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1. Introduction

Scientific concepts rarely evolve in isolation from their societal and institutional surroundings.
Economic Geography has notably shown in the past decades how academic terms can escape their initial
analytical boundaries and assume strategic roles in policy, planning, and public discourse. Concepts
such as clusters or smart specialization have undergone fundamental semantic and spatial
transformations: once rooted in theoretical frameworks, they have been reframed as strategic narratives
in regional development agendas and institutionalized through funding logics and governance
programs. Other terminologies such as the smart city emerge in a co-development between an academic
and a practitioner understanding. Their resonance lies not in definitional precision, but in their ability
to align diverse actors and expectations.

This phenomenon has been widely discussed in the literature on policy mobilities, which investigates
how policy ideas travel, mutate, and become embedded in different spatial and political contexts (Peck
& Theodore, 2010; Sheller & Urry, 2016; Temenos & McCann, 2013). Rather than being copied, policy
concepts are assembled and reinterpreted in new settings. Peck and Theodore (2010) argue that policy
ideas rarely travel as intact, fully formed models. Instead, they are mobilized in fragmented and
selective ways, as transformed and transforming entities that are reassembled within new political and
institutional contexts. In this sense, the act of policymaking itself becomes increasingly performative
and contingent, shaped by ongoing processes of translation, comparison, and adaptation across space.

Yet while policy mobility primarily focuses on the spatial diffusion and institutional uptake of relatively
stable policy models, the notion of travelling concepts, originating in the humanities and increasingly
taken up in Science and Technology Studies (STS) and geography (Behrends et al., 2014; Frank, 2009),
shifts the attention to interpretive flexibility and conceptual drift. Travelling concepts do not simply
move, they transform in their meaning, and the actors who apply those meanings. As they circulate
between disciplines, sectors, and scales, they accumulate multiple meanings, and their normative and
epistemic grounding is reconfigured (Bal, 2002; Said, 1983).

One concept that illustrates this dynamic vividly is the Reallabor’ (English: real-world laboratory).
Over the past fifteen years, Reallabore have moved from a niche within German sustainability science
to a widely used label in innovation policy, regional development, socio-technical research, and urban
governance. Originally introduced to describe experimental, transdisciplinary research formats for
addressing sustainability challenges (Beecroft et al., 2018; Rose et al., 2019), the term has since taken
on a discursive life of its own. It now figures prominently in funding programs, city strategies, applied
research, and, most recently, in a proposed federal law by the German Federal Ministry for Economic
Affairs and Energy.

This article argues that Reallabor has become a travelling concept: a term that crosses institutional and
disciplinary boundaries, undergoing semantic shifts and strategic reinterpretations along the way. While
this conceptual mobility has facilitated political uptake and new ways of conducting experimental
research, it has also created tensions. As the concept is stretched across academic and practical domains,
its original meaning becomes increasingly contested. Normative assumptions clash with technocratic

' The term Reallabor is retained throughout this paper in its original German form. While frequently translated
as “real-world laboratory” by German researchers, the translation is not grounded yet in the English academic
literature (see chapter 3). The German term has developed into a politically and institutionally specific label
within the national research and innovation context. Translating it would obscure the particular trajectory and
embeddedness of the concept in German policy discourse.
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uses, transdisciplinary ambitions encounter administrative logics, and external observers struggle to
grasp what a Reallabor actually is.

Against this backdrop, the article pursues the following research question:

How has the concept of the Reallabor evolved across institutional, discursive, and spatial
contexts - and what challenges and possible futures emerge from its semantic
transformation in the field of regional innovation policy?

To address this question, the article traces the conceptual career of Reallabore in Germany through four
distinct phases: (1) their intellectual foundations in the experimental turn in governance and science;
(2) their initial conceptualization within transdisciplinary sustainability research; (3) their diffusion and
popularization as a label for innovation and experimental research in real-world settings; and (4) their
recent uptake in state and federal policy, particularly in the form of the Reallaborgesetz (Reallabor
Law).

In doing so, the paper contributes to ongoing debates in Economic Geography on the performativity of
concepts and their role in shaping governance strategies. It also critically reflects on the risks of
semantic overstretching and outlines future scenarios for dealing with such conceptually hybrid and
politically loaded terms.

This discussion paper is structured as follows: Chapter two outlines the theoretical grounding of
travelling concepts within Economic Geography. Chapter three traces the semantic evolution of the
term Reallabor across four distinct phases. Chapter four explores the resulting tensions and conceptual
frictions that have emerged along this trajectory. Subsequently, chapter five reflects on possible future
scenarios for the role and meaning of Reallabore in policy and practice. The paper concludes with a
summary of the key insights and implications for both theory and governance.

