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Abstract
This paper discusses potentials and challenges of living 
lab approach in studying pervasive mobile participation,
including reporting experiences of a living lab 
experiment currently conducted in Turku, Finland. It
shows that the living lab approach offers both new 
opportunities and challenges when implemented 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 world 
contexts. However, conducting experiments in those 
real life contexts presents a number of inherent 
difficulties that makes the potential essentially 
vulnerable, such as usability issues and political 
ambivalence on change.
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Introduction
Many citizens have become critical of how their 
democracies work, and begun to demand improved 
democratic performance. At the same time, political 
participation is shifting from traditional forms, such as 
elections and parties, to more direct, individualised 
forms of political expression [1]. In the face of this 
development, many governments 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. 
However, much research is still required on which 
emerging technologies will actually work in what real-
life political contexts.

In democracy studies, many researchers focus on 
already established phenomena, usually telling policy 
makers where they went wrong. The innovative
attempts to institute some version of civic governance 
are few in number. Furthermore, the solutions used for 
engaging citizens are rarely based on the latest – or 
most suitable – technologies. Some other scholars, 
technical and social alike, are conducting small-scale 
experiments. However, these traditional lab 
experiments are usually designed for answering specific 
questions in controlled environments, e.g. the micro 
dynamics of online public deliberation or usability of 
technical features. Overall there seems to be little 
research on how to develop high-tech solutions in 
multifaceted emerging real contexts. 
This paper aims to discuss potentials and possible 
shortcomings of the living lab approach [2,3] see also
information box) in filling this research gap. 

Our specific research interest is mobile participation 
(m-participation) in urban governance, which we have 
set out to explore by way of a living lab approach in the
multidisciplinary project ‘Building Pervasive 
Participation’ (b-Part). The idea of place-based mobile 
participation has gained most interest in studies on 
human-computer interaction (HCI), in which the 
concept “pervasive” refers to the technology mediated 
possibility to participate at any given time and place. In 
practice, researchers experimenting the possibilities of 
mobile technologies have raised important notions of 
situated engagement [4], participatory sensing [5], and 
gamification [6] in supporting participation. Recently, 
after experiments have started to spread, the 
discussion on mobile participation is emerging also in 
social sciences, in connection with government 
innovation [7] and participatory planning [8,9],
pondering social and political impacts of new 
technologies. The “situated engagement” [4] –
participating at the locations participants are supposed 
to reflect upon – is believed to be the game 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 more detailed 
observations than ex-situ (remote) participation.

Positioning the Living Lab Approach
The living lab approach offers unique potential in 
combining the access to state-of-the-art technologies 
(through research involvement) and contextualization 
(through implementations in real-world-environments).

What is a living lab 
approach? 

Following [2,3], in this paper 
a living lab approach refers to
innovations being studied and
tested in real-life contexts
with real users. Following this 
approach, the research data 
is collected primarily through 
the living lab.
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Table 1. The role of researchers and the context of 

research

Single 
controlled 
context

Multiple and 
emerging 
contexts

Research 
observation 
and creation

Traditional Lab 
Experimentation

Living Lab 
Experimentation

Research 
observation

Traditional 
Quantitative 
Social Science 
Research

Traditional 
Qualitative Social 
Science Research

Adapted from [10]

Having access to state-of-the-art technologies is a first
key aspect. In democracy studies, a considerable 
number of case studies of online consultations have 
been carried out in recent years – using both 
qualitative and quantitative research methods. While
these have studied participation in natural, multiple and 
emerging contexts, they have rarely based on the 
latest technology and have tended to be poorly 
designed [11]. This comes as no surprise. Local 
government is the context where experimentation 
primarily takes place, if at all [12]. The problem with 
this laboratory is that emerging technologies are not 
tested, due to low local technological capacity and little 
research involvement. 

Access to real decision-making processes is a second
key aspect. While traditional lab experimentation may 
have access to state-of-the-art technologies, this 
approach hinders researchers from moving beyond the 
study of small group interactions. Attention is also 

required as to how those interactions relate to the 
larger political institutions, which in turn is a matter of 
paramount importance to making the research relevant 
for societal development [13]. Since political 
participation is ultimately about power, we also know 
that people are willing to participate in field tests only if
the initiative is connected with policy-making [12]. The 
capacity of the traditional lab experiments is thus
limited. It does not reach to examine who participates 
and towards understanding interaction between 
politicians, experts, and citizens within the political 
system.

Fulfilling the potential of living labs is, however, 
challenging. Especially the contextualization part, which 
is both resource-intensive and requires special 
competences. This is why there are still few living lab 
studies that provide serious context research, which
has even raised the question whether they actually 
reflect real users in real-world-environments [3]. The 
context will therefore be the focal point of describing
our living lab. First, however, we will shortly describe 
our mobile participation application Täsä, developed in 
our research project (b-Part), and experimented in and 
studied through the living lab.

