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1. Introduction 

We live in a highly interconnected and radically contingent world. The increased 

connectivity generated by Internet and the social networks has exponentially increased 

the complexity of society, which has developed into a highly complex adaptive system. 

Our present environment is strongly conditioned by major global challenges such as 

climate change, pollution, resource wastage, persistent unemployment, increasing 

social inequalities, population ageing and the COVID-19 pandemic. These problems, 

which are the result of our economic and social development model, require urgent, 

far-reaching responses from government (European, state, regional and local) and all 

sectors of society.  

We have become accustomed to using linear and partial approaches to try to resolve 

challenges and problems: policies, management tools, statistics and traditional 

indicators are designed to operate in structured systems in which causes and effects 

can be identified and there are solutions to all problems. Due to this approach, much of 

society's efforts (in public policies, research, innovation, technology, investment and 

financing and so on) focus on supporting activities that are the pillars of our economy 

while attempting to resolve and minimising the problems they generate. However, this 

approach does not get to the root of these problems, nor tackle them in a systemic 

way. Organisations and stakeholders often promote actions aimed at resolving a 

problem from their own biased perspective and without coordinating with other 

stakeholders.  

However, more and more stakeholders are beginning to believe that the complex 

challenges facing our society cannot be addressed using traditional knowledge and 

tools, and that we cannot limit ourselves to maximising the efficiency and effectiveness 

of these tools. In a world in transition, it is more vital than ever to work towards dynamic 

efficiency, to provide support for alternatives that can transform or replace 

unsustainable practices. 

That is why it is necessary to support and reinforce initiatives launched by communities 

of practice, entrepreneurs, researchers and innovators aimed at exploring, promoting 

and ensuring the viability of more sustainable and inclusive alternatives. Alternatives 

that can transform current sectors and systems (opening up new horizons and 

possibilities for development) or replace them with others that generate greater value 

(economic, social and environmental) for society. We are speaking of new business 

models and new value chains, but also new social practices, new ways of organising 

ourselves as a society, and new values. 

Probably the greatest challenge we face at the moment concerns how to align the 

different relevant stakeholders to address societal challenges (social exclusion, 

climate change, pollution, etc.). These stakeholders are very diverse: they may be 
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investors, innovators, regulators, researchers, educators, producers, business people, 

entrepreneurs or consumers. Tackling this challenge is one of the main objectives of 

the Strategy for the Smart Specialisation of Catalonia 2030 (hereafter, RIS3CAT 2030). 

RIS3CAT 2030 supports transformative and responsible research and innovation 

and, therefore, the alignment of multiple stakeholders to transform goods and services 

delivery systems and orient them towards a greener, digital, more resilient and fairer 

socio-economic model. Accordingly, RIS3CAT 2030 promotes:  

● A sustainable, fair, equitable and healthy food system 

● An environmentally-friendly, emissions-neutral energy and resource system  

● A sustainable mobility and logistics system 

● A universal, sustainable, resilient social and health care system 

● A reflective, proactive, inclusive and responsive education and knowledge 

generation system 

● A sustainable, competitive industrial system 

● A cultural system that is inclusive of people, territory and history 

Within this context, we propose shared agendas for sustainability and social 

change as a methodology to respond to the conviction that one of the main barriers to 

articulating collective action to address societal challenges is the lack of a shared 

vision of the future and a systemic understanding of these challenges. If the 

stakeholders involved in a challenge do not share a systemic vision of the present 

situation as regards its causes, problems and opportunities, and if they do not have a 

shared goal, their uncoordinated actions are unlikely to effectively address the 

challenge. 

Agendas are launched by stakeholders who share a vision of the future for their 

territory, usually in relation to a sectoral challenge or area. These stakeholders devote 

efforts and resources to making their vision a reality. The future vision of a territory 

provides a shared narrative and generates legitimacy, acceptance and co-responsibility 

for actions promoted by the agenda aimed at developing, testing and implementing 

more sustainable alternatives. 

Social innovation labs are a key element in shared agendas. They are designed as 

meeting spaces where stakeholders in the territory can conduct shared diagnoses of 

the challenges that affect them (and of the opportunities and problems that derive from 

these challenges). They codesign, test and implement innovative solutions, and 

open up new possibilities for more sustainable territorial development.  
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The main purpose of this paper is to suggest elements for debate and reflection on the 

role of social innovation labs within the transformative processes driven by 

shared agendas.1 The document is structured into four sections. 

After a brief introduction, Section 2 presents the objectives and methodology of shared 

agendas, Section 3 describes the concept and the most common types of social 

innovation labs, and Section 4 identifies and analyses the characteristics of what are 

known as transformative innovation labs, which:  

● Provide a safe, neutral, enabling environment in which territorial stakeholders can 

co-create and experiment with alternatives. 

● Have a systemic vision of the challenges in the territory and promote transformative 

action aimed at sustainability. 

● Foster the participation and inclusion of all relevant stakeholders in the processes. 

● Promote experimentation with research and participatory action methodologies. 

● Take a flexible and adaptable approach to the needs of the stakeholders in the 

territory. 

● Focus on transformative outcomes and systemic change. 

In Section 4 we also consider some of the most usual dilemmas that transformative 

innovation labs are called on to address. 

The paper is completed by three annexes. Annex 1 presents the social innovation labs 

that the authors worked with to prepare the document: Coboi lab (Sant Boi de 

Llobregat), CISARC LAB-INN (Bages University Foundation), Mas Badia Foundation 

(IRTA), Biolab Ponent (Terres de Lleida) and UAB Open Labs (Universitat Autonoma 

de Barcelona and the B-30 territory). 

Annex 2 proposes a template to enable labs to conduct self-diagnosis of the six 

characteristics that define transformative innovation labs. 

Finally, Annex 3 presents polarity maps as a tool to enable transformative innovation 

labs to manage the problems inherent to the complexity of transformative processes.  

The document drafting process was based on various works on social innovation labs 

(see the section devoted to References). The following publications were particularly 

useful: the document Guidelines for Urban Labs, by the Urb@Exp project (which 

                                                 
1 In the document we discuss shared agendas for sustainability and social change or shared 
agendas. These can be broadly understood as transformative innovation initiatives in which 
various stakeholders seek to address territorial challenges that are often linked to the 
sustainable development goals.  
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describes the different types of labs and how they can contributing to addressing 

complex challenges); the document Social Innovation Lab Guide, by F. Westley and S. 

Laban (which analyses labs and makes proposals and recommendations on how they 

can contribute to the processes of social transformation in their environment); and the 

book The Social Labs Revolution, by Zaid Hassan (which analyses the characteristics 

of social labs). Another important source of information were the presentations of Marc 

Cabaj.  

The document is also informed by the work carried out with the shared agendas 

launched in Catalonia within the RIS3CAT framework, and the contributions of people 

who have practical experience with social innovation labs.
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2. RIS3CAT shared agendas 

Shared agendas for sustainability and social change are initiatives launched by 

various stakeholders in a territory to address systemic challenges (often linked to the 

Sustainable Development Goals, hereafter SDGs) and the problems and opportunities 

that arise from them in a coordinated way. The ultimate goal of shared agendas is to 

promote the transition to more sustainable, more inclusive, more resilient and fairer 

development. These agendas are based on the conviction that current linear solutions 

do not help to resolve complex problems facing us today. New collective responses 

are needed for such problems, based on new formulas of cooperation between 

public administrations, companies, universities, research and technology centres, civil 

society associations and organisations, and citizens. 

Although the specific form that shared agendas takes depends on the challenge, the 

territory, the stakeholders involved and the transformation desired, we can highlight the 

following characteristics: 

● Their origins lie in the identification of shared strategic challenges and diagnoses, 

and their work is based on cross-sectoral cooperation and the generation of 

knowledge between different stakeholders, aimed at understanding and managing 

complex problems from a holistic and dynamic perspective, taking into account 

long-term effects and both direct and indirect impacts. 

