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Abstract: Nowadays, it is commonly acknowledged that it is important to learn 
from users when the aim is to develop user-centred services and products. This is 
shown in the fact that a lot of the commercially important innovations that are 
developed today are developed by end-users. When it comes to innovation, it is a 
process burdened with uncertainty and the only way to get input on users reactions, 
is to start developing it and to let users use it. One way to involve users in the 
process of innovation development is the Living Lab approach in which one guiding 
principle is realism. In this paper, the aim is to discuss and illustrate how the Living 
Lab principle realism takes form and is facilitated in a mobile service development 
project. We found that realism takes different forms depending on which phase the 
innovation process is in. 
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1. Introduction 

Currently, the need to learn from users has been acknowledged by many companies aiming to 
develop user-centered products. A study performed by von Hippel (1988) reveal that users 
developed 80 % of the most important scientific instrument innovations. The value of user-
involvement has also been acknowledged by Shah (2000) who found that the most 
commercially important equipment innovations in four sporting fields tended to be developed 
by users. These examples indicate the importance of involving users and taking user-
experiences and expressions seriously in innovation processes. Currently many user-
involvement approaches, ranging from developers making assumptions about users’ needs 
without actually involving users, to users’ developing the final innovation themselves, exists. 
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In this paper, we focus on the involvement of users in mobile services development. User-
involvement in development of new mobile technologies means giving users opportunity to 
participate as representatives of future target users aiming to improve successful innovation. 
Innovation processes as such, are burdened with uncertainty and guesswork, and the only way 
to identify possible success is to start developing innovations. Hence, involving users 
becomes a crucial step in facilitating the selection of the right idea. The best way to really 
know if the technology will be accepted and used by its intended users, is to let them try it 
(Bessant and Tidd, 2007). 

Traditionally, user-involvement in development of innovations is designed as field-
studies, or as ethnographic studies, where the users are observed while they use the 
technology for a specific task in a specific context (Preece et al., 2002). This approach means 
that the observer can follow the tasks the users do and the context in which the usage is 
situated. Hence, the context is known as well as the situation of using the innovation 
(Newman and Lamming, 1995). Adopting this approach inherit the fact that users are not 
situated in a realistic use-situation and the observation of them might impact the final results 
of the evaluation. Hence, the field-study approach with observations does not really elicit data 
about a real situation, with real use concerns, and this have impact on how users’ experiences 
and expectations can be interpreted and incorporated in the design of the innovation. In 
addition, we argue that this approach becomes too limited in scope and does not give valuable 
insights into the social acceptability, especially for mobile technology, which is viewed as 
critical for the success of failure by for example Sharp et al. (2007).  

Contemporary techniques supportive of eliciting user experiences strongly rely on users’ 
expressions of their own situation which address functional, personal and social aspects of the 
experience. Sleesvijk Visser et al. (2007) propose three qualities, or from our interpretation 
purposes, of communicating user experiences which can facilitate a deeper understanding of 
the situation which is in focus for the innovation designers. The first quality is, enhancing 
empathy, which refers to the designers need to empathize with the user to understand their 
experience on an emotional level. The second quality, providing inspiration, refers to the 
situation where designers becomes energized and encouraged to find new design directions, 
create new ideas and develop concepts. The third quality, supporting engagement, related to 
the level of commitment designers give, represents the curiosity and the motivation they 
develop to study the users’ experiences. However, trying to understand user’s every-day 
situation include some difficulties since this kind of data can be rather “sticky” in its character 
and hence harsh to elicit. 

The assumption that the process of innovation can be supported by involving user 
communities situated in real-life contexts, and built upon public-private partnerships (PPP), 
started the evolution of Living Labs. Today, 129 Living Labs around Europe are members of 
the European Network of Living Labs (ENoLL) and this network is continuously growing as 
the fourth wave of membership is being launched.  

