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He who does not trust enough, will not be trusted.
Lao Tzu
Ancient Chinese philosopher and writer

Urban Living Labs (ULLs) have become a popular instrument for finding solutions to urban
challenges faced by cities. While ULLs have achieved a certain level of normalisation in cities, a
general lack of understanding remains regarding the character and purpose of the ULL
phenomenon, which leaves many challenges open to be overcome. One challenge involves the
potential impact of ULLs in contributing to meaningful transformative changes. By combining a
literature review with a comparative case study of three ULLs in the city of Groningen, the
Netherlands, this study confirms and adds to current theoretical positions taken about how to
overcome the challenge in terms of holding a shared ideology and reviewing the concepts of
agency and power. It also shows that opportunity comes along with trust-building among
stakeholders in ULLs, as a way to enhance their potential in practise. Consequently, this study
calls for further research regarding underexplored theories and models of ULLs, power dynamics
in ULLs, and into their self-sustaining character, both in terms of social adoption and ownership,
as well as financial sustainability.

1 Introduction
Urban living labs (ULLs) have arisen in cities as a
response to a pressing challenge (Marvin et al., 2018):
How can cities provide economic prosperity and social
cohesion while achieving environmental sustainability?
In this perspective, the core idea of ULLs is that urban
sites can provide a learning arena within which the cocreation of innovation can be pursued between
research organisations, public institutions, private
sectors, and community actors (Liedtke et al., 2012).

Not only in practise, but also in academic spheres, the
concept of ULLs has increasingly gained interest in
recent years (Schuurman, 2015; Hossain et al., 2019).
Yet, despite the growth of ULLs and their
experimentation, their nature and purpose as an
empirical phenomenon is still not fully understood
(Bulkeley et al., 2016). This is partly because the
acceleration and normalisation of ULLs in practise has
proceeded much more rapidly than the development of
evidence and theoretical understanding about them
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(Bulkeley et al., 2016; Marvin et al., 2018). As such,
international comparison and systematic learning is
lacking on how ULL impacts can be scaled up to
achieve transformative changes (Marvin et al., 2018),
and how they can effectively facilitate urban
sustainability transitions (Evans & Karvonen, 2013;
Nevens et al., 2013). Such transitions are about
changes in markets, policy, culture, technologies, and
infrastructure, as well as in human behaviours and
practises (Bulkeley et al., 2010; Frantzeskaki &
Loorbach, 2010; Schaffers & Turkama, 2012; Voytenko
et al., 2016).
A key point therein is to examine the role of (urban)
experiments to govern these transitions, and in doing
urban innovation and governance (Marvin et al., 2018)
to gradually transform stable regimes (Kemp et al,
1998; Schot & Geels, 2008). Existing regimes or systems
seem to be difficult to pry off because they are
stabilised by processes that create path dependencies
(Grin et al., 2010; Loorbach & Rotmans, 2010; Neef et
al., 2017). ULLs are one way to affect change (Schaffers
& Turkama, 2012; Marvin et al., 2018), because they are
similar in approach to “transition management”
(Loorbach & Rotmans, 2010), and centre on the use of
experiments, including less directed processes in
which innovation and ideas are demonstrated, tested,
and experienced for gain (Kemp et al., 1998; Bulkeley &
Castán Broto, 2012). The degree to which these
experiments lead to regime transitions seem to depend
on growing social networks, innovations, and learnings
that they establish (Brown & Vergragt, 2008). Existing
research, however, mainly focusses on the aims and
workings of ULLs instead of critically reviewing their
implications (Bulkeley et al., 2016), their essence
(Hossain et al., 2019), or to what extent they shape new
governance modes (Marvin et al., 2018). Some
challenges in ULLs, therefore, link with temporality
and unpredictable outcomes (Hossain et al., 2019),
such as financial sustainability (Gualandi & Romme,
2019), scalability, diffusion, and impact (Puerari et al.,
2018; von Wirth et al., 2018), and the redistribution of
agency and risks (Loorbach & Rotmans, 2010; Smith &
Raven, 2012; Burch et al., 2018).
This study addresses this research gap by focussing on
how the relationship between funding, stakeholder
roles, and process outcomes in ULLs can contribute to
transformative changes. The main research question

