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Entering    
the era of 
science-
society 
collaboration





Complexity of challenges



Complex problems 
require new approaches

Crises cannot be understood 
in isolation

à Problems are multidimensional & 
multi-actor

àSiloed solutions might reproduce 
& intensify existing problems

Disciplinary (and interdisciplinary) 
research is not enough 



Going beyond 
disciplinary research 

& academia?

Real-life problems 
which scientists 

alone can’t solve
• Different kinds of 

knowledge 
required 

• Decisions affect 
different societal 
groups who need 
to have a voice too

• Mandate to apply 
results in practice



That’s why we need
science-society collaboration



Different kinds of 
’Labs'



Definition 
of a Living Lab

• Arena (geographical / institutional 
space) AND approach for intentional 
collaborative experimentation

• Development & testing of new 
technologies, products, services, 
policy instruments, planning tools, 
governance arrangements, ways of 
living

Source: Voytenko et al. 2016. “Urban Living Labs for Sustainability and 
Low Carbon Cities in Europe: Towards a Research Agenda.” Journal of 
Cleaner Production 123:45–54. doi: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2015.08.053.



Source: Steen, Kris, and Ellen van Bueren. 2017b. 
Urban Living Labs: A Living Lab Way of Working. 

First edit. Amsterdam: AMS Institute.

Who



Where • Real-life context
• Place-based (local, regional)



Living Lab way of working

Source: Steen, Kris, and Ellen van Bueren. 2017b. Urban Living Labs: A Living Lab 
Way of Working. First edit. Amsterdam: AMS Institute.



A Living Lab approach: Yes or No?

Source: Pereira, L. et al. (2021). Transdisciplinary methods and T-Labs as transformative spaces for innovation in 
social-ecological systems. 

When NOT to use a Living LabWhen to use a Living Lab



Living Labs in 
ROBUST: 

Lessons Learned



ROBUST: 
Unlocking Rural-Urban Synergies



11 Living Labs in 11 European regions



5 functional ties 
of rural-urban relations



How?
Transdisciplinary (TD) approach

• Emerged to address pressing & 
complex real-world challenges

• Changed the relationship 
between science & society

• Can help structure collaboration 
processes in Living Labs

• Growing need to complement 
disciplinary research with TD 
approaches

• Might be demanding to carry 
out to carry out BUT could be 
very impactful



BUT: What is a TD approach 
and how to work in such mode?



Key characteristics

Source: Ruppert-Winkel et al. (2015). Characteristics, emerging needs, and challenges of transdisciplinary 
sustainability science: experiences from the German Social-Ecological Research Program. Ecology and Society, 

20(3), art13.



Definition

A critical and self-reflexive 
research approach that relates 
societal with scientific problems; 
it produces new knowledge by 
integrating different scientific 
and extra-scientific insights", 
thereby contributing to "both 
societal and scientific progress

Source: Jahn, Thomas, Matthias Bergmann, and Florian Keil. 2012. 
“Transdisciplinarity: Between Mainstreaming and Marginalization.” 
Ecological Economics 79:1–10.



M
et

ho
do

lo
gy

Always participatory

Aimed at knowledge co-production

Mostly qualitative, 
sometimes mixed

“Transdisciplinary social science methods” 
(Source: Pereira, L. et al. (2021). Transdisciplinary methods        
and T-Labs as transformative spaces for innovation in social-
ecological systems)

Different for different research phases

Depends on the needs, issues to be tackled

Examples*: Design thinking, Theory of change,  Outcome 
spaces framework, Storywall, Scenario integration… 

* More: TD-net website https://transdisciplinarity.ch/en/methoden/

https://transdisciplinarity.ch/en/methoden/


Citizen science (CS) as part 
of a TD research framework

• Recent studies to link TD and CS 
approaches, integrate, point to how 
they could learn from one another

• Lack of a TD theoretical framework –
a research gap in CS

• Some key aspects of CS might be 
similar: 
– Approaches to join efforts with 

citizens & stakeholders to solve 
societal challenges

– Diverse approaches to co-design, 
co-production and co-
dissemination



Impact
- Depends on how impact is defined: need for a re-focus of impact 

assessment from ‘outcomes’ as a tangible impact to how TD 
processes could foster potentialities for impact

- Challenge to evaluate whether impacts have actually been achieved 
(e.g. ‘societal effects’, change occurred) à Hard to track / link back 
the work completed within TD research

à Work of Kok et al. 2023 on ‘capacitating and creating change’



How to make 
collaboration 
in Living Labs 
more 
impactful?



