share their experiences of 
the research process. They co-designed their section, presenting their experiences of co-producing 
the VIA project within themes, which have contributed to those expressed within this paper. For 
the PMA project, Anna engaged in structured reflective discussions, two with steering group 
members and one with a participant. These conversations aligned with a collaborative cycle of 
learning through doing (Bryant et al. 2012, p. 27), but have also informed the themes within this 
paper. For example, the stage of ‘Coming together’ from this cycle relates to the theme of Making 
spaces.

Reflective themes

The Voices for Inclusive Activity (VIA) project

A group of seven people, including five disabled people and one family carer, were co-researchers on 
the project that sits within Beverley’s PhD, named Voices for Inclusive Activity by co-researchers. The 
overall aim of the VIA project is to identify more accessible and inclusive approaches of evaluating 
sport and physical activity. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the group was established online, 
working together on their research questions, designing methods and collecting data. Although 
not the desired location for co-production, this was a pragmatic response necessitated by pandemic 
restrictions (Langley et al. 2021). From reflections on the process undertaken, three themes have 
been identified: the first, Building partnerships, discusses the early stages of building the research 
team. Related to this is the second theme of Sustaining accessibility, which discusses challenges and 
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opportunities in working with a collaborating organisation and mediating digital exclusion. Finally, 
Trusting the process explores the uncertainty of the PAR process and how this was experienced by co- 
researchers.

Theme 1.1: building partnerships
Relational ethics are key to effective co-production and PAR (Smith et al. 2022). This requires the 
proactive building of relationships with partners, who contribute vital experiential expertise to the 
process of co-learning and knowledge production, disrupting the conventionally hierarchical nature 
of research. Such partners may also facilitate connections with other potential collaborators 
(Mansfield 2016; Smith et al. 2022).

Beverley’s PhD began in 2019 with a scoping exercise that involved physically meeting and 
building relationships with regional providers of sport and physical activity opportunities for 
disabled people. Beverley was introduced to most of these providers by a professional working in 
the disability sport and physical activity field. However, in early 2020, COVID-19 restrictions barred 
face-to-face research and all subsequent activity proceeded online.

Beverley identified an individual collaborator working for a regional disability sport and physical 
activity provider, who agreed to assist with the recruitment of co-researchers. Working together, they 
persisted with recruitment efforts at a time when inequities and marginalisation in practice and 
research were exacerbated by pandemic restrictions (Beresford et al. 2021).

Although PAR is typically located in a community familiar to co-researchers (Hand et al. 2019), for 
the VIA project there was no comfortable environment in which to meet with potential co- 
researchers and spend time developing relationships, which could have had implications for 
power dynamics. An online space was created that successfully engaged people who might not 
ordinarily be involved in research. The collaborator used existing means of contact to introduce the 
project to potential co-researchers, usually text message or phone call, and established Beverley as 
a trusted contact.

The VIA project aligned with what was happening elsewhere in response to COVID-19 restrictions. 
Although valid concerns were raised about digital exclusion and the potential for online methods to 
further marginalise people (Allam et al. 2021), this was mediated by the efforts of the collaborator’s 
organisation, which was supporting people to remain active with online physical activity and social 
opportunities, supplying equipment and data to access these sessions and introducing participants 
to using the online meeting platform, Zoom©. There was fortuitous alignment with Beverley’s 
research into online meeting platforms, which found Zoom© the most accessible for collaboration 
(Daniels et al. 2019).

Beverley held initial conversations with potential co-researchers on Zoom© to discuss the project, 
what it might involve, to obtain consent to proceed and explore any additional support needs. The 
collaborator joined in one of these meetings to support communication and relationship building 
with the potential co-researcher and their family carer. Every effort was made to avoid coerced 
participation by ensuring potential co-researchers were informed about the project (Beresford 
2013a; Curtis 2018). One person declined to participate, expressing concerns about the academic 
nature of the project. Although reassurance may have been provided to this potential co-researcher, 
the decision was clearly expressed. This was accepted to avoid any coercion that may have arisen 
due to the potential co-researcher’s relationship with the collaborator (Curtis 2018; Gopichandran 
2020).

