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Urban transitions processes in practice –
Lessons learned from Smart Cities and 
Urban Living Labs



• Introduction and aims of today’s session

• A short theory primer on (urban) Living Labs

• Urban Living Labs in practice: what works, what doesn’t
- WinLab Living Lab, Winterthur
- Smart Living Lab, Fribourg
- SWEET SWICE and Lantern Living Labs

• Concluding thoughts and summary

Agenda

Let’s talk rather than lecture – feel free to ask
questions / challenge me at any time!
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the Institute of Sustainable 
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• PhD in Innovation/Transition 
Studies

• MSc/Bakk in Environmental 
System Sciences –
Sustainability Management
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Steering Group
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What is a Living Lab?

Empa NEST: https://www.empa.ch/web/nest Open Research Amsterdam: 
https://openresearch.amsterdam/nl/page/82920/urban-living-labs-ams-

institute 

https://www.empa.ch/web/nest
https://openresearch.amsterdam/nl/page/82920/urban-living-labs-ams-institute
https://openresearch.amsterdam/nl/page/82920/urban-living-labs-ams-institute
https://openresearch.amsterdam/nl/page/82920/urban-living-labs-ams-institute
https://openresearch.amsterdam/nl/page/82920/urban-living-labs-ams-institute
https://openresearch.amsterdam/nl/page/82920/urban-living-labs-ams-institute
https://openresearch.amsterdam/nl/page/82920/urban-living-labs-ams-institute
https://openresearch.amsterdam/nl/page/82920/urban-living-labs-ams-institute
https://openresearch.amsterdam/nl/page/82920/urban-living-labs-ams-institute
https://openresearch.amsterdam/nl/page/82920/urban-living-labs-ams-institute
https://openresearch.amsterdam/nl/page/82920/urban-living-labs-ams-institute
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What does the term “Living Lab” or “Real World Lab” 
mean to you?



ENoLL definition of a Living Lab
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Living Labs are open innovation ecosystems in real-life environments based on a systematic 
user co-creation approach that integrates research and innovation activities in communities 

and/or multi-stakeholder environments, placing citizens and/or end-users at the centre of the 
innovation process.

The concept ‘Living Lab’ is used for the organisation that innovates according to these principles, 
but also refers to the innovation projects that follow these guidelines and also links with specific 

activities, methods and tools within these innovation projects. 

Therefore, a distinction can be made between a Living Lab organization, a Living Lab project and 
Living Lab activities, methods and tools (micro, meso, macro).

(European Network of Living Labs, 2025)



Structure of Living Labs: the three layer model
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Source: adapted from Schuurman, 2015 and 
Schuurman et al., 2025

Organisation innovating 
using LL principles

Projects following LL 
guidelines: co-creation 

and co-design

Specific research & 
development methods 

and tools within the 
above projects

• Governance model
• Business model
• Stakeholder mapping & 

management

• LL process implementation
• Creation of location-

specific experiments
• LL interventions

• Co-creative, interactive 
tools

• Participative workshops, 
hackathons

• Co-design of tools with 
stakeholders



Characteristics of a Living Lab
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Co-creation & 
Co-design

OrchestrationMulti Methods 
Approach

Real Life 
Setting

Multi Stakeholder 
Participation

Active User 
Involvement

Adapted from Schuurman, 2013
Source: adapted from Schuurman, 2013; Schuurman et al., 2025
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1. Real-life setting: bounded in time and space
Ideally, a living lab takes place in a specific location and scale (city, district, building, 
etc.) and is planned for a defined period of time.

2. Multi-stakeholder approach
Ideally, a living lab involves various types of stakeholders: public authorities, universities, companies, 
citizens, etc. The quadruple helix model can help identify key stakeholders.

3. Focus on co-creation
Ideally, the living lab does not aim at simply translating academic knowledge into everyday life practices but 
aims at benefiting from the wide array of stakeholders’ knowledge and know-how to co-create transformative 
processes.

