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ABSTRACT

Agroecological transitions are vital for creating resilient and
sustainable food systems, as they balance ecological pro-
cesses with social dynamics. Stakeholder engagement and
collective innovation are essential drivers of these transi-
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tions and Agroecological Living Labs (ALLs) have emerged
as promising platforms for inclusive, multi-actor collabora-
tion that foster co-creation and knowledge sharing. This
study introduces the ME4ALL framework - a structured
tool designed to help ALLs assess their activities and
impacts, align their efforts with the 13 principles of agroe-
cology, and support participants in reflecting on their stra-
tegies, evaluating interactions, and identifying areas for
improvement. Focusing on three ALLs located in ltaly, the
Netherlands, and the United Kingdom, our evaluation
reveals that while ALL activities are linked to multiple
agroecological principles, the degree of alignment is
shaped more by national context than by scale. Notably,
access to funding emerges as a scale-dependent factor,
and political impacts - such as policy adjustments and
enhanced dialogue with policymakers - are more pro-
nounced at national and regional levels. By advancing our
understanding of ALLs - their similarities, diversity and
roles in agroecological transitions — this study offers both
theoretical and practical contributions, providing
a framework for comparing ALLs across local, regional
and national scales.
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1. Introduction

The current global challenges, including climate change, biodiversity loss,
environmental degradation, malnutrition, and food security, underscore the
urgent need for substantial changes in developing sustainable agriculture
and food systems (Bohan et al. 2022; European Environment Agency 2021;
HLPE 2019). Amid these challenges, agroecological approaches emerge as
essential prerequisites for sustainable food production and systems, advo-
cating for transitions toward sustainability (IPES-Food 2016; Wezel et al.
2018). While there has been some development in agroecology and an
increasing number of studies exploring its facets (Nicholls and Altieri
2018; Wezel et al. 2018), a gap remains in comprehensively understanding
transition processes involving all actors in research, innovation, learning,
and knowledge creation domains and platforms (El Bilali 2019; Hvitsand
et al. 2022; Kohler et al. 2019).

Integral to socioecological systems, agroecological transitions navigate
the interplay between ecological processes and social dynamics, shaping
the overall sustainability of agricultural landscapes. Stakeholder involve-
ment is pivotal, bringing together diverse actors such as farmers, research-
ers, policymakers and local communities. Inclusive engagement and
creation of coalitions can rapidly foster dissemination of agroecology
(Nicholls and Altieri 2018) including facilitating collective decision-
making, leveraging the expertise of various stakeholders, aligning transi-
tions with local needs, enhancing biodiversity, promoting food sovereignty,
and contributing to increased resilience and adaptability of ecosystems and
communities (Tittonell 2020).

However, it is notable that agroecological transitions have predominantly
relied on individual producers, potentially exposing them to economic, social,
and agricultural vulnerabilities and uncertainties (Tittonell 2020). Addressing
these challenges is crucial in ensuring the resilience and success of agroecolo-
gical transitions on a broader scale, even though agroecology academics do not
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provide close definitions of what a sustainable agri-food system should be
(Gonzalez De Molina and Lopez-Garcia 2021).

According to studies by Hill and MacRae (1995) and Gliessman (2016),
a five-level transition framework to describe and assess food system transitions
toward agroecology includes (1) Level 1: increase the efficiency of industrial
and conventional practices in order to reduce the use and consumption of
costly, scarce, or environmentally damaging inputs; (2) Level 2: substitute
industrial/conventional inputs and practices with alternative more sustainable
ones; (3) Level 3: re-designing the agroecosystem so that it functions on the
basis of a new set of ecological processes; (4) Level 4: reestablish a more direct
connection between those who grow our food and those who consume it; and
(5) Level 5: build a new global food system, based on equity, participation,
democracy, and justice, that is not only sustainable but helps restore and
protects earth’s life support systems upon which we all depend.

Innovative systems and spaces for the stakeholders’ interaction are needed
for supporting farmers, rural communities, agricultural associations, policy
makers, and other food system stakeholders throughout agroecological transi-
tions, in terms of knowledge sharing and co-creation, facilitation of decision-
making, and dialogue between all actors.

Living laboratories (LLs) are gaining more prominence as an approach to
strengthen transitions toward agricultural sustainability by promoting various
innovations, interdisciplinarity, and actors’ participation (ALL-Ready 2022;
McPhee et al. 2021). In a broad sense, LLs are defined as a structured user
involvement in the innovation process (Schuurman et al. 2013). Rastorgueva
et al. (2022) defined them as practice-driven organizations that facilitate real-
life environments or arenas where collaborative innovations processes can be
studied and experimented with, and new solutions developed. The LLs could
be considered as a specific type of operational group, created at different scales
and for different initiatives. The operational group approach aims to make the
best use of different types of knowledge and skills (e.g., practical, scientific,
entrepreneurial, organizational) with an interactive and multi-actor approach,
involving, for example, farmers, advisors, researchers, and businesses to build
and test new ideas, find focused solutions for specific issues or develop
concrete opportunities (Grand 2018),

The LLs share similarities with operational groups; however, they are
expected to have a more focused approach on triggering and supporting
transformative change in the socioecological systems, crucial for the founda-
tion for achieve agroecological transitions (Bouwma et al. 2022; Gamache et al.
2020; Garcia-Llorente et al. 2019; McPhee et al. 2021).

Numerous studies have focused on agroecosystem living labs which are
defined or described as transdisciplinary approaches which involve farmers,
researchers and all other actors of the agri-food sector in co-learning, co-
design, monitoring, and evaluation to develop innovative solutions aimed at
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increasing sustainability and resilience (Gamache et al. 2020; Kobzeva and
Knickel 2018; 2019; McPhee et al. 2021), and as a created experimental
environment in real-life spaces not only for technological but also for new
organizational and institutional forms (Ingram 2015; Nevens et al. 2013;
Turner et al. 2020). Despite several studies mentioning agroecological LLs as
promising frameworks and approaches toward transformative change in
agroecosystems and food systems, there is a lack of a common definition of
agroecological LLs and of their defining features (Bouwma et al. 2022; 2019;
McPhee et al. 2021).

Agroecological living labs (ALLs) are increasingly recognized as effective
platforms for collaborative innovation and sustainable agricultural transfor-
mation. Reflecting this potential, the EU Agroecology Partnership' - an
ambitious initiative funded by Horizon Europe and member states — actively
supports the ALL approach by prioritizing the creation of a European Network
of Agroecological Living Labs. The Partnership’s strategy addresses key
knowledge gaps in agroecology by promoting open innovation, user-driven
research, and place-based methodologies that reflect the EU’s diverse territor-
ial contexts. By linking these participatory living labs with dedicated research
infrastructures, the initiative enhances knowledge sharing and fosters multi-
stakeholder co-creation of agroecological solutions at local, regional, and
national levels.

