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ABSTRACT

Well-being is of vital importance for individuals as well as society at large. UNs Sustainability Goal 
#17, ‘Partnership for the Goals’, support co-creation and co-production as necessary approaches to 
reach public values such as citizenship, social justice, and well-being. However, co-creation and co-
production is not enough. It is necessary to address who participates in co-creation, how they participate, 
and how participation affects outcomes. Inclusive participation in everyday life, public services, and 
democracy is crucial to achieve active citizenship and well-being for all. This chapter will discuss how 
voices of citizens in marginalized and vulnerable life situations needs to be included and recognized in 
democracy and public sector practices as well as in decision-making processes. The chapter suggests 
how public sector organisations can promote active citizenship, valued social roles, and well-being 
through participation in co-creation of public values, placing well-being for all and social justice at the 
forefront of public value co-creation.
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INTRODUCTION

How do we create communities where people feel valued and add value to others? How can the public 
sector, citizens and stakeholders work together to support citizenship, social justice and well-being? There 
is an urgent need for political consensus, collaboration and co-creation across the whole of government, 
and the whole of society, to achieve sustainable development and create well-being for all, leaving no 
one behind (United Cities and Local Governments [UN], 2015; World Health Organization [WHO], 
2019a). Equity, health, and well-being are crucial determinants of sustainable societies, and for which 
collaboration and inclusive participation is imperative (European Commision [EU], nd; Kickbush 2012; 
Marmot, 2014; Marmot et al., 2020; OECD, 2020; WHO, 2019a,b). The importance of well-being is 
highlighted in the UNs SDG#3; ́ Ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all at all ages´. Although, 
moderate progress has been made to reach SDG#3 goals, the SDG goal #10 on reducing inequity requires 
attention to achieve social justice.

High levels of inequality create social gaps in health and well-being, and harms society in many ways. 
It hampers social cohesion and can reduce a sense of citizenship, resulting in lost opportunities for many 
aligned with increased crime and social vulnerability affecting the whole population (International Institute 
for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 2013; Marmot, 2014; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009). Moreover, it 
reduces social trust in general, and especially in public and democratic institutions (International Institute 
for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 2013; OECD, 2020; WHO, 2019b). The need to belong and the 
dependency to other people is universal and a basic part of being human (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 
According to Prilletensky (2020), many of the above-mentioned problems origins in what he describes 
as an ‘Me-culture’ formed by societal fragmentation and neoliberal tendencies in the society. However, 
a ‘We-culture’ of inclusiveness, belonging, compassion and reciprocal support is required to support 
wellbeing for all, and, as the SDG’s urges; to leaving no one behind.

The WHO Health Equity Status Report (WHO, 2019a) captures the impact of policies on inequities 
in health and well-being over the last 10 to 15 years. This report have identified five critical factors and 
assigned to each a percentage reflecting its contribution to the overall burden of health inequity: Income 
security and social protection (35%); living conditions (29%); social and human capital (19%); access 
to and quality of health care (10%); and employment and working conditions (7%). Addressing these 
factors is above all a political choice, and where opinions and political will-formation are informed by 
democratic participation (WHO, 2019b; Marmot et al., 2020). These factors are also connected to mea-
sures beyond available public services. Acknowledging the significance of social support, public services 
cannot simply ‘deliver’ friendships and caring social networks to citizens as a service. The public sector 
also has limited measures available for creating good living environments and meaningful work for all 
that ensures economic safety, as these values are highly dependent on stakeholders outside of the public 
sector. Creating public value that addresses the abovementioned factors thus relies on collaboration and 
co-creation across the whole of society, crosswise sectors, at multiple levels.

In general, the responsibility for participatory processes to create public value falls to the public 
sector, with a particular responsibility on administrations and political leaders. However, participatory 
processes can also be invited by companies, non-governmental organizations and social entrepreneurs, 
who might enable numerous entry points and openings to endorse more participatory and empower-
ing processes, even in settings in which there are no participatory traditions (WHO, 2019b). Contrary 
to making progress towards social justice and well-being for all, political parties and political views 
are becoming more polarized, people are getting more disengaged, and those affected by low levels of 
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well-being tend to be excluded from democratic processes (International Institute for Democracy and 
Electoral Assistance, 2013; OECD, 2020; WHO, 2019a,b). In parallel, social inequities in health and 
well-being are accelerated by neoliberal societal tendencies, and where late stage neoliberalism has 
contributed to alienate people from ‘the collective’ (Gergen, 2009; Pūras, 2020). Such societal tenden-
cies are leading to pressing public health problems, crime, polarization and marginalization, and are 
threatening human rights and sustainable development across the globe (Pūras, 2020; WHO, 2019a,b; 
Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009).

Social justice is vital to achieve well-being for all, aligned with deepening democracy and to revive 
trust in public institutions (OECD, 2020; WHO, 2019b). However, progress to create equal opportuni-
ties within and between populations is slower than expected (UN, 2019). The creation of well-being for 
all, and sustainable development as fundamental public values, are linked to a whole-systems-approach, 
including the need for participation and co-creation between stakeholders, sectors and levels of govern-
ment (WHO, 2013; 2016). Building solutions for achieving well-being and citizenship is good for both 
people and society. It empowers citizens, is good for decision-making processes, ensures that solutions 
address real needs and desires, and legitimizes policies and political decisions. However, the paradox is 
that citizens who have lower levels of well-being than the average population, also tend to participate 
less in developing policies that affects their lives (Hanefeld et al., 2019; OECD, 2020; WHO 2019a,b). 
Even though that it is important that everybody actively participates in democracy and society, it is even 
more crucial to foster participation amongst those who are marginalized, vulnerable, silent and poten-
tially anti-social (Hanefeld et al., 2019; International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 
2013; Smith, 2009).

