
           

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dealing with multi-faceted challenges: Advocating for the use of Living Labs as a co-creative and 
collaborative planning approach in spatial and water infrastructure planning 

 

Key Policy Messages 

 The planning domain benefits from participatory and collaborative 

approaches for water planning and management. 

 Living Labs foster cooperation, interactions, coordination and 

innovation and involve a diversity of viewpoints. 

 The management and planning of Living Labs must remain sensitive 

and flexible to accommodate insights and feedback from all 

stakeholders. 

 Linking local, regional and national actors, issues and goals enables 

integrated decision-making and complex problem solving. 

Art: Jente Lowen 

The policy brief is prepared by Maria Alina Rădulescu for the RECOMS Project. The project has received funding from the 
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In July 2021, severe flooding events affected 

Western Europe; at the same time, a severe 

drought affected Madagascar which found itself 

on the edge of experiencing the world’s first 

climate change famine. These events show that 

water is the main medium through which we 

experience the effects of climate change. 

global character of climate impacts, and bottom-up 

approaches based on the trends of decentralization 

and citizen participation that aim to improve 

adaptive capacity on the local scale.  

 

To be specific, planning for water issues requires 

new planning approaches that simultaneously 

enable localization and contextualization, 

interaction and coordination, and express an 

explicit appreciation for complexity, uncertainty, 

flexibility and adaptive capacity.  

The wickedness of climate change effects related to water is 

further exacerbated by the intrinsic features of water. A 

complex and interconnected resource, water flows across 

territories and administrative boundaries, and takes various 

forms: vapour, rain, hail, snow, from underground to surface 

water, lakes, rivers, seas and oceans, and has a multiplicity of 

uses, from drinking and washing, to religious celebration and 

recreation, to water used in industry and for irrigation.  

This policy brief aims to underline the importance 

of adopting co-creative and collaborative planning 

approaches, such as the Living Labs, in the spatial 

and water infrastructure planning domain. Living 

Labs can support interaction and coordination 

among actors situated at different levels and in 

different sectors. 

The Brief introduces a series of recommendations 

which aim to support the implementation of 

Living Labs in spatial and water infrastructure 

planning projects. 

 

SUMMARY 

The role of co-creative approaches in spatial and water infrastructure planning 

 

In the context of climate change, which brings 

about more frequent and intense weather 

events, spatial and water infrastructure planning 

proves to be a difficult and multi-faceted 

endeavour. This highlights the need to look for 

planning approaches beyond the simplistic split 

between top-down approaches based on the 

The recommendations are based on the research 

undertaken in the ‘Climate Adaptation and Socio-

Spatial Planning: Waterways’ research project, and 

are aimed at water engineers and spatial planning 

practitioners at national and sub-national levels of 

government, as well as other initiators of spatial and 

water infrastructure planning projects. 
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Living Labs, a flagship for co-creative and collaborative planning approaches 

In response to the practitioners and policymakers’ 

need for approaches that foster cooperation and 

interactions across a wide range of actors positioned 

at different levels and in different sectors, the 

planning domain has recently experienced a steady 

increase of the forms of participatory and 

collaborative approaches for water planning and 

management. This is crucial for moving beyond the 

traditional, siloed approaches that have proven 

inadequate as a response to the complex and 

‘wicked challenges’ that our communities are facing.  

Living Labs, defined as “user-centred, open 

innovation ecosystems based on a systematic user 

co-creation approach integrating research and 

innovation processes in real life communities and 

settings” (European Network of Living Labs, 2015), 

are increasingly capturing attention as a way of 

engaging and integrating a plurality of knowledges in 

order to address complex social-ecological issues. 

 

The growing adoption of Living Labs in the planning 
domain, and in the public sector as a whole, comes 
as a reaction to the many claims about the benefits 
of Living Labs that stem from their application in the 
private sector, where they have been extensively 
used in open innovation and user-oriented 
innovation. One of the advantages of adopting a 
Living Lab approach is that different insights, types of 
knowledge (expert and experiential knowledge), 
organizational and working cultures, and resources 
are brought together, and this can make a spatial and 
water infrastructure planning project more inclusive 
and resilient, but can also ensure a broader support 
from the affected communities.  
 
Furthermore, case study investigation of the use of a 
Living Lab approach to support collaborative 
decision-making in The Netherlands, concluded that 
it can contribute to the transformation of a spatial 
and water infrastructure planning project into an 
engine for the sustainable development of an area 
(Rădulescu, 2021).  
 

