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Abstract: Living Labs (LLs) have emerged as key instruments for user-centred,
real-life innovation, yet their evaluation remains fragmented and largely focused
on outputs rather than processes. This paper addresses this gap by proposinga
process-oriented evaluation framework that integrates organisational and
methodological dimensions within a coherent analytical structure. Developed
through a two-phase approach combining a literature-informed design with
participatory validation in European research and innovation projects, the
framework conceptualises evaluation indicators as constructs operationalised
through structured questionnaires. It enables the systematic assessment of LL
processes across contexts while capturing their dynamic and evolving nature. By
shifting the focus from outcomes to underlying processes, the framework
supports comparative analysis, learning, and improved governance, contributing
to amorerobustand practice-oriented understanding of Living Lab performance.
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1 Introduction

LLs have gained increasing prominence as collaborative, user-centred approaches to
innovation that operate in real-life environments. By bringing together public authorities,
private actors, researchers,and citizens, LLs enable the co-creation, testing, and refinement
of solutions that are closely aligned with societal needs. Their relevance has grown
particularly within European research and innovation policy, where they are widely
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adopted as instruments to address complex, place-based challenges through participatory
and iterative processes.

Despite their widespread application, the evaluation of LLs remains a persistent
challenge. While considerable attention has been given to assessing outputs and impacts,
less emphasis has been placed on understanding the internal processes through whichthese
results aregenerated. This creates a critical gap, as the effectiveness of LLs largely depends
on how collaboration is structured, how stakeholders are engaged, and how learning and
adaptation unfold over time. Without a systematic way to analyse these dimensions,
evaluation risks overlooking the very mechanisms that define the added value of the LL
approach. In response to this challenge, this paper proposes a process-oriented evaluation
framework that shifts the analytical focus from outcomes to the underlying dynamics of
LL implementation. Rather than introducing additional indicators in isolation, the
framework provides a structured approach to examining how organisational arrangements
and methodological practices interact throughout the lifecycleofa LL. In doing so, it aims
to support a more comprehensive and comparable understanding of LL functioning across
different contexts.

The framework is developed through a two-phase approach combining a literature-
informed design with participatory validation within European research and innovation
projects. This ensures both theoretical groundingand practical applicability, particularly in
multi-site and heterogeneous environments where LLs are frequently implemented. The
remainder of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 reviews existing approaches to
LL evaluation and identifies key gaps in the literature. Section 3 outlines the
methodological approach used to develop the framework. Section 4 presents the proposed
process evaluation model and its operationalisation. Finally, Section 5 discusses the
implications of the framework and outlines directions for future research.

2 Existing Living Lab Evaluation Frameworks.

This section reviews the main approaches to evaluating Living Labs (LLs) and situates
them in relation to the development of a process evaluation framework. LLs have become
a prominent approach to innovationand experimentation for addressing societal challenges
(Kourkoutas et al., 2024), particularly in Europe, where they have undergone strong
institutionalisation. A key reference in this regard is the European Network of LLs
(ENoLL), which defines LLs as user-centred, open innovation ecosystems operating
through collaboration with local stakeholders and target populations in real-life settings
(ENoLL, 2016). Since 2006, the European Commission has actively promoted the LL
approach as a policy instrument capable of fostering innovation grounded in real -world
needs and conditions, whilst enhancing competitiveness and addressingsocietal challenges
through stakeholder participation and co-creation (Ballon et al., 2018; Bronson et al.,
2021).

As the LL approach has expanded across sectors and application domains, so has the
need to evaluate its effectiveness. However, LL evaluation remains marked by significant
conceptual and methodological fragmentation. Bronson et al. (2021), in a scoping review
of the literature, identified 24 distinct evaluation frameworks, which illustrates both the
diversity of LL practices and the lack of a shared evaluation model. Their review points to
an emerging consensus that LLs require tailored assessment approaches capable of
accommodating contextual diversity, butitalso highlights a persistent gap in academic and



practitioner knowledge regardinghow to evaluate LLs in a systematic and comparable way.
Across the frameworks reviewed, stakeholder and user diversity emerges as a recurrent
indicator of success, while qualitative methods such as interviews and workshops are the
most frequently used evaluation tools; quantitative approaches appear more often in LLs
focused on technological development and adoption (Bronson et al., 2021). At the same
time, evaluation is commonly structured around pre- and post-project stages, which tends
to privilege the measurement of outputs and impacts over the analysis of the processes
through which those outcomes are produced.

