
A
b

stract
This paper discusses potentials and challenges of living 
lab approach in studying pervasive m

obile participation,
including 

reporting 
experiences

of 
a 

living 
lab 

experim
ent currently conducted in Turku, Finland. It

show
s

that 
the 

living 
lab 

approach 
offers 

both 
new

 
opportunities and challenges w

hen im
plem

ented in the
urban governance

context.
In general, living labs hold 

great potential for researching participatory processes 
enabled 

by
state-of-the-art 

technology
in 

real 
w

orld 
contexts. 

H
ow

ever, 
conducting

experim
ents 

in 
those 

real 
life 

contexts 
presents 

a 
num

ber 
of 

inherent 
difficulties

that 
m

akes
the

potential 
essentially 

vulnerable, 
such 

as 
usability 

issues 
and 

political 
am

bivalence on change.
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In
tro

d
u

ctio
n

M
any 

citizens 
have 

becom
e

critical 
of 

how
 

their 
dem

ocracies 
w

ork, 
and 

begun 
to 

dem
and 

im
proved 

dem
ocratic 

perform
ance. 

A
t 

the 
sam

e 
tim

e,
political 

participation is shifting from
 traditional form

s, such as 
elections 

and 
parties, 

to 
m

ore 
direct, 

individualised 
form

s of political expression [1]. In
the face of this 

developm
ent, 

m
any 

governm
ents 

are 
searching 

for 
participatory 

innovations 
that 

help 
reconnect 

representative institutions and their constituents. The 
affordances 

of 
digital 

technologies 
put 

electronic 
participation 

at 
centre 

stage 
of 

these 
debates. 

H
ow

ever, 
m

uch 
research 

is 
still 

required 
on 

w
hich 

em
erging technologies w

ill actually w
ork in w

hat real-
life political contexts.

In
dem

ocracy 
studies, 

m
any 

researchers 
focus 

on 
already established phenom

ena, usually telling policy 
m

akers 
w

here 
they 

w
ent 

w
rong. 

The 
innovative

attem
pts to institute som

e version of civic governance 
are few

 in num
ber. Furtherm

ore, the solutions used for 
engaging citizens are rarely based on the latest –

or 
m

ost 
suitable 

–
technologies. 

S
om

e 
other 

scholars, 
technical and social alike, are conducting sm

all-scale 
experim

ents. 
H

ow
ever, 

these 
traditional 

lab 
experim

ents are usually designed for answ
ering specific 

questions 
in controlled environm

ents, e.g. the m
icro 

dynam
ics of online public deliberation or usability of 

technical 
features. 

O
verall 

there
seem

s
to 

be 
little 

research 
on 

how
 

to 
develop 

high-tech 
solutions 

in 
m

ultifaceted 
em

erging 
real 

contexts. 
This 

paper 
aim

s
to 

discuss 
potentials 

and 
possible 

shortcom
ings of the living lab approach

[2,3]
see

also
inform

ation box)
in filling this research gap. 

O
ur

specific 
research 

interest 
is 

m
obile 

participation 
(m

-participation) in urban governance, w
hich w

e have 
set out to explore by w

ay of a living lab approach
in the

m
ultidisciplinary 

project 
‘B

uilding 
Pervasive 

Participation’
(b-Part).

The idea of place-based m
obile 

participation 
has 

gained 
m

ost 
interest 

in 
studies 

on 
hum

an-com
puter 

interaction 
(H

C
I), 

in 
w

hich 
the 

concept “pervasive”
refers

to the technology m
ediated 

possibility to participate
at any given tim

e and place. In 
practice, researchers

experim
enting the possibilities of 

m
obile technologies have

raised im
portant notions of 

situated engagem
ent [4], participatory sensing

[5],
and 

gam
ification

[6]
in supporting participation.

Recently, 
after 

experim
ents

have 
started 

to 
spread, 

the 
discussion on m

obile participation is em
erging also in 

social 
sciences, 

in 
connection 

w
ith 

governm
ent 

innovation
[7]

and 
participatory 

planning
[8,9],

pondering 
social 

and 
political 

im
pacts 

of 
new

 
technologies. 

