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Speaking on behalf of the vulnerable? Voluntary 
translations of citizen needs to policy in community 
co-production
Ane Grubb and Morten Frederiksen

Sociology and Social Work, Aalborg University, Copenhagen, Denmark

ABSTRACT
Vulnerable citizens often depend on volunteers or others to translate their needs into 
relevant concerns for policy makers. This is particularly so in the context of co- 
production of public service provision. However, knowledge of how this translation 
works in practice is scarce. Based on a qualitative study of co-production activities 
targeting vulnerable elderly citizens and refugees, this paper explores volunteers’ 
translations of citizen needs and identifies two forms of failure: entangled translations 
fail because municipal staff suspect volunteers of justifying volunteer interests as 
citizen needs, while restricted translations fail to justify citizen needs as collective 
concerns because volunteers draw excessively on anecdotal formats.

KEYWORDS Co-production; volunteers; new public governance; engagement theory; vulnerable citizens

1. Introduction

The co-production of public services – especially welfare services – has gained increas-
ing interest from politicians and managers seeking to develop flexible, innovative, 
responsive and cost-efficient public services. The key to ensuring these positive out-
comes is the active participation and contribution of citizens, which is expected to 
reinvigorate local democracy (Pestoff 2009), qualify welfare provision (Osborne and 
Strokosch 2013), and potentially increase efficiency (Alford 2014, 2009). However, 
while co-production requires users and citizens to actively engage in the delivery of 
public services (Osborne, Radnor, and Strokosch 2016), welfare services often target 
vulnerable citizens with restricted capacities for participation (Strokosch and Osborne 
2016; Flemig and Osborne 2019). In such cases, volunteers may participate on behalf of 
vulnerable citizens (Flemig and Osborne 2019; Pestoff 2014), and there is a widespread 
expectation among policy makers and researchers that voluntary organizations can 
represent users and communicate their needs in this way (Brandsen and Pestoff 2006). 
In this paper, we explore how volunteers and voluntary organizations engage on behalf 
of vulnerable citizens and translate their needs into causes for concerted action 
acceptable to policy makers in the context of community co-production. While there 
is a substantial literature on user participation in the co-production of public services 
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(e.g. Pestoff 2009; Bovaird et al. 2015; Bovaird and Loeffler 2012; Joshi and Moore 2004; 
Radnor et al. 2014), this is not so with community co-production involving local 
organizations in cross-sector collaboration (Bovaird 2007). Recent studies suggest 
that third-sector organizations may collect and represent the views and needs of 
vulnerable user groups (Vanleene, Voets, and Verschuere 2019), such as patients 
with dementia (Flemig and Osborne 2019) or asylum seekers (Strokosch and 
Osborne 2016), but knowledge about the practices of volunteers in communicating 
vulnerable users’ needs to policy makers is scarce (Flemig and Osborne 2019; 
Vanleene, Voets, and Verschuere 2019). This paper contributes knowledge of these 
practices by investigating the following research questions: 

How do volunteers and voluntary organizations engage in translating the needs of 
vulnerable citizens to policy makers, turning needs into common concerns for community 
co-production?

What factors ensure or impede that such translations successfully become common 
concerns for community co-production?

The paper is based on an extensive, qualitative investigation of community co- 
production of services targeting refugees and vulnerable elderly people. The analysis 
focuses on situations in which volunteers seek to translate a need observed among 
vulnerable citizens into a cause for concerted cross-sector action. To this end, we draw 
on Thévenot’s (2007) theory of engagement, which provides an analytical framework 
for investigating both the process of translation from experienced need to justified 
cause for concerted action and the form of engagement at each step of this translation 
process.

We find that volunteers rarely succeed in transforming citizen needs into causes for 
cross-sector co-production and identify two translation failures that impede this 
transformation: entangled translations and restricted translations. Entangled transla-
tions refer to cases in which municipal staff suspect volunteer engagements of clothing 
sector-related agendas in the claims of user needs. Restricted translations refer to 
situations where volunteers draw excessively on anecdotes and familiar engagements 
with vulnerable citizens, thus impeding collective justification and engagement. Both 
forms hamper cross-sector co-production.

Below, we first conceptualize volunteer engagement and translation using Laurent 
Thévenot’s (2007) framework of sociology of engagement. Second, we unpack the 
notion of community co-production and the role of volunteers in co-producing 
services for vulnerable citizens. Third, empirical cases, the methodology, and the 
analytical strategy are presented before we turn to empirically analysing engagement 
and translations in the co-production of welfare. Finally, we draw conclusions and 
discuss the implications of the findings.

2. Multiple engagement formats

Voluntary organizations, social movements, and non-profits have a long track record 
of public advocacy on behalf of vulnerable and marginalized citizens. In the context of 
public service provision and community co-production, voluntary organizations com-
municate the needs of vulnerable citizens to policy makers and employees in the public 
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administration, such as street-level bureaucrats and middle management, rather than 
to politicians. In this context, volunteers cannot mobilize democratic constituencies 
and interest groups to influence policy processes but need to convince public sector 
employees of the importance and legitimacy of (addressing) specific user needs. In 
order to conceptualize the role of volunteers as translators on behalf of vulnerable 
citizens in public service organizations, we turn to Thévenot’s (2007) theory on 
regimes of engagement, which conceptualizes key aspects of the translation process 
under investigation. First, the notion of engagement regimes allows us to explicate the 
differences between the various forms that needs assume when experienced by citizens, 
when addressed in volunteer practices, and when communicated as causes for con-
certed action to policy makers. Second, the theory conceptualizes how the coordina-
tion and justification of concerted action depends on the notion of a common good 
being involved. Third, it sensitizes our analysis to those volunteer engagements which 
fail to translate user needs in ways that are sufficiently ‘common’ or justifiable as 
‘common goods’ to mobilize the municipality into concerted action.

