Health Expectations W I L EY

| REVIEW ARTICLE @EIEED

The Role of Power in Co-Approaches to Health Research:
Insights From Spain and the United Kingdom With a
Rapid Review of Reviews

Daniela E. Miranda' (2) | Rebecca Mead” ([2) | Belén Soto-Ponce' | Magdalena Mikulak® (=) | Lois Orton® (=) | Stephanie Scott*

'Department of Social Pyschology, Universidad de Sevilla, Center for Community Research & Action (CESPYD), Seville, Spain | *Department of Health
Research, Lancaster University, Faculty of Health & Medicine, Lancaster, UK | 3Department of Sociological Studies, University of Sheffield, Sheffield,
UK | “Newcastle University, Faculty of Medical Sciences, Population Health Sciences Institute, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK

Correspondence: Daniela E. Miranda (dmiranda@us.es)
Received: 17 March 2025 | Revised: 30 June 2025 | Accepted: 14 July 2025

Funding: This study was supported by the Andalusian Regional Government Council of University, Research and Innovation (Ref. # PROYEXCEL_00732)
and the Ministry of Science and Innovation Predoctoral Contract of BSP, England, the National Institute for Health and Care Research (NIHR) School for
Public Health Research (SPHR) (Grant Reference Number NTHR 204000).

Keywords: co-creation | coproduction | health equity | health research | power

ABSTRACT

Introduction: Co-approaches to health research with socially excluded groups are becoming increasingly popular in the
discourse of funding schemes in Spain and the United Kingdom. Such approaches aim to challenge the traditional research
paradigm between researcher—participants by sharing power in knowledge production within the parameters of academic
culture. This article collates the experience of six researchers working in ongoing funded health-related research projects that
use co-approaches alongside racialized communities, people with learning disabilities, populations involved in the criminal
justice system and people experiencing deep poverty.

Methods: Drawing from the authors' collective experiences and operational questions about power, a rapid review of reviews
was implemented. This review included a search within five databases from April to May 2024. Findings were analysed from the
Emancipatory Power Framework (Popay et al., Health Promotion International 36, no. 5 (2021): 1253-1263) to identify, evaluate
and discover insight into power dynamics that should be understood to have meaningful impact in co-approaches to health
research, funding and evaluation of these initiatives.

Results: 38 articles were included in the review. A total of eight categories emerged in the analysis linked to ‘power within’,
‘power with’, ‘power to’ and ‘power over’.

Conclusion: These findings contribute to deepening the critical discussion of co-approaches, peeling back the layers of power
that define academic culture, and aligning current and future health equity research with valuation of care, Open Science and
new dimensions of power such as digitalization.

Patient or Public Contribution Statement: This rapid review of reviews is informed by the authors' experience in co-
produced research. While patients and the public were not directly involved in conducting this review, the selection and
synthesis of the literature were guided by insights from prior collaborative research with diverse communities.

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly
cited.
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1 | Introduction

Co-approaches have gained traction in health research
funding schemes in Spain and the United Kingdom (UK), yet
power-sharing between researchers and socially excluded
groups (SEG)—that is, people within a given ‘culture, context
and history at risk of being subjected to multiple discrimina-
tion’ [1]—has yet to be fully realized in academic culture [2,
3]. Co-approaches aim to shift the research paradigm by
bringing together various stakeholders to incorporate ex-
periential knowledge in the development of relevant research
for health and social policy [4], for example, coproduction,
co-creation or community-based participatory action
research (CBPAR). The values underpinning co-approaches
are deeply relational, requiring stakeholders to acknowledge
and balance differing orbits of power which have their own
cultures-norms, values and beliefs [5, 6]. These stakeholders
can be university researchers, professionals in governmental
and nongovernmental institutions (NGOs), activists in
grassroots organizations and movements, and individuals
living within SEG. Each manages their identities at multiple
levels, navigating between historical epistemic harms and
current socio-political and economic contexts. These cultural
and material dynamics influence the research process, ulti-
mately impacting how knowledge translates into policy [7].

Using co-approaches in academia often overestimates indi-
vidual researchers’ power, ignoring other structural factors
and stakeholder influences that impact the research process as
a whole [8]. This lack of awareness can perpetuate epistemic
harms and blockade any transformational changes. Further,
co-approaches are sometimes applied tokenistically, tending to
misapply or overuse related terms, that ultimately maintain
researcher's control of knowledge, with SEG benefiting very
little [9]. Therefore, it is necessary to scrutinize academic
culture as a whole and other layers of power that shape
knowledge production and contribute to sustaining epistemic
harm to SEG.