The 
“situated 

engagem
ent”

[4]
–

participating at the locations participants are supposed 
to reflect

upon –
is believed to be the gam

e changer: 
being present in the place (in-situ), physically close to 
the planning object (or other subject of participation), 
is 

likely 
to 

result 
in

richer 
and 

m
ore 

detailed 
observations than ex-situ (rem

ote) participation.

P
osition

in
g

 
th

e 
Livin

g
 

Lab
 

A
p

p
roach

The 
living 

lab 
approach 

offers 
unique 

potential
in 

com
bining

the access to
state-of-the-art technologies 

(through research involvem
ent)

and contextualization 
(through im

plem
entations in real-w

orld-environm
ents).

W
h

at is a livin
g

 lab
 

ap
p

ro
ach

? 

Follow
ing [2,3], in this paper 

a
living lab approach refers to

innovations
being studied and

tested in real-life contexts
w

ith real users. Follow
ing this 

approach, the
research data 

is collected
prim

arily
through 

the living lab.
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Tab
le 1

.
The role of researchers and the context of 

research

S
in

g
le 

co
n

tro
lled

 
co

n
text

M
u

ltip
le an

d
 

em
erg

in
g

 
co

n
texts

R
esearch

 
o

b
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R
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b
servatio
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Q
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S
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R
esearch

Traditional 
Q

ualitative S
ocial 

S
cience R

esearch

A
dapted from

[10]

H
aving access to state-of-the-art technologies is a

first
key 

aspect. 
In 

dem
ocracy 

studies, 
a

considerable 
num

ber of case studies
of

online consultations have 
been 

carried 
out 

in
recent 

years
–

using 
both 

qualitative 
and 

quantitative 
research 

m
ethods. 

W
hile

these have studied
participation in natural, m

ultiple and 
em

erging 
contexts, 

they 
have

rarely 
based 

on 
the 

latest 
technology 

and 
have 

tended
to 

be 
poorly 

designed
[11]. 

This 
com

es 
as 

no 
surprise. 

Local 
governm

ent 
is 

the 
context 

w
here 

experim
entation 

prim
arily takes place, if at all

[12].
The problem

 w
ith 

this laboratory is that em
erging technologies are not 

tested, due to low
 local technological capacity and little 

research
involvem

ent. 

A
ccess to real decision-m

aking processes is a
second

key aspect. W
hile traditional lab experim

entation
m

ay 
have

access 
to 

state-of-the-art 
technologies, 

this 
approach

hinders researchers from
 m

oving beyond the 
study 

of 
sm

all 
group 

interactions.
A
ttention 

is 
also 

required 
as 

to
how

 
those 

interactions 
relate 

to 
the 

larger
political institutions, w

hich in turn is a m
atter of 

param
ount im

portance to m
aking

the research relevant 
for 

societal 
developm

ent
[13]. 

S
ince 

political 
participation is ultim

ately about pow
er, w

e also know
 

that
people are w

illing to participate in field tests only if
the initiative is connected w

ith policy-m
aking

[12].
The 

capacity 
of 

the 
traditional 

lab 
experim

ents 
is

thus
lim

ited. It does not reach to
exam

ine
w

ho participates 
and 

tow
ards 

understanding 
interaction 

betw
een 

politicians, 
experts,

and 
citizens 

w
ithin 

the 
political 

system
.

Fulfilling 
the

potential
of 

living 
labs

is, 
how

ever, 
challenging. Especially the contextualization part, w

hich 
is 

both 
resource-intensive 

and 
requires

special 
com

petences.
This is w

hy there are still few
 living lab 

studies 
that 

provide 
serious 

context 
research, 

w
hich

has
even 

raised 
the

question 
w

hether
they 

actually 
reflect

real users in real-w
orld-environm

ents [3].
The 

context w
ill therefore be the focal point of describing

our living lab.
First, how

ever, w
e w

ill shortly describe 
our m

obile participation application
Täsä, developed in 

our research project (b-Part), and experim
ented in and 

studied through the living lab.