2. Theoretical Lens: Travelling Concepts in Economic
Geography

The notion of fravelling concepts offers a productive analytical lens for understanding how ideas and
labels evolve across institutional and disciplinary boundaries. Originating in the humanities (Bal, 2002;
Said, 1983) and later taken up in STS and Economic Geography (Czarniawska-Joerges, 1997; Frank,
2009; Peck & Theodore, 2010), travelling concepts are marked by their semantic openness and
adaptability. Their power lies not in definitional clarity, but in their capacity to align actors across
domains, to be taken up in different contexts, and to acquire new meanings along the way. When these
new meanings are established, travelling concepts may evolve into stabilized elements of institutional
discourse. As they circulate, they are translated into concrete policies, embedded within programmatic
frameworks, and aligned with broader philosophical or normative visions (Schmidt, 2008). In this way,
such concepts do not remain fluid or ambiguous indefinitely; rather, they become selectively fixed and
gain performative power by being inscribed into institutional logics and governance structures.

Closely related strands within Economic Geography provide important conceptual building blocks for
understanding how ideas and policies travel and materialize across space. The literature on policy
mobilities, for instance, examines how policy models circulate in fragmented forms - through
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discourses, narratives, or best-practice framings - and are selectively embedded into new institutional
and spatial contexts (Temenos & McCann, 2013; Peck & Theodore, 2010). At the same time, insights
from Evolutionary Economic Geography highlight how various forms of proximity - cognitive,
organizational, social, institutional, and geographical - shape the coordination of innovation activities
and influence the emergence or persistence of regional lock-ins and path dependencies (Boschma, 2005;
Boschma & Frenken, 2010, Martin & Sunley, 2006). These proximities not only foster interaction and
learning, but also generate shared meanings, which are crucial in defining what types of innovation are
seen as legitimate, desirable, or “future-proof.” These shared meanings thus become central structuring
forces: they inform expectations, legitimate policy directions, and shape how institutions respond to
complex challenges. The famous notion of local buzz and global pipelines (Bathelt et al., 2004)
illustrates how such cognitive and discursive structures are maintained across different levels of spatial
embeddedness. These perspectives resonate with the geography of sustainability transitions, which
explores how transformative innovation emerges within niche contexts while being embedded in
broader socio-technical systems and landscape pressures. Here, again, discourses and institutional
conditions are seen as constitutive forces that mediate innovation trajectories (Hansen & Coenen, 2015;
Truffer et al., 2015).

Therefore, in Economic Geography, such conceptual dynamics are highly relevant, particularly in the
context of how innovation policy can tackle grand challenges such as climate change or digital
transformation (Coenen et al., 2015). Concepts such as clusters, smart specialization, or creative cities
have long functioned not merely as analytical categories, but as diffuse and sometimes confusing
strategic terms in regional development (Asheim et al., 2006; Hassink & Gong, 2021) - mobilized by
governments, intermediaries, and academic actors alike. These concepts often become part of a specific
language to frame innovation policy, in which terms circulate, resonate, and stabilize - even if their
empirical application varies greatly.

It is in this empirical and conceptual tradition that the term Reallabor can be situated. As this paper
argues, Reallabor represents a travelling concept par excellence - a term whose meaning has been
shaped by shifting actor constellations and evolving governance logics. The Reallabor has transitioned
from a transdisciplinary concept in sustainability science to a flexible label used across policy,
administration, and applied research. This semantic drift has brought opportunities and generated
tensions alike for cross-sectoral innovation.

Beyond its conceptual grounding within German contexts, the Reallabor shares similarities of a broader
international discourse on experimentation in sustainability governance. In the field of transition
studies, especially within the literature on sustainability transitions and transformative innovation, a
range of related formats has emerged - such as Urban Living Labs, Transition Arenas, and Testbeds.
Urban Living Labs represent collaborative, place-based initiatives for co-developing and testing
sustainable urban solutions (Bulkeley et al., 2016; Wirth et al., 2019). Transition Arenas focus on
structured dialogue processes among diverse societal actors, building networks, and guide the
development of ideas and agendas between innovators (Loorbach, 2007). Urban Testbeds, often situated
in the context of smart city developments, emphasize technological experimentation and infrastructural
integration within clearly bounded spatial settings (Berglund-Snodgrass & Mukhtar-Landgren, 2020).

From an academic perspective, these formats share conceptual DNA with Reallabore: they all position
experimentation as a response to complexity and the need for systemic change. Yet it is crucial to
recognize that such experimental configurations are deeply embedded in national research and
governance contexts. While Reallabore may resemble Urban Living Labs or Testbeds somewhat in



form and function, their institutional design and strategic use are shaped by Germany’s specific funding
structures, administrative cultures, and actor constellations. As such, their development and effects must
be understood within these nationally situated discourses.

Understanding the Reallabor as a travelling concept also requires considering the specific institutional
and epistemic landscape of applied research in Germany, where the term emerged and gained traction.
Unlike in more market-driven governance systems, Germany's applied research landscape is
characterized by a dense intermediary structure: institutions such as Fraunhofer, Helmholtz, and Leibniz
play a central role in translating academic knowledge into practice, often in close alignment with
policymakers. This is particularly relevant in emerging fields such as autonomous driving, where
regulatory uncertainty has limited the establishment of permanent infrastructures, resulting instead in
temporary and small-scale pilot projects (Fraske et al., 2025). In contrast to the spin-off culture of US-
American innovation systems, Germany’s model relies more heavily on institutionalized, publicly
supported experimentation within defined governance frameworks.