According to the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (International IDEA; 
2013) and WHO (2019a), groups who suffer from marginalized vulnerable living conditions tend to be 
subjected to lower levels of well-being and are at the same time being politically less active. Examples 
of such groups are people with low socio-economic status, ethnic and linguistic minorities and migrants, 
people with disabilities; young people; people not in education, employment or training; fragile elderly 
people; indigenous peoples; those from remote and rural geographic locations; and people discriminated 
against on the basis of their gender or sexual orientation. Nevertheless, equity in participation in pro-
cesses as well as fair outcomes resulting from co-creation processes is hard to achieve (WHO, 2019b; 
OECD, 2020). Thus, innovation and sociological imagination are needed (Atkinson et al., 2017) in the 
processes of co-creating well-being as a public value.

In order to put the citizens as a resource and active contributors, rather than consumers in the public 
sector, public policy reforms across the globe are currently desired a transition into the megatrend “New 
Public Governance” (NPG) aligned with co-production and co-creation approaches to inclusive partici-
pation towards well-being (Brix et al., 2020; Commission on the Future Delivery of Public Services 
2011; Mortensen et al., 2020; OECD 2011; Pestoff, 2019; Storch & Hornstrup, 2020). Co-creation with 
citizens, living in vulnerable and marginalized situations, is a promising approach to reduce inequities 
and to build strong foundations for more sustainable and democratic well-being societies. The aim of 
this chapter is to discuss how societies can be made more socially inclusive, sustainable and fair by us-
ing co-creational processes. Questions needed to be discussed is then: Who should participate? How? 
Where? And with what purpose and consequence? This involves how voices of citizens in marginalized 
and vulnerable life situations needs to be included and recognized in co-creation processes in democracy 
and public sector service delivery and decision-making.
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PARTICIPATION IN CO-CREATING PUBLIC VALUES

Democracy and the public sector could ultimately be described as socially constructed ways to organize 
societies to serve the purpose of creating public value (Selloni, 2017). Over the last decades, public 
organizations across the world are increasingly asked to refocus their strategies to pursue public value 
through a collaborative approach (Moore, 1995; Pestoff, 2019; Storch & Hornstrup, 2020). Public value 
is acknowledged as a ́ game changer´ for the public sector, governance and democratic leadership, acting 
as a catalyst for radical change and public sector reform (Moore, 1995; Torfing & Sørensen, 2019). Our 
conception of public value, in this chapter, is following Ayres´ (2019, p. 281) definition:

Creating outputs and outcomes in the interest of the common good, including the clients, citizens and 
stakeholders which the policy affects. Doing this requires that the voices and expectations of affected 
groups feed into policy deliberations in a meaningful way.

This shift towards public value in general, aligned with societal objectives of well-being for all, im-
plies a shift in roles, both for citizens, communities, organizations, public servants, leaders in the public 
sector and elected political representatives.

The basic idea in the co-creation logic which currently endeavors to transform the public sector and 
democracy, is to facilitate and mobilize active involvement of citizens and stakeholders in the creation 
of public value. This is grounded in acknowledging that a wide range of actors, stakeholders and organi-
zations, across the whole of society, are vital contributors to ‘co-creating’ public value (Pestoff, 2019). 
The term co-creation covers a ‘jungle’ of co-dimensions (Osborne, 2018; Brix et al., 2020; Cluley & 
Radnor, 2020; Mortensen et al., 2020; Voorberg et al., 2015). In this chapter, the term ‘co-creation’ is 
approached as a participatory and deliberative logic in practice, policies and democratic processes; encom-
passing co-production and other related concepts. The term ‘co-production’ often refers to a relationship 
between actors engaging in the voluntary or involuntary production of any public service. Osborne et 
al. (2016) argue that public service delivery cannot exist without co-production, as the value resulting 
from public services is created in the nexus of interactions. The public service users (i.e. citizens) tend 
to be positioned as the main value producer in the creation of both individual and public values. Adding 
on to co-production, the term ‘co-creation’ often entails the whole policy-process, including a political 
dimension (Pestoff, 2019; Selloni, 2017). In this perspective, co-creation of public values can happen 
at any stage in the policy-process; from co-initiation, co-design, co-implementation, co-production, to 
co-evaluation (Pestoff, 2019; Torfing et al., 2019; Selloni, 2017). Torfing et al. (2019, p. 802) provides 
a general definition of co-creation in the public sector:

A process through which two or more public and private actors attempt to solve a shared problem, chal-
lenge, or task through a constructive exchange of different kinds of knowledge, resources, competences, 
and ideas that enhance the production of public value in terms of visions, plans, policies, strategies, 
regulatory frameworks, or services, either through a continuous improvement of outputs or outcomes 
or through innovative step-changes that transform the understanding of the problem or task at hand and 
lead to new ways of solving it.
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In a co-creational logic, relevant and affected actors are presumed to participate in defining and solving 
shared problems and common tasks (Torfing et al., 2019). However, participation per se in co-creation 
and co-production of public value outcomes does not ensure that processes nor outcomes are socially 
just. Understanding “what adds value to the public” (Benington, 2009, p. 233) requires engagement with 
citizens and stakeholders.