● Their action focuses on change, transformation and collective impact, sustained 

over time; they pursue adaptive strategies, responding actively to unexpected 

effects and developments, successes and failures. 

● Their governance is participatory, their approaches flexible, open and dynamic, and 

they encourage experimentation, learning and adaptability, and promote 

cooperation and the co-creation of solutions to shared challenges. 

● They promote the design of and experimentation with innovative solutions to 

address challenges and involve, from the outset, the affected groups. 

● They seek to align the system and its stakeholders (investors, innovators, 

regulators, researchers, educators, producers, business people, entrepreneurs and 

consumers) with global trends and challenges with a view to moving in the desired 

directions. 

The process of building shared agendas includes five key elements: 

1. The construction of directionality based on a shared vision of the future. 
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2. The construction of a shared framework to understand the challenge and the 

problems (as well as the opportunities that arise). This framework serves as the 

basis for transformative collective action. 

3. Radical collaboration to generate transformation through collective action. 

4. Experimentation to develop feasible alternatives. 

5. Long-term transformative impact. 

There follows a more detailed analysis of each of these five elements. 

2.1. Shared vision of the future 

The first step taken by stakeholders to establish a shared agenda is to agree on a 

shared vision of the future and to commit to making efforts and investing resources 

in moving in this direction. This future vision describes a desired final scenario for the 

territory or system as regards the challenge. It provides the stakeholders with a shared 

narrative and generates acceptability and accountability for actions developed under 

the agenda. The shared future vision should be consistent with the way the world is 

evolving and with societal priorities and concerns. 

The purpose of this vision of the future is not to define objectives, indicators or actions, 

but to unite the different stakeholders, which then align their efforts towards achieve 

shared objectives in the most effective way possible. 

The vision of the future should be ambitious and inspiring; it should encourage 

stakeholders’ co-responsibility and collective action. It should motivate them to work 

collaboratively to build what they want for the future of their territory. For this to happen, 

however, the vision must be built on the basis of the reality, experiences and values of 

the stakeholders in the territory.  

2.2. Transformative collective action 

Shared agendas address societal challenges from a systemic and multi-level 

perspective. They are aimed at transforming dominant socio-technical systems to 

promote more sustainable, inclusive, resilient and fair patterns of territorial 

development. 

Dominant systems are formed by multiple elements such as, for example, industry, 

technology, the market, regulation, user preferences, infrastructure and cultural 

expectations, which determine how basic goods and services (such as food, water, 

energy and mobility) are produced and supplied in a territory. 
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To address these challenges, shared agendas take into account global trends and 

challenges (such as climate change, population ageing, changing social values, 

economic crises and pandemics), the tensions they generate in socio-technical 

systems, and the opportunities for change they create.  

The construction of shared agendas is based on pre-existing initiatives in the territory: 

initiatives by entrepreneurs, innovative companies or communities of practice, 

which test and develop technologies and new ways of working and organising 

themselves. The agendas connect stakeholders, align expectations and efforts, 

construct new narratives and reinforce initiatives to generate viable alternatives that 

enable the transformation of socio-technical systems and advances in the desired 

directions (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1. Transformative collective action (systemic, multi-level perspective) 

 

Source: The Authors, based on Geels and Schot (2007). 

Shared agendas generate a dialectic between: 

● unsustainable dominant systems or practices (unsustainable in economic, social or 

environmental terms) that monopolise investment, jobs and research and 

innovation efforts, and 

● emerging systems and practices that generate more sustainable alternatives.  
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Seen from this perspective, shared agendas can contribute to the transformation of the 

territory in various ways (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2. Contribution of shared agendas to the dialectic between dominant and 

emergent systems  

 

Source: Adapted from the Berkana Institute’s two loop model  

2.3. Radical collaboration 

Radical collaboration is a key element of shared agendas, because it is what 

persuades people to work for the shared agenda instead of working on their own 

agendas. The requirements for radical collaboration are as follows (Tamm and Luyet, 

2019): 

● Collaborative intention: the commitment to collaborate with other people and to 

establish relationships based on mutual interest. 

● Truthfulness: the creation of a safe environment in which everything that concerns 

people can be discussed, problems can be solved and the most difficult issues can 

be addressed. 

● Self-accountability: the responsibility of each person for the decisions they take 

(to act or not to act) and the consequences that derive from them (both intentional 

and unintentional). The aim is to consciously seek solutions rather than blaming 

others for everything that goes wrong. 



2. RIS3CAT shared agendas 

 
 

RIS3CAT 2030  12 

 

● Self-awareness and awareness of others: the capacity for reflection, self-

criticism and self-knowledge (fears, feelings, values, intentions, motivations and 

patterns of behaviour) is key to making effective decisions and building solid 

collaborative relationships. It is also very important to understand other people's 

concerns, intentions and motivations, as well as the culture and context of their 

circumstances. 

● Problem solving and negotiating: Since conflicts are inherent to transformation 

processes, they must be managed and problems must be resolved by means of 

solutions that strengthen interpersonal relations between the stakeholders and 

help to create an environment of cooperation and trust. 

2.4. Experimentation  

Building a shared vision of a challenge places the stakeholders in a new framework 

that enables them to experiment with new ways of working and using technologies 

and new forms of participation and organisation. Experimentation makes it possible to 

explore new technological solutions as well as cultural changes: attitudes, values, 

forms of organisation, pathways and possible futures. In these processes it is important 

to understand why some approaches and solutions work and others do not. 

2.5. Transformative outcomes and systemic change 

We should remember that the ultimate goal of shared agendas is to promote the 

transition towards more sustainable, inclusive, resilient and fair development. This 

transition, however, does not follow a linear path; it is the result of processes with many 

unknowns and uncertainties that involve many different stakeholders. 
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3. Social innovation labs 

Experimentation is a central element in shared agendas. Just as we have scientific labs 

to resolve highly complex scientific challenges, we also need social innovation labs to 

experiment with new ways of addressing social and environmental challenges as a 

society.  

Over the last 20 years the number of social innovation labs has increased exponentially 

around the world. There is no single definition of a social innovation lab, and there are 

many different types. The concept is used as a term that encompasses a whole range 

of approaches and processes that are based on experimentation aimed at addressing 

societal challenges.  

Social innovation labs, which may be established by public administrations, 

universities, non-profit organisations or other types of organisations, can be articulated 

in different ways, such as the following:2  

● Processes or methodologies that enable the design of transformative 

interventions and strategies. 

● Series of continuous activities (conferences, meetings, workshops) to design 

transformative actions and guide their implementation. 

● Spaces or organisations engaged in activities linked to the social transformation 

of their environment. 

In short, every social innovation lab is unique, as its characteristics are largely 

determined by its environment. Studies pinpoint three key contextual variables that 

define the nature of a social innovation lab: 

● The field of the challenge to be addressed (e.g., education, environment, health, 

equality, etc.) 

● The approach to social innovation (e.g., centred on the person, the system or on 

public services)  

● The space and tools (e.g., technical specialisation, available resources, 

timeframe, governance, support team and so on) 

                                                 
2 The guides to social innovation labs in the URB@Exp project and Westley and Laban (n.d.), 

and the book on social labs by Hassan (2014), describe the essential elements for setting up a 

social innovation lab, illustrating them with examples of real cases. 
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Table 1 classifies social innovation labs into the most common types, though this is not 

an exhaustive classification. 

Table 1. Types of social innovation labs 

Type Description 

Fablabs These are spaces that enable universal access to digital tools and 
knowledge, and to experiment and develop projects with a technological and 
digital component. They promote new social dynamics, such as shared 
ownership, social capital and use value. 

Innovation labs Cross-cutting platforms that support different groups with the aim of 
promoting innovation or entrepreneurship through networking, consultancy, 
training and so on. 

Living labs Participatory open innovation platforms that take a user-centred approach to 
enable experimentation in real environments.  

DESIS labs Labs formed by teams of teachers, researchers and students who focus 
their research activities on social innovation and sustainability.  

