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Abstract:  

Social Innovation Laboratories, or short, social labs, represent an emerging field of lab-based 
inquiry to sustainability transitions, which emphasize learning through experimentation to find 
new ways of addressing highly complex challenges. Yet, a key challenge for these initiatives is 
on one hand to know whether they are “on track”, on the other hand, to evaluate their 
contribution to addressing a complex challenge. Our hypothesis was that adaptive capacity 
could serve as a lens for the evaluation of a social labs impact to building social resilience and 
hence in building capacities necessary for a transition towards sustainability. The aim of this 
research was firstly to gain a better understanding of the evaluation practices of social labs and 
secondly to find out how the adaptive capacity of a social lab could be evaluated and might, 
more generally, point towards a novel approach of evaluating in complexity for strategic 
sustainable development. 

Our results suggest that adaptive capacity could support evaluations by providing a mirror for 
the essential features of a social lab to be resilient. We propose three key aspects to evaluate: 
systems thinking, trust and prototyping capacity. Yet, this is only a first stepping stone toward 
an evaluation framework, which will require field testing and further research. 

Keywords: social labs, evaluation in complexity, adaptive capacity, sustainability 

principles, backcasting 
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Statement of Contribution 

Don't be fooled by the words in this research paper - they were pulled right out of the unknown. 
Our work has oscillated between bouts of terrified confusion and inspired curiosity, but never 
any certainty of any kind. In our blindness, however, we have discovered a new realm which 
cannot be perceived by the eye; it requires another sense: Trust. In this land, we have had no 
one else to depend on but each other. And though we have not always wanted the same thing, 
we three have been lucky enough to deeply care for each other. And with this, we can report, it 
is possible to write a thesis blind.  

One ingredient for this was that at the beginning of every meeting, before one word is spoken, 
we pulled out our check-in drawing and every meeting in silence we took time and got present 
for each member to move an oil pastel across it to makes one mark. This is how it always began. 
And you kind of always knew how the day was going to go based on the marks made.  
Sometimes it seems crazy and out of balance but sometimes it really builds towards something. 
Presently our “team drawing” features some kind of underwater fiesta and a narwhal (or is it a 
parrot?). 

 

We bring up the making of the “team drawing” because it is a mirror of our work – how our 
individual contributions blended together in the making of something bigger. Each one of us 
added a unique color to it. 

Robin Dirks is big and bold, pushing thick lines across the page.  And much like these marks is 
his contribution.  He is brave and always willing to jump in first. When Robin gets excited 
about a topic (which happens a lot) he will spend his evenings devouring literature, and if you 
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are near him at the right moment it is the most wonderful thing because just as he puts an idea 
together he looks up from what he is reading with glowing eyes and an open lipped smile and 
if you are there he will share with you his revelation and it is always amazing like exploring a 
planet far away. He is also very humble about these things and takes very little credit for an 
astonishing amount of effort. Also he is a gifted writer showing equal devotion to his writing 
of this thesis as he has put into the researching of it. I can’t count how many times everything 
seemed to be going smooth and then suddenly Robin finds some serious logical gap in our 
research method or our argument.  And he will wrestle these challenges, no matter how painful, 
no matter how much previous work has to be thrown away, he will do it because he cares and 
because he has integrity. One more thing about Robin. He brings an incredible heart to his work 
and truly and deeply loves those he works with and shows it by pouring them cups of green tea. 

Trang Nguyen – or Totoro – is our magic forest spirit being soul.  She likes to make little details 
on the “team drawing” giving an effect of lightness, freedom and harmony. And her 
contribution has been as such- having the biggest impact in the most humble ways. While her 
well organized mind gets a lot done in a short amount of time, it is her huge heart which holds 
us gently together. When grey clouds pass through our working environment and hostility is in 
the air Trang has a way of speaking just the right thing, as if an elder, her words like strong 
winds cause the clouds to quickly pass. When not getting hysterical over cat memes Trang is 
our go to for the most nuanced and well thought through research method- nothing gets passed 
her- and it is because of this that a quite chaotic and iterative process was able to function so 
smoothly. Her invincible happiness and endless trust, is probably the only constant in the 
process and because of this glowing attitude she always brings her teammates to peak 
performance.       

Robin Woolner likes to strike the “team drawing” last-always in pursuit of creating balance.  
And this makes sense considering his contributions. Robin iss always prepared to find ways 
that developing our ‘interior condition’ can be a component of our work; He likes to show up 
early to our meetings to set the stage: cleaning, preparing agendas and developing workflows 
and facilitating processes. He is continuously zooming in and out, noticing what is happening 
and what might be missing, making good questions to help us to step back and reflect. Also, 
Robin is an excellent story teller. This comes in handy while synthesizing data and finding the 
patterns and explaining them in ways that are deeply compelling yet true to life. Robin’s 
curiosity and willingness to look at things from new angles has turned the exercise of research 
into a quest into the unknown.   

From space we came, into space we go – space shall be space. Spaces for what really matters, 
spaces for the dance of power and love, spaces out there for magic to unfold.  

Karlskrona, May 2018 
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Executive Summary 

Introduction: The sustainability challenge, social labs and evaluation 

Although, science has pointed toward fundamental ecological challenges and the need for 
sustainability for several decades, problems have not been solved since, but rather accelerated. 
This partly can be explained by the fact that current dominant ways of problem-solving do not 
address the complex nature of the sustainability challenge adequately but rather follow linear, 
mechanistic planning approaches. Hereby, many systems have lost the ability to learn and adapt, 
so that broken feedback loops prevent decision-makers from experiencing the actual (e.g. 
environmental) impact of their decisions. Based on this, a growing number of scholars contend 
that sustainability research must include solutions-oriented approaches that help to foster 
experimentation. Over the past several years, new settings of research have been emerging, with 
the mission to accelerate transformations towards a sustainable society.  

Born from this notion, Social Innovation Laboratories or shortly, social labs aim to provide the 
space for communities to negotiate and innovate solutions. Social labs address the different 
levels of complexity with three key features: they are social, which means that they bring 
together a diverse group of people that are representing all stakeholders that are involved or 
affected by the challenge; they are systemic, which means that aim to address the root causes 
by adapting a systems perspective; and they are emergent, which means that experimental 
initiatives are being formed that innovate and try out new solutions.  

Yet, a key challenge of this emergent field for gaining leverage and legitimacy is an effective 
way of evaluating the actual impact as well as to ensure continuous learning for a developing 
the quality of the lab. While social labs use multiple ways of evaluating their outcome, there is 
no strategic approach that would enable to compare their contribution to sustainability across 
labs and that could help to ensure the lab members that they are actually “on track.” 

Our hypothesis was that adaptive capacity could serve as a lens for the evaluation of a social 
labs impact to building social resilience and hence in building capacities necessary for a 
transition towards sustainability. Adaptive capacity refers to the human capacity to learn, 
combine experience, experiment and adopt novel solutions, innovate, and respond to changing 
external drivers and internal processes (Walker et al. 2004; Folke 2016). Hereby we focused 
our research on five essential features of adaptive capacity, as defined by Missimer - trust, 
common meaning, diversity, the capacity for learning, and self-organization. 

Our research purpose was, firstly to gain a better understanding of the evaluation practices of 
social labs (including tools. limitations and novel approaches) and secondly to find out how the 
adaptive capacity of a social lab could be evaluated and might, more generally, point towards a 
novel approach to evaluating in complexity. Our main research question was derived from that 
purpose: How might evaluation in social labs reflect their contribution to adaptive capacity?  
the following sub-research questions: 

SRQ 1: How and why do social labs evaluate their impact? 
SRQ 2: Do they consider adaptive capacity in their evaluation? If so, how? 
SRQ 3: How could adaptive capacity in a social lab be evaluated?  
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Research Methods 

Our research process consists of four main phases: 

1.)  Phase 1 – Defining research approach 

The aim of phase 1 was to develop a research topic and adequate research approach that answer 
the question 'how might our research contribute to the development of the field of social labs?’.  
In the early stage of this research, the research field was explored through a literature review 
which focused both on scientific peer-reviewed articles and documents published by social labs 
practitioners in order to identify different concepts related to adaptive capacity, prototyping for 
social innovation and social labs as well as evaluation in complexity and its challenges. Five 
preliminary informal interviews were conducted, to gain more in-depth understanding about 
the social labs field and test prototypes of our research approach. At the end of this phase, 
research questions were developed and pragmatic research approach was chosen to guide our 
research process. 

2.) Phase 2 – Data collection 

In phase 2, we chose four social labs to focus on during our research through a survey and our 
professional network. They are the Economic Immigration Lab (EIL), The Grove 3547, 
Southern Africa Food Lab (SAFL) and The Energy Futures Lab (EFL). The data collection 
process included analyzing evaluation documents of the labs in the research, interviewing social 
labs practitioners and evaluation experts. In total, fifteen interviews were conducted. 

3.) Phase 3 – Data analysis 

Phase 3 focused on data analysis and then synthesizing data from interviews and document 
analysis. All interviews were transcribed and coded based on different aspects of the sub 
research questions as below. 

Code Sub-codes 

SRQ 1 Why | What | How | Challenges 

SRQ 2 Trust | Diversity | Learning | Self-organization | Common-meaning | Others 

SRQ 3 Trust | Diversity | Learning | Self-organization | Common-meaning | Others 

Emergence Emergence 

4.) Phase 4 – Developing suggestion 

In phase 4, we provided a synthesis of our insights from the data and the whole research process 
to answer the questions if adaptive capacity is a sufficient lens for evaluating social labs’ 
intangible impacts and what else to be considered in evaluation process. 

Results 

In order to answer the three sub research questions, we synthesized findings in the research of 
data from interviews with evaluation experts and of practitioners who are involved in social 
labs, as well as the documents that each of the investigated lab provided. The synthesis is 
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structured in: 1) Purpose of evaluations in social labs, 2) Overview of evaluation practices in 
each researched lab, 3) How social labs evaluate adaptive capacity and how each feature of 
adaptive capacity could be evaluated in a social lab 4) What else is considered that is not directly 
connected with five features of adaptive capacity.  

1) Commonalities in the purpose of evaluating in all interviewed labs included: 
• supporting learning for participants, facilitators and the wider lab community; 
• supporting better decision making, particularly to improve the lab & process design; 
• measuring impact and progress; mainly for accountability. 

Depending on the project, evaluation indicators are tailored to the requirements of the involved 
stakeholders. 

2) All four social labs in our research have their own strategy or framework for evaluation. EIL 
and EFL apply developmental evaluation as an evaluation framework. The Grove 3547 
quantified their outcomes in forms of multiple capitals: human capital, social capital, 
intellectual capital, physical capital, natural capital and financial capital. This framework was 
utilized by Roller Strategies, one of their conveners. EFL’s evaluator Stephen William 
developed a three-order societal effect framework which he applies for impact evaluation of the 
lab. The SAFL is divided into four programs and each of them is evaluated differently. An 
example is Supporting Smallholder Agriculture program which has been extensively 
investigated by academic research. 

3.) Applying the lens of adaptive capacity, the following aspects were considered in their 
evaluations and potential ways of evaluating each of the features were mentioned: 

➢ The importance of trust to success of social labs were highlighted by all interviewed 
labs and experts. Trust can be measured by asking participants directly about their level 
of trust towards the group, facilitators and other stakeholders (through survey, 
interviews and participatory exercises). It can also be indicated by observing for 
behavior changes of lab members, or through indirect indicators such as degree of 
commitment, or using relationship mapping.  

➢ Diversity is already in the nature of social labs and can be seen in regard of age, gender, 
sector, perspective, political viewpoints and thinking style. It is often measured 
straightforwardly through observation, or by network analysis 

➢ Common meaning was only lightly touched by interviewees and considered difficult 
to evlaute. It is linked closely to both learning and the ability to adopt a systems thinking 
perspective. As such, being able to reframe a lab's challenge can be an indicator. 

➢ Self-organization is also difficult to measure because, according to some interviewees. 
It is connected to commitment, which is an important pre-condition for self-
organization. 

➢ Learning is closely linked to purpose of any social labs and it relates to several aspects: 
the capacity to see the system from another person’s perspective, the ability to 
experiment and “prototype” in order to learn what works and what does not, as well as 
behavior change or “actionable insights”. 
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4.) Two other features emerging from the interviews which are connected to multiple features 
of adaptive capacity and can therefore note be clearly categorized are:  

➢ Systems thinking can be indicated by the evolution of the framing of the problem, 
which reflects one’s realization of the limitation of one’s own perception of the system.  

➢ Prototyping and a prototyping mindset was described as an “attitudinal shift of iterative 
learning and testing assumptions”. Elements of a prototyping mindset are the 
willingness to fail, starting small and testing assumption. 

Discussion 

 Is adaptive capacity a suitable lens for evaluations in social labs?  

The underlying assumption of this research was that adaptive capacity could indicate the 
resilience and quality of a lab – pointing towards those intangible preconditions that are 
necessary for a lab to produce outcomes that address complex sustainability challenges.  

In practice, there seems to be a correlation between the five aspects of adaptive capacity and 
the success of a lab; learning as defined by Missimer as “sensing changes and respond to them 
effectively” as well as diversity are key characteristic of a social lab; the importance of trust 
was highlighted by all interviewees. Yet, the relevance of self-organization and common 
meaning could not be validated. Yet, two other features recurrently appeared in the interviews, 
which are the ability to take a systems perspective and the ability to prototype. These are 
important features of a social lab and are connected to multiple features of adaptive capacity; 
hence they could be used as indicators for the adaptive capacity of a social lab. Since learning 
and diversity are inherent features of a lab, we propose the following key features for evaluating 
adaptive capacity in a social lab: trust, systems thinking and prototyping capacity. 

How could adaptive capacity be evaluated in a social lab? 

Based on a principle focused evaluation, we propose the above-mentioned features as guiding 
principles for evaluating adaptive capacity. Hereby, the following questions may provide 
guidance: 

➢ Trust:  Is there enough trust for participants to embrace diversity and leverage 
tensions? 

➢ Prototyping Mindset: Is the lab flexible and responsive enough to integrate and act on 
learnings? 

➢ Systems Perspective: Does the group provide a systems perspective to understand 
enough of the root causes of the lab challenge to generate innovative solutions? 

These aspects can be evaluated both through observation, or regular interviews with lab 
participants with a certain set of questions (Appendix H). Yet, we do not claim that this proposal 
is ready yet to provide guidance for social labs; it rather serves as a starting point to be field-
tested by both practitioners and researchers. Also, it needs to be highlighted that evaluating 
these features of adaptive capacity is aimed at improving the labs capacity in solving complex 
sustainability challenges – it does not aim for guidance on how to move an organization 
strategically towards sustainability. For a social lab to be moving towards the right direction, 
the sustainability principles need to be considered as well in order to evaluate the sustainability 
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impact of a given prototype or initiative. While it is outside the scope of this paper, research on 
sustainability principles based evaluation would be both valuable and complementary to work 
presented here. 

What are implications for strategic sustainable development?  

This Master’s Thesis dealt with three niche topics – adaptive capacity, evaluations in 
complexity and social labs. Yet, the implications for strategic sustainable development are 
important: many initiatives that are trying to address complex sustainability challenges are 
confronted with the difficulty to measure their impact. This is related to the paradox of 
expecting linear outcomes from a complex endeavor. In that context, evaluation ought not to 
predefine the outcomes, but instead enable a continuous learning process. Hereby, the qualities 
of a social lab – emphasized on fast iterations and prototyping provide an interesting case and 
experiences. Their evaluation practices are rapidly evolving, to improve the quality of the 
outcomes. Even though the outcomes cannot be predicted, there are certain aspects which can 
be evaluated, which may increase the chances of success. Those features, identified in this 
thesis, are also relevant for any other initiative dealing with complex challenges. 

Limitations and further research 

The depth of this research is limited by the time that the researchers could spend on testing the 
results, which is inherent to the nature of a 10-months Master’s Program. Another limitation 
was the lack of experience of both in the social labs field, as well as in evaluations. These could 
be barely compensated with high curiosity and motivation.  

Before strong recommendations can be given in terms of evaluating adaptive capacity of a 
social lab, further explorations need to be made by conducting further rounds of iterations. The 
identified features/indicators to evaluate adaptive capacity need to be tested, by conducting 
interviews with social labs practitioners over a longer period of time, ideally across different 
labs. 

Conclusion 

Adaptive capacity may be an interesting lens to look at the contributions of social labs in solving 
complex sustainability challenges, primarily as it provides a framework for the reflection inside 
a social lab for the quality of their work. However, adaptive capacity, at least the way we have 
defined it, does not (yet) serve as a framework for comparing the contribution of social labs to 
sustainable development across labs, and cannot provide clear “success indicators.” Instead, it 
can serve as a mirror to inform a social lab whether or not they are “on track”. In order to apply 
this mirror, three elements stood out and were further elaborated for practical application: trust 
between lab participants and the facilitation team; a prototyping mindset; and the ability to take 
a systems perspective. These three elements are closely linked to the five features of adaptive 
capacity, as defined by Missimer 2015 and could serve as guiding principles for evaluating the 
adaptive capacity of a social lab. Yet, we do not claim that these are the only ones. Still, further 
testing is necessary: on one hand trial and error by lab practitioners need to test the applicability 
of these indicators, and on the other hand, further research needs to validate these findings by 
rigorous impact evaluations that may help to correlate the actual “tangible” contribution to 
sustainable development with the adaptive capacity of a lab. These tangible contributions could 
be evaluated with the sustainability principles.  
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Glossary 

Adaptive capacity: The capacity to change and adjust to the sometimes quickly-changing 
environment and is the essence of what allows them (socio-ecological systems) to be 
sustainable over the long run (Robert et al. 2015, 109) 

Backcasting: A strategic planning tool that is accompanied by a vision of success and an 
analysis of the current reality 

Calling question: a question to help guiding the purpose and designing process of a group of 
people, an organization, a meeting or a project.  

Check-in: a process happening at the beginning of a meeting or workshop to help participants 
fully arrive mentally. 

Check-out: a closing process at the end of a meeting or workshop to help participants wrap up 
the meeting together. 

Common meaning: human's desire to work towards a purpose and express themselves 
individually and as a group 

Complex adaptive system: a complex system that adapts and changes due to changes in its 
environment. 

Complex sustainability challenge: the challenges regarding sustainability in which the 
relationship between cause and effect are only seen  

Conceptual framework: can be described as researchers’ current map of the territory to be 
investigated, which includes particular variables required in data collection and analysis. 

Convener: a person whose job is to call people together for meetings of a committee.   

Developmental evaluation: an evaluation approach which supports the development of 
innovation in an organization. 

Diversity: different knowledge systems, backgrounds and experiences of people. 

Dynamic complexity: a type of complexity in which cause and effect are far apart in space and 
time. 

Evaluation: “an activity directed at collecting, analyzing, interpreting, and communicating 
information about the workings of effectiveness of social programs” (Rossi, Lipsey, and 
Freeman 2003, 10). 

Emergence: the means by which complex systems and patterns arise out of informal individual 
interactions or collaborative processes connected around a common purpose. The system that 
emerges contains features not previously observed and holds greater power than could ever be 
predicted by examining the individual parts (Cretney et al. 2011). 
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Facilitator: the person who engages in making social process easy or easier, often by helping 
a group of people to understand their common objectives and assisting them to plan how to 
achieve these objectives. 

Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD): a transdisciplinary framework 
using complexity science and systems thinking to guide planning endeavors in an ecologically 
and socially sustainable way. 

Generative complexity: a type of complexity in which it is hardly possible to predict how a 
complex system develops and what kind of outcomes to expect, due to the emergent quality of 
complexity. 

Harvesting: A practice of gathering and making sense (typically in a visual fashion) of 
information, produced from a meeting or brainstorming session, with the intention of capturing 
the collective intelligence in the room and making the results visible. 

Lab: A facility that is defining a domain, searching for solutions in that area, running 
experiments and documenting the search (Hassan 2014). 

Lab practitioners: people who design, facilitate or assist processes in social labs. 

Learning: being able to sense changes and respond to them effectively. 

Participatory process: specific methods employed to achieve active participation by all 
members of a group in a decision making or sense making process. 

Prototyping: an iterative process of identifying a hypothesis, turning it into a prototype, testing 
the prototype into the world, measuring impact and evaluating the impact against the 
hypothesis. 

Resilience: The capacity of a system to maintain its integral functions despite undergoing 
changes. 

Self-organization: the ability of individuals to act autonomously or collectively, instead of 
being governed or controlled by central institutions of single actors within the system. 

Social complexity: a type of complexity in which different people have different perspectives, 
degrees of insights and value-related goals, so that they may not agree on what the best way 
forward is, nor on a common definition of the challenge. 

Social lab: an emerging approach to multi-stakeholder social prototyping for addressing 
systemic change in complexity. Each social lab is convened around a particular problem that 
appears to be stuck with no obvious solution in sight.  