is: How does the trinity of funding options, stakeholder
roles, and outcomes in ULLs influence their impact
creation for transformative changes in cities? Tensions
between these aspects were observed by Hodson and
colleagues (2018) in the UK, which are still present in
today’s ULL practises (Scholl & de Kraker, 2021).
The paper is structured as follows. First, it elaborates on
current literature about ULLs and the trinity under study
to explore and identify current approaches and theories.
Second, it explains and justifies the methodology chosen
in the literature review and comparative case study in
the context of the city of Groningen. Then, it provides
the results of the empirical study focussed on funding
options, stakeholder roles, outcomes created, and
impact. Lastly, the paper presents the importance of
trust building in ULLs to overcome the particular
challenge under study, highlighting its theoretical and
practical implications, as well as limitations and
recommendations for further research.

2 Literature Review
2.1 Origin and positioning of urban living labs
Although the origin of the living lab movement can be
traced back to the 1960s, and later, the founding of the
European Network of Living Labs in 2006 (Hossain et al.,
2019), the emergence of ULLs more generally started
following the 2008 Global Economic Crisis. Since then,
cities have struggled to find solutions to challenges faced
via three sets of issues: 1) there is no singular pathway
towards urban sustainability (De Jong et al., 2015), 2)
interest increased in the potential of experimentation in
place-based contexts to overcome rigidity in existing
socio-technical systems based on private contexts
(Chesbrough, 2006; Almirall & Wareham, 2011), and 3)
various stakeholders, like research and technology
institutions, started to see urban environments as places
to support local communities, as well as grassroots
initiatives that align with national innovation (Paroutis
et al., 2014; Luque-Ayala & Marvin, 2015; Marvin et al.,
2018). In fact, ULLs and various other parts of cities can
be positioned as a form of experimentation towards a
broader shift in the character of urban governance
(Bulkeley et al., 2016; Evans et al., 2017; Steen & van
Bueren, 2017), and as such seems to be able to enhance
learning about placed-based contexts to achieve
changes in socio-technical and socio-ecological systems
by continuously enrolling new sites and actors (Liedtke
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et al., 2012; Baccarne et al., 2014; Bulkeley et al., 2016;
Voytenko et al., 2016; Scholl & Kemp, 2016; Astbury &
Bulkeley, 2018; Marvin et al., 2018; Steenbergen &
Frantzeskaki, 2018).
2.2 Defining urban living labs
Defining ULLs has been an ongoing challenge, both in
scientific studies and in practise. While Voytenko and
co-authors (2016) argued that there is no universal ULL
definition, Chronéer and colleagues (2019) in contrast
developed a “unified” definition of living labs (LLs). In
general, however, these two streams are identifiable by
their opposition. On the one hand, LL definitions stem
from open innovation theory and co-creation (see for
example, Westerlund & Leminen, 2011; Leminen,
2013). On the other hand, ULL definitions stem from
management transition and urban governance,
thereby viewing the concept as a governance model in
which experimentation and learning can be centred
(See for example, Bulkeley & Castán Broto, 2012).

In this study, we use the following definition: “Urban
living labs constitute a form of experimental governance
whereby urban stakeholders develop and test new
technologies, products, services and ways of living to
produce innovative solutions to the challenges of climate
change, resilience and urban sustainability” (Bulkeley &
Castán Broto, 2012; interpreted by Voytenko et al., 2016),
because it shows two aspects. First, ULLs constitute a
form of experimental governance with and among urban
stakeholders. Second, it underpins the shared focus on
finding solutions to today’s urban challenges and
reaching urban sustainability. Both are relevant, because
urban and societal challenges nowadays need
collaborative efforts across sectors as well as between
disciplines (Evans et al., 2015; Bulkeley et al., 2016;
Voytenko et al., 2016; Marvin et al., 2018; Menny et al.,
2018; Hossain et al., 2019).
2.3 Urban living lab typologies
Discussion remains open regarding ULL typologies,