Thévenot (2007) conceptualizes engagement as a person’s dependence on and 
interaction with the environment in both social and material senses. This is a further 
development of Boltanski and Thévenot’s (2006) theory of justification and delibera-
tion, where Thévenot situates the deliberative format of justification as merely one of 
three forms of engagement (Wagner 1999). In Thévenot’s conceptualization, engage-
ment entails both a material and a moral–political adjustment between the engaging 
person and the environment. The former involves practical orientations and actions 
aimed at achieving specific social and material ends, while the latter involves 
a commitment to some notion of ‘good’ (Luhtakallio and Thévenot 2018; Thévenot 
2007). Thévenot (2001, 2007) loosely clusters engagements into three levels ordered 
according to how ‘social’ (and thus public) they are; that is, to what degree an 
engagement and the good it involves are strictly private as opposed to involving 
other people and public justification(s).

The first form of engagement is the familiar regime which involves a strictly 
personal notion of good – say, comfort or convenience – in which people adjust to 
material affordances in a tacit and often embodied form of coordination with their 
personal requirements and routines (Bullinger 2014; Thévenot 2007). Discoordination 
and inconvenience may occur when people are unable to successfully engage with their 
familiar environment or if the capacities available in that environment no longer 
suffice to achieve convenience. In our case study, this type of failed engagement 
becomes apparent when dementia and the frailties of old age change a person’s 
requirements for convenience and comfort and diminish their ability to engage with 
the environment. Similarly, refugees temporarily lose agency due to linguistic or 
cultural barriers that diminish their ability to make sense of clues and capacities 
available in the environment. The familiar regime of engagement is where most user 
needs initially appear and from which they must be translated to become objects of 
coordinated, public action. In many instances, to be vulnerable means to be engaged in 
one’s environment in a discoordinated or inconvenient way.

The second form of engagement is the regime of planned action, which involves 
practical and conventional notions of good, such as the goals of coordinated action 
(Thévenot 2007, 2014). This form aims to coordinate action in ways that efficiently 
achieve planned goals by adjusting strategies and actions to the functional capacities 
and utility of the environment. Planned action is a social engagement and involves 
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other people besides material affordances. Consequently, the success of planned action 
depends on coordinating engagements with other peoples’ use of the environment, 
without any public, deliberative coordination of ‘correct’ use taking place. 
Misunderstandings, violations, and disruptions may result in inefficiency and failure 
in this regime of engagement, because notions of good are inadequately coordinated 
and people interpret differently and use the capabilities of the objective environment 
for diverse goals (Thévenot 2007; Zukas and Kilminster 2012). In the context of 
community co-production, planned action is the way volunteers, vulnerable citizens, 
and current users of service provision coordinate and collaborate on objective aims. In 
our analysis this type of engagement is relevant to situations where volunteers identify 
problems in the citizens’ familiar engagements and coordinate action with them to 
alleviate these problems. This may be the case when volunteers experience the emo-
tional distress, isolation, and increasing incapacity of people with early-onset dementia 
or observe the discomfort of newly arrived refugees in a temporary housing placement.

The third form is the regime of justification, which concerns the legitimacy of goals 
with reference to a publicly justified notion of a common good (Boltanski and 
Thévenot 2006). The regime of justification emerges from problems of collective 
coordination in the regime of planned action. Failure, inefficiency, breach of conven-
tions, and other types of conflicts of coordination force people to publicly discuss and 
agree upon a common, legitimate standard of good – as both a moral–political notion 
and a practical engagement to coordinate action (Wagner 1999). According to 
Thévenot, transforming a personal experience or need into a cause for collective action 
requires actors to ‘de-singularize’ and ‘communize’ the issue by embedding it in 
a legitimate set of justifications accepted by all involved (2007, 41). Justification 
requires that the issue be successfully presented as a relevant concern to a broad 
concept of common good. Loneliness, for instance, is an issue which may connect to 
the right to human dignity and participation as a legitimate common good. For 
translations to be successful, user needs must be translated into a cause for concerted 
action that is justified because it contributes to obtaining a legitimate common good.

The issue of acceptance fundamentally distinguishes the regime of justification from 
the other two regimes in which mutual accommodation is largely tacit; if verbalized, it 
only serves purposes of coordination. Acceptance requires some kind of deliberative 
format in which justifications are proposed, tested, and either accepted or rejected. In 
the context of community co-production, the regime of justification is the default 
mode of co-operation, where cross-sectoral legitimacy must be continuously main-
tained. It is, however, also a type of engagement that frequently results from disrup-
tions in the regime of planned action. In the regime of justification, user needs become 
the object of public deliberation and are qualified as objects for specific, justified 
interventions and moral judgements in meetings and formal decision making. This 
is the regime in which a volunteer may bring the problems of refugees or people with 
early-onset dementia to the attention of social service managers and make the case that 
these problems justify the municipality developing new services or making organiza-
tional changes. Translation, in this context, involves the observation of a citizen need 
in the regime of planned action and the communication of this need in the regime of 
justification. In order to be successful, the translation should connect the observed 
need to a common good which will be accepted as a justified cause for concerted action 
by policy makers. Translations fail, from this perspective, when the identified citizen 
need is rejected by the municipal policy makers as insufficiently ‘common’ or 
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insufficiently ‘good’ to be justified as a cause for concerted action. In what follows, we 
review the role of voluntary organizations in community co-production and concep-
tualize the role of volunteers as translators of citizen needs between engagement 
regimes.

3. Community co-production as engagement and translation

The co-production concept has been revived in the public administration context since 
the late 1990s (Nabatchi 2012; Nabatchi, Sancino, and Sicilia 2017). Co-production 
involves contributions from people outside the service delivery organization (Ostrom 
1996); this usually means either users or concerned citizens (Pestoff 2014). To Ostrom, 
who coined the term, co-production implies collaboration both across sectoral divides 
(between state, market, and civil society) and between the public service producer and 
the citizen using that service. This duality in Ostrom’s notion of co-production 
remains in contemporary research on co-production (Alford 2014). Bovaird (2007) 
frames it as a distinction between citizen co-production and community co- 
production to differentiate the co-production of public services by service users from 
the co-production of those services by other members of the community. It is com-
munity co-production which is of interest in the context of volunteer engagement on 
behalf of vulnerable citizens.