Social sustainability: A state where a system or an organization does not violate any of the 
five social sustainability principles. 

Sustainability challenge: The combination of systematic errors of societal design that are 
driving humans’ unsustainable effects on the socio-ecological system, the serious obstacles to 
fixing those errors, and the opportunities for society if those obstacles are overcome. 
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Sustainability principles (SPs): A set of principle that describe the necessary conditions that 
must not be violated in order for sustainability to be achieved. 

Systems thinking: the organized study of systems, their feedbacks, and their behavior as a 
whole. 

Trust: quality of connection, which allows the system to remain together despite the level of 
internal complexity. 

Workshop: a format of meeting widely used in social labs in which participants engage in 
intensive discussion and activity on a particular project. 
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List of Abbreviations 

AC: Adaptive Capacity 

DE: Developmental Evaluation 

EFL: Energy Futures Lab 

EIL: Economic Immigration Lab 

FSSD: Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development 

MSLS: Master of Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability 

RQ: Research Question 

SAFL: Southern Africa Food Lab 

SRQ: Sub Research Question 

SP: Sustainability Principle 
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1 Introduction 

Unsustainable human behavior is systematically eroding the ecosystem services needed to 
maintain human life (Robert et al. 2010; IPCC 2014; Kajikawa, Tacoa, and Yamaguchi 2014). 
Sustainability scientists have pointed out that a transformational change toward sustainability 
requires radical shifts in values, beliefs and patterns of social behavior and management regimes 
(Kates et al. 2001). To achieve that, the mere accumulation of scientific knowledge does not 
suffice (Miller et al. 2014), as this is rarely the factor limiting sustainable development (Hassan 
2014; Mintzberg 1994; . This is because sustainability problems are rooted in the way that people 
in society behave - how they interact, make choices and more generally view the world (Scharmer 
2007; Frances Westley et al. 2015; Miller et al. 2014; Miller 2013) For that reason, some scholars 
contend that sustainability research must include solutions-oriented approaches to “understand, 
conceptualize and foster experiments,” as sustainability is ultimately about “how communities 
at various scales pursue and envision natural and social well-being“ (Miller et al. 2014). Born 
from this notion, Social Innovation Laboratories or shortly, social labs aim to provide the space 
for communities to negotiate and innovate solutions. social labs aim at building the capacity to 
adapt to change, by learning and innovating together through experimentation (Hassan 2014).  

Yet, a key challenge of this emergent field for gaining leverage and legitimacy is an effective 
way of evaluating the actual impact. While social labs use multiple ways of evaluating their 
outcome (for example in form of Social, Physical, Human and Intellectual Capital; Hassan 2015), 
there is no strategic approach that would enable to compare their contribution to sustainability 
across labs. Our hypothesis is that much of their impact relates to intangible outcomes. But which 
are these outcomes? And how could you monitor or evaluate them? 

The research goal of this Master´s Thesis is to understand how social labs currently evaluate in 
complexity, what practitioner’s experiences are regarding effective evaluation approaches and 
challenges of evaluation. The aim is to develop a better understanding of effective ways of 
evaluating social processes in complexity to formulate recommendations for evaluating the 
contribution of social labs to sustainable development. Hereby, we focus on the capacities that 
enable a social-ecological system to be sustainable on the long run, which can be referred to as 
adaptive capacity.  

 Chapter Overview 

Our research is situated in a range of different science fields. The overarching field is 
sustainability science, which explores fundamental questions related to societies impact on the 
environment and the impact of environmental challenges on society (Michelsen and Adomßent 
2014: 42, Kates et al. 2001). Within sustainability science, resilience theory helps to understand 
how to cultivate the capacity to sustain development in the face of change (Folke 2016). A 
common characteristic that these fields share is the notion of complexity and theories around 
complex adaptive systems. In this chapter, we will first give an overview of the sustainability 
challenge and situate it within the above-mentioned research strands to then derive our research 
lens, adaptive capacity and our definition of sustainable development (1.2). From there, we 
introduce our research subject, social labs (1.3), and define the challenge of evaluating in 
complexity (1.4) before tying it all together (1.5) and presenting our research question (1.6).  
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 Sustainability and complexity: deriving a research 
lens 

1.2.1 The Sustainability Challenge 

The continuation of societies current trajectories has potentially catastrophic consequences for 
humanity (Ripple et al. 2017), as we are surpassing critical thresholds of earth´s basic functions 
(Rockström et al. 2009). Appendix A presents a few examples of the dramatic effects of human 
behavior on both social and ecological systems. While there have been advancements globally 
in terms of reducing malnourishment (FAO, IFAD, and WFP. 2015) and child mortality (UN 
IGME 2017) over the past decades, the overall development can be best characterized by a “Great 
Acceleration”, where the exponential growth of nations wealth is coupled with exponential 
resource exploitation (Steffen et al. 2015). 

Humanity now seems to be the driving force for changes that occur within the global biosphere 
(Lovelock 1972; Steffen, Crutzen, and McNeill 2009; Rockström et al. 2009), so that scholars 
speak of a new era in earth´s history, proclaiming that human activity causes the earth system to 
shift from the “Holocene” to the “Anthropocene” (Steffen et al. 2011) with unprecedented 
consequences for the entire bio-physical earth system and for the very existence of humanity 
itself (Olsson et al. 2017). To navigate and mitigate the impact of this ongoing change, two 
concepts are of particular importance: firstly sustainability, which presents a vision and guidance 
towards a world where human activity does not systemically harm both the social and ecological 
resources it relies upon (Robért et al 2015); secondly adaptive capacity, which refers to the very 
basic features of a complex system that need to be present for it to be healthy and resilient on the 
long run (Missimer 2015). Both concepts will be explained in more detail in this chapter. 

Sustainable Development 

In response to the named challenges, society at large now aims for a transition toward a 
sustainable society. In 2015, the United Nations adopted the 2030 agenda for Sustainable 
Development, which states that “All countries and all stakeholders, acting in collaborative 
partnership, will implement this plan. […] We are determined to take the bold and transformative 
steps which are urgently needed to shift the world on to a sustainable and resilient path” (UN 
General Assembly 2015). This enormous challenge requires to redesign society to overcome the 
systemic errors, which are causing 
unsustainability (Robèrt et al. 2015).  

To understand better what “systemic errors” 
means, a funnel can be seen as a depiction of the 
challenge: current human activities are 
systematically weakening the social and 
ecological foundation on which society rests 
(Figure 1, adapted from Róbert et al 2015, 12). The 
walls of the funnel represent these social and the 
ecological system boundaries. Current human 
activity is causing these walls to close down, 
hence reducing the room to maneuver. In other Figure 1.1. Illustration of the funnel 

metaphor 
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words: the global resource potential is systematically decreasing, while the social demand for 
these resources is increasing.  

Based on this metaphor, sustainable development can be defined as “a strategic mission to 
eliminate society´s unsustainable, systemic errors and create a sustainable society, thereby 
stabilizing the resources available to support civilization” (Robèrt et al 2015, 13). But what are 
the root causes of unsustainability and why is it so difficult to overcome them? How is it possible, 
that we as a society collectively create results that nobody wants (Scharmer and Kaufer 2013)? 

1.2.2 Complexity & Complex Adaptive Systems 

Although, scientists have pointed toward fundamental ecological challenges and the need for 
sustainability for several decades (McGinnis et al. 1973), problems have not been solved since, 
but rather accelerated (Steffen et al. 2015). This can be partly explained by the complex nature 
of the sustainability challenge and that current ways of problem-solving do not address this 
adequately; this will be explained in the following. 

Both ecosystems and human systems can be considered as complex adaptive systems. These are 
characterized by nonlinearity, which results from the ways that different actors interact and 
connect with each other in unpredictable and unplanned ways (Robert et al. 2015). This relates 
to their ability to change and to learn from experience while pursuing individually distinct 
agendas (Levin et al. 2013). Two basic elements need to be distinguished in such systems: the 
social agents, of which they are comprised (e.g. individuals, groups, formal institutions) and the 
relationships between those social agents (Castellani and Hafferty 2009). From these 
interactions, broader patterns with new properties emerge, which in turn influences the system 
and the interactions of the agents (Folke 2016); in other words: complex adaptive systems are 
constantly changing, because its parts adapt to the emergent properties of the whole, which then 
feeds back to the parts (Levin et al. 2013). To understand the behaviour of a complex adaptive 
system better, Senge and Scharmer differentiate between three types of complexity (P. M. Senge 
and Scharmer 2001): 

1. Dynamic complexity: cause and effect are far apart in space and time; for example, 
today´s greenhouse gas emissions will have an impact on the climate only decades later. 
One major challenge related to dynamic complexity is the phenomenon of externalities, 
which are for example those environmental costs that are not included into the price of a 
product. One example is air pollution of cars, which may cause harm for the whole society 
but is in no way compensated for by users or manufacturers of cars.  

2. Social Complexity: different people have different perspectives, degrees of insights and 
value-related goals, so that they may not agree on what the best way forward is, nor on a 
common definition of the challenge; for example, if the challenge is related to food 
security, a farmer and a businessman or an NGO may have conflicting perspectives on 
how to address it, depending on their personal interests and experiences. 

3. Generative Complexity: it is hardly possible to predict how a complex system develops 
and what kind of outcomes to expect, due to the emergent quality of complexity. For 
example, if comparing throwing a rock, where its trajectory is predicable, with throwing 
a bird, then the trajectory of the bird cannot be determined in advance. 
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It is important to understand these three kinds of complexity, so that an initiative that wants to 
address the sustainability challenge – where all three kinds of complexity are at play can work 
with its root causes; this will be referred back to in the section 1.3 when introducing social labs. 

Relating these three kinds of complexity back to the initial question of this chapter, a major 
challenge is, that current dominant ways of problem-solving do not address complexity 
adequately but rather follow linear, mechanistic planning approaches (Ackoff 1994; Snowden 
and Boone 2007), based on forecasting. Forecasting means, that the most likely future will be 
predicted, based on expert analysis, who give recommendations for optimizations of the system 
(Robinson 1990). Mintzberg summarizes the limitations of this approach – what he calls the 
“expert-planning paradigm”; he says that contemporary ways of problem-solving have an 
astonishingly high failure rate because they are trapped in three fallacies: firstly, detachment, 
which means that experts are detached from the challenge they try to solve, as they have nothing 
to lose (no “skin in the game”); secondly, predetermination, which means that many initiatives 
follow linear plans, which are plotted out in advance, and are being carried out despite external 
changes; thirdly formalisms, which means that only things are taken into consideration are those 
which can be reported or measured (Mintzberg 1994). These fallacies lead to what Otto Scharmer 
calls “structural disconnects”1: systems have lost the ability to learn and adapt, because broken 
feedback loops prevent decision-makers from experiencing the actual (e.g. environmental) 
impact of their decisions (Scharmer and Kaufer 2013).  

The phenomenon of broken feedback loops is also investigated extensively in social-ecological 
systems research. Research on the management of ecosystems comes to a similar conclusions as 
Mintzberg and Scharmer: rigid control mechanisms, seeking for optimization and stability of key 
ecosystem variables reduce their resilience and it becomes more vulnerable to abruptly shifting 
to an undesirable state (Folke et al. 2002; Kasperson and Kasperson 2001). 

To conclude all of the above: for a while we can behave unsustainably as a collective, without 
being directly affected as individual parts, due to the complex nature of the whole; yet the 
resilience of the system – the capacity to maintain its integral functions despite massive changes 
- is decreasing and it becomes more vulnerable to disastrous regime shifts. Based on that 
conclusion, what could maintain and restore the resilience of a system and create the conditions 
for a transition towards a desirable and resilient pathway of development? 

1.2.3 Adaptive Capacity 

Adaptive capacity can be seen as a prerequisite for resilience (Folke et al. 2010). If  
“transformations is less about planning and controlling and more about preparing for opportunity 
or creating conditions of opportunity for navigating the transformations” (Folke 2016, 15), then 
the adaptive capacity of the system serves a lens, to create the right conditions for these 
opportunities to emerge.  

                                                 

1 Scharmer and Kaufer (2013) defines eight such disconnects in the ecological, economic and cultural realms. One 
example is the disconnect between an infinite economic growth logic, which is dominant for modern economies, 
and finite resources; this paradox has led to an overuse of resources, such as soil, water and fossil fuels (see 
sustainability challenges box). 
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In simple terms, it refers to the capacity of a system to change and respond to its changing 
environment (Folke et al 2002). It reflects the capacity of people in a social-ecological system to 
learn, combine experience, experiment and adopt novel solutions, innovate, and respond to 
changing external drivers and internal processes (Walker et al. 2004; Folke 2016, 8). The greater 
the adaptive capacity within a system, the higher is the likelihood that the system will be resilient 
in the face of disruption. While sustainability provides a vision of where to go, adaptive capacity 
can facilitate the transformation towards that vision (Engle 2011).  

Based on this viewpoint, sustainability is the “capacity to create, test, and maintain adaptive 
capability” and development is “the process of creating testing, and maintaining opportunity.” 
(Holling 2001). Thus, sustainable development involves fostering adaptive capacity. 

In the context of this thesis, the main focus points are social systems, and therefore, we refer to 
a definition of adaptive capacity related to the social systems. Missimer identified that at least 
five of these basic features or qualities need to be present for a social system to be sustainable on 
the long run (Missimer 2015). Three of these capacities apply to both social and ecological 
systems, which are diversity, learning and self-organization. Two further capacities are unique 
to human social systems, which are trust and common meaning.  

The five main features of adaptive capacity, which we use as our lens are: 

1. Diversity, which means "different knowledge systems and experiences of people. A 
higher diversity allows for more different response options in the face of uncertainty, 
which can serve as insurance and to better innovations. It is considered an important 
property to enable resilience on the long-term" (Missimer 2015, 109). 

2. Learning, which means “to be able to sense changes and respond to them effectively”, 
which includes specifically social and institutional learning, as well the capacity to learn 
from experience (Missimer 2015, 110). 

3. Self-Organization, which refers to the ability of individuals to act autonomously or 
collectively, instead of being governed or controlled by central institutions of single 
actors within the system. This is important to respond effectively to complexity. 

4. Trust, which seems to be the main variable in social systems in order to respond 
effectively to change. Trust refers to the “quality of connection, which allows the system 
to remain together despite the level of internal complexity” (Missimer 2015, 111). On the 
individual level, trust can be described as an attitude, based on the positive expectation 
towards the actions of another person, that enables the willingness to take risk, for 
example by showing vulnerability (Mayer et al 1995, Meijboom 2008).  

5. Common Meaning, which gives credit to the fact that humans are a “meaning making 
and meaning seeking species”, a characteristic that differentiates human social systems 
from others (Missimer 2015, 112). 

Adaptive capacity can be present on multiple levels: the individual level, the group and 
community level and the systems level (Williams 2018). In the context of this thesis, we will 
apply adaptive capacity to the group level, particularly the group or community of a social lab. 
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1.2.4 Backcasting from Sustainability Principles 

If fostering the adaptive capacity of a system supports it in becoming sustainable, then this alone 
cannot ensure that the walls of the funnel (see Figure 1.1) are not continuing to close down; in 
other words: a human system may be characterized by high levels of trust, a diversity of 
viewpoints, self-organizing structures, the majority of the people is able to pursue a purpose or 
meaning and is able to respond to changes quickly, it may still contribute to an eroding the 
biosphere or have structures in place that cause harm or exploit a minority of people.  

Based on a long consensus driven process within the scientific community (Robèrt 2002), the so 
called “Sustainability Principles” can provide guidance toward a universal and robust definition 
of sustainability. These define the boundary conditions that at least need to be complied for the 
entire earth system to be sustainable. Outside these principles, society will not be able to flourish 
on the long run. The eight sustainability principles (SPs) are divided into ecological and social 
principles: They state that 

in a sustainable society, nature is not subject to (1) systematically increasing 
concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth's crust. (2) systematically 
increasing concentrations of substances produced by society and (3) systematically 
increasing degradation by physical means;  

and people are not subject to structural obstacles to (4) health, (5) influence, (6) 
competence, (7) impartiality and (8) meaning-making (Broman and Robèrt 2017).  

For a longer explanation, see Appendix B. 

Hereby, the emphasis lays on “systematically”, which refers to an increasing deviation from the 
pre-industrial state of the social-ecologcial system; “structural obstacles” refers to political, 
economic and cultural constructions integrated into society’s design, upheld by those with power 
and difficult to impossible to overcome or avoid by those who are exposed to them (Robèrt et al. 
2015). The underpinning foundation for the social sustainability principles is adaptive capacity 
(Missimer 2015). 

By defining the boundary conditions of a sustainable society, “backcasting” from these principles 
can be applied. Backcasting is an alternative to forecasting. Instead of predicting the most likely 
future based on past trends, backcasting starts by envisioning the desired future conditions and 
then to take steps to attain this vision (Holmberg and Robert 2000)  by asking: “What do we need 
to do today to reach this vision” (Robert et al 2015, 21). This approach is particularly useful for 
problems that are complex and require major changes of current behaviour, and where dominant 
trends are part of the problem (Dreborg 1996); furthermore, it addresses problems that are due 
to externalities, where market mechanisms fail find satisfactory solutions (ibid). That means, if 
an organization wants to strategically move towards sustainability, backcasting from the 
sustainability principles helps the organization to formulate a vision within the boundary 
conditions of a sustainable society. 

To summarize this chapter: the sustainability challenge is inherently complex. To address these 
high levels of complexity, new approaches are necessary. In this research, we adopt an adaptive 
capacity lens and base our definition of sustainability on the eight sustainability principles. In the 
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following we introduce our research subject, social labs that claims to be a “new approach to 
solving our most complex challenges” (Hassan 2014).  

 Social labs  

The role of laboratories in science and technology has traditionally been to provide controlled 
conditions in order to research, experiment and discover (Merriam Webster Dictionary 2018). 
Just as there are labs for scientific and technological problems, social labs provide a platform for 
working on complex social challenges.   

As stated above, the increasingly complex nature of social challenges facing humanity requires 
new ways of addressing these challenges. There is a growing consensus amongst sustainability 
scientists that new approaches to change require a shared definition of the problem, co-created 
solutions and the capacity to apply solutions across sectors (Lang et al. 2012). Social labs assert 
that addressing these complex challenge requires a framework which is agile, participatory, 
systemic, innovative and adaptable to the rapidly changing conditions of our times (Kahane 
2004; Hassan 2014). This framework, illustrated in Figure 1.2, is based on three core 
characteristics of social labs, which aim at addressing the above-mentioned three levels of 
complexity: they are social, systemic and experimental.   

 

Figure 1.2. Social labs basic features, which address the basic features of complexity 

Social labs are social in that they bring together a diverse group of people (government, business, 
civil and non-governmental) providing perspectives on a complex challenge from which they are 
all effected (Westley et al. 2015).  A collaborative or social, multi-perspective approach is 
arguably more strategically appropriate for a complex challenge; whereas experts are bounded 
by their area in which they specialize, a social approach provides a more robust point of view 
from which to understand a complex problem (Hassan 2014).  

Social labs are systemic in that they aim to solve a complex challenge by understanding the 
system in which the challenge is situated (Hassan 2014). The diversity of participant perspectives 
on the challenge, the different needs of stakeholder groups, and the trade-offs between competing 
visions of the future all provide the participants both a more complete map of the challenge as 
well as a sense of its complex nature (Frances Westley et al. 2015). From here, root causes of the 
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challenge (drivers of destructive positive feedback loops) in a system can be more easily 
distinguished from its symptoms (Nguyen and Bosch 2013). 

Social labs are experimental- they are designed for continuous learning, emergence and 
prototyping aimed at innovation for systemic transformation (Hassan 2014). By the continuous 
testing of ideas and rapid prototyping solutions to complex challenges, social labs teams practice 
continual learning resulting in an increased probability of developing a successful solution 
(Hassan 2014).    

There are a number of “schools”, though similar in many ways go by different names and have 
different language used to describe their processes. Examples include social labs as practiced by 
Reos Partners and Roller Strategies (Hassan 2014), Social R&D Ecosystems as detailed in the 
Stanford Innovation Review and SiG (Ryan, Schulman, and Rajasekaran 2017), Social 
Innovation Labs as described and practiced by the Waterloo Institute for Social Innovation and 
Resilience (Westley et al. 2015), and Ecosystems for social Innovation (Hansson et al. 2014). 
Within the field of sustainability science, the different approaches of social laboratories are 
closely connected to trans-disciplinary research including Real World Laboratories (Schäpke et 
al. 2017) and Sustainable Living Labs (Bergvall-Kåreborn, Ihlström Eriksson, Carina Ståhlbröst, 
and Svensson 2009).  

Within the scope of this research we consider social labs to have the following key features:  

• They address the complex sustainability challenge.  
• They are social, experimental, and systemic  
• They have a structured workshop format featuring a team of conveners who design and 

facilitate the lab. 
• They practice evaluation. 