Gov labs Platforms aimed at strengthening the capacity of public institutions to work 
transparently and collaboratively to address social challenges more 
effectively. Through the use of technology, they promote more efficient, 
democratic and transparent forms of governance. 

Urban and rural 
labs 

Participatory platforms that promote new ways of exploring and addressing 
urban and rural challenges. Urban and rural labs are often promoted and 
financed by local authorities. 

Policy labs These are platforms that promote public debate and participate actively in 
projects that contribute to democratisation and the improvement of society. 
They often experiment with public policy design, data analysis and digital 
tools.  

Social labs  Platforms whose purpose is to address complex social challenges that have 
three main characteristics: they are social, they are experimental, and they 
are systemic. 

Other similar 
initiatives 

More and more municipalities are promoting initiatives that take an approach 
similar to that of real-world labs. Operating on a local, citizen-centred basis, 
they experiment with and explore new forms of collaboration and 
governance. 

Source: Adapted from URB@Exp Project (n.d.). 



3. Social innovation labs 

 
 

RIS3CAT 2030  15 

 

Social innovation labs can be classified according to what they are and also according 

to what they are not (see Table 2).  

Table 2. Description of social innovation labs based on what they are not  

A social 
innovation lab is 
not... 

Because... However... 

an incubator or 
an accelerator to 
develop new 
business models 
or implement them 
on a larger scale. 

labs conduct multiple actions to 
address complex challenges 
based on systemic analysis and 
collaboration with stakeholders 
linked to challenges. 

entrepreneurial initiatives and 
new business models that can be 
developed in accelerators or 
incubators may emerge in the 
environment of labs. 

a workshop or a 
hackathon to co-
create ideas and 
solutions  

labs promote intensive, 
experimental processes that bring 
together different stakeholders in 
the system to address complex 
challenges, as well as the 
problems and opportunities that 
arise from them. These are 
normally long, iterative processes 
in which we can highlight 
processes of unlearning and 
learning. 

workshops to co-create possible 
solutions and visualise possible 
futures are key instruments for 
territorial stakeholders to align 
their efforts around shared 
visions and goals and to 
cooperate to develop viable 
alternatives (more inclusive and 
more sustainable) to dominant 
practices. 

a laboratory of 
ideas that 
conducts analyses 
and shares 
recommendations 
for addressing 
territorial 
challenges 

labs bring together the 
perspectives of different 
stakeholders and manage conflicts 
and expectations with the aim of 
co-creating and testing innovative 
solutions. 

many labs cooperate with 
academia and think-tanks, which 
enables them to increase their 
impact. 

 

a group of 
stakeholders 
experimenting in 
order to design an 
innovative solution 

labs do not focus on experimenting 
with a specific solution, but with a 
set of complementary solutions 
aimed at transforming the system. 

labs focus on concepts and 
experimentation techniques 
aimed to learn (prototyping, for 
example). 
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A social 
innovation lab is 
not... 

Because... However... 

a model that can 
be reproduced in 
any context 

labs are strongly conditioned by 
the characteristics of their 
environment, field of action, types 
of challenges and the stakeholders 
involved. For that reason, it is very 
difficult to reproduce a lab in 
another territory or thematic area. 

the systematisation of lab 
methodologies and work 
processes can inspire the 
approach to any type of 
challenge in different contexts. 

a goal or 
outcome to be 
achieved  

labs are instruments that promote 
collective and transformative 
action to create a more 
sustainable, resilient and inclusive 
environment. 

labs are a key element in 
processes of systemic 
transformation. But, in order to 
be able to play this role, they 
must have the necessary 
capacity and resources. 

Source: Adapted from TNS Canada (2020); Westley, F. and Laban, S. (n.d.), and Reos 

Partners (n.d.).
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4. Transformative innovation labs  

Social innovation labs are a key element for transforming territories and guiding them 

towards more sustainable, inclusive, resilient and fair patterns of development, which 

requires the collaboration of multiple stakeholders. Labs can play an important role in 

building shared visions of the future and shared diagnoses and in developing and 

experimenting with possible solutions. 

How active a lab is in the transformative dynamics of its territory depends, to a large 

extent, on its mission and objectives. Some labs are central stakeholders in 

transformative initiatives launched collaboratively in a territory, while others are not so 

key (see Figure 3). 

Figure 3. Relations between social innovation labs and shared agendas 

promoted by stakeholders in their territory 

Source: The Authors. 

So-called transformative innovation labs are social innovation labs that focus on 

transformation and contribute to shared agendas promoted by stakeholders in the 

territory. These labs are conceived as spaces to experiment and incubate 

alternative technologies and social practices. They have the capacity and the 

mission to implement projects that are more sustainable, more inclusive, more resilient 

and fairer for the territory.  

These labs operate in complex environments, because they form part of a system that 

they seek to transform but which resists transformation. Accordingly, they often need to 
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manage tensions, contradictions, conflicts and dilemmas. Based on the literature 

reviewed and various case studies, we can identify six characteristics that are key to 

enabling labs to manage these tensions and effectively promote transformative change 

(see Figure 4).  

The following sections contain more detailed analyses of each of the six 

characteristics, focusing on some of the most common dilemmas labs have to manage.  

Figure 4. Main characteristics of transformative innovation labs 

Source: The Authors. 

4.1. Neutral, safe, facilitating environment 

Transformative innovation labs provide a meeting point and a neutral environment 

for stakeholders in the territory. Here, people from different organisations with different 

interests and visions can feel comfortable, safe and free to express their opinions. In 

such environments, facilitators, who help to manage collaboration dynamics, conflicts 

and expectations, are essential. 

We can highlight certain characteristics that determine whether or not labs operate as 

neutral, safe and facilitating environments: 

● The lab is a recognised stakeholder that promotes spaces for meeting and 

cooperation aimed at addressing challenges in the territory and the 

problems and opportunities that arise from them. The lab has the credibility 

and legitimacy to convene and bring together stakeholders linked to the challenge 

(groups affected, companies, public administrations, innovators and communities 
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of practice). Stakeholders in the territory see the lab as a neutral environment that 

promotes exchanges of experiences and knowledge, and generates collaboration 

networks based on shared visions of the future and objectives and on commitment, 

trust and the desire to effect transformation.  

● The lab provides a shared, safe, protected space for interaction, dialogue 

and experimentation. The design of the environment is important: it should invite 

creativity, exploration, experimentation, co-creation and collective action. It should 

also enable people to stand back from their daily routines and preconceived ideas, 

and invite them to experiment with alternatives to dominant practices in such a way 

that they do not feel that they are going against the interests of the organisations 

they represent. 

● The lab is equipped with methodologies and work processes that facilitate 

collaborative work and collective action for transformation. Stakeholders with 

a wide range of perspectives, interests and skills are involved in these processes. 

That is why the methodologies and activities should be highly operational and 

adaptable to the needs of participants and areas of intervention. Facilitating 

processes is key to guiding and promoting collective action, as well as ensuring 

that all participants effectively contribute their input. 

● The lab has a multidisciplinary team which combines different profiles and 

perspectives (academics, activists, entrepreneurs, technicians, facilitators, 

communicators, artists and so on). It has the capacity to attract people with 

knowledge and skills in the fields of research, content creation, analysis of 

complex systems, process design and facilitation techniques, as well as in the 

fields of action. Partnerships with other entities in the territory are essential to 

bringing together all these different profiles.  

4.2. Systemic vision and transformative action 

Since a systemic vision with multi-level perspective is key to understanding the 

nature of territorial challenges and driving transformation (see Section 2), it is now 

necessary to ascertain whether the lab’s mission and objectives explicitly aim at 

transforming the environment through transformative innovation and the 

development and implementation of more sustainable, inclusive, resilient and fair 

alternatives. In accordance with these objectives, the lab becomes a space where 

stakeholders with very different and often conflicting perspectives and interests 

converge. Facilitation promotes dialogue, interaction and the synthesis of future visions 

and of different approaches and practices (both consolidated and emerging) that 

generate new future pathways for the territory (see Figure 5).  