Five of the seven co-researchers were connected through the collaborator but did not know each 
other well. One co-researcher became involved via their connection with a different organisation and 
had no previous contact with the other co-researchers. Beverley only knew the co-researchers 
through initial project introductions. Relationships were built across and among the group using 
introductions and icebreakers. For example, individual co-researchers introduced themselves by 
sharing an object representing their interests on screen. Co-creating ways of working included 
scheduling times to socialise, to build a sense of community among co-researchers. Their developing 

206 A. PETTICAN ET AL.



partnership is illustrated in Box 1, below, when co-researchers discussed the process of working 
together. This example also demonstrates how individual strengths might contribute to collective 
progress and how mutual benefit may come to be recognised.

This first reflective theme has offered insights into how partnerships were developed within the VIA 
project and discusses ethical tensions around engaging with collaborators. This extends into the second 
theme, which further explores the role of collaborators in enabling access to involvement in research.

Theme 1.2: sustaining accessibility
All co-researchers were involved in considering accessibility throughout the VIA project, enabling 
each other to participate at every stage of the research process; a vital consideration in ensuring 
access to knowledge production (Garbutt et al. 2010; Nind 2017). However, it was also necessary to 
ensure that information used to introduce the project to potential co-researchers was available in 
a range of formats (Garbutt et al. 2010). While all information was available in written and video 
format, according to potential co-researchers’ accessibility needs, the collaborator recommended 
the production of Easy Read information, and to ensure all email communications were written in 
Plain English.

Negotiating how and where co-researchers come together to create a safe and collaborative 
space is integral to the accessibility and inclusivity of PAR (Bryant et al. 2012). The effectiveness of the 
shared space can be affected by group size and guidance on online facilitation suggests 6–8 people 
as most accessible (Daniels et al. 2019). Together, the seven co-researchers collaborated to find a day, 
time, duration, and frequency of meeting that suited everyone, and met for nine monthly discussion 
groups to plan the project, with two additional social sessions and subsequent meetings to discuss 
data analysis. Beverley arranged individual catchups with co-researchers who could not attend 
groups: to provide updates, elicit thoughts and suggestions, and maintain working relationships.

The use of digital communication is likely to remain as the project continues, because of the 
advantages stated by co-researchers, including increased reach and accessibility (Allam et al. 2021; 
Hickey et al. 2021). Co-researchers indicated how difficult it would have been to participate in person, 
due to personal schedules, the demands of travel and the requirement to negotiate adjustments for 
a physical meeting. However, as happened in this project, adaptations may still be needed for an 
online environment, such as scheduling comfort breaks, using small discussion groups, enabling 
contribution via text and direct message and sending documents by post before meetings.

Time was set aside for co-researchers to discuss and decide what role Beverley should take on the 
project. They negotiated Beverley’s role as facilitator, distinct from a leader, in line with Hand et al. 
(2019), putting in place the practical arrangements to come together, discuss and focus on the issues 
of concern. As facilitator, Beverley was responsible for arranging the sessions and creating 
a programme in response to the group’s requests and suggestions. The co-researchers had many 
other responsibilities drawing on their time, so this approach ensured energies were focused on 
sharing and developing ideas. Rather than undermining the democratic aspect of participation, this 
practical approach also helped to counter some of the challenges in maintaining progress between 

Box 1: During the 6th discussion group, co-researchers reflected on their developing partnership

Karen: We all have different strengths; we work quite well as a group together.
Vanessa: It’s like we’re really in our zone now and it’s just fabulous, honestly, I love it.
Fiona: And that’s why I think, Bev, you shouldn’t be worried about there being a couple more groups, because I feel like we’re 
so into it now, that it’s not going to make much of a difference [. . .] it’s for all our benefit and the benefit of the project.
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the very productive discussion group sessions. To ensure productivity during and between sessions, 
the group found solutions to access issues, which included:

● producing accessible agendas for discussions
● reviewing key points from the last meeting at the start of each session
● agreeing clear tasks to be discussed in breakout groups.

Over the course of the discussion groups and at their own pace, co-researchers demonstrated affinity 
with tasks according to their experiences and availability, and those that would play to but also grow 
individual strengths, echoing capacity-building approaches (Vega-Córdova et al. 2020; Egid et al. 
2021). Within Box 2, Fiona reflects on how co-researchers took responsibility for particular aspects of 
the project. This connects with the theme of Sustaining accessibility, as tasks were appropriate to 
each individual’s capacities and preferences, enabling involvement that suited them. For example, 
one co-researcher had previous experience of survey design, two had established networks of 
contacts with funders and providers, while two others worked together to select Easy Read images 
and test accessibility of the language used.