This institutional configuration also explains the diversity of actors and interpretations involved in the
Reallabor discourse. Alongside classical universities, large research organizations, ministries,
municipalities, and civil society all contribute to shaping what counts as a Reallabor, and to what ends.
As such, the Reallabor concept is continuously reframed in light of (trans-)disciplinary cultures and
strategic objectives.

This conceptual and institutional heterogeneity forms the backdrop against which this paper traces the
evolution of the Reallabor across four distinct phases. In doing so, the analysis illustrates not only the
mobility of the concept itself, but also the contested nature of its institutional anchoring - raising the
question of what kind of governance model the Reallabor might become.

3. The career of the Reallabor: Four phases of conceptual
travelling

The emergence and travelling of the Reallabor as a discursive and strategic concept can be traced
through four interrelated phases. These phases mark shifts not only in terminology, but in the
institutional environments, actor networks, and normative orientations that shaped the meaning and use
of the term. Each stage reflects broader changes in the political, academic, and regional innovation
landscapes in Germany. What follows is not a strict chronological account, but a conceptual
periodization that highlights key moments of semantic and institutional reconfiguration.

Table 1 provides a concise overview of the different phases of conceptual travelling.



Table 1: Summary of the different phases of conceptual travelling.

PHASE TIME KEY CHANGE FOR THE KEY ACTORS MAIN TENSIONS
PERIOD REALLABOR TERM
1. INTELLECTUAL Pre-2010 Emergence of experimental Social sciences, Conceptually open,
BACKGROUND thinking in governance and STS, no institutional
The Experimental Turn science; Reallabor used few public actors  anchoring
metaphorically or loosely
2. CONCEPTUALIZATION Post-2010 Reallabor is first consciously  Sustainability Defining and shaping
Reallabore in conceptualized as a research, unique elements
Sustainability Science transdisciplinary research first state and compared to similar
format federal calls for concepts
funding
3. DIFFUSION AND Mid-2010s Broad use of the term beyond  Universities, Semantic dilution,
SEMANTIC STRETCHING academia; Reallabor becomes  applied research, competing
a strategic label in policy and ~ municipalities, interpretations,
planning funding agencies tension between label
and substance
4. POLITICAL UPTAKE 2019-today  Integration into national Federal actors Polarization of
Reallabore in Federal legislation via the such as BMWE, meanings,
Policy Reallaborgesetz; reframed as  innovation- risk of political
a regulatory sandbox oriented instrumentalization
policymakers

3.1. Phase 1: Intellectual Background — The Experimental Turn (pre-2010)

The conceptual foundations of the Reallabor lie in a broader shift toward experimentation as a mode of
governance, inquiry, and societal reflection. Long before the term itself gained traction, scholars in STS
were articulating frameworks that positioned society itself as a kind of laboratory.

Notably, Latour (1983) used the notion of the laboratory to describe modern society as an experimental
space itself. Building on this view, scholars developed the concept of reflexive governance, in which
experimentation under conditions of uncertainty becomes not a methodological constraint but a
necessary design principle for dealing with complex societal challenges (VoB} et al., 2006; Kemp &
Loorbach, 2006). Likewise, Beck’s concept of risk society (Beck, 2016) and Gross’s work on real-
world experiments emphasized uncertainty not merely as a problem to be solved, but as a structuring
condition for social and political transformation (Gross, 2016). Although the term Reallabor was not
yet explicitly used in this context, these intellectual currents established an epistemic and normative
foundation for the later emergence of the concept. What was shared among them was a view of
experimentation as both a scientific method and a societal process - entangled with institutions, publics,
and policy agendas.

Interestingly, the term Reallabor had already entered colloquial and project-based use in Germany by
the 2000s - albeit without a clear conceptual grounding. It appeared as a “gefliigeltes Wort” (“winged
word” - a used phrase without fixed definition), used to describe initiatives that brought scientific
inquiry closer to practice. One early example is a project on post-mining landscape planning starting in
2007 at the Brandenburg University of Technology in Cottbus-Senftenberg, which referred to itself as
a Reallabor (Hiittl, 2011), well before the term gained definitional engagement. In local press articles,
the president of the university even referred to the region of the Lausitz as a Reallabor for societal



change; and the major of Cottbus used the term Reallabor in the context of citizen engagement in the
1Aan2
region”.

This early usage reveals the semantic appeal of the term in the German context. Unlike more technical
formulations, Reallabor conveys a tangible, real-world relevance; it communicates a sense of grounded,
practice-oriented inquiry that resonates with societal actors. Much like the term Living Lab in
anglophone discourse, Reallabor functions as a linguistic bridge between scientific experimentation
and everyday life. This intuitive accessibility would later become one of its strengths - but also a source
of conceptual ambiguity. Taken together, these developments formed the intellectual and discursive
groundwork for what would become, in the following phase, a more explicit and codified conceptual
model.

