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Introduction 

CITYLAB is a space within which students can offer new perspectives on city-wide issues. It 
is a cross-sector, interdisciplinary initiative, developed in collaboration with Aberdeen City 
Council, the University of Aberdeen, and the Robert Gordon University. Our goal is to 
develop and promote interdisciplinary, live client, collaborative co-design amongst student 
groups within a work-related learning context. The initiative provides a vehicle to aid student 
transitions to post-university experiences. 

This paper will explore a number of reasons to explain why CityLab helps students find 
solutions to the ‘wicked problems’ challenging cities. First, Citylab uses the ‘four Ds’ of the 
design process. In particular, we use service design models, and human-centred design 
methodologies as a common platform in supporting the students’ transferable skills for 
dealing with their chosen challenges. Second, our use of inter-institutional and 
interdisciplinary teams provides a peer-based learning approach within which to respond to 
the material and societal environs of the city, because it disrupts the disciplinary prior-
expectations of the students. Lastly, this course helps the students’ move towards more 
understanding and appreciation of their current skills level and potential in society, and what 
they might be after graduation. 

We perceived a need to bring the classroom closer to professional practice. CityLab was a 
response to that need by providing a means to explore communication as well as 
contributing to the students’ life-long learning within the space of prototyping solutions to 
city-wide challenges. CityLab offers a chance for students to work in cross-disciplinary 
teams where their discipline experience could be brought to bear on developing a series of 
prototype solutions to a city challenge which mattered to them. Using a blended design 
process approach the students would be able to learn how to handle any challenge they 
encounter after graduation. 

CityLab is based on the CityStudio approach used in Vancouver, which takes a small 
number of students from the six universities in their city for an intensive term of co-creating 
their ideas within their studio space as described at http://citystudiovancouver.com. CityLab 
is also similar to the Living Lab approach of courses used by the University of Edinburgh as 
detailed at http://edinburghlivinglab.org.  

CityLab brings together ten students from each of the two universities in Aberdeen to meet 
for three hours on a Wednesday morning. The time in spent in workshops and developing 
ideas in teams, while also being mentored by staff. 

A design approach helps unpack the challenge 

Throughout the course we emphasise using service design, or human-centred design 
methodologies, to focus on transferable soft-skills, because this helps the students engage 
with the challenges at a suitable level. Service design is about working with users to deliver 
better services (Downe). The students learn to use a variety of suitable tools to work with 
their challenges, and develop skills from these design approaches as they move through the 
four design process stages identified by the UK Design Council as ‘discover, design, 
develop and deliver’ (Design Council). Our goal is to let the students use the design process 
to enable them to approach all challenges to the ‘wicked problems’ in a creative problem 
solving manner.  

Design tools and processes help the students unpack the issues, while also exploring 
diverse options before crafting their solution. We use the ‘discover’ phase to broaden the 
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team’s understanding of the issues so that they are focusing on the challenge with the right 
audience and the right level of engagement. We use the ‘design’ phase to clarify the 
requirements of the prototype. The ‘develop’ phase is about expanding upon the options for 
the prototype and then building one to explore the issues further with potential stakeholders. 
While we aim for sustainable prototypes, which can be carried forward by others, we also 
look for potential ‘deliver’ options that move beyond the prototype as part of the final 
presentation by students. 

Mixed discipline teams perform better 

CityLab students work in mixed discipline teams. We remove students from their disciplinary 
silos so that they can experience the value of multidisciplinary teams. Cross-functional 
teams are more reliable in problem solving (Rock and Grant), and is what the students will 
regularly encounter after graduation. We provide the space and opportunity for them to learn 
from each other in a peer-based learning environment so that the students learn from each 
other.  

Student teams are formed around ideas taken from the initial ideation session at the start of 
term. We also guide the team formation so that there is some balance and cross-
functionality. Each team must have students from both institutions, as well as no more than 
two students from the same discipline. We are also conscious of gender balance, and have 
found that without having to do anything, that we have mixed gender teams of four or five 
students. These constraints have made our teams highly varied. For example, one team 
included a mathematician, an historian, a digital media student, and a science student. 
Another team comprised an architect, a process design student, a jeweler, and a chemist. 
This mixing of disciplines forces students to encounter, and benefit from, the interplay 
between the various discipline and pedagogic approaches. Mixing up the students forces the 
conversations and discussion to slow down as students ‘translate’ their ideas to a common 
understanding which all can follow, because they are not using their own discipline’s jargon. 
Service design, and the design process provide a common platform for this discussion. This 
mixture also enables more original challenge solutions from the students.  