This limitation is particularly relevant for LLs, whose value lies not only in what they
produce, but in how innovation is organised, negotiated, tested, and adapted through
interaction among multiple actors in real-life contexts. For thisreason, the challenge in LL
evaluation is not simply the absence of indicators, but the absence of frameworks capable
of capturing the internal dynamics of LLs in a sufficiently structured way. In this respect,
the literature suggests that existing approaches tend to concentrate on different butrelated
dimensions of LL functioning, most notably organisational structures, methodological
approaches, and regional or societal impact. A useful point of departure forunderstanding
these strands is offered by Overdiek and Genova (2021), whose work maps existing
approaches according to three main dimensions: organisation, methodology, and regional
impact. This categorisation is particularly relevant because it makes visible that LL
evaluation has developed along partially separate lines. For the purposes of this paper, the
organisational and methodological dimensionsare especially important, since they concermn
the internal conditions and operational processes through which LL function.

A first group of frameworks focuses primarily on the organisational dimension of LLs.
These approaches examine the structural and governance conditions that enable LLs to
operate, including stakeholder configurations, coordination capacities,and the institutional
arrangements that support collaboration and continuity. One of the most influential
references in this area is the indicator system proposed by ENoLL (2019), which identifies
20 indicators grouped into six areas: active user engagement, multi-method approach,
multi-stakeholder participation, orchestration, real-life context, and co-creation. These
indicators areespeciallyuseful for definingthe core characteristics of LLs and for assessing
eligibility for ENoLL membership. At the same time, they remain primarily oriented
towards identifying whether a LL displays certain defining features, rather than towards
evaluating how these features are operationalised and sustained over time. In this sense,
critiques such as Mastelic (2015) are particularly relevant, as they note that criteria useful
for defining LL formation do not necessarily provide sufficient insight into long-term
sustainability or operational continuity.

Other frameworks further develop this organisational perspective. The Horizon 2020
SISCODE project, for example, proposes indicators to assess LL activities across stages of
experimentation, with particular attention to stakeholder engagement, co-creation, and
dissemination (Schmittinger et al., 2021). This represents a broader understanding of LL
functioning, as it moves beyond fixed organisational features and considers activity across
the project lifecycle. Nevertheless, the focus remains largely on monitoring
implementation and related activities, rather than on analytically disentangling the
processes through which organisational arrangements shape participation, coordination,
and learning. Similarly, the SCIROCCO Exchange Tool, developed withinthe ACSELL
Interreg Europe project (2021), assesses readiness for LL. implementation through 12
dimensions, including governance, digital infrastructure, process coordination, citizen
empowerment, and evaluation practices. This tool is particularly valuable in highlighting
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the enabling conditions that make LLs viable and operational. Yet, like other
organisationally oriented approaches, it focuses mainly on capacities and readiness
conditions, rather than on the dynamic interaction between organisational arrangements
and methodological practice during implementation.

Taken together, these frameworks make an important contribution by clarifying that
LLs cannot be evaluated without attention to their organisational architecture. They show
that governance, orchestration, stakeholder diversity, and internal capacities are not
peripheral issues, but constitutive elements of LL functioning. However, they also reveal
an important limitation: they tend to offer a relatively static view of LLs, centred on
structures, capacities, or predefined dimensions, while providing only limited analytical
leverage forunderstandinghow suchorganisational conditions areenacted, negotiated, and
transformed throughout the LL process.

A second group of approaches is more strongly oriented towards the methodological
dimension of LLs. Rather than focusing mainly on structures and capacities, these
approaches examine the principles, stages, and practices through which innovation is co-
created and tested in real-life contexts. In Overdiek and Genova’s (2021) categorisation,
this dimension concerns the approaches and tools applied throughout the project lifecycle
to ensure stakeholder participation, iterative development, and innovation in use. Among
the best-known references here is the FormIT Method (Bergvall-Kéreborn and Stahlbrost,
2009), which proposes a holistic and iterative approach to innovation by integrating
elements from Soft Systems Thinking (Checkland and Scholes, 1999), Appreciative
Inquiry (Cooperrider and Avital, 2004), and Need finding (Patnaik and Becker, 1999).
FormlT is structured around five core principles: value, influence, sustainability, openness,
and realism, which are applied iteratively throughout the innovation process. Its relevance
lies in the fact that it conceptualises LL activity as an ongoing process in which users and
stakeholders actively shape innovation fromearly concept development to prototyping and
implementation.

