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Glossary 

ENTRY DEFINITION  

INTERLINKERS 
Common building blocks, provided as software tools or in the 

form of knowledge offered digitally, that represent interoperable, 

re-usable, EU-compliant, standardized functionality for the co-

production of public services 

INTERLINK platform 
Digital environment developed by the INTERLINK project to 

foster co-production of new public services. 

INTERLINK 

Collaborative 

Environment 

Core component of the INTERLINK platform to foster 

collaboration in co-production projects. 

Public Service óôA public service is an aggregation of all activities that realize a 

public authority's commitment to make available to individuals, 

businesses, or other public authorities some capabilities intended 

to answer their needs, giving them some possibilities to control 

whether, how and when such capabilities are manifestedôô 

(Guarino 2017).  

Co-Production Co-production refers to the generally voluntary (not regulated nor 

mandated) and active involvement of citizens alongside public 

employees in the co-engagement, co-design, co-implementation 

and/or co-sustainability of public services (Loeffler & Bovaird, 

2020; Brandsen & Honingh, 2018). 

Co-Business Co-business emerges when a team of independent stakeholders 

work together towards a common goal to solve important real-

world needs in a way which eventually brings benefits to 

everybody involved and beyond. 

Co-production 

Ecosystem 

All stakeholders (citizens, public administration, businesses, 

research organizations) participating in co-production in a specific 

digital environment (such as the INTERLINK platform) for 

mutual benefit. 
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ACRONYMS 

ABBREVIATED  EXTENDED 

CV Curriculum Vitae 

PA Public Administrators 

SME Small and Medium-sized Enterprises 

TOU Terms of Use agreement 

WP Work Package 
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Executive summary 

The main objective of task T2.4 ñDesign and analysis of co-business modelsò was to design a 

solid co-business model which engages co-production participants and ensures the long-term 

sustainability of co-produced services. Co-business aims to strengthen the benefits emerging 

from co-production, maximise the likelihood of receiving them, and extend them with new 

forms of benefits made possible by the support from the co-production ecosystem. In addition, 

the objective was to analyse how co-business helps in different phases of the co-production 

lifecycle defined in the governance model developed in WP2, and how co-business could be 

used to reach financial sustainability of the co-produced service.  

This deliverable D2.4 presents the main outcomes of T2.4 which comprise a novel 

INTERLINK co -business model and thorough analysis of its impacts to co-production 

ecosystems. It will be shown that the developed co-business model has potential to start a new 

era in co-production by elegantly solving the key issues related to engagement and 

sustainability.  

First, the needs for co-business will be analysed from the perspective of expected co-production 

benefits by different participating stakeholders. The main weakness of co-production will be 

clarified with a new co-production chasm theory which leads to a conclusion that additional 

incentives are needed to keep co-producers engaged. However, the approaches tried earlier are 

declared insufficient because they clearly lack important elements of sustainability.  

The INTERLINK co-business model is based on three types of incentives - points, tokens, and 

shares ï and solid principles to do co-business with them. Each type of incentive has its specific 

purpose in co-business: points measure user activity, tokens are a virtual currency, and shares 

define the ownership of projects. The co-business model defines the ways to collect, transfer 

and exchange them within the ecosystem, which turns co-production into a very inspiring game 

with multiple ways to success. The co-business model can also be connected seamlessly to real 

money and business which creates a solid ground for a real co-production economy. 

Thus, the outcomes of T2.4 clearly meet or even exceed the original objectives. INTERLINK 

project believes that the presented co-business model combined with sufficient technical 

support by the platform has potential to become self-sustainable. With the extra boost from co-

business, the emerging co-production ecosystem could stay alive, grow, and evolve on its own 

simply because it is beneficial to every stakeholder. 
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1 Introduction  

Co-production of public services has great potential to become an efficient and holistic way to 

design, implement and deliver public services together for common real-world needs of the 

society (Lember et al. 2019). Several research and innovation projects have developed concepts, 

tools, and platforms to foster co-production and make it possible and easier in practice. 

