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Abstract  

In this learning unit a comprehensive definition of a Living Lab is given. In the next step, 

the design thinking approach is introduced and discussed. This approach will provide a 

basis for your work in the following units.  

Objectives  

After completing this unit, you will be able to … 

• define a Living Lab 

• apply basic methodology and tools towards the development of a Living Lab 

• deploy the design thinking approach  

1. What is a Living Lab 

Enhancing quality of life in cities is a challenging process. There are many social, 

economical, cultural and environmental factors that affect our lives. Therefore, it is not 

possible to generate a single blueprint that can be applied in other contexts. However, 

an enhanced collaboration of different groups of people in the urban management and 

planning could help manage this process in a more effective and efficient way, leading 

to better outcomes.  

A Living Lab can be defined as a low-threshold place of cooperation, learning and co-

creation of solutions for solving complex problems, whereby an Urban Living Lab refers 

specifically to problems in the context of smart and sustainable cities.  

Built upon the principles of voluntary collaboration and equal participation, an Urban 

Living Lab brings together all relevant urban actors, ranging from local government 

officials and policy makers to developers, investors, entrepreneurs, NGOs and citizens. 

The core aim is to provide a temporary, open and creative space for experimentation 

where innovative, breakthrough ideas and solutions can emerge. These ideas can be 

then tested (prototyping), evaluated within a real life context, and, optimally, 

implemented at a city or neighborhood level.  
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Figure 1: A graphical representation of an Urban Living Lab. Source: SMACC  

 

Although Labs differ in forms (virtual and physical lab) and topics (energy lab, mobility 

lab, social lab, etc.), several common elements can be distinguished, which include 

citizen engagement, value co-creation, real-life experimentation, mutual learning 

processes, collaboration between actors from different disciplines as well as use of new 

media and social networks. 

 

TIP 

2. Techniques for setting up a Living Lab 

A Living Lab combines various methods and tools for supporting collaboration between 

different participants. The methods include design thinking approach, prototyping 

techniques as well as other innovation practices, such as learning journeys, social 

safaris or participatory planning. It also integrates a broad range of the advanced 

As of today, the European Network of Living Labs (ENoLL) has 

over 170 active members worldwide. The network elaborates on 

various topic concerning urban development and smart cities, 

including energy efficiency, sustainable mobility, social 

innovation and social inclusion, e-government and e-

participation, regional, territorial and rural development of smart 

regions, sustainable mobility, and security, among others.   

http://www.nesta.org.uk/publications/prototyping-framework
http://www.nesta.org.uk/publications/prototyping-framework
https://www.kl.nl/nieuws/social-safari-2013-wrap-up/
https://www.kl.nl/nieuws/social-safari-2013-wrap-up/
http://archive.unu.edu/hq/library/Collection/PDF_files/CRIS/PMT.pdf
http://www.openlivinglabs.eu/aboutus
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facilitation and hosting tools, such as art of hosting and mediation.  

In this unit we introduce design thinking approach, a method that allows different 

participants to work together in order to generate creative solutions for their specific 

challenges - a process that we call co-creation.  

 

DESIGN THINKING
1
 is a formal method for practical, creative resolution of problems and 

creation of solutions, with the intent of an improved future result. 

Design thinking process begins with a goal, an improved, desirable future situation, 

and sets the challenge from that goal. It uses a practical creative method based on 

exploring different alternative solutions simultaneously. This process differs from the 

analytical method, which is problem-oriented and begins with defining all aspects of the 

problem in order to come up with a solution. The design thinking process is also:  

• human centred, it begins from a deep empathy with and understanding of the 

needs and motivations of all involved people. 

• collaborative, it takes into account views, knowledge and experience of 

multiple stakeholders. 

• experimental, it allows to test different solutions, succeed and move on, or fail 

and learn from mistakes. 

• iterative, it means that there can be more cycles of  ideas/solutions/testing 

before the challenge is solved. 

 

The design thinking is a well-suited method to be used in the context of Living Labs, 

since they deal with the so-called "wicked problems" - ill-defined, tricky and complex 

challenges that are often intertwined with other issues. This kind of challenges needs a 

co-creative approach.  

Co-creation allows to share ideas and insights, and connects all relevant stakeholders in 

a search for alternative, more suitable solutions to their specific challenges. At the same 

time, a stronger network of actors can be created that might support a long-term 

implementation of the best solutions within the city.  