Current scholarship often employs the concept of community co-production with-
out distinguishing between the groups covered by the term, a conflation that blurs 
important differences in the characteristics, sectoral affiliations, and potential agendas 
of co-producers, especially the difference between community co-production, when 
citizens speak on their own behalf, and community co-production, where co- 
producers (such as volunteers) speak on behalf of citizens unable to do so themselves. 
In this paper, the term ‘community co-production’ denotes volunteers claiming to 
translate citizen needs into potential cross-sector collaboration on behalf of those less 
capable of communicating their own needs. Whether community co-production is in 
fact an extension of citizen co-production in the sense of improving vulnerable 
citizens’ participation and influence on service provision is an important empirical 
question that this paper explores.

A common co-production format is the deliberative forum, with co-production 
expected to be the outcome of verbalized engagement and the rational, public negotia-
tion of interests and legitimacy (Tortzen 2016). Similarly, current research generally 
equates engagement in co-production with deliberative participation and the verbal, 
public negotiation of interests (Pestoff 2009; Bovaird and Loeffler 2012). This form of 
engagement, however, tends to exclude groups with restricted linguistic, cognitive, or 
cultural qualifications (Flemig and Osborne 2019; Vanleene, Voets, and Verschuere 
2019), and we know less about the non-verbalized engagement and participation of 
citizens with manifest limitations in their participatory abilities (Flemig and Osborne 
2019; Brandsen, Steen, and Verschuere 2018). Moreover, studies on ‘the dark side of 
co-production’ (Steen, Brandsen, and Verschuere 2018; Williams, Kang, and Johnson 
2016) indicate that citizens from vulnerable communities engage less in co-production, 
resulting in an unequal distribution of welfare services (Clark, Brudney, and Jang 
2013). Recent studies demonstrate that volunteers may serve as collectors and con-
veyers of user needs (Strokosch and Osborne 2016), suggesting that community co- 
production may help rectify inequalities related to user representation in co- 
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production. However, there is a scarcity of knowledge of how volunteers engage in 
community co-production on behalf of vulnerable citizens and whether they are 
successful in translating citizen needs into causes for concerted action. In short, the 
micro-politics of community co-production remains underexplored.

The focus on deliberative engagement prevailing among both practitioners and 
scholars has led to two unfortunate blind spots. First, it risks making planners, policy 
makers, and researchers overlook barriers to co-production for citizens with reduced 
deliberative capacities. Second, it prevents us from understanding that engagements 
may come in forms other than deliberation, such as bodily experiences of unease or 
practical efforts seeking to remedy an individual problem. These engagements form the 
foundations of co-production, but only to the extent that they can be translated into 
causes for concerted action.

In the analysis below, the regime classification serves as an explorative, analytical 
heuristic used to disentangle different forms of engagement and sensitize the analysis 
to forms of engagement other than the public justification work of deliberative 
processes. In particular, the plural conceptualization of engagement helps identify 
mechanisms that enable or impede volunteers in translating observed citizen needs 
into propositions for new practices and policies in the context of community co- 
production.

4. Methodology

4.1. Research questions

The overall research questions are as follows: 

How do volunteers and voluntary organizations engage in translating the needs of 
vulnerable citizens to policy makers, turning needs into common concerns for community 
co-production?

What factors ensure or impede that such translations successfully become common 
concerns for community co-production?

The investigation of these questions is based on a qualitative case study of community 
co-production in a Danish municipality for and with vulnerable elderly and refugees 
who share cognitive, cultural, or linguistic restraints on their deliberative engagement, 
making translators indispensable to observe and convey their needs.

4.2. Design and methods

The paper builds on data from a case study focused on co-production activities 
targeting vulnerable elderly citizens and refugees. The case municipality selected for 
the study was a large Danish municipality that qualifies as a ‘representative case’ (Yin 
2013) of municipalities in terms of co-production efforts and the priority it grants the 
co-production agenda. While the literature on co-production generally agrees that 
measuring and comparing levels of co-production by objective standards is compli-
cated by the heterogenous use of the term across studies and activities (Voorberg, 
Bekkers, and Tummers 2015), a number of circumstances substantiate the claim of 
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representativity as regards the pursuit and practice of co-production in our munici-
pality. A recent national mapping of co-production activities in all Danish munici-
palities documented how the vast majority (82%) have established organizational 
infrastructures to enable and sustain cross-sector co-production (Ibsen and Espersen 
2016). In line with this trend, the case municipality has built up several organizational 
structures and functions to actively support cross-sector co-production, such as arran-
ging cross-sector network fora, establishing and supporting volunteer centres, and 
employing volunteer coordinators with an explicit mandate to pursue cross-sector 
collaborations. On the other hand, the case municipality is never among the ‘front 
runners’ identified by scholars and practitioners regarding co-production (Espersen 
et al. 2018; Tortzen 2016). This characteristic suggests that findings from the case 
municipality do not result from over- or underperformance and may therefore be 
transferable to other Danish municipalities.

Co-production activities are encouraged throughout most parts of the municipal 
administration, but this in-depth study investigated all co-production activities in two 
key areas targeting vulnerable citizens: refugee services and elderly services. These are 
vulnerable citizens who share a limited capacity to participate in deliberative processes 
and depend on others to speak on their behalf.

In selecting activities to be included in the overall research project, we employed 
a two-step sampling process. In the first step, we included all activities targeting the 
two user groups which self-identified as co-production. In a second step, we winnowed 
this list by selecting those which explicitly strived to address user needs, implied 
frequent cross-sector collaborative activities, and claimed to include citizens directly 
or through representation. This sampling process and selection criteria ensured that 
the activities analysed were actively working to translate user needs into policy and 
service provision through community co-production (all projects are described in 
appendix A). While the research project included all selected co-production activities 
targeting vulnerable elderly and refugees in the municipality, the presentation of the 
analytical results below draws specifically on examples from three co-production 
projects which illustrate the two translation failures. We do this to limit the amount 
of contextual information necessary to present the content and challenges of transla-
tion (Aull Davies 2008). The findings are, however, grounded in a full analysis of all 
data from all co-production activities within both fields.

