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Citizen engagement is heralded as essential for food democracy and equality, yet the implementation of inclusive
citizen engagement mechanisms in urban food systems governance has lagged behind. This paper aims to further
the agenda of citizen engagement in the transformation towards healthy and sustainable urban food systems by
offering a conceptual reflection on urban living labs (ULLs) as a methodological platform. Over the past decades,
ULLs have become increasingly popular to actively engage citizens in methodological testbeds for innovations
within real-world settings. The paper proposes that ULLs as a tool for inclusive citizen engagement can be utilized
in two ways: (i) the ULL as the daily life of which citizens are the experts, aimed at uncovering the unreflexive
agency of a highly diverse population in co-shaping the food system and (ii) the ULL as a break with daily life
aimed at facilitating reflexive agency in (re)shaping food futures. We argue that both ULL approaches have the
potential to facilitate inclusive citizen engagement in different ways by strengthening the breadth and the depth
of citizen engagement respectively. The paper concludes by proposing a sequential implementation of the two
types of ULL, paying attention to spatial configurations and the short-termed nature of ULLs.

1. Introduction
Political responsibility for food is increasingly shifting from the na
tional to the municipal domain, with city authorities putting food more
explicitly and pressingly on their urban agendas (Battersby & Watson,
2019). Consequently, cities around the globe are increasingly claiming a
leading position in the transformation of the food system. Urban policy
actions are directed towards people's food-related practices with the
intention to promote healthier and more sustainable food consumption
patterns (Blay-Palmer et al., 2018; Morgan & Sonnino, 2010). Yet, such
policies will not suffice when they are not inclusive. Much current food
policy is critiqued for reaching the ‘happy or privileged few’ instead of
the masses and remaining a niche movement rather than a mainstream
development (Dowler, 2008). Many policies and initiatives are biased
towards dominant value systems such as reducing food miles (Grando,
Carey, Hegger, Jahrl, & Ortolani, 2017; Nsamzinshuti, Janjevic, Rigo, &
Ndiaye, 2018). This focus on a dominant value system disregards the

growing diversity in urban populations in high-income countries in
terms of their cultural backgrounds, as conceptualized in majorityminority cities (Brons, Oosterveer, & Wertheim-Heck, 2020; Crul,
2016).
In other words, these urban food policies towards healthy and sus
tainable food demand more active involvement of a broad range of
citizens, otherwise known as ‘citizen engagement’ (Gaventa & Barrett,
2012). Citizen engagement definitions vary, but in broad terms it in
volves interactive, iterative deliberation processes among citizens and/
or between government and citizens to provide a meaningful contribu
tion to public policy decisions (Barney, 2006). The Urban Living Lab
(ULL) provides a potentially interesting avenue to induce more inclusive
citizen engagement and harness capacities of citizens with diverse
backgrounds and in different roles. ULLs are spaces of real-life experi
mentation in which users or citizens are actively engaged to develop and
create solutions for urban challenges (Ballon & Schuurman, 2015). Over
the past decades, ULLs have become increasingly popular in actively

* Corresponding author at: Food and Healthy Living group, Aeres University of Applied Sciences, Stadhuisstraat 18, 1315 AK Almere, The Netherlands. c/o
Environmental Policy Group, Department of Social Sciences, Wageningen University, Hollandseweg 1, 6706 KN Wageningen, the Netherlands.
E-mail addresses: sigrid.wertheim-heck@wur.nl, sigrid.wertheim-heck@wur.nl (S. Wertheim-Heck).
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2021.103552
Received 8 January 2021; Received in revised form 15 October 2021; Accepted 28 December 2021
Available online 13 January 2022
0264-2751/© 2022 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

A. Brons et al.

Cities 123 (2022) 103552

engaging citizens in designing and experimenting within a real-world
setting (Cardullo, Kitchin, & Di Feliciantonio, 2018; Gieryn, 2006).
The ULL concept can be traced back to the Chicago School of urban
sociology, which foregrounded the role of the community and con
tended that solutions to local problems can be found in neighbourhoods
themselves (Helle, 2019). More recently, ULLs became increasingly
popular in particular for sustainable reconfigurations of the urban
infrastructure by testing out and exploring more generic solutions to
local problems (Engels, Wentland, & Pfotenhauer, 2019; Evans, Karvo
nen, & Raven, 2016; Marvin, Bulkeley, Mai, McCormick, & Palgan,
2018; Van Geenhuizen, 2018). In this paper, we argue that these types of
ULL's are two sides of the same coin and that ULLs as a tool for inclusive
citizen engagement in urban food policies can be utilized in two ways:
(1) the living lab as the daily life of which citizens are the experts, and
(2) the living lab as a break with daily life that enables (re)shaping food
futures. We argue that both living labs have the potential to facilitate
inclusive citizen engagement in different ways, by strengthening the
breadth and the depth of citizen engagement, respectively. More
explicitly, the first type of living lab has a broad range and allows for
including citizens across the socio-economic and cultural spectrum,
whereas the second type tackles the depth of engagement, allowing for
more in-depth deliberation with its participants. We propose that a
combined approach of these two types of living labs can reduce their
caveats in stimulating inclusive citizen engagement.
This paper aims to further the agenda of citizen engagement in the
transformation towards sustainable urban food systems by reflecting on
ULLs as a methodological platform. We do not aim to offer an empirical
contribution but rather propose a reconceptualization of ULLs in the
context of urban food system transformations. We do so based on re
flections on our own empirical experiences in working with ULL's in a
specific city (Almere, the Netherlands). In the next section, we will
introduce the background to this case study. Section 3 provides a
theoretical perspective on citizen engagement in ULLs. This section
starts by reflecting on the role of citizens in citizen engagement itself,
followed by an elaboration of the ULL approach, and finally combines
these two elements by rethinking the role of citizens in ULLs to further
citizen engagement. This leads to our distinction between the two types
of living labs, which are subsequently fleshed out with our own empir
ical experiences and methodological reflections on our ULL in the city of
Almere in Section 4. Here, we first present our reflections on the living
lab as daily life (4.1) to reflect on how methodological eclecticism can
incite more inclusive citizen engagement. Secondly, we introduce the
second type of living lab as a break with daily life (4.2), showing how
futuring methods can help citizens to collectively reshape food futures.
We conclude with a discussion on advancing the agenda of diversifying
citizen engagement in co-shaping sustainable food futures by proposing
a sequential implementation of the two types of ULL, paying attention to
spatial configurations and the short-termed nature of ULLs.