A Living Lab can be defined as a user-centric innovation milieu built on every-day 
practice and research, with an approach that facilitates user influence in open and distributed 
innovation processes engaging all relevant partners in real-life contexts, aiming to create 
sustainable values (CoreLabs, 2007). This approach is built on five key principles; value, 

 



openness, sustainability, influence, and realism, (Bergvall-Kåreborn, Ihlström. Ståhlbröst, & 
Svensson, 2009) and these should permeate all Living Lab operations (CoreLabs, 2007).  In 
this paper, we focus on the guiding principle realism which, in this context, means that the 
innovation process should be tightly connected to the stakeholders’ reality. The aim of this 
paper is to discuss and illustrate how the Living Lab principle realism takes form and is 
facilitated in the GuidU case described in this paper. Our endeavor is to discuss the activities, 
challenges and opportunities this principle includes to further the understanding of how user-
involvement in real-world situations can be understood and applied into future innovation 
designs.  

The reminder of this paper is as follows, we will start by giving a theoretical overview of 
the principle realism followed by an illustration of the GuidU case. Here the process and 
methods are outlined. A more detailed illustration and discussion of how realism was strived 
for in the user-involvement process is given thereafter. The paper ends with some conclusive 
reflections.  

2. Realism from a Theoretical Perspective 

One of the cornerstones for Living Labs is that activities should be carried out in a realistic, 
natural, real-life setting. It is argued that realism is one of the principles that clearly separate 
Living Labs from other kinds of open co-creation environments, such as Second Life and 
Google Earth.  The principle highlights the necessity to facilitate as realistic use-situations 
and behavior as possible in order to generate results that are valid for real markets (CoreLabs, 
2007). When it comes to the challenge to create and mirror as realistic use-situations and 
contexts as possible two different approaches can be identified in Living Lab activities. In the 
first approach is in the environments for test and evaluation of products or services which are 
created in ways that are similar to the real world, such as home labs (Markopoulos and 
Rauterberg, 2000), while in the second approach products and services are tested and 
evaluated in users’ real world environments (Feurstein et al., 2008). 

Another view on realism is the more philosophical, critical realism, based on the work of 
Bhaskar (1989). From a philosophical view, critical realism asserts that the condition for 
knowledge does not arise in our minds, but in the structure of reality, and that this knowledge 
will not be universal and historically independent. Mingers (2004) argue, based on the work 
of Bhaskar, that there exist three domains of the real. These domains are the real (what 
exists), the actual (events) and the empirical (observable events). The real contains 
mechanisms and structured entities, events and experiences, i.e. the whole of reality; the 
actual consists of events that do (or do not) occur and includes the empirical, those events that 
are observed and experienced (Smith Longshore, 2006). Based on that, it is argued that we 
should not reduce all events to only refer to those that can be, and are, observed, and we 
should not reduce enduring causal mechanisms to events. (Mingers 2004). The real is thus a 
complex interaction between dynamic and open systems, both material and non-material, 
where certain structures give rise to certain ways of acting. Adopting a critical realism 
approach means to maintain reality while still recognizing the inherent meaningfulness of 
social interaction. This means that ideas, concepts, meanings, and categories are equally real 

 



as physical objects. They are social products and are integral parts in the transformation of the 
social world. Critical realism aims to understand and explain why things are as they are 
(Mingers, 2004). With this approach, there exists a dualism where social objects are 
autonomous from individuals while dependent upon their activities (Smith Longshore, 2006).  

Based on the description above, we argue that striving to create and facilitate realism is a 
task that needs to be grappled with on different levels and in correlation to different elements 
such as contexts, users, use-situations, technologies, and partners. All these elements 
necessitate different approaches to understand and mirror the users’ diverse reality and 
realism (Ståhlbröst, 2008).  

When it comes to the principle of realism, we argue that the definition is rather limited in 
its description by CoreLab (2007). Relating realism to Checkland’s (1999) real-world concept 
which means that the “real-world” situation reflects people’s interpretation of their current 
situation. People’s interpretations and how they perceive the situation is related to people’s 
worldview, or what they view as important for them; hence, what is viewed as the reality for 
one person does not necessarily mean the same for another person. This means that what is 
important and motivating for one stakeholder, in not necessarily important to another 
stakeholder. This is a rationale for involving a diversity of stakeholders in the development 
process (Ståhlbröst, 2008). In addition, in the original definition of the principle by CoreLabs 
(2007), it is stated that realism is the physical world and not a virtual environment such as 
Second Life. In contrast, we argue that the physical world is not more realistic than either the 
virtual or the mental world. This means that when we involve users we need to, not only focus 
on what is observable empirically, but strive to go beneath the surface to be able to explain 
why things are as they are, to be able to understand and reflect users reality.  