In this theme, accessibility is therefore not only concerned with access to the project, but also 
facilitating the group’s access to their own valuable resources to strengthen co-production.

Theme 1.3: trusting the process
The negotiated and, at times, ‘messy’ nature of participatory research, where knowledge is built 
through collaboration and is not reliant on a script or formula, is well recognised as a necessary ‘rite 
of passage’ for PAR and co-production (Cook 2009). Within the VIA project, participatory processes 
gave scope to think outside of the conventions of what research should be; co-researchers were 
integral to the creative process of forming the research design. A deliberately open approach led to 
feelings of uncertainty, yet through co-researcher collaboration, trust in the process emerged, as 
demonstrated in Vanessa’s reflection within Box 3.

The research proposal, including research questions and ideas for collaborative data gathering, 
emerged via a discursive approach necessitated by the meeting format but recommended within 
participatory research (Freire 2014). Within two online breakout rooms, co-researchers explored the 
overarching issue guided by a series of broad questions. By considering who the research was for, who 
should be involved and what should be asked, co-researchers worked through the process of designing 

Box 2: Fiona reflected on the development of responsibilities within the group

“It was always going to be difficult to pin down the [research] question and roles of everyone in the research group. We’ve got 
our tasks for next time, and [. . .] I can see sort of where it’s going now. The thought sharing process is difficult to get your 
head around but now we’ve got specific roles we can think about what we’re doing. Excited to see where it goes”.

Box 3: Vanessa reflected on the process of knowledge production

“I told my friend, there’s this lovely group and we are making something. It feels like we’re making a cake, like we had loads 
of ingredients, we weren’t too sure, we were in the cupboard. We had all this choice and now we’ve gone, well we’ll have a bit 
of that and a bit of that and we’re not necessarily going to use that one, even though it’s there, and we’ve made the cake 
batter. That’s what it feels like – now we’re waiting for the oven to warm up, and we can cook the cake”.
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a research proposal. As decisions were made, any lack of certainty about project direction was over-
come. Beverley facilitated feedback of ideas to the whole group, giving space for any disagreement to 
be aired. A commitment to including and embracing the diversity of co-researchers requires space for 
open dialogue, challenge and compromise (Atkin, Thomson, and Wood 2020). On the few occasions 
where conflict or doubt occurred, this was worked out through these facilitated discussions until 
a consensus was reached. Co-researchers commented on the value of hearing and considering 
alternative perspectives to their own, which was a welcome and constructive development within 
the collaborative process (Williams et al. 2020). One example of seeking alternative perspectives came 
from the suggestion from co-researchers to engage funders and providers of disability sport and 
physical activity as participants. For Beverley as facilitator, this was an unexpected turn; she had 
considered involving such groups as stakeholders but had assumed co-researchers would want to 
centre the voices of disabled people. The need for trust in the process was reciprocated across all co- 
researchers as the argument was made for how involving this new group of participants would 
establish existing national and regional contexts and help identify current practice.

Thus, the group decided to split the project into two strands (see Figure 1). One strand (two co- 
researchers) explored evaluation with disability sport and physical activity funders, providers, and 
related organisations. The remaining group members (four co-researchers) felt more comfortable 
engaging with users and non-users of disability sport and physical activity. In each strand, potential 
methods were discussed; while any method can be used within a PAR project, co-researchers were 
aware the research needed to be feasible and achievable in light of COVID-19 restrictions. Individual 
online interviews were agreed to engage funders, providers and related organisations, while acces-
sibility was a vital consideration for users and non-users of physical activity. In both strands, 
questions were formulated by co-researchers. For the users and non-users of physical activity, co- 
researchers adapted the questions for use in a survey (delivered via Qualtrics), for individual inter-
views and for focus groups, to offer further choice about participation. Information sheets and 
consent forms for each group of participants were also co-created within the subgroups. Co- 
researchers tried out interview questions with each other and one co-researcher shared their own 
tips for interviewing, from previous experience. Most co-researchers have been involved within the 
processes of participant recruitment and data gathering, incorporating elements of participatory 
analysis. The analytical process can be a point of challenge within participatory research due to the 
potential complexity and volume of information to be handled, the time this stage requires, and how 
this affects the ability to respond to co-researchers in a timely fashion (Frisby et al. 2005; Nind 2011; 
Liebenberg, Jamal, and Ikeda et al. 2020). Extraction and analysis of data requires practices and 
processes that are difficult to co-ordinate across a range of people with widely different experiences 
and knowledge. Often it is more pragmatic for teams of researchers to work separately, before 
coming together to compare outcomes. Having discussed the practicalities, co-researchers arrived at 
a compromise where their reflections on data collection activity are used as an initial point of 
analysis. At the end of each data gathering session, co-researchers undertake a process of reflection, 
informed by Driscoll’s reflective framework (Driscoll 2007).