Table 1. Strategic, Civic and Organic ULL characteristics (Marvin et al., 2018)
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since the cases investigated so far have differed, and
the criteria that form the basis for the typologies are
still not widely agreed upon. Neef and colleagues
(2017), for example, differ between “Product Oriented
Labs” and “Urban Transition Labs” based on the
theoretical foundations of open and user innovation.
Leminen and colleagues (2012), as well as Bondarenko
and co-authors (2019) proposed five types of ULLs
based on the stakeholder who drives the activities:
Enabler, Provider, Utilizer, User, and Researcherdriven. Additionally, and as used in this current study,
Marvin and colleagues (2018) empirically compared 50
ULLs across Europe, differentiating between three
types of ULLs based on their geographical scale and
urban dimension, see Table 1.

As such, scientists have tried to come up with
stakeholder roles. Often referred to and used for
typologies are the Enabler, Provider, Utilizer, User, and
Researcher roles (Westerlund & Leminen, 2011; Leminen
et al., 2012; Schuurman et al., 2016; Bondarenko et al
2019). Enablers are organisations that make things
happen and that support ULL activities in resource
terms. Providers are development organisations that
provide something to ULLs like knowledge or expertise.
Public or private organisations that use ULLs as a
strategic business development tool are Utilizers. Users
reflect the end-users of products or citizens involved in
an urban context. Researchers are both providers of
knowledge, as well as generators of new scientific
knowledge in diverse fields, like urban policy.

Strategic ULLs

2.5 Funding options and outcomes created
Recently, The Funding Mix Framework (FMF, Figure 1) is
set up by Gualandi and Romme (2019), who provide a
first holistic view of the relationship between
stakeholders, value creation, and funding options. It
consists of four funding methods: Pay per service (PPS),
Subsidies (SUB), Out of Network Funds (ONF), and Cross
Financing (CRF). PPS revenue arises from services in
ULLs, mostly paid by private partners that seek
economic value. SUB are often given by public partners
to serve the strategic level of ULLs. ONF are equal to
SUB, however, provided by partners not involved in the
ULL constellation, like EU funding. CRF involves new
ways of funding, such as renting out the physical space
of ULLs.

contain larger scale technological
development programmes procured by state
intermediaries and involving private partners. They are
often state sponsored, including private investments to
build local capacity and enhance international
competitive position. Civic ULLs involve municipal
governments and local stakeholders. Their goals tend
to have a strong local character and focus on urban
priorities. Hence, co-funding in these LLs is widely
used, in combination with private investments and
national or European subsidies. Organic ULLs focus on
specific local and contextual issues, like social needs or
urban poverty, on the community- and neighbourhood
level, and link these with grassroots activities literature
in socio-technical innovation (Seyfang & Smith, 2007).
The key actors are civil society and non-profit
organisations that try to mobilise residents around
various projects.
2.4 Stakeholder roles
ULLs are, indeed, associated with open innovation and
user innovation (Hossain et al., 2019), which are
extremes of the user involvement spectrum (Leminen,
2013). Open innovation functions on the idea that
businesses cannot operate on their own, and instead
look for external resources to improve their
developments (Chesbrough, 2006). User innovation
highlights the necessity of both passive and active roles
by citizens in innovation processes (see for example,
Bergvall-Kåreborn & Ståhlbröst, 2009). Both roles are
needed to identify needs and ideas, as well as to
validate and formalise learning outcomes (Menny et
al., 2018).