In the project, we employed a combination of qualitative methods. To access the 
long-term patterns in verbal and non-verbal forms of engagement, we conducted two 
years of participant observation at meetings and during everyday interactions among 
participants (volunteers, public staff, managers, and citizens) in the selected activities 
(Luhtakallio and Eliasoph 2014). Roughly 100 people were part of the settings observed 
in both sectors.

Specifically, we looked for instances when volunteers identified and (re)presented 
a need encountered in everyday interaction with elderly or refugees to municipal staff 
and noted the reactions and ensuing dialogue. Additionally, we conducted 35 in-depth, 
semi-structured interviews with volunteers (elderly field, N = 8; refugee field, N = 6), 
public managers (general administration, N = 3; elderly N = 5; refugee N = 5), public 
employees (elderly, N = 2; refugees, N = 3), and 5 users with refugee status. We also 
conducted 7 focus groups with a total of 25 informants divided between 20 users (10 
elderly and 10 refugees) and 5 volunteers from the elderly field. All interview infor-
mants were asked to recollect largely constructive experiences with the co-production 
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format. Most volunteers and municipal staff working with elderly and refugee services 
were familiar with the term because they worked on projects or ad hoc activities 
labelled co-production. When interviewing users with cognitive or linguistic impair-
ments, the research team referred to concrete examples and descriptions of co- 
production. The purpose of this methodological combination was to gather empirical 
data that reflected the ideals and goals associated with co-production (Osborne, 
Radnor, and Strokosch 2016) while also capturing how co-production materialized 
in everyday practice among volunteers and public employees involved in service 
provision for vulnerable users.

Guided by Thévenot’s (2007, 2019) conceptualization of engagement regimes, the 
analysis below investigates the translation practices that volunteers employ when 
presenting user needs to the municipality as justifications for concerted action. The 
framework is used to analyse how such engagements in the regime of public justifica-
tion fail when the translation of user needs is insufficiently grounded in a legitimate 
notion of a common good.

In the analysis, we performed an exploratory vertical analysis and coding across 
field notes and interview transcripts related to the specific activity on all collected data. 
The units of analysis were the individual attempts to establish or expand co-production 
activities. While some activities may be up and running, volunteers often seek to create 
new activities or to expand existing initiatives to include other users, methods, or 
formats of collaboration. These attempts often surface in several data sources and from 
the perspectives of both sectors. The initial coding pass identified (a) instances where 
volunteers represented and described citizen needs to others and (b) responses to these 
engagements from municipal employees. In the second coding pass, we analysed 
whether each set of engagements and responses established a common good and 
cause for concerted action. At this point, it became clear that almost no volunteer 
engagements succeeded in translating an observed need into a cause for co-production. 
In the third coding pass, we (a) inductively identified the relevant regimes of engage-
ment for each failed attempt at needs translation and (b) classified these failures 
according to the type of rejection the volunteer engagement encountered. This led to 
the two kinds of translation failures presented next. Both forms of failure to translate 
needs were identified in several places across all the activities investigated in this study.

5. Analysis

The analysis begins from the observation that volunteers repeatedly tried to translate 
observed needs into common concerns and occasions for cross-sector co-production 
shared by the municipality and volunteers. However, the volunteers’ translations of 
individual problems failed to persuade the municipality to engage in addressing the 
problems, because the municipality did not consider the translated needs to involve 
a justified notion of a common good. In the analysis below, we focus on two general 
forms of translation failure that appeared across cases. The first, entangled translations, 
denotes situations where municipal employees suspected volunteers of translating the 
needs of vulnerable citizens alongside undisclosed agendas benefitting their own 
organizations when making the case for cross-sector co-production. The second 
form, restricted translations, applies to situations in which volunteer translations 
drew heavily on the familiar regime form of citizen needs, disqualifying their transla-
tion from being a legitimate subject for collective action. In what follows, we unpack 
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both failed translation forms and show why and how each fails at turning citizen needs 
into legitimate causes for collectively justified changes to service provision. Quotes and 
excerpts from our data are selected from two sectors to illustrate the analytical findings 
and concepts developed, but the findings and concepts are grounded in a thorough 
analysis of the entire dataset.

5.1. Entangled translations

At a meeting between researchers and municipal managers, one researcher asked how 
the voices of citizens enter policy making. The ensuing dialogue reflects the key 
problem of entangled translations:

It is the volunteers who bring in the voice of the citizen, one top manager from the municipal 
administration of integration explains. To this, another top manager working with integration 
immediately replies, ‘I would like to challenge that statement. I know they [the volunteers] are 
out to do good, but then they might present a citizen problem that does not exist. So, I would 
challenge the notion of volunteers always representing only the voices of the citizens’.

The first answer reflects the dominant ideal of community co-production that grants 
volunteers and civil society privileged access to observing and understanding the 
familiar engagements and discomforts of citizens. The second reply reflects 
a municipal suspicion that volunteers in some cases seek to satisfy the needs of the 
voluntary organization through co-production but justify this attempt with observed 
user needs. The latter suspicion appeared across the data set and represented 
a significant impediment to co-production. In the following section, we present several 
cases of such entangled translations. We show how the municipal suspicion of 
entangled, undisclosed engagements both reflects and reproduces inter-sectoral mis-
trust, which in turn prevents volunteer engagements on behalf of vulnerable citizens 
from instigating concerted action.

The first case of entangled translations appeared in the realm of the Job Club, an 
initiative launched by a volunteer from the Danish Refugee Council (DRC) who had 
invited the municipality to co-produce employment services for unemployed refugees. 
The DRC volunteer argued that ‘true co-production’ between DRC and the municipal 
job centre was the best format for finding relevant internships and jobs for refugees – 
the claimed common good. The volunteer firmly expected the municipality to enter 
into close collaboration, but the first meeting was followed by another and then a third 
without any progress towards integrating municipal and volunteer efforts. At each 
meeting, the volunteers pressed for transitioning into a format where they could join 
the physically established municipal job club. While accepting the invitation to meet 
every now and then, the administration was reluctant to collaborate more closely: 

Volunteer I: ‘We talked about whether we could join the job club? [a municipal job 
training course for refugees held on a weekly basis in municipal locales]’.