There were simultaneous reflective processes happening, as Beverley had been keeping 
a reflexive diary from the earliest stage of the project to interrogate how any privilege, assumptions 
and position shaped the collaborative process, while co-researchers were encouraged to engage in 
this verbal form of reflexivity (Egid et al. 2021).

The VIA project provided a new opportunity for productivity, occupational and social engage-
ment at a time when COVID-19 restrictions had widespread and significant impacts on disabled 
people’s access to sport and physical activity participation (Activity Alliance 2022). By Trusting the 
process of collaborative research, co-researchers could direct a research project in ways meaningful 
to them, while pursuing their ultimate aim of improving opportunities for disabled people’s parti-
cipation in sport and physical activity.

Onward stages of the research process will now be outlined and discussed in relation to the PMA 
research project.
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The Positive Mental Attitude (PMA) research project

This research project was co-produced by people with experience of mental distress who were 
participating in a community-based football league, known as the PMA Sports Academy, with Anna. 
Together they explored the nature and value of their participation in the football league. The project 
commenced by establishing a research steering group, who designed, gathered and analysed data 
from three World Café events and a series of go-along interviews from 2010–2015 (see Figure 2).

The project’s findings have been reported elsewhere (Pettican, Speed et al. 2021, 2022). Three 
reflective themes on co-production from the PMA project are presented here: Making spaces, Actions 
and words, Decisions about data.

A World Café brings people together to share and discuss ideas around a table, with refreshments 
available (Brown and Isaacs 2005). The steering group adapted the structure so at the three events, 
players moved around the tables freely, recording their thoughts and discussions directly on table-
cloths in different ways. The steering group also planned and agreed go-along interviews (Carpiano 
2009; Garcia et al. 2012; Castrodale 2018) as a method to explore the places that participants 
identified as important. The term go-along was deliberately employed in acknowledgement that 
‘walking interview’ is exclusionary (Evans and Jones 2011). These interviews involved movement 
within an agreed geographical area associated with the PMA. The specific pace and route were 

Figure 1. The two strands of the VIA project research proposal.
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decided by participants, but vehicle use was not permitted. This method was particularly relevant 
because participation in the PMA was synonymous with being outdoors and frequenting specific 
places. Participants co-produced knowledge by shaping the direction (both literally and metaphori-
cally) of the 11 interviews. The method was inherently representative and democratic, which are 
important considerations for PAR (Mikulak et al. 2022). Although Anna was able to suggest research 
methods as a researcher, this knowledge was balanced carefully with listening to other members’ 
views about what was needed from each strand and how participation might be enabled.

Theme 2.1: making spaces
Whereas Beverley had to create an online space for collaborative research, Anna was able to access 
a physical space to build relationships with PMA players and staff. She visited frequently on an 
informal basis, going along to watch tournaments and joining in warm-ups and training activities. 
She saw this as engaging in co-occupations to support the co-production process (Bryant, Pettican 
and Coetzee. 2017). Participating in co-occupations refers to two or more people sharing engage-
ment in an occupation (Pickens and Pizur-Barnekow 2009). Participating in existing structures and 
occupations, such as training sessions and league meetings, provided important opportunities to 
learn about the people, environments and occupations that made up the project setting. It also 
provided opportunities for learning and adopting local terminology, which ensured that language 
did not become a barrier to the research process (Bondy 2012). Thus, connecting with steps made in 
the VIA project to enable access to knowledge production. For example, participants in the PMA 
were referred to as players, as an intentional move away from terms used elsewhere (psychiatric 
patients, service users). Gradually, a core group of 6–8 players decided to meet as a steering group. 
The group made space to meet alongside the PMA’s existing structures and activities, typically 
following a football training session or match, to reduce travel costs and time (Bryant et al. 2012).