The growing interest in implementing LLs as a strategy to accelerate the
transformation of systems has generated the need to understand, contextualize
and develop new approaches, to monitor and evaluate LLs (Bronson, Devkota,
and Nguyen 2021; Greve et al. 2021; Schuurman and Leminen 2021).
However, it is necessary to consider the features of LLs in order to design
appropriate frameworks, for example, plurality of actors, their participation in
co-creation activities, the real-life context of operation, the focus on innova-
tion activities, and the iterative character of constant learning (Bronson,
Devkota, and Nguyen 2021; Hossain, Leminen, and Westerlund 2019). This
could determine the type of methods, tools, and approaches to be used.

Several authors came up with different scales and levels of interpreta-
tions, dimensions, and applications of LLs such as the macro, regional, and
micro scales (Schuurman 2015), or differences of LLs in scales of policy,
strategy and action (Budweg et al. 2011; Gamache et al. 2020;
Garcia-Llorente et al. 2019; Hvitsand et al. 2022; 2019; McPhee et al.
2021). Studies which have discussed an application dimension beyond the
theoretical discussions have used LLs on a regional scale in the context of
wider socioeconomic development (Feche et al., 2021; Hvitsand et al. 2022;
Kobzeva and Knickel 2018; Pefia-Torres and Reina-Rozo 2022), as well as
on a local scale in order to reactivate the agricultural sector in the urban
area and its periphery (Garcia-Llorente et al. 2019). However, there is not
yet a generally accepted and used comparative evaluation method for
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assessing factors contributing to the agroecological transitions in agri-food
systems (Bouwma et al. 2022). Furthermore, no studies have yet employed
a cross-scale approach to compare LLs at different scales or to evaluate
their actual impact in terms of innovation processes, effective adoption, and
sustainable changes (McPhee et al. 2021).

This study aims to address these two existing gaps by providing a structured
tool for agroecological living labs (ALLs) to assess their activities and impacts,
align their efforts with the 13 principles of agroecology, and support partici-
pants in reflecting on strategies, evaluating interactions, and identifying areas
for improvement. In doing so, it offers both theoretical and practical con-
tributions by advancing our understanding of ALLs - their similarities, diver-
sity, and role in agroecological transitions — and by providing a framework for
comparing ALLs across local, regional, and national scales. The primary
objective of this study is to conduct a cross-scale comparison of agroecological
living labs (ALLs), evaluating their performance and impacts, and to deter-
mine their contributions to agroecological transitions across local, regional,
and national territories. The study involved three main steps: (i) performing
a comparative analysis of three ALLs and defining their roles in agroecological
transitions; (ii) assessing the economic, social, environmental, political, and
organizational impacts as perceived by the participants of the three ALLs; and
(iii) refining the definition of ALLs. The 13 principles of agroecology (HLPE
2019; Wezel et al. 2020) provided a framework for describing the development
of ALLs and their contributions to and connections with the agroecological
transition.

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Conceptual framework for the analysis of agroecological living labs

The present analysis of ALLs is based on a theoretical model that links
different elements affecting activity of the ALLs such as enabling factors,
components, impacts, and approaches (Figure 1). The central part of the
model is a conceptual framework developed for the analysis of the ALLs
provided in this paper, named “Monitoring and evaluation for agroecological
living laboratories” (ME4ALL). It contains different elements that play specific
roles in the development of the ALLs toward their agroecological transition.

Over a two-year period, the ME4ALL framework was developed through an
extensive literature review and continuously refined via an iterative process
based on systematic observations and shared experiences with participants in
the three ALLs, in which our research teams actively participated.

According to Tittonell (2020), agroecological transitions have predomi-
nantly relied on individual producers, which may expose them to economic,
social, and agricultural vulnerabilities and uncertainties. To analyze the
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Figure 1. Theoretical model for analysis of agroecological living labs and their contribution to
agroecological transition levels.

collaborative efforts of individual producers (e.g., ALL as a network) aimed at
fostering agroecological transition, ME4ALL includes a hierarchical structure
of indicators and descriptors used for collecting relevant information. The
collected textual data is then utilized for further qualitative analysis based on
coding the text across 13 agroecological principles. The results of the coding
demonstrate the connection of each Living Lab (LL) with the agroecological
principles.

Agroecological transitions are described as a series of emerging innovations
(FAO 2019) or as the gradual replacement of conventional systems with new
sustainable ones (Griffon 2013). These definitions link agroecological transi-
tion to the concept of change. In the theoretical model developed in this paper,
all potential changes demonstrated by the ALLs are considered in the analysis
of impacts (the last block of Figure 1).

The first element of the model is the enabling factors. These are used to
understand prerequisites of the creation of ALLs. The main enabling factors
for the ALLs selected for the present study are based on elements extracted
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from Dorninger et al. (2020), Geels and Schot (2007) and Linnér and Wibeck
(2021). Enabling factors include (I) trigger events or external pressures, con-
straints to agroecological transitions that need to be addressed, (II) sense of
urgency to implement changes, (III) interests in agroecology and innovation,
(IV) willingness to come together, (V) presence of alternative food networks
or interest in developing them, (VI) access to funding/economic resources,
and (VII) availability of facilitation, support, and infrastructures.

ME4ALL includes a structure with components and indicators
(Table 1). Components are elements that describe the performance of
the ALL and reflect transformative changes generated by the ALL’s
actions in different dimensions. Components are used for mapping
a current state of the three ALLs. Indicators and descriptors are used
for each component to assess and/or investigate the different components.
The components are used for collecting theoretical and practical informa-
tion. They are clustered into three domains of change: thinking, acting
and organizing.

The clusters were established relating back to the theories and definitions of
transformation, such as “fundamental changes in structural, functional, rela-
tional, and cognitive aspects of sociotechnical-ecological systems that lead to
new patterns of interactions and outcomes” (Patterson et al. 2017).

Table 1. Structure of conceptual framework “Monitoring and evaluation for agroecological living
labs” (ME4ALL).

Domains Components Indicators and descriptors
Organising Geography Country

Scale

Focus

Communication and network management Channels of communication within the group

Organisation and frequency of dialogue/
meeting

Type of authorities involved

Type of non-academic actors involved

Number of participants after three years

Timeframe

Activities within LL

Participants of LL

Roadmap

Thinking Needs and constraints expressed by the Participants’ needs for
participants Constraints for development of LL
Tailored academic framework for the LL work Key words/concepts
Research methods
Social values and beliefs Relational/Political
Agroecological/thematic
Knowledge co-creation and sharing All topics shared within the LL
Themes selected for LL actions
Perspectives on land governance Land access
Food sovereignty
Objectives of LL/network Relational
Political
Objectives for the stakeholders’ activities
Acting Committed actions Dissemination and co-creation activities

Meeting venue, arena for discussions/actions
Types of other organized actions
Outcomes
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The thinking domain includes the cognitive and relational aspects of the lab
actors, such as knowledge, values, narratives, paradigms, and beliefs. The
acting domain includes functional and managerial aspects. Toffolini et al.
(2018) describe action as reciprocal interaction between a human being and
nature. However, the acting domain of ME4ALL is more about the function of
the ALLs as networks, and does not consider the natural aspect. The organiz-
ing domain contains general information about the context of each ALL.