Living lab communities can have a significant impact on urban planning 

innovation policy, which is shifting further from linear research and innovation 

activities to open innovation. Living labs provide new opportunities to enable a 

bottom-up policy coherence, starting from the needs and aspirations of local 

and regional stakeholders, creating a bridge between national and international 

policies and programmes.  
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Challenges of Living Labs in 

spatial and water infrastructure 

planning 
 

The adoption of co-creative methods and Living 
Labs, can present some practical and 
operationalization challenges. In part this is 
because the term “Living Lab” has become 
something of a buzzword, self-applied by actors in 
a range of contexts despite differing methodologies 
and organisational characteristics. At the same 
time, however, the collaborative and co-creative 
nature of Living Labs makes their outcome 
uncertain and often very place and case specific.   
 
Given the intrinsic features of water and the multi-
level, multi-scalar and multi-actor characteristic of 
spatial and water infrastructure-planning, 
challenges posed by the adoption of a Living Lab 
approaching this domain can include: 
 

 

 Accommodating different working and 
organizational cultures.  

 
Public authorities, private institutions and civic 
organizations have different organizational 
cultures, ways of working and very often use 
different ‘languages’.  

 

 Positioning the Living Lab in the planning and 
decision-making process. 
 
As Living Labs are a relatively novel approach in 
spatial and water infrastructure planning, they 
are often not part of the formal planning and 
decision-making processes. They are also often 
not fully understood and can be perceived as 
burdensome or a challenge to authority.  From 
the onset, transparent communication about 
the goals of the Living Lab and its role within the 
planning process is essential. Commitment is 
also required for giving full consideration to any 
solutions arising from a Living Lab process. That 
take-up of the outcomes of a Living Lab cannot 
be guaranteed should also be communicated to 
participants from the start, thus ameliorating 
any frustration or disappointment later on. 
 

 Dealing with imbalances of power, authority, 
resources and knowledge between 
stakeholders. 

 
Although, by design, Living Labs should afford equal 
standing to all the participants involved in the co-
creation process, in reality this is rarely the case. 
For example, when a public authority initiates a 
Living Lab, this may bring about a power and 
authority asymmetry that will be felt by the other 
stakeholders and remain highly problematic to 
overcome.  

 

 Linking interests and objectives. 
 
Each type of stakeholder involved in a Living Lab 
brings its own interests and objectives to the 
table. For example, a waterboard is usually 
concerned with water quality and maintenance 
of water levels, planners are focused on the 
spatial quality of the water projects and their 
impact in the area, while residents of the affected 
areas focus on the direct impact on their lives, 
community and local environment.   

Similar to many other areas, 

management frameworks for Living 

Labs should be adaptive, innovative 

and responsive to new information, and 

geared to long-term solutions. 
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Recommendations 
 

Given their potential for fostering cooperation, dialogue, inclusivity, integration and innovation, Living Labs 

can be highly effective in the development of resourceful, resilient and cohesive community building.  In 

order to realise their potential we encourage local, regional and national actors to take into account the 

following practical recommendations when adopting a Living Lab approach. These recommendations are 

particularly relevant for projects that are focused on or have a component related to spatial and water 

infrastructure planning:  

  Carefully plan the co-creative and collaborative 

process, but remain flexible. 

 
 Living Labs can bring about many benefits, but to obtain 

them there is a need for careful planning, organizing and 

managing the co-creative and collaborative process. For this, 

it is important to clearly define the goals of the Living Lab, to 

identify the key resources and skills needed, to divide roles 

and responsibilities, to set aside sufficient time and to create 

a management and communication system that guarantees 

the transparent transmission of information. Despite the 

careful planning needed, the implementation and 

management of the Living Labs must also remain flexible and 

sensitive at all times. New information, novel insights, 

feedback from the stakeholders and various external factors 

may require, for example, the introduction of new iterative 

loops of co-creation, which cost more time and resources.  

 

 Involve a diversity of viewpoints. 
 

Mapping of all potential stakeholders is an essential 

early task in order to identify all those who are affected 

or have an interest. This ensures that a wide range of 

stakeholders, with varied skills, knowledge, interests 

and resources can be invited to participate. Their 

interdisciplinary interactions are a key determinant for 

the emergence of creativity and innovation. However, it 

is also important to balance inclusivity with the need for 

a Living Lab to have a manageable number of 

participants - too large a group may lead to a less 

effective co-creation process.  

