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ROBUST: Unlocking Rural-Urban Synergies



Accompanying joint work in Living Labs



ROBUST: Unlocking Rural-Urban Synergies

11 Living Labs, 3 in-depth case studies



Living Lab phases and 
Monitoring & (Self-) Evaluation framework 
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Collaboration trajectories

11 Living Labs in ROBUST

Source: Knickel et al. (2023). Lost in a haze or playing to partners’ strengths? 

Learning to collaborate in three transdisciplinary European Living Labs. Futures



Success 

factors in 

ROBUST’s 

Living Labs

… Implications for 

sustaining Living 

Lab work

NB: totally context-

dependent! 

Capitalising 
on (joint) 
resources

Stakeholder 
engagement 

on the ground

Aligning 
project work  

with local 
dynamics

Institutional 
support

Partners’ 
flexibility & 

Adaptive 
management

Co-leadership 
& decision-

making 

“Safe 
space”

Aligning 
interests & 
priorities

Clarifying 
partners’ 

roles early

Setting 
feasible 

goals



Looking back: general 
lessons learned 

• Mutual learning is underrated…

BUT: central for the success à Importance 

of learning & reflexivity en route

• Struggling with experimentation

à Partners’ risk-aversive attitude

• Researchers struggled with their role in 

Living Labs

• Safe space is underappreciated, not 

practised systematically

• Power dynamics: dominant individuals / 

institutions

• Impact is problematic to measure 

à might lead to partners’ frustration



Implications 

for planning 

research  

projects 

with Living 

Labs

Connect planned 
project work with 

specific ‘local’ needs 

Ensure institutional 
(and political) 

support already in 
the project planning 

stage

Introduce a 
preparatory project 

phase

Communicate goals 
& functioning of joint 

work properly to 
partners

Mind the need for 
more flexibility in 

work planning & time 
schedules

Plan dedicated tasks 
to support adaptive 

management



Implications 

for 

managing 

research 

projects 

with Living 

Labs

Implement reflexive activities 

Adopt adaptive management practices

Ensure professional facilitation

Appreciate “soft” outcomes and 
consider a long-term perspective

Capitalise on available resources 
(relationships, networks, competencies) 

Work towards lasting impact & capacity 
development
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