A related but different perspective is offered by the LL Markers methodology
(Marqueurs Living Lab, 2021). This approach adopts a socio-territorial lens and proposes
nine markers to assess co-creation processes, stakeholder roles, and iterative development
dynamics. It is particularly useful in drawing attention to the quality and intensity of
participation, the diversity of actors involved, and the presence of'iterative feedback cycles.
Like FormlT, it emphasises that LLs are not merely sites where innovation is tested, but
environments in which innovation is continuously shaped through interaction.

These methodological approaches are central to understanding LLs because they
articulate the logics of iteration, participation, experimentation, and adaptation that
distinguish the LL approach from more linear models of innovation. However, their main
purpose is to guide or structure innovation practice rather than to provide a comprehensive
evaluation framework. In other words, they are strongin conceptualisinghow LL processes
should unfold, butlessdeveloped in offeringa systematic evaluative structure for analysing
whether, how, and under what conditions those processes are effective across different
cases. This distinction is important for the present paper: methodological frameworks help
explain the operational logic of LLs, but they do not in themselves resolve the issue of
process evaluation.

A further contribution to this discussion is provided by Garus et al. (2023), whose
conceptual framework is particularly relevant because it explicitly links LL activities to
different phases of innovation development. The authors identify three main phases:
exploration, experimentation, and evaluation, and propose stakeholder engagement and co-



creation methods suited to each of them. They also distinguish between four types of LL
projects. business validation, co-creation, technical validation, and impact assessment and
map activities accordingly. Their work is especially valuable in showing that LLs should
not be treated as homogeneous entities: the type of project and the innovation phase both
shape what kinds of activities and forms of participation are required. This phase-based
perspective is valuable in highlighting the temporal and contextual variability of LL
processes, showing that participation, coordination, and learning cannot be analysed
independently of the stage of implementation. However, as with organisational and
methodological approaches, these contributions tend to remain analytically separate,
providing limited insight into how structural conditions, methodological choices, and
temporal dynamics interact in practice.

This contribution strengthens the argument that LL evaluation must be sensitive to
phase, purpose, and context. At the same time, it also confirms a broader pattern in the
literature: even when frameworks acknowledge the temporal and contextual complexity of
LLs, they tend to focus either on structuring activities or on categorising project types,
ratherthanon developingan integrated evaluative approach to the processes through which
LLs function. More specifically, the relationship between organisational conditions and
methodological practices often remains implicit. Yet this relationship is crucial, since
stakeholder engagement, co-creation quality, iterative learning, and adaptation are always
shaped not only by methodological choices but also by governance arrangements,
coordination capacities, and the institutional setting in which the LL operates.

From this perspective, the main gap in the literature is not the absence of evaluation
tools, but the lack of an integrated framework capable of evaluating LLs as processes.
Existingorganisational frameworks help identify thestructural conditions under which LLs
operate; methodological frameworks clarify how co-creation and experimentation can be
organised; phase-based frameworks help situate activities across the innovation lifecycle.
However, these strands remain insufficiently connected. As a result, current approaches
struggle to explain how organisational arrangements and methodological choices interact
overtime,how they enable or constrain participation and learning, and how these processes
contribute to the outcomes eventually observed.

This is precisely where a process evaluation perspective becomes useful. A process
evaluation framework does notreplace outcome or impact assessment, nor does it duplicate
existingmethodological guidance. Rather, it provides an analytical structure for examining
how a LL operates in practice: how it is organised, how participation is facilitated, how
methods are deployed, how adaptation occurs, and how these dimensions interact
throughout implementation. In this sense, process evaluation offers a way to bridge the
organisational and methodological strands identified in the literature and to move beyond
the current fragmentation of LL evaluation approaches.

