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SUMMARY
               

Our research incorporated an evaluation of the processes of co-production used in the study, 

motivated by our keen interest to learn from the experiences of older co-researchers, other partners 

and our own reflections. The evaluation was undertaken by a research fellow independent of the 

project. This briefing summarises the main findings from the perspective of the co-research teams, 

stakeholders and academic teams in each of the three research sites.  

INTRODUCTION
               

Our participatory research project, funded by the Wellcome Trust, was carried out over three years, 

in three separate sites in England. It explored how older people experience the process of finding and 

paying for personal care from their own resources in three local authority areas in England.  For the 

full research project and further information about the project, including the evaluation summarised 

in this briefing, please visit http://www.olderpeopleselffundingcare.com/

The research incorporated a process evaluation, which was undertaken by Dr Sally Cornish 

from January 2020. The evaluation captured the experiences of those involved in the project by 

interviewing in each site: 

Members of the co-

research team, made up 

of older people with direct 

experience or interest in 

social care

The academic team, 

comprising a lead 

investigator, research fellow 

and a community partner 

experienced in local social 

care arrangements and care 

services

Stakeholders who took part 

in a series of knowledge 

exchange events.  
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The evaluation explored the following areas: 

The impact of this approach on older co-researchers, academic researchers 

and stakeholders who took part in knowledge exchange groups

The impact of co-production on the development of knowledge about older 

people who self-fund their care 

Methods of generating new learning between academic, citizen, practitioner 

and professional communities. 

Shared foundations LearningWorking together: 
the co-researcher 
experience 

Working together: 
the academic 
experience 

The extent to which older people were actively involved as co-researchers 

Interviews were about to be setup with participants when the national ‘lockdown’ in response to 

the COVID-19 pandemic was announced.  Consequently, the evaluation used a variety of virtual or 

written approaches, as preferred by individuals.

Four major themes were identified from analysis of the research interviews and written responses:  
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SHARED FOUNDATIONS
               

Interest in the project stemmed from a mixture of professional, personal and academic experiences.  

Participants brought their own understanding of a rich range of issues that underpinned the 

project, including: the importance of relationships; social justice and equality; the ways in which 

care is defined and constructed; power dynamics in care and the implications of these for both care 

provision and the research project: 

Co-researchers, stakeholders and academics all highlighted the many positive contributions that 

co-researchers brought to the project including lived experience, local knowledge, personal skills and 

attributes and networks: 

It struck a chord with me because at the same time one of my best friends [needed care] 

and suddenly his wife had to find care for him. Well, money wasn’t a problem...no problem 

with finance at all, but she didn’t know where to start

Care is part of being human...we don’t just need care when we are old, we need care 

throughout our lives; at the beginning and towards the end more than in the middle, but 

even then, we depend on it. It often works like an echo: those who received good care tend 

to be those who find it easier to give good care 

It’s a relational research perspective...it requires you as the researcher, as the apparent 

academic expert in this to have quite an advanced degree of reflection on your own 

positionality...it’s about actually recognising the power within the research process...we’re 

coming with different kinds of knowledge...it’s something about trying to recognise that 

we’ve all got something to offer 

Co-researcher

Co-researcher

Academic researcher
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It’s about recognising the expertise of people. It’s about recognising that research is 

comprised in many different knowledges and that those different types of knowledge 

contribute to the value and the depth and the roundedness of the research and ultimately 

can significant in terms of the impact of the research

Stakeholder

Academic researcher

This research was very much co-produced in that the life/work/volunteering experience of 

the people recruited to be the co-researchers very much shaped the way the project was 

rolled out
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WORKING TOGETHER: THE 
CO-RESEARCHER EXPERIENCE 
               

Co-researchers were expected to take part in regular team meetings. Beyond that, their involvement 

was determined by individual co-researcher preferences, interests and circumstances.  There was 

flexibility for this to change at different times over the life of the project. Some found it difficult to 

accommodate the pace of work on occasion, whether due to delays in transcripts being provided, 

short notice for interviews, or challenges in cross-site collaboration:

...it’s hard when you’re volunteering for something, it’s really hard because you can’t 

structure your (time)…. This week, this month, because you’re not quite sure when you’re 

going to be sent things or…… if you’re waiting for an interview to be arranged……you’re not 

in charge of that bit and you’re waiting for an interview to be sent back to code…..