Students Learning Their Own Abilities 

The students gain an appreciation of their current and desired skills. The students join the 
teams that identified challenges which matter to them. CityLab provides a structure within 
which they can address these challenges while applying their discipline skills and learning 
new ones as they prototype cultural and organizational solutions. Here the students leverage 
their ideas through council, community, and university engagement.  

The students gain experience in teamwork, they learn different approaches to leadership as 
the team finds its way during the four design phases of ‘discovery, design, development and 
deployment’ during the term. The teams also learn how to generate and develop business 
models to illustrate and communicate the sustainability of their solution to their challenge, as 
well as how to present their prototype in a clear manner during the final presentation to 
stakeholders and guests at the end of term. 

All students need to complete additional coursework beyond the presentation shown in the 
final session of the class. University of Aberdeen students need to contribute a team report, 
a one page sheet explaining their role in the team, plus a longer individual reflection account 
of their participation in the course. Robert Gordon University students participation is 
captured in the Business Projects module, which reflects the credits as extracurricular work 
and understandings. 

CityLab Responds to Society’s Challenges 

CityLab provides a space for real-world creative problem solving using a work-related 
learning approach. We use a neutral off-campus space for students from both universities to 
meet. Seventeen, the building where we meet each week, is both a Make space, and a 
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flexible project and exhibition space. This means we have appropriate tools and materials for 
students to craft prototypes, as well as space to run workshops with the students as they 
explore issues on their projects.  

This is a work-related learning course with city council participation. Aberdeen City Council 
provides staff time, and a small budget for the teams to develop their prototypes. A key 
member of our team is the council partner, who guides students through the council process 
and connects students with appropriate partners to explore potential solutions. The students 
learn more about asking questions, as well as how they need to prepare for questions asked 
of them by stakeholders. 

The council finds value in the innovation that each team aims to prototype sustainable 
solutions, which can be carried forward by the council, or one of its partner organisations. 
Given the longitudinal nature of realizing solutions, we don’t expect students to give up their 
degrees, or to work on these ideas part-time while finishing their degrees.  Instead, we want 
at least one idea to be taken up by stakeholders at the end of each term. This helps to 
create the output of the work, which the students need to produce in their projects.  

Each team needs to produce a presentation to use as a “Dragon’s Den” type of pitch, plus 
materials for their ‘stall’ setting out their solution to stakeholders and visitors to the 
presentation show, which includes council staff, interested partner organisations, and staff 
from the two universities. While developing these materials the student teams grapple with 
entrepreneurship and business implementation concepts as they determine a suitable 
business case for their physical product, or service. 

The original pilot session in Spring 2016 was bounded by the four shaping Aberdeen themes 
of ‘improving customer experience’, ‘delivering outcomes’, ‘improving staff experiences’, and 
‘improving our use of resources’. Students developed the following challenges. First, there 
was ‘enlighten Aberdeen’, which sought to bring light to one of the city’s parks. Second, was 
‘culture Aberdeen’, which wanted to address the lack of a common exhibition, workshop and 
other space for recent design graduates in the city. Third, was ‘cycle Aberdeen’, which 
wanted to address the poor state of bike lanes in the city. Fourth, was ‘business Aberdeen’, 
which sought to set up a marketplace for short-term desk space by businesses. Fifth, was 
‘Fit Dish, which sought to establish a solution to food waste in the city.  

Out of the pilot session, we had the ‘Fit Dish’ idea gain the most ‘Dragons Den’ support and 
was carried forward by a local partner organization that the team had talked to during the 
solution development phase. The organization used the idea to apply for lottery funding, 
which they acquired, along with Fairer Aberdeen funding, and then seeks to develop the 
idea for deployment following an city sponsored crowdfunding programme. We will soon see 
food waste gathered from the supermarkets and taken back to the social enterprise for 
preparation before being taken out to the city and sold on a ‘pay as you feel’ basis. (Hopper) 

In the second session in the Autumn of 2016, projects were bounded by ‘problems you see 
in Aberdeen’, we had a number of challenge. First, was the team exploring ‘open public 
spaces’ in the city in order to provide a place of shelter and connectivity and power. Second, 
was ‘Aberdeen light’, which explored how to create light installations for the dark city. Third, 
was a team setting out how to use ‘empty shops and land’ in the city.  

