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Gap and Objectives of LL Knowledge Synthesis Project

A gap exists in understanding how to evaluate and measure the effectiveness of LLs 

and their longer-term impacts – notably, social and environmental ones. Further, 

LLs for sustainability remain underexplored in literature and practice.

We used a knowledge synthesis grant to fill this gap. Our team set out to:

1: Synthesize best practices for evaluating impacts and effectiveness of LLs via a 
scoping review

2: Develop a research agenda (in context of sustainability) by eliciting expert 
knowledge on gaps and strengths of LLs  

3: Build and engage a network of cross-sectoral LL actors interested in LLs for 
sustainability 



Goal today

1. To provide an overview of the outputs of our knowledge synthesis 
project  (SSHRC), not to go into details of each

2. To raise awareness of the potential applications of findings

3. To highlight potential future research and collaborative 
opportunities 
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Obj 1: Synthesizing best practices for evaluating LLs 



Obj 1: Synthesizing best practices for evaluating LLs 

Question asked:
What evaluation methods, metrics or frameworks exist for 

measuring the effectiveness of LLs (generally), and specific to 
environmental and agricultural sustainability? 



Final search string:

“living lab*” AND 

evaluat* 

OR performance 

OR effective* 

OR impact 

OR assess* 

OR metric 

OR measure* 

OR indicator 



Summary of Findings: very few studies on agricultural 
sustainability evaluation



Summary of Findings: a plurality of evaluation methods

• Most method 
are qualitative

• Reason for 
plurality –
nature of LLs? 

• Only 30 % of 
articles focused 
on measuring 
impacts



Table 2 in Bronson et al. 
– summary of relevant 
evaluation frameworks 

from LL literature

Opportunity for agro-
ecosystem living labs to 

build a framework?

Summary of Findings: no unifying framework for evaluating LLs



Several large networks of LL initiatives have recently been formed in North 
America and across Europe that focus on agro-ecosystem sustainability

These larger research projects could work to develop a unifying framework 
for evaluating sustainability LLs by focusing on three key elements which 
we synthesized from best practices:

(1) level of participant involvement and empowerment, 

(2) time-series analysis, and

(3) long-term viability of the LL project.

Key Takeaways from Scoping Review



22 respondents 

~ 40 participants

Online 
survey 
with 

experts

Workshops 
with experts 
to establish 
consensus

Research 
Agenda

Evaluating the 
effectiveness
and social 
impacts of 
Living Labs?

Scoping 
literature 

review

3. Research 
agenda

1. Synthesis of 
evaluation 

frameworks and 
tools

2. Identifying 
barriers and 
enablers to 
effective LLs

4. LLs Network 
(env and agr)



Obj 1: Identifying barriers and enablers for effective Living Labs

Use camera to 
download paper



Obj 1: Identifying barriers and enablers for effective Living Labs

Use camera to 
download paper

Question asked:
What specific factors lead to effective LL processes and outcomes?

Used same database built from Bronson et al. 2021



Summary of findings: 32 barriers/enablers grouped under 9 themes



List of 27  knowledge gaps and future considerations
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Take home from Berberi et al. 2023: barriers/enablers 

We need more research to track social-
ecological impacts tied to LL efforts

For now, we can use the list to leverage 
key elements that can drive LL success

◦ Identified enablers, barriers, and future 
consideration can help develop 
frameworks for evaluating LL 
effectiveness (as touched on in Bronson 
et al. 2022)
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How did we approach objectives of learning how to evaluate Living Labs?
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Obj 2: Develop research agenda on evaluation of LL



Obj 2: Develop research agenda on evaluation of LL

Goal: Identify key research questions to improve understanding and 
evaluation of impacts of LLs within an environmental and agricultural 

sustainability context (gap identified in Bronson et al. 2021)



Delphi Method
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Obj 2: Delphi survey results

22 respondents (11 French, 11 English)
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Question: Rank the following themes in order 
of importance for advancing knowledge about 
Living Labs (1 being the highest priority). 

• The role of stakeholders in evaluation
• The objectives and use of evaluation results
• Effectiveness of open innovation
• The specific objectives of evaluation
• Evaluation methods and tools

• Measuring environmental sustainability
• Conditions for success
• The role of evaluators
• Measuring social impacts
• Scales of evaluation
• Temporality of evaluation

• The funding methods of the evaluation.
• Evaluation repositories.



Workshops

27 participants 
(10 French, 17 English)

Experts in living labs, collaboration, 
evaluation, environment

Activities held in breakout rooms

1-Validation of theme prioritization
2-Unpack priority themes and generate 
research questions



Research agenda

Thematically organized

7 themes

Each theme is composed of
◦ Sub-themes

◦ Research questions

◦ Descriptions to highlight points of 
tension and ideas shared during the 
workshop and/or which emerged 
during analysis



So what can we do with all this?