Täsä 
ap

p
lication

 
for 

m
ob

ile 
p

articip
atio

n
, 

research
 an

d
 d

evelop
m

en
t

The m
obile application Täsä (here) is tested in a living 

lab run in cooperation w
ith the C

ity of Turku (Finland), 
betw

een June
and S

eptem
ber 2015. The app allow

s 
citizens and city officials to introduce and discuss place-
based 

urban 
developm

ent 
issues 

by 
posting 

geo-
referenced content. Participants can add

ideas,
indicate 

problem
s, and create surveys. The

app allow
s for both 
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the m
unicipality and citizen

to
initiate participation

and 
eventually to co-create urban policy

ideas.

For 
the 

users,
the 

app 
is 

a 
participation 

tool.
In 

addition, for the researchers,
it is a tool for

collecting
research data. Each user entry is saved in a database 
together w

ith e.g. the geo-location it w
as posted, w

hich 
enables the researchers

to study situated engagem
ent. 

S
ince 

the 
app 

includes 
both 

tasks 
initiated 

by 
the 

m
unicipality and by citizens, it enables com

parisons of 
top-dow

n 
and 

bottom
-up 

participation.
M

oreover, 
additional data is collected w

ith pre-
and post-surveys 

am
ong the registered participants, w

hich resem
bles

a
sem

i-experim
ent. 

For 
instance 

possible 
changes 

in 
dem

ocracy attitudes are tested
this w

ay.

C
on

n
ectin

g
 w

ith
 m

u
ltip

le p
olitical con

texts
A
 

close
partnership 

w
ith 

the 
C
ity 

of 
Turku 

(the 
m

unicipality)
has 

been
necessary

considering 
its

authority 
in 

im
plem

enting 
citizen’s

planning 
suggestions and

ideas. D
uring the living lab, Täsä

has 
received 

form
al 

status,
thus 

becom
ing

one 
official

participation 
channel 

of 
the 

m
unicipality. 

The 
partnership

w
ith

the 
m

unicipality 
has 

included 
w

orkshops
to select initial questions to be addressed

through m
-participation;

co-operation on how
tasks

are 
form

ulated 
in 

the 
app;

coordinating 
the 

role 
of 

com
m

enting
citizen 

input;
and 

negotiating 
how

the 
results of citizens’ inputs should be integrated

in the 
form

al 
policy 

process. 
The 

m
unicipality’s 

com
m

unications
departm

ent has also provided valuable 
help in m

arketing the app.

A
lthough the co-operation w

ith the m
unicipality

has run 
sm

oothly, it has not been entirely challenge free. M
uch 

of this has to do w
ith the yet-developing position of 

citizen participation in urban governance
[14]. A

s part 
of the research project, the team

 conducted interview
s 

w
ith 

key 
planners 

and 
policy-m

akers
of 

the 
m

unicipality. 
These

interview
s

revealed 
a 

generally 
positive 

norm
ative 

attitude 
tow

ards 
participatory 

governance, 
but 

also
a

fear 
that 

increased 
citizen 

participation 
in 

the 
planning 

process 
w

ould 
increase 

their w
orkload considerably. H

ence, increased citizen 
engagem

ent 
could 

easily 
conflict 

w
ith 

com
peting 

organizational goals, such as (current consideration of) 
efficiency. This

reveals an am
bivalent

attitude tow
ards 

citizen participation.
In our project,

the
am

bivalence 
has 

m
anifested 

in 
tw

o 
w

ays. 
First, 

once 
asked 

to 
propose tasks, m

ost planners have not, intentionally or 
not, 

brought 
up 

conflictual 
issues. 

