
JIM
ISSN: 2183-0606

(CC BY 4.0)

Vol. 12, 4 (2024)
p. X-XXI

Letter

Living Labs for Innovation in Agriculture: Where
Does the Approach Go From Here?
Chris McPhee1 and Gerald Schwarz2

1Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada | chris.mcphee@agr.gc.ca
2Thünen Institute of Farm Economics | gerald.schwarz@thuenen.de

Abstract
In this open letter, we examine the recent surge of international attention and implementation for living labs
for innovation in agriculture, particularly those ultimately aiming to address complex agri-environmental
issues or foster system-level transformations with agroecology. We recognize the first International Forum
on Agroecosystem Living Labs as a key milestone in the conceptual development of the approach and
in the exchange of implementation experiences from around the world. As the community prepares for
the upcoming 2nd International Forum in October 2025, we take this opportunity to propose some key
questions for discussion in the hopes that we may build on what has been accomplished so far, recognize
remaining challenges, and chart a path forward together, as an international community.
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1 Introduction

In October 2023, in the overtly urban environment of downtown Montreal, delegates of the first
International Forum on Agroecosystem Living Labs gathered at the Palais des Congrès to discuss a
growing trend that has taken root in agriculture over the past 5 years since the introduction of the
“agroecosystem living lab” concept. This moment, with the nearly 250 delegates and presenters
from 17 countries bearing witness to the explosion of interest in this new approach to agricultural
innovation, marked 5 years of progress but also pointed to a further scaling up of the approach to
tackle major international social, economic, and environmental issues across the globe. Although
living labs are not new, they are being used in new ways and in new domains, with new challenges
and opportunities emerging, especially as the approach is applied to the agricultural domain. For
this reason, it may be worth considering the emergence and evolution of the living lab concept in
light of why, paradoxically, it has been so widely appealing while also being perceived as stubbornly
resistant to clarification. Furthermore, as a community, we must ask: how exactly should the
living lab approach to innovation in agriculture evolve if we wish to build on its progress and high
level of international interest?

2 The Alluring Promise of Living Labs

The “living lab” is no longer a new phenomenon in innovation management theory or practice.
Although slightly earlier examples exist, William Mitchell’s work at MIT in the early 2000s is
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commonly credited with sparking the emergence and refinement of the “European model” of
living labs, which is dominant today (Leminen et al., 2017). The flames of this European model
were fanned by the actions detailed in the Helsinki Manifesto (European Union, 2006) under the
auspices Finnish Presidency of the European Union, which included the creation of the European
Network of Living Labs (https://enoll.org/). As a means to solve persistent concerns about
“European global competitiveness in productivity and creativity for innovation”, living labs were
valued as a means to accelerate innovation that could urgently address regional challenges, and so
the model spread rapidly across Europe and beyond.

The spread of the living labs model was in no small part fuelled by the financial opportunities
that accompanied it, especially through the European Commission, which triggered a sort of
“living lab gold rush” in the form of funding for living lab implementation and research across
Europe. On the plus side, the practice and theory of living labs was greatly accelerated by these
efforts, and the field is now backed by a strong foundation of literature even if some conceptual
and practical challenges remain (Westerlund et al., 2018; Hossain et al., 2019; Greve et al., 2021).
On the negative side, the possibility of attracting funding by attaching a catchy label to a project
proposal led to many non-living-labs being labelled as living labs, which muddied the waters
conceptually at a time when the field was emerging and searching for common understanding and
definitions, and differentiation from other approaches.

Proponents of the living labs model point to the combination of three core principles that make
“a living lab” a living lab: 1) user-centred innovation through the involvement and contributions
of users in the innovation process, 2) multi-stakeholder collaboration, and 3) developing, testing,
and validating innovations in real-world contexts. When combined through an iterative innovation
cycle involving co-creation and integrating multiple research and collaboration methods, these
core principles are the key ingredients that reveal great promise in the approach – promise that
has attracted the attention of researchers, practitioners, organizations, and governments around
the globe.