This paper presents a critical rapid review of reviews, drawing
on ongoing insights into the dynamics of health research within
currently funded initiatives in Spain and the UK. As part of an
ongoing international collaboration, the authors conduct this
review to explore how power operates within co-approaches
and to situate these power dynamics within the broader eco-
system of knowledge production. The findings are intended to
inform and enhance ongoing research and practice.

2 | Centring the Role of Power in Health
Research

While universities often frame themselves as neutral or pro-
gressive institutions, they actively shape the conditions under
which knowledge is produced. University board meetings,
internal governance structures and funding, governmental
relations are ways in which political power is exerted on the
research process [10]. Thus, universities should be recognized
as political actors actively reproducing social dynamics through
knowledge produced in relation to SEG. For example, research
on Roma health in Spain and the UK must consider the

historical contexts of Roma as a minority political identity.
Roma became a political priority during the expansion and
acquisition of eastern and central European countries [11]. Over
the last two decades, initiatives linked to the EU strategic fra-
meworks for Roma inclusion have had limited impact on Roma
health and wellbeing, as policies were defined ‘for Roma,
without Roma’ [12]. Similar processes affect other SEG, where
research continues to perpetuate dominant narratives and val-
ues, often dictated by funding schemes that uphold historical
systems. These processes reflect what Lukes describes as multi-
dimensional power: overt control through funding and agendas,
covert exclusions in what is deemed valid knowledge, and
deeper ideological dominance that normalizes the marginal-
ization of SEG as knowledge producers [13]. Identifying and
undoing harms requires critical engagement with the environ-
ment that governs research processes—such as who controls
funding, how academic merit is defined, and whose time and
knowledge are valued [14].

The dominant researcher-participant relationship uncon-
sciously reinforces power in meaning-making spaces where
truth and value are negotiated [15]. Researchers have the
capacity to disrupt these power dynamics through the use of
co-approaches that aim to recognize the dignity, perspectives
and experiential knowledge of SEG. Co-approaches aim to
uphold epistemic justice by recognizing SEG as knowers with
authority in the research process [16]. A narrow view of
researcher power can result in superficial responses to power-
driven barriers: simplifying language, hiring cultural liaisons
or training professionals in cultural competence [17]. While
these strategies may facilitate access, they rarely address
structural aspects. Recent responses—such as emphasizing
reflexivity and positionality—draw on feminist and critical
theories [18, 19]. However, even these approaches often take a
limited view without interrogating the broader cultural norms
and academic hierarchies shaping research production [20].
Advancing equity demands more than the researcher's
humility or goodwill in recognizing their social positions. Co-
approaches have the capacity to provide a critical response to
the historical harms of knowledge production through the
redistribution of epistemic authority. The following section
centres on the experiences of the authors who have navigated
these tensions in current research settings implementing co-
approaches.

3 | The Researcher as an Agent of Power in
Knowledge Production: Reflections From Spain
and the UK

The authors have extensive experience using co-approaches in
health-related research with various SEG, including racialized
communities, people with learning disabilities, populations
involved in the criminal justice system, and people experiencing
deep poverty. These projects, funded by the Spanish and
Andalusian Ministries of University, Research and Innovation,
Wellcome Trust and NIHR School for Public Health Research,
have revealed challenges at multiple levels. Authors have nav-
igated tensions while negotiating their identities and competing
demands, both within and outside academia, alongside SEG.
This review emerges from shared reflexivity of these

2 of 25

Health Expectations, 2025



TABLE 1 | Multi-level facilitators and barriers of co-approaches from ongoing funded projects in the UK and Spain.

Individual level

Interpersonal-organizational

level

Institutional level

Facilitators

Barriers

Personally committed to
justice

Sustaining long-term
relationships

Offering resources (Space,
material and knowledge)

Respecting community-held
knowledge

Acknowledging historical
harms

Coauthorship of papers and
proposals

Emotional cost when
researchers belong to the
community being researched

— Partnering with stakeholders

that have differing
organizational and
institutional capacities (Large
umbrella organizations
representatives, community
leaders and liaisons, activists,
educators and healthcare
professionals)

— Acknowledging shared and

competing agendas

Questioning the tokenistic
nature of working with the
same activists and partners
that fit research culture over a