However, despite advanced technologies, sophisticated processes, and promising co-production 

pilots, truly active and self-sustainable co-production ecosystems have not yet emerged.  

Something essential is missing from earlier co-production approaches. Something, which 

would spontaneously stimulate the birth of new co-production projects, attract people from 

different stakeholder groups to join them, motivate them to continue working until project 

objectives have been reached, and guarantee sustainability of co-produced services. That 

something should make co-production a preferred lifestyle instead of a one-shot project after 

which everybody disappears and never comes back. The INTERLINK project claims that the 

missing piece of the puzzle is co-business. 

The main objective of co-business is to ensure that all stakeholders participating in co-

production will benefit from the project, as will be discussed in Section 2. To reach this goal, 

INTERLINK has developed a co-business model which will be defined in Section 3 and 

described in detail with help of an example scenario in Section 4. Furthermore, Section 5 

explains how the co-business model can be connected to real businesses to create a self-

sustainable co-production economy. Plans to validate the theoretical co-business model in 

practice will be described in Section 6. Finally, Section 7 will summarize the key features and 

advantages of the proposed co-business model. However, before entering the world of co-

business, this section will introduce co-production as seen by INTERLINK and the key 

challenges that remain to be solved. 

1.1 Co-production team 

In the context of the INTERLINK project, co-production refers to the generally voluntary (not 

regulated nor mandated) and active involvement of citizens alongside public employees in the 

co-engagement, co-design, co-implementation and/or co-sustainability of public services 

(Loeffler & Bovaird, 2020; Brandsen & Honingh, 2018). For each specific service idea or need, 

a co-production project  is started to develop the service further. People and organizations who 

participate in a project form a co-production team. 

Possible participants of the co-production team can be divided into four main groups (according 

to the Quadruple Helix approach for innovation) 1) public authorities, 2) citizens, 3) 

businesses and private non-profit organisations and 4) research organisations as shown in 

Figure 1. They can be divided further into sub-groups that each have different motivational 

factors to join the work. It is important to understand why these stakeholders would become 

interested in co-producing public services. The list below gives some examples of typical 

motives but is not intended to be a complete list of possible reasons to participate. 
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Figure 1: Co-production team 

 

 

1. Public authorities 

o Public servants who would benefit from the co-produced service in their work, 

e.g., by simplifying their regular duties. Besides, they could foster co-production 

of services prioritized by the PA.  

o Politicians whose constituents/voters include end-users of the service.  

2. Citizens 

o Potential end-users who would benefit from the co-produced service directly as 

an end-user and/or want to help in creating a service which they believe to be 

useful. They could bring in experiential knowledge, valuable in (re-)designing a 

service. Their involvement can be individual or organised in groups 

(associations).  

o Expert citizens who enjoy participating in co-creation projects and have the 

relevant skills to take on a more specialist role (knowledge activists). 

3. Private businesses and non-profit organisations 

o SME who are looking for new business opportunities and ways to utilize their 

skills and technology. 

o Freelancers who are looking for new customers and ways to demonstrate the 

benefits of their capabilities. 

o Large companies who are looking for new customer relationships (with involved 

PA or companies), investment opportunities or ways to improve their brand or 

corporate image. 

o Private non-profit organisations (e.g. foundations, charities) who are willing to 

support the service.  

4. Research organisations 

o Universities and other research organisations who support the service as part of 

their research mission.  
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1.2  Co-production process 

The co-production of a new service is a long process which typically comprises multiple phases 

requiring different kinds of skills. INTERLINK has identified two main phases (co-design and 

co-delivery) and four subphases (engagement, design, implementation, and sustainability) 

which are described in deliverable D2.1 ï Preliminary Governance Model. Each process phase 

can be further divided into objectives, tasks, and resources which clarify how work should be 

organized and which tools could be used in different phases. The INTERLINK platform 

provides technical support to help the team go through the relevant parts of the co-production 

process and efficiently adopt reusable solution components (called ñINTERLINKERSò) in the 

project.  