In these processes, it is essential for solutions and innovations proposed and tested in 

the lab to respond to the needs and expectations of the territorial stakeholders. They 
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must also be aligned with global trends and potentially contribute to transforming the 

environment and establishing possible new paths for the future. Accordingly, it is 

crucial for all stakeholders to jointly establish future visions and shared objectives from 

a systemic, multi-level perspective. 

Figure 5. The processes of transformative innovation labs 

 

Source: Leadbeater and Winhall’s “washing machine” model (2020). 

To bring about transformative action, stakeholders' understanding of the complexity of 

the system and the challenges they need to address is a necessary but insufficient 

condition. Very often, the stakeholders themselves see systemic complexity as a 

problem that prevents them from developing effective actions with impact. As a result, 

at times, bearing in mind the resources available, they define and simplify the 

challenge in order to address it through actions that are viable and generate 

measurable results in the short or medium term. However, under this approach in 

which the actions do not address the challenges, only some of their symptoms, the 

potential transformative impact is greatly reduced. 

This occurs because complexity and transformative action are a polarity, that is to say, 

two interdependent options in tension with one another. Since both are necessary, it is 

important to find a balance between them.3  

Accordingly, the key question is not how to reduce complexity in order to implement 

transformative action, but how to implement a transformative action in a complex 

context. Here, the shared agenda methodology proposes "thinking like a system, 

acting like an entrepreneur”.4 In practice, this means maintaining complexity both in 

                                                 
3 See Annex 3 for further information on polarities. 

4 Fernández, T., and Romagosa, M. (2020) 
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the process of analysing challenges and related problems and opportunities, and in 

discussions necessary to define objectives and possible solutions. At the same time, 

however, concrete actions and experiments should be defined and implemented to 

identify the most effective ways of addressing the challenge. 

The business and financing model conditions the lab's orientation towards short-term 

or long-term results. If lab managers are under pressure to obtain immediate results, 

innovations will focus on improving what already exists rather than generating truly 

transformative alternatives that require more effort and time. It is not a question of 

choosing one option or the other, but of how the short-term results are defined so that 

they contribute to reinforcing long-term results. 

At this point, it is useful to distinguish between tactical decisions, aimed at achieving 

maximum immediate value, and strategic decisions, which seek to maximise overall 

value, regardless of the immediate return (Hassan, 2014). Addressing complex social 

challenges requires great strategic commitment together with a high degree of tactical 

flexibility focused on action and experimentation, and always aimed at achieving 

strategic (long-term) results. 

4.3. Inclusivity and participation 

Transformative innovation labs are inclusive and participatory. They integrate the 

people involved in challenges and encourage bottom-up approaches to addressing 

challenges to ensure that the solutions proposed are seen as legitimate and generate 

the necessary social acceptance to be implemented.  

The most important characteristics when determining whether a lab is inclusive and 

participatory or not are as follows: 

● The lab includes people who represent the different groups involved in the 

challenge. The combination of multiple perspectives fosters creativity and makes 

it possible to find solutions and commitments different from the norm and which 

generate value for the different parties involved. For this to happen, it is important 

to prevent structures and power relations in the system (between groups, 

organisations or individuals) from being reproduced in the lab.  

● The lab is equipped with strategies and tools to attend to the interests of all 

groups affected, as well as those of groups not involved in the activities (due to 

lack of interest, time, resources or knowledge). Mapping the challenge in terms of 

groups affected, stakeholders, interests and dynamics is a key tool, as are 

communication and dissemination adapted to the needs and characteristics of the 

different groups. Citizen-science methodologies also enable labs to reach a large 

number of groups and individuals and include a wider range of perspectives in 

their work.  
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● The lab encourages critical reflection and has the capacity to manage 

conflicts and expectations. It is important for the lab to guarantee meeting 

spaces where stakeholders can identify, accept and discuss conflicts with the aim 

of overcoming the inertia of the dominant system and the barriers to 

transformation. If discussions are well managed, the confluence of different 

perspectives and expectations (of both individuals and organisations) enables new 

opportunities and shared interests to be identified, and facilitates the emergence of 

possible new solutions that no one could have imagined before. The processes 

that labs promote are not based on consensus, but on exploring new possibilities 

that can generate value for the different stakeholders and contribute to reducing 

current conflicts. The aim is to facilitate the adoption of alternatives to address the 

challenges of the territory more effectively and to move in the desired directions.  

● By designing and applying challenge-based methodologies, the lab contributes to 

awareness-raising and the empowerment of stakeholders. 

It is important to safeguard the independence of labs so that their agendas are not 

taken over by stakeholders who defend the status quo from a position of power 

(funding for the lab, for example) or by activist or radical groups that want to promote 

alternatives that are not socially acceptable enough or are difficult to implement.  

Labs often approach the question whether they should prioritise participation and 

inclusion or be more operational as a problem they need to resolve. However, as in the 

case of complexity and transformative action described in Section 4.2, this dilemma is 

not a problem to be resolved, but a polarity that needs to be managed. Complex 

challenges can only be addressed effectively through collective action. Responses 

require the integration of the multiple perspectives of the groups affected by the 

challenge and their participation in co-creation processes. Great capacity to manage 

conflicts and expectations is required to articulate co-creation processes involving 

multiple stakeholders with different interests, and this makes the process of 

implementing actions more complex, lengthy and uncertain (it may even come to a 

halt). If the lab management team or participants see diversity as a problem, they will 

tend to identify being operational as the solution. On the other hand, if they place all 

their emphasis on being operational, the innovations developed will probably not 

respond to the problems and needs of the stakeholders in the territory and, therefore, 

are unlikely to be implemented. Without implementation there can be no transformative 

change. Accordingly, the key question for labs is, how can they be operational while 

guaranteeing diversity? 

4.4. Experimentation 

Transformative innovation labs facilitate the generation of new ideas and knowledge 

through experimentation. Experimentation makes it possible to test hypotheses on 
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proposed solutions and extract learnings to determine their feasibility, impact and 

social acceptability. According to Torrens and Schot (2017), experimentation allows us 

to: 

● Test ideas on a small scale before implementing them on a larger scale. 

● Improve ideas before implementing them on a large scale. 

● Verify whether the ideas that seem good on paper also work in practice.  

In the case of social challenges, to which there are many possible solutions but with 

uncertain outcomes, experimentation enables alternative solutions to be tested and 

compared in real, controlled environments. This is why labs work with multiple actions 

and experiments, enabling them to compare advantages and disadvantages of all of 

them and explore new possibilities. As a result, the actions conducted by labs are 

dynamic and evolve according to the learnings, opportunities and needs identified with 

stakeholders in the territory. 

Experimentation and learning processes are based on participatory action research 

methodologies. These processes are normally structured into the following four steps:  

1. Identification and diagnosis of the challenge or problem with the stakeholders 

involved, and definition of the vision of the future and desired results. 

2. Formulation of the proposal of actions to be carried out to contribute to achieving 

the desired results and the shared vision of the future. 

3. Implementation and monitoring of the actions in order to extract learning and 

evaluate results (in terms of transformative outcomes). 

4. New diagnosis (with the support of visualisation and simulation tools) and a new 

spiral of reflection and action with the stakeholders involved. 

4.5. Flexibility and adaptability 

Transformative innovation labs should be connected to the reality in the territory and 

should operate in networks with the organisations and people who live and work there. 

This enables them to identify and understand challenges, needs and opportunities, and 

formulate proposals for action. Alliances and cooperation with universities and other 

organisations that can provide expertise and tools (for example, in citizen science, 

simulation or process evaluation) are a key element for responding to the needs and 

opportunities detected. 

As each territory and each challenge has its own peculiarities, it is vital that processes, 

actions and methodologies proposed by labs should be flexible and adapted to the 
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needs and opportunities detected at any time. The constant need for adaptation and 

flexibility makes planning difficult for labs, which have limited human, technical and 

financial resources and are often required to meet objectives according to a pre-

established timetable.  