Outcomes of social labs 

Like traditional laboratories, social labs provide a variety of outcomes.  Tangibly, social labs 
offer new or changes in products, services, organizational structure and policy.  However, due to 
the systemic nature of social labs' work much out the actual impact created is intangible.  
Intangible outcomes can be defined as new knowledge (systems maps, shared definition of the 
challenge), new capacities (systems thinking, prototyping capacities, group facilitation skills) 
and new relationships (Hassan 2014; Hassan, Eisenstadt, and Sanghv 2015; Westley et al. 2013).  
However, social labs struggle to even formulate coherent strategies towards measuring or even 
defining what it is they create, and consequently have difficulties in defining the results they 
have obtained (Kieboom 2014). Many of the outcomes of a social lab, especially intangible ones, 
have been given little attention (Kieboom 2014). Yet, without a means of proving that social labs 
are making positive impact it is difficult to prove and legitimize it as a viable approach for solving 
complex social challenges. Further, without an evaluation practice there is no clear way to 
determine the areas within the lab that need the most attention for its own development.  

The fact that social labs prioritize emergence over planning, implies that traditional evaluation 
approaches based on linear plans and predetermined indicators do not suffice (Tiesinga and 
Berkhout 2014). Yet, how could an initiative such as social labs adequately evaluate in 
complexity?  
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In the following, we will give a brief outline what the particular requirements of evaluating in 
complexity are. Afterwards we will then refer this back to social labs, to adaptive capacity and 
to sustainable development when concluding this introduction with the relevance of this research 
and introducing our research questions. 

 Evaluation in Complexity 

Evaluation in its broadest sense means to determine or judge the value, merit or significance of 
an object (Oxford Dictionary 2018). In this thesis, we use it in a more restricted sense, based on 
Rossi et al, as “an activity directed at collecting, analyzing, interpreting, and communicating 
information about the workings of effectiveness of social programs” (Rossi, Lipsey, and Freeman 
2003, 10). Compared to linear planning approaches, the role and requirements of evaluation are 
shifting when dealing with complexity (see Table 1.1) 

Specifically, evaluators are facing challenges in terms of agency (who is responsible for what, 
how decisions are made and what is the intended purpose?), attribution (what has contributed to 
the measurable outcomes?), measurements (many outcomes, processes, inputs are intangible and 
very hard to measure, such as trust, social capital, confidence or happiness) and diverging 
interests (who benefits from measuring?) (Ling and Villalba van Dijk 2009).  

Table 1.1. Differences in evaluating simple, complicated and complex interventions (source: 
(Ling 2012) 

Types of intervention Tools and aims of evaluation 

Simple interventions: statistically 
predictable (even if individually 
unpredictable); information deficit; 
counterfactual evidence available 

Data on inputs, processes, outputs and 
outcomes, cost benefit analysis, ex-post or 
ex-ante analysis can be sufficient 
AIMS FOR CERTAINTY 

Complicated interventions: alignment of 
many parts is hard to achieve, ‘dose’ and 
‘frequency’ hard to measure; multiple 
counterfactuals 

Logic models, modelling, simulation 
models, triangulating to check how the 
model really works, much data tacit and held 
by practitioners 
AIMS TO REDUCE (KNOWN) 
UNCERTAINTY 

Complex interventions in complex 
environments: characterized by learning, 
adaptation, and sensitivity to starting point. 
Intervention and context hard to separate 

Need to understand both activities and 
contexts, important to identify how learning 
and feedback happens, understand both 
system dynamics but also what makes 
change happen, real-time evaluation 
necessary  
AIMS TO SUPPORT SELF-IMPROVING 
SYSTEM  

As Ling points out, for interventions that deal with high complexity, uncertainties can become 
commonplace and deeply rooted in the process. For such interventions, the role of evaluation is 
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to enable rapid learning cycles, sharing experiences of success and failure to find the most 
appropriate way forward. That way, uncertainties may be identified and reduced. Under these 
circumstances, evaluators need to be aware that interventions adapt to changes as they unfold 
and that this adaptation is both necessary and unpredictable (Ling 2012). 

 Tying it all together: Relevance of this research for 
Strategic Sustainable Development 

As outlined in the previous chapter, evaluations in complexity have different requirements than 
evaluations that deal with complicated problems. However, referring back to the beginning of 
the introduction, many approaches to problems solving use methods that are not capable for 
addressing complex issues (Berkes, Colding, and Folke 2008; Kates 2015). Similarly, 
interventions aimed at sustainable development often ask for predetermined indicators that can 
only portray a small aspect of the complex challenge (Westley, Zimmermann, and Patton 2007). 
To give an example: if an intervention is aimed addressing child malnutrition, the number of 
children that are malnourished tells us very little about the root causes of this problem. If an 
intervention aims at decreasing merely this number, it may come up with ways of subsidizing 
food; however, a sustainable solution may require a more profound shift of the agricultural or 
even social system. This example illustrates how challenging it can be to evaluate in complexity 
and at the same time how important an adequate choice of success indicators is.  

Social labs and other spaces for experimentation receive increasing attention as a way to innovate 
solutions for complex challenges (Schapke et al. 2018); for prototyping based intervention to 
work, social innovators need to track and attempt to make sense of what emerges under 
conditions of complexity, documenting and interpreting the dynamics, interactions, and 
interdependencies that occur as innovations unfold. In addition, many of those working in the 
domain of social innovation have experienced evaluation methods that seem entirely unrelated 
to the nature of their work (Conger 2009), which may create resistance to evaluation. Resistance 
to evaluation can undermine social innovation if and when it becomes a resistance to reality 
testing (Patton 2011); social labs is also facing the challenge of complying to indicators that 
external evaluators have defined, which has the potential to disrupt the emergent process 
(Kieboom 2015).  

As mentioned earlier, social labs deal with complex challenges and can thus be categorized as a 
“complex intervention” or “complex initiative”. As such, certain characteristics need to be 
considered when evaluating success:  

- Adaptation and learning by those involved (which includes both participants and social 
lab conveners / facilitators) 

- The desired outcome may change throughout the process 
- Complex interventions have multiple components which may act independently and 

interdependently (Ling 2012) 

Hence, evaluation plays an important role for social labs to learn and reflect throughout the 
process, to improve the practice (Ling 2012). Even though, social lab practitioners apply a set of 
different evaluation tools to achieve these benefits, there is no standardized way of evaluating 
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the success or progress of a social lab. This may be due to the nature of complex interventions, 
where no intervention will produce the same outcomes if repeated (Ling 2012), which makes it 
more difficult to find criteria or a procedure for an evaluation that can be applied to different 
contexts. As for other complex initiatives, the relationship between cause and effect are difficult 
to determine (Preskill et al. 2015) and the quality of the ideas or the degree of innovation can 
hardly be evaluated or predicted by indicators (Lochard et al. 2014).  However, donors 
increasingly demand for “proof” of the impact that their investments have (Marjanovic et al. 
2017). Furthermore, social labs is still a young and emerging field and as stated by an interviewee 
(Craig 2018), little time has been invested for synthesizing learnings regarding effective 
evaluations. This thesis will try to address this gap.  

To conclude, there is a need for a better understanding of evaluation practices in complexity that 
could strategically guide towards sustainable development. Though, different authors have made 
theoretical advances and provide guidelines of how to evaluate in complexity (Ling 2012; 
Preskill et al. 2015), there is a need in bridging theoretical understanding and practice (Preskill 
et al. 2015), while integrating a strategic sustainable development perspective. Social labs 
provide a practitioner’s angle on evaluating in complexity and adaptive capacity might provide 
a framework on how to monitor and evaluate the intangible outcomes of a lab and help indicate 
areas where a lab might need to improve its practice. This thesis wants to make a first step 
towards evaluating the impact of a social lab on the adaptive capacity of a community or a larger 
system, by finding ways to evaluate adaptive capacity in a social lab.  

 Research Question & Purpose 

Our research purpose is firstly to attain a better understanding of how social labs currently 
evaluate in complexity, secondly to understand challenges of evaluations in a social lab, and 
thirdly, to explore novel approaches to evaluate in complexity. Furthermore, we want to 
understand how one could evaluate adaptive capacity in a social lab, to provide the basis for 
future research to relate adaptive capacity to the impact of social labs on sustainable 
development, as well as to compare the effectiveness between social labs, even if they are 
addressing distinct challenges.  

The research question “How might evaluation in social labs reflect their contribution to adaptive 
capacity?” was derived from this purpose. 

The following figure shows the setup of our sub-research questions that aim at responding to the 
overarching research question. 
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Figure 1.3 Depiction of our research approach 

SRQ 1: How and why are social labs evaluating their impacts? 

To answer this question, we need to understand why they do evaluation, and for whom, what 
they define as success (A), what they evaluate in order to know they are moving toward that 
success (B), and what approaches or tools are used to implement the evaluation. Besides, we also 
asked about challenges and limitations of doing evaluation in social labs. 

SRQ 2: Do they consider adaptive capacity in their evaluation? If so, how? 

Answering this question requires learning about the role of adaptive capacity in a social lab’s 
success (C) and how their evaluation take adaptive capacity into consideration (D). 

SRQ 3: How could adaptive capacity in a social lab be evaluated?  

To address this question, we look for suggestions from evaluation experts and experienced 
evaluation practitioners who are involved in evaluating complex social innovations (E).    

Finally, with insights from these questions, we want to bring the discussion whether the five 
features of adaptive capacity is a helpful lens for evaluating social labs, how, and what else needs 
to be considered. Furthermore, we want to discuss how this field is of research is important for 
strategic movements towards sustainability and what we can contribute to evaluation in 
complexity, especially regarding prototyping paradigm, through this project. 

 Research scope 

Even though there are many organizations or social innovation projects that are called “labs”, 
within this research, we choose to only include social labs that have the key characteristics as 
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described in section 1.3 above and have completed at least one cycle to ensure there is enough 
data from practical experience in the field and sets of data from different labs are comparable. In 
short, social labs in our research should: 

• Address a complex problem related to sustainable development 
• Be social, experimental and systemic 
• Feature team of conveners who design, facilitate and support the prototyping process, and 

collaboration amongst a diverse set stakeholder who represent the social context of the 
area in focus 

• Have finished at least one iterative lab-cycle of initiating, ideation and prototyping; 
• Practice evaluation 

The main point of exploration in this paper has been the design and practice of evaluation in 
social labs in general, and evaluation of adaptive capacity in particular, which means we do not 
investigate the implementation or evolution of social labs unless it is directly connected to the 
evaluation.  

In this research, we use definition of adaptive capacity that includes five basic features identified 
by Missimer (2015) as mentioned in section 1.2.3. They are trust, learning, diversity, self-
organization and common-meaning.  
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2 Research Methods 

To answer the research questions above, a qualitative research approach, based on interviews 
was chosen, as “qualitative research is a form of social inquiry that focuses on the way people 
interpret and make sense of their experiences and the world in which they live.”(Holloway 1997, 
2). We designed our research method based on iterative model of Maxwell (2012), in which any 
element of the design should be open to reconstructions and adjustments in response to 
developments in the research or of other components of the design. It was important for us to be 
flexible with our goals and methods while answering the research question since we found little 
scientific resource about social labs and it was difficult to define the exact focus in advance. In 
fact, our research process was very iterative and evolved through time as data collected during 
the research continuously informed new questions.  

  Phase 1: Define research question & approach 
based on exploratory interviews, literature and 

document review: What may be a research need?  
 

Phase 2a: Document review 
Reviewing documents and 
reports from labs: How do 
social labs evaluate their 

impact? 

 

Phase 2b: Social lab 
practitioner´s interviews 

How do social labs evaluate 
their impact? 

 

 

Phase 3: Data analysis 
How do social labs evaluations take adaptive 

capacity into consideration? How could 
adaptive capacity be evaluated in a social lab? 

 

Phase 4: Developing suggestions 
Is adaptive capacity a good lens for evaluation in social labs? How?  

How can we use the learning from evaluation in social labs to contribute 
to strategic sustainable development? 

Phase 2c: Expert 
Interviews 

 How could adaptive 
capacity in social labs 

be evaluated? 

Figure 2.1. Overview of research design 



 

15 

 

 Phase 1: Define research approach 

Phase 1 aimed to develop a meaningful research topic and adequate research approach. The 
guiding question at this phase was, 'how might our research strategically contribute to the 
development of the field of social labs?' This was approached with an overview of important 
literature as well as informal interviews with practitioners. To arrive at our subject matter and 
research question an iterative process was developed involving rapid prototyping of our written 
thesis, allowing for adaptation and transformation of the subject matter and scope as additional 
information cycled in. Ultimately, a pragmatic research approach was chosen, as the 
phenomenon of social labs is still mainly discussed outside of academia with no peer-reviewed 
works available yet (Gryszkiewicz et al 2016).  

In its early stages, this research was explored through a literature review on topics including 
social labs, adaptive capacity, social innovation, and evaluation in complexity; key words for 
researching were: social labs, social innovation, prototyping for social innovation, social 
resilience, evaluating social resilience, and evaluation in complexity. The review was not only 
done within the beginning of the project, but was extended throughout our research process as 
new insights and information evolved. 

Aside from literature, five preliminary informal interviews with external advisors were 
conducted to gain more in-depth understanding about the field and test prototypes of our research 
approach. The five advisors included two social lab practitioners, one expert in facilitation and 
sustainability, one expert in prototyping lab for sustainability, one expert in adaptive capacity 
and sustainability (see Appendix C). All the interviews were conducted either in person or 
through online conference tool for between 60 to 90 minutes, with presence of all three 
researchers. We sought out interviewees through network of MSLS program, in order to take 
advantage of our mutual understanding about complex adaptive system and social sustainability. 
All advisors have experience with tools that social labs use for designing and facilitating process, 
such as Theory U, methodologies of Art of Hosting. They brought unique perspective on the 
subjects and shared their real stories in the field regarding how such projects like social labs 
started and what happened inside the process, which helped us to clarify our research.  

 Phase 2: Data Collection 

2.2.1 Selecting research partners 

As mentioned before, the field of social labs and evaluation in complexity is relatively new and 
there is not yet a wide variety of scientific resources about this subject, we have come to 
conclusion that the most reliable source of data to answer the research questions should come 
from the practice in the field. In order to do that, we chose four social labs to focus on during our 
research and defined two main categories of interview partners to invite:  

1. Social labs practitioners, including practitioners who facilitate or have facilitated or 
held leadership position in one of the labs in our research through at least one cycle, and 
practitioners who are involved in multiple different labs as trainer, consultant or 
collaborator.  
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2. Evaluation experts, including external evaluators of social labs and evaluators who are 
involved in social innovation initiatives.  

In total, fifteen interviews were conducted. All interviewees gave permission for recording their 
interviews and citing their names in the research report. The division between two categories was 
mainly for prioritizing our interview questions, regarding “what information is most valuable to 
be obtained from this interview?”. It is not meant to indicate that each interviewee only has 
certain skills or knowledge, since evaluation in social labs is a highly interdisciplinary field and 
all of our interviewees carry various capacities regarding facilitation, academic research, 
evaluation, harvesting, project management, etc. Interviews were conducted with one or two 
interviewees.  

Social labs practitioners 

We looked for social lab practitioners through direct contacts in our network and a survey that 
was sent out to the community of social innovators and facilitators to invite social lab 
practitioners who were willing to participate in the research. The survey questions asked for 
contact information of the practitioner, basic information of their social lab, their experience in 
the field and who else they would recommend us to contact. In total we received 8 responses 
from 7 labs. After reviewing each lab, we chose four labs that met the requirements mentioned 
in the research scope (see 1.7) to interview and review documents in the next phase. They are:  

• Economic Immigration Lab (EIL), convened in 2017, is a joint initiative of Pond-
Deshpande Centre (PDC) and the New Brunswick Social Policy Research Network 
(NBSPRN) dealing with complex problems around immigration and employment in New 
Brunswick, Canada.  

• The Grove 3547, convened in 2016 by The Chicago Community Trust and Roller 
Strategies, aimed to support young people in Chicago to develop resilient livelihoods. 

• Southern Africa Food Lab (SAFL), established in 2009 by University of Cape Town, 
GIZ, ActionAid, Development Bank of South Africa and other organizations, is a large-
scale food security program dealing with the sustainability of the Southern African food. 
Reos Partners is key facilitator of SAFL.  
Energy Futures Lab (EFL), convened in 2015 by The Natural Step Canada and several 
other convening partners, addresses the challenge of shifting the energy system in Alberta 
from strong fossil fuel dependence towards an “energy system that the future needs” 

A full description of each lab (including challenge, convening question, context) can be found in 
Appendix F. 

The process started with an initial plan of interviewing one to two practitioners in each lab. 
However, during the data collection process, many more unexpected questions emerged. As the 
nature of a collaborative multi-stakeholder process, one facilitator certainly cannot cover all 
perspectives, which led us to considering conducting interviews with more stakeholders of each 
lab. Due to limitation of time, we could only do so with one lab- the Economic Immigration Lab 
was chosen as they were the first lab to respond to our request. We interviewed four stakeholders 
of Economic Immigration Lab in total: one lab manager, one knowledge manager, one harvester 
and one convener.   
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It was important to collect data based on specific labs since the context of each lab was very 
useful to make sense of the data. However, because social labs is a highly diverse field and there 
is no database that indicates how many labs are there in the world, we wanted to avoid missing 
out the bigger picture of the field by also conducting interviews with other practitioners who are 
highly experienced in this kind of work and actively supporting social labs field through 
providing training, consultancy and advise. The list of interviewees in this category is in 
Appendix C. 

To make it easier to read, in this report, interviewees of this category are referred to as “lab 
practitioners”. 

Experts and experienced practitioners in evaluation 

In order to answer SRQ 1 & SRQ 2 from perspective of evaluators, and attain insights for SRQ 
3, we conducted interviews with several experts or highly experienced practitioners in 
evaluation. We looked for interview partners in this category through introduction of social labs 
practitioners, network of Master of Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability program, and by 
reviewing relevant literature on evaluation in complexity. The interviewees we chose to invite 
must have had at least 5 years of experience in this kind of work, and have been actively involved 
in social innovation initiatives for us to consider them credible for this research. After contacting 
and getting acceptance for our request, we had a good mix of evaluators for social labs and 
academia. The list of interviewees in this category is in Appendix C. 

The objective of phase 2 was to gather information on how social labs evaluate their impact, 
what aspects remain unevaluated and how might outside experts provide information to fill the 
gap.  This was done by analyzing documents (Phase 2a), interviewing practitioners in social labs 
(Phase 2b) and interviewing experts and experienced practitioners in the field of evaluation in 
complexity (Phase 2c). 

To make it easier to read, in this report, interviewees of this category are referred to as “experts” 
or “evaluation experts”. 

2.2.2 Phase 2a: Document Analysis 

Prior to interviews with lab practitioners, their lab's documents were analyzed for to better 
understand the lab's evaluation approach, to guide the interviews and ultimately to answer SRQ 
1 and SRQ 2. Documents considered include articles, reports, publications and website text. After 
reading each document a short summary of our findings was written guided by a document 
analysis form which we constructed based on SRQ 1 and SRQ 2.  After reading each document 
we wrote a summary of our findings based on our interview coding structure (Table 2.1).   
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Table 2.1. Interview coding structure 

Code Sub-code 

SRQ 1 
(How are 
social labs 
evaluating 
their 
impacts?) 

Why (Why & for whom is the lab evaluating? The purpose of an evaluation 
can vary much depending on who the evaluation is for. Some possible 
stakeholder are funders, participants and lab facilitators.) 

What (What is defined as success? What is evaluated? After defining the 
purpose of evaluation, it is important to know what is the definition of 
success for social labs, and what they monitor, assess, measure or evaluate in 
order to know they are moving toward that success) 

How (How is the evaluation undertaken and communicated? What principles 
or approaches is it based on? What tool is used? What action is taken?) 

Challenges (What challenges and limitation does the lab encounter in 
evaluation process?) 

SRQ 2 
(How is 
adaptive 
capacity 
considered 
in their 
evaluation?)  

Trust (What is the role of trust in the lab’s success? How is trust evaluated?) 

Diversity (What is the role of diversity in the lab’s success? How is diversity 
evaluated?) 

Learning (What is the role of learning in the lab’s success? How is learning 
evaluated?) 

Self-organization (What is the role of self-organization in the lab’s success? 
How is self-organization evaluated?) 

Common-meaning (What is the role of common-meaning in the lab’s 
success? How is common-meaning evaluated?) 

Others (What are others intangible outcomes evaluated that are not covered 
within five features of adaptive capacity?) 