formalized spaces like food policy councils (Schiff, 2008) or outside
conventional spaces in community-managed food initiatives such as
community gardens (Cohen & Reynolds, 2015; Pothukuchi, 2015).
While numerous cities are experimenting with and exploring these
various types of citizen engagement mechanisms, not all are successful.
Despite having been recognized for decades as important towards better
(food) democracy and equality, the implementation of citizen engage
ment mechanisms has lagged behind. This has recently been illustrated
by Sonnino, Tegoni, and De Cunto (2019) in their study of 33 cities
aiming for systemic food change. Despite a pervasive emphasis on citi
zen participation in formulating urban food policies, they found that less
than half of the cities established formal governance mechanisms for
citizen engagement. Halliday, Torres, and Van Veenhuizen (2019) and
Koski, Siddiki, Sadiq, and Carboni (2018) note how many food policy
councils struggle with inclusiveness, noting the difficulties around
trying to involve stakeholders from socio-economically disadvantaged
groups and ethnic minorities. Moragues-Faus (2020) argues that people
with ‘no voice’ in the margins of the food system, such as lower-income
citizens with migration backgrounds, tend not to be included in food
policy making.
However, the inclusion of such groups is essential. For instance,
socio-economically disadvantaged populations suffer from demon
strably poorer health and lag behind in shifts towards more healthy and
sustainable dietary patterns (Agardh, Allebeck, Hallqvist, Moradi, &
Sidorchuk, 2011; Dowler, 2008; Mackenbach et al., 2019; Monteiro,
Moura, Conde, & Popkin, 2004). Without their participation, the
intended transformation towards healthier and more sustainable food
remains limited in reach, with healthy and sustainable food initiatives
being labelled as left-elitist or as the ‘white-men's diet’ (Marletto,
Franceschini, Ortolani, & Sillig, 2016; Mazel, 2019). Given the chal
lenges of inclusion in urban food policy making, further thinking on how
to shape up citizen engagement across the socio-economic and cultural
spectrum is needed.
2.2. Case of Almere
The city of Almere provides a relevant case to study and reflect on
these processes of citizen engagement. Almere is a new town with
around 210,000 inhabitants. It was created in the 1970s on the
reclaimed land of the Flevo Polder, east of the Amsterdam Metropole
Region. The historical relation with food and agriculture gives this city
an extra dimension as an ULL in the healthy and sustainable food
transition. The basic design principles of the city incorporated a garden
city perspective as the backbone of its urbanization (Jansma &
Wertheim-Heck, 2020). The 1970s city planners envisaged a city in
which its dwellers would reside in a healthy environment and thus, in
close contact with agriculture and nature. However, especially during
the 1980s and 1990s, the city authorities focused on constructing new
urban neighbourhoods to meet national housing programs, rather than
integrating food related policies. From the 2000s onwards, successive
city councils have been trying to retrieve and incorporate the original
design principles in the city's policy programs. These programs ulti
mately resulted in the Almere Food Strategy (2021-2025), approved
early 2021 (Groen en Gezond Almere, 2021). This food strategy aims at
establishing a healthy food economy in which equitable access to
healthy food, a sustainable food economy and local food entrepreneur
ship are key cornerstones.
The city of Almere provides for an interesting ULL as the local gov
ernment is investing in a research program on healthy and sustainable
food at the local university of applied sciences where the authors are
based. This funded research program allows for building an elaborate
knowledge base on healthy and sustainable food consumption and
production in and around the city of Almere. Moreover, Almere is also a
relevant research site considering the aforementioned issues related to
cultural and social inclusion in food system transformations, as its
population is very diverse (Table 1). The city of Almere and its multi-

2. Background
2.1. Citizen engagement in urban food policy making
Cities are relatively new players in the field of food. Over the past
decades, urbanization has rapidly increased and currently over 70% of
the current world population lives in cities (United Nations, 2018). This
development has spurred the question of how to feed this growing and
urbanized population. Responsibility to feed cities is increasingly ending
up on the plate of urban governments (Morgan, 2009; Sonnino, 2009).
As cities actively take up a role in developing food policy, they are facing
challenges on how to shape this process and whom to involve in it. This
new mandate is realized in different forms by cities across the globe, as
the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact illustrates (Foster, Egal, Getz, Dubb
eling, & Renting, 2015; MUFPP, 2015). Cities develop different kinds of
‘spaces of deliberation’ for participation of different actors, including
citizens (Moragues-Faus & Morgan, 2015). This can happen through
2
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environment (Brons et al., 2020; Wertheim-Heck & Raneri, 2020).
Evidently, this oppositional portrait of citizen-consumers as either
‘conscious agents’ or ‘passive subjects’ fails at capturing the more
diversified and nuanced dynamics at play in everyday life. To better
understand the role of citizens in citizen engagement, we argue that it is
important to look beyond explicit ethical consumerism towards the
everyday reality of consumption practices across the socio-economic
and cultural spectrum. We therefore view citizens as creative agents in
the food system, which we approach in two ways: (1) seeing citizens as
experts of their own daily life and (2) seeing citizens as breaking out of
daily life to (re)shape the food future.
Firstly, we want to position citizens as experts of their own daily life.
Rather than viewing citizens as passive or ignorant, citizens are best seen
as experts on food in their own daily life, simply because they perform
their food routines daily or at least frequently (Krom, Vonk, & Muilwijk,
2020). This understanding of consumers as skilled and knowledgeable
rather than as ignorant in interacting with the food environment is built
on social practice theories (Cohen & Ilieva, 2015; Hasselkuß, Baedeker,
& Liedtke, 2017; Shove et al., 2012; Warde, 2005). Within this
approach, consumers are viewed as carriers of practices (e.g. food
shopping, cooking, working) that take place within a socio-material
context (Reckwitz, 2002), rather than as either fully rational and re
flexive individuals or as incompetent and passive persons. When citizens
are viewed as experts in their own daily food habits, it also follows
naturally that it is essential to consider them experts in developing ex
periments or interventions in their own everyday food routines in order
to successfully transform towards healthier and more sustainable food
consumption (Krom et al., 2020).
Secondly, we want to stress the notion that citizens can break out of
their daily life to (re)shape food futures. In discussing urban food system
transformations, citizens are often categorized in the dichotomy be
tween consumers and producers. However, this productionconsumption dichotomy is unhelpful in understanding real-world dy
namics. This is for instance elaborated in literature on food citizenship,
where the common denominator is going beyond the one-dimensional
and rather passive end-user/consumer perspective. Several authors in
this field, such as DeLind (2002), Lockie (2009) and Renting, Schermer,
and Rossi (2012) emphasize the need to overcome the limits established
by the dualistic vision of producers-consumers, integrating a multiplic
ity of actors in food system transformations, and reducing the differ
ences between them. This perspective highlights citizens breaking out of
their daily life and taking up additional roles to reshape their ‘food
future’ according to specific needs. For instance, Veen, Dagevos, and
Jansma (2020) identify ‘prosumers’ in the food system, i.e. citizens who
produce the food they consume themselves. Another example can be
found in Dentoni, Poldner, Pascucci, and Gartner (2017) on consumer
entrepreneurs. This refers to citizens who share and recombine resources
to create new value for themselves instead of exchange value for others,
for instance by organizing the distribution of a balanced diet of foods
from farmers to consumers without a commercial purpose. Both prosu
merism and consumer entrepreneurship are not necessarily conscious
efforts to reshape the food system. Rather, these patterns emerge when a
need people want to see met is not provided for by the current food
system. Imagining an alternative food future for themselves, these
groups of citizens take on a new role (e.g. prosumer or consumer
entrepreneur) to work on making this alternative a reality. These ex
amples show how citizens have agency in breaking out of their daily life,
reimagining the food system and co-shaping it accordingly.