 

 Connect local, regional and national 

actors, issues and goals. 
 

 Given the complex nature of ‘wicked’ challenges 

and the fluid and interconnected character of 

water which can trigger externalities and spill 

over effects, a Living Lab needs to connect and 

raise awareness of the different actors, issues and 

goals. Doing so promotes understanding, 

synergies and coordination that can ultimately 

lead to the development of innovative and 

creative smart combinations of solutions.  

  Clearly explain the nature and context of 

the Living Lab from the beginning.  
 

In comparison to Living Labs developed in other 

domains (e.g. product development, marketing, 

etc.), those related to spatial and water 

infrastructure planning issues are often linked to 

the ‘official’ planning and decision-making 

processes. For this reason, in a spatial and water 

planning related Living Lab it is important for the 

initiator to clearly introduce the problem at stake, 

the goals of the Living Lab, its position and scope 

within the planning process, and the potential 

limitations in terms of, for example, time and 

budget.  

  Don’t be afraid of uncertainty or failure. 
 
 Adopting a Living Lab approach does not always 

bring about the expected benefits. However, even 

when a Living Lab does not succeed in fostering 

innovative solutions or ideas that are implemented in 

practice, it still represents a source of shared 

learning, community building and problem 

ownership. A Living Lab may represent a starting 

point for longer term collaboration efforts.  
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Conclusion: Living with Living Labs 
 

Living Labs have received increasing attention over the last decade. Their proven ability to generate 

innovative solutions to a range of complex issues and wicked challenges, means that they are becoming an 

increasingly popular collaborative decision-making tool. However, the question remains of ‘how to keep living 

with a Living Lab?’; in other words, how to act upon and implement recommendations arising from a Living 

Lab? Where Living Labs are created as a result of project funding the task of translating their outputs into 

longer term outcomes can prove problematic. Many Living Labs are financially unsustainable and live and die 

with the duration of public funding, or with the enthusiasm of a few key individuals. The following practical 

recommendations are aimed at facilitating the longevity of the value created by Living Labs: 

 Define an optimal funding mix  

 
For collaboration to be effective and long-lasting the cost 

of initiating and sustaining Living Labs needs to be 

carefully managed and planned from the outset. Each 

Living Lab should define its optimal funding mix, and 

where necessary be ready to seek funding from a range 

of sources. In this way, it is easier to link the various 

stakeholders to the most adequate financing option. 

Public, private and third sector funding sources can 

present different requirements and expectations, 

including with regards to reporting back and evaluation. 

 Remain Flexible and Adaptable 

 
An important strength of a Living Lab is their ability to 

be open to, accommodate, respond to and withstand 

changes. This manifests in different ways and provides 

a diverse setting for learning and the potential for 

multiple insights. Examples include the flexibility to 

bring in experts from other fields to respond to an 

identified need which was not originally envisaged at 

the outset of the Living Lab. Closely linked to this is the 

concept of adaptability. Adaptation can take many 

forms in a Living Labs in accordance with particularities 

of setting, language, timing, pace, focus, facilitation, 

tone, perspectives, needs, outputs and so on. Being 

able to use the experiences of one Living Lab in a 

different context and different regions (within and 

between countries) is of major importance to the 

longevity of the Living lab model. 

 

 Be prepared to limit focus, boundaries 

and establish a mandate 

 
Having a clear mandate is an easily overlooked, but 

very important part of establishing a solid and 

realistic grounding for a Living Lab. Narrowing 

down the scale, focus and scope can prove crucial 

to its success. Keeping ambitions realistic can also 

be important to provide focus, making it possible 

to implement ideas in practice. 

 Monitor and reflect back to track progress 

and ideas 

 
Living Labs are complex multi-stakeholder 

collaborations that often employ a user-centred and 

design-driven methodology to foster innovation. 

Conventional management tools often fall short in 

monitoring and evaluating them. As every Living Lab is 

somewhat unique (in accordance with particularities of 

context, funding, domain and point of focus) key to 

effective monitoring and evaluating is to be attentive 

to both the process and the outcome. The value and 

longer term significance of Living Labs can reside as 

much with their tangible outcomes as with their 

intangible ones (for example, the promotion of shared 

understanding, a sense of ownership and feeling of 

collective empowerment resulting from the process of 

collaborative working). In accordance with the need for 

adaptability, evaluation should form an integral part of 

a Living Lab process, not merely an ex-post activity. 

 