Components, indicators and descriptors demonstrated in Table 1 were
selected from Hvitsand et al. (2022), Kiseleva (2020), Kok et al. (2023),
Leminen and Westerlund (2019), McPhee et al. (2021), Schneidewind et al.
(2018), Mahdavi and Vandenbroucke (2022), and Vandenbroucke et al.
(2022). In an iterative process, after running the workshops with the ALL
facilitators, the components were adjusted according to their relevance for
each context and spatial environment of the ALLs.

For creation and facilitation of the three ALLs, different practical
approaches were used. In this research, they are divided into three groups:
approaches for creation of the ALLs, approaches for supporting dialogue and
co-creation, and approaches for decision making.

The impact dimensions cover social, economic, environmental, political,
and organizational ones. Three of them (economic, social, and environmental)
were used from SAFA guidelines (FAO 2014), two dimensions (political and
organizational) were added in order to describe collaboration with policy
makers and organization of the network. Impacts are results of an impact
assessment or evaluation, which are referred to as essentially identifying effects
of certain actions, decisions, and evaluating a certain change caused by
a specific intervention (Ballon, Van Hoed, and Schuurman 2018). In our
study, impacts were used for measuring results of the ALLs activities and to
describe their agroecological transition. The evaluation of the actual impact of
a LL in terms of innovation processes, effective adoption, and sustainable
changes is still a notable gap (McPhee et al. 2021). Impact studies of LLs
(e.g., Ballon, Van Hoed, and Schuurman 2018) are scarce; there is no unique
way for validating and assessing the impact of LLs. The three ALLs studied all
function under real-life conditions, with goals and objectives to contribute to
the selected problem-solving themes. Their impact will be assessed regarding
transformative change of the relationship inside the network, depending on
the scale and context of each ALL.

2.1.1. Overview on existing LLs assessment frameworks

A similar framework for evaluation of the LLs was developed by Bouwma et al.
(2022). Their research includes seven performance areas for the assessment of
living labs: LL interactions, LL actions, LL design and set up, LL motivation, LL
image and reputation, LL products and services, and LL outcomes and impacts
(Bouwma et al. 2022). Other authors (Criado et al. 2021; Franz, Tausz, and
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Thiel 2015; Ley et al. 2015) used different components for comparative
analysis of LLs (Table 2); however, they considered LLs of the same scales,
while our research provides comparable components that could be used by
ALLs at different scales.

According to Schuurman et al. (2013), there is a four-fold classification of
LLs based on the actors driving their activities: utilizer-driven, enabler-driven,
provider-driven and user-driven. This research is focused on the user-driven
type of the LL which is described as established by user communities and
focuses on solving users’ everyday-life problems (Schuurman et al. 2013). For
this research, users of the ALL are called participants in order to highlight their
strong participatory approach and contribution to the ALL activities. LLs
typically build upon a significant problem or a specific community of interest
(Schuurman et al. 2013).

ME4ALL might be seen as a complementary tool for assessing agroecolo-
gical initiatives alongside tools such as TAPE (FAO 2019) and OASIS (Peeters
et al. 2021) that focus on farms, as it focuses on assessing the process and
performance of participant-driven ALLs and connecting them to agroecolo-
gical principles.

2.2. Case study areas and description of the living labs

As far as contextual thinking is considered as an essential vision of agroecology
(Bell and Bellon 2018), three different contexts were used for this paper. Three
ALLs were created, within the AE4EU project® at different scales: local
(Coventry, England, UK), regional (Varaita Valley in the western Alps,
Italy), and national (the Netherlands) (Figure 2).

2.2.1. The National Living Lab (The Netherlands)

Creation of the National Dutch Living Lab (NDLL) is a result of joint activities
between the national Federation of Agroecological Farmers, TNI and
Wageningen Research (WR) under the umbrella of the AE4EU project. It is
in line with the wish of the national Federation of Agroecological Farmers,
a recently established organization connecting six organizations of agroecolo-
gical farmers.

NDLL is targeted at increasing visibility, developing a network of the
“willing” including NGOs and pioneering farmers, aligning with policy
makers and research. A key topic is developing a joint problem definition
and research, innovation, and action agenda to stimulate larger implementa-
tion of agroecology in the Netherlands.

The main objectives of NDLL are to strengthen the agroecological move-
ment and support the transition to an agroecological food system in the
Netherlands. The strategy to reach these goals is (I) establishing and strength-
ening connections between practitioners, researchers and NGOs, and (II)
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Local LL

Coventry, United Kingdom

National LL
The Netherlands

Regional LL
Varaita Valley, Piedmont, Italy

Figure 2. Locations of the ALLs.

developing a plan to deal with the main challenges that agroecological farmers
and movements are facing in the Netherlands.

Currently, NDLL has over 60 participants, including agroecological farmers
and their organizations, researchers from various knowledge institutions, as
well as NGOs and students. It also connects with national policymakers and
farmers from other nature-inclusive farming organizations interested in trans-
forming Dutch agriculture.

Four working groups were established, each focusing on one the four most
urgent themes identified to accelerate an agroecological transition in the
Netherlands. The themes are (i) knowledge for agroecology; (ii) policy for
agroecology; (iii) land security, commons, and solidarity economy; and (iv)
movement building.

Four living lab meetings were held annually, organized by one of the
working groups with representatives of the Federation, researchers,
Transnational Institute (TNI) and representatives from NGOs. There is
increasing involvement of environmental and climate activists. They stimulate
participation of farmers, researchers, citizens, students, NGOs, educators and
others interested in a stronger and more influential agroecology movement in
the Netherlands. The challenge is how to ensure farmer participation in an
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increasingly mixed group with different interests and time to invest in the
network.

All farmers that participate are members of one of the six agroecological
farmers’ organizations of the Federation of Agroecological Farmers, that are
Toekomstboeren, Biodynamic association, CSA Network Netherlands,
Organic Gardeners, Biocyclic-vegan agriculture network and Permaculture
Farmers Netherlands. They adhere to the agroecological principles at the
agroecosystem level (HLPE 2019) and want to contribute to transformative
changes at the food system level. In practice the farmers involved in the
network are experimenting for instance with no-till, cultivation of seeds,
fossil-free agricultural machinery and solidarity payment schemes, to ensure
a fair income for farmers and affordable food prices for people with a low-
income.

2.2.2. The regional/rural (Italian) living lab context (creation, number of
participants, objectives)

The regional Italian LL (RILL) has also been initiated within the AE4EU
project by the researchers of the University of Gastronomic Science (UNISG,
Italy). The RILL is located in Varaita Valley, in the Province of Cuneo,
Piedmont. The primary motivation for selecting the Varaita Valley as the
location for the ALL establishment was the fact that in the last decade
Varaita Valley saw the flourishing of a variety of agricultural and food related
initiatives.

To identify the territory and stakeholders for the RILL development, the
following actions were taken: (i) a preliminary meeting in May 2020, (ii)
stakeholder identification from May to October 2021, and (iii)
a questionnaire submitted in October 2021 to discern the needs and expecta-
tions of potential participants. The preliminary meeting involved key stake-
holders, identified through previous research by the UNISG agroecology
group on new farmers in the valley. A list of potential participants was
compiled, expanded through a snowball effect and online searches.
Participants were contacted, presenting the LL process as a means to
strengthen the Varaita Valley network through collaborative agroecological
innovation.