At its core, the living lab model is an innovation management approach – one that increases
the chances of winning a stubbornly challenging game. By involving users and centring activities
on their needs and insights throughout the innovation process, drawing in expertise from broad and
diverse partnerships, and iteratively improving the resulting innovations based on how they fared
when tested by users in their real-life contexts, the central promise of the living lab is downstream
adoption – adoption that is more likely, more rapid, and more widespread. However, the side
benefits are equally attractive, particularly from the perspective of participating public sector
organizations. Living labs can bring organizations closer to their user communities, increase the
relevance of research and development activities, provide a mechanism for citizen input, build
connections through collaboration with organizations in local innovation ecosystems, explore
transitions to future visions or alternative systems, and foster engagement with complex topics
such as sustainability, economic development, or any number of wicked problems affecting societies.

However, living labs are not a panacea for all innovation challenges or societal problems, nor are
they without their critics. Most importantly, despite having more than 20 years to demonstrate the
effectiveness of the living labs approach, there is an inadequate quantity and quality of evidence to
show whether or not living labs actually live up to their promise (Paskaleva & Cooper, 2021). This
paucity of evidence one way or another is, at least in part, due to a lack of evaluation activities
and frameworks, which urgently needs to be addressed (Bancerz, 2021; Beaudoin et al., 2022;
Berberi et al., 2023; Vervoort et al., 2023).

The living labs approach also suffers from its apparent simplicity: in isolation, each of the core
principles of the living labs approach is familiar and shared with other approaches, even if the
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combination of these principles may be novel and potentially synergistic. Thus, living labs are
sometimes accused of being “old wine in new bottles” (Mulvenna et al., 2011), especially when
introduced into new contexts where some of the core principles may be part of “business as usual”
innovation or research practices. Nonetheless, the novelty and allure of the living labs approach
have been attractive in new contexts, and the approach expanded from its strongly technological
roots to be applied in many sectors over the years, gaining interest most recently within the
agriculture and agri-food sector, including through the emergence of “the agroecosystem living
lab”.

3 The Agroecosystem Living Labs Concept

After working on the concept internally starting in 2017, Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada
(AAFC) presented “the agroecosystem living lab” to its key counterparts in the G20 Meeting of
Chief Agricultural Scientists, whose immediate interest led to the creation of an international
working group to further explore the concept by mapping relevant activities already under way in
G20 countries. Early implementations in Canada and France were described as most closely fitting
the definition the working group provided in its executive report, which described agroecosystem
living labs as:

“Transdisciplinary approaches involving farmers, scientists, and other interested part-
ners in the co-design, monitoring, and evaluation of new and existing agricultural
practices and technologies on working landscapes to improve their effectiveness and
early adoption.“ (G20 MACS, 2019)

Subsequent collaborations between Canada (AAFC) and France’s National Research Institute
for Agriculture, Food and Environment (INRAE) included a joint research project to identify the
defining characteristics of agroecosystem living labs based on case studies from Canada, France,
and other countries (McPhee et al., 2021). Drawing on lessons learned from the mid-2010s as
urban living labs sought to differentiate their unique challenges from the general, more technology-
focused model of living labs, this collaboration led to the identification of a new-but-unsurprising
typology of “place-based living labs”, which includes urban, rural, and agroecosystem living labs –
united by their sustainability goals, complexity of stakeholders, and broad embeddedness of the
living lab in a geographical region or location, which is separate from the core living lab principle
of testing in the user’s real-life context of use. This family tree (Figure 1) highlights common
challenges faced by these living labs, but also helps to more clearly identify what makes them
unique. In the case of agroecosystem living labs, key defining characteristics include long innovation
cycles and high uncertainty associated with growing seasons, exceptionally high requirements for
supporting scientific research and data management, high diversity and number of partners, and
the embeddedness of the living lab in an agroecosystem context (McPhee et al., 2021).

This fruitful conceptual collaboration between Canada and France on agroecosystem living labs
has been accompanied by practical implementations of the approach in each country. In Canada,
AAFC’s implementations of the agroecosystem living labs approach have come through two major
programs: the recently completed Living Laboratories Initiative (2018–2023) and the ongoing
Agricultural Climate Solutions (ACS) – Living Labs (2021–2031) program, which consists of a
nationwide network of 14 interlinked living labs with more than 1,000 people now directly involved
in the innovation and research activities. In France, the Territoires d’Innovation and TETRAE
programs, started in 2019 and 2022 respectively, support large-scale and long-term transitions
with a strong emphasis on agroecology and the use of the agroecosystem living lab approach in
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Figure 1. The family tree of “place-based living labs”, which implies common characteristics and challenges
shared by urban living labs, rural living labs, agroecosystem labs, and potentially other living labs that are
strongly embedded in a geographical region or location (based on McPhee et al., 2021).

about 30 projects that contribute to such transitions. However, it is not only Canada and France
that have taken an interest in agroecosystem living labs.