Table 1
The city of Almere compared to The Netherlands as a whole.
Netherlands (%)
Average income
Higher education level
Western migration background
Non-western migration background
Total migration background
Overweight (incl obesity)
a
b
c
d
e

d

29.500
30%b
10,5a
13,8a
24,3a
50% (64.7%)e

Almerec (%)
25.200c
29%b
10,7c
32c
42,7c
54% (69%)e

CBS (2020a)
CLO (2020)
AlleCijfers (2020)
CBS (2020b)
RIVM (2020)

ethnic inhabitants constitute the ‘real-life social setting’ or ULL in which
many different small-scale studies on food-related topics have been
conducted over the years by the authors. Together these studies
contribute to an understanding of what is needed for an inclusive,
healthy, and sustainable food system which engages citizens across the
board.
3. Theoretical perspectives on citizen engagement and urban
living labs
3.1. Rethinking the role of citizens in citizen engagement
In discussions on the transformation to healthier and sustainable
food systems, the role of citizens is often conceptualized as consisting of
concerned citizens that act reflexively based on shared meanings and
understandings of food consumption and consumption culture. For
instance, the notion of the citizen-consumer (Johnston, 2008) is fore
grounded on the premises that food shopping is a way to voice and cocreate social change. Food shopping is said to be an expression of
ethical citizenship through product choice: ‘voting with your fork’. This
implies that shopping for food goes beyond satisfying individual needs
to including more altruistic and collective responsibilities to social and
ecological improvements. In other words, it expands the notion of
consumer choice from rational self-interest to include the notion of
responsible citizenship in relating consumption to common goals. This is
frequently referred to in relation to alternative food networks, where
ethical consumption is regarded as a ‘just way of life’(DuPuis &
Goodman, 2005; Hinrichs & Kremer, 2002; Seyfang, 2006). For
instance, differentiation of sustainable and healthy products builds on
the notion of intentional ethical action and the premise that reflexivity
leads to ‘just’ behaviour’.
However, in real life, ethical and environmental reflexive food con
sumption is much debated, since most citizens do not comply with such
ideal type behavioural patterns. Strong beliefs on the importance and
positive attitudes towards ethical choices are not necessarily turned into
practical actions (Shove, Pantzar, & Watson, 2012). The notion of
responsible citizenship thus often contrasts with the reality of everyday
consumption. Citizens who do not comply with these shared ideas on
what are considered ‘just’ food consumption patterns (such as
consuming healthy, fair, organic, animal friendly, or local food) are
often portrayed as passive subjects in an unsustainable and unhealthy
food environment. This has resulted in a host of studies on the influence
of food environments on food consumption practices (Azeredo et al.,
2016; Calisti, Proietti, & Marchini, 2019; Lake, 2018; Love et al., 2019).
Food environment intervention studies have however also demonstrated
it is too much of a simplification to view food consumption only as a
result of the influence of the food environment, even when looked at
across socio-economic status (de Ridder, Schlinkert, Gillebaart, Poel
man, & Benjamins, 2020). Rather, there is a dynamic interaction be
tween consumers and food environments, where consumers are not
passive recipients of food but are creative and co-shape the food

