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GREETINGS FROM
THE UCITYLAB
CONSORTIUM

T

he last issue of the UCITYLAB Project

Thanks for being with us during these almost

has arrived. After almost three years

three years, we hope this project helps you as

and despite the challenges we are all

it has helped us and can fulfil its vocation to

being faced with, the UCITYLAB Project has

make a better Europe, with a more sustainable

come to an end in a timely manner.

approach

to

urban

development,

where

students can learn through real cases and
In this final issue we will be summarizing the
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develop solutions to other people’s problems.

journey that UCITYLAB has been for us. We will
dive into the outputs the project has produced
and explain the reason behind each one of

UCITYLAB CONSORTIUM

them, from the Good Practise Case Studies report and the Status Quo report to the Network
Roadmap and the Challenge Teaching Toolkit,
ending with our most recent output, the UCITYLAB Learning Platform.
We will also talk about the UCITYLAB Webinar
and Discussion Forum that took place in early
March and will share with you the testimonials from our partners, gathered during this final
stage of the project. Finally, this issue will be
closed with a word from our coordinator from
Porto Business School, Rui Coutinho.
As always, all the outputs of the project as
well as other resources can be found on our
website - a valuable resource for universities
that are looking to build networks and create
educational interventions to address city challenges.
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OUR GOAL

OUR OBJECTIVES

TO STRENGTHEN
the links between European HEIs and
their urban stakeholders

UCITYLAB project
aims to link European
universities with urban
stakeholders to address
societal challenges

TO FOSTER
development of relevant skills among
students via experiential learning

TO PROMOTE

adoption of city engagement practices
among European HEIs
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UCIT YL AB PROJ EC T:
OUR JOURNE Y

B

ack in 2018 the University City Action Lab

inform European HEIs who seek to find ways to engage

project (UCITYLAB) started its path towards

with their cities in a sustainable manner.

boosting sustainable urban development in

4 major European cities: Barcelona, Paris, Porto and

The UCITYLAB Challenge Teaching Toolkit, which

Ljubljana. This Strategic Partnership had one main goal:

provides guidance for university lecturers and curriculum

To unlock the potential of universities to be key actors in

designers to implement a hands-on, real-life, and problem-

fostering dialogue among regional stakeholders to initiate

based course module in cooperation with city stakeholders:

and sustain joint actions towards creation of smart and

public authorities, relevant societal representatives, or

sustainable cities.

industry partners.

To achieve this goal, the project consortium set out to:

The UCITYLAB Network Roadmap, whose intention
is to support the planning and creation of a network of

•

Increase the knowledge and understanding of

stakeholders for the development of urban sustainability

higher education institutions (HEIs) in establishing

challenge-based projects.

urban partnerships;
•
•

support societal relevance of the HEI curriculum

The UCITYLAB Online Learning Platform for HEI

and enhance ties with civic community;

Educators, HEI Managers or Curriculum Designers who

develop relevant skill sets among students by

want to follow the UCITYLAB approach and learn how to

exposing them to the real-life societal problems;

implement project-based learning at their institutions.

INTE LLEC TUAL OUTPUTS

Case Studies Report
(IO1)

Challenge Teaching Toolkit
(IO3)

The report includes presentations and analyses
of cases of good practices in the area of university-city cooperation.

Provides guidance for university lecturers and
study programme managers to implement a
hands-on, real-life, and problem-based course
module in cooperation with city stakeholders.

27

case studies

25

Pilot Implementation
(IO4)

European

2

Our partner universities have been taking different pathways to implement the pilot-test of the
project.

International

16

countries
Case studies
per country

and
•

strengthen links among the stakeholders of urban
community, including HEIs, to facilitate knowledge
exchange and better flow of resources for urban
development.