Emergence (This code is for useful information coming up that does not belong to one of 
our pre-defined categories) 

2.2.3 Phase 2b: Interviews with lab practitioners 

Eight semi-structured interviews with social lab practitioners were conducted either over online 
conference tool and varied between 60 to 90 minutes. At least two researchers of the team were 
always present: one interviewer who would present the research focus and guide the interview 
based on prepared questions, one harvester who would take note and keep time during the 
interview. All interviews were audio recorded with permission of the participants and stored in 
personal computers of researchers until the end of the research project. The purpose of the 
interviews was to clarify our understanding of information analyzed in Phase 2a, and gain deeper 
insights about stories in the field, internal evaluation practices that might not be mentioned in 
public reports, challenges and questions that emerged during the lab team’s working process 
regarding monitoring and evaluation, intangible social impacts that they see but might not be 
evaluated.  
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Interview structure 

The questions asked in each interview are different based on information gained from document 
analysis and role of the interviewees in their lab, but the overall semi-structure is as follows, (the 
full interview design is in Appendix D): 

1. What is the role of evaluation in social lab? 
This part aims to learn about the purpose of evaluation in social labs, how success is 
defined and monitored. 

2. What adaptive capacity elements has the social lab evaluated and how? 
In this part, we asked specific questions about each adaptive capacity feature to 
understand how they contribute to social labs’ success and how they are considered in 
their evaluation practices. 

3. What are some other intangible outcomes that are not evaluated or measured? 
Our hypothesis is that there could be other intangible outcomes or elements in the lab’s 
success that may not be covered in adaptive capacity. We asked this question to test that 
hypothesis. 

4. What are some challenges and limitations of evaluation in social lab? 
The purpose for this question was to learn about difficulties that practitioners encounter 
regarding evaluating the lab’s success, which could provide inputs for questions to ask 
evaluation experts, to suggestions for our discussion.  

2.2.4 Phase 2c: Interviews with evaluation experts and 
practitioners 

Similar to interviews with lab practitioners, interviews with experts were also semi-structured 
and took between 60 to 90 minutes with presence of two out of three researchers. All interviews 
were recorded with permission of the interviewees and recorded files were stored in our personal 
computers until the research closed. The purpose of these interviews is to provide further insight 
on best practices for evaluating social sustainability. The interviews were structured in three main 
parts (full interview design is in Appendix E): 

1. The role of evaluation in social labs 
With this part, we aimed to learn from the expert’s perspective how evaluation could 
contribute to social labs’ success and get some inspiration to get the interview flow.  

2. Suggested indicators or practices to understand and evaluate adaptive capacity 
features in process of prototyping for social innovation 
The purpose of this part is similar to of part 2 of the interviews with lab practitioners, but 
from perspectives of evaluation experts. 

3. Novel approaches and challenges 
With these questions, we wanted to obtain some advises and suggestions from expert’s 
perspective to support social labs field.  

 Phase 3: Data Analysis 

In this phase, we aimed to synthesize all data from Phase 2 to answer the three sub research 
questions. The process consists of three steps: firstly, transcribing all interviews to turn audio 
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recordings into raw text data; secondly, coding all transcriptions based on an agreed code 
structure; thirdly, collectively arranging coded data into patterns for analysis. 

Step one: Transcribing interviews 

All fifteen interviews were transcribed word-for-word. The researcher who did not attend an 
interview would transcribe the correspondent recorded audio so that all of us could have initial 
insights about what were discussed in every interview before moving to analyzing the data 
together. 

Step two: Coding 

With all the data transcribed, we were ready to code. To begin with, each transcription was 
broken apart into meaningful segments, consisting of one sentence to a paragraph in length 
depending on the content. Each segment was then summarized. Each summary was then coded 
either based on our predefined, deductive coding system (see table 2.1) or based on the code 
"emergence."  

Emergence was treated as an "open code," allowing for there to also be an inductive approach to 
our codification process. Under the emergence code new categories were written in order to 
identify unanticipated patterns. If we found redundancy of a category (n>2), we adopted the new 
code for later analysis.     

Each transcription was coded first by a researcher who joined the interview but did not transcribe. 
This allowed for quality of the transcription to also be checked at the same time. Before that, we 
coded one transcription together to align our understanding of our coding process. This was 
important since interviewees talked about the subjects of the codes across different questions and 
not all interviews followed the same order.   

For interviews with experts in evaluation, one more category was added for information about 
suggested indicators or tools from experts regarding evaluating adaptive capacities. A condensed 
coding structure is represented in in Table 2.2:  

Table 2.2. Coding structure for interview transcriptions 

Code Sub-codes 

SRQ 1 Why | What | How | Challenges 

SRQ 2 Trust | Diversity | Learning | Self-organization | Common-meaning | Others 

SRQ 3 Trust | Diversity | Learning | Self-organization | Common-meaning | Others 

Emergence Emergence 

Step three: Analyzing coded data 

In this phase alike coded data was extracted from transcriptions (including code and summary) 
onto post-it notes and grouped together based on the categories from the interview coding 
structure (Table 2.1). Post-it notes were color-coded for the two interviewee categories (experts 
or practitioners). Within each code category, post-it notes were rearranged to find patterns there 
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within. This process took place over three iterations. To answer SRQ 1, data was kept isolated 
between the four labs, after which and photos and written summaries were made of the findings. 
To answer SRQ 2, data was combined, to find larger patterns across labs and to close potential 
gaps with expert data. Again data was categorized based on Table 2.1. Lastly, to test for patterns 
that may have been missed, a second iteration of categorizing all the data was conducted again 
based on Table 2.1.  

With all the information simplified and clustered, next step was to combine patterns together to 
find larger category in order to present information with as much clarity as possible. This process 
was also iterative with many cycles of combining patterns, writing draft presentation of results 
and discussing.  

Step Four: Develop suggestions 

Finally, we provided a synthesis of our insights from the data and the whole research process to 
answer SQR 3. Furthermore, connecting with what was learnt about evaluation in social labs, we 
also discussed what it means to evaluate in complexity, in contribution to movements towards 
strategic sustainability. This process took place over several weeks of iterative writing and group 
sense making conversations in which we would present new ideas to each other. 

 Assumptions and biases 

The fact that three researchers carry various background education, past experience and cultural 
foundation allows richer discussion and more diverse thinking. However, that also made us have 
various assumptions about the project’s outcomes as well as what is needed to contribute to the 
conceptual framework. As mentioned in 2.1. Phase 1: Define research approach, our assumption 
of research needs was clarified through conversations with five external advisors without deeper 
investigation into reality. The interview participants are also limited to individual practitioners 
who are interested in the challenge we try to address. 

Regarding data collection, there are more interviewees from the EIL (in total 5 over 15 
interviews). This makes patterns weighted towards the work taking place in the EIL. We tried to 
avoid bias by checking high redundancy across labs, not just by interviews. We also tried to 
bridge this gap by inviting some interviewees with a lot of experience who could provide a birds-
eye view across different lab (e.g. Jeff Barnum, Jamie Gamble). Bias is still inevitable when 
generalizing the data.  

Another potential bias surfaced during the interview process is that we often got more data and 
insights from the first questions asked in the interviews, since there was more time to go deeply 
into those topics. It took us a few interviews to learn to improve our time management skills, to 
prioritize interview questions and predict the length of answer for each question from research 
participants. 
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3 Results 

To answer our three sub research questions, we first present a comparative analysis of the 
evaluation of each of the analyzed labs; Appendix J provides synthesis of the first research 
question, how social labs evaluate their impact.  Then, we present the results of the analysis of 
evaluation practices using an adaptive capacity lens. Hereby, for each feature of adaptive 
capacity, an analysis is provided how each lab considers or does not consider these in their 
evaluation to then draw conclusions – with the additional input of evaluation experts on how 
each of the adaptive capacity features could be evaluated. Additionally, we present insights from 
experts on adaptive capacity. Finally, we conclude with identified gaps and challenges. When 
citing an interviewee, we are not including the date for better readability, as all interviews took 
place in 2018.  

 SRQ 1: How and why are social labs evaluating their 

impact? 

First and foremost, the interviews and document analyses showed that evaluation in complexity 
– illustrated by the context of social labs - is a messy and uncharted topic. There is no clear, 
agreed on definition about what evaluations include, and the evaluation approach is always 
context dependent and differs depending on the stakeholder groups that are involved, as well as 
on the challenge that the lab tries to address and on the theory of change of the conveners.  

Yet, in terms of purpose, common themes emerged. All four interviewed labs use evaluations to 
enable learning for involved stakeholder, for better decision-making, to inform and improve the 
development of the process design, as well as to measure their impact or progress in some form 
(Drimie; Mosse and Muirhead; Pugh; Williams; Woolner). Davidson’s definition of the purpose 
of her evaluation approach summarizes it well: “the goal [of an evaluation] is to find and develop 
a more sophisticated understanding of the system to then better direct actions, to help us to get 
closer to the goal of whatever the shift in the system is that we are trying to achieve”. This 
illustrates – which is undermined by all interviewed labs – that evaluations primarily support the 
learning process of a social lab, and only secondly aim at monitoring the “tangible impact”. This 
finding supports our assumption that social labs impact is much related to intangibles, which we 
refer to in the second section when analyzing their evaluations through an adaptive capacity lens. 
The learning process can be further divided into two categories: (1) evaluations for providing 
feedback to the lab design and facilitation team, (2) evaluations for gaining and sharing insights 
about the system. The “tangible impact” evaluations can be divided into two further categories: 
(3) effectiveness of lab outcomes and (4) long-term impact on the larger system. 

Depending on the specific social lab and on the different requirements of stakeholders, if and 
how evaluations for each of these five categories are undertaken. Hereby, the role of the funding 
institutions is important, as they usually require certain indicators to measure success (Drimie; 
Gamble; Mosse and Muirhead; Pugh; Williams; Woolner).  
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3.1.1 Evaluations provide a feedback mechanism for improvements 
of lab design, workshops and facilitation  

Firstly, evaluations serve the development of the lab design by incorporating learning, informing 
their strategies and actions, supporting the lab or the organization running the lab to become a 
learning organization and testing the models and theories (Atnikov; Mosse and Muirhead; 
Williams).  Atnikov said that, "I am hoping that through our evaluation activities we advance our 
theory of change - it becomes more sophisticated and more nuanced." 

Evaluation also supports the learning of the facilitation and lab design team. It was mentioned in 
9 out of 15 interviews that a purpose of evaluation is helping the team to be responsive to the 
needs of participants, improving workshop designs and providing guidelines to make lab process 
better (Atnikov; Barnum; Chender; Fierro; Gamble; Mosse and Muirhead; Nur and Proctor; 
Williams; Woolner). This includes the improvement of facilitation skills for the team (Atnikov; 
O’Pray; Woolner). Woolner describes how he supported the team learning with an example: 

In the first workshop the team may have set out with the intention that the 
participants understand what prototyping is - why it is important to engage multiple 
perspectives - [or other] values based or attached to behavioral shifts. And through 
talking to them [the participants] I am getting a sense if we are achieving those things 
or not and I feed them back into the team debrief. 

He further mentioned his interviews helped to redesign subsequent workshops by interviewing 
participants to “check if the learning landed”. Some questions he asked to participants after 
workshops are: What was valuable for you? What will you take forward with you? What new 
insights do you have about the whole economic immigration system that you did not have before? 
(Woolner). 

3.1.2 Evaluations to gain insights about the system 

Evaluation provide funders, lab participants, the lab design and facilitation team and the larger 
community with information and insights about the system and the community that they focus 
on as well as about the challenge the lab tries to address (Mosse and Muirhead; Woolner). This 
section is connected to 3.1.1, as the insights about the system can feed back into the improvement 
of the lab design (Davidson; Nur and Proctor; Williams; Woolner).  

Evaluation can generate data that participants can use in their decision making (Nur and Proctor), 
or so that participants can evaluate their prototypes better (Gamble). For example, the EIL, The 
Grove and the SAFL all conducted Learning Journeys, where participants gained new insights 
about the system, which can then be brought back to the group and recorded by a graphic 
facilitator.2 Another example are published reports or scientific articles, which can both be a 
reflective process for those involved, but also provide external stakeholders with information and 
learning. As social labs are a new and emerging field, this point is particularly important, where 
evaluation can help to make learning across labs available so that others can benefit from it 

                                                 

2 This points towards the challenge of defining the boundaries of evaluation: is harvesting part of it? 
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(Atnikov; Mosse and Muirhead) then hopefully to contribute to building a community of social 
lab practitioners locally, as Mosse and Muirhead pointed out: 

There's been a lot of conversation around building a community of practice- what 
that might look like and how can we share our learnings amongst each other. So we 
are Looking at: How can we be as transparent as possible? […]  So, really that 
intention is about how can we help other people who could really benefit from that 
work - from learnings and the failures and all the stuff that we are going through. 

To enable this, two of the four labs have a publicly available web-archive, where all materials 

that are being used and produced during the lab cycle is made accessible for everyone who 

is interested, including photo documentation, workshop materials, power-point 

presentations and graphic visualizations of the process. 

3.1.3 Effectiveness of lab outcomes  

Labs provide a number of tangible outcome from the prototyping process including new 
products, services, organizations, procedures and policies. The quality of these outcomes can be 
considered based on their effectiveness in addressing the lab's challenge.  

For a prototyping team, effectiveness can be evaluated in order to gain new insights which might 
inform another round of prototyping.  This type of evaluation is encapsulated in the "fail fast, 
fail often" approach to prototyping (Adrienne; Davidson; Woolner). It was suggested by 
Woolner, though the EIL is only practicing so informally, that a "review panel" of people from 
government, employers and newcomers could evaluate such prototypes at early phases.   

3.1.4 Long-term impact on the larger system 

Evaluation also help to determine how the outcomes from a lab are contributing towards systemic 
transformation. This is extremely important for the legitimacy of a lab and can effect and how 
much and how many financial contributions a lab receives (O'Pray.) 

Attribution of the lab's work with large scale shifts in society are based on the lab's theory of 
change and their evaluating framework.  

The SAFL, for example, in a peer reviewed study (Drimie et al 2018), define their theory of 
change based on Theory U, explaining the need for individuals to undergo personal 
transformations in order to navigate transition and build resilience.  As such, a story is told of a 
participant-farmer in the program who, inspired by what she learned in the lab, ended up inspiring 
many farmers in her area and also becoming elected to the board of a national campaign, which 
dramatically changed the direction of the organization
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 SRQ 2 & 3: Evaluation of Adaptive Capacity  

This section presents results found through interviews regarding five adaptive capacity features. 
As Angela Pugh put it: “One of the biggest outcomes of a social lab, in our opinion, is that we 
are building a platform for teams to work together.” Our lens for looking at this platform is 
adaptive capacity, because the five features of adaptive capacity provide a perspective on those 
elements in a social system that are essential for its functioning and long-term sustainability. 
The findings about each AC feature are structured based on: how social labs consider adaptive 
capacities in their evaluation and how could adaptive capacities be evaluated based on experts’ 
inputs. 

3.2.1 Trust 

Of all the features of adaptive capacity, trust was highlighted most often and most extensively 
by practitioners and is interconnected to many of the other features. This reflects Missimer's 
(2015) statement that trust is the "social glue" that binds society together. Trust according to 
Missimer (2015) can be considered in terms of the quality and quantity of relationships as well 
as willingness to take risks or show vulnerability.  Both these elements were considered in 
evaluations. Social labs more specifically utilize trust in order to make diversity learngful.  
Daniel McCarthy stated: 

“you are not going to start working with a complete stranger to see what elements of 
your ego... are holding you back from seeing the complexity of the system unless you 
trust the person, unless you have a group of people around who are trusting enough.” 
are holding you back from seeing the complexity of the system unless you trust the 
person, unless you have a group of people around who are trusting enough.” 

“Trust” in social labs’ evaluation 

Because trust is intangible, it requires indicators in order to evaluate such as change in 
relationships, commitment of participants and changes in how participants share ideas.  

The element of relationship change was mentioned in all interviewees when talking about social 
labs’ evaluation practices. It is shown through social interaction among people inside and 
outside of lab workshops, change in their dialogues, changes in the network of participants (they 
build relationships with people they did not have relationship with before), or even the energy 
that they show when coming. For example, in the case of EIL, it can be indicated by the fact 
that people started to stay at each other’s house (the lab takes place in different cities), that 
people started to go out together in the evening, that people were able to show more 
vulnerability in front of the full group during check-ins and check-outs, new friendships being 
formed (Mosse and Muirhead; Woolner). For The Grove 3547, trust is understood as social 
capital, and measuring social capital is about measuring new relationships (Roller Strategies 
2016). To be specific, they counted the number of people attending deep dialogue interviews (a 
2-3 hour dialogue between facilitator and a participant to build trust), or number of people 
joining social dinners and going to convening campaign event. 
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Commitment of participants is an indicator for change in relationship, thus indicating increase 
of trust (Drimie; Pugh). Scott Drimie stated: “the new idea that people are committing to 
something that may otherwise not be necessarily working together, if that has traction, moves 
someone, that is a clear indication if a new form of relationship has emerged”.  

Another way for assessing change in relationships is paying attention to the moments of 
tensions and struggles in participants. Mosse and Muirhead mentioned some examples when 
people got highly confused in the middle of the lab process - which they called “storming” – 
and although these moments weren’t used for a formal evaluation report, it was necessary for 
facilitators to acknowledge the details and use them for reflection and probably improving the 
workshop design.  

Lastly, Isabel Chender, one of the graphic harvesters of the EIL, explains an indicator of trust 
is whether people (in that case prototyping teams) are comfortable to present their results, even 
if they are not perfect and also in the way how they present and if all members are equally 
engaged.  Graphic harvesting supports this practice by showing them that what they are doing 
is meaningful, this building more trust.  

Social labs practitioners and evaluators shared three common methods to understand and 
evaluate trust: 

1. By asking participants directly. This can be done through pre- and post-workshop 
surveys, interviews with participants during workshops and after workshops have 
finished for a while. 

2. Through the observation for behavior changes of lab members that could indicate an 
increase or decrease in trust. All interviewed labs emphasized the importance of having 
someone in the room to observe and even document the change of participants 
throughout the process. Facilitators also actively observe participants during workshops 
as well as in casual interactions, have conversations with them to build personal 
connections. Videography and photojournalism can be used to support the observation. 
It is followed by reflection sections among workshop designers, facilitators and 
evaluators to understand the meaning of what was observed and learn how to improve 
the process. 

3. By using proxy-indicators that are not directly indicating trust, but are related to it, for 
example the degree of commitment (whether people return to workshops or not - Pugh) 

Inputs from experts 

All experts in the research agreed with the points about the importance of evaluating trust in 
collaborative, diverse multi-stakeholder processes, and that it is connected with evaluating 
quality of relationships, as well as using observation and reflection to understand and evaluate 
trust.  

Fierro suggests lab facilitators and evaluators to observe for the capacity of leveraging dynamic 
tension. Dynamic tension describes the tension between two useful yet opposing forces.  In 
group processes dynamic tension is seen when conflicting worldview are presented, which is 
inevitable due to the high level of diversity in social labs. These moments of tensions can either 
have high potential to facilitate innovation or reinforce polarities which invite people to get 
stuck in their own dogma. How a group deals with these kinds of moments can be a powerful 
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indicator. This point was similar to the point of observing for “storming” phases by Mosse and 
Muirhead above, and is also mentioned indirectly by Gamble. 

McCarthy, Fierro and Gamble all agreed with the importance of observation in order to 
understand trust. Jamie Gamble said it is important to look for trust behavior and not just 
statements of trust, and a good indicator for him is whether people are having difficult and 
conflicted conversations – “Everyone will say they trust someone, but what risks do they 
demonstrate? What choices do they make that reveal some vulnerability around them 
personally or in their organizations or in their way of thinking? How is that trust shown and 
not just stated?”. Regarding observation, McCarthy pointed out that it is essential for the 
evaluator to know the community they are working with very well, and if it is not the case, they 
need to work with someone who knows the community well.  

Regarding survey, Fierro suggested doing community survey and social network analysis to 
understand the relationships on community level, analysing network of participants before and 
after lab processes – how people in their network expanded and connect with each other.  

Another way that André Proctor pointed out is through participatory exercises such as 
participatory system mapping of relationships. An example is a live-mapping exercise with 
participants in the room, asking for the degree of trust towards involved stakeholders, where 
participants were asked to hold up either a red, yellow or green card, then facilitators could 
open up space for conversations among groups of participants about what they saw and why it 
happened that way. 

3.2.2 Diversity 

Social labs are concerned with finding solutions for complex challenges. Hereby, they deal with 
diversity by their nature; by bringing together those stakeholders that represent a complex 
challenge to innovate ideas, it inevitably invites diversity: “you are bringing new ideas, new 
dynamics, people that have not necessarily engaged” (Drimie). Diversity, thus, is identified in 
a social lab for the same reason that Missimer (2015) includes it as a feature of adaptive 
capacity- for a higher volume of responses to uncertainty and a more nuanced understanding 
which enables long term resilience.  