However, this is not a new approach; even in the cradle of democracy in ancient Greece, Aristotle’s 
concern was to develop democratic institutions and state systems that pursued the “public interest”. 
Aristotle made a distinction between pursuing a common interest where every citizen can flourish and 
fulfill their purpose as human beings in community life, as opposed to pursuing the interest of sovereigns 
and other powerful leaders in the society (Diggs, 1973; Selloni, 2017). Thus, Aristotle firmly placed 
´the public interest´ within a framework of pursuing well-being, where living a meaningful life above 
all was the most desired value.

PROMOTING WELL-BEING AND CAPABILITIES

Well-being is a fundamental value for individuals, and for societies to prosper. A high level of well-
being constitutes a meaningful goal for people across all sectors of society. Well-being reflects how 
people evaluate and experience their lives and their life conditions, and is inherently linked to freedom, 
mastery and meaning in life, to positive emotions, social connection and well-functioning, to health and 
mortality (Diener et al., 2017).

It is well documented that well-being is closely associated with, and often a cause of, a wide range 
of important individual and societal outcomes like social connectedness and integration, innovation, 
productivity, work and school performance, improved health (i.e., cardiovascular and immune system 
functioning), healthy behaviour, and longevity (Kickbush 2012; Marmot, 2014; Marmot et al., 2020; 
Steptoe et al., 2015). The health, finance, educational, and labour sectors, and their related services, are 
therefore increasingly focusing on promotion of mental capabilities to fight some of the most urgent 
societal ailments of today including both mental and physical health problems, school dropout, social 
marginalisation, work disability, and long-term sick leave. At the core of this activity is the objective to 
improve quality of life and well-being as a public value (Phillips, 2006).

The Capabilities framework provides a viable path to progress well-being for all, while also, specifically, 
addressing issues of social justice (Davidson et al., 2009; Nussbaum, 2000; Sen, 1999). The capabilities 
framework emphasizes the importance of people’s freedoms to live a life, they have a reason to value. 
Peoples opportunities to achieve well-being, depend on capabilities such as vitality, living conditions 
or having loving relationships with others. Accordingly, the capability approach also involves taking 
action to empower citizenship, so people can impact on their life circumstances and living environments 
through democratic participation (Freire, 1997; Marmot et al., 2020; WHO, 2019b).

Sen (1992, 1999) links the development of capabilities to freedom and quality of life, inspired by the 
Aristotelian notion on human flourishing. Further, Sen makes a solid argument for replacing economic 
imperatives in societal development with freedom to achieve well-being. He argues that policies, and 
the evaluations of these, should concentrate on people’s quality of life and the conditions affecting our 
possibilities to live a life we have a reason to value. According to Dréze and Sen (2002, p. 6), within this 
framework, developments of capabilities are not to be mistaken as an individual process:
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The [capability] approach used in this study is much concerned with the opportunities that people have 
to improve the quality of their lives. It is essentially a ‘people-centered’ approach, which puts human 
agency (rather than organizations such as markets or governments) at the centre of the stage. The crucial 
role of social opportunities is to expand the realm of human agency and freedom, both as an end in itself 
and as a means of further expansion of freedom. The word ‘social’ in the expression ‘social opportunity’ 
(…) is a useful reminder not to view individuals and their opportunities in isolated terms. The options 
that a person has depend greatly on relations with others and on what the state and other institutions 
do. We shall be particularly concerned with those opportunities that are strongly influenced by social 
circumstances and public policy.

Capabilities are understood as freedoms to engage in valued social activities and roles, addressing 
what people can be and do (Sen, 1992, 2005). Hence, the development of capabilities is an issue of moral 
significance to achieve social justice and well-being. This demands interdisciplinary, collaborative and 
participatory approaches to societal development, placing human rights and capabilities, democracy and 
empowerment and meaning making processes at the center of attention. According to Prilletensky (2020) 
there is no wellness without fairness. Based on a long history of interdisciplinary research, he suggests 
that this is about ‘mattering’, which is a central dimension of human well-being. ‘Mattering’ is about 
feeling valued as a person, and adding value in the life of others. Both of these dimensions are vital for 
well-being (Prilletensky, 2020). To make sure that everyone matters, inclusive citizenship is needed.

INCLUSIVE CITIZENSHIP AND RELATIONAL WELFARE

A vital part of well-being is inclusive citizenship. Achievement of full citizenship in the community is 
curated by a person’s social environment, including social connections and the support and capital of-
fered by those connections (Harper et al, 2017). Building on the work of Michael Rowe (2015) and col-
leagues (Clayton, O’Connell, Bellamy, Benedict, & Rowe, 2020) citizenship is defined as a connection 
with the rights, responsibilities, relationships, roles and resources associated with being a full member 
of society. This is also called the 5 Rs of citizenship and is a foundation for well-being and community 
integration (Clayton, et al.,2020; Rowe, 2015).

One ongoing example of radical change towards inclusive and active citizenship is the transforma-
tion of welfare states towards relational welfare (Cottam, 2018). This approach places people and the 
relationships between them as a focal point to reinvent and design societies and welfare systems. In this 
perspective, the objective and success criteria of a welfare state is that citizens can live well and enjoy a 
good quality of life, and not primarily assessing quantity and cost of public services (Ness & Heimburg, 
2020; Storch & Hornstrup, 2020).