Making spaces is an ongoing process of negotiation, reflecting how power needs to be shared in co- 
production. Steering group membership shifted repeatedly, evolving into a dynamic and fluid collective 
of players. There were times when players did not actively participate in the group, due to personal and 
external circumstances, and other times when the same players were directly and actively involved. The 
group was an anchor for people to make choices about joining and leaving as their ability and/or capacity 
fluctuated. These shifts prompted new ethical considerations, requiring pragmatic thinking about how to 
carefully balance means and ends in PAR (Robertson and Griffiths 2012). For example, holding steering 
group meetings in an open public café space was preferred by members, but posed potential confidenti-
ality issues. When players in the PMA project were absent for steering group meetings, Anna re- 
introduced their ideas and insights into discussions at pertinent points, using their words rather than 
providing her interpretation. Anna aimed to protect and ensure the representativeness of the project by 
building on successive detailed discussions and working to ensure voices were sustained despite absence. 
When adaptation, involvement, representation and choice come together, there are implications for 

Figure 2. The PMA research project structure.
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which research activities are valued and why. For example, one player liaised directly with Anna about 
steering group meeting times and locations by text message, to support the project’s momentum. He 
reminded other players to attend and unlocked the venue if required, but said very little in discussions. As 
facilitators, Anna and Beverley valued and respected these and similar choices about participation. This 
offers another perspective on Making spaces, considering how refining the research drew on players’ 
direct experiences of teamwork, using team nicknames and knowing who might need extra support and 
when. This experience was helpful for the project in two ways. Anna was positioned as a minority outsider 
fitting into their (majority) ways of doing things. This addressed somewhat the power imbalance that 
needs to be challenged through co-produced research (Smith et al., 2022). The players had established 
ways of working together: they knew who might need meeting reminders, who might require extra space 
some days, and who was good at making the tea. This undoubtedly led to a collaborative research 
experience, as Keith reflected on during the discussion with Anna, shown in Box 4:

Theme 2.2: actions and words
The data gathering methods of the World Cafés and go-along interviews in the PMA research were 
chosen by the steering group, who carefully considered how players’ actions might shape the words 
emerging from the project. The World Café events recreated the accessible and familiar environment 
of a café with the potential for flexible participation for all PMA players. For example, one player 
chose to contribute while seated away from the main group, writing on separate sheets which were 
later stapled onto the tablecloths. Connecting with the VIA project theme of Sustaining accessibility, 
drawing or scribing was encouraged to overcome potential literacy issues. This emphasises equity 
rather than equality and resists the idea that everyone must be doing the same thing in the same 
way (Pettican, Speed et al. 2021). This reflected an ongoing commitment to accommodating the 
everyday reality where players lived with issues such as fatigue, reduced concentration, memory 
impairment and paranoia. For example, a steering group member provided a clear explanation for 
why groups were divided between tables, to avoid triggering paranoid thoughts.

The findings from the World Cafés emphasised the community and social aspects of people’s 
participation in the PMA. These were explored further in the next data collection strand, where 
steering group members decided to engage with individuals, offering a more confidential space to 
show and tell their experiences of the PMA.

By adapting go-along interviews, potential participants could be included who had difficulty mobilis-
ing or being in large, open, public places (Kinney 2018), in an effort to make the method as inclusive as 
possible. For one of the go-along interviews, we met at a public location and discussed it together, like 
standing at a viewpoint. In Box 5, Sid shares his personal reflections on his go-along interview:

Box 4: Keith reflected on teamwork

‘Usually in set ups you have people who are way up there and people who are way down there. Like even [names a league- 
mate] who I used to have a lot of trouble with [. . .] he’d just get a bit annoying [. . .] the coaches always taught me to have 
more patience [. . .] we’re all at different stages as far as technical ability goes you know. Some have learning disabilities and 
some have mental health issues [. . .] so [at the time of the research project] we had all uh learnt to bounce off each other 
and not use it as a weapon. My weakness could be their strength and vice versa. I never knew none of these skills before’.