 

Co-production should not be seen as an automated process which produces a complete public 

service from every new-born idea. Instead, it is a funnel, through which only the fittest projects 

manage to go all the way and become completed services creating long-term benefits, as shown 

in Figure 2. After every phase, the achieved results should be carefully evaluated to decide 

whether continuing to the next phase makes any sense. In case the answer is ñNoò, the co-

production team should go back to one of the earlier phases to make iterative improvements - 

if they still believe in the idea. However, in hopeless cases it may be wisest to abort the whole 

process and find a better idea to work on, which can be counted as a co-production failure .  

 

 

Figure 2: Co-production Process 

 

Having a clear process to follow and advanced tools to use will certainly lower the risk of co-

production failures, but do not solve issues related to the co-production team. Going all the way 

through the co-production funnel and completing the service requires a lot of time and effort, 

and it may be hard to engage team members to keep on working. Losing some key members in 

the middle of the process is certainly a big risk for the whole project.  
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Different phases of the process require different kinds of skills, which forces reshaping the co-

production team accordingly, when necessary, as shown in the right side of Figure 2. In the 

beginning, the initial team may comprise only a few original innovators, who innovate the core 

service idea and create the first draft of the service specification. To develop the idea further, 

they may need to engage more people to the team. These engaged developers should co-design 

and co-deliver the service until itôs ready for real use. Finally, there should be some dedicated 

maintainers who continue maintaining the service to ensure long-term sustainability (Jaspers 

& Steen, 2020).  

Inability to expand the team with the right kind of skills when needed may lead to delivery 

delays and lowered quality of outcomes when existing team members try to cope with tasks 

beyond their expertise. This yields significant risks for the project as well and may compromise 

timely co-delivery of a good-enough service.  

 

1.3 Co-production challenges 

Co-production involves many kinds of challenges and governance issues that are discussed in 

deliverable D2.1. The main types of challenges are: 

1. Service design - Challenges related to the co-produced service itself, such as: What kind 

of service is needed? What features should it have? What should it look like? How to 

implement it?  

2. Tools and processes - Challenges related to teamwork and development, such as: How 

to organize the work? Which tools and technologies to use? How to identify required 

tasks? How to communicate? 

3. Team engagement - Challenges related to engaging and motivating people, such as: How 

to find new team members? How to activate people? How to keep everybody inspired? 

How to reward people doing great work? 

4. Financial issues ï Challenges related to making or receiving payments, such as: How to 

purchase non-free services? Where to get funding? How to receive payments? How to 

do business with project outcomes? 

5. Sustainability ï Challenges related to long-term service maintenance: Who will maintain 

the service? Who will give end user support? How to cover maintenance costs? How to 

ensure further development? 

6. Exploitation ï Challenges related to ownership of intellectual properties and exploitation 

rights, such as: Who owns project outcomes? Who can exploit them? How could they 

be exploited? Can others licence them? Which licensing model to use? How revenues 

will be distributed? 

Service design related challenges obviously depend on the co-produced service and must be 

solved by the co-production team. In order to succeed, the team needs to have talented people, 

advanced tools, and sufficient resources available, which can be best arranged by solving 

challenges 2-4. Challenges related to tools and processes will be addressed by the INTERLINK 

platform, so they need no closer attention in this deliverable. However, the next three challenges 

(team engagement, financial issues, sustainability) need to be tackled by the co-business 

model presented in this deliverable and therefore explained in the following sub-sections. 

Exploitation related challenges are mainly addressed by task T2.5 based on the co-business 

model and will be analysed in the forthcoming deliverable D2.5. 
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1.3.1 Team engagement 

The hardest challenges in co-production are related to engaging people in a continuous manner. 

Co-production cannot succeed without a talented and highly motivated team which relentlessly 

develops and improves the service until itôs ready for real use. However, forming such a team, 

activating it, and keeping it together is far from trivial. Failing on team engagement may 

compromise the whole co-production project as discussed in Section 1.2. 