Focusing on inclusive citizenship and relational welfare there is a need to start by standing in commu-
nities, shoulder by shoulder, where one seeks insight together to understand the complexity of problems 
and possibilities to approach these from an everyday life perspective (Cottam, 2018; Desai et al., 2019; 
McNamee et al., 2020; Ness & Heimburg, 2020; Pelletier et al., 2009; Storch & Hornstrup, 2020). As 
Cottam (2018, p. 46) points out: “participation cannot be seen as something special or unusual that must 
be celebrated. We need to create systems that make participation easy, intuitive and natural”. Following 
this, Ness and Heimburg (2020, p. 36) have provided the following description of relational welfare:
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Relational welfare is a human centred and collaborative approach premised on human rights, social 
justice and societal sustainable development. Relational welfare means that welfare is a resource that 
people co-create together, where personal and collective relationships and environments are placed at 
the centre of development. Within this, the foremost mission of the public sector is to build public value 
as a common good by supporting conditions that enable all people to flourish and live a life they have 
reason to value and the capacity to sustain. The purpose is to strengthen the resources, relationships 
and communities to create positive and sustainable life courses, now and in the future.

However, radical changes, and placing well-being for all, as a focal public value in democratic processes 
in the public sector does not happen in a vacuum. Enabling inclusive citizenship and relational welfare 
towards well-being involves looking at social worlds as co-created. Useful questions to consider in such 
co-creational processes are borrowed from Pearce (2007, p. 53): (a) what are we making together? (b) 
how are we making it? (c) what are we becoming as we make this? And (d) How can we make better 
social worlds together? In order to make transformation towards well-being, we will now address some 
principles that may guide inclusive participation and well-being in co-creational processes, aligned with 
developing a relational account of welfare to promote well-being for all. These principles follow the work 
of Cormac Russell (2020, p. 15) on Asset Based Community Development (ABCD): (1) Citizen-led; (2) 
Relationship-oriented; (3) Asset-based, (4) Place-based; and (5) Inclusion focused.

Citizen-Led

A citizen-led approach means to move a mindset towards communities first, and institutions second 
(as opposed to a service-led approach). A citizen-led approach argues that there are certain things that 
citizens, by relating to each other can create, by themselves, and in collaboration with services in the 
public sector. Transformative change when using a citizen-led perspective is viewed through questions 
like: What is it that citizens in communities are best placed to do together? What is it that citizens best 
can do with some outside help? What is it that communities need outside institutions to do for them? 
How can public sector institutions and other stakeholders do to support their wishes, hopes and dreams 
on co-creating nurturing communities? Such questions put citizens in charge of change. They take on 
collective leadership by using what they have, to secure what they need. In this way, citizens support 
public servants, administrative leaders and politicians in how best they can be helpful to create value 
of importance to the citizens themselves. By highlighting a citizen-led approach it is important that all 
citizens are being included, also those who are living in marginalized and vulnerable living situations. 
A citizen-led apprach does not provide arguments for welfare state retratchment, rather it invites us to 
use redistributive measures and welfare institutions as platforms for inclusive participation (Pūras, 2020; 
Di Martino & Prilletensky, 2020). Since, until citizens in a given place know what they have, which is 
local and within the scope of their control, they cannot know what they need from other actors in society 
(Russell, 2020). This is a starting point of inclusiveness in co-creational processes.

Relationship-Oriented

Transformative change is bound by human relationships. A significant body of research suggest that 
supporting and loving relationships are the most vital of all assets for health and well-being (Antonovsky, 
1987; Ersoy, 2017; Prilletensky, 2005; Putnam, 2000; Pūras, 2020). Human relationships and social 
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networks are vital for socially just participation and creating capabilities and well-being for all in public 
value co-creation. The importance of attending to relationships is increasingly acknowledged as vital 
for organizational functioning and interactive forms of governance aligned with co-creation (Bartels & 
Turnbull, 2019). 

All citizens have assets that should be recognized in developing their communities. An asset-based 
approach, focusing on capabilities, goes beyond individuals and to tap into relational and shared power to 
take control over conditions affecting their well-being. Relational powered capabilities enable capacity-
building to amplify and multiply the capacities of individuals, ensuring the societal whole is greater than 
the sum of its individual parts (Gergen, 2009; Pūras, 2020; Storch & Hornstrup, 2020; Russell, 2020). A 
relationship-oriented approach is not to be confused with the fact that the individuality of citizens does 
not matter. Rather, it points to the fact that having a good life depends on other beings, and relates to the 
ties of trust, care, kindness and empathy that all humans need to flourish in communities (Pūras, 2020). 
These are values that no individual can create alone, and where relational power matters (Cottam, 2018; 
Gergen, 2009; Rowe, 2015; Russell, 2020).

Asset-Based

Public services can get better results by ‘working with’ rather than ‘doing to’, drawing on the strengths 
and assets of individuals and communities to improve outcomes (Gergen 2009, 2014; Storch & Horn-
strup, 2020; Russell, 2020). A radical focus on nurturing capabilities moves the discourse from looking 
at citizens as vulnerable (deficit-model) to approaching them as able, working to enhance capabilities 
to participate in deliberation and impact policies and social conditions that affects their well-being 
(asset-based model). In other words, to focus on ‘what’s strong’, not ‘what’s wrong’, and to use ‘what’s 
strong’ to fix ‘what’s wrong’ (Russell, 2020). The point is to shift the focus from community or citizen 
needs to community and citizen capacities. This means that the co-creational processes towards inclu-
sive citizenship and well-being starts by asking about the personal “gifts” that citizens can contribute 
toward building their community: What are the skills they can put to work? What are the abilities and 
talents they can share? What are the experiences from which they have learned? What are the interests 
and dreams they would like to pursue?