Prior to the first workshop, a questionnaire addressed participants’
resources, skills, key agroecological topics of interest, reasons for network
creation, and potential constraints.

The first workshop in November 2021 was attended by 35 participants
among which there were: food processors (e.g., beer producers, beekeepers),
farmers (agroecological, conventional, organic, biodynamic), community sup-
ported agriculture, ONG, agricultural associations, networks of farmers, policy
makers, citizens, researchers, and students. The workshop lasted 3 hours and
was facilitated by UNISG researchers and the association Limone Lunare. The
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workshop was followed by a community dinner. Participants shared dreams,
obstacles and resources relating to agriculture, food production and food
systems in the valley. Table discussions, led by UNISG researchers, centered
on the four main topics of interest that emerged from the questionnaire: food
sovereignty and land access, local grain production, relational economy and
low-season tourism. Post-workshop, several meetings aimed at collectively
writing an agroecology manifesto for the LL, and enhancing the dialogue
between the RILL participants and the regional policy makers. A meeting
with the representatives of local authorities (municipalities of the Mountain
Union®) was organized in order to introduce the project and to engage them in
LL activities. In July 2022, during the second official RILL workshop, the
agroecological Manifesto of RILL was presented and signed by participants
and local policymakers. Monthly meetings continued to work on LL objec-
tives, leading to a third workshop in November 2022 to disseminate the LL
process to a wider audience. Since 2022, monthly meetings have focused on
the objectives identified by the participants, with the first action being the
establishment of a local farmer market in August 2023.

Before engaging in the RILL, the majority of participants had already
applied different agroecological practices, particularly those related to the
first six agroecological principles (HLPE 2019), adopting a wide diversity of
crops at field level, applying mulches and other agroecological soil fertility
practices as well as the implementation of ecological infrastructures such as
semi-natural landscape elements (Wezel et al. 2014). Some participants had
already been exploring alternative short supply chains and ways of economic
diversification such as Community Supported Agriculture and vegetable box
schemes.

2.2.3. The local/urban and peri-urban living lab in the United Kingdom
Coventry University came together with other stakeholders at Ryton Organic
Gardens (its rural campus, 8 km from central Coventry), including CU Social
Enterprise (CUSE), CSA 5 Acre Community Farm and horticultural research
charity Garden Organic. Several researchers at the University were previously
employed by Garden Organic, so had a long history of working at the Ryton
site, which the University purchased in 2019 but Garden Organic had owned
since 1985.

The vision to establish an agroecological living lab stems from a legacy of
practical activities, pioneering ideas on citizen science (a series of
“Members” Experiments’ begun in the 1950s) and the desire to work
more closely with partners from within urban and peri-urban Coventry.
CALL (Coventry Agroecological Living Lab) brought together a range of
organizations and initiatives that had some existing connections and facili-
tated more targeted collaboration. Bringing the participants together in
a more structured format led to better communication and cooperation,
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particularly the sharing of resources like seeds and cuttings, but also
improved skills and knowledge sharing. Support for community initiatives
such as food banks has increased, and a network has developed that is
better equipped to participate in decision making and discussion around
policy.

CALL comprises a wide range of participants, including commercial pro-
ducers but also smaller scale growers attached to organizations such as com-
munity centers and social/therapeutic initiatives. Prior to CALL, the
participants were already strongly aligned to organic and agroecological prin-
ciples, some having organic certification and use of external inputs was mini-
mal among growers. Soil health and biodiversity conservation were high on
people’s agendas, with all of the food produced being consumed locally as part
of short food chains within Coventry and its immediate surroundings. Of great
concern for all CALL participants is climate change, in particular, the more
erratic extremes of weather being experienced in the UK. As a result, from the
very early stages of CALL, there was a focus on agroecological advancement by
improving crop diversity as a mechanism to cope with climate change.

2.3. Data collection and analysis

The data collected through a series of workshops (three workshops were
organized in each ALL) included brainstorming posters, notes from plenary
sessions, and working group sessions. Further details of this can be found in the
Rastorgueva et al. (2022). During 2022 and 2023, three online interviews were
conducted with the researchers in charge of the facilitation of the three ALLs in
order to collect data about all the indicators and components of the ME4ALL
framework. The online interviews with the facilitators were recorded, tran-
scribed and organized in the ME4ALL framework using Microsoft Word and
Excel®. The results collected from the interviews were then coded and analyzed
with Nvivo software. In order to identify the connections of the ME4ALL
components with the 13 agroecological principles (HLPE 2019), a qualitative
data analysis based on thematic analysis was applied. A similar qualitative
method (lexical analysis) was used by Mujtar et al. (2023) in order to describe
the agroecological transition. In this paper, the thematic analysis was performed
with NVIVO 28 software by two researchers in order to decrease subjectivity
within the coding. The 13 codes (one code for each agroecological principle)
were created in order to categorize the text provided in each ME4ALL compo-
nent. Two separate coding processes were run for each ALL: one for the
thinking components and one for the acting components. The results displayed
how many references of each ALL were connected to the agroecological
principles; the numbers produced for the references were represented in spider
diagrams (one for the thinking dimension and one for action).
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2.3.1. Impact evaluation

The UNRISD (2016) describes transformative change as changes in social
structures and relationships, or changing norms and institutions both formal
and informal, that shape the behavior of people and organizations in the social,
environmental and political spheres (UNRISD 2016). In order to assess the
impact dimensions (social, environmental, economic, political, organizational)
of ALLs, a survey involved all stakeholders. Each dimension was subdivided
into two parts: action (participants’ commitments) and learning (participants’
acquired knowledge). An online questionnaire, available in English and Italian
on Qualtrics, was distributed among stakeholders from April to July 2023. The
15-question survey included five for action changes, five for learning evaluation,
and five open-ended queries for feedback. A Likert scale ranging from 1 to 5
was used to indicate results ranging from “no changes” to “strong improve-
ment.” The responses were processed in SPSS 28, including a t-test. A one-way
ANOVA with Tukey post-hoc analysis identified connections between ALL
scales and evaluations, revealing differences between the three ALLs.

Survey questions addressed specific ALL-related topics within each dimen-
sion. The environmental dimension was evaluated by questioning the level of
adoption of agroecological practices. Social impacts included inquiring about
network creation, reducing isolation and enhancing support for participants.
Economic effects focused on assessing shifts in food chain dynamics and new
value chain creation. The political dimension was explored by asking about
dialogue with policymakers and the emergence of collaborative initiatives. The
organizational dimension was examined through questions about the
(improved) collaboration and cooperation between stakeholders.

3. Results

The results include two major sections. First, the enabling factors and their
relevance to the ALLs, used approaches and cross-scale comparison of the
ALLs in terms of their connection with the 13 principles of agroecology.
Second, the self-evaluation of impact by the ALLs.

3.1. Enabling factors, the framework and approaches

3.1.1. Enabling factors

The enabling factors influencing the development of each of the ALLs, are
shown in Table 3. The three ALLs all have common enabling factors, except
for the “Presence of alternative food networks” (for the national ALL in The
Netherlands), and for “Access to funding/economic resources” and
“Infrastructure” (for the UK local ALL). All enabling factors played an impor-
tant role in the establishment of the three ALLs except “Access to funding” and
“Infrastructure.” The first one was important only to the national ALL (in the
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Netherlands) and the second one affected the creation of the national and
regional ALLs.