Two 
inspiring 

approaches 
to practise
Living Labs



Navigating the learning journey:
Inspiration from theory

Practical wisdom as researchers’ capacities: 
‘will’ and ‘skill’

Source: Caniglia, G. et al. (2023). Practical wisdom and virtue ethics for knowledge co-
production in sustainability science. Nature Sustainability 2023, 1–9



Will
Through …
• Justice (attending to dynamics 

of participation and power)

• Care for relationships
• Courage (commitment 

towards justice & care despite 
possible adversities)

• Humility (learning from 
others)

… researchers can develop 
a sense of direction and 
determination
à Essential when 
navigating messy situations 
in knowledge co-production



… and Skill



Inspiration 
from 

practice:
’Stretch 

collaboration’
(Source: Adam Kahane, 

Collaborating with the Enemy)



Collaboration as a choice!

Alternating ’power’ & 
’love’ (e.g. asserting 

& engaging)



’Stretch collaboration’ 
Take-away



ROBUST: Unlocking Rural-Urban Synergies

3 case studies



What these LLs 
worked on



Accompanying joint work in Living Labs



Success factors 
in 3 ROBUST’s 
Living Labs

NB: totally context 
dependent! 

Capitalising on 
resources

Local 
stakeholder 
engagement

Aligning with 
local 

dynamics

Institutional 
support

Partners’ 
Flexibility & 

Adaptive 
management

Co-leadership 
& decision-

making 

“Safe space”
Aligning 

interests & 
priorities

Clarifying 
roles

Feasible 
goals



Collaboration in Living Labs
How we might imagine it Reality instead



Looking back: some 
lessons learned

• Learning is underrated L but central 
for the success à Importance of 
learning & reflexivity en route

• Safe space & importance of care is 
underappreciated, not practised 
systematically

• Power issues: dominant individuals / 
institutions à limited instances of 
pluralising

• Striving for one perfect plan can 
result in getting stuck in negotiations 
for years



• Impact is problematic to measure 
à might lead to partners’ 
frustration

• Struggling with emergent nature 
of TD research & experimentation 
à Risk-aversive attitude

• Hard to leave the comfort zone 
BUT manageable discomfort did 
teams well!

• Researchers struggled with their 
role in science-society 
collaboration

Looking back: some 
lessons learned



• Collaboration is a choice! 
Sometimes better options 
(“force, adapt, or exit”)

• Mindset shift: different kinds of 
knowledge & ways of knowing 
matter. Pluralise!

• Conflict is okay!
• Connecting with others’ 

perspectives 
• Researchers’ capacity to 

navigate such collaborations is 
paramount à ‘will’ & ‘skill’

Summary & Orientations for 
practising future science-

society collaborations



• TD is NOT neutral: political 
dimension

• Step into the ‘game’, don’t stay 
as an observer 

• Mind the benefit: balancing the 
needs & getting everyone on 
board

• Practical wisdom: specific 
context > fixed rules

• Long-term research framework 
– it takes time for impacts to 
kick in

Summary & Orientations for 
practising future science-

society collaborations



Food for thought
(Adam Kahane, Director of Reos Partners)

• “Collaboration doesn’t mean that 
either you prevail & get what you 
want, or your opponent does, or both 
of you sacrifice & meet somewhere in 
the middle.

• The potential of collaboration with 
others is that together you’ll 
understand more of your situation

• & will create new options better than 
the ones you’d imagined by yourself”
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