Box 5: Sid reflected on his go-along interview

“Like this research we’re talking about [. . .] I can remember when we started it [. . .] all the way back in Wood Green. You 
know. If you asked me to go back to Wood Green and sit in the same café you know memories would start flooding back. You 
know which train station we got off at, which path we took, how we dispersed to go home, did I carry on when I was released 
from hospital”.
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An unexpected challenge was potential spatial breaches of confidentiality (Kinney 2018), which 
occurred when two participants encountered people they knew. The steering group discussed 
what to do. They decided from that point on, a pre-interview discussion should include making an 
agreement about what to say if someone known to either the researcher or the participant was 
encountered during the interview. This approach, learning through doing and making collabora-
tive decisions as required, was also important in the data analysis phase of the PMA research 
project.

Theme 2.3: decisions about data
Participatory data analysis is less common than other phases of PAR (Nind 2011), with the potential 
challenges having been previously discussed in the context of the VIA project.

However, it was decided within the PMA project to co-produce the analytical frame, working 
directly with the steering group. This was informed by an understanding that the players were expert 
in making observations, decisions, and judgements about their performance as a team and indivi-
duals in their shared activities. To facilitate analysis, the steering group decided to use a large 
photograph of their changing room as a visual template to organise data. This was a dynamic 
process, with the steering group hanging up and re-positioning tablecloth and interview data as new 
insights emerged. This was a relevant and helpful visual metaphor that highlighted differences in 
perspectives as well as commonalities, indicated by the different positionings. It was emphasised 
that differences in perspectives were a welcomed part of the process.

The steering group also decided to do collective analysis using small, circular-coloured stickers on 
the World Café tablecloths: red to depict an important point, and blue to represent a popular point. 
We decided where to place the stickers together. In contrast to other World Café studies, which focus 
on the content of written statements on the tablecloths (Fouché and Light 2011; Teut et al. 2013), 
visual data were analysed, considering how and where the statements had been presented and 
positioned (Mitchell 2011). Such actions enabled collaborative decisions about data. However, in 
respect of the co-production principle of reciprocity and mutuality, the benefits of such research 
must extend beyond the production of findings, as highlighted within the concluding quote in Box 6 
(Diver and Higgins 2014; Smith et al. 2022).

Discussion

The six reflective themes outlined across the two studies capture new knowledge about the 
practicalities, tensions and nuances that might be encountered when facilitating co-produced 
research.

Valuing different forms of research participation

Central to co-produced research is the use of varying approaches to enable access and make space 
for the design and implementation of co-produced research projects. While co-production offers 
a strategy for collaboration, attention must be paid to the inclusivity of research practices, the 
provision of accessible information, and forms of research involvement and ownership (Layton 
2014). Such strategies aim to avoid the oppression and exclusion often experienced by people living 

Box 6: A PMA project steering group member highlighted opportunities for reciprocity and change through action 
within co-produced research:

“Yeah without it [. . .] I would not go to the leisure centre and mix and play football at all. I wouldn’t have the confidence. 
I wouldn’t even been in the leisure centre [. . .] It was a platform for me”
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with mental distress and disability (Oliver 1992). In the VIA project, creating a digital space for 
collaboration expanded reach and access, reducing barriers to participation, enabling co-researchers 
to meet more easily and to sustain engagement with the project’s fundamental purpose. The 
research process was proactively adapted throughout both projects to enable the participation of 
co-researchers, reflecting the need for flexibility, but recognising the uncertainty that may manifest 
without a rigid research process. Maintaining involvement and thus representation is crucial for 
sustaining PAR project momentum (Kramer-Roy 2015). It is underpinned by discussing and deter-
mining choices to engage with research activities that co-researchers feel are interesting and 
achievable, balanced with their other commitments and responsibilities. As such, variation in levels 
of involvement was expected.

The practices of maintaining working relationships with co-researchers highlight how the facil-
itation of PAR contrasts with approaches to participant absence in other methodologies. Indeed, 
rather than accepting non-attendance as an expression of a person’s feelings about the research 
project, a researcher using a PAR approach is likely to actively seek them out, recognising that their 
lives involve more than just the project and will negotiate other ways of maintaining involvement 
(Bryant, Pettican and Coetzee. 2017). However, this must be undertaken carefully, to ensure ethical 
principles such as autonomy are upheld (Hickson 2008). To sustain representation and project 
momentum, participation takes diverse forms that are not typically accommodated by conventional 
research practices.