Figure 3 clarifies the core nature of the problem. Typically, the people who have the skills to 

develop a specific service are different from those whoôd actually need the service. In other 

words, the developers do not benefit from using the service themselves. So, the key question 

is: Why would the developers use their time and effort to create a service for others?  

 

 

Figure 3: Co-production dilemma 

Outside the co-production context, this kind of issues would be solved with money: Those who 

need something pay to those who can deliver it. However, the whole co-production concept is 

built upon noble principles such as openness, voluntariness, common good, and free-of-charge, 

so solving the service need simply with a big budget is out of question (Voorberg et al, 2018). 

So, another way to engage talented people into co-production is needed. 

1.3.2 Financial issues 

Early phases of co-production projects typically focus on exploring, innovating, and designing 

activities that can be carried out without expenses by utilizing free tools and methodologies 

provided by the INTERLINK platform or available on the web. However, the project may 

eventually reach a phase where some resources or services need to be purchased to continue the 

work or publish project outcomes. For example, hosting co-produced web services or 

organizing events may involve significant costs and somebody needs to pay for them.  

This raises several financial issues because the co-production team is not really an official entity 

that owns a bank account, credit card or any other means to perform such payments. The team 

is just a group of independent stakeholders that have decided to work together to co-produce a 

public service. Thus, unless they decide to found a real business entity, such as a start-up 
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company, or choose one of the project members to manage financial issues, the project cannot 

make any payments nor receive money.  

Founding a company or other kind of official entity to continue co-production and manage 

budgets is not a realistic option until there is a high confidence that sufficient financing to 

operate such an entity can be arranged by either receiving external funding or doing business 

with project outcomes. Moreover, keeping the entity operational would require long-term 

commitment from the team members or hiring additional personnel. All this trouble and 

seriousness may be too much for early co-production initiatives that just wish to try and create 

a feasible solution to some common real-world need while still continuing their normal lives. 

Someday, perhaps, it might make sense, but not in the beginning of the project. 

In case the project related costs are moderate and temporary, some members of the co-

production team may volunteer to pay them as a kind of donation without expectations to ever 

receive the money back. However, this is not a sustainable solution when costs are continuous 

and increasing - at some point, such money sources will inevitably close.  In case the payer is 

a company or an organization, payments must also be justified by the internal strategy of the 

paying entity and be in line with financial laws and accounting practices. Furthermore, unless 

the payments are equally balanced among team members, prolonged gratuitous financial 

support will create inequality between team members (some have paid more than others) which 

may culminate in conflicts later - especially when it is time to distribute gains from project 

outcomes within the team. Without a clear prior agreement on how possible profits will be 

shared among the stakeholders and trusted records on how much each stakeholder has 

contributed to the project, it is very hard to reach a consensus afterwards - which may lead to 

serious conflicts or even termination of the project. 

1.3.3 Sustainability 

Co-produced services need to be maintained for years to make them sustainable and realise 

service benefits in practice. They should also be continuously developed further and updated 

frequently to match new end-user needs and react to possible changes in the service context. 

Sustainability does not just magically appear and is hard to add afterwards: it must be taken 

into account already from the beginning of co-production.  

Ensuring sustainability of co-produced services may be very challenging in practice for the 

following reasons: 

ǒ Designing and implementing a new public service together can be a very inspiring and 

even a fun social activity - maintaining the service for years probably isnôt. 

ǒ Maintenance may require skills not present in the original development team. 

ǒ Maintaining a service requires long-term commitment for the job.  

ǒ Maintenance may involve significant costs that need to be paid by someone to keep the 

service running. 

ǒ End-userôs trust towards the service is hard to keep if nobody is giving customer support 

and the identity of the service provider is unclear. 

ǒ Service will quickly lose its competitive advantage or usability if not continuously 

improved and updated to match the current needs or changes in the service context (e.g., 

new regulations). 