Co-researcher

Co-researchers generally characterised their experience of working with academics very positively 

and felt that they were treated as equal partners in the process.  Participating in a wide range of 

activities and roles meant that co-researchers were represented in every element of the project.  

There was a clear understanding of academics’ core responsibilities for managing the project and 

their role in preparing and supporting co-researchers for their role:  

There were some differences between the three co-research teams in terms of how much influence 

they felt they had over the direction of the research. One pre-existing co-research team was involved 

in the development of the research idea, piloting and bid development. However, in the other two 

sites they were recruited to the project after the bid had been agreed and therefore missed out on 

the early aspects of development.  Another perceived limitation was the need for some processes 

and procedures to be agreed and consistent across all three sites, which meant some compromises 

on the preferences of each individual site.  The lack of cross-site collaboration between co-research 

...I know that the academics had many tasks to fulfil that co-researchers weren’t involved 

in but at no time did I feel that there was a sense of “us and them”. We have been free to 

raise any concerns and a climate of trust and respect has very successfully been created 

by the academics 

Co-researcher
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I think when we met people, because we weren’t from the university, we weren’t from the 

Local Authority, we were there effectively as volunteers, that gave us a relationship with 

the interviewees that was really quite special and I think they felt that they were able to 

be fairly candid with us both positively and negatively and I think that was really valuable 

It was very enjoyable, I mean, just getting together and meeting was really nice... it was 

almost like a friendship group…. .it was really nice meeting together 

Co-researcher

Co-researcher

One of the main satisfactions highlighted by co-researchers was forming working relationships with 

others: 

Some comments suggested frustration with the momentum of the project, or ‘not getting on with it’.  

This seems to partly reflect the time lags associated with, for example, gaining ethical approval, the 

teams was experienced as a limitation and reinforced the sense of teams operating as independent 

units.  

Co-researchers talked about taking on a variety of research roles which were generally experienced 

as positive and collaborative:

Well we all kind of put the [interview] questions forward together as a group...everybody’s 

got their own wealth of experiences and skills and it was all put in one pot to create the 

questions and how it would all work 

...one of the things I’ve enjoyed most about doing the research has actually been working 

with the people on the team. Because one of the things that, I suppose sort of is invisible, 

but it was the socialising aspect. It was the fact we stopped for lunch, and so you could sit 

and chat 

Co-researcher

Co-researcher
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size of the research project and the time available to complete it. 

Our monthly feedback sessions were always lively, there was never a quiet moment 

when nobody was engaged. And I suppose, it’s a positive and a negative, there’s a risk 

that it becomes more of, particularly with retired people, it becomes more of a social 

exercise than taking it forward …..you’re there because you’re there to meet...Purpose gets 

subsumed because you’re there more socially than you are actually to do the research 

Co-researcher
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Although the role of the community partner organisations did not work quite as planned in all sites, 

there was, nevertheless, a clear sense of what the role could offer the project:  

The academic teams spoke clearly about their own responsibilities to the project, highlighting for 

example, accountability and acknowledging some of the tensions that can arise from the need 

to maintain progress and momentum, and the imperative of partnership with co-researchers. 

Academics also highlighted the responsibilities they took for co-researchers’ experiences of their 

involvement in the project.  For some, this was demonstrated in the close attention paid to them and 

in their relationships.  

WORKING TOGETHER: THE 
ACADEMIC EXPERIENCE 
               

Across sites, academics expressed appreciation of the time and commitment co-researchers gave 

to the project. Some touched on the difficult balance between having overall responsibility for the 

project and giving up control: 

...working in a co-production type of way is very different [to conventional research]. 