Additionally, the authors argue that value created can be
economic, business, and public. The first is about tangible
and measurable outcomes, like new start-ups generated
(Baccarne et al., 2014). The second is an extension of
economic value, such as training provided. The third is
about non-financial impacts of ULLs that, following
Baccarne and co-authors (2014), relate to realizing
policy goals. In these terms, “public value” is considered
the most important in ULLs (Guzman et al., 2013), as
they have a strong focus on social value creation and
civic engagement (Baccarne et al., 2014). The social
acceptance of innovation and consumer practises
therefore seems to be a crucial accelerator of
sustainability transitions (Schaffer & Turkama, 2012;
Markard et al., 2020; Stoeglehner, 2020), while it is as
difficult to measure as urban safety, environmental
awareness (Ståhlbröst, 2012), or the early adoption of
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new practises (von Wirth et al., 2018).
Moreover, long-term funding is needed for long-term
operation, knowledge accumulation, scalability, and
impact creation (Guzman et al., 2013; Veeckman et al.,
2013; Evans et al., 2015). Indeed, ULL outcomes and
studies have focussed on incremental rather than
radical outcomes (Hossain et al., 2019), since
successful ULLs are inherently local, (Burch et al.,
2018), and from there viewed as the starting point for
scalability and transformation at different scales
(Astbury & Bulkeley, 2018). Despite this, Mai (2018)
showed that it is small scale ULLs that struggle hardest
to achieve appropriate funding. Thus, business models
have remained underdeveloped and unsustainable
because they depend on public funding that requires
strict justification, via project-based injections, or
funding from universities and regional development
agencies (Schaffer & Turkama, 2012).
2.6 Impact creation and transformative changes
Von Wirth and colleagues (2018) showed three idealtypical ways of creating transformative changes in
ULLs: Embedding, Translating, and Scaling. The first is
about the adoption and integration of an approach or
outcome in existing local structures. The second is

about elements of experiments or lessons learned being
replicated and reproduced elsewhere. The third is about
experiments becoming “bigger in terms of content and
remit” (Ibid). Herein, "transformative changes" are
viewed as the de-institutionalisation of existing sociotechnical structures, along with new more sustainable
ones being created, diffused, mainstreamed, and
institutionalised again (von Wirth et al., 2018).
2.7 Current debate on solving the particular challenge
The current debate on solving the issue between
funding, stakeholder roles, and outcomes, provides two
positions. First, researchers are calling for a shared
ideology within ULLs to help operations in such a way
that complementarity stands above competition
between stakeholders (see for example, Mangan &
colleagues, 2009; or Gualandi & Romme, 2019). Second,
debate continues about the various types of agency and
power of stakeholders involved. For example, Burch and
co-authors (2018) explained that ULLs redistribute
agency and power to non-traditional urban
stakeholders, while Menny and colleagues (2018)
introduced a cyclical process of redistributed power
throughout different ULL phases. Also, Savini and
Bertolini (2019) demonstrated that ULLs relate to the
political dynamics of institutional stability and change.

Figure 1. The Funding Mix Framework. Source: Gualandi & Romme (2019).
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Thus, it seems that opportunity lies in a change of
mindset towards shared ideologies, which requires
reviewing the concepts and meaning of agency and
power.

3 Methodological Notes
3.1 Research design
This study uses a qualitative research design and
combines a retrospective literature review with a
comparative case study analysis. Indeed, case studies
are arguably the most used methodology in ULL
research (Greve et al., 2020). Yet, the method of case
study here seems useful to gain a holistic overview of
the context under investigation (Punch, 2013), and is
particularly appropriate for collecting data to study a
novel phenomenon in an explorative manner (Yin,
2002). This reflects the situation in ULL literature, since
it is recent, quickly expanding, and contains competing
definitions (Greve et al., 2020).
3.2 Research approach: literature review and
comparative case study
First, a retrospective literature review was made to
understand the historical development of ULLs,
starting with two key documents. First, the Urban
Living Labs: Experimenting with City Futures scientific
reader from Marvin and colleagues (2018), and second,
an academic paper “A Systematic Review of Living Lab
Literature” by Hossain and co-authors (2019). Both
documents pay particular attention to LLs in urban
contexts and as means for sustainable development.
Subsequently, the “snowball” method and “pearlgrowing” method were both applied to find additional
relevant literature regarding the topic under study, by
focussing on recognized authors and often mentioned
key terms. Herein, no resource type scope was applied,
such as restricting to academic articles only. As such,
the authors ended up with a wide range of resource
types. In this way, the snowball method allowed for a
relatively fast and holistic exploration of the recent
history of ULL literature, including the identification of
often mentioned terms. The key terms (Urban Living
Labs, Impact, Diffusion, Outcomes, Value, Stakeholder
Roles, Funding Model, Financing) were then put into
Google Scholar in the pearl-growing method for
additional literature.