A constraint that had been considered as a crucial enabling factor in the
regional ALL in Italy was access to land in the Varaita valley. In this territory
there is plenty of abandoned land that could potentially be farmed, but land-
owners are often unknown or difficult to contact, and therefore, it is very
difficult to rent or buy this land. The factor of “willingness to come together”
means people’s need for social inclusion/cohesion. In marginal areas (RILL)
this is caused by a lack of appropriate social services and infrastructures, and as
a consequence a “sense of loneliness” is widespread. In the case of CALL, the
lack of economic resources and infrastructure has not been detrimental as
CALL members used their own existing infrastructure (field sites, meeting
rooms, cafes, social supermarkets) in rotation. Coventry University has funded
some activities, as has the charity Garden Organic and its Heritage Seed
Library; however, ongoing economic funding is still a challenge. For the
NDLL, there was a great sense of urgency to change the Dutch agricultural
and food system, and to increase awareness and support from the ministry of
agriculture.

Access to funding (in RILL and CALL) was not a decisive factor in establish-
ing ALLs, as participants were primarily driven by other strong motivations to
initiate living lab activities. While additional funding may enhance the labs’

Table 3. Enabling factors for creation of the three ALLs and examples from the ALLs: National
Dutch living lab (NDLL), Regional Italian LL (RILL), CALL (Coventry agroecological living lab). v —
present factor in the LL.

Enabling factors Examples from the ALLs NDLL RILL CALL
Trigger events or external pressures, Land tenure conditions, presence of industrial v v v
constraints to agroecological transitions agriculture, lack of knowledge, climate
that need to be addressed change
Sense of urgency to changes Need of improvement of territorial v v v

development/quality of life

Interests in agroecology and innovation Participants’ interest in exploring and adopting v v v
agroecological knowledge and practices, and
interest in the agroecological values.

Willingness to come together Sense of loneliness or solitude, need to connect v v v
and explore together
Presence of alternative food networks or ~ Community Supported Agriculture, local farmers v v v
interest in developing them markets, vegetable box scheme
Access to funding/economic resources Private funds from foundations or NGOs for ALL v - -

coordination, participants with high income
contribute more to costs of meetings, joint
applications for research with member
organizations within ALL
Availability of facilitation and support Academia: the researchers working on the v v v
AE4EU project had facilitated and supported
the ALLs establishment
Infrastructure Presence of venues for the ALL activities, v v -
advising offices, agricultural infrastructures
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resilience, it is not essential for their creation. Moreover, funding appears to be
scale-dependent, with higher-level contexts offering a broader range of finan-
cial instruments.

3.1.2. Used approaches

The creation and support of ALLs involved a variety of approaches aimed at
fostering engagement, dialogue and co-creation among diverse stakeholders.
The three ALLs showed many similarities in approaches used, but also differ-
ences, for instance regarding decision making there had been LLs adopting
more institutional approaches and others more creative approaches (Table 4).

The initial stages of the creation of LLs encompassed for instance, in the
RILL an explorative workshop to identify the context and potential partici-
pants, along with a preliminary survey to discern the needs and interests of
potential contributors. Shared meals played a crucial role in RILL as convivial
occasions providing an informal setting for interaction. Personal correspon-
dence through phone calls, messages, e-mails, and social media was a core
aspect to keep the participants engaged. A multi-actor approach in network
creation was undergone at all stages of the creation of LLs as inviting partici-
pants from different stakeholder groups, ensuring a comprehensive
perspective.

To support ongoing dialogue and co-creation within ALLs, participatory
approaches were shown to be key. Workshops, run in all three ALLs, used
methods such as round tables, small group discussions, and shared brain-
storming sessions. In each of the three ALLs, the development of a joint

Table 4. Used approaches for the all-creation, supporting dialogue and co-creation, and decision
making. National Dutch living lab (NDLL), Regional Italian LL (RILL), CALL (Coventry agroecological
living lab). Regional Italian LL (RILL), CALL (Coventry agroecological living lab).

Used approaches NDLL RILL CALL
Approaches for creation of Explorative workshop - to identify the context and potential v v v
ALLs participants
Preliminary survey - to identify needs and interests of v
potential participants
Shared meals — convivial occasions v v
Personal correspondence by phone calls, messages, e-mails v v v
and social media
Multi-actor approach in the network creation - inviting v v v
participants from different stakeholder groups
Approaches for supporting Participatory approach in workshops - round tables, small v v v
dialogue and co-creation groups discussions, shared brainstorming
Development of a joint agreement for all participants of ALL v v v
Maieutic approach v
Theatre play v
Field visits v
Shared meals — convivial occasions v v

Personal correspondence by phone calls, messages, e-mails v v v
and social media
Approaches for decision Consensus decision making v v
making Steering committee (farmers have a majority) v
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agreement among all ALL participants established a shared understanding and
commitment. In each ALL an agreement was developed in different ways:
a manifesto in RILL, a working document in NDLL, and a business plan in
CALL. Some ALLs engaged in creative approaches to foster dialogue and to
envision new initiatives for their territories. For instance at RILL the colla-
boration with the association Limone Lunare* brought a maieutic approach in
the facilitation of the workshops. The term maieutic historically referred to
a method of teaching by question and answer used by Socrates to elicit truths
from his students. Among others, the pedagogist Danilo Dolci further devel-
oped a maieutic approach focused on the deep needs and the visionary skills of
his students in imagining their future (Longo 2020). The approach involved
using creative maps to provide the participants with a space for portraying
ideas for possible futures. In the NDLL theater plays had stimulated the
participants’ creative thinking and had been used to visualize the agroecolo-
gical principles. Moreover, the NDLL had the opportunity to work with
Zapatistas communities visiting Europe, to reflect as a group and increase
awareness of the peasants’ struggles. Field visits at CALL offered firsthand
experiences, contributing to a deeper understanding of the context.
Eventually, shared meals and personal correspondence continued to play an
integral role in maintaining a sense of community and fostering ongoing
collaboration.

Regarding the decision-making approaches, the NDLL relies on a steering
committee with a majority of farmers, while the RILL and CALL methods rely
on consensus decision-making. So far, the facilitation of the decision-making
processes in both RILL and CALL has been guided by researchers involved.

3.1.3. Components of the ALLs for the domains thinking, action and organisation
The ME4ALL framework gathered results for components and indicators
falling in the three domains of organizing, thinking and acting. In this section
key results from the ME4ALL will be highlighted, the complete results are
available in Table Al.

Regarding the organizing domain, the results highlight how the focus of all
three ALLs had been very different according to their different scale of
development. The focus had been on developing a movement that could
advocate and advise at the national policy level for the national NDLL, on
territorial development for the regional RILL, and on food growing in urban
and peri-urban areas in the local CALL. The main communication means were
emailing and WhatsApp groups for all the ALLs. The frequency of meetings
had been generally monthly for all three ALLs across the three years. The
activities organized by the three ALLs spanned from creating occasions for
farmer-activist meetings (NDLL), or meetings to foster the dialogue with
policy makers (NDLL and RILL); from field visits, seed exchanges and
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biodiversity walks (CALL) to social dinners and dissemination activities on the
themes of agroecology, land access and alternative food networks.