Municipal manager: [Explains that volunteers’ partaking in the municipal job club is 
problematic due to personal data issues] ‘We therefore hoped that a meeting such as 
the one we have today can accommodate some of it . . . maybe we could solve it just by 
knowing each others’ areas?’

Volunteer II: ‘I still don’t understand it [why volunteers cannot attend the municipal 
job club]’.
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Municipal job centre employee: ‘There may be some things we can’t disclose . . . ’

Volunteer I: ‘It is all about what offers we can create. . . . How we can do what’s best for 
the citizen – that is what we should be focusing on’.

The municipal employee’s scepticism was grounded in suspicion of entangled transla-
tions. The municipality questioned whether the volunteers engaged in public justifica-
tion solely on behalf of the refugees and suspected that the needs of the volunteers and 
their organization were part of the best for the citizen justification, the common good 
which the volunteers claimed to represent. While never making this scepticism explicit 
in the presence of volunteers, municipal agents involved in integration projects 
frequently expressed mistrust towards volunteers engaging on behalf of refugees. 
A municipal manager involved in the job club meetings explicitly aired her distrust 
of volunteers during an interview:

Now, I don’t know whether . . . but all these different volunteers, they all have their own 
motives for getting into this work. At least, that is my impression. It might not always be out of 
the pure intention of helping this citizen either. I have met some who have their own battles 
with the system. (Interview with job centre integration manager)

In the case of the job club, the suspicion of volunteers engaging to translate needs 
beyond those relating strictly to user needs was justified. During an interview, one 
volunteer explained how the translation of user needs was entangled with multiple 
motives, some of which had stronger affinities with the needs of volunteers than with 
those of refugees. These needs thus represent an undisclosed, sector-specific good 
omitted from public justification. The entanglement of needs was apparent when the 
volunteer justified the idea of the job club: 

Interviewer: ‘So, when you say co-production, why is that? Why is co-production 
a good idea in this particular case?’

DRC volunteer: ‘Because we [the volunteers and municipal agents] contribute some-
thing different. The municipality has a network. . . . And if only I could access that 
network as well. . . . After all, they have a network of companies; I might have the time to 
go out to the companies and knock on the door, but I have to know where I can go. So, 
with some of them [refugees] I said, to the electrician, for example: “You have an 
assignment for next week: You have to make a list of 20 electricians where you can apply 
for a job”. But it could well be that the job centre had a list of. . . . Like, we might tell 
them, you can do something with electricity, you can do something with agriculture, 
you can do something with this and that, but I think that the municipality has a network 
and knows where to go and what is possible within the legislation. I could find out about 
the legislation, but I would have to read it all myself. So they could tell me: “These are 
the paragraphs you need to read”, instead of me doing everything myself’.

Interviewer: ‘They have a shortcut to knowledge in a way?’

DRC volunteer: ‘Yes and so . . . the meaning of co-production in this context is that 
they must really see the qualities that we, the volunteers, contribute instead of seeing us 
as someone who could be a little dangerous’. (Interview with DRC volunteer)

The volunteer’s translation of refugee needs is inextricably entangled with the needs of 
the volunteer and of the voluntary organization to access the municipal networks, 
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obtain a shortcut to understanding legal regulation, and receive municipal recognition. 
Indeed, at the level of planned action, the volunteers engage the municipality as a tool 
to pursue an organizational goal while justifying this engagement with reference to 
observed user needs. The volunteer’s plan to address the refugees’ needs implies that 
the needs of the voluntary organization are also addressed. So, while the translation of 
needs began with an inconvenience experienced by refugees, the content of the 
engagement with the municipality to co-produce appears to be at least as beneficial 
to the volunteers and their organization as to the refugees. The municipal employees 
deflect this attempt at translating needs into co-production by referring to the legal 
regulation of data confidentiality as a stronger type of justification. So, while accepting 
the invitation to meet every now and then in a cross-sector forum, the municipal 
agents expressed fundamental scepticism about the thought of moving beyond the 
deliberative meeting format. The municipality actively used this format to keep 
volunteers at a distance, presenting potential legal obstacles as a justification for 
avoiding closer collaboration, which the volunteers tried to circumvent. In meetings, 
phrases like ‘for the benefit of the citizen’ or ‘with the citizen at the centre’ were 
frequently heard from both volunteers and municipal staff, but with different subtexts. 
While volunteers translated citizen needs into justification for closer collaboration, the 
municipal job consultants referred to user needs and rights to justify boundaries and 
legal issues that prevented volunteers from getting too close to either refugees or case 
workers. The invitation to take part in regular cross-sector meetings was accepted, but 
since the volunteers translated citizen needs in a form entangled with own interests and 
failed to publicly justify their plan for collective action, co-production never moved 
beyond the deliberative format into cross-sector collaboration on shared grounds. It is 
quite possible that some durable compromise based on a common notion of good 
could have been achieved. Had the volunteers made their multiple engagements part of 
the public justification and allowed the municipality to engage in public deliberation 
about them, some shared notion of common good might have been justified, but by 
entangling the translation of citizen needs with a plan that would also satisfy volunteer 
needs, this became impossible.