M
ost 

tasks 
w

ere
easy-going developm

ent issues, like indicating
places

that
w

ould require new
 bicycle parking. S

uch tasks, 
w

hile
relevant 

per 
se, 

do 
not 

touch 
any 

politically 
sensitive issues, such as pow

er inequalities in setting 
priorities 

in 
urban 

developm
ent

or
built 

heritage 
conflicts, for instance. S

econdly, the hesitation tow
ards

“too 
m

uch 
participation” 

has 
been 

brought 
up 

in 
selecting

or 
not

som
e

cases, 
revealing 

prejudices 
concerning

the usefulness of citizen input.
  

In the preparation phase
of the living lab, the citizens 

w
ere 

involved 
in 

tw
o

“w
alkshops”

[15]
to 

test 
the 

prototype 
versions 

of 
the 

application. 
The 

first 
w

alkshop targeted
neighbourhood association activists, 

and the second one students of an
urban geography 

course.
The first and a planned,

but
unrealised,

third 
w

alkshop 
show

ed 
how

 
difficult 

it 
w

as
to 

m
otivate 

people to test a beta-technology and share inform
ed 

opinions
w

ithout an explicit connection to
the

policy 
process.
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O
nce 

the 
living 

lab 
has 

started 
(tw

o 
w

eeks
before

w
riting this

paper), tw
o challenges have surfaced. First, 

there are
technological challenges, or usability

issues,
in relation to w

hat
m

ight be called still a beta-version of 
the 

application. 
U

sability
has 

proven
a 

m
ajor 

issue 
am

ong 
those

early-users
eager 

to 
try 

the 
new

 
application –

not to m
ention

the public at large. Even if 
the app

has received considerable m
edia attention and 

m
any

people have
dow

nloaded
it, the actual usage has 

been low
, w

ith m
any users

presum
ably annoyed by

the 
usability issues. S

econdly, there is a political
challenge

on 
trust. 

M
atching 

the 
attitudes 

am
ong 

som
e 

policy 
m

akers, m
any

citizens seem
 to be reluctant to

share
their ideas

due to
their suspicion

that
these w

ill not
be 

considered by the policy-m
akers or m

ake a difference
in the final policy outcom

e.

C
on

clu
sio

n
s

U
sing a living lab

for developing m
obile participation 

enables
researchers 

to 
test 

the 
m

ost 
recent

technologies
in 

real-life 
settings.

O
n 

the 
one

hand,
em

erging
technology 

m
ight 

trigger 
unexpected 

challenges,
such as the usability issues. O

n the other 
hand, w

hile living labs m
ust, by definition, be run in a 

real socialand politicalcontext, this callfor cooperation 
on 

behalf 
of 

political 
institutions, 

w
hich

often 
are

am
bivalent

tow
ards 

change,
including 

the 
innovation 

prom
oted and tested in a living lab. A

s our experiences
show

, 
the 

potential 
of 

the 
living 

lab 
approach 

for 
studying m

obile participation have been vulnerable
for 

both of these reasons.

N
onetheless, 

the
living 

lab 
approach

enables
the

analysis 
of 

user 
(and 

stakeholder) 
engagem

ent
w

ell 
beyond other research settings. A

dditional advantage is
that the living lab approach can be com

bined w
ith

pre-

and 
post-evaluation, 

w
hich 

resem
bles 

a
sem

i-
experim

ent. In our case, w
e run pre-

and post-surveys 
am

ong 
registered 

users
of 

the 
app.

The 
pre-survey 

enables 
aw

areness 
about

the 
socio-dem

ographic 
characteristics 

of 
the 

users, 
w

hich 
is 

usually 
disregarded in the sm

all trials of H
C
I research. The 

living lab m
ay also offer unique

research perspectives. 
For instance in our case, the app includes both tasks 
set by the m

unicipality
as w

ell as ones
created by the 

citizens
as w

ell as gives all users the sam
e tools to 

raise 
and 

discuss 
issues 

im
portant 

to 
them

;
this

enables 
com

parisons 
of 

top-dow
n 

and 
bottom

-up 
participation, 

w
hich 

could 
hardly 

be 
conducted 

in 
another research setting.
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