Building on this review, this paper therefore starts from the premise that evaluating
LLs requires more than the assessment of isolated indicators, predefined characteristics, or
end-stage outcomes. It requires an approach capable of systematically analysing the
internal dynamics of LL across contexts. The following section presents the methodology
adopted to develop such a process evaluation framework within the Plan’eat project.

3 Methodology
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The development of the proposed LL process evaluation framework follows a two-phase
approach combining a literature-informed design with a participatory co-creation and
validation process. This approach was adopted to ensure that the framework is both
conceptually grounded in existing knowledge and operationally applicable across
heterogeneous LL contexts. Importantly, the framework was developed within the context
of Europeanresearch and innovation projects, which provided both the empirical setting
and the structural constraints shaping its design, including multi-country implementation,
diverse stakeholder configurations, and the need for comparability across pilots.

Phase 1: Literature-informed framework construction
The first phase followed a deductive, top-down approach aimed at translating insights from
existing LL evaluation frameworks into a structured set of components. This phase builds
directlyonthe analytical gapsidentified in Section 2, drawingin particular on the mapping
provided by Overdiek and Genova (2021). From this mapping, a subset of eight core
frameworks was selected for in-depth analysis. The selection was guided by three criteria:
(1) relevance to the evaluation of LLs, ii) explicit operationalisation of organizational
and/or methodological components, and iii) applicability to European research and
innovation projects. This ensured that the analysis focused on frameworks that go beyond
purely conceptual models and provide actionable evaluation structures or indicators.

These frameworks were complemented by project-based approaches that developed
tailored evaluation tools, allowing the analysis to capture both established academic
contributions and practice-oriented methodologies. The purpose of this review was not to
exhaustively catalogue indicators, but to extract and systematise the underlying evaluation
logic embedded across these approaches, with particular attention to how they
conceptualise and operationalise LL processes.

This analytical process followed three successive steps. First, recurring evaluation
dimensions were identified across frameworks, focusing on those capturing internal
functioning rather than solely outputs or impacts. Consistent with the literature, two core
dimensions emerged as structurally relevant for process evaluation: organisational
(covering governance structures, coordination mechanisms, and stakeholder
configurations) and methodological (covering stakeholder engagement approaches, co-
creation practices, and iterative experimentation processes).

Second, withineachdimension, analytical categories were definedto operationalise the
key components of LL functioning. These categories were derived by clustering similar
constructs and indicators across frameworks (e.g. stakeholder diversity, orchestration
mechanisms, co-creation intensity, iteration cycles), thereby translating heterogeneous
conceptualisations into a coherent analytical structure aligned with a process evaluation
perspective.

Third, a longlist of potential indicators (conceptual constructs) was compiled by
extracting, adapting, and reformulating indicators identified in the reviewed frameworks
and related project practices. Particular attention was given to ensuring that indicators
captured processual qualities, such as interaction quality, adaptability, and stakeholder
involvement, rather than solely outputs or end results.

The resulting preliminary framework therefore consists of a hierarchical structure
linking dimensions, categories, and KPIs, providing an initial operationalisation of LL
processes. This structure reflects a deliberate shift from fragmented indicator sets towards
a more integrated process-oriented evaluation logic. At the same time, the selection and
formulation of KPIs were informed by the specific requirements of European research and



innovation projects, includingthe need for measurable, comparable, and feasible indicators
across multiple pilot sites.

Phase 2: Participatory validation and refinement

The second phase followed an inductive, bottom-up approach aimed at testing,
validating, and refining the preliminary framework through direct engagement with LL
practitioners and researchers involved in the project. This phase was essential to ensure
that the framework was not only theoretically consistent but also applicable within real-
world implementation settings.

A dedicated co-creation workshop was organised using the Miro online platform,
involving LL leaders and researchers. During this workshop, participants reviewed the
proposed dimensions, categories, and KPIs derived from the literature. The discussion
focused on three main aspects: (i) the relevance of each component to the specific context
of the LLs, (ii) the clarity and interpretability of the indicators, and (iii) the feasibility of
measurement, including data availability and methodological constraints.
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STRUCTURE AND PROCESSES
This category of indicators pertains to the maturity level of the structure and processes within the LL.
It monitors how well-developed and efficient are the organizational framework and the operational procedures

ORGANIZATION
This dimension pertains to evaluating the organizational activities and practices of LLs, as well as assessing the maturity of the lab context. It
involves a comprehensive analysis of how effectively the Lis foundational values, governance structures, etc contribute to its overall development

Figure 1 Excerpt fromthetemplate used duringthe workshop validation sessionconducted
on Miro.