3.2. Rethinking citizen engagement in urban living labs
The previous section highlighted two different ways in which citi
zens have ‘agency’ in creating a sustainable and healthy food system. In
acknowledging the agency of citizens, ULLs receive increasing attention,
which are characterized by real-life experimentation and active
engagement of users or citizens (Ballon & Schuurman, 2015). As
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previously mentioned, the concept of a ULL can be traced back to the
Chicago School of urban sociology, which includes Erving Goffmann and
fellow scholars such as Herbert Blumer and Everett Hughes (Helle,
2019). Typical for the Chicago school is the theoretical approach of
symbolic interactionism, which is a “down-to-earth approach to the
scientific study of human group life and human conduct, and its
empirical world is the natural world of such group life and conduct”
(Blumer, 1986, p.47). What is typical for the Chicago School approach to
ULLs is the highly qualitative nature of their research as well as their
methodological eclecticism, combining ethnography with various other
qualitative and participatory methods. The Chicago school initiated
among others a ULL called Chicago Area Project (CAP), which was
founded in the 1930s to reduce juvenile delinquency. The CAP still exists
and aims to “empower a broad base of community stakeholders to work
together to improve neighbourhood conditions [and] hold institutions
accountable” (CAP, 2021, http://www.chicagoareaproject.org/). Its
approach is based on community engagement, contending that rather
than bringing in external agencies to deal with local problems, solutions
can be found within the neighbourhoods themselves.
Since their emergence in Chicago, ULLs have more recently regained
interest but have taken a somewhat different focus. In the past two de
cades, ULLs have particularly been employed in sustainable reconfigu
rations of urban infrastructures (e.g. water, energy, construction).
Within this thematic field, ULLs are often used for testing how sociotechnical configurations work out in the real world, thereby producing
knowledge that is also applicable in other contexts (Engels et al., 2019;
Evans et al., 2016; Marvin et al., 2018; Van Geenhuizen, 2018). Even
though ULLs are now increasingly deployed within diverse contexts and
on various topics, there is a rather large variety in the way in which the
role of citizens is conceptualized within these living labs (Gamache
et al., 2020). This ranges from using citizens merely as ‘data points’ or as
(end-)users, to letting citizens completely decide the design of the
project at hand. In other words, the degree and type of citizen engage
ment within these ULLs varies greatly.
To further this debate on understanding but also improving more
inclusive citizen engagement in ULLs, we build on our understanding of
citizens as presented above in 2.1, i.e. as experts in their daily life and as
able to break out of their daily life to (re)shape food futures. Based on
these two conceptualizations of citizens, we identify two main issues
that need to be addressed for more inclusive citizen engagement in ULLs:
(i) the limited reach of citizen engagement in many urban food system
transformations and ULLs in terms of population groups (or: breadth of
engagement); and (ii) the limited utilization of (the diversity in the roles
of) citizens in many ULLs in co-shaping the future of urban food systems
(or: depth of engagement). To address these concerns and improve in
clusive citizen engagement, we propose two types of ULL:

already doing in their everyday lives around food, health and sustain
ability, to acknowledge a multiplicity in performances and un
derstandings that is happening in a real-life setting (see Table 2).
In addition to being understood as real-life settings, ULLs can also be
conceptualized as a created environment, methodology or system
through which producers and consumers interact with each other to see
what can be done differently (Bergvall-Kareborn & Stahlbrost, 2009). In
this second type of ULL citizens can be facilitated to (temporarily) break
with daily life and its routinely enacted food practices to reshape an
alternative future. For this type of ULL, the use of futuring methods can be
useful. Such methods constitute visions of plausible, possible, or desir
able futures which have agency in shaping food futures (Voros, 2017).
This type of ULL functions as a user-centred innovation facilitation that
enables collaborative learning by users, producers and researchers and
can serve to seize the rich variety in understandings and meanings in cocreating diverse sustainable food futures (Almirall, Lee, & Wareham,
2012; Ballon & Schuurman, 2015; Dell'Era & Landoni, 2014; Nyström,
Leminen, Westerlund, & Kortelainen, 2014). Whereas the first type of
living lab strives for breadth of engagement, this second type of living
lab particularly provides for appropriate depth of citizen engagement
with its multi-method process (see Table 2).
Having noted that these two conceptualizations of ULLs are essential
in furthering citizen engagement, we proceed in the next section to
illustrate our empirical context, the city of Almere, as a ULL.
4. Empirical experiences with the urban living lab as a
methodological platform for citizen engagement
In this section, we reflect on our experiences with citizen engage
ment in our ULL in the city of Almere, The Netherlands, to date. In line
with Section 3.2 we first address how and why we have approached the
ULL as the daily life world of citizens in which they are experts. Sec
ondly, we illustrate how the ULL can be deployed as a break with daily
life that enables citizens to reshape the future. We do so, not by offering
new empirical contributions but by reflecting on our previous experi
ences in the field. In Section 4.1, we discuss our empirical experiences of
exploring the food consumption practices of consumers, which taught us
that considering citizens as experts of their lived experiences with food
can broaden citizen engagement. In Section 4.2, we discuss our empirical
experiences with futuring methods and urban agriculture, which taught
us that inviting citizens to break out of their lived experiences can deepen
citizen engagement.
4.1. Living lab as daily life: who's living in the lab?
In this section we illustrate how the daily life of citizens in Almere
provides for the first type of living lab we distinguish, i.e. ‘living lab as
daily life’. This kind of living lab aims at uncovering the unreflexive
agency of citizens in co-shaping the contemporary food system. Given
the diversity in urban populations this ULL approach explicitly seeks to
broaden citizen engagement; ‘seeking breadth’ (see Table 2). To do so, it
is essential to start by understanding who is living in the lab exactly, i.e.
to know on whom experiments are carried out (Caprotti & Cowley,
2017). Understanding the living lab as citizens’ daily life allows for
identifying the diversity of meanings and understandings present in
daily food practices. These are important towards successfully engaging
a broad range of citizens in the transformation towards a healthy and
sustainable food system. To get an understanding of who is living in the
lab in our context of the city of Almere, we applied a kind of method
ological eclecticism, in the tradition of the Chicago school, with mostly
small-scale, in-depth qualitative studies (see Table 3).

1. The urban living lab is the daily life of citizens in which they are
experts
2. The urban living lab is a break with daily life that enables citizens to
reshape food futures
The first type of ULL views citizens as experts of their daily lives. This
involves paying attention to the daily lives of a broad range of citizens
across the cultural and socio-economic spectrum, which leads to a broad
engagement involving all citizens rather than those who are explicitly
engaged in healthy and sustainable lifestyles. We consider this first type
of ULL as a real-life setting – a bounded physical and social space where
a variety of methods aimed at improving and fostering citizen engage
ment are experimented with. This conception of ULLs is in line with the
aforementioned tradition of the Chicago School of urban sociology. This
approach starts with the performance of everyday life as a ULL, with
people being the (often unreflexive) experts in their daily routinely
enacted food practices. In other words, citizens in their social and
physical context are themselves the ULL. This approach utilizes meth
odological eclecticism. It builds an understanding of what people are

4.1.1. Empirical experiences: methodological eclecticism
Cities promoting healthier and more sustainable food policies often
do so based on dominant value systems, with specific understandings of
what sustainable food entails (de Krom & Muilwijk, 2019). However, the
4
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Table 2
Overview of the theoretical framework.
Aimed at
Orientation
Citizen
engagement
Methods

1: Living lab as the daily life

2: Living lab as break with daily life

Uncovering the unreflexive agency of a highly diverse population in co-shaping
the food system
Contemporary life: routinely enacted day to day activity
Breadth

Facilitating reflexive agency in re-shaping the food system (enforced
breaking with daily life)
Future orientation: intentional directional activity
Depth

Methodological eclecticism

Futuring

spectrum. The study therefore continued with a qualitative element
focused on those consumers not participating in the food box scheme, to
take this exclusivity seriously and aim for a more inclusive approach.

