
Collaborating with communities: co-production or
co-assessment?
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Conservation and development projects typically involve
collaboration with local communities. It has been suggested
that these collaborations should include the co-production
of knowledge (e.g. Pohl et al., ; Wyborn, ; Nel et al.,
), in which local communities work with researchers to
produce new knowledge. Co-production is, however, expen-
sive and we suggest here that co-assessment of existing
knowledge is more cost-effective. We suggest the following
three stages of using knowledge: collation, co-assessment,
and then (rarely) co-production. We agree that other ways
of knowing—including local, experience-based, and indi-
genous knowledges, as well as incorporating local values—
have an important role in solving environmental problems
(Collins & Evans, ; Sutherland et al., ), but we ques-
tion whether it is effective to generate new knowledge with
individual communities.

Co-production of knowledge has led to successful con-
servation outcomes (e.g. Nel et al., ). Beier et al.
() published a useful set of recommendations for effect-
ive co-production, building on previous suggestions for
good knowledge exchange. However, there has been little
critical evaluation of participatory science to determine
whether the claimed benefits are actually achieved
(Trimble & Lázaro, ). Considering that co-production
can be ‘expensive, time-consuming, difficult, [and] ambi-
tious’ (Beier et al., , p. ), we argue that using co-
production of knowledge as the standard approach may
be misplaced.

A commonly used argument in support of co-production
is that local conditions vary markedly between sites, such
that global knowledge has little or no local validity—it is
the ‘view from nowhere’ (Shapin, ). Although research
in ecology and conservation is often generalizable
(Roughgarden et al., ), local conditions and outcomes
do vary between locations. Therefore, it is necessary to inter-
pret global knowledge and to consider its local validity, but
this step is likely to be more efficient than simply deciding to
ignore all pre-existing knowledge and co-produce new
knowledge.

If knowledge is not generalizable then the costs of co-
producing knowledge will have to be justified by its utility

to only the local community. This will rarely be a good in-
vestment. A back of the envelope calculation of the number
of possible interventions that could be locally tested (at least
a dozen?), times the number of communities (thousands in
a country?), times the cost of co-producing a test (tens of
thousands of dollars?) illustrates the problem. Surely we
should plan generalizable experiments.

The model of co-assessment that we recommend is that
external participants (e.g. practitioners) should approach a
specific environmental problem, perhaps in a community,
with knowledge of, and access to, collated global knowledge.
Our suggestion is that the evidence should be collated glo-
bally, such that practitioners have access (as is being done
for conservation by Sutherland et al., ). Co-assessment
encourages scientists to collaborate with the local commu-
nity by first assessing the validity of external knowledge,
verifying how it relates to the local circumstances, before
taking the decision to conduct costly local experiments
(which may no longer be required if existing knowledge is
adequate).

Figure  shows the essential elements of collaboration be-
tween conservationists and communities. Firstly, on the left
is collation, which is the work of the global research commu-
nity, who identify global challenges and potential solutions,
collate the published evidence for the effectiveness of these
solutions, and assess their effectiveness (Sutherland et al.,
). Secondly, in the centre is co-assessment, which is a
collaboration between researchers and local stakeholders,
who assess the relevance of the global evidence to local con-
ditions, collate additional local knowledge and experience,
and assess this combination of global and local evidence
to provide collective local guidance. Thirdly, on the right
is co-production, which could involve collective learning,
through adaptive management, or, in exceptional circum-
stances, new experiments that generate new, co-produced
evidence. The results of the co-produced evidence could
then be published, and would thereby become a part of
the global evidence, to be used in future co-assessments.

Collation and co-assessment are the most cost effective
stages. The question is: if these stages fail to provide the an-
swer, when is co-production also appropriate? Since co-
production is time consuming and expensive, a critical
issue is whether it will contribute to global knowledge or
whether it just answers the specific local question. There
seem likely to be few conservation issues for which the
gain in local knowledge in one location will justify an exten-
sive programme of co-production.
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Thus, we suggest that the research community should
continue to develop the global collation of knowledge in
conservation and development, simultaneously building a
community that can work collaboratively to evaluate the
quality and relevance of this knowledge under specific
local conditions. More emphasis should also be placed
on facilitating an efficient process for combining global
knowledge with local knowledge, experiences, and values.
Alongside the processes of collation and co-assessment, co-
production can be used to fill gaps in knowledge, and to test
the effectiveness of interventions in places for which
globally produced knowledge has less relevance but, critic-
ally, such co-produced knowledge is for global gains rather
than for the single community.
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FIG. 1 Three stages of using knowledge to
solve problems: (, italics) global collation
of knowledge to determine level of
relevant pre-existing knowledge; (, bold)
co-assessment of the existing global and
local knowledge between researchers and
stakeholders to identify local relevance as
the basis of creating local plans; (, white
text, black background) co-production of
knowledge in which some testing is used
as a process of adaptive management and,
rarely, experiments are jointly carried out
between practitioners and stakeholders to
fill knowledge gaps and contribute to
global knowledge.
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