All of these ideas are still being explored to see how they might be carried forward by the 
council. The connectivity benches were being considered already, but the students provided 
a clear case to show how this could be reframed as part of a wider conversation of how we 
use public spaces than was previously envisioned. The light installations will be picked up as 
part of an idea to increase shop patronage around the city. The ‘Ourspace’ project, had not 
previously considered by the council, aims to help facilitate pop-up type shop use by 
enabling a repeatable process that eases the setup by shop users, and makes it easier for 
landlords to also participate. 
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In the third session, in Spring 2017, we had four teams focusing on the ‘digital delivery’ of 
challenges. The first team explored public spaces and education by way of a bus that goes 
to different schools in the city. The second team focused on continuing the Aberdeen 
community so that incomers learn from current residents about what makes Aberdeen tick. 
The third team explored gathering energy and data from pressure plates. The fourth team 
wants to help people find local events. The council is interested in pursuing the energy 
generating pressure plates, while there is also interest in the science bus from the local 
science centre. 

Staff work through ‘suspended indecision’ 

Participating university staff and council staff open doors and broker relationships with 
stakeholders for the students as they pursue potential solutions to their challenges. As ideas 
are refined, the connections deepen. The students also see how ‘work gets done’ through 
meetings and developing ideas based on the new knowledge acquired in the meetings and 
with research.  

While existing partnerships have been deepened, there is also the potential for new ones to 
be created through the work of the student teams. This potential is an exciting part of 
CityLab. As course organisers we never know what will be identified as the challenges that 
the students will design. We provide a platform for the students to address their chosen 
challenges, and guide them as they develop robust solutions. However, we enter the 
process without knowing which challenges will be taken up by the students. We only 
knowing that we have a process that will guide us to suitable solutions. 

When we discuss this with fellow colleagues this ‘suspended indecision’ frightens them, as 
does the breadth of potential students who could participate. We see this as exciting and as 
part of our role in enabling students to pursue challenges and opportunities in our safe 
environment. The city is the classroom for these students. Here the students’ prototype 
project solutions can potentially fail, and the students still have a story that explains what 
they learned and they can still pass the course. 

When the course ends each term the work continues by the council in determining how the 
best ideas can be carried forward by the council, or its partners. The discussions involve a 
number of parties and the implementations move slowly. Nonetheless, the process of 
students providing innovative ideas excites for the council, and they are looking for ways in 
which we might expand how we work together so that the city may benefit more. 

Conclusion 

All of us, who deliver this project believe these issues will be resolved. Indeed, if anything, 
CityLab should grow as we enable more untapped potential to be realized each term. Our 
students like the course and feel that all students should take part in something like this 
during their degree. One student even said that all courses should be run like CityLab. We 
look forward to seeing how CityLab develops in the coming years.  

We have learned a number of points with our three cohorts of students. First, we know that 
we will continue to be surprised by the student ideas each term. We may set the space 
within which CityLab happens, but it is the students who bring the energy and ideas, which 
repeatedly surprise us. Second, this is a valuable approach with which to experiment and 
explore options to develop a better city. The students bring fresh approaches and 
perspectives to difficult challenges, which offer valuable learning experiences to the city 
council and its staff. Third, the students gain much from the course. This is an opportunity for 
self-discovery where the students engage with others outside their discipline on a 
professional basis, which helps them align their current self-perception with their desired 
future self-perception. Fourth, we need to find more opportunities to embed what we learn in 
delivering this course in other courses. This course has space to innovate approaches with 
students, which could be spread to other courses in order that more students may benefit 
from what we learn. Fifth, we believe that other cities should set up a CityLab in their city. 
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We are doing interesting work, which others could and should replicate too. Lastly, we know 
that we are not done yet. This is only the start and that we still have much to learn and share 
from CityLab. Watch the adventure unfold at our blog at https://citylababz.wordpress.com.  
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