And it is very challenging because you have to give up control…and that’s not easy to 

do. Particularly if you think that through giving up control you’re not getting to the right 

place...that is really difficult and I’m not, I wouldn’t say I’m there, because I like to have 

control as well. But I have, I think I’ve learnt through a number of projects that if you’re 

serious about co-production, that’s what you have to do 

Maintaining relationships with the co-researchers has been a huge part of it and 

all the regular research things like recruitment and data collection and analysis but 

yeah, fundamentally I think it’s working with the co-researchers and building those 

relationships 

Academic researcher

Academic researcher

But early on I think making that contact with the local authority and with identifying the 

community partner, and they’ve been absolutely brilliant, actually...So I think that’s all 

worked very well 

Academic researcher
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LEARNING
               

Co-researchers spoke positively about what they had learnt regarding academic research, including: 

coding; interviewing; analysis; speaking at conferences and knowledge exchange meetings; and 

engaging with stakeholders.   

It actually made me I think very aware that you know, there is an ethics involved in the 

interview, and we have to be very careful … it’s about listening to somebody’s experience, 

and if there are issues, you know, for example if we became aware that there was a 

safeguarding issue in something that somebody was describing to us, that’s something 

that we need to be aware of, but we need basically to bring it away and discuss how that 

might be addressed, so …I think the project made me aware of how to behave, how we 

need to behave in an interview, and I think that was very helpful 

Co-researcher

Although co-researchers felt that they were given enough preparation and support, some 

acknowledged feeling unclear about some of the research processes.  

Participants highlighted the impact that hearing about older people’s lived experiences of self-

funding had on them. From a stakeholder participant perspective, there was much to be gained from 

‘stepping back’ from the demands of everyday practice and really listening to the first-hand accounts 

of older participants and unpaid carers: 

Things like how the methods that we were going to use work as an approach to the 

research and what we were going to do in terms of getting from the interviews some sort 

of analysis or evidence...that wasn’t really very clear for me. 

Co-researcher

We had a very strong sense of wanting to hear the voice of the older person and so often 

their actual words would be read out by the co-researchers, which proved to be very 

powerful and was very well received

  Stakeholder
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The academic teams noted the time demands involved in this kind of research:   

However, they also reflected on the benefits and enjoyment derived from co-producing research and 

reflected on their wider learning.  

I think some of it was really quite poignant as well...one of the biggest things that I got was 

that [self-funders] felt incredibly powerless. Even though, you know, people think that if 

you’ve got the money to pay for things….. you’re in charge. But one of the big things was 

how incredibly powerless they felt. 

Stakeholder

There have been things I haven’t done as well as I would want to do because I can’t do 

it….. I just can’t do it...I think I have to say that, really, because it’s such a huge thing with 

co-production, is not underestimating. And I think we must have underestimated the time, 

and the cost, actually, that was going to be involved in that 

Acaddemic researcher

I think there’s always room for improvements. I mean, you know, I learnt stuff all the time 

really...I can’t really say “oh I would do this differently, I’d do this differently”. I just think I’d 

do the whole thing better [if I did it again] because I’d have had a whole set of experience 

that I would have learnt from the project 

Academic researcher
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POLICY & PRACTICE IMPLICATIONS
               

The time and resource implications of co-produced research need to 

be managed and fully incorporated in planning grant applications 

Co-production in research practice needs to be attentive and 

responsive to individual co-researcher’s needs and to the team 

dynamics. 

Research milestones should be planned to ensure that co-researchers 

feel meaningfully engaged with the project during ‘quieter’ times (for 

example, pending ethical approval) 

The complexity of co-produced research and its lack of fit with 

traditional research structures merits continued discussion with 

research funders. 

When there are different research sites, time needs to be built into 

the project for collaboration between co-researchers across the sites. 

This has significant resource implications.  
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