conducted using semi-structured interviews to collect
detailed data of cases by understanding and accessing
stakeholder perspectives of the situation, and also to
mutually explore the research question. Three cases
were selected first that met four specific ULL criteria,
and second which were labelled as an “organic”, “civic”,
or “strategic” ULL. The criteria were established for
assessment while reading in online policy documents,
on their website, and about the mission, vision, and
goals of the ULL. As far as general ULL criteria were
concerned, the cases: 1) were geographically embedded
in a particular location, 2) had to consist of urban
stakeholders in the co-creation triple- or quadruple helix
model, 3) focused on urban sustainability, and 4) used
experiments or test moments to generate knowledge or
learn about urban sustainability.
Additionally, the specific criteria to label the cases as an
organic, civic, or strategic ULL are as follows. The
strategic ULL, 1) operates on a city, regional, or national
scale, 2) has involvement or a link to innovation agencies
or agreements, 3) is financed by a lump sum in the
relatively short-term (although not necessarily), 4) falls
into a wider sustainability strategy, and 5) is competitive
in nature. The civic ULL, 1) operates within a city scale,
2) is focussed on local urban priorities, and 3) consists of
a clear partnership between urban stakeholders that
initiated the ULL. The organic ULL, 1) is active on a
community- or neighbourhood level, 2) is not initiated
by governmental parties, 3) focusses on specific local
contextual issues that link with social needs or
ideological values of the initiators, and 4) is a strategic
niche (Seyfang & Smith, 2007).
3.3 City context and case study descriptions
The case studies for our research were located in the city
of Groningen. It is the largest and youngest city in the
Netherlands’ north. The surrounding rural areas are
entitled krimpregio’s by the National government,
meaning they face a declining population and related
urban challenges. Moreover, Groningen is a typical
student city with one in four being a student. The
economy of the city has mainly been focussed in recent
years on services and energy, such as the natural gas
company GasUnie. Focus is currently shifting to
tourism, ICT, energy, and the environment, like the
Hydrogen Valley HEAVENN EU-project. The cases are
described below.

Second, a comparative case study (Punch, 2013) was
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Organic ULL: Stichting Paddepoel Energiek (SPE)
SPE is a citizen initiative to improve energy neutrality
in the neighbourhood Paddepoel, originally built in the
1960s to show opportunities in typical old Dutch
neighbourhoods and buildings. It achieved some
success, since Paddepoel became a partner in the EUproject “Making City”, although it is often associated as
a not-to-be-in neighbourhood. Their main aim was to
turn Paddepoel into an energy neutral neighbourhood
in 2035, both technically and socially. Also, everyone
living in Paddepoel could join the initiative and learn
from their energy coaches about energy production
and consumption. Additionally, the neighbourhood
collaborated with the municipality of Groningen,
educational institutions, and local businesses that
develop, for example, solar panels. The period we
studied was roughly during its “stichting” [1] period,
from February 2016 until October 2019.
Civic ULL: Urban Gro Lab (UGL)
The UGL is a partnership of the municipal department
of urban development and the Faculty of Spatial
Sciences at the University of Groningen. Together they
envisioned the city as itself a ULL in which research
could be conducted that focuses on local socio-spatial
challenges by bridging science and practise. Thus, it
tried to function as a source of knowledge and
inspiration by collaborating with urban stakeholders
and involving citizens. As such, the UGL was run by a
yearly changing lab coordinator. The UGL existed for
almost five years and was purposefully intended to be
and function as an ULL for spatial research and
innovation. The period under study was from
November 2015 until it stopped in November 2018.
Strategic ULL: Welcoming International Talent (WIT)
A “Gentlemen’s Agreement” called “Het Akkoord van
Groningen” between the province of Groningen, the
municipality of Groningen, the knowledge institutes in
the city, and the University Medical Centre Groningen
has existed since 2005. It is a cross-party collaborative
platform for joint coordination and decision-making
that agreed upon envisioning a sustainable future for
the city of Groningen as a knowledge city by focussing
on various themes. The focus in this study was laid on
“internationalization”. The ULL aimed to make
Groningen “stickier” by attracting, retaining, and
integrating international residents and students better
in the city, while maintaining a high level of social