Thus, different kinds of diversity can be distinguished: diversity of age, gender, sectors 
(Williams), but also of perspectives (Pugh; Drimie) and political views or thinking style 
(McCarthy; Williams). Stephen Williams gives an example of the EFL, that some people 
perceive capitalism as the root problem to “get rid of”, whereas others stand in total opposition 
to that standpoint and may rather be in favor of market-based technological solutions 
(Williams). Or for the EIL, the convening team paid particular attention to bringing together 
people from a diversity of countries to have different perspectives and “lived experiences” of 
immigrating to Canada, and their workshops were also conducted in two languages French and 
English (Mosse and Muirhead). 

“Diversity” in social labs evaluation  

A straightforward way that the interviewed labs use to measure diversity is interviewing during 
recruitment process, asking for the background (sector, country, skills) of each lab participant 
to indicate diversity. Social network analysis and system mapping were used by the EIL and 
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The Grove 3547 for showing the diversity of a lab’s stakeholders. For political views and 
perspective, we did not find any specific data on how to evaluate these.   

Another aspect of diversity is power dynamic that is always there, especially when there 
presents high level of diversity (Pugh). It can be observed, for example, when some people or 
some groups are not speaking while other are more dominants. Facilitators need to reflect on 
that and then choose how to tackle it. 

Inputs from experts 

For Jamie Gamble, diversity can be measured straight-forwardly by observation (Gamble). For 
different thinking styles, Gamble recommended looking at the extreme perspectives that are 
representing a topic and then to ask: “what does more diversity get you? What does less 
diversity get you in terms of innovativeness and also potential for [coming to] a solution? My 
hunch is, it would be different.” 

In addition to diversity of participants, Davidson brought up the point of diversity in the 
facilitation team, where it may be important to evaluate how they complement each other. 

Nur and Proctor shared a similar concern with Pugh about evaluating power dynamic and 
equality in labs. Examples of some questions to be used are: Are people able to participate and 
contribute equally; Is there equal way of working together was created, whether participants 
can find areas where they can all agree; To what extend do people feel collective responsibility 
to improve imbalances of trust and accountability between each other. Moving forward to a 
broader scale, impacts on power dynamics can mean changes in decision making, e.g. voices 
of people influenced by an issue affect decision making of people with power (Nur and Proctor). 

3.2.3 Common Meaning  

Common meaning as a feature of complex social systems tries to give credit to the fact that 
humans are a meaning making and meaning seeking species (Missimer 2015). This aspect was 
investigated with the question: what is the role of a creating common meaning amongst lab 
participants?  

Common meaning was touched on very little by interviewees, which may be due to a lack of 
clarity on the definition. One finding was, that common meaning is very closely linked to both 
learning (Gamble) and the ability to adopt a system´s thinking perspective.  

“Common meaning” in social labs evaluation 

There was little data collected from social labs on how to evaluate and report common meaning. 
The EIL practitioners mentioned an indicator of changes in the way participants frame the 
questions and the challenge, which signals that there are shifts in the way they look at the system 
(Chender; Woolner). For example, if a lab moves to change their calling question might indicate 
increased common meaning (Baan). 

Another place to look for common meaning being is in individual stories of changes in purpose. 
An example in EIL is the story of a participant who had been working for 25 years in settlement 
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sector and realized through lab process that so much of her work was about serving new comers, 
which, according to herself, was a refresher on her personal purpose.  

Williams also pointed out that we need to look for anecdotal evidence, and it is difficult to make 
it quantitative. An evidence that can be easily seen is about how people co-create the vision of 
the lab together, which is often a part of design of social labs.  

Inputs from experts 

We did not find any data from experts about concrete ways to measure or evaluate common 
meaning. Fierro suggested looking at mutual understanding but not a specific method to 
measure it: “We did developmental evaluation for a year to figure out what are the outcomes 
for mutual understanding? I had no clue how you are going to measure mutual understanding- 
cause that’s a really hard thing to measure”. 

Gamble emphasized seeking for deep understanding while trying to evaluate common meaning: 
“you can always get common meaning if you generalize and simplify and at some point, you 
simplified everything so much you have common agreement but it actually doesn´t mean 
anything because it´s so blah.”. 

For both Atnikov and Gamble, common meaning is influenced by the level of diversity and 
Atnikov suggested that labs participants do not always need to agree on everything in order to 
move forward with the challenge. 

3.2.4 Self-Organization  

Both Missimer (2015) and social labs see the need for "networks" to organize themselves in 
order to make change in complex social systems (Hassan 2014). However, self-organization 
was faintly spoken of. Several interviewees stated that it is challenging to understand because 
lab participants are often also busy with their own life and schedule, thus they easily revert to 
their own pattern once they get out of the labs. Drimie shared that this feature is one of SAFL’s 
weaknesses for that same reason. Brenna Atnikov mentioned that Reos Partners does not track 
self-organization with their evaluation framework. She shared that from her experience, lab 
participants need a certain degree of structure that the lab team provides to get things done; lab 
members are often highly committed, but also highly busy and the lab is not supposed to add 
extra work for them. 

“Self-organization” in social labs evaluation 

Although no labs directly incorporate self-organization as an element in their evaluation 
framework, some practitioners mentioned observation based indicators. Some examples include 
observing when participants self-organizing social events (Wooner), or how easy it is for them 
to self-organize into prototyping teams (Chender). For The Grove 3547, together with trust, 
self-organization was referred to as social capital which means “increased trust and the capacity 
for collective action” (Hassan, Eisenstadt, and Sanghv 2015, 32). However, the Integrated 
Report of the lab in 2016 mentioned no specific method to measure this capacity for collective 
action.  
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Furthermore, commitment of participants at the onset of a lab was mentioned in nine interviews. 
It can be measured by the number of participants that continue the workshop cycle (Mosse and 
Muirhead; Pugh). For the EFL, one of interview questions for participants that the evaluator 
use is “how they felt their capacity to contribute to systems transition has changed since 
participation in the lab and how their own commitment to contributing to that transition had 
changed?” (Williams).  

Some practitioners also addressed the importance of assessing participants’ commitment 
already in recruitment phase (Chender; Drimie; O’Pray). For example, Adrienne O´Pray 
pointed out that the success of a prototyping team often requires a leader stepping up to take 
ownership over the project.  She said,  

part of the conversation you have to have in the interview stage - you have to test 
people's willingness to see if they see themselves emerging in that way and you need to 
have a certain percentage of people willing to take a leadership role... Because I find 
that if we spring that leadership piece on people after they are already engaged it can 
have the opposite effect of having people pull back. 

Inputs from experts 

In three interviews, the experts shared similar opinions about the difficulty of measuring self-
organization. According to Gamble, self-organizing is tough to measure, because it is a natural 
component of complexity. He recommended tightening the definition: “what does self-
organizing actually do in terms of advancing towards the lab we want or are working towards?” 
(Gamble). Daniel McCarthy pointed out multiple times, that all living systems are self-
organizing and that implies that you should not try to control or overly manage them.   

3.2.5 Learning  

From Missimer’s definition, learning refers to the ability to sense and adapt to changes in the 
system (Missimer 2015). All interviewees agreed that learning is an inherent part of any social 
lab, as the purpose of a social lab is closely linked to creating conditions for stakeholder to 
learn. Thus, it is considered in all of the interviewed labs in different forms: new capacities 
being built, new insights and changes of perspectives.    

“Learning” in social labs evaluation 

One layer of learning as outcome for social labs is new or improved capacities of participants. 
The EIL define a set of capacities that they seek to develop in participants: ability of framing 
and reframing the problem, backcasting, visioning, system mapping, ideation, prototyping and 
action planning, which are evaluated mostly through interviews and surveys for participants. In 
1-week and 6-month follow-up interviews, evaluators of EIL ask participants questions around 
how the learning is still active in their life. The Grove 3547 refers to new capacities as human 
capital – “measuring human capital is about measuring the new capacities that are built within 
the system - changes to people’s skills and relevant experience, as well as an increase in their 
ability to innovate” (Roller Strategies 2016). They measured this capital by measuring the 
participation of people in a series of capacity-building workshops designed to build the Lab 
team’s capacity to affect change as well as develop their experience in designing and delivering 
a lab approach (ibid).  
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Behaviour changes is another layer that labs look at to evaluate learning capacity. For the SAFL, 
there are dedicated observers during workshops to document behaviour changes in participants. 
They also monitor learnings through interviews questions such as “What has changed for you 
in terms of insights and understanding?”, “What has changed for you in term of opportunity for 
action?” (Drimie). For the EIL and the EFL, through interviews and surveys, they track how 
well participants are able to take the learning and tools presented in the labs back to their 
workplace and life, and they collect stories about how participants start making decision 
differently (for example, by bringing more perspectives into the room) (Mosse and Muirhead; 
Williams; Woolner).  

Furthermore, the SAFL use Learning History approach to reflect on the learnings of the lab, 
and report to the funders as well as the public. 

Inputs from experts 

Behavior changes as indicator for learning was also mentioned by Atnikov and Gamble. 
Atnikov also talked about behavior changes through the term “actionable insights” which means 
the bridge from learning to behavior changes – “It’s not enough to have insights but they have 
to be actionable insights, so how well did the meeting surface actionable insights? Something 
you are going to actually do or try?”. Gamble suggested looking for the shift in the kind of 
strategies that people look to when prototyping.   

Besides, another indicator mentioned by Gamble for evaluating learning of participants is the 
ability to reframe one's own perspective – “To what extent do people detach from or challenge 
their own assumptions?” 

Fierro suggested using a retrospective analysis, an approach that helps facilitating tracing back 
the journey together to see what are new patterns and discoveries, what are the system changes 
and impacts they have made. This approach is similar to the Learning History that the SAFL 
applies.  

 Emergence: Other aspects relevant for adaptive 
capacity 

The following two aspects emerged from the coded data as important elements of adaptive 
capacity, yet they are connected to multiple features of adaptive capacity and can therefore not 
be clearly categorized to one feature. These are: systems thinking and prototyping.  

Systems Thinking 

Systems thinking was mentioned in 8 out of 15 interviews. Systems thinking, as a process of 
transcending one’s own view of a problem and its relation to a system in order to resolve the 
tension between conflicting perspectives, is central to the social labs’ success and pointed to by 
many as fundamental to a systems adaptive capacity and potential for innovation. This element 
also reflects one of three main characteristics of social labs.  

Daniel McCarthy said that it can be a transformative (and jarring) learning moment to realize 
the limitations of the own perception of the system.  
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Everyone is always suffering from bounded rationality- the system makes perfect sense 
within my little boundary but when you step away from your boundary you realize there 
are dynamics happening across scales. 

He later continued that, 

If you can acknowledge that your worldview is a small piece of reality and you are 
fettered in these limited perspective and its prohibiting you from seeing the complexity 
of the system you start to get way more open to understanding the world in a different 
way. 

Because systems thinking is intangible in nature it can be difficult to evaluate whether if 
participants are adopting systems thinking approach to the problem.  However, it was suggested 
that it is important in a lab setting to find measures for systems thinking amongst participants. 
Jamie Gamble, an expert on evaluation, suggested that an indicator of systems thinking and a 
precondition to system change is the evolution of the framing of the problem - how people 
define the issue. “Not having a solution but having better questions and framing is the first stage 
of progress.”. The importance of framing better questions was also mentioned by Christopher 
Baan, Stephen Williams and Isabel Chender. 

Andre Proctor and Ali Nur suggested that evaluation itself can be a tool to support systems 
thinking amongst participants (see example under 3.2.1 Trust).   

Scott Drimie gave an example of an evaluation process documenting “the changes that are 
happening through them [participants] as they saw things differently, as they felt and as they 
committed differently”. This evaluation helped both to document a shift in the way that people 
looked at the system for the funders, as well as to support the facilitation and design team 
(Drimie).  

Prototyping  

Nine of the interviewees mentioned prototyping in the context of evaluation practices; Gregory 
Woolner defined a “Prototyping mindset” as an “attitudinal shift of iterative learning and testing 
assumptions... always probing and prodding in an effort to learn.” Davidson described it as 
“being open to learning, which allows us then to ask questions about what is the impact of the 
actions we are taking, which then should inform our feedback loop to course correct.” 

Elements of a prototyping mindset are the willingness to fail, starting small and testing 
assumption (Woolner). Woolner gave the hypothetical example that for the need to bring two 
groups of people together, if the prototyping team’s idea is to raise half a million dollars and 
rent a conference arena, they have not achieved a prototyping mindset.  Conversely, testing the 
idea by inviting some members of these two groups for free coffee on a weekend would be a 
quick and cheap way to test the idea that these two groups need to meet. 

In the context of prototyping, Jeff Barnum and his company Magenta Studios developed the 
concept creativity competency.  He defines it as an ability to not just come up with good ideas, 
but to realize new and meaningful ideas in reality. “One can develop creativity competency 
with practice within a structured creative process of iterative cycles of creation, destruction, 
and recreation, to discover what is actually going to work in reality, as opposed to what you 
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thought would work in concept.” (Barnum). He sees a strong need for strengthening this 
capacity in leaders. 

 Remarks from experts on the evaluation of adaptive 
capacity  

To answer SRQ 3, experts were asked for insights and novel approaches for evaluating adaptive 
capacity. Overall, Adaptive capacity was perceived as a valuable framework for looking at the 
intangibles in a social lab by five out of seven experts (Atnikov; Gamble; McCarthy; Williams; 
Woolner). In the following, we present further interpretations of adaptive capacity provided by 
either evaluation experts or experts on adaptive capacity. in a social lab by five out of seven 
experts (Atnikov; Gamble; McCarthy; Williams; Woolner). In the following, we present further 
interpretations of adaptive capacity provided by either evaluation experts or experts on adaptive 
capacity. 

Seanna Davidson does not find the five features of adaptive capacity particularly useful. She 
defines adaptive capacity as the willingness to learn and act on feedback. Being adaptive then 
means to close the feedback loop between how the system is acting and how people are 
therefore engaging in it (Davidson).  

Drimie said that: 

much of adaptive capacity is not only to learn but to do things, so it´s about agency as 
well. You´ve got to have the ability to DO in order to learn. I´ve been thinking about 
these things in terms of these new relationships, new ideas, new commitment. You then 
[when you DO] are involved into something that happens, and as it then unfolds so you 
learn and adapt with it, and that is very important for social innovation. 

Stephen Williams pointed towards different levels of adaptive capacity. He said it is easier to 
evaluate it on an individual level, than on the level of organizations or the larger community or 
system the lab is part of; it gets more difficult to correlate the impact of a lab on the adaptive 
capacity the higher up the scale you look.  

For Rita Fierro, a proxy for adaptive capacity is the ability of a group to deal with dynamic 
tension. Evaluating the adaptive capacity of a lab, she would recommend observing whether 
moments of tension get shut down or whether they are addressed:  

Listen for how the group faces moments of dynamic tension - are they shut down when 
faced by it or do they leverage it. […] One of the things I would listen for is literally in 
the space of a meeting how many moments of tension get shut down and how many get 
drawn upon to identifying new solutions. […] It's about consensus building, not 
compromise, to come up with innovative solutions that satisfy people with multiple 
world views. 

Another indicator she pointed out for groups overall adaptive capacity was creativity. This 
could be evaluated by observing whether a group is moving away from resistance and debate 
and towards generative or co-creative discourse.   
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Jeff Barnum, one of the co-founders of Reos Partners and one of the pioneer thinkers of social 
labs field, noted that the five elements of adaptive capacity all point toward inner qualities. For 
him, “the key to evaluation and understanding impacts of a social lab […] is realizing that our 
view of human being is actually quite limited”. For evaluating adaptive capacity, it implies for 
him to look closely at what happens within people, when building trust, making “diversity 
generative instead of scary”, connecting to others or creating shared meaning. For him, a social 
lab enables to move from “fragmentation” towards a common direction of a group; from “they 
do not know, like or trust each other, to a group of people who have a common goal, common 
meaning, shared aspiration, they know, like and trust each other […] and they´re willing to 
work together”. In doing so, social labs enable an “increase of trust, embracing diversity, a lot 
of learning, fair amount of self-organization and a creation of common meaning.” Yet, it is 
important to point out, that this does not imply for him that the root causes are being addressed 
for systems transformation to occur, as the cultural roots of unsustainable behaviours are not 
merely changed by coming together as a strong team. He says “it is a precondition for effective 
collaboration but in itself does not change root causes” (Barnum). This will be referred back to 
in the discussion. 

From an academic perspective, Daniel McCarthy, director of the Waterloo Institute of Social 
Innovation and Resilience and Associate Professor at Waterloo University, provided insights 
on the role of different features of adaptive capacity for enabling change in complex adaptive 
systems. For him, evaluation is “incredibly important” for innovation, referring to Dr. Michael 
Quinn Patton3´s work. He said that evaluation needs to be “something that actually fosters it” 
instead of being an impediment to innovation, which requires an evaluation framework that 
embraces complexity. For his work, he refers to an adaptive capacity framework developed by 
Derek Armitage that includes the four dimensions: (1) learning to live with uncertainty and 
change, (2) nurture diversity for reorganization and renewal, (3) combine different types of 
knowledge for learning, and (4) create opportunities for self-organization (Armitage 2005). 
McCarthy shared: 

I have learned about complexity that you are not going to be able to control or manage 
any kind of complex system - small scale or not - you are going to have to embrace 
complexity which means you are going to have to deal with uncertainty and the need for 
change and the fact that these system are constantly changing and evolving and self-
organizing […] its essentially a living entity - the more we try to control it the less it´s 
going to be itself and it may actually collapse if we try to overly manage it. 

McCarthy continues, that adapting a complexity perspective and letting go of wanting to control 
the system can be a huge leap for many people. He says, oftentimes “people are not ready on a 
psychological level […] to see the world in complexity terms”.  

                                                 

3 Dr. Michael Quinn Patton is a pioneer in evaluation for complex social innovation initiatives who wrote several 
popular books about evaluation. Several interviewees in the research referred to his works on developmental 
evaluation and principles-focused evaluation. 
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 Challenges of evaluation in social labs 

Last but not least, social lab practitioners and evaluation experts also shared a number of major 
challenges encountered during evaluation process. Analyzing data of this code, we found some 
patterns of challenges regarding: the systemic nature of social labs, the lack of creditable work 
done in this field, working with lab participants in complexity, and concerns of times and 
resources. 

Challenges regarding systemic nature of labs 

Since social labs aim at creating innovations at a systemic level, the overall challenges of 
evaluation relate to the problem to reflect that, instead of just looking at isolated parts of the 
system, as traditional evaluations do. Challenges in this pattern were mentioned in 8 out of 15 
interviews. Often evaluators and lab practitioners are highly aware of the need of systems 
thinking in the lab’s evaluation, but some other intended users of the evaluation do not share 
the same viewpoints, especially funders, and still expect to see evaluation implemented in a 
traditional way. Consequently, evaluation in a social lab may still focus more on measuring 
impacts without considering the larger system that the lab aims to make an impact on. Atnikov 
stated “how would we ever expect that there could be some kind of linear evaluation framework 
for a system that we know is not linear – it does not work that way” (Atnikov). Keeping balance 
between respecting system perspectives and managing real expectations of seeing concrete 
changes is a challenging task. Gamble and Williams also raised the question of how we can 
find indicators to show early changes that happen within systemic or scalable changes. Andre 
Proctor shared: 

So the measurement, whatever measurement happens, it focuses purely on impacts and 
these impact indicators - it does not measure things that really matter, like trust and 
contend confidence in each other, and those kinds of things are often very fundamental 
to success in many things.  

More work needs to be done in this field 

As already mentioned, evaluation in social labs is a new and emerging field. Two most 
experienced evaluators in our research pointed towards the need for a better understanding of 
evaluation in social labs. For example, Gamble pointed out that  

“It is hard to define return on investment, what is the failure rate stakeholders are okay 
with, we do not have an understanding of those benchmarks yet”.  

Fierro shared about the need for evaluating the facilitation – “while everyone wants facilitation 
to be evaluated […] there is very little work done in this area” (Fierro).  

Challenges about participants 

Doing evaluation for participatory processes like in social labs also require high level of 
collaboration from participants. However, it often takes time for participants to develop their 
capacity of reflecting and providing constructive feedbacks. Williams experienced in EFL that 
many people do not have time to reflect a lot (which is a reason why post-workshops interviews 
are really helpful for them). Mosse and Muirhead also shared some unsuccessful experienced 
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with getting feedback during the process from participants, their answers were vague and did 
not reflect what facilitators needed to gain insights about. 

Another challenge in this pattern is the fact that behavior changes take time and effort to be 
embodied. Participants may show changes and new capacities built when being in the safe space 
of labs, but revert to the old pattern when getting back to their workplace (Barnum; Drimie; 
Williams). Thus it is difficult to really understand the impacts on participants if the evaluators 
and facilitators only observe what happens in the lab. Christopher Baan also shared experience 
of one participant making opposite statements when they were out in public compared to what 
they stated in the lab. 