The first three authors, as occupational therapists, see research as a co-occupation with 
benefits. While individuals gain from participation, local and national organisations and academic 
communities also benefit from the skills gained and outputs of studies. Therefore, we assert that 
assumptions about what constitutes ‘participation’ must be subject to a reflexive process, because 
this could be devaluing important aspects of working together (Bryant , Pettican and Coetzee. 
2017). PAR involves an ongoing process of exploring assumptions about what actions and 
products are valued, and by whom, ensuring shared and individual choices are active and 
informed (Macdonald 2012). It also requires engagement with how power is exerted within and 
beyond the research. A commitment to enabling co-researchers to have as fully informed a choice 
as possible about their involvement and to share responsibility for knowledge production both 
relate to issues around power dynamics within research. The repeated plan-act-reflect cycles of 
PAR may involve co-researchers in any or all stages of the research process (Koch and Kralik 2006). 
Whilst PAR involves specific processes and procedures, it does not dictate data gathering or 
analysis methods, enabling those involved in the research to decide which methods are most 
accessible, inclusive, and relevant (Langhout and Thomas 2010).

Aligning PAR and co-production

Participatory action research arose from dissatisfaction with the narrow research subject role and 
a wish for active participation and collaboration, to address social wrongs and power imbalances to 
achieve meaningful social change (Beresford 2013b; Freire 2014; Beresford et al. 2021). As such, it 
resonates and focuses co-production to advance knowledge and understanding.

The term co-production has been adopted to describe approaches of variable standards and 
levels of involvement (Beresfordet al. 2021; Glynos and Speed 2012). Rather than introduce a new 
way of ‘doing’ co-production, the authors suggest the usefulness of PAR to support and guides co- 
produced research, which may be helpful for novice researchers unfamiliar with collaborative work-
ing (York, MacKenzie, and Purdy et al. 2021). This is highlighted within the identified reflective 
themes, which indicate sustained commitment to addressing power imbalances, grounding the PAR 
approach in trusting, equitable and respectful relationships: a principle of co-production (Smith et al. 
2022). Aligning PAR with co-production is a valuable development, supported by Smith’s et al. (2022) 
typology of co-production for research.
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The reflective themes demonstrate that PAR can deliberately disrupt the idea that only profes-
sional academics can produce research and elucidate its suitability to researching with marginalised 
and oppressed groups (Koch and Kralik 2006; Bryant et al. 2010; Hand et al. 2019). These groups are 
often excluded, undermining the usefulness, authenticity and reliability of research findings when 
applied to them as a population (Oliver 1992). The purpose of both projects was to do research with 
people who are too often excluded from research, while simultaneously addressing issues of 
inequality in physical activity participation.

The authors acknowledge their privilege, operating within an institution supportive of the 
practice of participatory research, with both projects building on the precedent of researchers 
who have championed such approaches (Adomako 2020; Bryant et al., 2016, Bryant et al. 2019; 
Pettican 2018). It is elsewhere discussed how the wider context of research and the legacy of 
preference towards positivist epistemologies, sometimes evident within institutional ethics and 
funding processes, provide additional challenges to involving people otherwise excluded from 
knowledge production (Bryant , Pettican and Coetzee. 2017).

Such exclusion exacerbates inequalities in accessing power and resources (Redwood, Gale, and 
Greenfield et al. 2012). Even if this exclusion is unplanned or inadvertent, when policy is not informed 
by their experiences, their marginalised status is reinforced (Redwood, Gale, and Greenfield et al. 
2012; Beresford 2013b). The findings from the PMA research project have been an important counter 
in this regard, highlighting the need for broader social change outside of specialist provision 
(Pettican et al. 2022). These findings are now informing policy and practice within Sport for 
Confidence CIC, where the first author is working with participants, coaches and national governing 
bodies of sport to enable participation in physical activity for marginalised populations (Pettican and 
Barrett 2017; Pettican, Bullen et al. 2021).

Conclusion

Our critical reflections and collaborator quotes illustrate advances in knowledge and understanding 
for facilitators of co-produced research. Whilst we resist any notions of a manual for co-production, 
specific approaches such as PAR provide a supportive framework for novice researchers. We hope 
our perspective of research as an occupation enables future practice to focus on the subtleties and 
nuances of doing research together. Furthermore, co-producing research with marginalised popula-
tions has value in addressing gaps in knowledge that arise from exclusion. It provides a platform 
through which different experiences and understandings can not only be captured, but can con-
tribute to a more democratic society.
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