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abstract

Many countries in Europe are searching for new ways to engage citizens and involve the third sector in the provision and governance of social services in order to meet major demographical, political and economic challenges facing the welfare state in the 21st Century. This paper explores the double role of citizens as consumers and co-producers of public financed social services, in particular of care and welfare services. It also emphasizes the double role of the third sector as promoters of their members interests as users of such services and as providers of these same social services.

Given the rapid expansion of the welfare state during the post WW II period and the parallel growth of large public and private bureaucracies, citizens lost insights into and influence on the provision of many personal social services. Today many citizens want to regain some influence on the provision of such services that comprise an important aspect of their daily life. They embrace possibilities to directly engage in and influence the provision of social services that they and their loved-ones depend on today. This has been referred to this as sub-politics or life-politics. Citizens want to (re-)assert their ‘democratic ownership’ of public financed social services, regardless of who provides them.

This is reflected in four political trends in Europe. First is the growth of new and different ways to involve users of welfare services as co-producers of their own services. Second is the spread of new techniques of co-management and co-governance of social services in various European countries. Third is the development of user councils at the local level to engage users in a dialogue about public services and to facilitate their participation both in the provision and governance of such services. Fourth is the gradual development of functional representation of users alongside territorial channels of representative democracy in some European countries.

This paper focuses on the first trend. It introduces some central aspects of co-production and explores the new role of citizens and the third sector in the provision of welfare services. However, this role will vary between countries and social sectors. In particular it will vary among welfare regimes, with different policy emphasis on individual or collective provision of social services and with different policy focus on public, private or third sector provision of public financed social services.
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