Once collected, the aggregate information forms a knowledge base about local capacities that can be 
mobilized toward community building. These powerful human resources can be directed toward: Pro-
moting economic growth, local enterprises, and job connections; organizing local community-building 
activities and projects; showcasing local talents and celebrating community; facilitating citizen action 
around critical issues and building relationships, trust, and social capital (Pūras, 2020; Russell, 2020).

Place-Based

Citizenship, participation and co-creation also relate to the question of where co-creation of practices and 
policies should be introduced in order to promote inclusion and lower thresholds for participation. Small 
local places set the stage for creating conditions for sustainable and satisfying lives (Russell, 2020). A 
place-based approach can facilitate potentials for out-reach democracy in the settings of everyday life, 
the places people live and act across the life span. This aspect is in accordance to the settings-approach 
to empowerment and deals with where the experiments are conducted, in arenas and settings where the 
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people live their everyday lives; where they live, learn, play, work, shop, leisure, use the internet (social 
media) and where settings have impact on wellbeing (WHO 1986, 2016).

The focus in the places where people live their everyday life is also aligned with a focus on local 
level governments. A report on the role of local governments in achieving the SDGs, supported by the 
European Commission, states that “Local governments are policy makers, catalysts of change and the 
level of government best-placed to link the global goals with local communities” (United Cities and Lo-
cal Governments, 2015, p. 1). Accordingly, a place-based approach could lower the thresholds to reach 
groups of citizens who are socially excluded and experience severe barriers to participate in community 
life and co-creational processes on equal terms.

People live their everyday life in local communities. Further, it is in these settings that citizens have 
the closest connection to public services and the richest opportunity to participate in dialogues about 
conditions that affect their quality of life and sustainable development (WHO, 2016). Neighbourhoods, 
small towns, villages and estates are the scale at which local residents can be empowered to make an 
impact through acts of relating to each other and collective citizenship. The settings and places where 
people live their everyday lives are also the context within which the multiplicity of helping agencies an 
public sector provision can agree a common ground that moves them beyond their administrative silos, 
to work across boundaries to create values that are valued by the public. Research show that well-being 
is higher in areas where citizens have greater opportunities to become directly involved in the democratic 
process and participation in civil society. Having more opportunities to influence democratic processes 
increases people’s well-being (OECD, 2020; Touchton & Wampler, 2014).

Inclusion-Focused

Social inclusion involves both an active form of citizenship (Ware, Hopper, Tugenberg, Dickey, & Fisher, 
2007) and a sense of belonging (Prince & Gerber, 2005). This may result from being part of mainstream 
social networks and connections (social capital) to engage in meaningful social and occupational activi-
ties within the community. Barriers to social inclusion include not just social stigma and discrimination, 
but also practical issues that may arise because of people’s mental health or social difficulties, such as 
low income, unemployment or poor housing (Bradshaw et al., 2007; Hall, Kakuma, Minas, Martins & 
Kermode, 2019; Pūras, 2019, 2020; Wright & Kloos, 2007).

Iris Marion Young (2000) claims that the norms of democratic deliberation are contextual and cultur-
ally specific, valuing some discourses and arguments, while devaluating others. Young maintains that 
this happens even though deliberation, theoretically, builds on premises of equity and a deliberative 
process towards unity. Responding to this, and expanding the notion of the deliberative model, she sug-
gests a communicative approach that considers difference in voices as a resource to democracy, where 
members of a polity recognize each other in their particularity, listen to, understand, and give room 
for alternative ways to present an “argument”, such as story-telling and ways of greeting that nurtures 
recognition and empathy.

Following Smith (2009, p. 12), principles of inclusion should focus on inclusiveness as an analytic 
concept; “the way in which political equality is realized in at least two aspects of participation: presence 
and voice”. Inclusive participation and strengthening capabilities aims to empower citizens through ac-
tive citizenship. Beyond enhancing capabilities related to presence and voice for politically marginalized 
and silent groups it also extends to addressing the democratic discourse and public sector co-creation as 
a whole, and to considering relational aspects of inclusion (through recognition), reflexivity (through 
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empathetic listening and taking on others’ perspectives), and dialogue (through respectful and culturally 
sensitive processes of relating). This requires human capacity in terms of facilitating such processes.

In accordance to Fung (2015), democratic inclusion requires a focus on three major aspects of par-
ticipation: (1) Who participates (inclusivity); (2) How do they participate (intensity and quality); and 
(3) How are discussions and decisions linked with policy and public action (influence). The aspect of 
social inclusiveness, embedded in all three dimensions, is thus intended in a twofold way: On one side 
most of participatory actions included should target a specific marginalised group, on the other side 
those initiatives should also involve multiple and diverse groups, in order to ensure an open and fertile 
participatory environment, which do not generate segregation. Supporting citizens to discover and con-
nect local assets, is thus about actively inviting ‘strangers’ to take part in a ‘collective’ (Russell, 2020). 
When it comes to creating an environment and communities where all citizens can develop their capa-
bilities and flourish, there is nobody who’s gifts and assets are not desired in the pursuit of co-creating 
well-being for all as a public value.

ILLUSTRATIONS OF INCLUSIVE PARTICIPATION TOWARDS 
THE CO-CREATION OF WELL-BEING FOR ALL

To illustrate how the principles above can be realized in practice, three short case narratives is provided 
to illustrate the principles on an international and state level, local government level and neighbourhood 
level respectively.

State Level: Well-Being Governments and the Case of New Zealand

There is consensus from research that some democratic and participatory processes systematically limit 
groups of citizens from gaining economic, social, political and cultural inclusion; and these factors are 
strongly associated with inequities in health and wellbeing.

