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The elephant in the room

power imbalances in co-design 

and co-production

Let’s talk about
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What does co-production involve? (Roper, Grey & Cadogan, 2018)



How helpful 

is this tool for 

thinking 

about power? 



power over power to

power that works to benefit (authority)

power employed to disadvantage (domination)

non-decision-making power (hidden)

ideological power (invisible)

decision-making power (visible)

power with

zero-sum power positive-sum power

identity power



“… Power is an uneven and invisible 
resource, like oxygen. Often people only 
notice power when they don’t have it. 
They are like people exiled to the 
mountain tops who gasp because they 
don’t have enough oxygen, while the 
privileged people at sea level breathe so 
comfortably they never have to think 
about the supply of oxygen.”

Mary O’Hagen, 2014 (cited in Carr, 2016)



Available from CMHDARN: https://cmhdaresearchnetwork.com.au



Thank you
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Ladder of participation
Adapted from Arnstein 1969 by Slay & Stephens 2013 and Grey 2014
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Working together for co-design

Curiosity 
and a 

desire to 
discover

Elevating 
lived 

experience

Valuing 
diverse 

points of 
view

Learning 
by doing, 

trying 
things out

Being okay 
with the 

grey

Hospitality –
care and 

connection

(McKercher, 
2020)
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