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What are the roles and impacts that Living Labs play in increasing civic resilience and supporting 
ecological transition in different contexts and at different scales? 

 

Context 
Civic resilience can be described as the ability of (groups / networks of) residents to resist, adapt, and transform their living 
environment in the face of socio-economic, political, and climatic change, according to collectively held values and 
priorities. Civic resilience brings a civic dimension to the resilience discourse which introduces a dynamic perspective on 
change processes, addressed through subsequent notions such as ‘adaptative capacity’, ‘transformation’, ‘transition’ 
(Brown et al. 2012; Folke et al. 2010; Walker et al. 2004), and ‘resourcefulness’ (MacKinnon & Derickson 2013). Civic 
resilience includes aspects of community, citizenship, collective agency. (Butterworth, et al. 2022; Maharramli et al. 2021).  

An important notion in relation with civic resilience is that of ‘resourcefulness’ which addresses the necessity to identify, 
make available and redistribute resources of space, knowledge and power across local actors and communities to improve 
resilience. The notion of resourcefulness situates resilience in a more positive light, relating it to the agency of 
empowerment of the community.  Civic resilience is also key in processes of ecological transition (CoNECT 2022) defined as 
“an evolution towards a new economic and social model, a model of sustainable development that renews our ways of 
consuming, producing, working and living together to meet the major environmental challenges of climate change, 
resource scarcity, the accelerating loss of biodiversity and the multiplication of environmental health risks”. 

A Living Lab (LL) is a real-world environment where research, innovative products, or services are tested and co-developed 
with everyday participants in a collaborative setting. A LL can involve public, private, and community stakeholders working 
together to address real-life challenges, to create change and ensure that solutions are practical and user-centred. For 
example, LL researchers might work with a community and a council to understand local practices, then experiment and co-
develop a product or platform for use after the project is over. 

In the last decade, the LL methodology has arisen across Europe as a key methodology of conducting research by engaging 
with ecological transition, the practice of moving towards a more sustainable way of living, working, producing, being in the 
face of the climate crisis (Hopkins 2008) and being embedded in policy (Levy et al. 2022). Living labs offer the possibility of 
connecting researchers and citizens, engaging them in collective action to identify common needs, develop collaborative 
methods to respond to these needs and share methods for wider implementation. (Puerari et al. 2018). Living labs can be 
also read as a means of expanding the capacity of citizens to engage in processes of change and increased civic resilience. 
(Rizzo et al. 2021; Petrescu et al. 2022)  



Numerous funding programs encourage the involvement of various stakeholders in testing ideas and collaboration 
mechanisms in lab settings. The frames for such labs are not defined through academic research projects only. A lab can be 
initiated by collectives of practitioners looking for alternatives, civic organisations that are aware of the importance of 
collaboration but also by local public administration where the need for mediation is recognised.  

Moreover, the EU ambition through Horizon 2020 Research and Innovation Programme (Climate Neutral and Smart Cities 
Mission) is placing high expectations on pilot cities to demonstrate results in cooperation with academia, local communities 
and private sector in helix collaborations for innovation.  

The scales of LL and networks can vary - from local small-scale labs with a focus on a small number of people or a small site 
or issue; through to multi-city or international labs spanning countries or continents and larger actor numbers. The 
networks might be old or new, expanding or contracting. The term lab is not necessarily spatial - we invite a range of 
understandings of the term.  

Mediators are people or things that act to help build lab actions and networks. They might be participants or facilitators. 
Mediation can be understood as both transformative (Latour 2013), potentially creating specific outcomes with 
transformative urban potential, as well as in the intermediary sense of simply gathering, or exchanging information. We are 
interested in the range of mediation roles necessary for the development of living labs and networks of resilience. In what 
way are mediators transformative? How do they affect LL outcomes? 

Key research questions  

• How do different types of living labs act to enhance or expand networks of resilience? Which actors are involved? 
What kind of support do collaborators bring each other? 

• What mediation methods are used in the different stages of collaboration? How can success or efficacy be 
measured?  

• What lessons arise about transferability between different labs / situations?  
• What inventive methodologies are developed/used in living labs within different contexts and at different scales?  

 
Possible topics 
1. Analysis of practices and case studies 

● Living Lab Case Studies: Stories of success or failure, with a focus on challenges in relation to resilience and ecological 
transition. 

● Evaluation Criteria: How have living labs been evaluated? What are the standards or criteria used? 
● Typologies, Contexts, and Scales of Living Lab Action: Examining the different scales, contexts and types of living lab initiatives. 