3.2. Phase 2: Conceptualization — Reallabore in Sustainability Science (post-2010)

The second phase in the conceptual career of the Reallabor is marked by its intentional adoption and
theoretical codification within German sustainability science. Around 2010, the Wuppertal Institute
emerged as a forerunner in shaping and formalizing the concept of Reallabore within the broader
context of sustainability science (Schéapke et al., 2018). This development was closely tied to the
growing interest in transdisciplinary research formats that sought to move beyond linear, model-based
forms of policy advice. Instead, the aim was to actively engage with societal actors in real-world
contexts and co-produce actionable knowledge for navigating complex transformation processes (Lang
et al., 2012). In this context, Reallabor was introduced as experimental settings that allow researchers
to intervene in societal systems to better understand the dynamics of social change and to contribute to
transformative outcomes. As Schneidewind, then scientific director of the Wuppertal Institute and
forerunner of this definition, argued, the notion of the Reallabor translates the idea of a laboratory from
the natural sciences into the realm of societal and political experimentation - drawing conceptually on
traditions of field and action research and inspired by the broader experimental turn in the social
sciences (Schneidewind, 2014).

Reallabore were thus framed as transdisciplinary learning and reflection spaces, designed not merely
to observe or model societal dynamics, but to actively engage with them. Some Scholars characterized
or compared them to real-world arenas in which experimentation, negotiation, and mutual learning
between science and society could unfold (Boschen, 2024; Schépke et al., 2018; Wagner, 2017).
Beecroft et al. (2018) further emphasized the connection between Reallabor and transdisciplinary as a
process-oriented, iterative, and reflexive format that blurs the boundaries between research and action.
Reallabore are often conceived both as research processes and as large-scale research infrastructures
(Rose et al., 2019). However, the question of whether they constitute infrastructures themselves - be it
physical, epistemic, or otherwise - or whether they merely require or contribute to the development of
such infrastructures, remains conceptually ambiguous. In most cases, this distinction is addressed
pragmatically and use-case specific rather than systematically.

Institutionally, this framing was supported by new funding programs from several state and federal
ministries. Dedicated calls began to appear around 2013, explicitly using the Reallabor terminology
and encouraging cross-sectoral collaboration, stakeholder participation, and experimental design
(Wanner et al., 2023). This marked the beginning of a recognized funding logic that lent credibility and
continuity to the emerging concept. At the same time, a thematic community began to form around the

2 See Lausitzer Rundschau from 10® November 2007 & 29" December 2007 (accessed through wiso-net.de,
24™ July 2025)
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concept. In 2019, the network Reallabore der Nachhaltigkeit (real-world labs of sustainability) was
established to promote exchange between practitioners and researchers. Since 2022, it has hosted a
biennial conference series, further institutionalized the discourse and creating visibility within the
German-speaking academic and policy landscape.

Yet despite its conceptual deepening and institutional uptake, the Reallabor remained largely confined
to a specific epistemic community. Publications on Reallabore appeared predominantly in German-
language journals with few well-cited exceptions (Bergmann et al., 2021; Schipke et al., 2018;
Schneidewind et al., 2018), and the discourse evolved mainly within national research programs and
conferences. In contrast to internationally circulating frameworks such as Living Labs and associated
networks like ENoLL, the Reallabor has only rarely been translated beyond its German origins, either
linguistically or institutionally.

Nonetheless, this phase laid the analytical and normative foundations for the Reallabor as an instrument
of societal transformation with a particular emphasis on long-term sustainability research. It equipped
the term with a clear methodological profile, embedded it in the logic of transdisciplinary co-production,
and positioned it as a response to the growing call for transformative research.

3.3. Phase 3: Diffusion and Semantic Stretching (mid-2010s)

The third phase marks a decisive turning point in the career of the Reallabor: its rapid diffusion across
sectors, institutions, and policy domains. What had initially emerged as a concept within a relatively
coherent epistemic community now began to spread far beyond the confines of transdisciplinary
sustainability research. This expansion brought new forms of legitimacy, visibility, and funding, but
also a growing conceptual ambiguity.

In this period, the Reallabor became a widely used reference for a broad range of initiatives in science,
policy, and civil society. Universities across disciplines began applying the label to outreach projects,
hackathons, and innovation formats; urban planning offices and municipalities adopted it to frame pilot
projects, traffic interventions, or participatory consultations. Foundations and business actors used the
term to brand initiatives that promised stakeholder involvement, real-world experimentation, or
technological showcase. While many of these initiatives shared certain features with the original
sustainability-oriented Reallabore, their conceptual and methodological anchoring was often tenuous
or absent.

A particularly influential driver of this expansion was the entry of major applied research institutions
such as the Fraunhofer Society, which began to adopt the Reallabor framing in the context of technology
development and smart city experimentation (Anduschus et al., 2023). Here, the Reallabor took on a
more instrumental and solutionist tone - framed as a means of accelerating innovation and testing digital
infrastructures.