This is connected to an ongoing transition of creating ‘well-being societies’, or ‘economies of well-
being’. An example at the State level that reflects principles of social justice and well-being outlined in 
this chapter can be found within the alliance formed by the Well-being Economy Governments (WEGo, 
nd). This network (established in 2018) of dedicated governments (New Zealand, Iceland and Scotland) 
have gained large-scale international attention and widespread praise for pursuing inclusive population 
well-being to forefront economic values. These governments share expertise and transferable policy to 
challenge the acceptance of GDP as the ultimate measure of a country’s success. The objectives of the 
group are as follows: (1) Collaborate in pursuit of innovative policy approaches aimed at enhancing well-
being through a broader understanding of the role of economics—sharing what works and what does not 
to inform policy making. (2) Progress towards the UN SDGs, in line with Goal 17, fostering partnership 
and cooperation to identify approaches to delivering well-being. (3) Address the pressing economic, social 
and environmental challenges of our time. As an example, the NZ government unveiled the world’s first 
´well-being budget´ in 2019, aiming to replace GDP with a national framework measuring well-being, 
equity and sustainability as the ultimate societal goals. In developing the policies and assessments for 
progress, the state agencies in NZ invited and mobilized a large-scale participatory, deliberative and 
collaborative process where citizens with diverse backgrounds contributed by constructing meaning 
and purpose for national policies. In the development of the Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy, the 
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NZ government, with the support of partner agencies, engaged with more than 10,000 New Zealand-
ers, including 6,000 children and young people. As a result of what mattered most to New Zealanders 
in negotiation with knowledge built on research, all policies in NZ are now evaluated through a lens of 
kindness, empathy and wellbeing (Ness & Heimburg, 2020).

Local Government Level: The Wigan Deal in United Kingdom

Since 2011, Wigan Council has embarked on a major transformation of their approach to creating public 
value, coined as ́ The Wigan Deal´. This transition was based on an acknowledgement of the community 
as the primary driver of creating health and well-being for all. This approach thus implied transformative 
role perceptions and practices amongst citizens, other stakeholders and organizations in the community, 
public servants, municipal leaders and politicians in Wigan. The Wigan transition was based on the idea 
of building a different relationship with local people and build a new relationship with the public through 
shared ways of working across all the services, institutions and organizations operating in a place. An 
important fundament for the changes that was made in Wigan was nurtured by building on a ‘strength-
based’ or ‘asset-based’ approach. The assed based approach cultivates the strengths of individuals and 
communities to build independence and improve health and well-being with local stakeholders and 
citizens, especially attending to nurture capabilities amongst groups who not normally participate. This 
new approach involved moving towards asset-based working at scale, empowering communities through 
a ‘citizen-led’ approach to public health and creating a culture which permits staff to redesign how they 
work in response to the needs of individuals and communities. In sum, the Wigan Deal consists of the 
following four components (Naylor & Wellings, 2019, p. 5-6):

•	 working with local people in an ‘asset-based’ way that seeks to recognise and nurture the strengths 
of individuals, families and communities and to build independence and self-reliance

•	 creating a culture in which innovation is encouraged and frontline staff are permitted to make deci-
sions for themselves and rethink how they work

•	 empowering communities, including by investing in local voluntary sector organisations and com-
munity groups

•	 creating the conditions for closer partnership working between agencies

The Wigan Deal is an informal agreement, in line with a psychological contract in the community be-
tween the council and everyone who lives or works there, taking on joint action to create a better borough. 
At the heart of this is an attempt to strike a new relationship between public services and local people. 
Wigan’s transformative journey, documented by the Kings Fund (Naylor & Wellings, 2019), shows that 
it is possible to achieve substantial economic savings while protecting or improving outcomes: Wigan 
has moved from being under relentless financial pressure, to achieve a stable economic situation with 
room for even increased investments in their local community. However, the most important outcome of 
the Wigan deal is not about money, it is about people. Several key metrics tell a story of improvement 
after the implementing the Deal, where Healthy life expectancy has increased significantly, bucking the 
trend for stagnation seen in general metrics for the UK. Care Quality Commission assessments suggest 
that the quality of social care services in Wigan has improved, aligned with improved staff engagement. 
In fact, recognizing these improvements, the Local Government Chronicle named Wigan the Council 
of the Year in March 2019.
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As suggested by an evaluation of the Wigan Deal (Naylor & Wellings, 2019), this transition was made 
possible because of the way public services was genuinely transformed, aligned with upfront investment 
available to help bring about innovation. Moreover, change was made possible and achieved through 
bold leadership and a long-term strategic commitment to working differently with local people and com-
munities through an enabling style of leadership. Leaders supported frontline staff to build capacity for 
innovation based on their conversations with citizens using public services, embracing a people-centred, 
participatory, empowerment-oriented and community-based approach to service delivery. The Wigan 
deal also embarked a new form of commissioning to support their approach. Accordingly, the Council 
in Wigan has moved from a transactional commissioning model to a more collaborative one, embedding 
voluntary and community sector organisations as partners of the “Deal”, where commissioning includes 
to actively support development and improvement of joint actions towards common goals.

Although other areas have explored similar approaches, Wigan is noteworthy for the scale and con-
sistency with which these ideas have been applied in practice. The Deal is facilitated by local and deeply 
contextual drivers for change. Organizational and societal learning can be drawn from this particular 
case to inspire change elsewhere and illustrate the kind of work that is needed to shift to a new model of 
public service delivery and public value co-creation (Naylor & Wellings, 2019; Jordan, 2019).