2. Tools, methods & methodologies 
● Conception and Creation of Living Labs: Tools, methods and methodologies used in establishing and running living labs. 
● Living Lab Methodologies: Techniques such as storytelling, workshops, co-design, oral histories and experimentation. 
● Data Collection and Analysis Methodologies: What are the standards, guidelines or minimum requirements for data collection 

and analysis in living labs? Is there consistency in quality? 
● Interdisciplinary/Transdisciplinary Approaches: How do these approaches impact living lab methodologies? 

3. Definitions, theories & knowledge types 
● Definitions and Theories: Understanding ecological transition, civic resilience and living lab roles. 
● Types of Knowledge: How different knowledge types are mediated and utilized in living labs. 
● More-than-Human Communities: Exploring multi-species approaches in ecological transition. 

4. Roles, spaces & collaboration 
● Roles in Living Labs: The roles of mediators, researchers, practitioners, universities, civic organizations, policy makers and 

citizens in living labs. 
● Spaces and Living Labs: Exploring the scales, features, and transformations of physical and virtual spaces in living labs. 
● Networks of/through Living Labs: How networks facilitate ecological transition and resilience. 
● Participatory Planning in Living Labs: Co-production, mediation and agency in ecological transition processes. 

5. Public policies & influence 
● Public Policies: The influence of living labs on public resources, decisions and policies. 
● Policy Influence: How data and insights from living labs shape environmental policies and regulations. 

6. Civic resilience & empowerment 
● Civic Resourcefulness: Behaviours, collaborations, and circularity in living labs. 
● Community Empowerment: Building social cohesion and resilience through community engagement in living labs. 
● Adaptation to Change: How living labs help communities adapt to future crises. 

7. Innovation & ecological transition 
● Innovation in Living Labs: Innovations for ecological transition, such as sustainable technologies and practices. 
● Behavioural Change: Encouraging sustainable behaviours through citizen involvement. 
● Mediation and Agency: Mediating between different knowledge types, actors, and spaces in ecological transition processes. 

8. Research methodologies & critiques 
● Weaknesses of Living Labs: Exploring the limitations and challenges faced by living labs. 
● Interaction with Traditional Research: How do living labs complement or conflict with traditional research methods? 
● Scientific Rigour in Living Labs: Evaluating the scientific rigour of living labs as a research method. 
● Development of Living Labs: Are living labs a mature research method or do they require further development? What is needed 

to ensure they are robust and effective? 
9. Transformative research & learning 



● Transformative Research: The role of living labs in advancing research methodologies. 
● Pedagogy and Curriculum Development: How living labs contribute to the development of educational practices for various age 

groups. 
● Sharing and Commoning Practices: Collective action, sharing knowledge, space, and power in living labs. 

 
Timeline 

Abstracts due 10 February 2025 
Full papers due  14 April 2025         NB: authors can submit sooner if they wish 
Referees’ comments 21 July 2025 
Revised version due  29 September 2025  
Publication of full issue January 2026.        NB: papers are published as soon as they are accepted 

 
Briefing note for contributors 
We welcome different kinds of contributions (e.g. research, policy analysis, synthesis) not only from researchers but also 
from practitioners, policy makers and activists in the field.   
 
You are invited to submit an abstract for this special issue. Please send a 500 word (maximum) abstract to editor Richard Lorch 
richard@rlorch.net by 10 February 2025. Your submission must also include these 3 items:  

• the author's and all co-author's names, institutional & departmental affiliations and contact details  

• the question(s) or topic(s) in this Call for Papers that the abstract and intended paper address  

• the abstract (300 - 500 words maximum) defining the research question(s), scope, methods and results 
 
Abstracts will be reviewed by the editors to ensure a varied, yet integrated selection of papers around the topic. Authors of 
accepted abstracts will be invited to submit a full paper (6000-7500 words), which undergoes a double-blind review process.  
Buildings & Cities is an international, open access, double-blind peer-reviewed research journal. Its focus is the interactions 
between buildings, neighbourhoods and cities by understanding their supporting social, economic and environmental systems. 
More information can be found online: www.buildingsandcities.org & published papers are found here: https://journal-
buildingscities.org  
	
General guidance for authors can be found at https://www.buildingsandcities.org/pdf/Information-for-Authors.pdf 
 
Open access and Article Processing Charge 
Buildings & Cities is an open access journal and has an article processing charge (APC) of £1360. If you do not have institutional 
support, please contact the editor when submitting your abstract. We endeavour to assist those without funding.  
 
Questions?  
The Editors are happy to discuss ideas with potential authors. Please contact: Richard Lorch richard@rlorch.net, Nicola Antaki 
nicantaki@gmail.com,  Doina Petrescu d.petrescu@sheffield.ac.uk,  Vera Marin vera.atu@gmail.com  
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