4 A Surge of International Attention

At the time when it gathered its data in 2018, the G20 International Working Group on Agroe-
cosystem Living Labs concluded that the approach had “not been widely applied to agricultural
research and innovation, though these core concepts offer the potential to better address current
agroecosystem challenges” (G20 MACS, 2019). Canada and France had just begun rolling out
large-scale initiatives that fully aligned with the agroecosystem living lab concept, while other
countries were seen to have some components in place but not at any significant scale. Fast
forward just five years and the situation had changed remarkably, especially in Europe due to the
recent launch of two major initiatives: the Agroecology Partnership and the Soil Mission.

Funded by the European Commission and participating countries, the Agroecology Partnership
brings together €300 million and 72 partners from across 26 countries to accelerate a farming
system transition through agroecology living labs and research infrastructures (https://www.agro
ecologypartnership.eu/). In parallel, the European Commission’s Soil Mission seeks to mobilize an
estimated €1 billion budget “to establish 100 living labs and lighthouses to lead the transition
towards healthy soils by 2030” (https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/funding/funding-o
pportunities/funding-programmes-and-open-calls/horizon-europe/eu-missions-horizon-europe/
soil-deal-europe_en). Related approaches are also being employed at scale by the United States
Department of Agriculture (USDA) Long-Term Agroecosystem Research (LTAR) Network (Guo et
al., 2024), CGIAR (Habermann et al., 2023), and the FAO (FAO, 2019), among others.

In the context of this surge in international attention and implementation Canada (AAFC)
and France (INRAE) invited the international agroecosystem living labs community to Montreal
for the first International Forum on Agroecosystem Living Labs (IF-ALL 2023; see Lévesque et al.,
2024 for details). Several papers from this event are in fact featured in this special issue of the
Journal of Innovation Management and serve as specific examples within a broader international
trend:
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- Busse et al. (2024) examine transdisciplinary co-design processes in a landscape lab to
promote insect biodiversity in agricultural landscapes in Germany as part of a broader,
long-term agroecological transformation. Their paper also includes some discussion of the
related concepts and confusing “landscape” of agroecosystem living labs, agricultural living
labs, landscape labs, real-world labs, innovation labs, action labs, among others.

- Rojas Gómez (2024) examines innovation processes in agroecosystem living labs from
a "biocultural" perspective and uses a participatory action research approach to better
understand the role of nonhuman actors in promoting a more holistic innovation process
for rotational grazing in Columbia.

- Colombo et al. (2024) reflect on their experiences in an agroecology living lab in Italy, where
local community efforts in organic farming were empowered primarily by “full deployment
of genuine participatory processes”. They also emphasize a number of key requirements
for an agroecology living lab to reach its full potential, which we suggest also apply to
living labs more generally: actor motivation, responsiveness to operational and relational
needs, urgency of challenges, legitimacy of the living lab proponents, concreteness and
realism of tested options, and flexibility of involvement.

5 Key Questions to Help Guide the Way Forward

This surge of international attention has brought living labs into the mainstream as an approach to
accelerate innovation and research to address urgent and complex issues in agriculture. But to move
forward and fully deliver on the promise of this approach in this sector, some key questions need to
be asked and answered. Below, we offer some key questions to help guide the way forward based on
our observations of current trends and challenges emerging in the field. We offer these questions
as both a starting point for conversations and a potential research agenda to help us answer the
broader question of “Where does the approach go from here?”. We share some of our views on each
question to help start the conversation, but we do not mean to suggest that these are “the answers”:

- How can we maintain the innovation focus inherent in the living lab approach?
In a sector where biophysical research quite rightly plays such an important role, and
where research-focused actors are prominent, there is a risk that research activities may
dominate the attention of participants. However, a living lab is not a research project; it is
an innovation project supported by research. To fully unleash the promise of the living lab
approach, outcomes must come in the form of practical solutions that meet the needs of
users and have been shown to work. This outcome depends on an innovation focus and
strong supporting research.