Täsä application for mobile participation, 
research and development
The mobile application Täsä (here) is tested in a living 
lab run in cooperation with the City of Turku (Finland), 
between June and September 2015. The app allows 
citizens and city officials to introduce and discuss place-
based urban development issues by posting geo-
referenced content. Participants can add ideas, indicate 
problems, and create surveys. The app allows for both 
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the municipality 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 with e.g. the geo-location it was posted, which 
enables the researchers to study situated engagement. 
Since the app includes both tasks initiated by the 
municipality and by citizens, it enables comparisons of 
top-down and bottom-up participation. Moreover, 
additional data is collected with pre- and post-surveys 
among the registered participants, which resembles a
semi-experiment. For instance possible changes in 
democracy attitudes are tested this way.

Connecting with multiple political contexts
A close partnership with the City of Turku (the 
municipality) has been necessary considering its
authority in implementing citizen’s planning 
suggestions and ideas. During the living lab, Täsä has 
received formal status, thus becoming one official
participation channel of the municipality. The 
partnership with the municipality has included 
workshops to select initial questions to be addressed
through m-participation; co-operation on how tasks are 
formulated in the app; coordinating the role of 
commenting citizen input; and negotiating how the 
results of citizens’ inputs should be integrated in the 
formal policy process. The municipality’s 
communications department has also provided valuable 
help in marketing the app.

Although the co-operation with the municipality has run 
smoothly, it has not been entirely challenge free. Much 
of this has to do with the yet-developing position of 

citizen participation in urban governance [14]. As part 
of the research project, the team conducted interviews 
with key planners and policy-makers of the 
municipality. These interviews revealed a generally 
positive normative attitude towards participatory 
governance, but also a fear that increased citizen 
participation in the planning process would increase 
their workload considerably. Hence, increased citizen 
engagement could easily conflict with competing 
organizational goals, such as (current consideration of) 
efficiency. This reveals an ambivalent attitude towards 
citizen participation. In our project, the ambivalence 
has manifested in two ways. First, once asked to 
propose tasks, most planners have not, intentionally or 
not, brought up conflictual issues. Most tasks were
easy-going development issues, like indicating places
that would require new bicycle parking. Such tasks, 
while relevant per se, do not touch any politically 
sensitive issues, such as power inequalities in setting 
priorities in urban development or built heritage 
conflicts, for instance. Secondly, the hesitation towards
“too much participation” has been brought up in 
selecting or not some cases, revealing prejudices 
concerning the usefulness of citizen input.   

In the preparation phase of the living lab, the citizens 
were involved in two “walkshops” [15] to test the 
prototype versions of the application. The first 
walkshop targeted neighbourhood association activists, 
and the second one students of an urban geography 
course. The first and a planned, but unrealised, third 
walkshop showed how difficult it was to motivate 
people to test a beta-technology and share informed 
opinions without an explicit connection to the policy 
process.
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Once the living lab has started (two weeks before
writing this paper), two challenges have surfaced. First, 
there are technological challenges, or usability issues,
in relation to what might be called still a beta-version of 
the application. Usability has proven a major issue 
among those early-users eager to try the new 
application – not to mention the public at large. Even if 
the app has received considerable media attention and 
many people have downloaded it, the actual usage has 
been low, with many users presumably annoyed by the 
usability issues. Secondly, there is a political challenge
on trust. Matching the attitudes among some policy 
makers, many citizens seem to be reluctant to share
their ideas due to their suspicion that these will not be 
considered by the policy-makers or make a difference
in the final policy outcome.

Conclusions
Using a living lab for developing mobile participation 
enables researchers to test the most recent
technologies in real-life settings. On the one hand,
emerging technology might trigger unexpected 
challenges, such as the usability issues. On the other 
hand, while living labs must, by definition, be run in a 
real social and political context, this call for cooperation 
on behalf of political institutions, which often are
ambivalent towards change, including the innovation 
promoted and tested in a living lab. As our experiences
show, the potential of the living lab approach for 
studying mobile participation have been vulnerable for 
both of these reasons.

Nonetheless, the living lab approach enables the
analysis of user (and stakeholder) engagement well 
beyond other research settings. Additional advantage is
that the living lab approach can be combined with pre-

and post-evaluation, which resembles a semi-
experiment. In our case, we run pre- and post-surveys 
among registered users of the app. The pre-survey 
enables awareness about the socio-demographic 
characteristics of the users, which is usually 
disregarded in the small trials of HCI research. The 
living lab may also offer unique research perspectives. 
For instance in our case, the app includes both tasks 
set by the municipality as well as ones created by the 
citizens as well as gives all users the same tools to 
raise and discuss issues important to them; this
enables comparisons of top-down and bottom-up 
participation, which could hardly be conducted in 
another research setting.
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