It is important to define the business and financing model that will enable the lab to 

manage the dilemma of planning and flexibility, which is a polarity. If the lab is financed 

only on the basis of orders and projects (which outline specific objectives, budgets and 

timetables), its capacity to adapt to the opportunities and needs detected will be very 

limited. If, however, the lab has a mission and basic financing enabling it to work with 

the stakeholders in the territory and respond to the needs and opportunities that they 

prioritise at any time, it will have greater transformative potential. 

4.6. Transformative outcomes 

Many of the solutions that labs develop are not implemented beyond the 

experimental stage. The reasons may be very different: they do not respond to the 

real needs of stakeholders in the territory; they are not economically viable; they are 

not socially acceptable; work was not conducted with organisations that have the 

competences and capacity to implement them; or no budget is available. The 

processes by which transformative solutions are developed and implemented in real 

settings are often lengthy and costly and, therefore, often incompatible with the 

objective of maximising the number of projects or solutions implemented.  

Another rather common problem is that the most potentially disruptive innovations 

are often seen as unfeasible (by the stakeholders, who see technological, political, 

social, cultural or economic as barriers). According to the business and financing model 

of the lab and how the expectations of the stakeholders involved are managed, the 

pressures to develop viable solutions can greatly limit its transformative capacity.  

To enable the lab to focus on territorial transformation, its results should be evaluated 

on the basis of their contribution to the dynamics and processes of territorial 

transformation based on a theory of change.5  

This theory of change should be defined within the framework of the multi-level 

perspective. Its structure should be based on the following five elements:6  

                                                 
5 Labs often do not formulate theories of change for their actions or, if they do, these theories of 

change are rather vague or fragmented (Cabaj, n.d.). 

6 Boni et al. (2019). 
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● Context: the global trends and the local environment (power dynamics, dynamics 

of collaboration, capacities, social norms, etc.) in relation to the challenge to be 

addressed  

● Structure: the resources available to effect the transformative change (those of 

both the lab and the other stakeholders the lab works within the framework of 

shared agendas or other transformative initiatives) 

● Actions: the experiments and activities that the lab conducts to promote 

alternatives to replace or transform dominant practices and enable advances to be 

made in the desired directions 

● Expected transformative outcomes: changes in people and organisations, 

including changes in networks, skills, learning, expectations and perspectives 

linked to transformative processes driven by actions 

● Expected impacts: the long-term effects caused by transformative outcomes, such 

as the emergence of alternative systems that contribute to advancing in the desired 

directions. These impacts are long-term and are the result of the interaction of 

multiple processes. It is therefore very difficult to link lab actions to these impacts. 

Social innovation labs generally measure their results according to quantitative 

indicators such as, for example: number of projects, number of innovations and 

solutions developed and implemented, number of participatory processes, and number 

of people involved in the participatory processes. Conventional monitoring systems, 

based on quantitative indicators and action reports, show how resources are invested 

and describe the actions carried out, but they do not make it possible to measure how 

the lab contributes to the transformative dynamics of the territory.  

Conventional systems of indicators prioritise short-term results and penalise 

uncertainty and risk as they limit the lab’s capacity for adaptation, flexibility and 

experimentation.  

Seen from this perspective, the results of transformative innovation labs should 

be assessed, not in terms of the number of innovations, but in terms of how they 

contribute to generating transformative processes in the territory and to opening 

up new possibilities for the future (what we call transformative outcomes). We 

should remember that transformative processes operate on a timeline that goes 

far beyond the actions promoted by labs.  

Efforts to monitor the results of labs should focus on how the structure (available 

resources) and actions (both by the labs themselves and actions they support) in a 

given context (marked by global trends and local dynamics) contribute to generating 

three kinds of processes. 1) Processes of construction and reinforcement of niches; 2) 
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of expansion of niches, and 3) of opening up and unblocking dominant socio-technical 

systems.  

For each of these processes, Ghosh et al. (2021) identify a series of transformative 

outcomes that serve as a guide for assessing whether or not labs contribute to 

territorial transformation processes (see Table 3). 

Table 3. Transformative processes and outcomes 

Type Description 

Building and 
nurturing niches 

● Supporting niches or small networks of stakeholders that 
develop and test alternatives to dominant practices in 
neutral, safe, enabling environments that permit 
experimentation 

 ● Promoting learning processes that enable the questioning of 
mindsets and assumptions and enhancing the effectiveness 
of actions promoted by the various stakeholders in the 
territory to move in the desired directions (often linked to the 
SDGs) 

 ● Creating networks of collaboration that integrate different 
perspectives and stakeholders and promote transformative 
collective action 

 ● Managing stakeholder expectations of transformation (by 
providing evidence and new narratives) to increase 
credibility and robustness and reduce resistance to change 

Expanding and 
mainstreaming niches  

● Expanding the adoption of solutions developed in the 
laboratory (to be adopted by more people) 

 ● Promoting that the solutions developed in the labs are 
implemented in other territories and environments 

 ● Promoting the circulation of ideas, people, strategies, 
actions and technologies between laboratories and 
territories 

 ● Promoting the institutionalisation of the solutions developed 
(changes in people's behaviours, beliefs and values). 
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Type Description 

Opening up and 
unlocking dominant 
sociotechnical 
systems 

● Promoting the co-creation of alternative, more participatory 
governance models and frameworks that challenge 
dominant practices. 

 
● Generating new narratives and evidence that will lead to in-

depth changes in the mindsets of stakeholders in the 
territory by means of unlearning and deep learning 
processes (for example, demonstrating that the alternatives 
developed in the lab environment are viable and more 
attractive) 

 ● Strengthening interactions and partnerships with 
stakeholders in the system (such as public administrations, 
investors, companies, social organisations and academia) 
and establishing partnerships to promote the alternatives 
developed in the lab environment and make them more 
competitive (in the sense of making them more viable and 
attractive) 

dominants ● Facilitating processes that challenge individual and 
collective perceptions (of policy makers, producers, 
companies, consumers, etc.) regarding environmental 
pressures  

Source: Adapted from Gosh et al. (2021).



 

RIS3CAT 2030  28 

 

References 

BONI, S.; GIACHI, S.; MOLAS-GALLART, J. “Principios clave para una evaluación 
formativa de las políticas de innovación transformativa” [online]. Documento de 
Políticas del Consorcio de Políticas de Innovación Transformativa [United Kingdom: 
Consorcio de Política de Innovación Transformativa (CPIT), SPRU], no. 1 
(March 2019). <https://www.tipconsortium.net/wp-
content/uploads/2019/12/4536_TIPC_policy_brief_01_spanish_online.pdf> [Retrieved: 
21 December 2021]. 

BRAIDER RIVER GROUP. Polarity thinking. Polarity Mapping [online]. [unpublished: 
Neesa Sweet, [n.d.]. <http://braidedrivergroup.com/wp-
content/uploads/2011/04/Polarity-Thinking-Overview.pdf> [Retrieved: 21 December 
2021]. 

CABAJ, M. Action Lab Keynote [online]. [unpublished]: Skills Society, 2016. 

<https://vimeo.com/157860195> [Retrieved: 21 December 2021]. 

CABAJ, M. RECODE Webinar: Evaluation and Labs [online]. [n.d.]. 

<https://vimeo.com/199238214> [Retrieved: 21 December 2021]. 

CLEAR IMPACT CONSULTING GROUP. The power of polarity thinking [online]. 
[unpublished: Clear Impact Consulting Group], 2021. <https://clear-
impact.medium.com/the-power-of-polarity-thinking-594644b0f8d6> [Retrieved: 21 
December 2021]. 

FERNÁNDEZ, T.; ROMAGOSA, M. L’articulació d’agendes compartides per a la 

sostenibilitat i el canvi social [online]. Barcelona: Generalitat de Catalunya, 2020. 