Solving the sustainability challenges listed above requires proper solutions to team engagement 

and financial issues discussed in Sections 1.3.1 and 1.3.2.  
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2 Co-business objectives 

The INTERLINK project defines co-business as follows:   

ά/ƻ-business emerges when a team of independent stakeholders work together towards a 
common goal to solve important real-world needs in a way which eventually brings benefits 
ǘƻ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘΦέ 

- INTERLINK - 

In short, co-business is the force which makes co-production happen. Who would commit to a 

hard and long voluntary project without any hints of benefits that may eventually reward and 

justify the effort? Nobody. Everybody has some expectations of co-production benefits which 

will be discussed in Section 2.1. Co-business is needed to ensure that benefits received 

throughout the project are always sufficient to justify the required effort, which will engage the 

team to continue. Without the additional boost from co-business, the project could fall into the 

ñco-production chasmò as explained in Section 2.2. Earlier attempts to address the needs of co-

business will be described in Section 2.3. 

2.1  Expected benefits 

Co-production teams may include members from very different backgrounds, as discussed in 

Section 1.1. Each of these stakeholder groups has their own reasons to participate in co-

production projects. It is very important to understand the motives of different stakeholders and 

ensure that they receive the kind of benefits they are looking for. Otherwise, they will very 

quickly lose their interest to contribute or not join the project at all.  

Figure 4 illustrates the typical expected benefits of different stakeholder groups. The four 

segments of the ellipsis denote citizens, businesses, public authorities, and research 

organizations (as mentioned earlier, see Section 1.1), while the coloured areas visualize which 

types of benefits could be important for them. For example, citizens are assumed to mostly seek 

for personal or societal benefits, while governance benefits are the key driving factor(s) for 

public authorities.  
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Figure 4: Expected co-production benefits 

 

Expected benefits from co-production can be divided into the following categories: 

1) Personal benefit: A person participating in a co-production project would benefit 

directly from the co-produced service by: 

a. using it personally or for family members, 

b. receiving benefits when others use it, e.g., simplified duties for public servants 

or for service deliverers, 

c. getting rewards when contributing, 

d. learning by doing, 

e. advertising personal skills, e.g., to find a job, 

f. social acceptance/reputation, e.g., becoming famous, or 

g. having a fun hobby. 

2)  Societal benefit: Participating in co-production for the sake of common good which 

could bring benefits to the whole society, such as: 

a. improved quality-of-life, 

b. more acceptable and adopted stakeholder-driven public services, 

c. solving a common problem/need or improving an existing solution, 

d. helping a specific group of people in everyday life,  

e. new kind of services not possible before, or 

f. cost savings from improved processes. 

3)  Financial benefit: Participating in co-production should bring clear financial benefits to 

justify the effort, such as: 

a. short- or long-term revenue to businesses,  

b. funding for research organizations, e.g., as a research project, 

c. new business partnerships, 

d. intellectual properties that could be licensed, 

e. revenue sharing opportunities, 

f. improved corporate image, 

g. proof-of-concept for a new technology or service, or 

h. opportunity to learn or practice skills needed in other businesses. 
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4)  Governmental benefit: The co-produced service would help governmental 

organizations, e.g., by: 

a. helping public servants to fulfil their daily duties, 

b. allowing citizens to participate in governance related tasks, e.g., by providing 

feedback and information or expressing their opinions, 

c. improving communication between public servants and citizens, 

d. elegantly solving something that must be done by the governance and would be 

complex, slow and/or expensive without the co-produced service, 

e. from ñcommand and controlò to ñpropose, guide and supportò, or 

f. improving acceptance and adoption of new services. 

5)  Research benefit: Participating in co-production projects brings research opportunities 

and benefits, such as: 

a. new (interdisciplinary) research projects, 

b. academic publications, 

c. thesis, 

d. identification of new research challenges, 

e. opportunity to evaluate new innovations in practice, 

f. research cooperation with citizens, businesses, and public authorities, 

g. applied science for society benefit, 

h. justification of benefit brought back to society by financed research, or 

i. demonstration of the social impact of research. 