3. GuidU – an Illustration  

The case we have chosen as illustration for how realism is strived for in user-involvement 
within a Living Lab was called GuidU. Partners in the project were project managers from 
Botnia Living Lab1, developers from Ericsson Research, a mobile marketing manager from 
Initia Marketing & Media, researchers from Luleå University of Technology, and different 
types of users, i.e. content providers and users (retailers) and end-users (consumers).  

GuidU had its background in a technical platform with an attached service called Adboard 
developed by Ericsson for the Chinese market. It was decided that an open concept 

                                                                 

1 Botnia Living Lab (BLL) was one of the first Living Labs that came into practice in Europe. BLL began its 
operations in 1999/2000 (called Testplats Botnia at that time) and has long experience in user-involvement in 
development and test of mobile technologies. Today BLL has close to 7000 test-pilots who contribute in different 
projects as users and they are involved in all phases of product and service development. Hence, NeedFinding 
processes, concept development, test of prototypes and pre-commercial tests are performed with users in their real-
life contexts. The objective with these activities is to create innovative technology for user that supports them in 
fulfilling their individual goals.  
 

 



development process together with end-users would to be a fruitful strategy to find out how 
the service could fit into the Swedish market. Hence, BLL where Ericsson is a partner was 
decided to be the development context.  

The Process and Methods 

The GuidU project was designed in three iterative phases following the FormIT methodology 
(Bergvall-Kåreborn et al., 2006, Bergvall-Kåreborn et al., 2008, Bergvall-Kåreborn et al., 
2009, Ståhlbröst, 2008). The first phase focused on NeedFinding and idea generation, the 
second on concept development and evaluation and the final phase focused on prototype 
development and beta-test. In each phase the idea of the service evolved and different partners 
took part in the process as well as different methods were chosen. In this paper we will 
illustrate how realism is strived for; hence the illustration will focus mainly on realism issues 
even though other key LL principles also were attended to in the GuidU case.  

Before we go into the illustration in more detail on each phase we will mention the 
methods chosen for data collection and user-involvement. These are all traditional methods, 
while we spice them with as much realism as possible. This approach is more or less 
demanding during different phases of a development process, which will be discussed in more 
detail later on.  

Recruitment of users took place twice during the project. The first time users for the first 
two phases (NeedFinding and idea generation and concept development and evaluation) were 
recruited, since this part of the project was executed during less than three weeks. The second 
recruitment took place a couple of month later and here users were recruited to take part in the 
prototype development and beta-test. The same strategy for recruitment was chosen for both 
recruitments.  

The user-database managed by BLL was used to recruit consumers. Information about the 
project and the process was posted on the BLL portal and a SMS was sent to all users in the 
database inviting them to participate in a process aimed at creating and evaluating service 
concepts for a mobile shopping guide. To participate in the process they had to login to the 
BLL portal and answer a web-based questionnaire. In this questionnaire, we asked questions 
about the users’ attitudes towards shopping, about their personality characteristics, their usage 
of mobile phones and their demographical data. In the first round 80 people answered and in 
the second 76 answered. The selected consumers were mixed in gender, age and occupation, 
attitude to shopping, new technology, positioning services and mobile services. Further 
people living in city or in suburb, and being on the upper level of creativity and lead user 
characteristics were chosen as participants.  

Retailers were recruited from a list of retailers which had been created by Ericsson and 
contained retailers that represented the intended target user group of the future service. The 
retailers were both content providers and users of the service and a good mix and variety 
between the retailers was wanted in order to get as much and varied input to the services as 
possible. Therefore a mix between product and service companies, between stand alone stores 
and chain stores, between companies with products/services were you usually plan your 
purchases and companies carrying mainly impulse items and between male and female 
oriented companies were looked for and picked out for participation.  

 



Methods for data-collection and user-involvement and number of and type of participants 
are listed in table 1 below.  