Increase the
acknowledgement of social
impact indicators in
academic promotions

Lengthy payment processes
Low economic compensation

Bureaucratic ethical

The emotional cost of
mediating between

institutions and lived — Reaching silent ranks of
groups beyond organizations

experiences of people in
extremely vulnerable contexts

long period of time

procedures

— Ethical procedures dominated
by research-participant
paradigms

— Digitalization of protocols that
create barriers for community
partners

— Precarious research contracts
that limit capacity to influence
with peers and institutions

experiences and a search for strategies that are related to cen-
tring power in co-approaches. In Table 1 the authors have
collated their experiences and organized the experiences based
on their own individual actions and values as researchers,
interpersonal and organizational experiences with SEG part-
nerships, and the institutional demands of the University.

These experiences led us to conduct a rapid review of reviews
focused specifically on how power is conceptualized and ad-
dressed in the literature. To guide this analysis, we drew on the
Emancipatory Power Framework [21], which articulates four
interrelated dimensions of power: (1) Power within, the
recognition of shared values and interests; (2) Power with, the
capabilities required to build alliances and act with others to be
responsive to communities' interests; (3) Power to, the capacities
required to achieve transformative changes through decision-
making opportunities and political recognition and (4) Power
over, the ways in which an institution holds power over a
community. We used this framework to develop operational
questions to guide our review and inform our ongoing research
practice:

1. What roles, methods and strategies do researchers use to
enhance power within?

2. How are community-university partnerships built and
sustained to foster power with?

3. How can co-approaches increase power to in decision-
making spaces?

4. How can power over be identified and challenged within
co-approaches?

4 | Methods

The approach to this framework synthesis was a rapid review
of systematic reviews, scoping reviews, meta-analyses and
narrative reviews. According to the World Health Organiza-
tion, rapid reviews can support limited timelines and
immediate corrective measures to project implementation
while maintaining transparency [22]. Rapid reviews have
been utilized as a way to quickly identify gaps and design
corrective measures for ongoing initiatives. A rapid review of
reviews enabled rigour, timeliness and flexibility in fast-
tracking study selection and synthesis, providing an overview
of the evidence necessary for understanding the current
challenges faced by the active research of the authors [23].
This allowed the authors to identify strategies and gaps across
diverse studies, supporting practical, real-time application of
co-approaches with SEG. The authors acknowledge that their
background utilizing co-approaches may have influenced the
review process; however, potential biases were mitigated
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through the use of an analytical framework and critical,
iterative processes of analysis.

4.1 | Search Strategy

A search strategy was developed, piloted and improved with the
support of a library technician from Lancaster University. The
search was carried out in five databases: PsychInfo (Proquest),
Web of Science, Embase, Cochrane Reviews and Scopus
between April and May 2024. Two sets of descriptors were used
in combination, related to co-approaches and to health equity,
as described in Table 2. Due to the initial pilot search, the
authors identified the need to widen the scope of co-approaches
to include CBPAR as well as public involvement, to ensure
capturing a broad range of studies that utilized co-approaches.

4.2 | Study Selection and Eligibility Criteria

A Population-Concept-Context quality appraisal was used to
define the inclusion and exclusion criteria [24]. Eligible reviews
were those that centred on the population of Social Excluded
Groups (SEG), the concept related to co-approaches in research,
and in the context of health equity and/or structural determi-
nants of health. Table 3 outlines the inclusion and exclusion
criteria of the literature found.

TABLE 2 | Search terms and combinations.

All databases All databases

1. ‘Co’ approaches-related =~ AND
terms:

coproduc* OR co-produc*

cocreat®* OR co-creat*

codesign® OR codesign*

public involvement

community participation
community participatory

research

2. Health equity
terms:
health ineq*
health equit*
health inequal*
social determinants
of health

TABLE 3 | Inclusion and exclusion criteria of the literature.

The literature found was subjected to an analysis by which the
bibliography that is part of this review was chosen, following
PRISMA guidelines [25], see Figure 1. All database search results
were included in a shared Zotero library, and a shared Excel file was
utilized to track each phase of the review. Three screening processes
were carried out: first, duplicated publications were excluded; sec-
ondly, a title and abstract screening was carried out by all the
authors; and thirdly, a full-text screening was implemented by five
authors. Where there was uncertainty about inclusion, publications
were discussed by two members of the research group, reaching an
inter-judge agreement. Moreover, each phase was reviewed by two
authors to ensure consistency and reliability of findings.