Now the project is coming to its end but throughout its
lifetime, it has produced a variety of resources that can be
utilized to foster adoption of city engagement practices
in European HEIs and that shall help all those who are
interested in implementing the UCITYLAB approach. Some
of those resources will be covered in the next pages. They
are the following:
A collection of 27 case studies of good practices on the
area of university-city cooperation, that aims to highlight
existing practices and urban collaboration models to

Network Roadmap
(IO2)
Intended to support the planning and creation
of a network of stakeholders for the development of urban sustainability challenge-based
projects. It's used as a:
A. Description and explanation of concepts and
ideas
B. Guidance step by step
C. Resources for Replication

Learning Platform
(IO5)
A course for the educators to learn how to help
develop social and environmental responsibility,
innovative mindset and social entrepreneurship
skills among their students. Currently under
development.
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G OOD PR AC TI S E CA S E STUD IES
RE PORT

STATUS QUO RE PORT

Today, more than 70% of Europe’s citizens live in

models to inform European HEIs who seek to find ways to

Despite the collective approval of the need for closer

cities, which makes the European Union one of the most

engage with their cities in a sustainable manner through

cooperation between the cities and the universities, there

• It also identifies the System, this is: the inputs

structured.

urbanised areas in the world. While these areas are

research and hands-on student projects. Accordingly, our

is a lack of scientific research into the intricacies of these

being generated, activities being undertaken as

considered to be the engines of the European economy

collection of cases has captured European HEIs in diverse

dynamics. The peculiarities between universities and

well as the subsequent outputs, outcomes and

with extensive job opportunities and the educated

partnership arrangements with their urban environment,

governments create a need for an ad-hoc approach to

population they attract, they are also places where social

acting as knowledge actors within the initiatives focusing

the description of existing collaboration activities.

and environmental challenges are concentrated. This

on topics including e.g., community sustainability, ICT,

concerns mobility, sustainable land and energy use,

(e-)mobility and energy, social interaction, and spatial

inclusion of migrants, digital transformation, and poverty.

development.

impacts derived from these activities.
• Lastly, it identifies the Factors, which includes
the

Also a part of the Intellectual Output 1, the UCITYLAB

supporting

strategies

and

mechanisms

(policies,

approaches)

fostering

Status Quo Report describes the state of university-

university-city engagement as well as the

city cooperation, detailing what takes place, the system

major challenges and success factors when

Without doubt, universities hold great potential to

The report includes presentations and analyses of

and environment in which it takes place and the factors

it comes to these relationships between

be key actors in fostering dialogue among regional

27 cases of good practices in the area of university-

affecting it for each of our four university partners. The

universities and cities.

stakeholders to initiate and sustain joint actions towards

city cooperation, made up of 25 European and 2 global

report is designed to provide a detailed understanding

the creation of smart and sustainable cities. In that, the

cases.

regions,

of the context related to university-city cooperation in

The depiction of this status quo longs to serve as

2017 renewed Agenda on Higher Education has made

European universities are observed to have embraced

order to provide better planning and management of

a framework for future interventions, which can help

clear references to the responsibilities of the HEIs, such

their third mission activities increasingly more over the

the system. A detailed literature review underpins the

institutions and individuals to understand the potential of

as being ‘civic’ and ‘entrepreneurial’, contributing to both

past decades. The HEIs are challenging the deep seated

work, describing university-city cooperation from the

university-city cooperation activities.

social and economic advancements in their regions. This

notion of contributing to society via technology transfer

perspective of existing research and literature sources,

transformation is particularly necessary given the lack

and commercialisation of research by adopting grander

whilst the four partner status quo reports provide a

of student exposure to real-life challenges in traditional

societal missions.

practical perspective layer of university-city cooperation

Despite

the

discrepancies

across

settings and the development of skills that do not match
experience that is demanded by both modern industry

four major cities of Europe, namely: Barcelona, Paris,
Given the significant number of European initiatives

Porto and Ljubljana.

supported under the umbrella of Urban Agenda, and

and the society upon graduation.

Smart and Sustainable Cities, it is crucial to expand the

The aim of the Status Quo Report is twofold. Thus, the

between

bottom up support for the cities to codevelop, test, and

universities and cities are still weak: Urban engagement

implement the solutions, thus consolidating efforts. HEIs

is not yet an inherent component of HE systems. HEIs

can support anchoring innovation by raising interest in

1. Gives an update on the status quo in the

lack relevant strategies, tools, resources, and knowledge

the urban areas where they are based, offer resources,

development of relationships between university

to engage in city initiatives. This is largely due to the

and facilitate change. Furthermore, universities can

alignment of universities with national policies and funding

exploit cities as living labs, incorporating the open spaces,

frameworks, and their increasing efforts for international

institutions, and local community in their research and

and (c) the Factors.

recognition, rather than adopting a ‘Glocalised’ (Global +

teaching programs while transforming their teaching

• The report identifies the Context, including the

Local) approach to external engagement.

methods from ‘traditional’ to more ‘current’.