 

2.2  The Co-production Chasm 

The list of potential co-production benefits presented in Section 2.1 may give a false impression 

that everything is fine ï surely those benefits are enough to keep the co-production engine 

running! Unfortunately, thatôs not the case, which becomes clear when we take a closer look 

into the timeline when benefits are received.  

The expected benefits of co-production can be divided into two main categories based on when 

they are received: 

1) Benefits received during the co-production project : 

 Learning new skills, enjoying social teamwork activities, active communication 

between stakeholders, understanding service end-user needs, public respect, 

research opportunities, demonstrating skills and technologies, new partnerships, 

and similar benefits. 

2) Benefits received when the co-produced outcomes are ready and in use: 

All other benefits gained from the real use or maintenance of the completed 

service, or its impact on the society. This includes most of the financial benefits 

expected by businesses, process improvements urged by governance, evidence on 

service impact needed for research, and the promised quality-of-life 

improvements demanded by citizens. 

Thus, a big portion of the potential benefits will be received after a long and hard co-production 

project, and only if the service is successfully completed and released. In fact, at some point of 

a co-production project, those benefits may seem so distant and blurry that they no longer justify 
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the significant effort required from the team. This critical phase of the project, when disbelief 

begins to creep into co-producer minds, has been named as the Co-production Chasm by 

INTERLINK (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5: The Co-production Chasm 

 

The Co-production Chasm is a critical phase in a co-production project when the foreseen 

benefits are not sufficient to justify the effort required. It is expected to occur when benefits 

from doing begin to slowly fade but benefits from outcomes have not yet properly raised and 

the required effort and costs are high. This is a deadly combination for intrinsic motivation 

because the total benefit received by the team at that moment may become negative as shown 

by the dashed orange line in Figure 5. In other words, co-production becomes a burden instead 

of a fun and inspiring project worth the trouble. Why would they continue? 

In order to cross the chasm, some additional benefits are needed to ensure that the co-production 

team is motivated to carry on co-production until the point when the benefits from project 

outcomes begin to arise and reward the hard work. INTERLINK believes that the required extra 

boost could come from co-business which is supported by the whole co-production ecosystem 

(Figure 6). 



 

 

 

 

INTERLINK    Deliverable D2.4       Page 19 of 51 

 

 

Figure 6: Crossing the co-production chasm with help of co-business 

 

Co-business can be seen as a general objective to strengthen the benefits emerging from co-

production, maximise the likelihood of receiving them, and extend them with new forms of 

benefits made possible by the support from the co-production ecosystem. Although the term 

ñco-businessò has not yet been used widely in the literature, the same objectives have been 

addressed in earlier approaches briefly discussed in Section 2.3. However, none of them has 

provided a complete and realistic solution to reach co-business objectives as will be presented 

in this deliverable starting from Section 3. 

2.3 Earlier approaches 

An extensive literature review of earlier co-production research, identified challenges and 

suggested solutions is presented in deliverable D2.1. Term ñco-businessò was introduced quite 

recently by the WeLive project (2015-2018, grant agreement ID: 645845) and has not yet been 

used widely in the literature. However, many of the challenges described in previous sections 

have been recognized and addressed by earlier approaches, but with slightly different 

terminology. 

Different kinds of incentives are commonly suggested as a potential way to engage volunteers 

to participate in co-production (Voorberg et al., 2014). The basic idea is simply to somehow 

reward those who contribute or succeed in co-production to keep them engaged. What exactly 

is given as a reward and by whom varies between different approaches. For example, rewards 

could be public acknowledgements (Van Eijk & Steen, 2016), small material rewards 

(Vanleene et al. 2017), social credits (Nederstigt et al, 2019), social coins (López-de-Ipiña et 

al., 2021) or even financial rewards (Voorberg et al., 2018). Moreover, public events such as 

workshops, hackathons, challenges, or competitions, could be organized to gain more attention. 

Usually, public administrators (or commercial sponsors) pay the given rewards, but citizens 

may be allowed to choose competition winners by public voting. In addition, the concept of 

gamification could be applied to make co-production tasks more interesting (Morschheuser & 






























