By the mid-2010s, the term Reallabor was already being applied to highly diverse projects across
scientific and political domains. To illustrate this with a few examples: The “Quartier Zukunft — Labor
Stadt” in Karlsruhe, led by the local KIT university, focused on participatory, sustainability-oriented
urban transformation through local co-design and long-term engagement on a neighborhood and district
scale. In contrast, the “Morgenstadt — City Insights” initiative led by Fraunhofer IAO in Stuttgart framed
Reallabore as testbeds for smart city technologies and urban innovation from a more holistic
perspective, trying to bridge societal, economic, and environmental solutions across cities. At the
national level, the BMWi-funded SINTEG program deployed “Reallabore der Energiewende” to pilot
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regulatory and technical solutions for future energy systems. These examples illustrate how the label
Reallabor came to denote very different logics, ranging from co-creative learning spaces to
technological demonstrators and regulatory sandboxes.

This phase can be characterized as one of semantic stretching: the term Reallabor became a convenient
label for virtually any initiative that aimed to be innovative, participatory, or real-world-oriented. Its
conceptual boundaries became increasingly porous, leading to a situation where the term was partly
used more strategically rather than analytically - as a performative signal rather than a methodological
commitment.

Particularly within fields such as urban studies - where experimental research often closely aligns with
the tradition of Living Labs - the conceptual distinction between Reallabore and their international
counterparts remains blurred or misunderstood as well, even within Germany. A somewhat ironic
anecdote of this ambiguity can be found in the German-language Wikipedia entry: as of July 2025, the
German article on Reallabore redirects to the English page for Living Labs, despite the two Wiki-entries
referring to different concepts. This symbolic conflation underscores the ongoing vagueness and lack
of conceptual clarity that continues to surround the term.

As a result, tensions began to surface within and across communities of practice. These include:

e Diverging expectations about the goals and outputs of Reallabore: Was the aim to produce
knowledge, to induce policy change in the context of sustainability, or to implement
technological solutions?

e Methodological uncertainty: Were Reallabore still research formats or research
infrastructures, or had they become governance models or participation tools?

e Differing temporalities and institutional logics: While sustainability-oriented Reallabore
emphasized long-term, reflexive engagement, newer variants often followed the faster
rhythms of innovation funding, project cycles, and windows of opportunity.

These frictions not only exposed conceptual fault lines but also challenged the coherence of the term
itself. As Reallabor travelled across sectors and institutional contexts, it raised questions about who
defines its meaning and for what purposes.

3.4. Phase 4: Political Uptake — Reallabore in Federal Policy (2019-today)

The fourth and most recent phase in the career of the Reallabor is marked by its formal integration into
Germany’s national innovation policy. The idea of establishing a legal framework for Reallabore was
first articulated in 2019 as part of the federal government’s innovation strategy. At the time, the Federal
Ministry for Economic Affairs and Energy (BMWi), under Chancellor Angela Merkel, framed
Reallabore as regulatory spaces for controlled experimentation, closely linked to the idea of

3 First mentioning of Reallabor-Strategy in January 2019 by BMWi:
https://www.bundeswirtschaftsministerium.de/Redaktion/DE/Downloads/Monatsbericht/Monatsbericht-
Themen/2019-01-reallabore.pdf? _blob=publicationFile&v=
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Experimentierklauseln (experimental clauses in legislation). The first draft concept emerged under the
BMWi in 2021, laying the groundwork for a more formalized legal approach?.

With the change of government in 2021 and the transition to a new three-party coalition, the ministry
was renamed the Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and Climate Action (BMWK) under the
leadership of Robert Habeck. It was this ministry that advanced the draft into a more fully developed
legislative proposal, which was published in 2024°. During the consultation phase, several research and
civil society actors, including the network Reallabore der Nachhaltigkeit, raised concerns, particularly
regarding the lack of emphasis on sustainability goals and the narrowing of the Reallabor concept to a
purely regulatory sandbox model®.

Due to political turbulence in 2024, including a coalition collapse and upcoming elections, the
legislative process was delayed. Under the new coalition, the Ministry was renamed again into the
Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and Energy (BMWE). A fully formulated bill was introduced to
parliament under the new coalition and was debated for the first time in the Bundestag on 23 May 2025’.
This marks the full political arrival of the Reallabor as a strategic governance tool - yet one whose
meaning and function remains contested across scientific, regulatory, and societal domains. With this,
the Reallabor has become a fully embedded instrument of national policy, linked to ongoing debates
on the future role of the state in governing transformation.

In this framing, Reallabore are redefined as regulatory sandboxes for innovation-friendly regulation
(Ranchordas & Vinci, 2024): temporary, spatially limited test environments in which legal and
administrative frameworks can be relaxed to facilitate innovation. The goal is to accelerate
technological development, reduce bureaucratic hurdles, and create policy agility in areas such as
autonomous driving, energy transition, or digital administration. The Reallabor becomes a governance
instrument for controlled experimentation, embedded in federal economic policy.