cohesion and liveability to enhance the innovate
capacity. The WIT finds it basis within wider
sustainability strategies at the EU, regional, and city
levels. For example, the EU Cohesion Policy and the
Next City Policy document. Also, Groningen is a
“European Good Practise” city in the URBACT WIT
Transfer Network. The period under study was from
November 2016 (the review moment “Gentlemen’s
Agreement” together with local policies) until November
2019. The ULL is still active and functioning.
3.4 Data collection and analysis
In total, six interviews and one mail questionnaire were
conducted with eight interviewees in October and
November 2019. The interviews lasted between 38 and
90 minutes and were taken at the work location of the
interviewees, except for one in Groningen city centre.
The mail questionnaire contained the same questions as
the interviews and was applied based on the preference
of respondents. In this study, the questionnaire is
therefore viewed as a kind of “interview held by mail”,
and as such included in the data analysis. The
interviewees were governmental employees (2),
governmental trainees who coordinated activities (2),
civil initiators (2), a university employee (1), and a
private sector person (1). The interviewees were chosen
as they had leading positions in the Groningen ULL
activities and projects. The semi-structured interviews
were transcribed manually and analysed using the
coding and memoing methodology (Punch, 2013).
Analysis began by scoring out irrelevant information.
Then, codes were attached to specific pieces of texts,
resulting in 42 to 82 codes per interview. Next, all codes
were clustered to find cross-connections between codes,
clusters, and interviews. Alongside of this, the memoing
technique (Punch, 2013) was used to put memos on
different spots in the transcripts to move from the
empirical to the conceptual level while analysing the
data collected.
3.5 Ethical considerations
Prior to the interviews, interviewees received an
interview guide and interview permission statement.
The interview guide concerns an introduction to the
research, its objectives, and questions asked. With the
interview permission statement, respondents were
asked to agree to recording the interview, and to the use
of information and data collected. Transcriptions were
provided to the respondents for approval, or any
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changes needed regarding their anonymity or answers
given.

4 Comparative Case Study Results
4.1 Stakeholder roles in urban living labs
In all cases a core group was identified that was
responsible for the funding and operation of the ULL
(see blue contours in Figure 2). In the SPE and WIT, the
core group existed out of the Enabler and Utilizer roles,
whereas in the UGL the core group encompassed the
Enabler, Provider and Researcher roles because of the
partnership between the municipality and university.
Municipalities were in all cases involved in the core
group as Enablers, which was in line with observations
from Scholl and Kemp (2016). In SPE and WIT, the
Utilizers were involved because of the funding
possibilities and expertise provision, which was already
inherent in the UGL partnership. The Researcher role
in SPE was absent since it did not intend to generate
new knowledge per se, while the UGL and WIT did.
4.2 Funding in urban living labs
The SPE is mostly financed by PPS and SUB methods
via private businesses and the municipality. The UGL is
also financed by PPS and SUB methods. The WIT is
financed by all methods available and focuses on
various outcomes. While it is acknowledged that the
FMF is not a static model, notably PPS in the UGL, and
PPS and SUB in WIT contrast to the FMF, since the PPS
streams focussed on public outcomes, and the SUB
obligated private outcomes. CRF was found to be
complementary to other main funding streams
aligning with the FMF. For example, payments by the
housing association in SPE that informed and advised
tenants as side-activity. Moreover, WIT seems most
eligible to receive ONF due to legitimation reasons as
the geographical location they serve is bigger
compared to organic or civic ULLs.
Additionally, the interviewees mentioned university
funding, political will, and the role of civil servants as
important in funding provision. The Dutch educational
system of universities has limited funding for
“experiments” given that their core task is doing
scientific research. Thus, political will is important for
budgeting ULL projects in the coming years to ensure
continuation. Meanwhile, the role of civil servants was