(Monitoratge de la RIS3CAT; 8). 

<http://catalunya2020.gencat.cat/web/.content/00_catalunya2020/Documents/estrategi

es/fitxers/agendes-compartides.pdf> [Retrieved: 21 December 2021]. 

GEELS, F. W. “Multi-Level Perspective on System Innovation: Relevance for Industrial 

Transformation”. A: OLSTHOORN, X.; WIECZOREK, A. J. (ed.). Understanding Industrial 

Transformation: Views from Different Disciplines [online]. Dordrecht: Springer, 2006. 

<https://www.researchgate.net/publication/226512683_Multi-

Level_Perspective_on_System_Innovation_Relevance_for_Industrial_Transformation> 

[Retrieved: 21 December 2021]. 

GEELS, F. W; SCHOT, J. “Typology of sociotechnical transition pathways” [online]. 

Research Policy [unpublished: Elsevier], no. 36 (2007). 

<https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2007.01.003> [Retrieved: 21 December 2021]. 

GHOSH, B.; KIVIMAA, P.; RAMIREZ; M., SCHOT; J.; TORRENS, J. “Transformative 

Outcomes”: “Assessing and reorienting experimentation with transformative innovation 

policy Transformative outcomes” [online]. [S. l.]: Transformative Innovation Policy 

Consortium (TIPC), 2021. TIPC Working Paper; 2020-02). 

http://braidedrivergroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/04/Polarity-Thinking-Overview.pdf
http://braidedrivergroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/04/Polarity-Thinking-Overview.pdf
https://clear-impact.medium.com/the-power-of-polarity-thinking-594644b0f8d6
https://clear-impact.medium.com/the-power-of-polarity-thinking-594644b0f8d6


References 

 
 

RIS3CAT 2030  29 

 

<https://www.tipconsortium.net/publication/transformative-outcomes-assessing-and-

reorienting-experimentation-with-transformative-innovation-policy/> [Retrieved: 

12 February 2022]. 

HASSAN, Z. The social labs revolution: A new approach to solving our most complex 
challenges. Oakland: Berrett-Koehler, 2014. 

JOHNSON, B. Polarity Management-Identifying and Managing Unsolvable Problems. 

Amherst, MA: HRD, 1996. 

LEADBEATER, C.; WINHALL, J. Building Better Systems: A Green Paper on System 

Innovation [online]. [unpublished]: The Roockwool Foundation, 2020. 

<https://www.systeminnovation.org/green-paper> [Retrieved: 21 December 2021]. 

REOS PARTNERS. Method: Social labs [online]. [unpublished]: Reos Partners, [n.d.]. 

<https://reospartners.com/tools/social-Labs/> [Retrieved: 21 December 2021]. 

REOS PARTNERS. What are Social Laboratories [online]. [unpublished]: Reos Partners, 

2013. <https://reospartners.com/what-are-social-Laboratories/> [Retrieved: 21 

December 2021]. 

REOS PARTNERS. Change Labs: a way to work on complex social challenges [online]. 

[S. d.]. <https://vimeo.com/31034297> [Retrieved: 21 December 2021]. 

TAMM, J. W.; LUYET, R. J. Radical Collaboration: Five essential skills to overcome 

defensiveness and build successful relationships. 2a. [unpublished]: Harper Collins 

Publishers, 2019.  

TNS CANADA. TNS Sustainability Transition Labs and Leadership Initiatives [online]. [S. 

l.]: TNS Canada, 2020. <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-MBZhE0jDRE> 

[Retrieved: 21 December 2021]. 

TORRENS, J.; SCHOT, J. The roles of Experimentation in Transformative Innovation 

Policy. [online]. [unpublished]: Transformative Innovation Policy Consortium, 2017. 

<https://www.researchgate.net/publication/325486516_The_Roles_of 

_Experimentation_in_Transformative_Innovation_Policy> [Retrieved: 11 October 

2021]. 

URB@EXP PROJECT. Guidelines for Urban Labs [online]. Maastricht: Maastricht 

University, [n.d.]. <https://www.maastrichtuniversity.nl/research/msi/research-

output/guidelines-urban-labs> [Retrieved: 21 December 2021]. 

WESTLEY, F.; LABAN, S. Social Innovation lab Guide [online]. [n.d.]. 

<https://uwaterloo.ca/waterloo-institute-for-social-innovation-and-

resilience/sites/ca.waterloo-institute-for-social-innovation-and-

resilience/files/uploads/files/10_silabguide_final.pdf> [Retrieved: 21 December 2021]. 



 

RIS3CAT 2030  30 

 

Annex 1. Labs: Coboi, CISARC LAB-INN, 

UAB Open Labs, Biolab Ponent and Mas 

Badia Foundation  

This document is based on the experience of five social innovation labs that work with 

stakeholders in the territory. All five labs have facilitators, methodologies, and 

multidisciplinary expert support, enabling them to guide and orient co-design, 

experimentation and learning processes and develop innovative alternatives to address 

challenges and opportunities identified in the framework of shared agendas. They also 

have appropriate spaces to test the innovations developed, and cooperate with many 

stakeholders in the territory so as to implement the solutions in real environments with 

the aim of achieving sustained collective impact over time. Specifically, these labs are: 

the Coboi lab (Sant Boi de Llobregat); the CISARC LAB-INN (Bages University 

Foundation); the Mas Badia Foundation (IRTA); Biolab Ponent (Terres de Lleida); and 

the UAB Open Labs (Autonomous University of Barcelona and B-30 territory).  

There follows a description of these labs and the cooperation process within the 

framework of drafting this document. 

1.1. Coboi lab 

Coboi is a public innovation lab by Sant Boi de Llobregat local authority. The lab has a 

permanent physical space and its own collaborative work methodologies. 

Coboi lab contributes to the transformation of its territorial environment, the municipality 

of Sant Boi de Llobregat, by designing and applying methodologies that facilitate 

collective thinking and the articulation of shared governance through processes based 

on the co-creation of public policies. The lab provides meeting spaces (both physical 

and virtual), a safe, neutral environment for city stakeholders, and facilitators to help 

manage collaboration and co-creation dynamics. Its research and knowledge 

management activities, aimed mainly at detecting new trends and opportunities for 

transforming the territory, are another key part of the lab’s activities as it works to 

enhance, open up and transform institutional environments through participatory, 

inclusive, diverse and democratic processes that promote co-responsibility.  

http://coboilab.cat/
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1.2. CISARC LAB-INN 

The CISARC LAB-INN, established by the Bages University Foundation, is a simulation 

lab focused on the social and health fields. Through simulation, the lab facilitates, 

develops and implements products and services that respond to the problems and 

needs of people in situations of dependency or suffering from chronic illnesses.  

The lab has a permanent physical space that includes eight simulation units (with the 

capacity to create more than 50 different scenarios), technological equipment, and its 

own work methodologies, which revolve around simulation and scientific research. 

The CISARC LAB-INN is a central element of the shared agenda of Bages county, 

which focuses on the challenges of dependence, chronicity and related problems 

(mainly in the social and health field). The role the lab plays is aimed at structuring and 

facilitating processes of design, development and implementation of projects in order to 

develop products and services that can have an impact on people’s lives. The lab 

accelerates the development process of such projects by applying technologies (artificial 

intelligence, internet of things, virtual reality, mixed reality, augmented reality, etc.) and 

designing business models, as well as ensuring quality, safety and scientific rigour. 

1.3. UAB Open Labs 

UAB Open Labs is a lab model promoted by the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona 

(UAB) in the B-30 territory (the Vallès Occidental and Vallès Oriental counties). At the 

time of publication, UAB Open Labs had seven physical spaces and one virtual space. 

These spaces facilitate cooperative environments aimed at identifying territorial 

challenges and developing responses from a multidisciplinary approach based on social 

and technological experimentation and collaborative work. UAB Open Labs also have 

specific methodologies and work processes to guide and facilitate co-creation and 

transformative action in the framework of shared agendas.  