This political uptake has had profound consequences for the semantic structure and institutional
ownership of the term. The Reallabor has become a policy tool, geared towards measurable output and
legal feasibility. While the original sustainability-oriented variants emphasized participatory co-
production and reflexivity, the new policy-oriented versions focus on market creation.

As a result, the field has witnessed a growing fragmentation of networks and expectations: On the one
hand, a social science-driven Reallabor tradition continues to advocate for open-ended, deliberative
experimentation with civil society. On the other hand, an innovation policy agenda pursues the sandbox
logic - targeted and oriented toward implementation and diffusion of emerging innovations. This aspect
is also reflective of the respective websites. The network Reallabore der Nachhaltigkeit hosts a website
which collects all members including their respective Reallabor projects. In 2025, the BMWE launched
its own website which contains a map of all Reallabore in the sandbox logic. Just briefly comparing

4 First Concept for a legal draft in 2021 by BMWi:
https://www.bundeswirtschaftsministerium.de/Redaktion/DE/Publikationen/Digitale-Welt/konzept-fur-ein-
reallabore-gesetz.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=1

3> Second Concept for a legal draft in 2024 by BMWK:
https://www.bundeswirtschaftsministerium.de/Redaktion/DE/Downloads/Gesetz/20241113-breg-reallaboreg-
download.pdf? _blob=publicationFile&v=7

® Statement by the network Reallabore der Nachhaltigkeit: https://www.reallabor-netzwerk.de/stellungnahme-
reallabore-gesetz.php

7 Third legal draft by the BMWE in 2025: https://dserver.bundestag.de/btd/21/002/2100218.pdf

* all links accessed 27" July 2025
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https://www.bundeswirtschaftsministerium.de/Redaktion/DE/Downloads/Gesetz/20241113-breg-reallaboreg-download.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=7
https://www.reallabor-netzwerk.de/stellungnahme-reallabore-gesetz.php
https://www.reallabor-netzwerk.de/stellungnahme-reallabore-gesetz.php
https://dserver.bundestag.de/btd/21/002/2100218.pdf

both lists and maps shows: Both bubbles remain highly distinguished and there are barely overlaps
between both strands, making them now practically separated under different conceptual umbrellas.

These strands coexist, but without coordination or shared infrastructure. What emerges is parallel usage
of the same term for different purposes, creating frictions both conceptually and in practice.
Practitioners, especially at the municipal or regional level, find themselves navigating contradictory
demands: calls for deep participation versus project efficiency; normative reflection versus
technological scaling; academic scrutiny versus political visibility. Then again, this makes it very
challenging for outsiders who are not familiar with the differentiation of the term, to understand what
concept different projects refer to - or if even the project consortia are aware of the different meanings
and understandings.

4. Risks and tensions: A travelling concept at its limits

From the perspective of Economic Geography, travelling concepts such as Reallabore must be
understood not only as research concepts or project labels, but strategic tools in spatial innovation
governance. Their semantic openness and multi-scalar reach make them powerful, and strongly
contested, elements in policymaking. Building on the preceding reconstruction of the term’s conceptual
trajectory, this section identifies four central tensions that have emerged from the semantic career of the
Reallabor. These tensions carry significant implications for innovation policy and the design and
governance of experimental research conducted under the Reallabor umbrella. Far from being merely
terminological ambiguities, they reflect deeper struggles over legitimacy and purpose in the governance
of socio-technical change.

4.1. Semantic Authority and Conceptual Fragmentation

As the Reallabor has evolved into a widely circulated and institutionally embedded term, a central
tension has emerged around the question of semantic authority: Who determines what constitutes a
“real” Reallabor?

Across the landscape of research funding, scientific practice, political strategy, and public
administration, competing definitions and expectations have taken hold. These divergent
understandings have not resulted in open conflict but rather in a semi-stable fragmentation of meaning.
Strong advocates for specific interpretations exist within each domain, yet many practitioners -
particularly with ties to academia - approach the term strategically. In practice, Reallabor often
functions as a flexible policy frame, rather than a strictly defined research format. Projects originally
designed as pilot studies or local experiments are retrospectively labeled Reallabore to match funding
calls or institutional agendas.

This strategic adaptability contributes to the term’s success - but it also undermines its analytical clarity
and leads to blurred boundaries between Reallabor, Living Lab, pilot project, and regulatory sandbox.
The result is a fragmented conceptual landscape in which Reallabor serves less as a conceptual category
than as an adaptable discursive label.

4.2. Conceptual Shortcomings and Inflationary Use

The success of the Reallabor as a policy term and discursive frame has come at the cost of conceptual
dilution. As the label has become increasingly widespread - used by universities, city governments,
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consultants, and corporate actors alike - it risks functioning less as a coherent research format and more
as a symbolic placeholder for virtually any initiative that is experimental, participatory, or spatially
embedded. First and foremost, it raises the question: Should Reallabore be understood as a research
method, research infrastructure, or as a mode of conducting research in a more conceptual or theoretical
sense? Definitions vary and overlap to an extent that a clear distinction so far is barely possible.