Concerns in term of times and resources 

In 4 out of 15 interviews, research participants shared their concerns about time and resources 
needed for evaluation in social labs. Running labs is resource intensive and doing long-term 
evaluations for labs maybe too expensive for convening organizations. Evaluations in labs 
require evaluators to spend more time in the process with facilitation team and participants to 
have many reflection and feedback sections, they also need to be good at facilitating. There are 
many different indicators to track given a lot of different possible tangible and intangible 
impacts from labs, there are also various types of data to collect and manage from video 
interviews, feedback forms, stories, observation, reflection sections. Those challenges demand 
for human resources with interdisciplinary skills and knowledge to observe, facilitate, monitor, 
measure and analyze evaluation results.  
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4 Discussion 

Our basic assumption in doing this research was, that the development of adaptive capacity is 
a precondition for systemic change in complexity. Thus, evaluating for adaptive capacity 
seemed to be a good lens for an initiative's potential to create such systemic change. It was not 
our intention within the scope of this thesis to prove this point, but rather to collect data on how 
to evaluate adaptive capacity, building a foundation for future research. To do that, we looked 
at how social labs evaluate their impact, in how far they consider elements of adaptive capacity, 
and asked exerts on how adaptive capacity could be evaluated. 

Our results show that evaluations in social labs are highly context dependent; each social lab 
has different ways of measuring their impact, depending on their Theory of Change or way of 
approaching complexity. Yet for all four interviewed labs, evaluations are important to support 
the learning process. This supports, what was stated in the introduction, that evaluations in 
complex initiatives “aim to support self-improving systems” (Ling 2012). Particularly, 
evaluations in those labs that we interviewed help to improve the decision making processes, 
based on insights that are gained about the system, as well as to develop the design of the lab.  

Applying adaptive capacity to evaluations in social labs turned out to be a challenging 
endeavour. This may be related to the fact that adaptive capacity as defined by Missimer (2015) 
was not primarily designed for evaluations, but for deriving the social sustainability principles. 
Also, evaluation in complexity is a messy topic, where the definition of evaluation differed 
across interviewees. Sometimes, there is no clear distinction between facilitation and evaluation 
tools; for example, graphic harvesting, which was used for every workshop at the EIL on one 
hand supports participants to process and understand new information and to facilitate dialogue; 
at the same time, it can serve as an evaluation tool, where the learnings gained from the “murals” 
can be integrated in the development of the lab design. Many tools in a social lab may be used 
in a way to evaluate and constantly adapt the practice, without explicitly defining it as an 
evaluation, but perhaps as a “reflective practice”. This interconnectedness and overlap between 
concepts like evaluation, harvesting, reflection and facilitation, but also between prototyping 
and adaptive capacity inhered difficulties in making clear distinctions and in revealing all those 
practices that may be relevant for evaluating adaptive capacity.  

Another constraint in comparing evaluation practices was the lack of experience of the authors 
with evaluation practices in general, and with evaluation in complexity particularly (see 4.4.2 
Limitations). This led to a steep learning curve of the authors. While starting with a rather 
summative stance on evaluation (how can we measure adaptive capacity?), we realized that 
even though adaptive capacity may point towards the basic elements of a system to be resilient, 
it becomes a reductionist evaluation tool, as soon as it asks for predefined indicators. The initial 
motivation was to investigate an evaluation approach that is capable of reflecting the 
complexity of an initiative and at the same time simple enough for it to legitimize social labs 
as an approach particularly towards funders, or other stakeholders not directly involved. This 
led us to adaptive capacity. We still consider it to be an interesting lens; yet we are not at the 
point where we can claim to have found the “holy grail of evaluation” that could bridge funders 
expectations to see tangible impact, and the emergent nature of a social innovation initiative.  

Those social labs that we interviewed are not directly affected by funder constraints or 
predefined indicators. Here, the purpose of evaluation is mainly directed towards learning. With 
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this purpose in mind, adaptive capacity could be a valuable framework for an evaluation 
approach aimed for the development of social labs; in the following we present a synthesis of 
our findings, and then relate them back to the starting point of this research and the relevance 
for strategic sustainable development. 

 How could adaptive capacity in a social lab be 
evaluated? 

In Figure 4.1, we combined the essential process of each of the four social labs with an adaptive 
capacity lens. What it shows, are the relationships between the five adaptive capacities and the 
very basic elements of a social lab. This representation is based on the interview with Jeff 
Barnum, co-founder of Reos Partners, who stated that social labs helps “people going from 
fragmentation to moving together; from a lot of people doing a lot of different things to having 
shared direction or purpose.” (Barnum) 

  

 

Figure 4.1. Our illustration of the relationship between adaptive capacity and social labs 
process 

It breaks those elements relevant for adaptive capacity down to the following sequence: first, a 
social lab invites a diverse group of people, so that relationships can form which would have 
otherwise not been formed; these people need to be representative for the challenge that the lab 
tries to address, by including those who are affected by and involved in it; this is one of the core 
characteristics of a social lab, social. Secondly, this group of people is going through a 
facilitated process, which may enable them to learn about the challenge, about the system and 
about different perspectives on the problem. With different tools, it fosters a systems 
perspective and complexity thinking so that stakeholders may realize their own contribution or 
role within the challenge; this in theory enables to address root causes instead of symptoms, 
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which is the second core characteristic of a social lab, systemic. Hereby, the role of trust stood 
out, which will be explained further in the next section. Thirdly, new ideas may come out of 
this process. These ideas can be tested through a prototyping cycle of acting and reflecting, to 
find solutions that actually work. This is the third core characteristic, experimental. Going 
through this process creates new relationships and common meaning and may create new 
commitments, for example in terms of projects. Based on this understanding, derived from our 
results, we identified three key aspects that could be evaluated to indicate the adaptive capacity 
of a social lab: prototyping capacity, trust and systems perspective. We focused on these three 
key aspects, as they represent connections to all of the five features of adaptive capacity, as 
well as they connect to each of the core characteristics of a social lab.   

The reason why we decided to focus on three aspects is to keep it simple enough to allow for 
rapid feedback and flexible enough to support the emergent nature of a lab. Also, we considered 
the advice of Adrienne O´Pray, who spoke about the need to bridge funders needs with the 
structure of a lab, to focus only on three key aspects for evaluation. This is also aligned to what 
Patton recommends in his book “Developmental Evaluation”; he suggests that “less is more” 
when developing questions within an inquiry framework, where three questions enable a very 
specific focus  (Patton 2011).  

The following representation is a summary of our current understanding of evaluation in social 
labs, based on applying an adaptive capacity lens. This understanding is a “snapshot in time” 
and may not fully represent all aspects mentioned by practitioners, and is also limited by the 
number of social labs that we interviewed (see 4.4.2 Limitations). It is a first iteration and needs 
to be tested in the field to gain a better understanding and make refinement for applicability. 
Yet, it may provide a first step towards evaluating the adaptive capacity of a social lab. At this 
stage, it primarily serves the purpose to enable a strategic self-evaluation of labs, to improve 
learning. 

 

Figure 4.2. Evaluation questions for the adaptive capacity of a social lab 

Figure 4.2 summarizes the three guiding evaluation principles. The three principles are:  

For a social lab to be evaluate its adaptive capacity, it should consider,  
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(1) the degree of trust amongst stakeholders; 
(2) the prototyping capacity of lab stakeholders 
(3)  the degree of systems thinking of lab stakeholders.  

These principles are formulated based on the GUIDE-criteria of a principle-based evaluation, 
which means that they need to be guiding, useful, inspirational, developmental and evaluable; 
see Appendix L (Patton 2017). Each of these features and will be described in more detail 
below. For each of the principles, we formulated a guiding question, for which we considered 
Pattons “Simple Rules For Generating Framing Questions” (Patton 2011). Hereby, each of the 
three questions are formulated in a way so that they point towards the adaptive capacity features 
to consider within the context of those three basic features of a lab. By asking whether enough 
trust, prototyping capacity or systems thinking are present, a lab can evaluate potential 
alignments or misalignments to those aspects that adaptive capacity defines as essential for a 
complex system to be resilient. For example, by evaluating the degree of trust and the capacity 
of leveraging dynamic tension, a lab may be able to draw conclusions whether it needs to pay 
more attention to building trust or if it is “on track”. This form of evaluation is an ongoing 
process. Appendix H provides a collection of questions suggested by interviewees that we put 
together for reference, for people to evaluate these three features, either by observation or by 
conducting interviews. In the following these features will be explained in more detail. 

4.1.1 Trust 

Is there enough trust for participants to embrace diversity and leverage tensions? 

The results suggest that trust plays a crucial role for the success of a lab. Edmondson relates 

trust to “psychological safety” in a group, which she describes as “a team climate 

characterized by interpersonal trust and mutual respect in which people are comfortable 

being themselves” without fearing rejection or embarrassment (Edmondson 1999). This 

“climate” is crucial for a social lab to enable a group to hold and exchange conflicting 

worldviews. It also serves as a mediator for learning, as it facilitates talking about failures, 

seeking feedback, asking for help and experimenting (Edmondson 1999).  

By leveraging tensions, we refer to the ability of a group to address tensions, instead of 

ignoring them. The importance of this was mentioned directly or indirectly by four 

interviewees. Fierro referred to a recent publication, where she defined “dynamic tension”; 

it means that a group recognizes the diversity of perspectives on a topic, allowing them to 

coexist and be expressed instead of elevating one as “right” and the other as “wrong” (Fierro 

2016). This tension can enhance creativity to find a “third way” or an idea or innovation 

that different perspectives can agree upon (ibid). It is closely related to what Senge defines as 
“creative tension”, indicate how a group feels when it experiences the gap between the current 
reality and an envisioned future (Senge 1990). This aspect could also be an indicator for self-

organization, as it requires from the group to be willing to take initiative to address tensions, 

even though this may be inconvenient.  

As for mentioned earlier, Appendix H provides a collection of questions to consider when 

evaluating this aspect in a social lab. 
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4.1.2  Prototyping capacity  

Is the group flexible & responsive enough to integrate and act on learnings? 

The results highlight the importance of prototyping and reflection for social labs. The capacity 
to do “prototyping” is closely related to the definition of learning by Missimer (2015) – “being 
able to sense changes in the environment and respond to them effectively”, as well as it is a 
stepping stone to self-organization and requires common meaning;  

In literature, elements are found in subjects such as "Rapid prototyping" (Coughlan, Peter, Jane 
Fulton Suri, and Katherine Canales. "Prototypes as (design) tools for behavioural and 
organizational change), or "design thinking" (Plattner 2013)  and in interviews as in the 
interviews referred to as "prototyping mindset" (Woolner). It is the capacity to continually test 
and refine either an assumption about a complex system (Woolner), or the efficacy of a solution 
to a complex challenge (Davidson). The importance of prototyping in social labs is based on 
the observation that healthy organizations are "continually and flexibly responding" to its 
changing environment, and that the individuals must "continually adapt solutions and respond 
creatively to new conditions and discoveries." (Coughlan, Suri, and Canales 2007, 2) in 
“experimentation and evaluation spaces" (Banathy 1996, 72). Reos Partners defines prototyping 
in the context of such as follows: 

By creating prototypes of systemic initiatives in a creative studio setting, and repeatedly 
vetting, testing, debriefing, and editing iterations of these prototypes in the field, teams 
can launch intelligent learning initiatives that adapt to the social context and avoid 
large-scale failure. By scaling new initiatives with a self-contained prototyping process, 
groups build learning and adaptation into new institutions from the beginning, allowing 
for agile and effective social interventions (Kahane 2013) 

For prototyping to be effective, the ability to reflect plays an important role. Some important 
questions to bear in mind when evaluating the prototyping capacity could be around reflective 
practices, as suggested by Davidson: does the lab have reflective practice sessions? How often? 
What does the lab do when people learn about new information that conflict what they think 
they are supposed to be doing? In what way does it have the capacity to be flexible and adaptive 
to taking a different direction? More questions can be found in Appendix H. 

4.1.3 Systems Thinking 

Does the group provide a systems perspective to understand enough of the root causes of the 
lab challenge to generate innovative solutions? 

The results indicate the importance of systems thinking for the success of a lab. Peter Senge 
defines Systems Thinking as a “framework for seeing interrelationship rather than things, for 
seeing patterns of change rather than static snapshots” (Behl and Ferreira 2014). 

In the context of social labs, it refers to the ability to think about the system in which the lab is 
integrated as a whole, rather than only considering its parts. This allows actors to see and engage 
with a problem at its roots rather than working with symptoms (Kahane 2013). Part of the 
challenge of adapting such a perspective is that embracing complexity implies letting go of 
control and facing uncertainty (McCarthy). This has to do with becoming aware of the own role 
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inside the challenge as well; or as Adam Kahane puts it: “If you can´t see yourself in the picture, 
then by definition you have no lever to change the world. To turn the old slogan on its head: if 
you´re not part of problem, you can´t be part of the solution” (Kahane 2017).  

 Evaluation towards Strategic Sustainable 
Development  

Starting points of this research was the sustainability challenge, which requires new approaches 
of problem-solving to deal with the high degree of complexity. This research dealt with two 
niche topics which are addressing this topic from different angles – evaluations in complexity 
and social labs. Social labs as an approach for solving complex challenges provides a set of 
practices that address the three levels of complexity - generative, social and emergent. Social 
labs address complexity firstly, by supporting a group to understand the complexity of an issue 
that the lab wants to deal with, and enables to take a systems perspective, enabling to understand 
how the own behavior contributes to the challenge; secondly, from this new understanding, 
experimental initiatives are being formed that innovate and try out new solutions. As many 
initiatives that are trying to address complex sustainability challenges, they are confronted with 
the difficulty to measure their impact. This is related to the paradox of expecting linear 
outcomes from a complex endeavor (Tiesinga and Berkhout 2014). In that context, evaluations 
should not aim at predefined outcomes, but instead enable a continuous learning process. 
Hereby, the qualities of a social lab – emphasized on fast iterations and prototyping - provide 
an interesting perspective for academic research. Even though the outcomes of a social lab 
cannot be predicted, there are certain aspects which can be evaluated, which seem to increase 
the chances of success. These features, identified in this thesis, are also relevant for other 
initiative trying to find social innovations for complex challenges. Yet, these features alone do 
not suffice for an evaluation to support an initiative towards strategic sustainable development. 
Two further elements will be considered for that: First is developmental evaluation, which was 
an approach that was mentioned in more than half of the interviews. Second is backcasting from 
Sustainability Principles, a scientifically proven approach to sustainability.  

4.2.1 Developmental Evaluation 

Strategic planning can be an important tool to move an organisation towards sustainability. A 
typical strategic planning process can be divided into four generic steps: analysing the current 
reality, creating a list of compelling actions that lead towards an envisioned future, setting 
priorities, and creating an action plan for the implementation (Robèrt et al 2015, 142). Progress 
can be evaluated using monitoring, by asking whether  the initiative is achieving their goals and 
whether it is getting closer to their vision (Robèrt et al. 2015, 163). This follows a summative 
evaluation approach, which tries to make an overall judgment about the merit or worth of a 
program (Patton 2011). Yet, defining clear, specific and measurable outcome-oriented 
indicators at the beginning of an innovative project may be counterproductive, because the 
desired outcome may change from each prototyping iteration to the next, when new insights 
about the system may have changed the capacity to find solutions (Patton 2011). Therefore, an 
approach to evaluation that is called “Developmental Evaluation” specifically aims at 
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supporting social innovation processes in their development in complex, dynamic 
circumstances.  

In developmental evaluation the evaluator typically becomes part of the program or 
innovation design team, fully participating in decisions and facilitating discussion about 
how to evaluate whatever happens. All team members together interpret evaluation 
findings, analyze implications, and apply results to the next stage of development […] 
The evaluator’s primary function in the team is to facilitate and elucidate team 
discussions by infusing evaluative questions, data, and logic, and to support data-based 
decision making in the developmental process (Patton 2005). 

Developmental evaluation defines eight principles, which help to guide evaluation practices in 
complexity, amongst others systems thinking, adopting a complexity perspective and timely 
feedback. Appendix I summarizes these essential principles of developmental evaluation and 
applies them to evaluations in social labs. Even though developmental evaluation seems a 
promising approach for social labs´ evaluations, it does not replace other evaluations. Deciding 
when to do various evaluations, linear or non-linear, should be a purposeful decision, it depends 
on why and for whom evaluation needs to be implemented and what questions practitioners are 
trying to answer (Gamble 2008).  

Dealing with any stakeholder and funder, who are not convinced by the dynamic, uncertain, 
unpredictable, non-linear and emergent processes of labs, can be challenging for social labs in 
particular and any interventions informed by complexity theory in general. The role of 
evaluation in this case is “to help the ground to keep track of the various meanings they explore, 
be systemic in capturing the stories and experiences they share, and facilitate deeper 
understanding of and engagement with the key guiding concepts and emergent principles” 
(Patton 2011). To do that, reflective practices and building reflective capacities for stakeholders 
plays an important role. This point was mentioned by Patton (2010) and several interviewees 
in our research (Davidson; Fierro; McCarthy) and was integrated into the principle we referred 
to as “prototyping capacity”.  

Lastly, one challenge that was mentioned is the fact that developmental evaluation is often 
resource intensive and expensive to be done properly if following all its core principles, 
especially when labs hire an external evaluator (Cabaj 2011; Gamble 2008). This is also one of 
major challenges found in our interviews. Gamble argues that for new inexperienced labs, 
hiring an evaluator to do the evaluation or coach the facilitation team is necessary, but 
evaluation is a capacity that needs to be built internally within the team, instead of outsourcing 
it to someone else. 

4.2.2 Backcasting from Sustainability Principles 

Developmental evaluation can offer guidance for evaluating impact in complexity and adaptive 
capacity may provide guidance on evaluating the basic conditions of a system to be resilient. 
Yet, even when combined, they do not ensure that a social lab is actually making a contribution 
to moving society towards sustainability. In a handbook for social labs practitioner, Lochard et 
al. (2014) stated: 

[…] leading a lab is to some extent an act of faith. We can never be 100 percent sure 
that what we’re doing is actually changing things. And even when we do see undeniable 
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and concrete changes, we can never know for sure if we’re changing things in the right 
direction. (Lochard et al. 2014, 107) 

To shift from faith towards a sound and scientifically proven approach to sustainability, the 
backcasting from sustainability principles, as defined by the FSSD can provide guidance to 
move strategically towards sustainability. Generally, these principles could be applied as an 
evaluation tool to assess the alignments and misalignments of a social lab sustainability, from 
where a vision of success can be formulated and pursued, guided by the boundary conditions 
of the sustainability principles. Applying this to evaluations in and of a social lab, the SPs might 
help to understand the sustainability challenge that the lab is trying to address, by assessing 
how those organizations, involved in the social lab, are contributing to systematic increases of 
concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth´s crust, to systematic increases of 
concentrations of substances produced by society, or to the degradation by physical means 
(ecological SPs), as well as how they are contributing to structural obstacles to health, influence, 
competence, impartiality and or meaning-making. The same kind of evaluation could be applied 
to the wider context; for example, the SP-based vision of the EFL is applied to the energy sector 
of Alberta (Energy Futures Lab 2018). Another aspect, where the SPs can be applied for 
evaluation, is to ensure that the process of prototyping actually helps to move towards a 
sustainable future, and not in fact contribute to unsustainability. With these boundary 
conditions, the vision of success of the prototypes can be evaluated for their alignment to 
sustainability. Herby it can be used as one tool within a developmental evaluation approach. 

To conclude this chapter: evaluations could take an important role for supporting a social 
change initiative such as social labs to move towards strategic sustainable development. While 
trust seems a requirement for a group to be able embrace tensions as the doorway to a systems 
perspective from where new innovations can arise, which then need to be tested by constant 
loops of doing and reflecting. If this is embedded into a developmental evaluation approach and 
guided by the sustainability principles, chances are that evaluations can help to direct actions 
towards sustainability despite the emergent, nonlinear, unpredictable and dynamic properties 
of a complex adaptive system. 

 Future Research: Social labs, evaluations and 

sustainability  

This research can be a stepping stone for further investigations. While we tried to combine three 
emerging fields (social labs, evaluation and adaptive capacity), each provides material for 
further investigations towards strategic sustainable development.  

There is a need in the social labs field regarding legitimacy to be able to identify and attribute 
tangible impact of a social lab to systems change (McCarthy; O'Pray; Williams; Woolner). This 
research could be a stepping stone towards an evaluation framework for social change 
initiatives towards strategic sustainable development or towards evaluating adaptive capacity. 
Hereby, research needs to test and validate the proposed features of this study as a way to 
indicate adaptive capacity. Based on that, the relationship between the lab outcomes and the 
adaptive capacity could be evaluated. For each of the features, trust, systems thinking and 
prototyping capacity it could be interesting to investigate the processes, experiences and 
conditions that stimulate them to happen; when they flourish what does the lab look like, 
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compared to when they are constrained? This could then be related to first, second and third 
order impacts. Further related topics of possible inquiry include: 

Interrelationships of adaptive capacity features: how does trust mitigate systems thinking? 
What is the influence of high levels of diversity on the degree of trust? How does diversity 
influence common meaning?  