criticized by the interviewees. In general, it was thought
that they handle too strict justification criteria for
subsidies provided, thereby limiting the freedom of the
ULL to “experiment”, especially in the cases of SUB and
ONF. These observations are in line with the SWOT
analysis of LLs made by Guzman and colleagues (2013),
and the accountability discussion raised by Astbury and
Bulkeley (2018).
4.3 Outcomes in urban living labs
Increased social networks and mutual learning were
found in all cases and indicated as important by
interviewees, whether or not focussed on in advance.
These are clearly felt outcomes, though not directly
measurable. In fact, Brown and Vergragt (2008) argued
that both are of immense importance if ULLs want to
contribute to transformative changes. Indeed, most
value strived for in ULLs is of public value (see black
circles in Figure 3) to aim for societal and urban
improvements. In addition, from our research we found
that when economic value was pursued it was done by
private parties or for specific short-term services. The
interviewees argued that while some ULL experiments
were seen as failures, they still brought outcomes that
one might benefit from in the future, or that potentially
could initiate wider transitions in provision systems,
regardless of the type of ULL involved.
4.4 Impact creation in urban living labs
Impact creation seems to depend on the interests of
outsiders (at translating) and the geographical scale the
ULL is already active at (scaling), together with the
available possibilities to embed lessons in local
structures or organisations (at embedding). The SPE
scaled and translated outcomes, without initiating them.
Rather, interest came in from outsiders, and the further
obligation to become a stichting made them do it. The
UGL embedded outcomes in local structures within its
geographical focus. However, their impact remained
sporadic due to a lack of long-term vision, which ranged
from products created, experiences gained, networks
built, or education improved. The WIT embedded and
translated lessons learned via either the integration of
outcomes in local structures, like policy plans, or via the
URBACT Network to other city contexts. Scaling was not
observed as the WIT already focused on (inter-)regional
scale and “everyone” in the Akkoord van Groningen.
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Figure 2. Stakeholder roles in the organic, civic, and strategic ULLs. The blue contour implies the
core group of stakeholders most responsible for funding and operation activities. The
positioning of each stakeholder is based on comparing the theoretical description with practical
operation. The figures highlight the importance of the Enabler role in ULLs, as well as the
potentially unconditional Researcher role in organic ULLs. Source: Authors.
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Figure 3. Theoretical funding model in the organic, civic, and strategic ULLs. Most important
observations are, 1) the eligibility of ONF in the strategic ULL, 2) the general focus on public
outcomes in civic and strategic ULLs compared to organic ULLs, and 3) the sporadic and
ambiguous use of CRF. Source: Authors based on Gualandi and Romme (2019).
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5 Conclusion
5.1 Theoretical implications: urban living labs and
transformative changes
In this study, the research question was presented:
How does the trinity of funding options, stakeholder
roles, and outcomes in ULLs influence their impact
creation for transformative changes in cities? Since the
2008 Global Economic crisis, ULLs have emerged in the
urban context to learn collectively about urban
development as a long-term process. While ULL
practitioners and scientists have been aware of the
potentials inherent in ULLs for several years (BergvallKåreborn & Ståhlbröst, 2009; Almirall & Wareham,
2011; Westerlund & Leminen, 2011), the continuous
searches to limit individual political and financial risks
among urban stakeholders have hindered the potential
of ULLs. This study therefore emphasized that it is not
individual aspects in the trinity highlighted that
improve impact creation in ULLs, rather trust building
among stakeholders in ULLs and their place-based
contexts seems necessary to contribute to
transformative changes in the long-run. That way,
ULLs can strengthen their foreseen role as a form of
experimentation in a broader shift involving urban
governance, and as such can achieve gradual changes
in socio-technical and socio-ecological systems based
on a continuous learning process among actors and
urban sites.
5.2 Theoretical implications: concepts and methods
The theoretical contribution of this study is mainly
twofold. First, it follows up on Greve and colleagues
(2020) who pointed to the opportunity for scholars to
apply unused theoretical approaches in ULL literature.
Hence, this study has shown the importance of, for
example, the exploration in practise of the FMF and
ULL typology of Marvin and colleagues (2018) to
enhance the theoretical understanding of ULLs in
certain domains. We thus call for researchers to
explore existing theoretical approaches more
extensively, instead of continually seeking to provide
new approaches, categories, or models. A good
example of this is the recent study by Kalinauskaite and
co-authors
(2021),
who
further
developed
Schuurman’s three-layer model (2015), which is still
underutilized as a conceptual model for organising
(U)LLs. Second, this study confirms and adds to the
current theoretical debate about how to overcome the