This process enabled a validation of the framework at multiple levels. Atthe dimension
and category level, participants assessed whether the proposed structure adequately
reflected the core processes of their LLs. At the KPI level, indicators were examined,
leading to the refinement, merging, or removal of those considered redundant, unclear, or
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impractical. In addition, new indicators were proposed to capture context-specific aspects
that were not sufficiently represented in the initial literature-derived set.

Beyond the workshop, the refinement process continued through iterative bilateral
consultations and coordination meetings with LL leads and researchers. These interactions
allowed for continuous alignment between the evolving framework and the operational
realities of each LL, particularly in relation to differences in scale, maturity, stakeholder
composition, and national context. They also supported the harmonisation of evaluation
practices across sites, ensuring that the framework could be applied consistently while
retaining sufficient flexibility to accommodate contextual variation.

Crucially, this participatory phase did not function merely as a consultation exercise,
but as a validation and calibration mechanism through which the framework was stress-
tested against real-world conditions. It ensured that the selected dimensions, cate gories,
and constructs were not only theoretically justified but also measurable, meaningful, and
usable by practitioners.

Integration of phases and final framework

The two phases were conceived as iterative andmutually reinforcingratherthan strictly
sequential. Insights from the participatory process led to adjustments in the structure and
content ofthe framework, includingthe refinement of categories, the redefinition of certain
indicators, and the clarification of measurement approaches. Conversely, the literature-
informed structure provided a common analytical reference that facilitated structured
discussion and comparability across LLs.

The final framework therefore integrates deductive and inductive elements, combining
theoretical grounding with practice-based validation. By linking organisational and
methodological dimensions through a coherent set of categories and constructs, it
operationalises LLs as processes rather than static entities or outcome-oriented
interventions. At the same time, its development within European project settings ensures
that it responds to the practical requirements of multi-site implementation, cross-context
comparability, and policy-relevant evaluation.

In doingso, the methodology directly addresses the gap identified in the literature by
providing a structured approach to process evaluation that bridges existing organisational
and methodological perspectives while remaining applicable to real-world LL practice.

4 Proposed Framework for the Assessment of Living Labs Processes

This section presents the PLAN'EAT Living Lab Process Evaluation Model, a structured
framework designed to assess LLs as dynamic processes rather than static entities or
outcome-oriented interventions. Building directly on the gaps identified in the literature
and the mixed-method approach outlined in Section 3, the framework provides an
integrated analytical structure capable of capturing how LLs operate in practice and how
different components interact. As discussed in Section 2, existing approaches to LL
evaluation remain fragmented across organisational, methodological, and phase-based
perspectives. Whilst each of these strands offers valuable insights, they tend to remain
analytically disconnected. Organisational frameworks focus primarily on structural
conditions and capacities; methodological approaches describe how co-creation and
experimentation should unfold; and phase-based models categorise activities along the
innovation lifecycle. However, none of these approaches fully address how these elements
interact dynamically during implementation. As a result, current evaluation practices



provide limited analytical leverage for understanding the internal processes through which
LLs generate value.

The framework proposed in this paper responds to this limitation by introducing a
process-oriented evaluation logic that integrates organisational and methodological
dimensions within a single analytical structure. Whilst structured around two core
dimensions (organisation and methodology), the framework is explicitly designed to
capture the dynamic and evolving nature of LL processes, thereby implicitly accounting
for temporal variations highlighted in phase-based approaches. Rather than focusing on
isolated metrics or predefined characteristics, it conceptualises LLs as socio-technical
systems in which governance arrangements, stakeholder engagement practices, co-creation
dynamics, and iterative learning processes are continuously negotiated and adapted. In
doing so, the framework shifts the unit of analysis from outputs or structural features to the
underlying processes that shape innovation in real-life contexts.