Table 3
Overview of empirical experiences with the living lab as daily life.
References

Target group(s)

Research method(s)

Brons et al. (2020)

Short- and long-term
Syrian migrants

Brons, Oosterveer, and
Wertheim-Heck
(2021)
Segreto and WertheimHeck (2020)

Citizens with type 2
diabetes

In-depth semi-structured
interviews and participant
observation
In-depth semi-structured
interviews and participant
observation
Survey
Photo elicitation, in-depth
semi-structured interviews
Photography exhibition and
intercept interviews

Awuh and Segreto
(2020)

Food box consumers
Consumers not
buying food boxes
Citizens of Almere

4.1.2. Methodological reflections
Our various studies in the ULL of Almere provided us with key
methodological insights on the living lab as daily life. In general, the
methodological eclecticism applied in our ULL was instrumental for
highlighting the diversity of citizens and their daily lives around food
and sustainability. Complementing interviews with observations and
surveys with photo elicitation helped to look beyond simple un
derstandings and biases, which is crucial to avoid unintended exclu
sionary mechanisms and advance inclusive citizen engagement.
Our work with migrants and type 2 diabetes patients taught us that it
is important to consider what terminology to use in studying sustain
ability. The qualitative methods used went beyond measuring simple
understandings of sustainability and were able to identify patterns of
hidden or ‘inconspicuous sustainability’ by complementing interviews
with observations (Brons et al., 2021). Paying attention to what happens
in a diversity of citizens’ daily lives is therefore essential for achieving
broad and inclusive citizen engagement, to avoid going with the usual
suspects of the ‘green elite’ and their explicit engagement with sus
tainable lifestyles (such as Support Your Locals box consumers). The
qualitative follow-up to the Support Your Locals survey also illustrates
this sensitivity. In this second part of the research, the concept of sus
tainability was explored in a more inductive way to avoid exclusion and
engage participants beyond those explicitly conscious of sustainability.
Participants were asked to take photographs of their most important
foods, which were used to initiate a conversation to explore meanings
and understandings around food and their connection to sustainability.
In this way, engaging with participants allowed for assessing more
diverse (and often inconspicuous) expressions and understandings of
sustainability.
Moreover, the Support Your Locals initiative taught us to be aware of
unequal demographic representation and to aim for representative
samples in citizen engagement efforts (Cardullo et al., 2018). The city of
Almere is a culturally diverse city (see Table 1) and there is the need to
recognize this heterogeneity in the sampling process and ensure that
selected respondents represent this urban diversity. Identifying who are
the citizens, segmenting when needed according to specific criteria, or
simply understanding what is a ‘regular’ citizen by ‘going beyond usual
suspects’ are essential components for any engagement initiative.
Countering the participation bias requires a level playing field for par
ticipants, which means they need to be recruited in a manner which
ensures that the process of engagement does not end up reinforcing preexisting demographic inequities. This can be addressed by recruiting
participants within their local communities, which might also benefit
the degree of engagement (Slingerland, Lukosch, Comes, & Brazier,
2020). We applied this approach in an interactive outside photography
exhibition on the future of food (Awuh & Segreto, 2020). The photo
graphs were placed in the city centre's shopping area, where researchers
engaged with the public to generate discussions about the future of food.
This project took place within the daily life of local citizens and made
engagement broadly accessible to a variety of citizens in terms of
gender, ethnicity, and age.

way in which these policies are framed may overlook some of the lived
experiences around food of a diverse urban population. de Krom and
Muilwijk (2019)) illustrate this process by highlighting how there is not
a single definition of sustainable food but rather a diversity of per
spectives. This variety of perspectives on sustainability (and also on
health) easily gets disregarded in urban food policy development, even
though it is crucial to align food policy with lived experiences of diverse
urban groups around food for it to be ultimately effective in practice
(Neve, 2021).
Considering the cultural heterogeneity of Almere, we conducted
qualitative research on health and sustainability in food practices of
short- and long-term Syrian migrants (Brons et al., 2020). The study
found that sustainability as a concept did not resonate among partici
pants, as they were mostly unaware of what sustainability was. Yet,
despite this lack of conceptual recognition, sustainable elements were
present in their food practices when looked at in terms of activities
through participant observation, as they prepared and consumed a lot of
fresh and seasonal food. The same dynamic was found in our study
among people with type 2 diabetes (Brons et al., 2021). Particularly
participants with a lower socio-economic status (SES) were not familiar
with the concept of sustainability yet did perform sustainability in their
daily food routines - for instance by changing to a flexitarian lifestyle for
health reasons. Despite their lack of active engagement with sustainable
lifestyles, both population groups could be considered as experts in
health and sustainability in their own food practices. Rather than trying
to engage people to achieve more healthy and sustainable ends, our
approach uncovered already existing but less dominant understandings
and performances around sustainability by looking at their lived expe
riences and food practices.
Our survey on consumers of a new food box called Support Your
Locals provides further insight into who is (not) included in this healthy
and sustainable food initiative (Segreto & Wertheim-Heck, 2020). Under
the slogan ‘Support Your Locals’ a network of Flevoland food producers
developed a platform offering a delivery service of boxes containing a
variety of local food products. While Almere is a city with a wide de
mographic variety (see Table 1), the results of the survey demonstrated
that participation in this initiative remained limited to a specific popu
lation niche: first generation Dutch women, on the older age range and
with a high SES. These findings provided insights into the limited de
mographic reach of this sustainable food initiative, revealing unbal
anced engagement of citizens across the socio-economic and cultural
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In sum, when thinking about citizen engagement towards healthier
and more sustainable urban food systems, it is important to obtain more
in-depth understandings of the unreflexive agency of citizens in coshaping the food system. Given social urban differentiation, we sug
gest approaching this question by first studying who's living in the lab to
understand how to successfully engage with the different groups of
citizens within the city. Studying the daily life of diverse citizens in this
way allows for the engagement of a broad range of citizens, which is
beneficial for inclusive food system transformations.