These labs, together with the HubB30 initiative, are a key element in the articulation of 

the research and innovation ecosystem of the B-30 territory. HubB30 is a multi-sectoral 

platform that generates collaborative dynamics to drive the industrial transition towards 

sustainability by identifying challenges, experimenting and proposing solutions. In doing 

so, the platform takes a highly multidisciplinary, people-centred approach that integrates 

social, economic, environmental and technological perspectives. 

1.4. Biolab Ponent 

Biolab Ponent is a lab which focuses on enabling dynamics and processes linked to the 

Shared Agenda for the Economic Transformation of Terres de Lleida, Pyrenees and 

https://www.uab.cat/open-labs/
https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/bioeconomy_casestudy_es_biolabponent.pdf
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Aran. It acts as an instrument to coordinate the territory and different interests, 

facilitating the involvement and collaboration of stakeholders engaged in transforming 

this territory in such diverse fields as agri-food, forestry, tourism and industry. 

From the start, Biolab Ponent has always been a key player in the Shared Agenda. 

Through a participatory approach, the lab facilitates the construction of a shared vision 

of the future for the territory and the identification of the major opportunities and 

challenges associated with it.  

On this basis, Biolab Ponent focuses its efforts on two central points: 1) facilitating a 

systemic understanding of the territorial and sectoral challenges linked to each of these 

opportunities; and 2) promoting and facilitating processes of co-design, experimentation 

and implementation of innovative solutions to develop effective responses to the 

challenges identified. Besides providing meeting spaces for participatory activities, 

Biolab Ponent also offers spaces for experimentation where stakeholders in the system 

can test the solutions co-designed and generate the necessary learning to implement 

them in real environments. 

1.5. Mas Badia Foundation  

Mas Badia Foundation is an experimental agricultural station established in 1984 to 

promote the improvement and development of agricultural activity in the counties of 

Girona (also reaching out to the rest of the country) based on research and applied 

innovation. The lab’s work is conducted in cooperation with the agri-food sector.  

The foundation, promoted by IRTA and other stakeholders in the territory (the 

pomegranate production sector of Girona, Girona Provincial Council, the University of 

Girona, Baix Empordà County Council, La Tallada local authority, AFRIGI and the 

Catalan Farming Foundation), has its own experimental fields and experimentation 

methodologies.  

The activities of this experimental station focus mainly on developing and transferring 

improvements and best practice related to agronomy, ecological production, bioenergy, 

post-harvest physiology, entomology, plant pathology and the efficient use of water and 

fertilisers. New stakeholders and users have gradually joined these initiatives, which are 

aimed at identifying shared problems and promoting actions to address them. 

In this context, a process of reflection has begun on the role that Mas Badia should play 

in the transformation of the territory. The transformation process should be 

environmentally-friendly and make it possible to optimise the use of local resources 

(both natural and cultural) to produce goods, food, services and energy in a framework 

of sustainable, inclusive growth that generates prosperity and is more resilient in its 

response to climate change. To this end, new methodologies should be incorporated 

https://www.irta.cat/es/centre/mas-badia/
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and the number and type of stakeholders involved in developing and testing viable 

solutions for more sustainable food production increased.  

1.6. Cooperation with social innovation labs 

The assistance of these labs in the process of drawing up this document was based on 

interviews, meetings, workshops and specific contributions to the text. In December 

2021, representatives from the labs took part in a workshop to discuss the role of labs in 

shared agendas (see Figure A1.1). At it, the six characteristics of transformative 

innovation labs described in this document were also approved. Figure A1.2 shows the 

results of the self-diagnosis that the labs conducted during the workshop. 

Figure A1.1. Results of the brainstorming session on the concept of social 

innovation lab  

 

Source: The Authors. 
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Figure A1.2. Presentation of the results of the participant social innovation labs’ 

self-diagnosis  

 
Source: The Authors.
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Annex 2: Guide to the self-diagnosis of 

transformative innovation labs 

Transformative innovation labs are conceived as spaces for the experimentation and 

development of alternative technologies and social practices with the capacity and 

purpose to replace or transform dominant practices and open up new paths for the 

future that are more sustainable, inclusive, resilient and fair.  

Section 4 identifies six characteristics that define transformative innovation labs (see 

Figure A2.1). Below is a template that enables labs to conduct self-diagnosis as 

regards these six characteristics (see Table A2.1).  

Figure A2.1. Main characteristics of transformative innovation labs 

 
Source: The Authors. 
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Table A2.1. Template for the self-diagnosis of transformative innovation labs 

1. Safe, neutral, facilitating environment 
not at all - a 
lot 

The lab is a neutral meeting point for stakeholders in the territory, 
where they can exchange experiences and knowledge, create 
cooperation networks and experiment and articulate collective 
responses to the challenges of the territory.  

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab is a recognised player: it has credibility and the 
legitimacy to convene and unite the stakeholders involved in 
territorial challenges (groups affected, companies, public 
administrations, innovators and communities of practice) to address 
those same challenges.  

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab provides a safe, common, protected space where 
stakeholders feel comfortable to express their points of view and can 
distance themselves from their daily routines and preconceived ideas.  

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The design of the lab environment (physical and virtual spaces, 
methodologies, materials, agenda of activities, etc.) is an invitation 
to creativity, exploration, experimentation and collective action.  

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab is equipped with methodologies and work processes 
that facilitate collaborative work and collective action aimed at 
transformation, and which are adapted to the needs of both 
participants and areas of action.  

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab includes people who can act as facilitators to ensure that 
all participants have agency and can contribute their opinions, to help 
to manage cooperation dynamics and conflicts and provide guidance 
and drive for collective action. 

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab has a team of facilitators and collaborates with a 
multidisciplinary team of people with different profiles and 
perspectives (academics, activists, entrepreneurs, technicians, 
communicators, artists and so on). 

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

Average value 0 - 1 - 2 - 3 
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2. Systemic vision and transformative action not at all - a lot 

The lab’s mission and objectives make explicit the will and 
aspiration to transform the environment through transformative 
innovation and to develop and implement more sustainable, 
inclusive, resilient and fair alternatives. 

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab analyses territorial challenges from a systemic and a 
multi-level perspective: it takes into account global trends, the 
functioning of the system (institutions, technologies, culture, 
market, etc.) and emerging innovations. 

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab promotes the co-design of shared future visions and 
objectives with all the stakeholders involved and from a 
systemic and multi-level perspective. This ensures that 
solutions respond to the needs and expectations of the 
stakeholders in the territory and are aligned with global trends.  

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab applies the principle of thinking like a system and 
acting like an entrepreneur. On the one hand, it maintains 
complexity in the process of analysing challenges and possible 
solutions and, on the other hand, it defines and implements 
concrete experiments and actions enabling it to identify the most 
effective ways of tackling the challenge.  

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab has a business and financing model that permits it to 
make strategic decisions in order to maximise global value, 
regardless of the immediate return. Its strategic commitment to 
territorial challenges is accompanied by a high degree of tactical 
flexibility focused on action and experimentation and always aimed 
at achieving the strategic objectives. 

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

Average value  
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3. Inclusivity and participation not at all - a lot 

The lab brings together people who represent the different 
groups involved in the challenge. The combination of multiple 
perspectives and knowledge ensures creativity. It also enables the 
participants to find solutions and compromises that are different 
from the usual ones and generate value for the parties involved. 

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab promotes alliances of different stakeholders to 
address shared challenges. As a result, the solutions proposed 
have greater legitimacy and social acceptability. 

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab has strategies and tools to take into account the 
interests of all groups affected (including those who do not 
participate in the activities).  

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab has strategies and tools to prevent the structures and 
power relations of the system (between groups, organisations or 
individuals) from being reproduced in the lab itself.  

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab promotes critical thinking and has the capacity to 
manage conflicts and expectations. If discussions are well 
managed, the confluence of different perspectives and 
expectations enables new opportunities and shared interests to be 
identified.  