A second example of entangled translations appeared in the realm of services 
targeting the vulnerable elderly, specifically dementia patients and their relatives. 
Based on a grant from the national health authorities, the municipality had established 
a space in a municipal building where dementia patients and their relatives could 
access non-referred services like open counselling or recreational activities. Some 
activities were run by municipal staff, and others by volunteers from a national 
association for dementia patients and their relatives. While looking like the perfect 
case of fruitful cross-sector co-production from the outside, everyday life inside the 
municipal building revealed pockets of inter-sectoral mistrust and suspicion of 
entangled translations. One case of how entangled translations both reflect and 
reproduce such mistrust appeared in a field conversation with the municipal project 
leader on the day after an event conducted by volunteers from the patients’ association. 
The theme of the evening was ‘wellness and wellbeing’, and it had attracted a handful of 
patients with dementia and their relatives. As the scheduled wellness activity was 
cancelled at the last minute, the evening turned instead into a forum where relatives 
shared experiences from everyday life with a partner suffering from dementia. While 
this chance to air frustrations and receive support visibly constituted a relief for the 
relatives, the dementia patients expressed – either verbally (in low tones to the 
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researcher) or by way of body language – how being talked about as an everyday 
nuisance to their partner made them uncomfortable. At the end of the evening, the 
volunteer in charge of the event suggested establishing a new support group exclusively 
for relatives of dementia patients. As the volunteer explained in a field conversation 
after the participants had left, she sensed the need for such a forum, not least due to the 
obvious discomfort expressed in different ways by the dementia patients. All relatives 
present expressed interest in such a group, and the volunteer promised to take it up 
with the municipality. As the volunteer further explained, the format she envisioned 
for such support groups would be different from those offered by the municipality. It 
would be a closed forum, not accessible to a constant flow of newcomers that could 
destabilize any sensation of confidence and trust among participants. Establishing 
these groups, however, demanded co-operation with the municipality with regard to 
recruiting participants and borrowing locales. On the day following the wellness event, 
the researcher mentioned the volunteer’s idea of starting closed support groups to the 
municipal project leader, who responded by laughing briefly and raising her eyebrows 
sceptically, explaining that there were many such support groups already offered by the 
municipality. To her, the volunteer’s plan to launch a new group thus represented 
another example of how cross-sector collaboration at times felt like two parallel 
projects sharing one roof, with the patients’ association permanently on the lookout 
for opportunities to position their organization. On another occasion, the project 
leader described this feeling of inter-sectoral competition more bluntly: ‘We all want 
the same thing – what is best for citizens with dementia – but it ends up being about 
marking off one’s territory’.

Establishing support groups for relatives of dementia patients represented in itself 
a common good in accordance with the overall policy of providing dignified public 
services to families with dementia. However, as the municipal leader suspected the 
initiative to represent an entangled translation, with the patients’ association engaging 
in a plan to meet user needs and their own need for organizational positioning, the 
initiative was rejected.

To agree upon a common good is an issue for public engagement and deliberation 
and requires justifications accepted as legitimate by all participants. Our observations 
of engagements that fail due to entangled translations – as in the cases above – make us 
posit that successful translations in the context of co-production not only depend on 
‘de-singularization’ but also critically on what we might call ‘de-sectoralization’ of the 
problem, which implies that a participant successfully turns an identified problem into 
an issue of common, cross-sector relevance. In the opposite case, when engagements 
fail to de-singularize and de-sectoralize the problem, the claim of a common good 
becomes conspicuously entangled with the particular interests of the translator – the 
volunteers in this case – thus reproducing inter-sectoral mistrust and impeding co- 
production.

5.2. Restricted translations

While never graduating into a close collaborative project, the Job Club did become 
a forum, with volunteers and municipal staff meeting every three months to discuss 
possible projects of common interest. As such, the Job Club came to represent a case of 
cross-sector deliberation, if not cross-sectoral action, that could theoretically permit 
the translating of citizen needs into public, deliberative engagements. However, most 
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translations presented by the volunteers still failed to persuade the municipality that an 
important common good was involved. While it was relatively easy for municipal 
agents to convince volunteers to collaborate in solving various tasks based on muni-
cipal definitions of user needs, volunteers faced difficulties when trying to translate 
observed needs into legitimate causes for coordinated action.

At one meeting, a DRC volunteer explained that she had talked to refugees strug-
gling to attend mandatory Danish language courses because they took place in the 
daytime at an inaccessible location, making them difficult to combine with internships 
and family obligations. The volunteer tried to make these observations of impediments 
to familiar forms of engagement into a justification for collective action: specifically, to 
create a supplementary online language programme to increase flexibility and acces-
sibility. One municipal employee responded, ‘But it is also important that the users 
take on responsibility themselves’. The volunteer pressed the point by sharing another 
anecdote of a mother of three forced to give up the language course because she spent 
hours taking her children to different day care institutions by bus. She was motivated to 
find a job but did not speak Danish and had no time for attending the language course. 
The dialogue ended as follows: 

Volunteer: ‘Soon she [the mother] will not be able to afford a bus pass. How is she 
supposed to make ends meet? How should I advise her on this matter?’

Municipal employee: ‘Well, it is a matter of priority. Just like the rest of us. The 
husband must help, if he’s the one making money . . . ’

Volunteer: ‘OK, but she comes and cries . . . can’t afford Eid gifts. I have been begging 
to earn money for them on her behalf’.

Municipal employee: ‘Well I think this lady should learn to prioritize . . . ’

Volunteer: ‘OK, so what I need to do is to advise her to take a Danish course and eat 
rice?’

Municipal employee and municipal manager together: ‘Yeah’.

Municipal manger explains: ‘It is not only the municipality [implicitly: that is respon-
sible for everything]’.

We find a recurrent pattern of volunteers making a case for changing municipal 
practice in response to everyday needs and inconveniences observed among refugees, 
which the municipal employees subsequently dismiss with reference to personal 
responsibility. Another suggestion to provide more assistance to refugees struggling 
to navigate the job centre website was dismissed as a ‘disservice’ that would dampen 
refugees’ motivation to take responsibility for their own learning. While the munici-
pality is obligated to teach refugees Danish and help them find jobs, municipal 
representatives dismissed suggestions to change current practices based on anecdotes 
or accounts too close to the particular, subjective inconveniences faced by specific 
refugees. These dismissals deflect volunteer engagements as based on particular and 
personal concerns – concerns that belong strictly in the familiar and plan regime of the 
users – and unsuitable as causes for common concern or action.

