
THIS MEETING’S THEME

1



UNIVERSITIES AS LABORATORIES FOR A 
SUSTAINABLE WORLD / CITY

Wicked socio-ecological problems challenge us to re-think and re-
design education, research and services to society
̶ Transdisciplinarity
̶ Collective inquiry and experimentation
̶ Exposure to and engagement with matters of public concern
̶ Shifting roles of students, teachers and societal stakeholders
̶ Linking research – education – services 
̶ Linking university & society, e.g. the city as a living lab
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IN THE COMING THREE DAYS…

̶ Explore inspiring examples
̶ Explore interesting theoretical concepts
̶ Sharing ideas and experiences – and develop these further
̶ In a ‘laboratory spirit’ 
̶ Experimental: possibility to set up an ‘urban academy for

sustainability issues’ in Ghent
̶ Also a broader focus: (all our) universities’ role in the face of 

sustainability challenges
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IN THE COMING THREE DAYS…
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INSPIRATION…
FROM THEORY
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RE-THINKING & RE-DESIGNING UNIVERSITIES

We must think about universities as agentic institutions (cf. Archer, 

1995), institutions that help “to create new frameworks to understand 

and live in a complex world” (Guzmán-Valenzuela, 2017, p.11)
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RE-THINKING & RE-DESIGNING UNIVERSITIES

The role of the university is threefold: 

1. Adding to the supercomplexity of the world we live in 

2. Helping us live with this supercomplexity

3. Doing justice to the value structure that helped to produce this 

supercomplexity (openness, courage, tolerance…), even as 

supercomplexity puts those same values under the microscope

(Barnett, 2000, p.83)
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THE UNIVERSITY AS A LABORATORY?

“Laboratory”: 

‘Originally: a room or building for the practice of alchemy and the 
preparation of medicines. Later: one equipped for carrying out 
scientific experiments or procedures, esp. for the purposes of 
research, teaching, or analysis; (also) one in which chemicals or 
drugs are manufactured’ (Oxford English Dictionary)

‘In extended and fig. use. Something likened to a scientific 
laboratory, esp. in being a site or centre of development, production, 
or experimentation’ (Oxford English Dictionary)
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THE UNIVERSITY AS A LABORATORY?

“Laboratory”:

‘Broadly: a place providing opportunity for experimentation, 
observation, or practice in a field of study’ (Merriam-Webster)

‘A place like a laboratory for testing, experimentation, or practice 
That area is a laboratory for cultivating the germ of terrorism’ 
(Merriam-Webster)

9



THE UNIVERSITY AS A LABORATORY?

“Laboratory”:

‘The laboratory is a space in which an experimental system is 
created in order to ‘catch’ that which can not be imagined or 
invented. It is a space in which “something” can appear, without 
exactly knowing what that something will be’ (Masschelein, 2011)

� Experimental ethos: ‘Not knowing what we do not know’
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THE UNIVERSITY AS A LABORATORY?

‘What we have in mind here is the school as a place and time of 
profanation, that is to say a place/time where words are not (yet) 
part of a (common) language, where things are not (yet) property 
and do not have to be used according to (familiar) guidelines, where
actions and movements are not yet habits and where thought is not
yet a system’ (Masschelein & Simons, 2011, p.139)

� School not as a time/place for socialisation (initiation) but as a
time/place for a new beginning
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THE UNIVERSITY AS A LIVING LAB?

“Experimenting for sustainable development? Living laboratories, 
social learning, and the role of the university” (König & Evans 2013)

̶ ‘Living laboratories provide a space for multiple stakeholders to address 
local challenges, by jointly framing issues and producing new knowledge 
deemed by all an adequate basis for concerted action. The purpose of 
living laboratories is not only to allow novel things to be tried that would 
not be possible in conventional urban settings, but also to carefully 
monitor their social and physical impacts in order to provide a robust 
knowledge base for learning.’
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THE UNIVERSITY AS A LIVING LAB?
̶ ‘Living laboratories provide a mechanism through which academics from 

various disciplines whose research and teaching have applications for 
urban environmental sustainability can engage with real world challenges 
in an applied setting.’

̶ ‘Developing parts of cities or buildings as spaces for knowledge 
production promises relevance and social salience because it takes 
account of circumstances in real people’s lives. This form of knowledge 
production accepts the need to understand locally-situated, context-
dependent knowledge, adopting a relatively sophisticated learning 
process through which technologies and social norms are co-produced.’ 
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THE UNIVERSITY AS A LIVING LAB?
̶ ‘Living laboratories are, compared to hermetically sealed science 

laboratories, messy, multivariate open systems, raising the question of 
whether they are really laboratories in any meaningful sense at all, or 
merely trade upon the scientific credentials of the term. Exploring this 
question is fruitful as it reveals how the knowledge producing power of living 
laboratories is facilitated by their institutional, spatial and political 
characteristics, but first requires a brief recap of how traditional laboratories 
permit the production of scientific knowledge.’

̶ ‘The literature on socio-technical transitions provides a multi-level 
perspective within which living laboratories can be conceived as niches for 
innovation that can foster change beyond their boundaries.’
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THE UNIVERSITY AS A LIVING LAB?
̶ ‘Living laboratories fit neatly into this framework, as niches that have been 

created explicitly to host experiments in different types of sustainable 
living. Socially robust learning by heterogeneous groups in the context of 
application has been highlighted by scholars as an ideal type situation for 
producing new knowledge for sustainable development.’

̶ ‘Living laboratories can be seen as a space for the constitution of learning 
communities that include academics of diverse disciplines, practitioners, 
and users of the space who jointly engage to produce locally situated 
knowledge to help the transition to more sustainable technologies and 
practices.’
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TYPOLOGY OF LIVING LABS

Conceptualisations and idealtypes 
of Living Labs

THM = Multiplicity of Living Labs

A practice based example of active 
student participation

THM = Engaging, challenging and 
real
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POSITIONING LIVING LABS
̶ Origin, mind-set change & translation spatial 

domain in wicked problems (Chesbrough, 
2003; Sanders & Stappers, 2008)

̶ Field labs, experimentation places, city labs, 
experimental gardens, incubators (…)

̶ Foster experimentation, pioneering and 
learning through co-creation (Bulkeley et al., 
2015)

̶ Plurality of meaning & everything goes concept 
(Schuurman, 2015)
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Positioning Living Labs (Ballon et al., 2005)



UNDERSTANDING LIVING LABS

̶ Three streams of living labs 
(Leminen, 2015):

̶ Concept

̶ Method

̶ Context
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IDEAL TYPES OF LIVING LABS

̶ Two ideal types
̶ Product Oriented Living Labs (POL)(e.g. Pallot et al., 2010)
̶ Urban Transition Labs (UTLs)(e.g. Nevens et al., 2013)

̶ Both are public-private-people partnerships, however…
̶ Discrepancies of ideal type characteristics lead to tensions

19