future scenarios (see Fig. 1). These axes are formed through what is
called driving forces. These driving forces are two factors that have a
profound impact but for which it is also uncertain how it will develop
over time. In the Agromere project, the axes were co-designed with
stakeholders. This was accomplished through a back-and-forth move
ment between interviews with stakeholders on the one hand and the
assessment of the researchers of which factors were most impactful and
uncertain (i.e. the driving forces) on the other hand. Afterwards, four
narratives were created in workshops with stakeholders to make the four
quadrants more tangible. A narrative was created to demonstrate four
distinct possible futures for Agromere (see Fig. 1).
These four future scenarios were the starting point for the second and
third futuring methods. By exploring probable futures, more under
standing was gained in terms of what imagined futures are conceivable
in real life and what trade-offs and boundaries open up (Stave, 2010). In
the Agromere case, the researchers made use of ‘soft’ cognitive modeling
(Mendoza & Prabhu, 2006), drawing up a list of issues that needed to be
addressed, and scored these issues for each scenario, ranging from ‘easy’
to ‘challenging’. This probability assessment of the four scenarios was
presented to the stakeholders in an ensuing participative workshop in
which preferable futures were explored. In this phase, stakeholders were
enabled to picture the future ‘in real life’ and to see what changes people
wish for and are willing to accept. This was done through an iterative
design process to create a tangible prototype, which was the virtual
neighbourhood of Agromere.
This process was facilitated by employing a combination of design
thinking and placemaking principles. Design thinking is a means of
structuring creative processes that revolve in general around collectively
designing and implementing objects or ‘things.’ Objects take the shape
of prototypes that can be tested and iteratively reworked (Bjögvinsson,
Ehn, & Hillgren, 2012). Placemaking is predicated on the idea that space
does not only have a material component, but that it also induces
different meaning to different people, and both shapes and is shaped by
different social relations (Cilliers & Timmermans, 2014). It is an um
brella term which encompasses a broad array of participatory planning
practices, which includes bringing in artists to (re)envision and (re)
design space (Metzger, 2011). In the Agromere project, an artist was
hired to make a visual representation of the different roles agriculture
could play in this fictional neighbourhood of Agromere (see Fig. 2). The
prototype of Agromere that was created made the hitherto fictional idea
of integrating urban agriculture in urbanization tangible.

4.2. Living lab as a break with daily life
In this section, we conceptualize a second type of ULL aimed at
facilitating reflexive agency in re-shaping the food system. This form of
living lab helps to deepen citizen engagement because it enables
breaking with daily life by exploring potential futures; ‘looking ahead’
(see Table 2 above). In Almere we gained experience with this second
type of living lab in the research project ‘Agromere’ by combining a wide
range of methods and techniques that enabled the collective agency of
citizens in re-shaping the food system towards increased sustainability
(see Table 4). For clarity in explaining our ULL experiences and delving
into the function of ULLs as a break with daily life, we characterize this
broad set of methods as futuring methods. We follow Voros (2017) who
distinguishes between methods to explore possible, probable, and prefer
able futures. Firstly, we will give an account of our empirical experiences
in the project ‘Agromere’, in which we will highlight the different
methods used. Secondly, we will reflect on the methodology used and
the extent to which the breaking with daily life shaped daily life in the
making, therefore deepening citizen engagement.
4.2.1. Empirical experiences: futuring methods and Agromere
In the early 2000s, urban agriculture emerged in the Netherlands
(van der Schans, 2010). At the time, the city of Almere, like many other
Dutch cities, did not have an explicit notion of urban agriculture's po
tential added value or of how to integrate it into the existing urban
fabric. To explore this new phenomenon of urban agriculture, the
Agromere project was carried out by Wageningen University and
Research in the city of Almere between 2005 and 2010. In the prepa
ratory phase, two online surveys were conducted (in 2005 and 2007)
with citizens to explore the desirability of urban agriculture in their
vicinity. These answers were the confirmation for the Agromere
research team to start exploring the future of urban agriculture in
Almere. Following the online surveys, stakeholders were recruited from
Almere. This group included local farmers, officials of the municipalities
of Almere and the adjacent town of Zeewolde, the province of Flevoland,
environmental NGO's, local businesses from Almere, the Dutch Ministry
of Agriculture and commercial real estate developers.
After the preparatory stage, the project kicked off by exploring
possible futures for urban agriculture in Almere to get a sense of the di
versity of possible futures that could unfold and make these possible
futures more tangible in the present. The scenario-axis approach was
used. This is a well-known method to create qualitative scenarios of
possible futures (van't Klooster & van Asselt, 2006). The goal of the
method is to create two axes that in turn form four different possible

4.2.2. Methodological reflections: from Agromere to Oosterwold
Our empirical experiences with the Agromere project aided the
conceptualization of a different type of living lab. This living lab does
not rely on the engagement of a broad range of citizens to gain insight in
their lived experiences. Even though at the start surveys were deployed
to explore citizens’ preferences for agriculture in their neighbourhoods,
the actual citizen engagement with the future was conducted with a
select group to allow for deepening citizen engagement. This type of lab
facilitated the participating citizens to break with daily life to imagine
something different.
Accomplishing this is no easy feat. Literature on futuring shows that
stakeholders are more inclined to break out of their daily routines when
engaged multiple times in new settings, with a material and tangible
end-product in view (Hajer & Pelzer, 2018). In the Agromere project we
accomplished this through multiple, sequential sessions with a variety of
methods to explore possible, probable, and preferable futures. By
balancing the feasible with the imaginable and preferable, step by step a
future narrative could be constructed that became tangible in the pre
sent. While design thinking and placemaking are not specifically asso
ciated with futuring in the literature, they have a clear value as a
futuring method precisely because they help to make the future tangible.
The employment of an artist to (re)create space offers a distancing effect
and therefore lifts participants out of their daily routines (Metzger,
2011). Design thinking contributes to creating elaborate visualizations

Table 4
Overview of empirical experiences with the living lab as a break with daily life.
References

Target group(s)

Research method(s)

Jansma et al.
(2010)

Citizens
Local stakeholders

Preparatory surveys
Preparatory in-depth semi-structured
interviews
Scenario-axis approach (possible
futures), soft modeling (probable
futures)
Design thinking and placemaking
(preferable futures)

Local stakeholders
Jansma and
Visser (2011)

Local stakeholders,
policy makers
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Technological

Local

Global

Organic
Fig. 1. Visual depiction of the four scenarios of the Agromere project (Jansma et al., 2010), with Global (left) and Local l (right), Organic (below) and Technological
(above) as the driving forces, leading towards four scenario-narratives: Top spot (upper left), Agripel (upper right), Eco-city (lower left) and Farmers village
(lower right).