Within the thinking domain the participants in the living labs expressed
a spectrum of needs and constraints, reflecting the diverse challenges inherent
in developing new approaches to organize and redesign the food system
toward agroecology. Their needs encompassed funding for agroecology, poli-
cies supporting agroecological practices and the establishment of
a multifunctional valley network. Participants sought opportunities for skill
and knowledge exchange, access to land, financial assistance, and alternative
food networks. They emphasized the importance of awareness-building, mak-
ing growing food more accessible and inclusive, and adapting to a changing
climate. On the other hand, constraints had to revolve around time limita-
tions, a need for recognition, and organizational issues, with a common
challenge being the lack of sufficient available funds. Overcoming these con-
straints will be crucial for the living labs to thrive and progress in their
agroecological initiatives.

The research methodology, rooted in action research, focuses on farmers’
needs and movement dynamics, incorporating action learning, participation,
facilitation, and dialogue within the network for a comprehensive exploration
of agroecological practices.

Regarding the social values and beliefs domain, the LLs value diverse forms
of protest and activism, fostering reciprocity across various actors, promoting
horizontal collaboration, and encouraging networking and participation.
Grounded in the principles of the Nyéléni declaration, the LLs value ecological
food production, collective rights, knowledge diversity, solidarity economy,
feminism, youth engagement, the promotion of local food products and
connecting consumers with producers.

The chosen themes for LL actions encompass a broad spectrum: NDLL
focuses on land access, movement building, places of hope, regional food
networks, and effective strategies with an eye on future vision; RILL addresses
land access, relational economics, biodistrict development and the promotion
of low seasonal tourism; while CALL revolves around diverse methods and
practices for cultivating Heritage Seed Library varieties and “forgotten
legumes.”

The LL/network objectives were twofold, emphasizing relational and poli-
tical aspects. On the relational side, NDLL aimed to connect farmers and
inspire social innovations, while RILL focused on social inclusion and com-
munity building among local stakeholders. CALL contributed to safe spaces
and improved connections. Politically, NDLL aimed at influencing policies,
RILL at strengthening regional dialogue, and CALL at enhancing communica-
tion with local authorities. The objectives for the LLs’ activities aligned with
these goals: fostering agroecology, increasing awareness, and promoting
diverse crops and knowledge sharing for climate adaptation.



20 N. RASTORGUEVA ET AL.

The committed actions of the LLs involved dissemination and co-creation
activities, with NDLL participating in demonstrations and collaborating on
a Green farmers plan. RILL organized and engaged in local events and com-
munication flyer distribution, while CALL shared recipes, farming practices
and seeds to promote knowledge exchange. Organized actions included
NDLL’s “Places of Hope” program fostering collaboration and recognition
among activists working on agroecological farms. RILL participated in local
institutional events and CALL established experimental plots for growing
heritage varieties and collecting genetic resources like “forgotten legumes.”
The outcomes of these activities are notable, with NDLL producing
a foundational document and translating Nyeleni principles for the Dutch
context. RILL established a new farmers market, and CALL secured continued
funding through Coventry University, branching out into food storage, pro-
cessing and diet research, and forming connections for public food procure-
ment in the West Midlands metropolitan region.

3.1.4. Cross-scale analysis of the ALLs in terms of their connection with the 13
agroecological principles

In this section we present for each agroecological principle the results of the
indicators and components of the ME4ALL framework that are linked with
them, based on the analysis through the Nvivo coding process. The connec-
tions of the ALL performances in terms of thinking and action with the
agroecological principles are provided in Figures 3 and 4.

A major finding is the lack of the coded references regarding the first seven
principles in the components included in the “acting” domain, therefore
connected to the main actions performed by each ALL. The CALL presents
the only exception since some actions performed are connected to the 5th
principle of biodiversity, for instance, the implementation of seed exchange
activities.

3.1.5. Agroecosystem principles (1-6)

The components that had been connected to the agroecosystem principles of
recycling, input reduction, soil health, animal health and synergy concerned
solely the thinking domains of the three ALLs. These five principles had been
mainly touched by the themes addressed in the LLs’ knowledge exchanges, by
the participants’ needs for activities to be implemented and practices to
develop as LLs, and by the key concepts and values that were identified as
common by the participants of a LL. Regarding the principle of input reduc-
tion, the CALL shared practices and knowledge about how to valorize and
spread the adoption of varieties of “forgotten legumes” that present character-
istics of higher resilience in their territory. In the RILL, knowledge and
practices regarding soil health were mentioned as one of the most important
and interesting aspects for many participants. The principle of biodiversity,
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Figure 3. Agroecological principles related to the three ALLs coded in thinking dimension).
National Dutch living lab (NDLL), regional Italian LL (RILL), CALL (Coventry agroecological living
lab).
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Figure 4. Agroecological principles related to the three ALLs coded in the action dimension.
National Dutch living lab (NDLL), Regional Italian LL (RILL), CALL (Coventry agroecological living
lab).



2 N. RASTORGUEVA ET AL.

instead, had been connected to the “acting” domain for the CALL. There the
main organized actions concern specifically this principle: the establishment of
experimental plots for growing heritage varieties, the creation of a seed bank
for collecting seeds and vegetative material of “forgotten legumes” as well as
the organization of seed exchange events for supporting the sharing of diverse
crops and novel vegetables varieties.

The principle of biodiversity was connected differently with the LL activ-
ities; in general for NDLL, only to the thinking domain for the RILL, and
described in detail by the CALL. Thus, this principle has been addressed by
participants by broadening the range of crops they grow. On a smaller scale,
organic grower participants were already cultivating spaces highly diversified
in terms of crops and ecological infrastructures but through the LL network
(in particular, the Heritage Seed Library), a greater recognition of the impor-
tance of cultivated genetic resources has developed. By growing novel and
multicultural crops as well as “forgotten” heritage and heirloom varieties,
participants have diversified what they grow to be more resilient.

The principle of economic diversification was mentioned by the LLs only in
their thinking domain. In the RILL the economic diversification was addressed
through developing a new local food chain and providing access to the new
market channel, creating an additional income for the LL participants. The
CALL has pursued the principle of economic diversification through extensive
work to discover and trial new crops. Growers are increasingly concerned by
climate change and it was felt important to reduce economic risk by reducing
reliance on a limited range of varieties. Cultivating a range of crops from other,
non-UK cultures has also given participants the opportunity to reach a new
group of consumers.

Access to land is a common issue of co-creation and knowledge sharing for
both national and regional ALLs, while only diverse seeds and shared seeds
were discussed by the local ALL. Besides, other topics and activities of the two
ALLs were connected with the principle of co-creation and knowledge sharing
including “Connecting to other farmers and giving them inspiration, devel-
oping social innovations toward agroecology” in the NDLL; and “Local public
events (WSs), disseminating communication flyers” in the RILL.