At the same time, even its original academic formulation was marked by conceptual ambiguity. Early
Reallabor initiatives - rooted in sustainability science - are rarely engaged systematically with broader
international debates on experimentation, socio-technical transitions, or spatial governance. As a result,
the concept has remained largely confined to German-speaking academic discourse, with limited uptake
beyond national boundaries.

Moreover, fundamental uncertainties persist regarding the level of abstraction at which the Reallabor
operates. Is it best understood as a macro-level research infrastructure and institutional arrangement, or
as a micro-level site of experimentation and transdisciplinary engagement? This conceptual ambiguity
limits the term’s analytical precision and operational clarity. The resulting danger is a loss of reflexivity
and transformative ambition. As the Reallabor becomes a catch-all term for innovation-friendly
settings, it risks sidelining the critical, process-oriented dimensions originally associated with it -
namely, the sustained engagement with uncertainty, conflict, and institutional learning that is central to
any genuinely meaningful experiment.

4.3. Political Polarization in the Direction of Innovation Policy

As Reallabore gain traction within high-level political agendas, their meaning and orientation have
become increasingly normatively charged. What began as a research-oriented term is now situated at
the heart of Germany’s national innovation strategy - subject to competing visions about what kind of
innovation should be promoted and to what end.

A growing polarization can be observed between two dominant discursive camps: on one side, the
vision of the Reallabor as a regulatory sandbox - a legally delimited space for testing technological
innovations with a view to market scalability and economic competitiveness. On the other, the tradition
of the Reallabor as a co-design laboratory, embedded in transdisciplinary research and oriented toward
societal transformation and sustainability.

These positions are not merely technical alternatives; they reflect fundamentally different value systems
and expectations toward innovation. As the term becomes more central to policymaking, especially
through the Reallaborgesetz, these underlying tensions intensify. The discourse is becoming
increasingly polarized, making it more difficult to establish shared criteria, cross-institutional
collaboration, or hybrid models that reconcile both agendas.

4.4. Participatory Overload and the Burden of Expectation

One of the defining promises of Reallabore lies in their commitment to participation - to involving civil
society actors, public administration, and stakeholders from various domains in the co-production of
knowledge and solutions. Yet this participatory ideal is also a source of practical tension and overload,
especially when it lacks the clarity of whom to involve and to what extent.

The expectations placed on Reallabore - to be inclusive, transdisciplinary, and responsive - are high,
and often underestimate the complexity of participatory engagement. Long-standing challenges from
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participation research resurface: Who is invited to participate? On what basis are Reallabore located
and selected? And how can the diversity of societal perspectives be meaningfully integrated without
instrumentalizing local actors?

In many cases, roles, responsibilities, and resource needs remain ill-defined - especially within civil
society and local administrations, where capacities to engage in co-design processes are often limited.
The transdisciplinary nature of Reallabore demands not only logistical coordination but also deep
reflexivity and mutual learning among all actors involved. This leads to the ultimate question: What can
Reallabore ultimately offer, what established participatory research hasn’t tried during the past
decades? The result is a participatory overload that can lead to frustration, withdrawal, or a reversion to
top-down modes of governance - ultimately undermining the very transformative aspirations that
Reallabore set out to realize.

5. Discussion: Future scenarios of the Reallabor concept

Considering the conceptual tensions outlined above, the future of the Reallabor as a policy and research
instrument remains uncertain. Its semantic openness has been a strength, enabling cross-sectoral
engagement and adaptive application. Yet this very openness also renders the concept vulnerable to
fragmentation, instrumentalization, and eventual exhaustion. I sketch three different future scenarios,
each with specific opportunities and risks.

5.1. Scenario 1: Managed Coexistence

In this scenario for the travelling concept, Reallabor remains an open and pluralistic container,
accommodating multiple interpretations across policy, science, and practice. Regulatory sandboxes,
sustainability labs, and participatory experiments coexist under the same label, often within the same
institutional settings. This scenario preserves conceptual flexibility and fosters methodological diversity
but comes at the cost of limited shared understanding. Disagreements over criteria, outcomes, and
legitimacy may persist - especially when different actor groups converge in competitive arenas, such as
funding calls or strategic evaluations. The result is a productive but uneasy coexistence that demands
continual negotiation.

From a perspective of Economic Geography, such coexistence resembles the dual life of travelling
concepts like clusters, which operate both as loosely defined instruments of regional economic policy
and economic promotion and, at the same time, as more analytically grounded categories in academic
discourse. Similarly, Reallabore can be seen as a hybrid label, circulating in contexts of funding,
governance, and research without a stable core. They thus form part of a broader category of terms that
evoke certain meanings and intentions but lack a universally shared definition across different actors
and scales. Nonetheless, national legislation introduces a degree of stability, as the legal anchoring of
the term strengthens the embeddedness of the term within innovation policy.