4.3 | Data Extraction and Synthesis

The analysis of the selected literature was carried out using a
data chart table. Four authors were involved in this final phase
through the use of a shared Excel file, which was developed and
piloted by two authors involved in the data extraction phase. This
chart table included the following variables: (1) authors; (2) type
of publication; (3) year of publication; (4) origin of publication;
(5) aim or focus of the publication; (6) researchers’ roles, methods
and strategies used to facilitate power-sharing at micro level; (7)
the role of university-community partnerships when addressing
power at meso level and (8) addressing hidden power at macro
level. Using this type of charting table is considered a good
technique to synthesize and interpret qualitative data by filtering
and classifying materials according to key aspects and themes
[26]. This allowed the research team to summarize findings, find
common patterns and deduce themes using the Emancipatory
Power Framework [21]. Data extraction and synthesis develop-
ment were conducted collaboratively between two authors, with
varied lived experiences in co-approaches to research. Regular
meetings were held to critically reflect on interpretations and
mitigate individual bias with the rest of the authors.

5 | Results

A total of 1511 publications were identified and screened in the
search, of which 38 met the review inclusion criteria (see
Figure 1 for details).

Inclusion criteria

Exclusion criteria

Focused on ‘co’ approaches with socially excluded group

Explore relational aspects of ‘co’ approaches in academic
research

Publications that focus on health equity and/or in addressing
structural determinants of health

Publication year: after January 1, 2014
Language: English and Spanish
Accessible publication

Review publications: literature reviews, narrative reviews,
scoping reviews, systematic reviews, rapid reviews, integrative
reviews, meta-analysis and meta-synthesis

Does not address ‘co’ approaches explicitly between socially
excluded groups and researchers

Does not explore relational aspects of ‘co’ approaches in
academic research

Does not mention any aspects of health equity and/or
structural determinants of health

Publication year: before January 1, 2014
Language: any language different than English or Spanish
Not accessible publication

Not review and/or empirical publications: quantitative,
qualitative, mixed publications, reports, book chapters,
commentaries, editorials, etc.

4 of 25

Health Expectations, 2025



[ Identification of studies via databases and registers ]

Records removed before
screening:

(A
Records identified from
= databases (n = 5): Psychlinfo
= (Proquest) (n = 126); Web of
= Science (n = 973); Embase (n =
= 708);, Cochrane Reviews (n = 68);
= Scopus (n = 598)
= Total Registers (n = 2473)
—/
Records screened
(n=1511)
Reports sought for retrieval
> (n=217)
=
=
: |
L
»
Reports assessed for eligibility
(n=216)
~—
S
:§ Reports of included studies
T:’ (n = 38)

{

Duplicate records removed (n

=962)

Records excluded
(n=1292)

Reports not retrieved
(n=1)

Reports excluded:

Not focused on health equity
or its structural determinants
(n=29)

Not focused on meso-level,
relational aspects of research
(n=16)

Not focused on ‘co’
approaches with SEG (n = 92)
Is not a review (n = 39)

Not available in English (n =
2)

FIGURE1 | PRISMA flow diagram of rapid review screening process Page et al. [25].

Table 4 provides the general findings with the charted infor-
mation. Through a framework synthesis the authors categorized
findings within the four overarching research questions. For
each research question, two categories were identified, except
for the question related to ‘power over’, for which three cate-
gories were identified. Below, we present the main findings.

1. Researchers’ roles, methods and strategies to facili-
tate ‘power within’

This category highlights the individual, internal factors
that facilitate mutual knowledge recognition between re-
searchers and SEG. Researchers who lead with reflexivity,
positionality and care in the research process can foster
more equitable, relational spaces for research.

1.1. Practicing reflexivity and positionality. This cat-
egory focused on the processes that re-negotiate ‘power
within’ both for university and community partners.
Reflexivity and cultural humility were highlighted by

several authors as supporters of researchers' role capacity
to develop a safe environment for co-approaches [27-29].
Acknowledging historical factors and intergenerational
traumas from colonization processes and the social en-
vironment were also identified as part of a shift in power
in the research process [30, 31].