Design thinking helps to be creative and innovative. It begins with finding more 

background information and inspiration, followed by selection of a specific challenge. In 

the next step, ideas are generated and refined; the best ideas are then chosen for an 

actual implementation. Then the process is evaluated and, if necessary, repeated and 

improved.  

 

Watch this video to find out more about the design thinking approach: 

https://www.ideou.com/pages/design-thinking 

 

Book tip:  

Problem solving with design thinking: 

https://yourstory.com/2015/05/problem-solving-with-design-thinking/  

                                                                    
1
 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Design_thinking  

http://www.artofhosting.org/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Creativity
https://www.ideou.com/pages/design-thinking
https://yourstory.com/2015/05/problem-solving-with-design-thinking/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Design_thinking
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For the purpose of this training programme, a modified version of design thinking 

process divided into five phases is proposed. This new model has been elaborated upon 

the original scheme proposed by IDEO (2012) in the toolkit ‘Design thinking for 

educators’.  

These modified phases are: DREAM - FOCUS - CREATE - DELIVER and REFLECT. 

 

Figure 2: Der Design Thinking-Ansatz. Quelle: SMACC nach IDEO, 2012  

 

In the DREAM phase, problems and challenges as well as future visions and desired 

outcomes for a city are identified. Then you FOCUS, synthesise your findings and set 

the boundaries for your work. In the CREATE phase, you explore a wide variety of 

possible ideas and solutions and develop actions to solve (a part of) your challenge. In 

the next step, you DELIVER this solution by testing it in the real world and gaining 

feedback. Finally, you REFLECT on the performance, impact and results of your work, 

and decide on the next actions, which can range form redesigning the outcomes to an 

actual implementation. 

In the following five units a look closer will be put on these phases, providing you with a 

stepwise guidelines for setting-up your own Living Lab. Within each unit a 

comprehensive description of the major steps as well as useful instructions and tools are 

given, supported by a series of practical exercises.  
 

HINT 

Here you can download IDEO’s “Design Thinking for educators toolkit” that provides you with 

instructions to explore Design Thinking: http://www.designthinkingforeducators.com/ 

For more information on the Design Thinking approach go to the section “More resources” at 

the end of this course.   

 

 

http://www.designthinkingforeducators.com/
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Legal notice 

This learning unit is provided under the following Creative Commons Licence: 

Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0) 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/deed.en   

You are free to: 

• Share — copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format 

• Adapt — remix, transform, and build upon the material 

The licensor cannot revoke these freedoms as long as you follow the license terms. 

Under the following terms: 

• Attribution — You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate if 

changes were made. You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that 

suggests the licensor endorses you or your use. 

• NonCommercial — You may not use the material for commercial purposes. 

• ShareAlike — If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you must distribute your 

contributions under the same license as the original. 

No additional restrictions — You may not apply legal terms or technological measures that legally 
restrict others from doing anything the license permits. 

Attribution to e-genius as the copyright owner must take the following form:  

Texts: authors of the learning unit, year of publication, title of the learning unit, publisher: e-genius –

Open Education Initiative, www.e-genius.at/en  

Illustrations: attribution to owner of copyright,  e-genius – www.e-genius.at/en  

Exclusion of liability: 

All content on the e-genius platform has been carefully checked. Nevertheless, we are unable to offer 

any guarantee as to the correctness, completeness, topicality and availability of the content. The 

publisher does not accept any liability for damage or disadvantages that may arise from the use or 

exploitation of the content. The provision of the content on e-genius is not intended to replace the 

obtaining of professional advice and the ability to access the content does not constitute an offer to 

create an advisory relationship. 

e-genius contains links to external websites. The insertion of links is a reference to representations 

and (also other) opinions, but does not mean the content of such links are endorsed. The publisher of 

e-genius does not accept any liability for websites that are referred to via a link. This applies both to 

their availability and to the content that can be accessed on such websites. As far as the operators are 

aware, the linked pages do not contain any unlawful content; should such content be discovered, it 

will be immediately removed in fulfilment of the legal obligations of the electronic reference.  

Third-party content is identified as such. Should you nevertheless become aware of an infringement 

of copyright, please let us know accordingly. Upon being notified of legal infringements, we will 

immediately remove or correct such content. 

Link to the open content platform: http://www.e-genius.at/en   
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