Another case of restricted translations comes from a temporary housing project for 
refugees that ran for a couple of years after a sizable influx of refugees from Syria in 
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2015. To accommodate this unexpected and large number of new citizens, the muni-
cipality established temporary residencies in The Hotel, a large former hotel building 
in the middle of the city. The DRC offered free counselling to the inhabitants at certain 
hours every week, while the municipality was in charge of day-to-day maintenance. At 
the beginning of this research project, the temporary housing project was closing 
down, as refugees had been referred to long-term accommodation elsewhere in the 
municipality, but interviews with volunteers, volunteer managers, and municipal 
managers reflected how inter-sectoral tensions had complicated cross-sector collabora-
tion while it was underway. A significant part of these tensions was related to 
volunteers experiencing their attempts at engaging to improve municipal services for 
refugees being rejected or ignored. One volunteer consultant from the DRC relayed 
this experience in an interview:

What I hear is that sometimes volunteers experience that they have been promised something, 
which then turns out difficult to realize. I have heard a lot of examples of such experiences in 
relation to The Hotel. I have heard about volunteers trying to call the municipality but never 
getting through to anybody. . . . And there have been attempts at creating activities and stuff [at 
The Hotel], which were turned down by the municipality without the volunteers receiving 
a proper explanation.

One specific issue that volunteers attempted to bring to the attention of the munici-
pality without success regarded the need for enhanced supervision and care for 
refugees during the process of settling into a new apartment on their own. In the 
following interview excerpt, a DRC volunteer reconstructs the volunteer side of the 
unsuccessful engagement attempt:

And we tried – both our activity manager and myself – we tried to explain that when a refugee 
moves into his own apartment, it’s like a child moving away from home. Because they trusted 
us. I spend a lot of time in the beginning building trust and drinking coffee. Lots of coffee, lots 
of talk. So if a refugee moved out. . . . Some of them could only endure being in their apartment 
for two hours; then they were back at The Hotel. But we were told by the municipality that we 
are not allowed to do more.

The problems and needs of the refugees that volunteers attempted to translate into 
a matter for co-production was the fundamental challenge of feeling at ease in one’s 
everyday surroundings (Thévenot 2019). This feeling, which is inherently difficult to 
verbalize and transform into a matter of public legitimation and dispute (Thévenot 
2019), was challenging for refugees to establish during their stay at The Hotel and even 
more difficult in new accommodations far from familiar surroundings and relations. 
The volunteers’ translation of this observed discomfort into calls for additional support 
from their own organization and the municipality were, however, turned down by the 
municipality. The same thing happened with another call for more supervision and 
guidance to be available to refugees living in temporary housing. One municipal 
employee explained the matter from the municipality’s perspective:

With regard to appointing staff at The Hotel, for example. What should the municipality 
represent at The Hotel? Well, the municipality maintains that The Hotel is not an institution; 
it is a temporary accommodation. It is people’s private homes. It might be temporary, but it 
is [still] people’s private housing. So there should not be staff down at The Hotel. . . . The 
volunteers wanted 24-hour staffing, which we could not provide. They have been asking like, 
‘Who should be there if someone passes out down there?’ Well I don’t know! It corresponds 
to referring someone to their own apartment. We can’t have a person sitting around there 
either.
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When engaging on behalf of refugees to expand municipal services and care to include 
activities produced in a cross-sector format, volunteers tried to ‘transform information 
from one cognitive format to another’ (Thévenot 2007, 413) or to translate observa-
tions across regimes of engagement. However, as their translation efforts typically 
remained accumulations of disconnected personal experiences, the municipal actors 
considered the information illegitimate as a basis for changing practice and policy. As 
such, the volunteers’ observations of needs among refugees were treated as an irrele-
vant, unfounded critique and untimely resistance rather than as legitimate causes for 
common concern and concerted action.

This points to a paradox: While public discourse routinely praises the authentic, 
non-bureaucratic, interpersonal engagement of volunteers, their attempts at translat-
ing observations of needs among refugees into concerted action are dismissed as too 
personal; the translation remains within the familiar regime and familiar forms of 
discomfort and is, consequently, restricted to anecdotal relevance, not public justifica-
tion or concerted action.

While cases of entangled translation appeared across fields of services targeting 
refugees and the elderly, restricted translations occurred mainly in the area of integra-
tion. We attribute this comparative difference to the circumstance that the transforma-
tion of personal needs into matters of public engagement and policy (Thévenot 2019) 
has a different historical and political trajectory regarding eldercare than in services 
targeting refugees. Whereas most services aimed at ameliorating the frailties of old age 
long ago were justified as legitimate causes for public concern and spending, the extent 
and type of services targeting refugees remain a topic of fractious, even heated, public 
dispute. Moreover, activities for refugees constitute a fragmented, fluctuating, and 
politically contested field, making the task of communizing and legitimizing specific 
needs an ongoing challenge.

6. Concluding discussion

Volunteers and voluntary organizations are routinely expected to be accurate con-
veyers of vulnerable citizens’ needs, translating their inconvenience and discomfort in 
the familiar setting into deliberative fora of collective legitimation and decision mak-
ing. This is particularly the case in the context of community co-production. However, 
this pivotal translation of citizen needs from a familiar into a public form in which they 
become objects of collective decision making rarely occurred in our case study. We 
identified two types of failed translations behind this absence: entangled and restricted 
translations.