However,

despite

efforts,

direct

links

goal is to provide a concise report, which:

and the city.
2. Helps to identify (a) the Context; (b) the System

background and circumstances of each city
or region, the relevant stakeholders involved

Thus, the goal of the Good Practise Case Studies Report
is to highlight existing practices and urban collaboration

Click here to access the Good Practise Case Studies
Report.

in university-city collaborations and how the
ecosystem for university-city cooperation is

Click here to access the Status Quo Report.
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UCIT YL AB NET WORK ROADMAP

In 2017, the renewed EU Agenda for Higher Education

Thus, the UCITYLAB Network Roadmap is intended

made clear references to the responsibilities of the HEIs

to serve as a platform to develop closer relationships

in contributing to both social and economic advancement

between cities and universities in order to build joint

in their regions. From UCITYLAB we believe that HEIs

action plans and strategies aimed at solve their common

have a great potential to act as initiators in fostering

challenges collaboratively.

dialogue among regional stakeholders, as well as to
sustain joint actions in relation to smart and sustainable

The Network Roadmap is structured in three parts:

cities.
1.

ideas: This part is focused on the construction of

Although there is an increasing demand by both

the network and how the collaboration partnership

modern industry and society, the fact is that there is a

can be formalised.

notable lack of student exposure to real-life challenges in
traditional setting. In this context, the HEIs’ involvement

Description and explanation of concepts and

2.

Guidance step by step: A detailed explanation on

in urban development is vital for two main reasons. On

the different steps that need to be taken in order

one side, within the framework of the 2030 Urban Agenda

to create a network based on the experience of
UCITYLAB.

and Smart and Sustainable Cities, it is crucial to expand
the bottom-up support for the cities to co-develop,

3.

Resources for replication: A set of useful

test and implement the solutions, and thus consolidate

templates of Challenge Identification is included in

efforts. Here, HEIs might contribute in a significant way.

the Annex of Resources.

On the other hand, in this changing context, Universities
can exploit cities as living labs involving institutions,

In the UCITYLAB project, the four partner universities

business companies and local community in their

have followed and applied the Network Roadmap

research and problem-based learning experiences aiming

adapting it to their own contexts and project approached.

to foster the students’ development of much demanded

This Roadmap should be read as a guidance document,

entrepreneurial skills.

but it is not, in any case, a prescriptive methodology.
Thus, it should be used in a way that fits each case or

Our proposal is to tackle all those challenges with

context.

a relational and cooperative perspective, based on the
setting and consolidation of a Stakeholders Network, in
order to generate inter-exchanges, share knowledge and
resources and innovate by aligning HEI activities with
local and regional urban development and innovation
agendas.

The UCITYLAB Network Roadmap can be downloaded
here.
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UCIT YL AB CHALLE NG E
TE ACHING TOOLKIT

A

s cities in Europe and beyond are faced with

The Toolkit reflects and incorporates the UCITYLAB

serious environmental, economic, and socio-

project goals by providing a wide set of guidelines for

cultural challenges, an engaged citizenship

developing a City Challenge Programme and tools for its

education is of growing importance. As put by Knowlton

implementation, including syllabus template, course and

et “Sustainability problems inherently have social, natural,

module structure, learning objectives, readings sugges-

and engineering science dimensions, and these problems

tions, and a selection of teaching and learning practices

cannot be understood or addressed without each dimen-

that support the delivery of the course.

sion. To be successful, sustainability science will require
experts working together from a range of scientific disci-

During the lifetime of the pro-

plines in a truly interdisciplinary fashion” (Knowlton et al.

ject, four pilot City Challenge Pro-

2014: 9429).