Table  1  Methods and Phases in GuidU 

Method/Phase  Recruitment 1 Recruitment 2 NeedFinding – 

 Idea generation 

Concept  

development  

and evaluation 

Prototype  

development – 

 beta- test 

Questionnaire One answered 
by 80 
consumers 

One answered 
by 76 
consumers 

  One answered 
by 20 consumers 

Workshops  One with 12 
retailers 

Two with 8 
consumers and 
4 retailers 

Three with 10 
consumers and 3 
retailers 

One  with 12 
retailers 
(observations 
took place here) 

Focus group 
interviews 

    One with 8 
consumers and 
one with 6 
retailers  

Real-world use 
and evaluation  

    10 Retailers and 
20 consumers 
together 

4. Striving for Realism in the User-involvement Process 

In this section we will illustrate the GuidU Case in more detail. First, we outline what 
activities took place in the project and why. This is followed by reflections on how realism 
was created and facilitated, and a discussion on challenges and opportunities in relation to 
this. 

NeedFinding and Idea Generation  

As a first step towards opening up the concept, Adboard changed name into the Mobile 
Shopping Guide. This first phase of the development process focused on understanding the 
needs of the intended users. In this phase the objective was to gain a coherent view of the 
stakeholders’ reality to be able to discuss and generate a shared vision of a desirable and 
realistic future. This approach aims to increase the developers’ empathy for users’ situations 
on an emotional level. In the GuidU project, a concept vision including a mobile service for 
the shopping situation with a map function was the starting point. The workshops lasted for 
about 90 minutes each and were divided into three parts. The first part consisted of a 
presentation of each participant; who they were, their background, and how they used the 

 



mobile phone in their everyday life. The second part focused on their needs and behavior 
related to service consumption and shopping. The third part focused on how they liked to 
receive shopping related information.  

In the second and third part of the workshops the goal was to gain a picture as rich as 
possible about how shopping takes place in their everyday life and to learn about how the 
mobile phone is used, not only in these situations. Here, we inspired the consumers and 
retailers to give rich narratives about their experiences and to motivate and explain why they 
do things in certain ways in different situations. Hence, the respondents were encouraged to 
talk both about ‘what is’ and ‘what might be’ (Norum, 2001), i.e. to focus on both the present 
and the future, related to technology-enabled shopping situations. Focusing on telling stories 
instead of answering specific questions encouraged the users to discuss their everyday life 
situation and their dreams independent of any technical solution or artifact. Here it became 
obvious that users talked about their reality in relation to particular situations and independent 
of a specific solution or artifact. In this way, a rich picture of how the users viewed a realistic 
shopping situation both now and in the future was created.  

In this phase, narratives about the users’ reality were created in the workshop in a short 
and intense time. The mixture of different competencies provided a rich picture of the 
different perspectives which also facilitated the developers in their development tasks. One 
challenge we have identified, and strived to contribute to, during this phase is the task of 
gaining understanding of a use situation without observing it. Oftentimes, observations are 
time-consuming and become almost impossible to perform when the aim is to understand 
how, why and for what the users, for example, use their mobile phones. In this case, 
observations were not considered as a suitable method for gaining insights into their mobile 
phone use. This decision was based on the fact that using observations would have revealed 
data about users shopping behaviour which would have given us a picture of what the users 
do, but no insights into why they do it. Hence, users’ interaction was considered as vital since 
the aim was to gain insights into their reality which consists of more than what is observable 
and empirically experienced. We argue that realism was created in the rich narratives. Hence, 
all participants experienced a shared picture of the situation which should be enriched with a 
mobile service.  

Concept Development and Evaluation 

Directly after the first workshops the developers started to create different concepts based on 
the rich narratives which described users’ reality. One week later the second step was taken 
with three workshops. The purpose with these workshops was to evaluate the concepts as well 
as to inspire discussions which enable further development of the concepts. In this phase 
people from the first step participated together with new people. The idea was to look for 
confirmation on concepts by the people who had contributed in the first phase and to find new 
perspectives from the new people (both consumers and retailers).  