Fig. 2. Artist impression of prototype of Agromere (Jansma, 2006).

of alternative spatial elements of the city as a prototype, which creates a
tangible end-product (Gaziulusoy & Ryan, 2017). Through the design of
a concrete prototype of the virtual neighbourhood of Agromere, the
imagined transformation of place was indeed rendered real – not just for
stakeholders but also for the researchers themselves.
This exercise of breaking out of daily life as conducted in the Agro
mere case did inspire a real future daily life. Simultaneous to the

Agromere ULL project, national authorities were urging the city of
Almere to expand. The city council, in cooperation with national and
regional partners, developed the “Almere 2.0” program that outlined
how the city should expand (Jansma & Wertheim-Heck, 2020). Almere
2.0 aimed at a high level of urbanization at the city's westside and a low
density urban-rural area at the east side. This new area had to reflect the
ideas proposed in the Almere 2.0 program, which included self7
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organization and a multi-functional landscape. The research project of
Agromere was picked up by city planners of the Almere 2.0 program to
integrate urban agriculture in the design of this new east side area. This
area eventually became the neighbourhood of Almere Oosterwold,
which is a hybrid urban-rural area of 4300 ha and aims to hold 15,000
homes by 2030 (Jansma & Wertheim-Heck, 2020). In Oosterwold, 50%
of the land is earmarked for urban agriculture, which means that at each
residential parcel of land 50% of the space is reserved for urban agri
culture. The development of Oosterwold successfully started in 2016,
and currently accommodates nearly 2000 residents.
Even though the image of the future in the case of Agromere still
required a suitable policy arena and government support, the tangible
vision of what such a neighbourhood could look like that came out of the
Agromere project clearly helped to inspire the policymakers that created
Oosterwold. By breaking out of daily life through futuring methods, it
was possible to imagine an alternative outlook on how the future could
look like. Over time, this future grew into daily life itself. This shows that
a ULL that helps to deepen citizen engagement can be impactful in reshaping food futures.

democratic innovations (Hendriks, 2019) includes collaborative gover
nance - analogous to labs -, many sources on democratic innovations do
not yet consider the potential of ULLs (see Elstub & Escobar, 2019). With
this paper we aim to demonstrate the value of ULLs as platforms for
doing democracy, not only talking democracy.
With the aim to advance urban food democracy, we (re)conceptu
alized ULLs in two ways. First, we expanded on the ULL as being the
daily life of which citizens are the experts and which is aimed at
uncovering the unreflexive agency of a highly diverse population in coshaping the food system, thus broadening citizen engagement. Second,
we described how the ULL can be utilized to breaking out of daily life
aimed at facilitating reflexive agency in re-shaping the food system
through deepening citizen engagement in engaging with the future.
Furthermore, we argue that these ULLs are two sides of the same coin
and therefore that these two types of ULLs should ideally be combined to
strengthen citizen engagement. Combining the two types of ULL allows
for both broader and deeper citizen engagement and could lead to more
inclusive urban food system transformations.
Both types of ULLs have their strengths and weaknesses in terms of
citizen engagement. The first type of ULL is particularly suitable for
involving as many and as diverse groups of citizens as possible in urban
food system transformations. Recruiting citizens from their local com
munities and using the right terminology contributes to more diverse
participation and allows for also voicing those citizens who may not
easily be engaged. This is crucial for the potential success of urban food
system transformations that do require all hands-on-deck. Still, while
this ULL has a wide reach, depth of engagement is not necessarily
addressed in this type of ULL, where methodological eclecticism
abounds. This is where the second type of ULL comes in, which although
working with a narrower group of stakeholders, does provide for real indepth engagement. The case of Agromere illustrates the transformative
potential of stakeholders breaking out of daily lives to co-create diverse
sustainable food futures, with real-life effects. However, this second type
of ULL may be less sensitive to involving a diversity of citizen groups and
can easily lead to recruitment of the more ‘usual suspects’ to engage in
the ULL. Evidently, both ULLs have their caveats, which is why we
believe a sequential approach is valuable to increase both the breadth
and depth of citizen engagement towards more inclusive food system
transformations.
This involves first understanding who is living in the lab – recog
nizing the diversity of the urban population – and understanding their
agency in co-shaping the food system through dissimilar lived experi
ences. Subsequently, the second ULL can be constructed on the basis of
differences in agency. Applied to the case of Almere, this means for
instance involving a variety of the urban cultural groups in thinking
about urban agriculture, which can lead to creative and diverse paths for
food futures.
Also, when engaging a broader and more varied group of citizens in
food system transformations, we will need to rethink spaces of
encounter or interaction between the actors. In this paper we presented
two conceptual understandings of ULLs that are different in nature
requiring distinct spatial approaches. In the case of the ULL as daily life,
the interaction space is situated where people live, whereas in the sec
ond type of ULL, ideally this space should be out of the daily life setting
of the actors or participants Regarding the first ULL, recruiting partici
pants within their local communities allows citizens to stay in their local
environment (in situ) with which they are familiar. Bringing the initia
tive to the people means bringing engagement efforts to environments
where community members are already present and self-organizing.
This could also involve exploiting existing networks, groups, or initia
tives in society. Taking the initiative away from such spaces of daily
practice could have a negative effect on engagement. On the flip side, a
potential caveat to the ULL as being the daily life is that familiar cir
cumstances might blind people to potential for change. To open-up new
perspectives, ULLs lift participants out of their daily routines (ex situ) so
that they can imagine something else (Cilliers & Timmermans, 2014;