grammes have been delivered at
partner universities. In these pro-

The UCITYLAB Teaching Toolkit responds to the need

grammes, integrated into the exist-

for developing and implementing a problem-based,

ing study curricula, students of dif-

hands-on course, which will provide the students with the

ferent study fields have worked on

necessary knowledge, skills, and competences to tackle

real-life urban sustainability chal-

urban challenges through collaborative, interdisciplinary

lenges in various domains, such

research and project work. In this sense, the UCITYLAB

as energy, mobility, urban space or

course builds on the famous Chinese proverb “Tell me and

urban green areas. The UCITYLAB

I will forget, show me and I will learn, involve me and I will

programmes focused on applying

understand”.

theory into practice and vice versa.
As they were embedded within four

The Toolkit provides guidance for university lecturers

different higher education institu-

and study programme managers to implement a hands-

tions, they inevitably reflected the

on, real-life, and problem-based course module in coop-

host institution, study programme,

eration with city stakeholders: public authorities, relevant

or preceding programmes’ orien-

societal representatives and industry partners.

tation, thus giving UCITYLAB programmes a specific and individual
“flavour”

and

perspective

(e.g.

business, engineering, or anthropology), ultimately shaping also
the programme outcomes.
In short, the goal of the UCITYLAB teaching process is to provide
relevant theoretical and practical
insights into the selected topics,
IMAGE: UCITYLAB Challenge scheme

research and data management

methodology that reflect the interdisciplinary nature of

of using resources such as the Network Roadmap to get a

urban sustainability challenges, and equip the students

better understanding of the process and to become more

with the necessary competences for tackling sustainabil-

acquainted with the steps needed in order to reach fruitful

ity issues. Nonetheless, for addressing complicated, real-

partnerships.

world sustainability problems, interdisciplinarity per se is
not enough: active collaboration with relevant stakeholders is essential to achieve results, hence the importance

The UCITYLAB Challenge Teaching Toolkit can be
downloaded here.
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UCIT YL AB LE ARNING PL ATFORM

A

lmost three years after the start of the project,

will explore the identification of both urban challenges

once all the learnings and knowledge developed

worthy of being tackled by the students, and key external

during this journey have been absorbed and

stakeholders, as well as the necessary steps that should

understood from a more general perspective, it was time

be taken in order to successfully organise the programme

to gather all of them and put those insights together in a

inside their institution’s curricula.

medium that helped that absorption and understanding by
others interested in implementing the UCITYLAB approach

The next step will be heavier in terms of content. It
comprises a number of modules intended for the students

at their institutions.

of the institution that is implementing the programme. In
Thus, the UCITYLAB Learning Platform was created

these modules, students will: (1) learn the concept of urban

by condensing the lessons contained in the Challenge

sustainability and its challenges, (2) get familiar with the

Teaching Toolkit into individual steps, with the Network

most useful research methods applicable to the topic, (3)

Roadmap being a strong supporter in some of them.

understand which tools of innovation are available and (4)

This resource is aimed for all those who want to run

be instructed in the basics of communication and the art

a programme that enhances the links between Higher

of selling a promising idea.

Education Institutions (HEIs) and city stakeholders, whilst
tackling relevant problems and providing the students
with real-life experience. More specifically, the platform

Lastly, the final step will provide the user with tips and
techniques for the evaluation of students.

is targeted at Higher Education Institution Educators,
Curriculum

Designers

and

University

Management

Professionals and Support Staff.

The platform also includes short videos in which our
partners narrate their experiences implementing the
challenge projects by following the UCITYLAB approach

The platform is structured in a way in which the learner

at their institutions. In these short videos our partners

advances through five steps, each one of them focused on

summarize their processes and outcomes, as well as, of

a different aspect of the UCITYLAB approach for challenge-

course, the challenges tackled during the programmes.

based learning. As previously mentioned, these steps
contain learnings from the UCITYLAB Challenge Teaching

The platform is open and available for anyone who

Toolkit as well as the UCITYLAB Network Roadmap, with

is interested. The content is organised in 5 steps that

a variety of more than 25 Good Practise Case Studies

contain a presentation and a variety of resources each.

developed within the project acting as support material

Some of these steps are of methodological nature, with

divided through the steps in order to provide specific

one of them being heavier in terms of non-methodological

examples for each module.

content and, therefore, divided into several submodules.
All the content in the platform can be downloaded.