4. Emphasis on (iterative) experimentation
Ideally, the living lab implements specific interventions triggering the opportunity for participants to learn and 
experiment new ways of doing and being, with experiments being continuously refined and reimplemented

Key features of a Living Lab
(Forbat, Sahakian, Annaheim and Sentic, 2025)
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• (Urban) Living Labs are, together with Real-
World Labs, sustainability-oriented labs 
(McCrory et al., 2020) acting as protected 
spaces (van Waes et al., 2021) respectively 
methods and tools in Transition processes

• From a MLP point of view, Living Labs are 
implemented at the micro-level of transition 
processes

• Urban living labs can follow different strategies 
when diffusing their socio-technical innovation 
and know-how (von Wirth et al., 2019)

Living Labs in Transition contexts

Source: von Wirth et al., 2019, p. 234
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• Eight years of “living labbing” – 2017-2025 (and 
counting)

Taking the practical view – what works, what doesn’t?

…………

Stakeholder needs
Data protection Governance
 & Funding

Bureaucracy

Source: adapted from Parodi, 2025
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• A multi-stakeholder approach is central for Living Labs, however, most living
labs start with “coalitions of the willing” and/or a few dominant stakeholders
(example Smart Living Lab: three research institutions, city of Fribourg, canton of Fribourg and the EPFL as 
finance providers)

• Using the quadruple helix (Carayannis et al. 2012) as
a focal concept – which groups are engaged (and how)
vs. which groups should be engaged

• What is the added value for the stakeholders gained
from participating in the lab (WIIFM – What’s in it for me?)

• Consider that the stakeholders operate under different
institutional logics (van Waes et al., 2021)

Engaging stakeholders

CIVIL SOCIETY

GOVERNMENT (ACADEMIC) RESEARCHCore Partners
Involved in 
strategic/operational 
mgt. of the  LL

Collaborators
Involved in specific projects 
and/or temporarily in LL mgt.

Other Stakeholders
Actors/entities impacting or 
impacted by the LL

BUSINESS

Living Lab Stakeholder Map based on the Quadruple Helix approach (Carayannis and Rakhmatullin, 2014)

Implenia

Local groups and 
associations (e.g. 
neighbourhood ass.)

Small 
businesses

gaiwo

ZHAW

«EinViertel» 
residents
association gesewo

City of Winterthur: 
climate unit, smart city 
unit

Real estate 
owners

Real estate 
managers

Uni Fr

HES-SO

swenex

City of Winterthur: 
energy unit, urban 
development unit

Lokstadt
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• One of the main roles of a Living Lab is to 
align visions and missions, as well as 
interests and values (Zimmermann et al. 
2025, in review)

Engaging stakeholders – converging visions and 
missions

Vision and 
interests 

Stakeholder 1

Vision and 
interests 
Stakeholder 2

Vision and 
interests 

Stakeholder 3

Joint Vision of the 
LL
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Engaging stakeholders – Lokstadt Living Lab and WinLab 
Living Lab

Lokstadt Living Lab: https://livinglablokstadt.zhaw.ch/en/about/ 
Zürcher  Fachhochschule

”Feinabstimmung” der präferierten 
Betriebsmodellvariante

17

Ø Wir schauen uns in Folge die drei 
Dimensionen des Betriebsmodell im 
Detail an

Ø Ziel: Detailfragen klären, 
“Feinabstimmung” der Variante

Ø Diskussion im Plenum, Ihr dürft gerne 
auch Inputs auf Moderationskarten 
schreiben

Ø Output: Betriebsmodell WinLab Co-
Creation Lab als 5-Jahres-Ziel

“Spielregeln”

1. Individuelle Reflexion (2 Minuten)

2. Diskussion (13 Minuten)

https://livinglablokstadt.zhaw.ch/en/about/
https://livinglablokstadt.zhaw.ch/en/about/
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Useful considerations

• Early focus on network building is crucial, with 
the creation of societal and interpersonal ties
taking a fair amount of time

(SWEET consortia expectation: 1st project year 
vs. reality: 3rd-4th project year)

• Reaching a critical mass of stakeholders is 
important

• Experiments and interventions are less than 
half of the whole package!

Engaging stakeholders
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• In addition to the quadruple helix, a living lab 
stakeholder typology (Leminen et al, 2012; 
Leminen 2015) can be used to provide a more 
systematic overview of stakeholder roles and 
expectations

• Stakeholders’ expectations often in line with their 
role(s)

• Example from SWEET Lantern, energy trading 
intervention in WinLab living lab:
- SFoE: scientific insight, generalizable results
- City of Winterthur: supporting implementaiton of 

the Smart City and Energy/Climate strategies
- Local energy community: co-creation and testing

of applicable localised solutions

Engaging stakeholders – taking a values-based 
view

Source: adapted from ENoLL, 2025
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• Imagine a Net Zero Campus Living Lab at the 
EPFL…
- Who would be your main stakeholders and what 

would be their role(s)?
- What value could the Living Lab create for them?
- What value could they bring to the living lab?