Neighborhood Level: From Stairway to Stairway in Aarhus, Denmark

In the City of Aarhus, Denmark, there has grown an ambition to re-imagine how public welfare organiza-
tions operate. One of the really promising projects that offers novel pathways for how the to work with 
families on the edge of society is named ‘From Stairway to Stairway’ which literally means going out 
knocking on peoples doors in order to meet citizens in their local context an build an emerging working 
relationship with citizens and their families experiencing multiple difficulties in life such as poverty, 
mental illness, unemployment, loneliness, exclusion and the like. The projects take place in Gjellerup, 
Denmark, with an ethnic population of more than 90% with non-Danish background. The projects build 
on the experiences from Wigan Council, UK, that was one of the first municipalities to offer a full-scale 
experiment on how to practice relational co-production. In Aarhus the municipality has moved in to 
one of the apartments in the area with a multi-professional team with competencies within all the major 
areas of public welfare, such as family unit, job consultants, social workers, integration, health workers 
and leisure and culture worker. Through a relational approach they work to build:

•	 Trustful relationships between citizens and the professionals as basis for positive development
•	 Building connections to a greater personal network, local community, civic society and not least 

job and education
•	 Public services so that it matches the need for professionals to be more open, flexible, risk-taking 

and citizen centric in their works as opposed to system loyal.
•	 Cross professional collaboration so citizens experience more holistic and coordinated services

The first goal has been to enroll 60 families in the project. Rather than waiting for them to show up 
at one they have gone out into the area in order to find families often living lives outside the society at 
large having no; (official) income, no education and no public support.
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The experiences so far, one year in to the project, are that building relationships with the families has 
been easier than expected and the general experiences is that many of the families indeed have hopes and 
dreams for the future, but lags knowledge and capacity to ask for help or have a history of difficulties that 
have created a state of ‘learned helplessness’. The first step in the project has been to go out into the area 
talking with people, knocking on people’s doors in order to find and locate those families and citizens 
with whom they have no prior or little relationship with. Once a relationship has been established, they 
work to build trust so that these families start opening up and share their hopes and dreams, whatever 
these might be. Working with the families from what matters to them, enable an emerging expanding 
relationship where one small step leads to the next and eventually, they experience being able to take 
leaps into an expansive process leading to job and/or education.

Hence, the approach insists on letting the families take charge of their own development and that 
the role of the professionals is support the citizens in building confidence and capacity to take agency 
over their own situation and development. The project leader, Pernille Randrup explains (Andersen & 
Reiermann, 2020):

The families define how they want to use us under the condition that the process leads towards job. But 
this isn’t a problem because all of them want’s that as one of their first priorities, but they want more 
than that too… We stay with them as long as they want us there. Even if they get in to work, they can 
stay in contact if they need help or wants to talk through issues.

The results emerging from the project are promising. The goal is to get 80% of the adults into per-
manent employment, and in order to achieve such outcomes they need to work holistically helping the 
families succeed with all aspects of life especially supporting their children building success in school 
and through social activities such as sport and culture or community activities. The city CEO, Niels 
Højberg (2020), sees the project as enabling a leap in to how the city will work in the future:

The core is that the council and its professionals can’t deliver a set of pre-destinated set of services to 
its citizens, but instead they must learn to develop solutions that are needed together with the citizens 
involved.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The world is continuously facing complex problems and challenges that demands joint action in the 
whole of society and increased citizen participation. As made explicit by SDG # 17, collaboration is 
key for sustainable development, which also includes to nurture co-creation and joint action to promote 
wellness and fairness, reduce inequalities, and create sustainable cities and communities. Social justice 
and well-being for all, leaving no one behind, are revitalized as public values in contemporary societies 
through the SDG’s and human rights. Societies across the world still fail to address the persistent and 
widening social gap in opportunities to achieve well-being (UN, 2019).

Although this chapter has provided promising principles and illustrations, one must critically reflect 
on, and address, dark sides of co-creation. Co-creation and co-production in the public sector are still 
probed as a suitable approach to address the complexity of problems connected to inequities. In fact, 
co-production and co-creation research indicate that adopting a co-creation approach tend to increase 
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social inequities (Steen et al., 2018). Steen et al. (2018) identify seven potential evils of co-creation and 
co-production: the deliberate rejection of responsibility, failing accountability, rising transaction costs, 
loss of democracy, reinforced inequalities, implicit demands and co-destruction.

Socioeconomically privileged citizens tend to participate more in co-creational processes than those 
who struggle with various aspects of deprivilege and stigma (Jakobsen & Andersen, 2013). Privileged 
citizens higher up in the socioeconomic ladder tend to have assets (i.e., power through networks and 
relationships, money, education and work positions) that facilitate participation (Ostrom 1996; Steen et 
al., 2018). If this ‘dark side of co-creation’ is not properly addressed, unequal access to favorable condi-
tions for participation in co-creation of public value could potentially lead to value creation for some 
proportions of the public, and not for all. Accordingly, this could potentially widen the social gap in 
health and well-being, and thus threaten basic human rights and sustainable development (Pūras, 2019, 
2020; Pūras & Gooding, 2019). However, co-creation can reduce inequity in health and well-being when 
working with co-creation in socially just ways (Jakobsen & Andersen, 2013; Williams et al., 2020).