The learning process starts with the basics of ProjectBased Learning, an essential element in the UCITYLAB
approach that will guide the user through the main
characteristics of this type of learning. After that, the user

The UCITYLAB Learning Platform can be accessed
here.

UCITYLAB Learning Platform Modules
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RE VIS ITING THE B EST
UCIT YL AB B LOG S

D

uring the UCITYLAB project lifetime we have
shared a wide variety of articles in our Social

MATOSINHOS LIVING LAB – CREATING A SMART
NEIGHBOURHOOD

Media channels, our magazine and our website,

A project of co-creation and open innovation of

covering topics such as Sustainable Urban Development,

products, services, software, hardware and low-carbon

Co-Creation and Living Labs, among others. Now that

urban interventions, where municipalities, knowledge

the UCITYLAB project is coming to its end, we wanted to

centres, companies, entrepreneurs and citizens interact.

highlight some of the most interesting articles.

Read it here
HUBB30: AN INCLUSIVE NETWORK FOR TERRITORIAL

DEMOLA – WHAT DRIVES YOUR FUTURE?
Demola is a co-creation initiative that gathers students
and external organizations to deliver challenge-oriented

DEVELOPMENT
“Hub b30” is an open innovation network created to
promote the collaboration, economic development and

ideas in Tampere, Finland. Read it here.

social cohesion of the territory in which the Autonomous
IPRO – PREPARING STUDENTS FOR A CHANGING
WORKPLACE

AT

THE

ILLINOIS

INSTITUTE

University of Barcelona (UAB) is located. Read it here.

OF
INVESTIGATING THE FUTURE OF URBAN LIVING: THE

TECHNOLOGY
An article on the work done at Illinois by the Illinois
Institute of Technology through the Interprofessional

EXCHANGE AT KNOWLEDGE MARKET
The

Exchange

at

Knowledge

Market

was

an

Projects Program (IPRO) in preparing students for the

interdisciplinary living lab and a research partnership

practical challenges that await them in a changing

between and RMIT University in Melbourne and Lendlease,

workplace. Read it here.

which aimed to regenerate part of Melbourne’s central
district. Read it here.

CREATIVE DESIGN SEMESTER AND UNISTARTAPP
An initiative by the Warsaw Design Factory, located in
the Warsaw University of Technology, aimed to develop
professional skills that are missing in formal university
curricula

and

improve

interdisciplinarity

through

multifaceted teams with students from different areas.
Read it here.
UAB OPEN LABS – A DESIGN PROCESS
This article guides us through the design process of an
open and collaborative innovation lab, which includes not
only the methodological aspects, but also the stakeholders
approach, the content and topics, as well as insights on how
the collaboration takes place in that type of environments.
Read it here
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UCIT YL AB INTE RNATIONAL E VE NT:
HOW TO RUN UNIVE RS IT Y
CHALLE NG E PROJ EC TS

I

n March 2021, the consortium organized the UCITYLAB
International Launch Event as a Webinar and Discussion
Forum titled “How to Run University Challenge Projects”.

The event marked the last stage of the UCITYLAB project, almost
three years after the University City Action Lab project started
its path towards boosting sustainable urban development in 4
major European cities: Barcelona, Paris, Porto and Ljubljana.
After successfully developing and testing the UCITYLAB
approach in those cities, it was time to share our experience
and learnings through a free webinar and discussion forum
facilitated by the members of our consortium, experts in
University Challenge Projects from 4 European countries. The
event featured a proven methodology from project partners,
educators,

and

government

representatives

in

creating

‘Challenge projects’, which address societal problems and
issues.
Participants had the chance to hear from Todd Davey,
Associate Professor at the Institut Mines-Télécom Business
School, and Konstantinos Kourkoutas, coordinator of CORE
Smart & Sustainable Cities at the Autonomous University of
Barcelona, who introduced the Urban Challenge Framework for
organising challenge projects, while Sara Arko, researcher at
the Institute for Innovation and Development of the University
of Ljubljana, talked us through one of the most important and
impactful outputs of the project: The UCITYLAB Teaching
Toolkit to support Challenge Projects. This toolkit contains
all the necessary information to develop Challenge Projects
at your institution and implement them into the curricula, by
following the UCITYLAB approach. Lastly, a selection of Good
Practise Cases was presented at the event by members of the
UIIN team, followed by a discussion among all the speakers.
If you missed the event, you can watch the full recording by
clicking here.
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TESTIMONIAL S FROM THE
UCIT YL AB TE AM
RUI COUTINHO

SARA ARKO

Executive Director for Innovation,

Researcher

Development and growth at the Porto

Innovation and Development of the

Business School, Portugal.

