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DEFINITIONS OF REAL-WORLD LABORATORIES

Humanity on the move: Unlocking the transformative power of cities

(WBGU 2016: 542)

 Setting: spaces and possibilities for collaborative sustainability research

 Roles: strong science-practice interaction (shared problem understanding, concept development and 

project processing)

 Researchers: scientific knowledge, methodological expertise, and an ability to reflect and evaluate 

which is disengaged from the necessity of action

 Practitioners: experience and know-how. 

 Aim: to generate systems, target and transformation knowledge through real-world interventions
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RELATED APPROACHES

o Intervention research (Krainer and Lerchster 2012)

o Participatory Action Research (Ozanne and Saatcioglu 2008, Kemmis and McTaggert 2000)

o Transdisciplinary Processes (Scholz 2011)

o Conceptual Model of Transdisciplinary (Carew and Wickson 2010, Jahn et al. 2012)

o Co-Creation of Knowledge for Sustainability (Mauser et al. 2013)

o Urban Transition Labs (Nevens et al. 2013, Nevens and Roorda 2014)

o Sustainable Living Labs (Liedtke et al. 2015)

o Real World Experiment (Groß et al. 2005)
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RELATED APPROACHES

 initiation of social movement, empowerment and capacity building 

(Ozanne and Saatcioglu 2008: 242ff.)

 Going beyond technical incremental improvements (Kemmis and 

McTaggart 2000: 583; Nevens et al. 2013: 115)

 Cyclical conception of intervention and learning 

(Carew and Wickson 2010; Kemmis and McTaggart 2000)

 No reproducibility intended (Krainer and Lerchester 2012: 13) vs. use 

beyond the immediate research context (Ozanne and Saatcioglu 2008: 

246)

 Several process conceptions
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REAL-WORLD LABORATORIES: KEY COMPONENTS

o Normative frame: sustainable development

o Focus on real-world problems

o “Laboratory”: Defined “Boundary Object“ (content-related, areal)

o Transdisciplinary joint problem solving by practice and science (co-creation) 

o Real-world intervention

o Cyclic learning processes through reflection and variation

o Empowerment and capacity building

o Production of systems-, target- and transformation knowledge

o (Limited) generalization for science and practice
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CONCLUSION: ROLES OF SCIENCE AND PRACTICE

SCIENCE PHASE PRACTICE

System analysis (outside view); 

system model

CO-DESIGN

System analysis (inside view)

Reflection, disengaged from praxis

(formative evaluation)

Feedback

CO-PRODUCTION Intervention: implementation of

ideas

Practical reflection

Collection and editing of data; 

interpretation

CO-EVALUATION

Interpretation
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