 



The workshops lasted for about two hours and centered on six scenarios illustrating six 
service concepts2, each representing a future use-situation where technology and context were 
depicted as realistically as possible. Hence, scenarios were detailed and personal, capturing 
future realistic use-situations with a focus on user experiences and emotions when using the 
technology. This made it possible to ask and answer questions about the future user situations. 
Scenarios is a technique that can support building coherent visions and therefore helps 
anchoring visions (Carroll, 1995). In this case the scenarios inspired the discussions and the 
workshop participants’ imagination. Hence, participants became aware of new needs, and 
possible solutions that they had not been aware of previously. We find this to be a fast way to 
contribute to the shaping of the design as well as to value the realistic success of each 
concept. 

In this phase realism was strived for firstly in the six scenarios which were evaluated and 
developed. They were presented with pictures and descriptions from imagined future 
situations. Further, these scenarios were based on the reality which users described in the first 
phase. Secondly, realism was created in the evaluative reflections from consumers and 
retailers in the form of shared visions. Hence, realism was created in a social process within 
the group. Hence, we find that in concept development and evaluation realism is mainly 
created and facilitated in ideas, mental models and metaphors. We can create representations 
of a future reality based on the envisioned reality that was defined in the first phase. Through 
this participants were inspired to discuss and relate the representations to their own reality. 
Again the discussion created new visions of the reality which were used as starting point for 
further development of the concepts. The process is iterative and realities become intertwined. 

Opportunities in this phase were found in what the stimuli material offers as enabler of 
creation of empathy, inspiration and engagement. Discussions are stimulated, perspectives are 
widened and new realistic solutions are created as participants take a new step in their own 
mental picture of what is possible. The challenges lie in the risk of using “bad” stimuli, 
leading the discussions into a visionary reality which is no longer representative or realistic. 
Issues to remember here are; how can we balance between different stakeholders views on 
reality?, how can the process be managed to create representative views of realities and are 
the users’ stories and reflections mirroring what is or are they mirroring what they want?, and 
either way which of these is more real?  

Prototype Development and Beta-test 

After concept development and evaluation the developers took results from the workshops 
into development mode again. The building of a prototype continued mainly based on the 
concept which received best feedback in the workshops (Local Browser). Further, this 
concept was spiced with bits and pieces from other concepts which also had been discussed in 
positive and engaged ways during the workshops. A few months later it was time for beta-test 
and the concept was now called GuidU.  

                                                                 
2 The service concepts were: 1) Information on supplies and offers, 2) Product comparisons, 3) Consumer interaction, 

4) consumer contact, 5) local browser, and 6) local offers. 

 



The GuidU prototype development and beta-test phase focused on implementing an 
innovation prototype in a physical real-life situation. In this phase, realistic tasks were applied 
to inspire the users to change their current habits and adopt the innovation into their reality 
while simultaneously evaluating it. The aim of the user input in this phase is to inspire and 
create engagement in the development team to further the development of the innovation. 
Again we included both potential retailers and shoppers. First, we invited twelve retailers to a 
2 hour long introductory workshop with the aim to inspire and encourage them to be involved 
in the beta-test. In this workshop we presented the idea of mobile marketing, its benefits and 
challenges as well as GuidU’s main functions and features. We also described the beta test 
process and their role and responsibilities if they joined the project.  

The next step was to organize a four hour long hands-on workshop with the aim to create 
engagement and commitment to the envisioned service, at the same time as it was evaluated. 
Hence, retailers learned more about mobile marketing in general and GuidU in particular. 
Eleven companies joined the workshop (ten retailers and one Network Company). Five 
realistic tasks had been developed for the retailers to carry out as a way to give them a view of 
the service as a whole. During the workshop retailers were observed and interviewed when 
performing the tasks, as a way to evaluate the service in a rather realistic and observable 
situation. The workshop provided much more feedback than anticipated which inspired 
further development of the service. After the workshop two companies felt that mobile 
marketing was not for them and withdraw from the project. The rest of the companies stayed 
on for the two week long beta-test of the system starting the next day. 

During the beta-test the retailers’ worked with GuidU in the premises of their business. 
They created a realistic mobile marketing window presenting their company and their special 
offers, mobile marketing campaigns, and looked at statistics on how many people that had 
viewed their advertisements and campaigns. These offers and campaigns were received by the 
consumers who participated in the test, creating a situation similar to what could happen in 
the future when the service has been launched.  