Individual and collective change: How does the inner state of the convener, facilitator, or 
participant in the Lab space affect the outcomes of the Lab? 

Role of facilitator: What are required skills to navigate complex change processes?  

Learning and behavior change: What are the conditions that lead to behavior change? What 
learnings can facilitate a complexity perspective?  

Principle focused evaluation and sustainability principles: principles-focused evaluation, as 
introduced by Patton (2017) can help to inform social innovation initiatives to guide and 
evaluate their actions. How could the sustainability principles be integrated in such an 
approach? 

Other emerging evaluation approaches: different approaches to evaluation may support the 
learning and development of social labs; besides developmental and principles-focused 
evaluations, some other evaluation approaches informed by systems perspective include: 
democratic evaluation, empowerment evaluation and participatory evaluation. What functions 
of a lab can different evaluation approaches serve? 

Scaling solutions: is it possible to scale solutions that came out of prototyping initiatives? What 
are examples, where an initiative applied a solution to a different context? 

Role of reflective practices: In social labs, personal reflection seems important to internalize 
learnings. What are effective tools to do that? How does the quality and quantity of reflective 
practices influence social labs success? 

Power and Justice: How do power dynamics affect the adaptive capacity of a social lab? How 
do social labs address different power dynamics? 

Evaluating systems change: Williams (2017) and Wiek et al (2014) have done groundwork in 
developing a framework for societal impact of social labs, which was applied to one case study 
so far; there is a need to test it in further labs.  

Funding & Resources: When evaluating in complexity, how many resources should be 
allocated for effective evaluations? What are the requirements of funders to invest in a social 
lab? 

Success stories and storytelling: Social labs are still an emerging field. While the impact is 
not always predictable, success stories might account for their effectiveness in solving complex 
challenges. What are success stories of social labs? What is the role of storytelling in 
communicating the success of a social lab? How can storytelling reflect the non-linear, 
emergent nature of change in complexity? 
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Social Labs and international development: Of the interviewed labs, only one was active in 
the international development context (the SAFL). Yet, there seems to be a high potential for 
lab approaches, as international development inherently deals with complex challenges. What 
are barriers and constraints? How could social labs be applied in the international development 
context? 

Real World Laboratories: an emerging research field Real World Laboratories. These 
combine transformative research, action research and use transdisciplinary research as a core 
methodology and want to contribute to transformation by experimenting with potential 
solutions (Schapke et al. 2018). These include: Urban Transiion Labs (Nevens et al. 2013), 
Sustainable Living Labs (Liedtke et al. 2012), and Transformation Labs (Olsson 2016).  

Evaluation and the FSSD: The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development provides 
guidance for organizations to move strategically towards sustainability. This research tried to 
advance evaluations for strategic sustainable development in the social labs context. Similarly, 
other sectors could be assessed in terms of their evaluation approaches. Some questions include: 
Do organizations that apply the FSSD use summative, formative or developmental evaluations? 
How do they integrate learnings about the current reality into their vision? Are indicators that 
are once defined flexible enough to integrate ideas that emerge from the implementation of 
these? How much flexibility does an ABCD-based action plan allow for adapting to changing 
internal or external conditions? At what frequency should a strategic plan be evaluated?  

 Validity: Strengths & Limitations  

4.4.1 Strengths 

A major strength of this research is, that both practitioners’ experiences as well as expert input 
were included into the research. This led to a better understanding of both the practical 
challenges of evaluation, as well as the theoretical expertise from developmental evaluators and 
academics.  

Another strength is the balance between attaining both a very broad representation of the social 
labs field, by including labs from different sectors and attaining a nuanced understanding of the 
evaluation practices of one specific lab that is pioneering the application of developmental 
evaluation (the Economic Immigration Lab), by including multiple perspectives (practitioner, 
funder and the evaluator) on evaluation. 

Another strength was the iterative and collaborative nature of the research approach, which 
allowed the authors to integrate learnings quickly and adapt and improve the research process 
as fast as possible, while reducing bias and possible gaps and mistakes.  

Becker and Geer (1957) claim that long-term participant observation provides more complete 
data. This is even more important for the field of social labs where complex challenges are 
addressed and working methods may evolve every day. Within scope of three months for our 
research, it may be difficult to fully reflect the effectiveness or weaknesses of methods that the 
practitioners have been using and the outcomes that they have created. However, since social 
labs is a young and emerging field, our research is believed to at least provide a foundation for 
more prototyping and deeper research in the future. 
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4.4.2 Limitations 

Timeframe 

A major limitation of this research was the relative short timeframe of the project (less than 
four months), which influenced the depth of the study, in particular regarding the choice of 
research methods. Timeframe with strict deadlines became a major limiting factor for our 
research in some possible ways. The research need was clarified based on scientific research 
and informal conversations with three practitioners in the first phase.  

Data and Interviewees choice 

A higher number of lab practitioners (and fewer labs) could have improved the quality of the 
data. Yet, the authors chose a high diversity of labs of very different sectors and with distinct 
approaches to evaluation, to increase the level of representability. Those labs that were chosen 
to represent probably the most experienced convening organizations that are globally advancing 
the field of social labs, namely Reos Partners, Roller Strategies and The Natural Step. Yet, in 
hindsight, the validity of the results could have been even improved by focusing on one or two 
case studies.  

Because of time, each transcription was coded only one time. Being aware of the risk of making 
wrong interpretation or assumption during coding process, we always checked back in the 
original written data during data analysis phase to clarify our understanding and had continuous 
discussions to compare our interpretation of the same data, so that the risk would be reduced. 
However, we would still suggest other researchers who conduct similar research to have a round 
of code review before moving to data analysis.  

Another possible limitation in terms of data validity, was the choice not to define each of the 
features of adaptive capacity, to allow interviewees to contribute their own understanding of 
adaptive capacity. Particularly, for “Common Meaning”, interviewees seemed to have 
challenges to relate it to their practice. 

Interview structure 

The interviews were semi-structured, which in hindsight was not the most effective approach 
to cover the range of questions that we tried to address. Despite the fact that most interviews 
were comparably long (on average 90 minutes), for the amount of information we were trying 
to ask the time was rather short. Interviewees also often tended to provide stories or contexts to 
make their answers clear, thus, there was no time discussing deeply every point in every 
question.  

This was partly due to challenges around interpreting Adaptive capacity as it is not a concept 
that practitioners are familiar with. Consequently, although we sent brief description of the 
research topic in advance over email to the interviewees, it was sometimes challenging for 
practitioners to relate to their experience and knowledge through the lens of adaptive capacity 
features during the interview.    

Topic Choice & Social Sciences 
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None of the authors had any prior experience in social sciences, nor have conducted any 
qualitative research. Despite thorough preparation, this may have influenced the level of 
confidence and integrity when conducting the interviews, especially in the initial interviews. 
Both the field of social labs, as well as evaluation in complexity were unchartered territory for 
the authors, which may have influenced the quality of questions that were asked. Furthermore, 
throughout the process, the authors found more and more fields of research that could have 
been relevant to include, to understand evaluations in social labs better (for example, 
Psychology dealing with “behavior change” and “capacity building”). Yet, at least the iterative 
research design allowed us to adapt-based on the steep learning curve that each one of the 
authors underwent.  
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5 Conclusion  

One aim of this Master´s Thesis was to get a better understanding of evaluation practices in 
complexity. Hereby, we started with the assumption that outcome oriented evaluations are not 
adequate for complexity and may even be a hindrance for an initiative trying to address 
complexity at its roots. For that reason, we chose adaptive capacity as it represents the ability 
of a system to be resilient and sustainable on the long run. Our assumption is, that, an initiative 
contributes to sustainable development if two things are fulfilled: firstly, it effectively builds 
adaptive capacity; secondly, the actions are guided by the boundary conditions of the 
sustainability principles. 

As it claims to be a “new approach for solving our most complex challenges” we chose social 
labs as a subject of our thesis. We tried to find, firstly, how they evaluate their impact or 
contributions in solving complex challenges, secondly, in how far they consider elements of 
adaptive capacity to then draw conclusions about how adaptive capacity could be evaluated in 
a social lab. Hereby, we synthesized findings from analyzing and interviewing four social labs 
with expert input on adaptive capacity and evaluations in complexity. 

Our main conclusion is that adaptive capacity may be an interesting lens to look at the 
contributions of social labs in solving complex sustainability challenges, primarily as it 
provides a framework for the reflection inside a social lab for the quality of their work. 
However, adaptive capacity, at least the way we have defined it, does not serve as a framework 
for comparing the contribution of social labs to sustainable development across labs, and cannot 
provide clear “success indicators” for funders. Instead, it can serve as a mirror to inform a social 
lab whether or not they are “on track”. In order to apply this mirror, three elements stood out 
and were further elaborated for practical application: trust between lab participants and the 
facilitation team; prototyping capacity; and the ability to take a systems perspective. These three 
elements are closely linked to the five features of adaptive capacity, as defined by Missimer 
(2015) and could serve as guiding principles for evaluating the adaptive capacity of a social lab. 
Yet, we do not claim that these are the only ones and developmental evaluation provides another 
perspective on evaluations in complexity. Still, further testing is necessary: on one hand trial 
and error by lab practitioners need to test the applicability of these indicators, and on the other 
hand, further research needs to validate these findings by rigorous impact evaluations that may 
help to correlate the actual “tangible” contribution to sustainable development with the adaptive 
capacity of a lab. These tangible contributions could be evaluated with the sustainability 
principles. 

Also, we recommend taking the most recent work of Williams (2017) into consideration, who 
have made advancements in terms of building an evaluation framework for initiatives aimed at 
creating systemic change. Also, since long-term research is expensive, partnership with 
universities could help to develop both the field of social labs research, as well as to build 
legitimacy by evaluating the contribution of social labs to solving complex sustainability 
challenges. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A. Overview of different sustainability challenges 

➢ Biodiversity loss: Over the past centuries, humans have increased the rate of species 
extinction by around 1000 times (MEA 2002: 4); in Germany, a 75% decline of insects 
has been observed within 27 years  (Hallmann et al. 2017). Some scholars conclude, 
that we are witnessing the 6th mass species extinction in world history (Pievani 2014; 
Barnosky et al. 2011), with irreversible effects on ecosystem functioning. 

➢ Global Warming: Despite global efforts, the chances that the carbon emissions remain 
under the budget available for the 1.5°C target of the Paris Agreement are diminishing. 
Some scholars argue, that society has already emitted enough greenhouse gases for the 
surface temperature to rise by more than 2 degrees compared to preindustrial times 
(Ramanathan and Feng 2008). Linked to that are changes in global weather patterns, 
such as increased  extreme weather events (Munich Re 2017). Furthermore, there is a 
correlation between increased rates of violence and global warming (Burke, Hsiang, and 
Miguel 2014) 

➢ Inequality: There are still 850 million people undernourished and more than two billion 
people living in poverty (worldhunger.org). While the richest 1 percent of the global 
population possess more wealth than the bottom 99% (Credit Suisse 2016) and the 
wealth gap continues increase (Hardoon 2017). 

➢ The nitrogen cycle has been altered by human activity to a point, where the synthetic 
production of plant-available nitrogen has exceeded the level of nitrogen produced by 
natural processes (Bobbink et al. 2010). This changes the plant composition globally 
(ibid) and has potentially negative health consequences (PMEP 2012). 

➢ Land use change: More than one third of the total land area is domesticated land 
(Steffen et al. 2011). Overuse and mismanagement are contributing to increasing 
degradation and desertification. An estimated one third of agricultural land has been lost 
due to degradation within 60 years (MEA 2002). Also, since 1995, 129 million hectares 
forest area (almost 3 times the size of Sweden) have been lost, mainly due to land-use 
change (FAO 2016). Considering that food production probably needs to double in the 
next decades (Deepak et al. 2013), it is one of the most pressing challenges to find 
solutions without bringing ecosystems to a collapse. 

➢ Water scarcity: Water crisis is perceived as the global risk of highest concern for 2025 
(World Economic Forum 2015). During the 20th century the world population tripled, 
while water use increased by six times (WWC 2000).  Yet, aquifers are being exploited 
at a faster rate than restored (Postel 1996) and more than 70% of world’s major rivers 
no longer reach the sea (WWC 2000).  About one fourth of the world population is 
affected by water scarcity (e.g. WWC 2016). 
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Appendix B. Longer description of the SPs 

“In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing … 

1. … concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth's crust. This means limited 
extraction and safeguarding so that concentrations of lithospheric substances do not 
increase systematically in the atmosphere, the oceans, the soil or other parts of nature; e.g. 
fossil carbon and metals;  

2. … concentrations of substances produced by society. This means conscious molecular 
design, limited production and safeguarding so that concentrations of societally produced 
molecules and nuclides do not increase systematically in the atmosphere, the oceans, the 
soil or other parts of nature; e.g. NOx and CFCs; 

3. … degradation by physical means. This means that the area, thickness and quality of 
soils, the availability of fresh water, the biodiversity, and other aspects of biological 
productivity and resilience, are not systematically deteriorated by mismanagement, 
displacement or other forms of physical manipulation; e.g. over-harvesting of forests and 
over-fishing; 

and people are not subject to structural obstacles to … 

4. … health. This means that people are not exposed to social conditions that 
systematically undermine their possibilities to avoid injury and illness; physically, 
mentally or emotionally; e.g. dangerous working conditions or insufficient rest from 
work; 

5. … influence. This means that people are not systematically hindered from participating 
in shaping the social systems they are part of; e.g. by suppression of free speech or neglect 
of opinions;  

6. … competence. This means that people are not systematically hindered from learning 
and developing competence individually and together; e.g. by obstacles for education or 
insufficient possibilities for personal development; 

7. … impartiality. This means that people are not systematically exposed to partial 
treatment; e.g. by discrimination or unfair selection to job positions; 

8. … meaning-making. This means that people are not systematically hindered from 
creating individual meaning and co-creating common meaning; e.g. by suppression of 
cultural expression or obstacles to co-creation of purposeful conditions.” 
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Appendix C. List of interviewees 

Exploratory interviews 

Interviewee Introduction 

Tracy Chaplin 
(formerly 
Meisterheim) 

Chaplin is a former program director of MSLS, now an owner and 
principal of Co-Nexio with a focus on process design for 
transformational change, facilitation and training. 

Alexander Craig Craig is a principal of Roller Strategies and a former facilitator of 
MSLS program. 

Sarah Forrester-
Wilson 

Forrester-Wilson, an alumna of MSLS 2017, is a principal of Roller 
Strategies and a co-founder of Transition Lab in Karlskrona. 

Merlina Missimer Missimer is program director of MSLS and senior lecturer of BTH. 
Her research focuses on the social dimension of sustainability. The 
definition of adaptive capacity used in our research is from her work 

Joshua Cubista Cubista, an alumnus of MSLS 2014, is an international experiential 
designer, facilitator, & strategist with a focus on personal, social and 
systemic leadership. His Master’s Thesis is about designing 
prototyping lab for sustainable future.  

Social labs practitioners 

Interviewee Introduction 

Rosamund Mosse & 
Lewis Muirhead 

Mosse is lab manager and Muirhead is knowledge manager of EIL. 

Adrienne O’Pray O’Pray is convener of EIL. She is a President and CEO of the New 
Brunswick Business Council. 

Isabel Chender Chender is graphic harvester of EIL. She herself is a leader of several 
other social innovation initiatives such as Brave Space and Amazon 
Summer School. 

Angela Pugh Pugh was in hosting team of The Grove 3547 in 2016. She is currently 
a managing director of Roller Strategies. 

Scott Drimie Drimie is director of the SAFL. He is both a researcher and facilitator. 

Christopher Baan Baan is a consultant in Reos Partner and facilitator of MVI. 

Stephen Williams Williams is an evaluator of EFL and a PhD candidate in The 
University of British Colombia with a focus on “Evaluating the 
Societal Effects of Social Innovation Lab Processes”. 

Jeff Barnum Barnum was a co-founder of Reos Partner and has been involved in 
facilitating and supporting various social labs since 1996. 
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Evaluation experts and practitioners 

Interviewee Introduction 

Seanna Davidson Davidson is the manager of systems thinking and capacity building at 
the Australian Prevention Partnership Centre. The focus of her work 
is building systems capacity in policy makers, practitioners and 
researchers working in the prevention of chronic disease. 

Daniel McCarthy McCarthy is a director of Waterloo Institute for Social Innovation 
and Resilience. The focus of his work includes building adaptive 
capacity in social, ecological, epistemological (SEE) system 

Jamie Gamble Gamble is the owner and principal consultant of Imprint Inc. He is an 
evaluator and has written several publications on evaluation practices 

Ali Nabi Nur &  
Andre Proctor 

Proctor is a program director and Nur is a consultant of Keystone 
Accountability. Their work involves designing evaluation techniques 
and feedback systems for social development processes. They are 
also facilitators of a new social lab called LocalWorks. 

Brenna Atnikov Atnikov is a senior consultant of Reos Partner. A focus of her work is 
developing a framework for action learning, baseline assessment, 
harvesting and evaluation for Reos Partner. 

Rita Fierro Fierro is a facilitator and evaluator for social innovation projects. She 
co-edited an issue of New Directions in Evaluation journal called 
Evaluation and Facilitation 

Gregory Woolner Woolner is a co-founder of The Colab and an external evaluator for 
EIL. 

Stephen Williams Williams is repeated in this category because we conducted a double 
interview with him as both a lab practitioner and an evaluation 
expert. 
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Appendix D. Structure of interviews with social labs pracititioners 

Below is an overall structure of the interviews with sample questions. Orders of the questions 
and the questions themselves are chosen based on data from document analysis, role of the 
practitioner in the lab and flow of the interview. 

Introduction: 

- Check-in: interviewers and interviewees introduce about ourselves and get to know each 
other. 

- Interviewers frame the research topic, meaning of adaptive capacity and the interview’s 
purpose. 

- Interviewers introduce interview process and roles. 
- Ask interviewees for permission of recording for the research. 

Part 1: What is the role of evaluation in your social lab or other social labs that you have 
worked on? 

- What do you think is the intention / goal of evaluation in your lab?  
- For whom do you evaluate?  
- How would you define the success of your lab? How do you monitor that? 
- What does that process look like? What framework do you follow? What tools are used? 

Part 2: What adaptive capacity elements has the social lab evaluated and how? 

- After the last lab cycle, what changes do you perceive in the quality of relationships 
amongst participants? (Trust) 

- How do various stakeholders in the lab understand the challenge similarly and 
differently? (Common-meaning) 

- Can you describe an experience where a Lab functioned as a catalyst for other initiatives 
to flourish? (self-organization) 

- What influence did diversity have on the lab dynamics? (diversity) 
- In what way did participants see their work in new ways? (learning) 
- How are those elements included in evaluation of the lab?  

Part 3: What are some other intangible outcomes that are not evaluated or measured? 

- What other changes or impacts do you see in your labs that haven’t been mentioned?  

Part 4: What are some challenges and limitations of evaluation in social lab? 

- Did you encounter any challenges while evaluating for your labs? What are they? Why 
did it happen? 

- Do you have any questions for our research? 
Wrap up and thank you   
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Appendix E. Structure of interviews with evaluation experts 

Below is an overall structure of the interviews with sample questions. Orders of the questions 
and the questions themselves are chosen based on work background and experience with social 
labs of the interviewee as well as flow of the interview. 

Introduction: 

- Check-in: interviewers and interviewees introduce about ourselves and get to know each 
other. 

- Interviewers frame the research topic, meaning of adaptive capacity and the interview’s 
purpose. 

- Interviewers introduce interview process and roles. 
- Ask interviewees for permission of recording for the research. 

The role of evaluation in social labs 

- Why do you think social labs need evaluation? 
- How was your experience doing evaluation for social labs (or similar social prototyping 

projects)? 

Suggested indicators or practices to understand and evaluate adaptive capacity features 
in process of prototyping for social innovation 

- How would you measure [adaptive capacity feature] in social labs? 
- What indicators would you track or monitor to understand it? 
- Do you have experience evaluating it before? How? 

Novel approaches and challenges 

- What are some approaches or frameworks for evaluation in complexity you would 
recommend to practitioners? 

- What are some challenges practitioners should be aware of regarding evaluation in labs? 
- Do you have any suggestions for our research? 

Wrap up and thank you to interviewees
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Appendix F. Overview of each of the interviewed labs 

 Economic Immigration Lab  Southern Africa Food Lab The Grove3547 Energy Futures Lab  

Location New Brunswick, East Canada South Africa  Chicago, USA Alberta, Canada 

Timeframe & 

Status 

First Lab Cycle between September and 

December 2017; Second Lab Cycle completed 

in April 2018  

Established in 2009, ongoing projects Completed one lab cycle between 

September to December 2016. Not 

continued.  