Important: we’re not talking only about economic 
value!

Engaging stakeholders – taking a values-based view
Discussion

Source: OpenAI, 2025
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• Living Labs act as orchestrators, enabling co-
creation through a multi-method approach 
(Schuurman et al., 2025)

• Def. Co-Creation:

Co-creation is the joint, collaborative, 
concurrent, peer-like process 
of producing new value, 
both materially and symbolically

(Galvagno and Dalli 2014, P. 644)

• Enabling co-creation is challenging from both a 
governance and methodological perspective

Enabling Co-Creation

The higher, 

the better?
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• Governance perspective: how is the Living Lab 
organised (Schuurman et al., 2025)?
- Centralised (currently in Switzerland: mostly 

research universities and government actors)

- Decentralised (Experimental neighbourhoods 
such as the Hunziker Areal (Zürich) or 
Eglantine (Morges))

- Collaborative governance

• Relational governance – living lab as an 
orchestrator ensuring open, co-creative 
innovation (Schuurman et al., 2016; Délèze et 
al., 2021)

Enabling Co-Creation
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• Methodological approach: using process 
models focusing on co-creation together 
with co-creation focused toolboxes

• ”Was X co-created? How was the co-
creation done?”

Enabling Co-Creation

Source: excerpt from SWEET Lantern Deliverable 3.1
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Useful considerations

- Who can/wants to co-create at which 
process stage?

- High-level goals versus local needs

- More top down, guided or bottom-up, self-
created approach?

- How do you create visible results of the co-
creation process? (“Quick wins”)

Enabling Co-Creation



22ZHAW School of Engineering | Institut | Dokumentname

Going back to the EPFL Net Zero Campus 
Living Lab - how would you enable and
facilitate co-creation with EPFL students?

• …from a governance and process 
perspective?

• …through method and tool selection?

Bonus question:
What other steps could be taken
to support co-creation?

Enabling Co-Creation
Discussion

Adapted from Mastelic, 2019

Source: OpenAI, 2025
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• Living Labs focus on rapid implementation, through
projects / interventions, of social, technical and
socio-technical innovations

• In transitions language: they are experimenting with 
alternative socio-technical system 
configurations

• Main challenges are related to:
- Implementation challenges (especially in public 

spaces!)
- Transferability and scalability of experiments 

(high context dependence)
- Long-term sustainability of experiments (project 

ends, what now?)

Focus on experimentation

From2026

SLL–EPFLFRDIGITALMODEL

SLLBUILDINGCELLS BLUEHALL HUB ICE/HOBELLABS
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• ENoLL definition for real-life setting (Schuurman et 
al., 2025):

“Unlike traditional laboratories, Living Labs operate in real 
world environments. By conducting experiments and 
gathering feedback in everyday settings, they create 
solutions that are practical, relevant, and readily applicable 
in daily life.”

• What does “real life setting” mean in practice?
- How “real” is a Living Lab environment?
- Contollability vs. fuzziness respectively more living or 

more lab?
- Temporal dimension of the lab (is there a follow-up, 

continuation or even tranfer of ownership)

Real life setting 
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• Living Labs work when multiple stakeholders are successfully
engaged in participative co-creation and co-design processes in 
a (close to) real life setting over a longer time period

• Orchestration is key – taking into account multiple views, 
institutional logics and value expectations

• Focusing on accelerated piloting/experimentation is important 
even if it might be uncomfortable for research and policy actors

• Long-term planning is important from the very beginning,
especially regarding the macro level of the LL (governance, actor
network)

Concluding thoughts

Ivory Tower

Real-life setting,
«Practice» S
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E-Mail: sent@zhaw.ch

Profile: https://www.zhaw.ch/en/about-us/person/sent

Thank you for your attention!

mailto:sent@zhaw.ch
https://www.zhaw.ch/en/about-us/person/sent
https://www.zhaw.ch/en/about-us/person/sent
https://www.zhaw.ch/en/about-us/person/sent
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