Social values and beliefs. Social values related to agroecology are dif-
ferent in the three ALLs. For the NDLL it was a consideration of all
principles of the Nyéléni Declaration on Agroecology (CIDSE 2018;
Nyéléni Declaration 2015). In the RILL this principle was addressed
through horizontal collaboration and networking activities of the ALL
participants. The network’s relational objectives include community
building for increased social inclusion, strengthening of the connections
between local stakeholders and providing different mutual benefits.
Coventry and the wider West Midlands region has a truly multicultural
population; Garden Organic, a local NGO participating in the CALL,
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provided inspiration by sharing work done to identify unusual and multi-
cultural crops being grown in the region. By diversifying what they grow,
participants have embraced the culture and identities of communities that
have migrated to the region, as well as rediscovering heritage and under-
utilized crops.

Land and resource governance. The issue of access to land as a part of land
governance differs and depends more on the territories where the ALLs are
located, rather than on their scale. Thus, for the Netherlands, the issue of land
access is focused on the high price of land and short-term land lease contracts
for new farmers. In the NDLL this principle was expressed through identifying
the needs of family farmers and peasant food producers, and providing
support. In Italy and particularly in Piedmont, the issue of land access and
resource governance is related to abandoned lands, to unclear conditions of
their management and to collaboration with policy makers on this issue. Thus,
for the RILL, this principle was one of the most important issues of the ALL
due to numerous abandoned lands in the valley, as it directly affects regional
food sovereignty. In the CALL, it was expressed through “access to land” and
“need to improve dialogue with the City Council” with the view to get more
access to land used or owned by the city.

The principle of participation was common for the three LLs. In the NDLL
examples related to this principle include: a bottom up participation; new
proposals at national level for participation of AE farmers in policy making;
proposals for creating safe spaces for farmers and other stakeholders to
participate in community oriented types of farming. Activities of the RILL
and of the CALL were addressed through encouraged involvement of the
different stakeholders into the LL activity and through their collaboration
with policy makers. This was expressed in the workshops conducted in
different locations, to share leadership and co-responsibility of organizational
activities with the LL participants.

The principle of fairness was interpreted by the three LLs in a similar way.
For the NDLL this was by creating links between actors generating recognition
of the work and values of both groups working on land security; discussions on
fair income for farmers; present examples of solidarity payments. In the RILL,
it was addressed through a fair engagement of different small-scale food
producers and consumers at the same time and space, where LL producers
took part in the fair remuneration across all the steps of the food chain. For the
CALL, it was about making growing food more accessible/inclusive.

Connectivity is one of the common principles related to the activities of the
three LLs. Thus, for the RILL, a contribution to this principle was expressed
through the creation of a new farmers market for the local food producers,
while the CALL evidenced as produced surplus shared with other LL partici-
pants and the distribution of soft fruit plants as an underutilized crop. An
activity related to the connectivity principle of the NDLL included work on the



24 N. RASTORGUEVA ET AL.

PGS system to increase trust, confidence and an interaction with the ministry
for more trust-based systems of control.

3.2. Evaluation of impact

The respondents evaluated changes happening during their activities and
impacts in the ALLs in terms of (a) action (what was done, practices for an
agroecological transition) and (b) learning (what they learned) along five levels
of change from a minimum (1) to a maximum (5). Impact change ratings in
the three ALLs have a high level of diversity (Figure 5). For the NDLL,
participants mentioned greater changes in all impact dimensions except the
“environmental” impact. In contrast, the CALL was newly established and not
based on any existing network compared to NDLL. In the first year (2021), the
CALL needed time to establish a network and to start ALL activities.
Therefore, several of its participants mentioned a short timeframe for the
ALL activities and lower changes in all impact dimensions.

The RILL and CALL participants highly rated the social and organizational
impact change, both in action and learning. Thus, the Italian and English
participants assessed impact on action from “slightly improved” (2) to “mod-
erately improved” (3). Participants of the NDLL specified the highest impact
on the political dimension both in terms of action Figure 5(a) and learning
Figure 5(b). These average evaluations are between “moderately improved” to
“considerably improved” changes. This result of NDLL is in line with its strong
focus on political activity.

The results of an ANOVA analysis demonstrates a connection between the
evaluated impact on the political dimension and scale of the ALLs (Table 5).
This is the case for both actions (p < 0.001), and learning (p < 0.01). There are
further statistically significant differences between the three ALLs: evaluations

a) RILL — -NDLL ——CALL by e RILL — -NDLL ——CALL
political political
5 5
4 4

social environmental social

environmental

. _—— economic organisational
economic organisational

Figure 5. Results of self-evaluation of political, social, organizational, economic, and environmental
impact changes rated from 1-min to 5-max. Impact changes were rated in terms of (a) action and

(b) learning. RILL (n = 16), NDLL (n = 14), CALL (n = 10). National Dutch living lab (NDLL), Regional
Italian LL (RILL), CALL (Coventry agroecological living lab).
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Table 5. Connection between scales and evaluated
impacts in different dimensions and statistical

significance.
Dimensions Action Learning
Political i **
Social ns. n.s.
Environmental ns. n.s.
Economic ns. ns.
Organisational ** n.s.

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, n.s. - not significant.

of the national ALL (NDLL) are significantly higher compared to impact
changes reported on the regional (p <0.01) and local (p <0.01) ALL level. In
addition, political impact changes within learning are statistically significantly
higher in national than in the regional pilot ALLs (p < 0.01). In the local, urban
CALL political impact change was in between the other two ALLs.

4. Discussion

This research is focused on three participant-driven ALLs and their role for
agroecological transition. One of the main results of this paper is a definition
of the agroecological living laboratories. We defined ALL as transdisciplinary
approaches which involve farmers, researchers and other actors of the agri-
food sector into co-learning, co-design, monitoring, and the evaluation of
agroecological practices in order to develop innovative solutions aimed at
fostering agroecological principles in the communities and in food systems
at different levels. This definition is in line with agroecosystem LLs described
by McPhee et al. (2021), and with statements of other authors (Ingram 2015;
Nevens et al. 2013; Turner et al. 2020) that consider LLs as a mechanism for
creating an experimental environment in real-life spaces not only for techno-
logical research but also for new organizational and institutional forms.
However, our definition points more specifically to agroecological principles
referring to co-learning and co-design and foods systems level inclusion for
ALLs. Moreover, each ALL could develop different strategies and prioritarian
actions toward certain agroecological principles in order to answer the needs
and constraints of the territory they are embedded in.

This research contributes to an emergent issue such as delineating
appropriate evaluation criteria for LLs, considering their experimental
nature pointed out by Cascone et al. (2024). As a result of this research
a new conceptual framework ME4ALL was developed for qualitative
analysis of the ALLs. The framework is not based on a quantitative
assessment; as for small-scale farmers and new networks, it might be
difficult to provide precise numerical information. ME4ALL could be
considered as a tool for qualitative data collection that might be used
by the networks or LLs at all scales. This makes ME4ALL different from
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similar frameworks already in use such as TAPE (FAO 2019) or OASIS
(Peeters et al. 2021). Qualitative analysis of ME4ALL is focused more on
the ALL performance rather than on the stakeholders’ background
described in the paper of Robayst et al. (2023), and it considers agroeco-
logical context, rather than urban. Similarly to the assessment framework
by Bouwma et al. (2022), ME4ALL was raised from the realities of the
new ALLs, and due to its user-friendly approach in terms of the required
information, it could be used as a quick scan. ME4ALL can be applied
both for the comparison of collected data and for its further connection
with the agroecological principles.