1.2. Cultivating care in the research process. This
category centres on the emotional and relational
dynamics that promote care, trust and mutual respect.
Care can be understood as actions related to active
listening [30], empathy and appreciation [32], a sense
of generosity in collaboration [33] and cultural adap-
tation when appropriate [34]. Researchers' communi-
cation styles were found to be facilitators of promoting
reciprocity, a sense of support and interconnectedness
[28]. These were seen as fundamental aspects in the
long-term sustainability of partnerships engaging in
co-approaches [27, 35, 36].
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Power over

Power with Power to

Power within

Focus

Year

(Continued)

Authors

TABLE 4

Few examples of
legislative resolutions or

One-third of studies reported

Academic-community
partnerships to jointly

Develop an environmental

Community-academic
partnerships and efforts to

2020

Williamson et al.

reducing the risk of exposure

screening method that
gathers data about pollution
sources and maps proximity

to identify the clustering of

to environmental pollutants; successful prevention of

a small percentage of studies

shape environmental

address environmental
inequities in the United

industrial development

justice research

encouraged enforcement of

States

regulations

hazardous facilities

Dominant Western methods

Not specified

Co-approaches can
increase local ownership of

Researchers expected to
evidence and knowledge

Explore how Nepal's
participatory health
research engages with the

2022

Yoeli et al.

that centre biomedical
models; research influences

acknowledge their
positionality; British team

stigmatization of mental

produced

members should be
competent in the Nepali
language; researchers have
to consider the historical

epistemological,
methodological and ethical

health; researchers are

unclear on the power

differentials in Nepali

society; health research is
largely financed by Western

questions it encounters

validation of models in

postcolonial settings
through dialogical practices

governments, universities

and NGOs

Our review identified what methodologies or strategies
researchers could implement to facilitate fostering care
and centring the knowledge community partners in co-
approaches. Among the most cited were Photovoice [30,
37, 38] and storytelling [29, 39]. Strategies based on con-
sensus building were considered important when working
to centre multiple priorities and voices between stake-
holders involved [40]. Table 5 provides an overview of the
methodologies and strategies researchers utilized to
implement ‘co’ approaches.

A small number of studies mentioned the use of digital
tools despite reviews being conducted in the last few years
[33, 51].

2. Understanding how community-university part-
nerships are built and how they work to address
‘power with’

This category represents the types of partnerships that foster
collective agency and embed responsiveness to community
interests throughout the research cycle. The results highlight
the capacity of universities, researchers and SEG communities
to engage in a coordinated, mutual process.

2.1. Building partnerships with multi-level stakeholders.
Most studies included in the review highlight building part-
nerships with various stakeholders that occupy various power
positions in public institutions, organizations, health and social
care services, as well as various representatives from the com-
munity in the implementation of co-approaches [33, 37, 43, 59].
A few studies suggested that collaboration can be in the form of
local coalitions and research advisory boards [56]. However,
how these structures are incorporated into decision-making was
not clear.

Most studies found that gaining legitimacy in the community
meant involving actors that were relevant and maybe hard to
reach for the researcher. For example, King et al. highlight how
engaging with Indigenous youth, in partnership with Elders
and adults, honoured the wisdom and leadership of the Elders
in the engagement of co-approaches [51]. Only one study dis-
cussed the selection bias in the recruitment process in co-
approaches [44]. The authors highlight how this selection bias
can further hide the experience of underrepresented groups
within the community itself by only accessing those who
already have a certain level of education and experience with
research.

A small number of studies acknowledged the role of funders as
key players in co-approaches [57]. Funders and researchers'
priorities should not compete with the priorities of community
partners [60]. There is a gap in discussing the explicit role of
funders - both public and private — and how they influence the
cohesiveness and sustainability of community-university
partnerships.

2.2. Fostering feedback and accountability across the
research cycle. The majority of studies included in this review
demonstrate how co-approaches can serve as mechanisms for
mutual recognition and responsibility in research relationships
across various stages of the research cycle. This includes

—
o]
o

=h
N
w
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TABLE 5 |

‘Co’ method and/or strategy identified in publications.

‘Co’ Method and/or Strategy

Publications

Facilitate dialogue and group
discussion

Qualitative research methods - CBPAR,
Community Engaged Research, Citizen
Science

Quantitative research methods

Building partnerships with multi-level
stakeholders

Involvement in research governance
such as logistics and protocols

Consensus building methods: Delphi
method, nominal group techniques

Community Forums

Critical cultural competence, aspects of
accessibility (language), community-
specific activities

Focus groups
Interviews
Storytelling, diary
Oral history
Yarning
Lived experiences
Artistic and creative methods
Photovoice, Photo elicitation
Body mapping
Community mapping
Ethnography
Document analysis
Sensemaker method
Design-thinking
Collaborative coding and analysis
Surveys
Community Advisory Board, coalitions
Involving key community gatekeepers
Bidirectional learning, knowledge sharing