Structurally, the framework is organised across three interconnected analytical levels:
dimensions, categories, and constructs. The dimensions represent the core domains of LL
functioning, the categories articulate key components within each domain, and the
constructs capture specific aspects of these components that can be empirically assessed.
Importantly, what are referred to as “indicators” within the framework should not be
understood as fixed metrics. Instead, they are conceptual constructs derived from the
literature and refined through participatory validation, which are subsequently
operationalised through specific measurement instruments. This distinction ensures that
measurement remains theoretically grounded while being adaptable to different empirical
contexts.

Consistent with both the literature and the methodological development process, the
framework is built around two interdependent dimensions: organisation and methodology.
These dimensions reflect the main strands identified in existing LL evaluation approaches,
but are here explicitly integrated in order to capture their interaction during
implementation.

e Organisational: This dimension focuses on the structural and governance conditions
that enable LL processes to take place. It examines how activities are established,
coordinated, and sustained over time, including organisational structures, strategic
orientations, and mechanisms supporting continuity and integration within broader
innovation ecosystems. Unlike existing organisational frameworks, which tend to
assess readiness or capacity, this dimension addresses how these arrangements are
enacted in practice and evolve throughout the LL lifecycle.

e Methodological: This dimension focuses on how innovation is operationalised through
stakeholder engagement, co-creation, and iterative experimentation. It captures the
processes through which stakeholders are involved, knowledge is co-produced, and
solutions are tested and refined in real-life settings. While approaches such as FormIT
or LL Markers provide guidance on how these processes should be structured, the
present framework evaluates how they are actually implemented, experienced, and
adapted across contexts.

Within each dimension, categories are defined to translate these domains into
analytically tractable components. In the organisational dimension, the structure and
processes category captures the maturity and effectiveness of internal arrangements and
workflows. The sustainability category examines the capacity of the LL to maintain
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activities and generate value over time, including institutional embedding and continuity
of engagement. The dissemination and knowledge transfer category addresses
communication and knowledge circulation as integral components of LL functioning
Instead, within the methodological dimension, the stakeholder engagement category
focuses on how stakeholders are identified, involved, and retained throughout the process.
The co-creation model category examines how collaborative processes are structured and
implemented, capturing both depth ofinvolvement and integration of diverse perspectives.
The evaluation category, repositioned from the organisational to the methodological
dimension compared to existing frameworks such as SISCODE and SCIROCCO, reflects
the role of evaluation as a process that actively supports learning, adaptation, and iterative
development. A central contribution of the framework lies in how these categories are
operationalised. Each category is associated with constructs representing specific,
theoretically grounded aspects of LL processes, such as coordination effectiveness, co-
creation intensity, stakeholder diversity, or adaptability (Figure 2).
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Figure 2 PLAN’EAT LL evaluation model. Source: PLAN’EAT Internal Report, SPG22,
Evaluation Framework: Assessing LLs’ processes and outcomes of interventions, ICONS



To clarify this operationalisation, Table 1 presents an illustrative example based on a
single category, illustrating how constructs are translated into measurable questionnaire
items. These items, administered to LL practitioners, enable the empirical assessment of
process-related dimensions while ensuring that measurement remains both theoretically
grounded and practically feasible, as well as comparable across different contexts.

Table 1 Example of Interpretative Score Range — Questionnaire Likert Scale of Co-Creation
model category indicators

Methodology Dimension

Co-Creation Model Category

Construct Name Questionnaire items

1. There is no evidence of an iterative process, and stakeholders’
Iterative process needs or feedback are notintegratedinto the development of tools,
interventions, or strategies.

2. Some feedback from stakeholders is gathered, but there are
limited cycles of refinement, and most needs or requirements are
not addressed.

3. Stakeholder needs and feedback are considered in a few cycles of
development, but the process is not consistently applied across all
stages.

4. A structured iterative process is in place, with feedback from
stakeholders integrated into most development cycles, addressing
their needs regularly.

5. A well-established iterative process ensures that stakeholder

feedback is continuously integrated into every cycle, fully shaping
the development of tools, interventions, and strategies.

1. No prototypes have been generated or tested
Few prototypes have been generated, and testing has been
minimal or absent.