When research and transformative community change are worked out for rather than with citizens, 
then people are unlikely to engage in a wide range of relevant concerns promoting public interest (Gergen, 
2014; McNamee & Hoskin, 2013; Smith, 2009;). Such engagement is closely connected to the notion 
of citizenship and the 5R’s of citizenship previously described (rights, responsibilities, relationships, 
roles and resources associated with being a full member of society) (Rowe, 2015). Active and inclusive 
citizenship nurtured in ways that enables participation in society on equal terms is basically at the heart of 
bringing a socially just relational welfare into life; a form of state and community-building that nurtures 
active and inclusive citizenship towards well-being for all. Co-creating well-being as a public value in 
inclusive and generative ways, can thus be viewed as a process of mattering, being valued and adding 
value in the life of others (Prilletensky, 2020; Di Martino & Prilleltensky, 2020). The future prosperity 
of communities, local government and states across the world will thus depend on the willingness and 
ability to seize opportunities to nurture citizenship in ways that accumulate capabilities to enhance the 
well-being of present and future generations.

Inclusive and active citizenship is vital to co-create public value in ways that are socially just and 
favorable for achieving well-being. Public value co-creation needs to attend to the whole of the popu-
lation, a proportionally support inclusive citizenship for and with people who are at risk of being left 
behind in co-creation processes. In line with Moore’s (1995) seminal work on public value on what is 
beneficial for society, we will argue for a normative account of value creation, linked to the capabilities 
framework, human rights and the UN’s sustainable development goals. Well-being for all and social 
justice should be placed at the heart of public value creation, where value is co-created across the whole 
of society, carefully supported through active and inclusive citizenship.

The emancipatory and democratic promises of the co-creation paradigm need to grasp sense-making 
of and explore new practices of public value co-creation. Studies has demonstrated elsewhere that co-
creation can be transformative and emancipatory, and support socially just outcomes from if processes are 
carefully supported (Boone, 2019; Jakobsen & Andersen, 2013). All the three cases we have described 
above from New-Zealand, Wigan and the neighborhood in Aarhus, relates to a normative account on 
well-being and justice as public values. The three cases illustrate how such an approach to public value 
can be co-created through active and inclusive citizenship and co-creation with stakeholders and actors 
across sectors and settings – placing the public at the heart of public value creation in the public sector, 
in society and through democracy. The cases demonstrate the need to, and the potential for supporting 
citizenship amongst groups and individual who are at risk of being left behind, socially, and economically.
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Protecting and promoting societal goals of health and well-being for all starts with people, taking 
on relational responsibility for each other (McNamee & Gergen, 1999; Di Martino & Prilleltensky, 
2020). By relationally attending to each other as a collective, participation in public value co-creation 
could be made easy, intuitive and natural (Cottam, 2018), and facilitate the identification of, connec-
tion between, and mobilization of a wide range of resources and assets in the places where people live 
their lives (Russell, 2020). The collaborative, citizen-focused and participatory wave represented by the 
co-creation approach (Mortensen et al., 2020), has the potential to create movements towards a desired 
future. Levitas (2013) argues for a utopian approach to pursue a future-forming consideration of alter-
native social futures. Without such a future-forming approach, people and societies can be at risk being 
stuck in status quo, unable to move beyond the day-to-day issues that permeate the political landscape 
(Gergen 2014). The examples from New Zealand, Wigan and neighborhoods in Aarhus, constitute ex-
amples of future-forming practices with potentials for upscaling and further development, aligned with 
the principles we have suggested to guide a future-forming approach based on the premises of being 
citizen-led, relationship-oriented, asset-based, place-based and inclusion-focused.

Throughout the last decades, collaboration and active citizen participation has been increasingly 
endorsed as essential approaches to tackle complex societal problems and promote human flourishing 
across a wide range of practices and academic disciplines (Bradbury, 2015; Cottam, 2018; Hersted et 
al., 2020; McNamee et al., 2020; Pestoff, 2019). However, if co-creation and public deliberation is not 
carefully designed and facilitated, it could unintentionally increase polarization, generate frustration 
and reinforce democratic echo-chambers that create adverse effects in creating well-being opportunities 
(Bartels, 2016). Democracy matters for equity and well-being, and inclusive participation matters for 
democracy. We encourage innovation in the public sector and democracy aligned with research strategies 
promoting a transformative purpose, radically attending to human relationships aligned with a participa-
tory approach. By outlining case illustrations and a framework for developing a relational welfare that 
builds on principles of being citizen-led, relationship-oriented, asset-based, place-based and inclusion 
focused, we hope to inspire to stimulated dialogues, new thoughts and innovations aimed at promoting 
social justice, health and well-being for all as fundamental, and essentially, co-created public values.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Capabilities: What people are able to be and to, linked to people’s opportunities to live the kind of 
life people value, and have reasons to value

Citizenship: The legal link between an individual and a state where the citizens are entitled to certain 
protection and privileges, built on Five R’s of citizenship: rights, roles, resources, responsibilities, and 
relationships.

Co-Creation: Two or more actors collaborate to create public value by sharing ideas, knowledge 
and resources with each other.

Inclusive Participation: Giving people voice and presence in social life and in democratic processes, 
which enables socially just processes and outcome.

Mattering: Feeling valued and feeling like you add value. Key components include being recognized 
and having an impact.

Public Value Creation: Creating outputs and outcomes in the interest of the common good, includ-
ing the clients, citizens, and stakeholders which the policy affects.

Relational Welfare: A logic and practice where welfare is a resource that people co-create together, 
where personal and collective relationships and environments are placed at the centre of development.

Social Justice: The fair and equitable allocation of burden, resources, and power in society.
Well-Being: how people evaluate and experience their lives, and their objective living conditions. 

Well-being is inherently linked to freedom, mastery and meaning in life, to positive emotions, social 
connection and well-functioning, to health and mortality.
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