5.2. Scenario 2: Increasing Polarization
Here, Reallabor undergoes a functional split: distinct camps solidify around divergent interpretations,

be it regulatory sandboxes focused on marketable innovation or co-creative experiments grounded in
sustainability science. One vision may gain dominance due to policy preferences or institutional
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support, marginalizing alternative approaches. While this scenario may lead to greater operational
clarity within each camp, it also risks ideological entrenchment and reduced interoperability. Funding
asymmetries and diverging epistemologies could foster institutional lock-ins and hinder integrated
governance approaches. The concept may become a battleground rather than a joint idea - and
ultimately, certain understandings and definitions might perish.

The polarization of different Reallabor understandings reflects a broader tendency in spatial innovation
discourse, where initially integrative concepts become captured by dominant policy narratives. In the
case of smart cities, what began as a holistic vision of urban transformation has often been reduced to
techno-centric agendas with limited public engagement. The term also carries strong political
connotations and is increasingly perceived through a critical public lens - for example, as a synonym
for digital dystopias or surveillance. This politicized framing shifts the societal perception of smart city
projects, often casting them in a more ambivalent light. In a similar vein, Reallabore may crystallize
into divergent regimes, one oriented toward technocratic acceleration, another toward deliberative
transformation. These dynamic parallels the landscape pressure in transition theory: macro-level
discourses and crises exert force on how concepts are framed and supported. Hence, Reallabore could
create a path dependency to one dominant understanding of the term in the future.

5.3. Scenario 3: Conceptual Decline and Strategic Fatigue

In this final scenario, the Reallabor loses its discursive and strategic momentum. As the hype fades, the
term becomes diluted or obsolete - no longer signifying a distinctive approach to experimentation or
governance. Institutional interest declines, and actors revert to familiar disciplinary frameworks or
administrative routines. As with any innovation hype-cycle, this post-hype decline entails reduced
institutional learning and the closing of political windows of opportunity. Without active renewal, the
Reallabor risks becoming a conceptual relic - evoked rhetorically but detached from its original
promises and ambitions.

The potential decline of the Reallabor concept fits into a familiar arc in the geography of innovation:
emergence, institutionalization, and eventual exhaustion of policy ideas. As with regional clusters or
creative city agendas, once the initial momentum fades, strategic fatigue sets in, and rhetorical use
outpaces practical innovation. If not reflexively renewed, Reallabore risk becoming symbolic residues
and lose their novelty effect over time. This highlights the importance of conceptual lifecycle thinking
in Economic Geography: travelling concepts do not only move through space, but also through time,
undergoing phases of attraction, consolidation, and, sometimes, obsolescence.

6. Conclusion: Strategic Concepts in Motion

The case of the Reallabor illustrates the dynamic interplay between academic ideas and policymaking.
As a travelling concept, it has journeyed across disciplinary, sectoral, and institutional boundaries with
shifting meanings. This conceptual journey offers valuable lessons not only for experimental research
formats, but also for the broader political economy of innovation.

From an Economic Geography perspective, the case of Reallabore highlights four key dimensions that
make travelling concepts so influential, yet so contested. First, their semantic openness allows them to
circulate across domains: Reallabor blends the logic of scientific experimentations, making the term
adaptable but inherently fuzzy. Second, they are strategically translatable: actors do not merely adopt
such terms, they actively reshape them. As seen in the diverging framings between sustainability
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research and innovation policy, Reallabore are tailored to match funding logics and discursive agendas.
Third, they possess discursive connectivity: concepts gain traction through networks and symbolic
appeal, echoing Economic Geography’s long-standing debates on innovation, embeddedness, and the
evolutionary and institutional peculiarities of these processes. Finally, travelling concepts operate
across scales: While originated in the German research context, Reallabore are a spatially flexible
concept that is tied to an international discourse on new governance forms.

Rather than dismissing the Reallabor as a vague or overused term, this paper argues for a reflexive
approach that acknowledges its semantic complexity and political utility. Strategic ambiguity can
enable cooperation - but only when paired with critical awareness and shared orientation.

Policy implications follow from this analysis. First, rather than seeking a singular, static definition,
policymakers and funding bodies should promote reflexive framing practices that make underlying
assumptions and expectations explicit. Second, minimum standards for what constitutes a Reallabor -
in terms of participatory quality and reflexivity - could help preserve its transformative potential without
enforcing rigid templates. Finally, embracing shared elements, such as long-term research perspectives,
impact analysis of future innovations, and real-world experimentation, can bridge different normative
understandings of the term.

In this light, Reallabore are not merely sites of experimentation - they are themselves experiments in
how we govern experimentation. They have fulfilled the essential purpose of any experiment: to try
something new. Now comes the hard part: not repeating the same experiment over and over but learning
from it. From a more critical perspective, the current state of the term Reallabor may ultimately say less
about a specific format of research and more about the way policy, science, and society mobilize
concepts to structure their expectations. The true potential of Reallabore will only unfold if we move
beyond rhetorical enthusiasm and begin generating reflexive, situated, and meaningful outcomes from
what they have already set in motion.
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