- How can we ensure that “good science” can be done within the iterative cycles
that characterize living lab innovation processes?
We must reconcile the need for rigorous scientific research into longer-term biophysical
processes with the need for faster and more dynamic iteration in the development and
fine tuning of agricultural innovations using the living lab approach. Research supporting
innovations in agriculture is subject to the variabilities of the weather, heterogeneous soil
conditions, and various other real-world uncertainties but “good science” still depends on
replication, control, and a commitment of time. Even though the yearly innovation cycles
typical of an agroecosystem living lab are relatively long compared to other innovation
management contexts, this context of change, iteration, and improvement poses challenges
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for researchers who may be asked to weigh in on improvements to innovations to test in
the upcoming growing season while they still have some soil samples sitting in a freezer
awaiting analysis, for example. Guidance is urgently needed on how best to play this
challenging role, including through novel experimental design, as well as method guidelines
clearly defining roles in co-creation processes (Busse et al., 2023).

- How can living labs play a more direct role in agriculture policy development?
There is growing interest in exploring the role of policy development in living labs, ei-
ther integrated within living lab innovation activities, focussing on innovations in policy
design and implementation (e.g., experimenting with public policies for agri-food sys-
tems at territorial level or novel contract models in agri-environmental policies), or as
downstream inputs or upstream outputs of policy. Bringing innovation activities and
policy development activities closer together can help facilitate adoption, because potential
future adopters will not make their decisions in a policy vacuum, and also merits further
attention as a means of fostering co-learning on characteristics and implementation of
transformative governance interventions that are effective for systems-wide transformations.

- What role(s) can living labs best play in contributing to system-wide transforma-
tions in agriculture?
Even within large-scale mission-oriented initiatives, the precise role of living labs in en-
abling transformation is an open question. Should we try to focus living lab activities
on incremental innovations that can readily be integrated into today’s agriculture and
agri-food systems, or should we seek to leverage the collaborative complexity to tackle more
transformative innovations and solutions to “wicked problems” facing the sector? While we
acknowledge the emerging desire and potential of living labs to advance transformations of
agriculture and agri-food systems (e.g., Vicente-Vicente et al., 2025, Cascone et al., 2024),
we suggest that it is not yet clear whether living labs are better suited to incremental or
transformative innovation in agriculture, but research and implementation guidance to
orient living lab approaches toward more transformative outcomes at different systems
levels (e.g., agroecosystem and agri-food system levels) would be timely.

- How can we keep true to the core characteristics of the living lab approach while
acknowledging the value of other “living-lab-like” approaches (and also avoid
mislabelling)?
A balance must be found between defending what really is “a living lab” while recognizing
that many other approaches may be complementary allies in facilitating system-wide trans-
formation. Equally, we must learn from the previous surge in living lab funding from the
mid-2000s and prevent history from repeating. In agriculture, the scaling up of the approach
internationally is accompanied by substantial funding; care must be taken to ensure that
project proposals truly are following the living lab approach and not mislabelling themselves
in order to secure funding. Funding “living labs” that are not living labs will only serve to
blur the conceptual boundaries of the approach and make it harder to deliver on its promise.

- How can we ensure that the increasing number of types of living labs actually
improves our understanding?
The increased funding in European research and innovation programmes for living labs
contributed to the use of new thematic labels of living labs that led to the definition of
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new types of living labs. For example, within the group of place-based living labs (Figure
1), agroecology living labs have emerged. Building on key characteristics of agroecosystem
living labs, agroecology living labs do not only work to improve sustainability, resilience,
and diversity at the agroecosystem level, but also aim to address transformative change
at the food system level. Other examples of new thematic labels and types of living
labs include soil health living labs, food systems living labs and water-oriented living
labs. While there are plausible justifications for the use of these labels, concerns arise
about fragmentation with so many new types of living labs and the risk of undermining
the already threatened cohesiveness of the approach (Greve et al., 2020). This sug-
gests the need for a reflection of the usefulness of all these different new labels and the
extent to which these really represent distinct types of living labs. Or in other words,
when people still wonder what exactly a living lab is, does it always help to make all
these different types that need their own defining characteristics? To move forward as
a community, it may be better to concentrate our efforts on consolidating what these
various types have in common rather than further emphasizing their uniqueness. We
could then refocus our efforts to promote (and defend) the core principles of the living lab
approach, especially its absolutely essential character of “innovation supported by research”.