Capacity-building, workshops

Regular meetings, ongoing interactions,
communication

Ethical review boards (inclusion,
simplification)
Facilitate participants’ decision-making in
all phases of research

Funding, financial compensation
(including transportation costs and
transparency)

Adaptability, flexibility; Adjustment of
timelines

Co-leadership in training (e.g. facilitators)

Knowledge translation, sharing and validating
research results, dissemination, advocacy

Transparency, accountability

[31, 35, 40, 41]

[33, 37, 38, 42]
[29, 30, 32, 33, 36, 42-50]

[39, 40, 42, 51]

[40, 50, 52]
[29-31, 39, 41, 51]
[41]

[29, 49]

[27, 52]

[28, 39, 41, 51]

(30, 31, 37, 38, 41, 53, 54]
[31, 41, 50]

[31, 53]

[31]

[41]

[41]

[51]

[52, 55]

[31, 37, 40]

[28, 33, 42, 51, 53, 55-58]
[30, 32, 36, 37, 49, 55-57, 59-61]
[30, 35, 37-39, 41, 45, 59]

[31, 32, 34, 42, 45, 47, 49, 51-53
57, 59, 62]

[27, 28, 44, 45, 49, 58]
[32, 37, 39, 63]

[28, 29, 31, 32, 35, 37, 39, 40, 42,
44, 48, 52, 54, 55, 60-62, 64]

[30, 35, 41, 47, 48, 59, 60]

[28, 30, 33, 44, 45, 47-49, 63]

[34, 46, 47, 57, 58, 64]

[27-29, 32, 37, 42, 45-47, 51, 53,
55, 57, 61]

[32, 42, 47, 53, 64]

expectations around roles and responsibilities from the outset
[52], shared problem framing [55, 62], design of research pro-
tocols [33], data collection and interpretation [41, 64], feedback
loops [35], evaluation [43] and dissemination [45, 46]. These

practices reflect a shift away from transactional notions of
research—participants, towards relationships grounded in trust,
reciprocity and co-responsibility throughout the research
process.
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3. Mobilizing knowledge for ‘power to’

This category represents the capacities required to achieve
transformative changes. Results highlight the need for research
to have tangible impact for SEG while the University must
represent a relevant space for political engagement.

3.1. Linking research to advocacy efforts. Findings drawn
from this rapid review highlight translating research findings
into practices is essential [27, 62]. This is evident in local health
policies where findings inform stakeholders [57], as well as in
joint advocacy efforts with communities and other actors to
drive socio-political change [53, 61]. Nevertheless, engaging
communities in advocacy actions with no perceived impacts
was found as a major barrier to sustain partnerships and de-
veloped efforts [37]. The promise of material or tangible benefits
through co-approaches is questioned, suggesting a gap between
research goals and actual outcomes [42].

3.2. Transforming the university setting to a place for
political engagement. Findings describe how academic spaces
can be utilized to disseminate research findings while recog-
nizing communities’ efforts. For example, Evans-Agnew et al.
suggest organizing Photovoice exhibitions in academic settings,
while Lebu et al. propose to include community work within
publications to be disseminated at scientific and social levels
[38, 47]. This also indicates the urge to push for changes within
well-structured, rigid culture and practices of academic
institutions.

4. ‘Power over’ research governance structures. This cate-
gory examines how universities and their resources can restrict
power in co-approaches. Established hierarchies and decision-
making structures within universities often reinforce historical
power imbalances, limiting the transformative capacity of co-
approaches with SEG.

4.1. Identifying academic hierarchies. University settings
have long-standing structures in which co-approaches to
research take place. The academic governance processes
maintain paternalistic hierarchies that position public engage-
ment in a precarious position in research [40, 56]. One study
acknowledged the social value given to higher education, which
in turn creates a natural hierarchy where researchers are per-
ceived to be the ultimate authority in co-approaches [52]. To
address these imbalances, some studies suggest that providing
remuneration to SEG [58], funding transportation or care [48],
coauthorship [47] and expanding SEG role beyond generating
data [64]. However, this overemphasis on remedial mechanisms
risks reinforcing institutional control that leaves underlying
hierarchies intact.