From 2015 to 2050 

Challenge & 

Context 

Aging and shrinking population with 3200 jobs 
not occupied; by 2032 one retiree for each 
employed person, which puts pressure on 
social services and makes it hard for 
businesses to compete 

Food insecurity with unreliable access to 
food for many households, deepening 
the poverty trap; unsustainability of 
South Africa food system 

Structural racism; most segregated city 
in the country; decades of corruption 
and systematic disinvestment 

Strong dependence on an energy system 
that relies on fossil fuels; high risk of 
polarized debates about the energy 
future; high impact of greenhouse gas 
emissions; high unemployment rates; 
negative impact on first nation 
communities 

Calling 

Question 

How might we help newcomers to find 
meaningful employment and feel part of the 
New Brunswick community?  
How might we help employers find talent to 
grow their businesses? 

Initially: What will it take to ensure 
sustainable food security in South(ern) 
Africa? 
Later projects have different guiding 
questions, mainly focused on 
transitioning the agricultural system.  

How can we work together to support 
young people in Chicago to develop 
resilient livelihoods? 
 

How can Alberta’s leadership position in 
today’s energy system serve as a platform 
for transitioning to the energy system the 
future needs? 

Convening 

organizations 

NouLAB (joint initiative of Pond-Deshpande 

Centre and the New Brunswick Social Policy 

Research Network) 

Reos Partners (facilitator) with several 

convening partners (e.g. GIZ, University 

of Capetown, WWF, DBSA, HRC) 

Roller Strategies (facilitator), Chicago 

Community Trust 

Natural Step Canada, the Suncor Energy 
Foundation (oil company), the Pembina 
Institute (environmental NGO), the Banff 
Centre and the Government of Alberta. 

Interview 

Partners 

Rosamund Mosse, Lewis Muirhead (facilitator) 

Gregory Woolner (Developmental Evaluator) 

Adrienne O´Pray (Executive Director of the 

New Brunswick Business Council) 

Isabel Chender (graphic harvester) 

Scott Drimie (Program Director)  Angela Pugh (Principal at Roller 

Strategies) 

Stephen Williams (Developmental 

Evaluator and researcher)  

Website  http://www.economicimmigrationlab.org/  http://www.southernafricafoodlab.org/  http://thegrovechicago.org/  

https://www.grovearchive.org/  

http://energyfutureslab.com  

 

Documents 

used for 

Document 

Analysis 

End of first cycle report, five workshop 
summaries, web archive, internal documents 
to debrief the workshops 
(https://noulab.org/news/nico).  

SAFL report – Shifting the Food System 

(November 2016) 

Learning Journey Reflection  

Learning History Summary report 

Integrated Report 2016 

The Systemic Evaluation of CVE and CT 

programs (Hassan and Eisenstadt 2015) 

https://www.grovearchive.org/archive/  

Evaluating transition experiments in times 

of rapid change (Williams 2017); Just 

Systemic Change: Justice and Systemic 

Transitions (Williams and Doyon 2018) 

http://www.economicimmigrationlab.org/
http://www.southernafricafoodlab.org/
http://thegrovechicago.org/
https://www.grovearchive.org/
http://energyfutureslab.com/
https://noulab.org/news/nico
https://www.grovearchive.org/archive/


 

 

Appendix G. Overview of tools used by the interviewed social labs 
and experts 

Below is a list of frameworks, approaches and tools for evaluation mentioned by interviewees 
in our research 

Name Definition 

Developmental 
Evaluation 

An evaluation approach for innovative initiatives, which are often in a state of 
continuous development and adaptation, and they frequently unfold in a 
changing and unpredictable environment (Gamble 2008, 11). 

Principles-Focused 
Evaluation 

An evaluation approach for complex interventions that are adaptive and 
responsive but also are organized around principles to guide decision making. 

Multiple Capitals  A model introduced by Roller Strategies to illustrate outcomes of social labs, 
consisting of six capitals: financial, intellectual, human, social, natural and 
physical capital. 

Sustainable 
Development Goals 

A collection of 17 global goals set by the United Nations in 2012 as a par tof 
2030 Agenda. They are used to communicate outcomes of social labs regarding 
sustainability. 

Societal Effects 
framework 

Evaluation model with 3 order of effects. See "Evaluating transition 
experiments in times of rapid change" by Williams (2017) for detail. 

Grounded Theory 
 

A systematic methodology in the social sciences involving the construction of 
theory through methodic gathering and analysis of data. It is used by evaluator 
of the EIL to report evaluation results. 

Dialogue Interview Type of deep interview between one facilitator and one participant of a social 
lab to build trust and personal connection. 

Observation A way of gathering data by watching behavior, events, or noting physical 
characteristics in their natural setting. 

Interview Conversations between an investigator (interviewer) and a respondent 
(‘interviewees’, ‘informants’ or ‘sources’) in which questions are asked in order 
to obtain information. Interviews, seek to collect data and narrative information 
in order to better understand the respondent’s unique perspectives, opinions, 
and world-views. 

Survey A way to collect information directly from people in a systematic, standardized 
way. It uses questionnaires that ask the same question in the same way to all 
respondents.  

Participatory 
exercises 

Exercises and practices that can be applied during workshop processes to invite 
participants to provide data, reflect and make sense together. 

System mapping A network diagram to show connections among different elements of a system.  

Social network 
analysis 

It is the process of investigating social structures through the use of networks 
and graph theory. It is used in the EIL and by Fierro to measure changes in 
network and community of labs participants and local actors.  

Graphic facilitation It means using imagery to help leading a group through a process, which is used 
in 3 out of 4 labs in the research. Graphic harvesters can evaluate by observing, 
listening and reflecting (Drimie). 
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Name Definition 

Reflection and 
Debrief 

Sessions where different stakeholders in a lab (facilitators, evaluators, 
participants, process designers, etc) reflect on what happened, why and what 
could be improved. They are used by all labs in the research. 

Photojournalism A particular form of collecting and presenting news materials that employs 
images in order to tell a story. It is used by social labs to document and 
communicate about the process inside the labs. 

Storytelling Storytelling, in any form, is a powerful mode of human expression and a 
sophisticated form of “meaning-making. It is used to accommodates diverse 
voices and perspectives from inside the storytellers.  

Learning History Used by SAFL. An unique approach for helping an organization learn from the 
experience and implications of its own learning and change initiatives. 
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Appendix H. Sample guiding questions for evaluating Trust, 
Prototyping Capacity and Systems Thinking 

The following questions could guide an evaluator, or someone who is part of the design 

team, or a scientist evaluating adaptive capacity; these are categorized in two methods of 

evaluation: observation of the lab process and interviews with lab participants. These 

methods need to be adopted based on the specific evaluation context and framework. 

Indicator Observation Interviews 

Trust ➢ How much are the participants 

revealing during check-in and check-

outs? (Drimie) 

➢ Psychological safety: do people take 

risk and show vulnerability in front of 

the group? (Mosse and Muirhead) 

➢ Dynamic Tension: when something 

causes tension in the group – is it being 

addressed or shut down? (Fierro) 

➢ Towards Facilitators: how 

openly do participants voice 

their concerns? (Mosse and 

Muirhead) 

➢ Towards lab participants: 

What changes in relationships 

did you experience?  

 

Prototyping 

Capacity  

➢ Do people start small and test their 
assumptions (instead of starting big 
immediately)? (Woolner) 

➢ How do people integrate what they 
learned in previous prototypes into their 
new concepts? (Woolner) 

 

➢ What were important moments 
of course correction to you? 
And how have these refined 
your understanding of the 
system in which you engage? 

➢ What do you do when you 
learn about information that 
conflict with you? (Atnikov) 

 

Systems 

Thinking 

➢ How are participants framing the 
challenge & issues around the challenge? 
Do people incorporate multiple 
perspectives in the solutions they are 
finding?  (Fierro) 

➢ Are they paying attention to key 
concepts of systems (relationships, 
boundaries, perspectives and dynamics) 
in the questions they ask? (Atnikov)  

➢ Are people able to advocate for the other 
side? (Fierro) 

➢ Did you gain any new insights 
about the system?  

➢ What is your current 
understanding of success of the 
lab? How has it changed? 
(Atnikov) 

➢ How has your capacity to 
contribute to systems transition 
changed since participating in 
the lab and how has your 
commitment to contributing to 
that transition changed? 
(Williams) 
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Appendix I. Essential principles of DE and how they are relevant to 
evaluations in social labs 

Principles Description Applied in social labs 

Developmental 
purpose 

Illuminate, inform, and support what 
is being developed, by identifying 
the nature and patterns of 
development (innovation, adaptation, 
and systems change) and the 
implications and consequences of 
those patterns 

Evaluation should track process of 
collaborating, generating ideas and 
developing prototypes of participants, not 
just the tangible outcomes of those 
prototypes themselves. Evaluation should 
show that what happens in the process 
can create conditions and patterns for 
more changes to happen on systemic 
scale 

Evaluation 
rigor 

Ask probing evaluation questions; 
think and engage evaluatively; 
question assumptions; apply 
evaluation logic; use appropriate 
methods; and stay empirically 
grounded— that is, rigorously 
gather, interpret, and report data 

Data should be collected in various 
different forms, through survey, video 
interview, observation, participatory 
process, informal conversation, 
storytelling, graphic harvest in order to 
provide more robust interpretation of 
what is being developed. Reflection 
sections should happen regularly to 
inform next step of the adaptive process. 

Utilization-
focused 

Focus on intended use by intended 
users from beginning to end, 
facilitating the evaluation process to 
ensure utility and actual use 

Evaluators should talk with different 
stakeholders (funder, conveners, 
facilitators, participants) to know what 
indicators they want to track, what 
changes they care to see. Reports and 
communication of evaluation results are 
tailored to adapt to different needs. 

Innovation 
niche 

Elucidate how the change processes 
and results being evaluated involve 
innovation and adaptation, the niche 
of developmental evaluation 

Evaluation should help the process 
designers, facilitators and conveners be 
responsive to participants’ needs in order 
to create enough conditions for 
innovation to emerge through the 
process.  

Complexity 
perspective 

Understand and interpret 
development through the lens of 
complexity and conduct the 
evaluation accordingly. This means 
using complexity premises and 
dynamics to make sense of the 
problems being addressed; to guide 
innovation, adaptation, and systems 
change strategies; to interpret what is 
developed; to adapt the evaluation 
design as needed; and to analyze 
emergent findings 

At least during the phase of convening, 
ideation and prototyping in labs, 
evaluation should not focus on measuring 
tangible outcomes of prototypes, but 
rather monitor quality of relationships, 
behavior changes, new capacities, etc. It 
should embraces uncertainty and 
nonlinear interactions of the system. 
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Principles Description Applied in social labs 

Systems 
thinking 

Think systemically throughout, being 
attentive to interrelationships, 
perspectives, boundaries, and other 
key aspects of the social system and 
context within which the innovation 
is being developed and the 
evaluation is being conducted 

Evaluation should track how participants 
reframe their questions and 
understanding of the challenge 
throughout the process of interacting with 
others. It also should consider how their 
changes influence their larger system 
outside of the lab, such as in workplace 
and local community. 

Co-creation Develop the innovation and 
evaluation together—interwoven, 
interdependent, iterative, and co-
created—such that the 
developmental evaluation becomes 
part of the change process 

Evaluation and facilitation should go 
hand in hand and inform each other’s 
practice. External evaluators should also 
become part of the design team and 
facilitators should develop their internal 
evaluative and reflective skills. 
Evaluation should be a part of the 
innovation process and not something 
that happens after it finishes; participants 
should also be given space to contribute 
to the evaluation practice themselves.  

Timely 
feedback 

Time feedback to inform ongoing 
adaptation as needs, findings, and 
insights emerge, rather than only at 
predetermined times (e.g., quarterly 
or at midterm and the end of project) 

Facilitators and evaluators should 
observe closely what happens in the lab 
on a daily basis, collect feedback before, 
in the middle and after the process. 
Reflection section and feedback loops 
should happen regularly among 
facilitators, designers, evaluators and 
participants.  

  



 

 

Appendix J. Analysis of evaluation approach of each interviewed lab 

 Economic Immigration Lab (EIL) Southern Africa Food Lab (SAFL) The Grove 3547 (The Grove) Energy Futures Lab (EFL) 

Theory of 
Change4 (ToC) 
or approach to 
solving complex 
problems 

The EIL defines four elements to tackle 
complex problems: (1) Gather Multi-
stakeholder Groups, (2) Apply Systems 
Thinking, (3) Apply Design Thinking, 
(4) Prototype and Test Solutions. They 
do not explicitly define a Theory of 
Change, but refer to Theory U   
 

 

The SAFLs ToC is closely linked to 
Theory U and its hypothesis of 
change: “sustainable, 
transformational change is a 
function of shifts in individual 
perceptions, perspectives and 
intentions, combined with shifts in 
collective perceptions and 
intentions” (Drimie et al 2018). 
Therefore, they point out the 
importance of a “save space” for 
dialogue and “sensing” before 
moving into action (prototyping 
based).  

The Grove does not have a specific 
ToC. Yet, their convening 
organisation, Roller Strategies 
formulates certain principles and 
practices for working effectively in 
complexity (Roller Strategies 2017). 
Their approach is closely linked to 
the work of Zaid Hassan. 
 

The EFLs approach to complexity is 
based on the Natural Steps 
Sustainability Transition Lab, which 
integrates elements of the FSSD, 
Collective Impact, Design Thinking 
and Theory U. From the FSSD, they 
include backcasting from a vision of 
success, which they defined 
according to the sustainability 
principles (see introduction). The 
EFL has been designed as a “Social 
Innovation Lab” (Westley 2012). 

Why and for 
whom does the 
lab evaluate 
their impact?  

The purpose of evaluation is as defined 
by Mosse and Muirhead is to incorporate 
learning and to be able to be a learning 
organization, to be responsive to the 
needs of participants, to keep the public 
and stakeholders informed, to share 
learnings with the larger social labs 
community and to document changes, 
also for the funders. 

The evaluation purpose differs for 
each project; generally, for 
“ensuring that we are getting things 
right, right processes are unfolding 
but also to be able to document 
changes” (Drimie). For example, for 
a Transformative Scenario Planning 
project the purpose was both to 
support the facilitation team, the 
design team and also “to show there 
was a shift happening” to funders 
(Drimie). 

The ex-ante evaluation based on an 
integrated report, was primarily for 
the funders. 
The Agile Project Management and 
the Capabilities model aim at 
continuous learning and improved 
decision taking for the design team. 
The online archive is primarily for 
lab participants and the broader 
public.  
 

Evaluations are undertaken for 
improved decisions (for example, a 
Systems Mapping exercise helped to 
decide whether the portfolio needed 
to change or not), to improve the lab 
practice (labs are very labor 
expensive and require optimization 
“to learn what practices work and 
what don't so that not every lab 
practitioner has to reinvent the lab 
every time”) as well as to be able to 
talk and satisfy and acquire new 
funders (Williams). 

                                                 

4 All four labs follow the three core characteristics of a social lab (social, experimental and systematic), which is therefore not repeated when presenting each ToC. 
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 Economic Immigration Lab (EIL) Southern Africa Food Lab (SAFL) The Grove 3547 (The Grove) Energy Futures Lab (EFL) 

Do they have 
internal or 
external 
evaluators? 

Yes, Lewis Muirhead (internal) and 
external developmental evaluators Jamie 
Gamble and Gregory Woolner. 

Project dependent; yet, several 
researchers took the roles of 
evaluators for research. 

The whole team was part of the 
evaluation; no explicit evaluators 

Yes, Stephen Williams, supported 
by Marc Cabaj 

Examples of 
impact or 
outcomes 

8 prototyping teams working on the 
challenge across sectors; 
Participant feedback and rating of the 
value of the lab experience (scale 0 to 
10) backed with individual quotes; 
Stories of lab participants, reporting the 
impact on their life, for example a blog-
article of a newcomer who received a 
job offer through the newly gained 
relationships at the New Brunswick 
Multicultural Council;  
Stories of funders “shift in attitude” 
Yet, for wider impact lab still too young. 

Largest project, focused on 
smallholder agriculture, has five 
ongoing prototyping initiatives 
(called “innovations”) since 2013; 
Of a three-month leadership 
program for farmers, two graduates 
founded further training facilities; 
Learnings, success stories and 
challenges are summarized in an 
extensive study with a Learning 
History approach (Goldberg 2014) 
as well as in a peer-reviewed study 
(Drimie et al. 2018 – expected 
publication) 

According to the integrated report, 
there was an increased return of 
investment in terms of social, 
human and intellectual capital, 
indicated for example by the 
increased number of relationships 
and by the number of people that 
underwent the Masterclass; 
The archive presents participant 
videos; 
Yet, no proven “wider” impact, 
possibly due to a very short 
involvement of Roller Strategies. 
 

A vision for Alberta´s energy 
system for 2050, co-created by 60 
leaders of the energy system; 
Nine prototyping teams formed, 
called “Innovation Pathways”, 
working on different aspects of 
Alberta’s energy system across 
sectors; the prototypes bring 
forward technological solutions, aim 
to strengthen public engagement 
and present a broad portfolio of 
innovations and projects 
First societal impact analysis 
expected by the end of 2018. 

Communication 
of Outcomes  

End-of-Cycle report with summary of 
key insights, the new prototype 
initiatives and participant feedback; 
Extensive list of resources, including 
facilitation material, supplementary 
theories and research on immigration in 
New Brunswick and 5-minute video 
summary of the lab challenge; 
A web-archive provides vast workshop 
documentation, harvest of visual 
landscapes and workshop summaries; 
Medium-Blog with so far 8 publications 
(April 2018. 

Published study using a learning 
history approach, synthesizing 
learnings from the project since the 
initiation; Learning Journey 
reflection; workshop reports; 
graphic harvesting; two Master’s 
level studies focused on wider 
impact of agro-ecology trainings;  
For some events, graphic harvesting 
was used 

Web-archive with extensive list of 
resources;  
Participant videos, talking about 
their role in the system; 
Two blog articles on social-labs.org; 
End-of-cycle report (Integrated 
Report) 
 

Website describes vision and each 
innovation pathway presents their 
portfolio of actions; regular blog 
articles; 
Open community meetings, 
announced on website and events 
calendar; 
Publications in peer reviewed 
journals; Newsletter 
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 Economic Immigration Lab (EIL) Southern Africa Food Lab (SAFL) The Grove 3547 (The Grove) Energy Futures Lab (EFL) 

Tools for 
evaluations (see 
definition of 
tools in 
Appendix G) 
 
 

Process & workshop evaluation: Check-
Ins; After-Action-Review Calls; 
interviews with 5 participants after each 
workshop; end-of-cycle survey 
Insights about the system: lab 
participants conduct interviews in New 
Brunswick (NB) and present insights to 
group, which is visually harvested 
Impact on participants: Tools to analyze 
behavior and relationship changes 
include KUMU network analysis, 
continuous interviews with set of 8 
participants during the lab cycle (with a 
follow-up after 6 months) and coaching 
with each prototype team 
Effectiveness of Lab outcomes: how 
innovative are the ideas really that come 
out of the EIL and what impact do the 
prototypes leave? Interviews with related 
but uninvolved organizations 
Long-term impact on larger system: 
(planned) correlation with indicators, 
such as immigration retention rate, GDP, 
newcomer employment rate  

Process & workshop evaluation: 
Check-Ins & Check-Outs; Dialogue 
interviews; Transformative scenario 
planning; Learning Journey 
Reflections; Exit questionnaires 
Insights about the system: 
Reports published on website with 
detailed summary of workshop 
events; Graphic harvesting; 
Transformative Scenario Planning;  
Impact on participants and society: 
peer reviewed study 

Process & workshop evaluation: 
Kick-Off and Studio Workshops, 
Deep Dialogue Interviews; Agile 
Team Management; capabilities 
model;  
Insights about the system: Digital 
Storytelling; Three-Day Masterclass  
Impact on participants and society: 
Integrated report based on Multiple 
Capitals model analysis. 

Process & workshop evaluation: 
Workshop feedback and meeting 
observation; prototype tracking; 
outcome harvest; team interviews; 
Backcasting from a vision of 
success; Individual drawings of 
“biggest learning of the process”; 
DE to surface insights and learnings 
and feed those back to design team; 
Insights about the system: Systems 
mapping, of the whole energy 
system, to see in which sectors are 
initiatives and where are they 
missing, Three Horizons; Paired 
walking exercises to build trust; 
dialogue trainings;  
Impact on participants and society: 
participant interviews (n=40); 
Bellwether Interviews; 
Environmental media scan; Energy 
trends analysis, Portfolio Mapping; 
Sustainable Development Goals as 
an external analysis tool 
 



 

 

Appendix K. Template to research about each social lab 
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Appendix L. GUIDE Criteria by Patton (2017) for principles-
focused evaluation 
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