The second part of the beta-test was directed towards potential shoppers. For this part 20 
consumers were chosen. They were all asked to perform different realistic actions so the 
services all aspects could be tested and evaluated based on their real-life experiences. During 
the test data were logged to see how they used the service and how much. The shoppers’ also 
had the possibility to mail or SMS questions, comments or suggestions during the test period. 
The actions were performed in the users own real-life situations. Hence, they went shopping 
and used the service in a realistic way and received offers and campaigns from the retailers 
participating in the project. In this way, for two weeks shoppers and retailers interacted 
through the service in a situation characterized by a high level of realism.  

In this phase, the challenge was to understand what happened in the users’ context and 
what might influence their experiences, since it was not possible to observe the reality in 
which the users used the technology during the test and evaluation. One vital question here is 
what is most important to understand, is it what is empirically observable, or is it the events 
that do (or do not) occur? In this phase, different methodologies can be applied in the strive to 
gain an understanding of the users real experiences and use. Here, logging the users’ actual 
use gave a picture of how the users have used the technology, while this does not reveal what 

 



they actually wanted to achieve and why, hence, a questionnaire and focus group interviews 
were performed.  

Another challenge that we have identified is how to design the tests and evaluations to be 
representative and unobtrusive while at the same time encourage the users to change their 
behaviours and use patterns. In our tests, we have stimulated the users to change their 
behavior by giving them an amount of tasks since people in general has inertia to change their 
behaviour. This approach does not reflect a realistic situation but it give a picture of how the 
users experience the usage of the innovation. Here, it is important that the stimulus feels 
natural and realistic, and that the aim of the evaluation is to gain realistic insights. This is 
especially true when the test and evaluation concerns innovations since the impact of 
innovations can be very difficult to determine. Hence, creating and stimulating as realistic 
use-situation as possible becomes vital when dealing with innovations since users real 
behaviour does not include the innovation per se. 

5. Conclusive Reflections 

In this paper we have discussed and illustrated the strive for realism in a user-involvement 
process when working in a Living Lab context, developing innovative mobile services. The 
experiences of applying a Living Lab approach in the project have provided us with a 
diversity of valuable insights. Here we give a few conclusive reflections.  

Applying a Living Lab approach means to be open and to have the endeavor to really 
understand the users’ situation.  One of the main challenges when developing innovative 
mobile services lies in the difficulty of observing empirical events, as a way to understand 
use-situations. Instead we have to interpret use-situations by other means. However, this is 
also where opportunities can be found. The choice of methods and partners can enable the 
possibilities to understand both present and future use-situations, and this can also make the 
development of innovative mobile services both faster and more creative.  

In GuidU the realism aspect was taken one step further through involvement of users in 
the very early stages of innovation where none of the two main Living Lab approaches can be 
applied. By choosing appreciative narrative methods which enabled creation of situations 
where empathy, inspiration and engagement grew among the developers, it was possible to 
design concepts, scenarios and prototypes relevant for potential users. Gaining insights about 
users’ thoughts, their everyday life and their needs supported the development process and the 
rich data was used to redesign the mobile innovation. Hence, taking this new approach 
enabled us to understand and explain mobile use-situations in relation to shopping and to 
design relevant services.  

We have found that realism was created as a result of the interactive dialogue among 
participants as well as in scenarios used as stimuli for the interactive dialogue. In this way 
events were created and evaluated. This is based on our observations that a shared mental 
model representing users’ reality was created in social interaction during the workshops. 
Therefore, we argue that realism in physical, virtual and mental worlds all serve the design 
process in their own way and in different phases of the innovation process. Thus, in the 
future, it is most certainly just as important to study, understand, and interact with users in the 

 



virtual and mental world as in the physical world. In this way our work with GuidU provides 
an important contribution as it is in the early innovation phases users can make the strongest 
contribution to an innovation by setting the direction for the design.  

Finally, the reality aspect was considered by focusing on involving real users in their real 
world context instead of using personas or other user representation methods or theories in the 
later phase of the innovation process. Here, the endeavor was to create as authentic use-
situation for the users as possible. To enable understanding of different stakeholders realities 
we choose to involve participants from many different life-situations. This contributed to the 
creation of representations of future user-groups and use-situations. Further, this gave 
developers a firm ground for continued development of the mobile innovation.  
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