▪ Synthesis of evaluation tools, frameworks + barriers/enablers to effective LLs in one 
place
▪ Early stages of  agroecosystems LL network - opportunity to leverage these lessons learned 

and approaches
▪ Build unifying evaluation framework or standardized metrics (also based on your experiences)

▪ Use research agenda to study LL in action within context of sustainability
▪ Need researchers to tackle key questions identified  (social impacts gap)
▪ Agro-ecosystems LLs  can make good systems and case studies to address research questions

YOU, the community of practice, are knowledge holders to support these 
actions



Future direction: mobilize agenda and findings into practice 

Please reach out – looking for interested partners who want to do more knowledge 
transfer and knowledge mobilization research with LLs

Vivian.Nguyen@Carleton.ca

Find our publications at www.socialecology.ca

Or use QR code below. There are also handouts, please see me!

Bronson et al. 2021
Evaluation frameworks

Berberi et al. 2023
LLs barriers/enablers

Beaudoin et al. 2022
Research agenda

mailto:Vivian.Nguyen@Carleton.ca
http://www.socialecology.ca/


Summary of findings: top 3 enablers

Top 3 Enablers

1. Iterative processes
▪ Iterative processes for data collection, feedback, and monitoring to increase LL efficiency. This also 

includes identifying changing expectations and arising obstacles throughout the LL process. 

2. Collaboration
◦ Participatory approaches (e.g., co-design and co-creation) and identifying strategies for supporting 

long-term collaboration (e.g., building teamwork and problem-solving skills).

3. Partnerships and network
◦ Identify and facilitate actions to support partnerships and networks. This can include developing 

social activities for communication, informal interactions, and networking opportunities. 
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Summary of findings: top 3 barriers

Top 3 Barriers

1. Technology issues
◦ Technology is not properly used or understood, or it is underused. There are also risks such as 

unpredictable technical problems or failures. 

2. Time and cost of collaboration
◦ There are cdontsraints (e.g., time and cost) tied to highly structured collaboration approaches. 

Mismatches between capacitgy and expected collaboration outcomes – increased workload 

3. Lack of sustainability of LL
◦ Lack of resources, initiative, and competence for LL processes and outcomes to be diffused beyond 

project
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Summary of findings: Top 3 Future Considerations
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Top 3 Future Considerations

1. More empirical data to compare LLs  E.g., large samples, long-term assessments, different sclaes
of analysis, more user feedback, more analysis of existing practice and tools etc.

2. More adaptable LL frameworks – define stages and processes for effective LL practices

3. Assessment of LL impact beyond the project – long-term impacts and tracking innovation 
implementation (e.g., user experience, social change, place-making, increased knowledge etc.)



Workshops

27 participants 
(10 French, 17 English)

Experts in living labs, collaboration, 
evaluation, environment

Activities held in breakout rooms

1-Validation of theme prioritization
2-Unpack priority themes and generate 
research questions



Workshops

Themes prioritized by 
participants

Research questions 
generated by participants

Most important research 
questions for discussion

Activity 2





Theme Sub-theme Synthesis question

How: Methods and tools for 

evaluation

Methods

How can a common methodology be established for the evaluation of living labs?

What are the strengths and limitations of different methods to evaluate living labs?

How might existing frameworks from other fields be used to evaluate the "building blocks" of 

living labs across sectors and contexts?

References

How can a collection of references and tools support the evaluation of living labs?

How can evaluation support improved understanding of the different points of reference of 

actors in living labs?

Perspectives
What are the roles of subjectivity and objectivity in the different evaluation processes of 

living labs?

Trust What role do trust and willingness to share data play in the evaluation of living labs?

Comparison

How does the evaluation of living labs compare with evaluation of other approaches?

What methods, metrics, and criteria of evaluation for living labs are needed to compare 

between projects, sectors, contexts, specific processes, and overall approaches?



Summary of sectors articles were from

38



Summary of findings: overarching themes of enablers and barriers
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Summary of Findings: majority of articles were from Europe

• Articles typically focus on 
more than one LL “site” 
or “sector”

• The majority of articles 
come from European 
authors or sites





Theme Sub-theme Synthesis question

Who: 

The role and diversity of 

relevant actors in the 

evaluation 

Role of the different 

actors

What conditions enable each category of actors to fully participate in 

evaluation of living labs?

Differentiated actor 

involvement

What forms of evaluation are most conducive to including actors in the 

process? 

Which moments of evaluation are most conducive to including actors in 

the process?

How can evaluations take into account differing needs and priorities of 

actors who work within different timelines and timescales?

Role of the evaluators What issues are tied to the different positions of evaluators?

Diversity of actors

What types of diversity should be considered in the evaluation of living 

labs?
How can the contributions of non-human actors be evaluated in living 

labs?

Equity and power 

relations

How can representation and power be balanced between the different 

actors in the evaluation process?

How does the process of evaluation influence the balance of 

relationships among actors? 

How can the process be taken into account?
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