issue under study: a change in mindset towards shared
ideologies, which requires reviewing the meanings of
agency and power. In this effort, we recommend
complementing shared ideologies with individual wishes
and needs. Likewise, pairing the concepts of “power”
and “justification”, as we observed that constant
pressure to safeguard and legitimise expenditures
creates power dynamics in ULLs between stakeholders
involved.
5.3 Practical implications
The main practical contribution of this study to ULLs is
the emphasis on trust building among stakeholders
toward overcoming the issue under study. More
specifically, five points emerge: First, public grant
providers on various political levels are challenged to
rethink their selection criteria for subsidy approvals to
guarantee strategic long-term funding in ULLs that can
be
complemented
with
project-based
private
investments. Second and consequently, new ways to
measure effectiveness of ULL activities are needed to
indicate successes and failures, both quantitative and
qualitative, and that allow for deviation on the individual
and collective level. In fact, this study shows that
increased (social) networks and accumulated learning
must be integrated in evaluation criteria. Third,
municipalities are challenged to empower ULL initiators
politically by reviewing the concepts of “agency” and
“power”, especially in organic and civic ULLs, as those
are active topics that municipalities already treat with
concern. Fourth, ULL stakeholders should view the level
of abstractness in objectives as facilitators in
collaboration by envisioning shared strategic goals,
while providing room for individual outcomes to ensure
continuous momentum for all stakeholders. While the
importance of these anchor points (Leminen et al., 2017)
is acknowledged and recognized on the operational
level, they have yet to be incorporated on a strategic
level. Fifth, the ULL community must become aware of
the fragmentation of views about what ULL’s are and
aren’t. Thus, thinking critically about when ULLs are
needed will help improve their applicability in practise.
Recently, Greve and colleagues (2020) emphasised this
as well by exploring the overall landscape of LL research
and its potential areas of fragmentation and isolation.
5.4 Limitations and recommendations for further
research
We also recognize important limitations to the study.
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First, this study was limited to the city of Groningen,
and the inclusion of three ULLs indicated as organic,
civic, and strategic ULLs. Further research should also
focus on comparison between different local contexts,
as well as between similar types of ULLs. Second, we
held only a limited number of interviews. More
experiences from a multitude of people and disciplines
should be collected to enrich our understanding of the
topic under study. Third, we support with the call of
Greve and colleagues (2020) to start using more
diverse, as well as quantitative research methods in
ULL literature, alongside the often used and in this
study applied case study methodology. For example,
discourse analysis or ethnographic research designs
may help researchers to analyse and experience how
(spoken) agency and power is orchestrated in ULL
daily practises. Additionally, we call for more research
into the power dynamics in ULLs, especially in terms of
political power, such as found in studies like Savini and
Bertolini (2019). Lastly, we call for more research into
the self-sustaining character of ULLs. More specifically,
1) to investigate appropriate ways to embed ULLs in
local context needs, by identifying problems and
potentials to improve social adoption and ownership
of ULLs that help guarantee continuity over time,
especially regarding organic and civic ULLs, and, 2) to
investigate how ULLs can be self-sustained financially
in order to make them less dependent on subsidies,
which have led to certain consequences observed and
investigated in this study.

Notes:

[1] A stichting is a Dutch legal type of organisation that
focusses primarily on societal or social goals, rather
than monetary profit. A board must be formed in a
stichting, while a supervisory board is not needed per
se. A stichting is often funded by donations, loans, or
subsidies and does not have members or shareholders.
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