5. Discussion
Citizen engagement is heralded as essential for food democracy and
equality, yet the implementation of inclusive citizen engagement
mechanisms in urban food systems governance has lagged. Given the
challenges of inclusion in urban food policy making, further thinking on
how to shape up citizen engagement across the socio-economic and
cultural spectrum is needed. Being implicit democratic processes, this
paper focused on how ULLs may facilitate citizen engagement. For
instance, Asenbaum and Hanusch (2021) note that by facilitating
participatory engagement of several stakeholders, ULL share many
features in common with democracy. Thus, ULLs share essential features
with democratic ventures in that: (i) they both facilitate intentionally
designed inclusive participatory processes; (ii) the notions of innovation
and experimentation are central to both; and (iii) both are outcomeoriented and aim to generate concrete solutions (Asenbaum and
Hanusch (2021). The findings of this research show how everyday
practices and the collective power of citizens in situ and ex situ can
potentially transform societies and find innovative solutions to complex
problems in the urban food domain. Such collaborative deliberation is
the process through which deliberative democracy occurs. As high
lighted in the two ULLs in this paper, collaborative democracy or talkcentric democracy (Chambers, 2003, p308: ‘Communicative processes
of opinion and will formation that precede voting’) is used as a process
that involves judicious argument, critical listening, and earnest decision
making (Carpini, Cook, & Jacobs, 2004) aimed at producing reasonable,
well-informed solutions. The emphasis this carries on citizens as active
creators and beneficiaries of innovation in healthy and sustainable food
domain clearly resonates with the ULL notion (Cossetta & Palumbo,
2014).
However, living labs do more than just talk-centric democracy. Un
like conventional democracy, labs generally share a focus on doings: in
day-to-day life as in the first living lab in this paper; and in futuring in
the second living lab - rather than only talking. While conventional
forms of democracy are often focused on the verbal exchange of reason,
playfulness and creativity are typical ULL characteristics. This shows the
more experimental character of a living lab setting. In a living lab,
democratic engagement takes the form of a playful, creative, and openended exploration rather than just decision-making and output pro
duction as in a conventional democratic set-up (Asenbaum & Hanusch,
2021). This feature is the extra contribution which living labs bring to
the democratic process. For example, if futuring (as presented in the
second ULL in this paper) is understood as the process of imagining,
exploring, and producing a future object or phenomenon from the po
sition of the present (Asenbaum & Hanusch, 2021), then ULLs are forms
of futuring democracy too. Though a more recent typology of
8

A. Brons et al.

Cities 123 (2022) 103552

Hajer & Pelzer, 2018; Metzger, 2011). This means the interventions are
tested in controlled settings, which has the advantage of more explicitly
exploring effects of potential outcomes of proposed interventions than is
the case with everyday living labs. Again, both types of ULL have
strengths and weaknesses here and we therefore deem a sequential
approach useful.
Furthermore, though promising in their combined use, both ULLs do
face the problem of being short-termed. It is often a challenge to
convince participants or stakeholders about the long-term impact of
ULLs. For instance, Cortés and Hassan (2019) found that over the years
following the implementation of a living lab experiment, citizens
became less engaged. In the case of ULLs as a break with daily life,
futuring literature also recognizes that a single-short-term intervention
might not be sufficient in initiating change (Hajer & Pelzer, 2018). To
account for more sustained and meaningful participation in ULLs, it is
important that participants see and continue to see realistic benefits of
participation. Citizen engagement can lead to some individual and col
lective benefits, but these benefits need to be clearly stated from the
beginning of every intervention (Carpini et al., 2004). Most existing
models of engagement, designed to empower greater citizen input in
policy making, can be insufficient for achieving this objective because
they lack a direct reward for participation. For a good example, Richard
and David (2018) designed a futuristic theoretical model which not only
incorporates citizen voices in decision-making but also increases the
responsiveness of government by advancing a proposal to endow citi
zens with oversight authority and the capacity to hold officials
accountable in exchange for engagement.
Our conceptualization of ULL as daily life is instrumental in
providing direct benefits to participants. By remaining close to their life
worlds this kind of ULL makes longer term engagement relevant as
people tend to be interested in taking up active roles in changes affecting
their own life. However, instead of offering a new empirical contribu
tion, we reflected on our own existing empirical experiences with ULLs
in Almere, with diverse contexts and conditions in which distinct
methods of citizen engagement could be applied to co-produce knowl
edge. Based on these reflections, we provide a new conceptualization of
ULLs through which we primarily seek to open up debates about (sus
tainable and healthy) food, inclusion, the role of citizens and the multifaceted nature of ULLs. One way to advance these debates in future
research will be to carry out a more in-depth study of the theoretical
claims made in this paper. This will enable a better understanding of the
dynamics of the claims in this paper.
Finally, at the centre of the urgent need for transformation in this
paper are citizens who are positioned as both producers and consumers
of knowledge on food practices. The transformation towards a healthier
and more sustainable urban food system risks to remain a niche move
ment for the privileged few and limited in its reach across cultural and
socio-economic lines. To overcome these challenges, we have high
lighted the importance of inclusive citizen engagement. However, this
paper also advances important approaches to the reconceptualization of
citizen engagement, transforming the role of the consumer from con
sumers of knowledge to both consumers and producers of knowledge on
food system transformations. This role is explored through the notion of
ULLs as platforms for citizen engagement based on the experiences of the
researchers in the city of Almere.

experts, aimed at uncovering the unreflexive agency of a highly diverse
population in co-shaping the food system and (ii) the ULL as a break with
daily life aimed at facilitating reflexive agency in (re)shaping food fu
tures. Both ULL approaches are useful in facilitate inclusive citizen
engagement, though in different ways, by strengthening the breadth and
the depth of citizen engagement respectively. We therefor recommend a
sequential implementation of the two types of ULL, paying attention to
spatial configurations and the short-termed nature of ULLs.
This paper serves to offer a critical lens to both scholars and practi
tioners working with ULLs, citizen engagement and food policy. Our
conceptualization can be instrumental in assessing what type of ULL
they encounter and/or employ themselves. Furthermore, it could lead to
including (elements of) both types of ULLs as much as possible in future
design(s) to broaden and deepen citizen engagement and therefore
contribute to inclusive, sustainable, and healthy food systems.
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