Ethical procedures were named as a limitation on the capacity
of SEG in co-approaches. Ethical protocols meant to protect
participants end up reinforcing institutional authority and
power imbalances. Hallam-Bowles et al. suggest how signed
consent forms reinforced unbalanced power dynamics by cate-
gorizing people as vulnerable, and deciding when and how they
could participate in the research process [28]. Two reviews
echoed how ethical considerations in the research process
reinforced traditional research paradigms by positioning the

University as the ultimate ethical authority [47, 54]. One study
suggested creating an Indigenous ethical board in tandem, yet it
is unclear the dynamic between the two [57].

4.2. Understanding the researcher’s influence in the uni-
versity setting. Gallegos et al. highlight that co-approaches are
not reflected in academic institutions as tensions between
researcher priorities for high outputs (papers, grants) and
funding does not reflect academics sensitivity to co-approaches
[33]. In fact, in some reviews, it was evident that academics
struggled with adhering to rigid project timeframes were in
competition with the co-approach values of building relation-
ships at a shared pace with multiple stakeholders [48, 49, 63].
Two studies highlighted that low investment of researcher's
time in advocacy efforts were barriers to co-approaches [50, 62].
Overall, there is a lack of critical analysis regarding researchers’
recognition and influence in a larger ecosystem or how SEG
perceive researchers’ power within academic institutions.

4.3. Undermining co-approaches through historical lega-
cies. Researchers can still be perceived as outsiders to SEG
where a history of mistrust and negative experiences between
various stakeholders both within and outside the community
can erode collaboration over time [50, 61, 62]. Yoeli et al.
illustrate co-approaches in the context of Nepal and the domi-
nant biomedical model underlying Western research in the area
[31]. Lebu et al. and Jones et al. suggest the need to engage in
anticolonial discourse [47, 57]. There is a gap between how
individual researchers engage in reflexivity and positionality
(see category above related to ‘power within’) and how insti-
tutions undertake these same practices.

6 | Discussion

This paper aimed to examine how power operates in co-
approaches to health research. First, authors collated their ex-
periences to identify similarities across currently funded health
research projects using co-approaches with socially excluded
groups (SEG) in Spain and the UK. Building on their findings, a
rapid review of reviews was implemented to deepen their un-
derstanding of power dynamics and incorporate new insight
into their ongoing work. The review found that academic re-
searchers successfully working with SEG had a series of per-
sonal characteristics and values that ensured a strong
relationship with multiple stakeholders. However, issues of
power related to governance structures were overlooked despite
being crucial for long-term impact of co-approaches in health
research.

The review reveals how co-approaches require care, nurturing
and cultivation of real relationships over a long period of time.
Most studies highlighted how researchers use personal skills
and methodological strategies—such as reflexivity, positionality
and inclusive knowledge practices. ‘Power within’ is built
through care-based practices that affirm the value and agency of
SEG. However, there is a clear gap between the expectations
placed on academic researchers by the universities—rewards of
tenure, for example—and the expectations that successful co-
approaches require. This reflects a form of invisible power to
shape norms, values, and what is considered legitimate
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knowledge or labour in academic institutions [13]. In this sense,
the care work in co-research becomes devalued because it falls
outside dominant institutional logics of what counts as scien-
tific or productive. The authors of this paper are early and mid-
career female researchers who have spent many years working
alongside community partners, while some dealing with pre-
carious academic positions in both the UK and Spain. Giddens
acknowledges that agency, or the capacity to act, is dependent
on access to resources and is bound by social structures such as
gender, race/ethnicity and class [65]. Structural barriers such as
the gendered glass ceilings in universities and underfunding of
social sciences limit the transformative capacity of co-approaches
[66, 67]. Future research should examine co-approaches’ reliance
on care-work and how it impacts health equity for SEG.

The research process is an opportunity to ensure relational
accountability with SEG to regain trust, transparency and rel-
evancy of the University. Co-approaches should move towards
relational accountability grounded in mutual respect, relevance,
reciprocity and responsibility [68, 69]. Public engagement in
research must transcend from informing or consulting the
public, towards one of citizen control and power [70, 71]. In
Europe, Open Science Principles encourage citizen science and
public engagement to make sure that research is responsive to
societal challenges and in the hands of everyday people. Open
Science moves beyond closed spaces (elite academic conven-
ings, paywalled journals) towards invited spaces (institutionally
sanctioned participatory research) [72]. The model of Open
Science must go beyond occasional shared spaces between re-
searchers and citizens to one claimed by the community. Open
Science success measured through transferability capacity has
been evaluated in scientists’ relationship to private sector such
as start-ups and businesses as a measure of success and eco-
nomic development as an indicator of understanding [73].
Future research should evaluate how Open Science principles
are understood, identify practices from a power lens and en-
courage centring SEG as contributors and beneficiaries of
innovation.