Entangled translations hamper cross-sector co-production, as the citizen needs 
observed are conveyed in a form that municipal agents deem inseparable from the 
interests and motives of the volunteers presenting them, making any claim to 
a common good and to legitimacy dubious and even untrustworthy. Entangled 
translations therefore both reflect and reproduce inter-sectoral mistrust. Restricted 
translations impede co-production because citizen needs observed are conveyed in 
an overly anecdotal form, which is regarded as unconvincing as a basis for changes 
to public services. Familiar engagements with users are not in their own right 
sufficient for actions or decisions to take place but require generality or ‘de- 
singularization’ (Thévenot 2007) and a legitimacy claim that is absent in the anec-
dotal translation.
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When citizens are unable to successfully voicing their own needs in deliberative 
fora, volunteers are often expected to speak on their behalf. The question of how and to 
what extent volunteers manage to transform observed needs into causes for public 
engagement and concerted cross-sector action has received insufficient attention. Our 
study suggests that while direct citizen representation is unrealistic in the case of 
dementia patients or newly arrived refugees, volunteers’ translations of user needs 
also face profound challenges. As such, this paper contributes to the ongoing ‘con-
structive disenchantment with the magic that surrounds co-production’ (Dudau, 
Glennon, and Verschuere 2019, 1577) by exposing some of the ‘pitfalls’ of the popular 
but elusive concept (Steen, Brandsen, and Verschuere 2018, 291). The two forms of 
failed translations reflect fundamental barriers to the successful transformation of 
citizen needs into collective action across sectors. Consequently, the community co- 
production format does not appear to compensate for direct citizen involvement in 
decision making in the way generally expected in both the literature and policy 
documents. Nor does it enable civil society to challenge public service provision. In 
order for community co-production to lead to citizen-driven innovation and respon-
siveness, different collaborative formats must be developed. Based on our study, we 
suggest two issues that are crucial to address in developing such formats.

First, as trust is a key element in New Public Governance in general (Osborne 2006) 
and in co-production in particular (Fledderus, Brandsen, and Honingh 2014), building 
cross-sector trust is pivotal to successful translations. In this study, a lack of pre- 
established, cross-sectoral trust produced entangled translations that further under-
mined inter-sectoral trust. While there are instances of interpersonal trust building 
among individual volunteers and municipal employees, actors in both sectors are 
transient and interchangeable. Consequently, trust building needs to take place on 
an organizational or even sectoral level to make it transferable across individual actors. 
Enduring structures for cross-sector exchanges could dismantle the suspicion of 
hidden agendas, positional bargaining, and ulterior motives – in short, entangled 
translations. Transparency and continual efforts at building cross-sector networks 
are consequently central to furthering sustainable co-production formats, where sec-
tor-specific agendas, needs, and goals can legitimately be a part of collective delibera-
tion rather than figuring as undisclosed illegitimate subtexts. Voluntary organizations 
depend on public resources and networks to maintain and develop their daily opera-
tions. Increased cross-sectoral trust and network building would enable volunteers to 
present such needs up front rather than entangling them with translations of user 
needs. While the contractual relations involved in tendering and subcontracting public 
services to non-profits provide a framework for this type of cross-sector collaboration, 
co-production presupposes a non-contractual relationship based on shared interests 
and motives. It is therefore pivotal to pursue collaborative formats which help disen-
tangle organizational interests from user needs.

Second, co-production is hampered by difficulties in transforming observations of 
familiar inconvenience into generalized claims that the municipality can accept as 
a legitimate basis for public engagement. This translation failure, or barrier, is evident 
in the case of restricted translations, where it impedes volunteers from challenging 
existing service provisions or pointing to new kinds of services based on user needs. 
The mandate to instigate changes to public services thus remains with the munici-
pality. One way to become more responsive to familiar engagements and translations 
of familiar needs is to pursue organizational exploration and experimentation as 
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a legitimate format in its own right. Justifying exploration as a way to obtain common 
goods without necessarily being able to specify a generalizable, common good in 
advance will allow translation from familiar inconvenience directly to planned, coor-
dinated action to respond to user needs and inconveniences. On a more speculative 
note, the case municipality is under chronic financial pressure (like most municipa-
lities), so when volunteers present initiatives for collective change that could expand 
municipal jurisdiction and thus financial obligations, the anecdotal format provides 
a convenient excuse for the municipality to turn a deaf ear. Such motives for deflecting 
volunteer translations by the municipality are, however, speculations that would 
require further empirical studies to substantiate.

More generally, the above analysis suggests that the translation concept may be a critical 
extension of current co-production theory. We employed engagement theory as 
a sensitizing framework for understanding non-deliberative forms of engagements and 
for investigating the translation of engagements in a context of community co-production. 
Our analysis suggests that preferred modes of engagement differ between sectors and that 
co-production requires cross-sector legitimacy for both the definitions of user needs and 
proposed actions. This necessitates, in turn, that the identified problem be translated in 
a way that appears legitimate to the co-production partner. First, the problem must be 
appropriately scaled, as sufficiently universal to be an issue relevant to municipal interven-
tion but also sufficiently localized for volunteers to engage in planned, practical action. 
Second, successful translation entails processes of both entanglement and disentanglement. 
For volunteers to become engaged they must observe and interpret citizens’ problems as 
problems that concern them as volunteers. This initial interpretation involves a process of 
entanglement between citizen needs and volunteer interests. Then, however, they must 
translate the problem in a way amenable to municipal intervention, which requires some 
form of disentanglement of volunteer interests from the definition and presentation of the 
problem. Voluntary or municipal engagements are not void of sectoral or organizational 
interests but rather require and imply entanglement. When participants become engaged in 
a particular citizen need, this in part means that they interpret and redefine the need to 
become a problem for the public or voluntary organization, respectively, as much as for the 
citizen. Consequently, it is important to consider what processes of disentanglement and 
entanglement will help make translations justifiable independently of sector. Does muni-
cipal engagement in citizen needs identified by volunteers require that the volunteers strive 
to disentangle the translation in order to make room for municipal entanglements? Or can 
multiple entanglements co-exist and, if so, what types of justifications and processes may 
legitimize such hybrid problem definitions? These are important empirical questions for 
future research on translation and engagement in co-production.

Regarding the question of whether community co-production entails citizen co- 
coproduction posed at the beginning of this paper, we suggest a contingent answer 
based on our two key findings. Under some circumstances, community co-production 
may sustain citizen influence, but the identification of entangled translations implies 
that volunteers and perhaps other community groups hardly represent impartial 
translators who strictly convey the needs of vulnerable citizens. Further research on 
community co-production should pursue the question of what is being translated and 
by whom by focusing on the organizational affiliations and possible agendas of those 
claiming to be speaking for vulnerable citizens. This kind of conceptual elucidation 
would benefit both scholars and practitioners.
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