Testing of prototypes

N

3. Prototypes have been partially generated through co-creation
activities and undergone limited testing

4. Prototypes have been largely generated through co-creation
activities and have undergone significant testing.

5. Prototypes have been fully developed through co-creation
activities and have undergone thorough testing.

1. The activities carried out in the LL did not lead to a solution.
The LL activities lead to a solution, but the solution obtained is
difficult to replicate and does not fully respect the defined
objectives

Co-creation outputs

N
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3. The LL activities led to a solution that generated tools that can be
useful to promote new behaviours within the community, but they
have not been implemented yet.

4. The LL activities led to a solution that generated strategies that
can be useful to promote new behaviours within the community,
but they have not been implemented yet.

5. The LL activities led to a solution that generated strategies to
implement new behaviours within the community.

1. None of the participants are satisfied with their involvement and

Stakeholders’ believe that their inputs were considered.
satisfaction in co- 2

- e Around 25% of the participants are satisfied and believe their
creation activities

inputs were considered.

3. Around half of the participants are satisfied with their
involvement and believe their inputs were considered.

4. Upto 80% of'the participants are satisfied with their involvement
and believe their inputs were considered.

5. All the participants are satisfied with their involvement and
believe their inputs were considered.

The empirical implementation of the framework follows a longitudinal design based
on two measurement points, corresponding to baseline and post-intervention phases.
Enabling the analysis of process evolution over time, including development trajectories,
areas of improvement, and persistent challenges. Data collection is based on self-
assessment questionnaires completed by LL leaders, reflecting their direct experience of
the processes under evaluation. While this introduces a subjective component, it is
particularly suited to capturing processual dynamics that are not easily observable
externally. As shown in Table 2, a five-point Likertscale provides a structured basis for
quantification, with scores interpreted in terms of process maturity rather than as purely
numerical values. To complement this quantitative layer, a qualitative component was
introduced. LL leaders were invited to provide short narrative descriptions ofthe activities
and organisational arrangements in place for each category. These qualitative inputs
contextualise the scores by linking maturity levels to concrete practices. For each LL, the
resulting profile combines quantitative scores with qualitative insights, enabling a more
nuanced and context-sensitive interpretation of process maturity.

Table 2 Interpretative Score Range — Questionnaire Likert Scale

Range score Indicative reading

1 Early-stage practices

2 Initial practices

3 Emerging / partially consolidated practices

4 Consolidated practices ready for implementation
5 Well-established practices already in place

12



Taken together, these elements define a framework that advances LL evaluation in
several ways. First, it shifts the focus addressing the fragmentation identified in the
literature. Second, it shifts the focus of evaluation from static characteristics and outputs to
the processes through which innovation is organised and enacted. Third, by distinguishing
between conceptual constructs and their operationalisation, it strengthens the theoretical
grounding of measurement while ensuring practical applicability. Finally, its development
and validation within European research and innovation projects ensure responsiveness to
the requirements of multi-site implementation, cross-context comparability, and
practitioner usability. In this sense, the PLAN’EAT framework complements existing
approaches to outcome and impact evaluation by addressing a critical and underdeveloped
dimension: the analysis of the processes through which LLs function.

5 Final Remarks

Whilst the proposed framework advances the evaluation of LLs by providing a structured
approach to process assessment, it also exposes an important limitation in the current state
of research: the lack of systematic evidence linking process configurations to outcomes
and impacts. Although the framework enables the structured and comparable analysis of
organisational and methodological processes across LLs, it does not in itself establish
causal relationships between these processes and the results generated. This reflects a
broader limitation in the literature, where evaluation approaches remain fragmented and
empirical evidence is often based on case-specific or descriptive analyses. As a result, the
relationship between how LLs operate and what they achieve remains only partially
understood.

Future research should therefore build on process-oriented frameworks such as the one
proposed here to progressively investigate these relationships. In particular, longitudinal
and comparative studies acrossmultiple LLs could help identify recurring patterns between
process maturity, stakeholder engagement configurations, or co-creation practices and
different types of outcomes. However, such analysis requires careful consideration of
contextual factors, as LLs operate in heterogeneous environments where organisational
settings, stakeholder compositions, and innovation objectives vary significantly. Rather
than aiming for direct causal attribution, future work should focus on developing a more
nuanced understanding of how specific process configurations contribute to outcomes
under different conditions. This would supporta shift from purely descriptive evaluation
towards more explanatory approaches, while acknowledging the complexity and context-
dependency that characterise LL ecosystems.
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