One of the key findings of this paper is that, within our context, the
activities of regional and national ALLs are primarily aligned with the princi-
ples of agroecology, which include economic diversification, social values and
diets, fairness, connectivity, and participation. In contrast, local ALLs also
exhibit connections to agroecosystems related principles. This insight contri-
butes to the understanding of socioeconomic issues in agroecology, a topic
that often receives limited attention in existing literature (Dumont et al. 2016).

ALLs play a vital role not only in facilitating agroecological transitions
within food systems but also in promoting and preserving biocultural diversity
by fostering the exchange of local knowledge, practices, and innovations. To
enhance their effectiveness, ALLs require suitable monitoring and evaluation
tools to better articulate their performance and organizational structure. In
this regard, ME4ALL could serve as a valuable resource for improving the
understanding and comparison of different ALLs.

ALLs can offer an opportunity for farmers to have a stronger and common
voice in negotiations with suppliers, retailers and landowners (Gliessman
2023; James and Sulemana 2014; Valdivia et al. 2014). With collaborative
action, the isolation of farmers can be overcome, and existing relationships
can be changed. This is confirmed by our results as the qualitative data analysis
shows that two common principles related to the activities of the three ALLs,
are the principles of co-creation of knowledge and of participation. This is in
line with statements of Gliessman (2023) concerning both these principles for
strengthening farmers and scaling up agroecology. Moreover, a participatory
approach with social movements can develop a translation of agroecology
from the grassroots to policy that is more relational and avoids a drastic
hybridization that strips it of its more political dimensions (Gonzalez,
Thomas, and Chang 2018).

As for impact on the political dimension in our case, after analysis of the
self-evaluated impacts in the three ALLs, we found that it depends on the
scale of the ALLs. At a larger scale this impact is reported higher and
respondents think that farmers and other ALL actors have more opportu-
nities to be considered in the political decision making. This finding echoes
the result from the previous paragraph about the consideration of farmers’
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voices and contradicts the statement of Gliessman (2023) about the grass-
roots and community-based scales where the voices have more power. At
the same time, different scales of interaction between policy and agroecol-
ogy are not often taken into account by several scientists (Gonzalez,
Thomas, and Chang 2018; Richardson et al. 2021), as well as the need for
engaging different stakeholders into political decision making and for
democratic discussions.

In terms of transformative changes within the studied ALLs, the most
significant impact is observed in the organizational dimension. This improve-
ment can be attributed to the enhanced organizational skills that participants
have developed over three years of internal collaboration.

Currently, none of the activities from the three ALLs are registered with
ENoLL (The European Network of Living Labs), and their future registration
remains uncertain. Consequently, they have not undergone the structured
process required for registration.

Additionally, the three ALLs are situated in different countries, leading to
variations not only in scale but also in local contexts. To better address these
differences, the hierarchical structure of ME4ALL - which connects Domains,
Components, and Indicators - may need to be adjusted in future applications.
This adjustment would help distinguish between context-based issues specific
to each country and performance-related factors, thereby enhancing cross-
scale comparability.

According to Lopez-Garcia et al. (2021), the process of agroecological
transition is non-linear, particularly at the larger scales. Therefore, our results
after 3 years are preliminary. To assess the transition, a longer time frame is
needed. The self-evaluation of impact might change, if e.g., the same partici-
pants are asked again in a further 3 years. As transition is not-linear, accelera-
tion or deceleration could happen and further research is needed to study this
later in time and would be best done in comparison with a larger sample of
ALLs.

5. Conclusion

ALLs could contribute to agroecological transitions by fostering and
supporting: i) connectivity and participation between farmers, food pro-
ducers and other stakeholders and policy makers; ii) the sharing and co-
creation of agroecological knowledge and practices; and iii) the develop-
ment of alternative food networks that can feed and support the eco-
nomic diversification and resilience of the participants and their
territories.

One important consideration is what do our results mean for the new ALLs
established under the Partnership on Agroecology” from 2024 to 2030? We
could see from the statistical analysis that changes in the political dimension
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depend on the scale of the ALLs. Therefore, for new ALLs, changes in existing
policies and in the dialogue with policy makers could be one of the potential
transformative changes, particularly at the national or regional governance
scale.

The three pilot ALLs demonstrated a connection with the agroecosystem
agroecological principles and the socioeconomic - food systems related
principles. Both categories of principles together, not separate from each
other, are a conditional causality for the agroecological transition of new
ALLs.

Cross-scale analysis — national, regional, local/urban provided a lot of
diversity in the results, but it is also a research limitation. Further studies
with more examples of ALLs at the same scale are necessary and the
Agroecology Partnership over the next 7-8 years should give opportunities
for this.

MEA4ALL seeks to link the activities of the three distinct ALLs with the 13
principles of agroecology, thereby bridging the gap between existing agroeco-
logical literature and the practical realities faced by these ALLs. To facilitate
further analysis and cross-scale comparisons, a more suitable theoretical
framework specifically designed for ALLs may be necessary. This presents an
additional avenue for future research.

In our research, only participant-driven ALLs were discussed, however for
future studies, the other three types (utilizer-driven, enabler-driven, provider-
driven) of LLs could be considered for identifying a contribution to agroeco-
logical transitions.

Notes

https://www.agroecologypartnership.eu.

AE4EU - Agroecology for Europe H2020 project, https://www.aedeu.eu/.
http://www.unionevallevaraita.it/.

https://www.illimonelunare.it/.
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/research-area/agriculture-forestry-and-
rural-areas/ecological-approaches-and-organic-farming/partnership-agroecology_en.
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ANNEXES

Table A1. Elements of TF (Figure 1).

Element

Description

Enabling
factors

Used
approaches

Components

Impact
dimensions

- Trigger events or external pressures, constraints to agroecological transitions that need
to be addressed (e.i. land tenure conditions, industrial agriculture presence, lack of
knowledge, climate change)

- Sense of urgency to changes/Need of improvement of territorial development/quality
of life

- Interests in agroecology & innovation (practical, scientific, technical, organizational,

social, etc.)

- Willingness to come together/sense of loneliness solitude/needs to connect and

explore together

- Presence of alternative food networks or interest in developing them

- Access to funding/economic resources

- Availability of facilitation and support (e.i. academia)

- Infrastructure (presence of venues for the LL activities/advising offices/agricultural

infrastructures ...)

Participatory workshops

Creation of a network between local stakeholders, policy makers and academia
Development of a Manifesto of each LL

Action-learning approach and Participatory research

Transdisciplinarity

Co-creation of knowledge and practices

Social inclusiveness

Activism and cooperation

Geography

Communication and network management
Participants of LL

Roadmap

Needs and constraints expressed by the participants
Tailored academic framework for the LL work
Social values and beliefs

Knowledge, co-creation and sharing
Objectives of the LL/network

Management

Committed actions and target audience
Outcomes

Social
Economic
Environmental
Political
Organisational
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