The review highlighted how the University maintains power
over the researcher through limiting their capacity to influence
within academic hierarchies. In this sense, Social Science relies
on the parameters set by biomedical and natural sciences that
shape academic governance structures that overlook the sensi-
tive nature of relational aspects driven by co-approaches [74].
For example, natural science represents the gold standard that
dominates mechanisms of culture in academia (i.e., ethics
committees and processes in acquiring adequate materials and/
or compensation for partners in research). Ethical procedures
were a highly cited barrier in the review. Similarly, there is a
long-standing debate opposing quantitative and qualitative
research, where objectivity is tied to quantitative research and
subjectivity to qualitative methods [75]. The majority of the
reviews focused on qualitative approaches to research to centre
SEG knowledge (see Table 5). Funding disparities further
reinforce these power imbalances, restricting the allocation of
resources to various types of research deemed biased, political
or subjective [76]. Future research should map how power
operates from resource allocation, research implementation and
policy changes when implementing co-approaches with SEG
and compare with other research settings.

An important gap in the review findings was the lack of cen-
tring of digitalization in co-approaches. Digitalization holds
potential to expand participation (e.g., Power with and power
to). Gallegos et al. highlighted the use of social media to engage
hard-to-reach populations and King et al. emphasized the
development of digital resources such as tools and educational
resources to support co-approaches [33, 51]. However, this gap
is especially concerning given that many of the reviewed studies
were conducted post-pandemic, during a time when remote
working, virtual engagement and access to digital infrastructure
became central to research and service delivery. Despite sig-
nificant investments in digital transitions across the public and
private sectors, third sector organizations and researchers
working alongside SEG must ensure that digital innovation
does not reinforce existing power imbalances. Current trends
often prioritize scalable, tech-driven solutions over relational
approaches—risking the reinforcement of ‘power over’
dynamics in research with SEG [77]. The review authors
working in Spain have since the pandemic incorporated a dig-
ital lens into their understanding of power and access to
knowledge production, since community partners had difficulty
accessing digital tools [78]. This is a hidden form of power, one
that maintains ‘power over’ that in some cases is yet to be
explored in co-approaches. Some research is incorporating co-
approaches into digital data infrastructures to address aspects
related to ownership, control and development [79]. Future
research related to co-approaches should address digitalization
as a dimension of power and its transformative capacity in
health equity research.

6.1 | Limitations

This paper has a series of limitations related to the rapid review
logistics. First, the rapid review focused solely on health
research, which means we missed papers that detail co-
approaches in other disciplines, which might be more deve-
loped in this area, with medical and health science being par-
ticularly rigid and resistant to change [80]. Another limitation is
this was a paper about co-approaches, but we did not include
the direct involvement of the community partners in this paper.
However, the experiences expressed in the background are a
result of the tensions experienced from the position of re-
searchers working in academic institutions. In fact, the process
of developing this paper has been an attempt to review our own
positionality as academics, engage inward as individuals and
colleagues, and to name the power-driven dynamics that we are
socialized into from the beginning of our careers. This has
pushed us to understand power differentials related to seniority,
gender, caregiving responsibilities, race, ethnicity and national
context that exist within a group of socially committed aca-
demics. The authors' next steps would be to build on findings by
critically engaging outwards, incorporating the perspective of
community partners and other stakeholders.

6.2 | Conclusion

Co-approaches in health research are in line with Open Science
Principles, which aim to democratize the social power of
universities and push towards a ‘responsible research and
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innovation’ discourse [81, 82]. These approaches to science are
about both informing and ‘empowering the lay citizen to work
alongside professional researchers in projects which will benefit
society as a whole’ [81]. In the UK, the National Institute of
Health and Care Research is increasingly expecting public en-
gagement in all parts of the research process (see: nihr.ac.uk/pi-
standards/home). These priorities should be reflected in public
and private funding schemes and how universities structure
promotions. As we move the conversation forward, we suggest
multi-level changes that increase ‘power to’ of researchers in
partnership with SEG in which real influence. As researchers,
we must commit to collaborating with researchers from other
disciplines within our universities, and beyond, to ensure
shared power at the macro-level. Partnerships across fields and
shared resources will support sensitive responses to complex
physical, health and social problems that are currently
underway.
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