- How can we ensure that the potential of the living lab approach is broadly under-
stood across the agricultural domain?
It is obvious to the innovation management community that living labs are not new and
have been used across a wide variety of sectors, especially with high-tech information
technology innovations. However, this broad applicability of the approach may be less
obvious to those working in the agriculture sector who may first encounter living labs being
used in an agri-environmental context simply because it is an area of recent, high-profile
activity. The living lab approach is particularly attractive to those working on complex,
wicked problems of system-wide transformation because of its high degree of collaboration
and embedded transdisciplinarity. However, this does not mean that the living lab approach
is not suitable to other innovation contexts in agriculture such as productivity, agri-food,
or digital agriculture, for example.

- What is the role of living lab networks?
The recent surge in interest in living labs for innovation in agriculture has been accompanied
by equally keen interest in the linking together of living labs into networks, or even “net-
works of networks”. Expected benefits of such networks of living labs include strengthened
collaboration and knowledge exchange, support for long-term funding strategies, continuity
and enhanced portfolios of innovation and research activities, and opportunities to scale
up the innovations being developed. However, not all living lab networks are the same,
depending on how they were created and the relative homogeneity of their constituent
living labs. Previously, we have offered policy recommendations for the development of
living lab networks, emphasizing the long-term nature of network implementation and the
essential role of coordination, support, evaluation, and data management to fully harness
the benefits of such networks (McPhee & Schwarz, 2023).

- How can we provide better evidence of the impact and effectiveness of the living
lab approach?
There is an imbalance in the literature on living labs, where early case studies and project
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descriptions dominate but are not supported by a sufficient number of later-stage critical
evaluations of input (e.g., commitment and trust), processes (e.g. decision-making and
learning processes), outcomes (e.g., benefits and innovations) and impacts (e.g., capacity
building and changes in social and physical structures) (Lüderitz et al., 2017) compared to
those expected using alternative approaches. If we are to deliver on the “alluring promise”
of the living lab approach, the evaluation frameworks under development must be put
into practice and the results must be shared. We also propose that organizations consider
not only the direct impact of their use of the living lab approach in terms of innovation
outcomes but also share stories of impact that demonstrate both the positive “ripple
effects” that can be seen when introducing the living lab approach into new innovation
contexts as well as the challenges that must be confronted.

6 Conclusion and Next Steps

In the conference rooms of the first International Forum on Agroecosystem Living Labs in Montreal
in October 2023, we saw strong commitment among delegates to collective and international
efforts to take actions that will scale up the approach and enable greater learning and success
in its implementations. But the Forum also demonstrated that the most important actions will
not take place in conference rooms. Rather, they will take place on farms, informed through the
collaborative efforts of farmers, scientists, and other partners working together to co-develop and
refine solutions for broader adoption. On the last day of the Forum, 90 lucky delegates were
transported from the urban conference centre of downtown Montreal to the rural agricultural
fields of Quebec, where they were welcomed by a participating farmer and his family for a tour of
their farm. This farmer was a user-participant in Living Lab – Quebec, one of AAFC’s first-wave
agroecosystem living labs, supported by Union des producteurs agricoles (UPA), which had led
the living lab’s consortium of industry partners alongside a scientific team from Agriculture and
Agri-Food Canada under the Living Laboratories Initiative (2018–2023). Delegates saw and felt
the value of this collaboration at the heart of a living lab, where on-farm innovation work brings
together farmers, scientists, and partners to find local solutions to local challenges. But they also
knew that the ideas, lessons, and patterns of innovation could scale up to regional, national, and
global solutions.

So, where do we go from here? Well, we start by going to Bordeaux, France. From October
15-17, 2025, the international living labs community will gather in the conference rooms of
Bordeaux and the fields of Nouvelle-Acquitaine to celebrate the 2nd International Forum on
Agroecosystem Living Labs (https://ifall2025.web-events.fr/), co-hosted once again by INRAE
and AAFC. We will be drawn together by the alluring promise of the living lab approach to
innovation, but given the stakes in agriculture, we must ensure that living labs actually deliver on
this promise. How the approach further evolves will depend on openly sharing our perspectives on
key questions like the ones raised here, so we can chart a path forward as a community.
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