University of Ljubljana, Slovenia.

“Challenge-based

projects

at

the

Institute

for

at

“Our students had the chance to

education level become such a

conduct meaningful and practical

powerful pedagogical tool that can

research that is goal and problem

be used at this moment to bring the

oriented and apply it to concrete

students together. There’s a powerful

urban challenges, which is often

sense of community and networking

lacking

with challenge-based projects”.

oriented curricula”.

CATARINA REIS

TODD DAVEY

Project Officer at the Porto Business

Associate

School, Portugal.

Mines-Télécom

from

more

theoretically

professor

at

Institut

Business

School,

France.
“We

truly

believe

that

an

interconnected ecosystem is the

“The

solution for a sustainable world in

undertaking these challenge projects

a triple bottom line approach that

are obviously the students, the city,

brings togethe people, profit and

but also the university itself and the

planet”.

perception there is about it”.

KONSTANTINOS KOURKOUTAS

JOSE VILLAGRÁN-POLO

Coordinator

of

CORE

Smart

&

Sustainable Cities at the Autonomous

major

Junior

beneficiaries

Project

Officer

at

from

UIIN,

Netherlands.

University of Barcelona, Spain.
“Anyone

willing

to

implement

“For us, it was very important to

challenge-based learning at their

complete the UCITYLAB experience,

institution

because it gave us essential key

a look at UCITYLAB and what

insights into the challenge-based

our partners have done at their

methodology. Our students had the

universities. Replicability has always

opportunity to work in real cases with

been one of the main callings of this

real challenges and stakeholders, as

project”.

well as to continue working there in
the future”.

should

definitely

take
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A WORD FROM THE CONSORTI UM

A

t the beginning of this project, when we started

can be used to address the issues, to bring the students

cocreating this initiative, none of the issues

together, to enhance the pedagogical methodologies that

the world is experiencing were on our minds.

we use, so that we bring learning by doing to the core of

Right now, we are all into pedagogical innovation. We are

our programmes, but doing so with real situations and real

all trying to figure out how to deliver great education from

contexts, providing a sense of impact for the students,

the distance, how to engage with our students, how to get

the idea that they are learning by solving other people

them on board even if they haven’t been in campus for a

problems and developing solutions.

while. At this moment, some of our students haven’t yet
landed a foot in our campuses.
UCITYLAB Project Consortium
Thus, what about the feeling of belonging? What about
the social dimension of learning? In situations such as
the one we are living, challenge-based projects at the
educational level become a powerful tool that can be used
to bring the students together, because even if we are all
working remotely or if they have never seen each other in
the same room, there is a powerful sense of community, of
engaging and networking with challenge-based projects.
Hands-on learning.
We have the possibility to try to bring the students
together, to make them feel closer to each other and to
their alma mater. In that sense, challenge-based projects
are very timely. The reason is that, at the centre of Europe’s
recovery agenda, there are issues of societal, sustainable
and digital nature that need to be tackled in order to
advance urban development. That is exactly what we are
trying to address with UCITYLAB, societal issues that
affect ordinary people every day in cities all over Europe.
Cities are one of the most powerful engines of innovation
that we have. They give us an opportunity to solve all sorts
of issues from very mundane things such as mobility,
logistics, supply chain for food, etc., to more complex
issues like ageing well or loneliness in elderly people.
Thus, from a societal and pedagogical point of view, the
UCITYLAB project has produced great tools that we think

w w w.ucityl ab.eu

@ucit ylab

@ucit ylab

UCIT Y L A B Net work

For inquiries, please contact:
Jose Villagrán-Polo
Project Dissemination Officer
University-Industry Innovation Network
villagranpolo@uiin.com
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