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab contributes to awareness-raising and the 
empowerment of stakeholders as regards territorial challenges 
by formulating and applying of challenge-based methodologies.  

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

Average value  
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4. Experimentation not at all - a lot 

The lab promotes experimentation to test solutions in controlled 
environments, verify hypotheses and maximise learning as 
regards feasibility, impact and social acceptance.  

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab provides a protected environment that invites people to 
experiment with alternatives to the dominant practices in ways that 
do not make them feel that they are going against the interests of 
the organisations they represent. 

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab works through multiple actions and experiments, 
enabling comparisons of the strengths and weaknesses and the 
exploration of new possibilities.  

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab applies the methodology of participatory action 
research, which combines scientific rigour with thought and 
action.  

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab promotes the active participation of stakeholders 
throughout the experimentation process. 

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

Average value  

 

5. Flexibility and adaptability not at all - a lot 

The lab is connected to reality in the territory and networks 
with organisations and people who live and work there. 

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The processes, methodologies and actions that the lab 
proposes are flexible and adapt to the needs and opportunities 
detected at all times.  

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab cooperates with universities and other entities that 
can provide expertise and tools (for instance, in citizen science, 
simulation or process evaluation).  

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 
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5. Flexibility and adaptability not at all - a lot 

The lab has a business and financing model that permits it to 
manage the dilemma of planning and flexibility. Baseline 
financing is key to working with the stakeholders in the territory 
and responding to the needs and opportunities that they prioritise 
at all times.  

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

Average value  

 

6. Transformative outcomes not at all - a lot 

The lab’s results are evaluated according to contribution to 
dynamics and processes of territorial transformation. 

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The lab has a theory of change based on the multi-level 
perspective framework, which takes into account context, 
structure, actions, expected transformative outcomes and 
expected impacts.  

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

The solutions that the lab develops have disruptive potential 
and their implementation goes beyond the experimental 
environment. 

0 - 1 - 2 - 3 

Average value  

Source: The Authors. 

Figure A.2.2 shows a template to graphically visualise the results of self-diagnosis 

based on the average value obtained for each of the characteristics.  
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Figure A2.2. Template showing the results of the self-diagnosis 

Source: The Authors.
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Annex 3. Guide to managing polarities  

As we saw in Section 4, labs operate in highly complex environments and often have to 

deal with dilemmas to which there is no easy solution, as they are not problems to be 

solved but polarities to be managed. Some of these polarities are discussed in Section 

4 (see Table A3.1). 

We speak of polarities when we are faced with two interdependent options in tension 

with each other. There is not one better and one worse; they are both necessary. That 

is why we need to manage them so as to find a balance that best meets our objectives. 

Poorly managed polarities lead organisations and individuals to create the future they 

fear, the one they would never want. On the contrary, well-managed polarities help to 

create the desired future. 

Table A3.1. Examples of polarities  

 Pole 1   Pole 2  

Planning. Lab managers need to work in 
environments where there is certainty, with 
task planning, objectives, schedules, 
methodologies, work teams and financial 
flows. 

Adaptation. In experimental processes it is 
necessary to manage uncertainty. Lab 
teams need to adapt constantly to respond 
to problems and opportunities and problems 
identified, unforeseen impacts and learning. 

Innovation. Labs aim to maximise the 
number of innovations or solutions to 
increase their impact. This objective is 
different from maximising innovations with 
transformative impact. 

Implementation. Many solutions that are 
developed are not implemented for various 
reasons (they do not respond to the real 
needs of stakeholders in the territory, they 
are not economically viable, they are not 
socially acceptable, etc.).  

Short term. Lab managers are under 
pressure to obtain instant results. That is 
why innovations often focus on improving 
what already exists rather than focusing on 
providing truly transformative alternatives, 
which require more time and effort. 

Long term. Transformative innovation 
processes are complex and lengthy, and 
their results are uncertain. 

Transformative capacity. Innovations with 
transformative potential are often perceived 
as unfeasible due to technological, political, 
social or economic barriers. 

Viability. Innovations that seem feasible 
and could therefore be implemented are 
often insufficient to effectively address 
challenges. 
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 Pole 1   Pole 2  

Diversity. Complex challenges can only be 
effectively addressed through collective 
action. Responses to them require the 
integration of the multiple perspectives of the 
groups involved. 

Being operational. Articulating co-creation 
processes with stakeholders with different 
perspectives and interests requires 
managing conflicts and expectations, 
making the process of implementing actions 
more complex. 

Knowledge. Transformative action should 
aspire to transform mindsets (beliefs, values 
and routines) that determine the functioning 
of the system, perceptions of global 
challenges (threats, opportunities, etc.) and 
the viability of more sustainable and fairer 
alternatives to current practice.  

Action. Although stakeholders in the 
territory may be aware of the complexity of 
the system and the challenges they are 
called on to address, they often focus on 
designing actions to resolve more immediate 
problems, taking a linear approach that does 
not get to the root of problems.  

Legitimation of the dominant system. 
Stakeholders in a position of power can 
often determine a lab’s agenda (they finance 
it, give it prestige, etc.), which can limit its 
capacity to question the status quo and, 
therefore, transform reality.  

Challenging the dominant system. If the 
lab’s agenda is determined by activist or 
radical groups, it is likely that some key 
stakeholders in the territory will not want to 
participate, reducing the lab’s potential for 
generating transformation and impact.  

Source: The Authors. 

Maps of polarities (see Figure A3.1) are very useful for conducting this type of 

analysis.7 They are tools that enable stakeholders to become aware that, whatever 

pole we may choose, there will always be unintended benefits and consequences. 

The map of polarity makes it easier to work with both poles in a polarity (the options on 

the left and right of the map). The upper part of the map reflects the value of focusing 

on one pole or the other and the actions we can take to maximise this value. The lower 

part shows the unintended consequences of focusing on one pole or another and on 

the warning signs that can help to avoid (or minimise) these unintended consequences. 

                                                 
7 Johnson, B. (1996) and Clear Impact Consulting Group (2021). 
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Figure A3.1. Map of polarities 

Source: The Authors, based on Johnson, B. (1996) and Clear Impact Consulting Group (2021). 

An example of this is the polarity between short-term results and long-term results (see 

Figure A3.2). The first step is to agree on what we want (our purpose) and what we 

want to avoid. The shared purpose could be that for the lab to be successful and 

effectively contribute to the transformation of the territory in order to move in the 

desired direction. On the other hand, we would also like to prevent the lab from failing 

and therefore not contributing to territorial transformation.  

The next step is to identify the value of focusing on one pole (short-term results) or the 

other (long-term results). The first question is: what is the value of focusing on long-

term results? (top right-hand side of Figure A3.2). The second is: what is positive about 

focusing on the short term? (top left-hand side of Figure A3.2). To work on the lower 

part of the map, the questions to ask are: what happens if we think that long-term 

results are highly important, without integrating the value of short-term results? What 

unintended consequences may occur? (bottom right-hand side of Figure A3.2). The 

same questions should be asked in relation to the short-term results (bottom left-hand 

side of Figure A3.2).  
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Figure A3.2. Example of a map of polarity of short- and long-term results 

 

Source: The Authors, adapted from Braider River Group (n.d.). 
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In all organisations there are those who tend to prioritise one pole and those who tend 

to prioritise the other. This map demonstrates that even those all share the objective to 

be achieved, their visions and ways of approaching this objective can be very different; 

neither better nor worse, simply different. This new perspective enables conflicts to be 

managed, because it brings them to the surface. It also makes it easier to generate 

new agreements and opens up new possibilities for designing more effective actions. 

The map can be expanded: it is possible to identify actions that maximise the benefits 

of each of the two poles and minimise the unintended consequences of focusing on 

one or other. The map can also be expanded by identifying indicators or events that 

help to predict deviation from the optimal balance (warning signs). 
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