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Embedded processes:
Experimenting and
learning

This tool presents seven steps to make the learning process around
an urban experiment explicit. While experimentation and learning
are embedded, the tool focuses on learning
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Urban experiments are popular, yet creating
a transformative impact beyond the
experiment is challenging. In many cases,
the learning process is neglected at the
expense of “getting the project done”. This
tool helps to feed experimental lessons into
policy development for urban
transformation.

The facilitators of an urban experiment
employ the tool. These engage all relevant
stakeholders around the experiment in a
learning community to jointly formulate

questions and answers about a policy
challenge. The active engagement of
stakeholders, with their diverse perspectives,
knowledge, and skills, implies learning from
and with others, a form of social learning.

The Learning Tool is applied with relevant
stakeholders in (at least) two reflection
sessions:

Before the experiment
Jointly formulating key learning questions

After the experiment

Jointly agreeing answers to the learning
questions + explore policy implications
and other impacts






Step 1. Frame the challenge

This step is taken by the facilitators
to frame the policy challenge and
agree on a preliminary
experimental design that can
address the challenge. Deliberately
framing the policy challenge and
experimental design is important for
recruiting participants and to
identify the specific actions needed
also to raise the interest of less
intrinsically motivated target groups.

(One)

(Two)






Step 2. Define Learning Community

Urban experiments entail multi-stakeholder
involvement and learning. The learning
community ideally includes stakeholder

participants and potentially affected stakeholders
or users, as well as other policymakers who are
not directly involved in the experiment, to
facilitate the uptake of lessons learned and
situate the learning into a broader policy
landscape. However, the learning community
may vary depending on the focus of learning.






Who should be included in the learning
community may vary depending on the
need for learning, e.g. focus on internal

municipal processes or relationships

with external stakeholders and users.

If learning is geared towards community-building,
better alignment with user needs (e.g. pedestrians), or
roles and dynamics between the municipality and other
stakeholders (e.g. cafés, property owners, schools),
then affected stakeholders or users are better to be

involved.

If learning is geared towards how the municipality can
work more effectively with a policy measure (incl. how
it “sits” in the wider policy landscape), then it might be
more useful to have civil servants in different roles (e.g.
operational/strategic, mobility/public space) and from
different departments as well as collaborating partners

who take part in implementing (yet are not “affected”

by) the policy measure (e.g. consultants) involved in

the learning community.






In the session participants will reactivate and express what they already know and
formulate what they would like to know. Formulating learning questions is
facilitated by having participants, in a workshop, reflect on the following:

What policy ambitions can be seen in the experiment
What is at stake

(Ensures learning questions are geared towards policy challenge)
What would you like to learn from the experiment

Why is this knowledge needed and essential

(Helps articulate rationales behind questions put forward)

Learning questions should be collaboratively developed and agreed upon to
ensure participant commitment. If disagreements arise, each participant should
have at least one personally relevant question.

These questions can vary in inquiry levels; they may be specific and
operational or open-ended and reflective, with different levels complementing
each other.

Facilitators should assess the need to adjust the experimental design in
response to these questions. Be open to reformulating learning questions if
they become difficult to address due to changes in design or available
resources, whether during the experiment or in a later iteration.






Operational and Strategic
learning questions

One way to distinguish between learning questions is
whether they are operational or strategic

“How can the employer decrease complaints about its
reimbursement policy?”

“How can the employer revise its reimbursement policy to
encourage more sustainable commuting among its staff2”

“How can other employers in the city benefit from the
experimenting employer’s lessons on encouraging more
sustainable commuting through adapted reimbursement policy?2 ”

“How can the employer do more experiments in the future for
organizational learning towards sustainability2”

“How can other employers in the city be encouraged to
experiment for organizational learning towards sustainability?”



A\ E..s.sﬁ:,,, { (‘
Qe

';'0

.'t

,
‘ii

*LE%&

3"’" ¥04°¢ ALINOWRD?
$73044

ONS [,
Y LESS

ATIF

e



For each learning question, the learning community
reflects on the following aspects:

How can we answer this question from the experiment
Does the experiment need to be adjusted to facilitate learning
What “data” is required

How is it collected/generated, and by whom

Does the learning question require quantitative data or qualitative
understanding, or both (mixed methods)? Specific questions might
rely on continuous reflection and qualitative discussion rather than
the collection of data and formal evaluation. Process learning can

be facilitated by keeping a learning log.

Consider the timing of relevant evaluations or studies to address the
learning question. Does it, for example, require the collection of
before-and-after data?

Consider the possibility of making data collection a shared
responsibility among the learning community, while respecting
variations in stakeholders’ capacity to participate.



Step 5. EXPERIMENT




and collect DATA







Note: this procedure might also be done half-way through the
experiment to produce preliminary lessons learned.

After answering the learning questions, the learning
community reflects on the whole set

What have we learned?2 How did we learn it
What do we still not know? How could we learn it

(This will be useful in the event of a second iteration of the experiment.)

Who should know this
(This helps in Step 7.)

Like questions, answers can both be qualitative (i.e. in
narrative form) or quantitative.

The ambition is that the learning community jointly
agrees on answers to the learning questions.

In cases of disagreement among actors about answers
or whether a question has been answered, document
these. Such disagreements are essential for a fuller view
and can lead to more targeted learning questions.
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Sharing of lessons learned is key. Involving
Senior policymakers beyond the facilitators in
the learning community (see Step 2) already
helps to spread lessons quicker and increase the
potential for policy innovation.

To further help spreading lessons learned, make the
Learning Canvas easily accessible to all participants’
organizations after the experiment.

Pro-active sharing of lessons to non-involved Senior
policymakers by experiment ambassadors

Stakeholders can organize seminars to share
insights and lessons within their organizations;
experiment managers may introduce knowledge
transfer seminars in their organization’s yearﬁy
cycle.

Some lessons may “transpire” into standard work
practices by being incorporated into standard tools,
instructions, and handbooks.



Lea rnin HOW iS ICIC“'CI'
g gathered to Answer /
Ccmvas #1 answer it Lesson Learned

Question (and by whom)?

N ooowe

== URBAN EUROPE [\iiiia




Now what?

One embedded experiment
and learning process is
completed. Do you know
everything you need to know?
Great! Make sure the lessons
learned are shared beyond the
learning community (Step 7).



Learning Canvas #2
Reflection Questions

How do the lessons learned help
refining current policies?

How do the lessons learned
help/fit into longerterm policy
plans/aims?

Which structures of the present
hinder the successful learning of
this project/experiment?

How can lessons learned inform
new experiments, permanent
interventions, work practices,
institutional or Organizational
change, etc.?

Answers

Who should
know this2
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Learning Questions to be formulated before
the experiment with input from participants
and potential affected stakeholders or users
(incl. other Senior policymakers than those
involved in the experiment). Check list for
questions: can you group in categories? E.g.
quality of public space, social inclusiveness,
business models, policy.

Answer/
lesson learned helps
to document lessons explicitly. To
be formulated after the
experiment, possibly also drafts
halfway. Jointly agreed by
participants and potential

affected stakeholders or users
(incl. other Senior policymakers
than those involved).
Lessons can be presented in both
qualitative (i.e., essay form) and
quantitative formats.




Support for
lessons learned

Answers:

Who should know that?
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