
ACTION RESEARCH AS A FRAMEWORK 
TO EVALUATE THE OPERATION OF A 

LIVING LAB
Sara Logghe!



INTRODUCTION
•  Living lab research consists of gathering user feedback on innovations 

implemented in a real-life context (Eriksson et al., 2005)!

•  This can be facilitated by means of a panel-based approach (Schuurman et al., 
2012)!

!
Ø  Since this panel is vital for living lab research, it is important to know whether 

all panel members are satisfied with the operation of the living lab itself!
!
Ø  Action research leads to more in-depth research because the practical and 

theoretical outcomes of the research process are grounded in the perspective 
and interests of those immediately concerned!

Ø  Therefore, we opted for an action research co-design approach to become a 
panel member ourselves and to involve panel members in the active redesign 
of panel management practices within the daily living lab project operations!



“!
”!

Seeking objective truth, the modern worldview makes 
no connection between knowledge and power. This 
positivist worldview has outlived its usefulness: as 
Habermas announced, ‘modernism is dead’.!

Reason and Bradbury, 2001!



DEFINITIONS
•  Kurt Lewin (1890-1947)!

•  “a comparative research on the conditions and effects of various 
forms of social action and research leading to social action” that 
uses “a spiral of steps, each of which is composed of a circle of 
planning, action, and fact-finding about the result of the action” !

•  Checkland and Holwell (1998)!
•  distinguish three main phases of the process of action research: 

(1) the researcher enters a real-world situation, (2) actions in the 
situation can begin and (3) the researcher leaves the situation 
and reflects on it in order to find a variety of lessons learned !



METHODOLOGY



CASE STUDY
•  After 6 years of living lab research at iMinds Living Labs a lot had 

changed so we described “to get to know the delights and 
frustrations of our panel members” as a new research theme 

•  That is why our researcher became panel member by herself and 
took part in various research steps, guided by other living lab 
researchers than herself 
•  3 SME living lab projects!
•  11 research steps!
•  Facebook groups!



A COMBINED ACTION RESEARCH PROCESS



INSIGHTS
Multiple unfulfilled needs !
•  They want more detailed information about the promotors of our 

living lab projects!
•  They want more detailed results next to the infographic they receive 

now!
•  They want a more efficient way to fill in surveys instead of waiting for 

an email with an invitation !
•  They want to be able to look back to a project !
•  …!

Ø  LET US CO-CREATE                                                              
SOLUTIONS!



REFLECTIVE CO-CREATION SESSION
•  We invited experienced panel members from each iMinds Living Lab persona 

type (Logghe et al., 2015) to a co-creation session to discuss the delights and 
frustrations of our panel members and to create solutions!

•  Most valuable insights!
(1)  our panel members want to distinguish their role in the innovation 

process in a more clear way!
(2)  they expect that the innovation is adapted according to their feedback 

and!
(3)  they understand that the innovations which are tested are not finished 

yet!
Ø  HOW TO SOLVE THE PANEL MEMBERS THEIR NEEDS WITHIN A 

REASONABLE TIME?!



CO-CREATION OF A WEBSITE



PRECONCEPTIONS OF ACTION RESEARCH 
1.  Action research is no valid research as seen from positivist/

scientific perspective (Baskerville and Wood-Harper, 1996; 
Baskerville and Pries-Heje, 1999; Mattson, 2004; Donnelly and 
O’Keeffe, 2013)!

2.  The largely un-theorised descriptions of action research lends 
itself toward many forms of pluralistic approaches to research 
(Chiasson et al., 2009; Donnelly and O’Keeffe, 2013) !

3.  Findings are not generalizable whereby action research runs the 
risk of becoming more action research (Baskerville and Wood-
Harper, 1996; Donnelly and O’Keeffe, 2013)!



SOLUTIONS
•  We recorded events in multiple ways (questionaires, notes, 

pictures, quotes, observations,…)!
•  During the “practical phase” of our action research phase we 

asked our panel members for feedback in a validation survey (n= 
346). !

•  Triangulation: we checked data from multiple sources for 
consistency, asked the questions in various ways, noticed that the 
needs were the same in the different projects,… !
Ø We combine insights from different research steps to create a 

valid feedback on the innovation our panel members tested !



CONCLUSIONS
Researcher Panel member Results 
Being a participating 
researcher ensures you 
experience the same 
frustrations or at least 
recognize the mentioned 
frustrations 
 
Better understanding of the 
expression of the 
participants 

Users themselves became 
part of the reflection process 
 
Lowering the threshold for 
other panel members 
 

A fast captation of 
frustrations  
 
A fast implementation of 
practical solutions 



TOWARDS A NEW FRAMEWORK?
•  For an evaluation of the operation of a living lab by its panel members 

themselves!

•  A very interesting framework when you are looking for practical 
outcomes, in this case the co-creation of a website by means of 
mock-ups!

•  A mutual interaction: !
•  The action research was a useful framework for the overarching 

quest for feedback on iMinds Living Labs by its own panel, while 
the living lab methods were cleverly used to contradict 
prejudices against action research!



STUMBLING BLOCKS & FUTURE RESEARCH
•  The biggest catch is to stay more or less impartial in this situation 

and try to avoid not to push the panel members towards delights, 
frustrations or solutions you are thinking about yourself based on 
your own experience!

•  Perhaps more research on a more detailed framework about 
methods to use during the “practical part” of the action research 
process would be interesting.!
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