
Master's thesis 

Master of Business Administration  

Leadership and Service Design 

2020 

 

 

 

 

 

Oluwaseun Orisakwe & Marianne Taponen 

DESIGNING A CIRCULAR 
ECONOMY LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENT 

– Topinpuisto Learning Platform  

  



MASTER’S THESIS | ABSTRACT 

TURKU UNIVERSITY OF APPLIED SCIENCES 

Master’s Degree Programme in Leadership and Service Design 

2020 | number of pages: 114, number of  pages in appendices: 15  

Oluwaseun Orisakwe & Marianne Taponen 

DESIGNING A CIRCULAR ECONOMY LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENT 

 Topinpuisto Learning Platform 

This Master’s thesis focuses on developing the Topinpuisto learning environment and especially 
their learning platform together with the key stakeholders. Topinpuisto is a circular economy hub 
that aims to create a seamless network between circular economy actors and universities and, 
via the learning environment, provide possibilities for unique learning experience and business 
development. The aim of the research was to improve Topinpuisto learning platform and its 
existing backend processes. The goal was to create an effective and efficient visual user interface 
for the learning platform, which would reflect user needs and aspirations as well as help users to 
collaborate efficiently in the platform. Another goal was to provide Topinpuisto a structured view 
for the learning environment, through which they would be able to develop their processes. 

The theoretical background of the study focuses on circular economy and learning platforms, 
explaining circular economy from global to grassroots and providing an outlook for the future. The 
current trends of learning platforms and the importance of using universities as a driving force for 
circular economy are discussed. The study adopted a double diamond model to understand the 
gaps in the organization’s current processes, to study the challenges and motivations of the 
service users and thereafter brainstorm and ideate with stakeholders to create a more valuable 
service concept. In benchmarking the current Topinpuisto learning platform, actors were selected 
within circular economy and outside the industry; the aim was to gather elements common in most 
platforms that could be adopted for improvement. Users’ needs and aspirations were gathered 
with semi-structured interviews. Service design tools and methods were widely adopted in the 
research and a stakeholder map, personas, customer journey maps, value proposition canvases, 
a service blueprint and a moodboard were created to further visualize various aspects of the 
users’ needs and ways of improving communication and seamless collaborations among the 
stakeholders.  

The study revealed that more collaboration is possible between the stakeholders if adequate 
information and expertise is available on the platform. Again, a standard schedule would aid 
Topinpuisto employees to better manage the learning platform and could extend the circular 
economy network effortlessly. In addition, the study showed a critical need for an improved 
learning platform. The information gained from interacting with the stakeholders was used in 
creating a prototype learning platform that is robust and more engaging, as well as a year clock 
to standardize Topinpuisto back end processes. 
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VOCABULARY 

Co2 Carbon dioxide 

Educational institution Any institution dedicated to education regardless of the level 
of education, for example school, university or college 
(Statistics Finland 2020). 

EU European Union 

GHG Greenhouse gas 

IoT Internet of Things 

Learning environment An educational approach referring to a diverse physical 
location, context and culture in which students learn 
(Edglossary 2013). 

Learning platform A learning management system or online service that 
provides information, tools and resources for teachers, 
students and others involved in education (Piotrowski 2010). 

LSJH Lounais-Suomen Jätehuolto 

Sitra The Finnish Innovation Fund Sitra 

UCEE University Circular Economy Education 

UN United Nations 

WCEF World Circular Economy Forum 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Human organizations can only be relevant when they are abreast of development around 

them and upgrade to meet up with the ever-changing world. Today, there is a need to 

save the Earth, as there is now a constant increase of degradation because of 

exploitation of planet resources. Thesis commissioner Topinpuisto remains relevant 

having done several projects in this regard. It is presently involving in the end of life textile 

processing but also wishes to continue spreading its business in the world of circular 

economy, by exploring ways businesses could utilize the circular economy in Finland. 

(Topinpuisto 2020a.) 

Topinpuisto aims to broaden its horizon in circular economy, and in achieving this, it 

wants to be involved in several projects from different companies and educational 

institutions. Topinpuisto is a circular economy platform that promotes business on 

circular economy eco system. It wants to offer a diverse range of opportunities for 

cooperation as well as business oriented projects with flexible timetables. They work in 

cooperation with different educational institutions and provide a platform for trainees and 

companies to collaborate on research projects and engage with circular economy and 

resource efficiency. This cooperation is taking place via Topinpuisto learning 

environment. (Topinpuisto 2020a.)  

This thesis focuses on developing Topinpuisto learning environment and especially their 

service delivery and learning platform. The aim of this research is to improve the 

Topinpuisto learning platform and its existing backend processes. Service design 

approach is applied in examining the current status of Topinpuisto learning environment 

and service delivery. Customer orientation helps in discovering the different problems 

faced by stakeholders and in understanding their expectations and aspirations towards 

Topinpuisto. Stakeholder aspects and views are used to construct a template for an 

enhanced learning environment and a new learning platform.   

Several methods are used to reach the aim of the thesis: desk research and document 

analysis are used to map the current status and benchmarking with similar services sets 

a baseline for the platform. Furthermore, semi-structured interviews, brainstorming and 

ideation workshop with stakeholders are used to collect user experiences and pain points 

from the current cooperation as well as to ensure user perspective in designing the 

service improvements. Regular meetings with the commissioner representatives 
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throughout the whole research process ensure that the commissioner’s needs and 

aspirations are taken into consideration.  

The second chapter presents Topinpuisto as a commissioner and explains more in detail 

the aim of thesis as well as research questions. The chapter also contains a desk 

research conducted in the early phase of the research. This focuses on categorizing all 

student works done for Topinpuisto since 2016. The third chapter describes the research 

design, which includes frame of reference and service design process with regards to 

the tools and methods. The research adopts double diamond concept for gaining insights 

and providing improvements to the learning environment. Chapter four presents the 

theoretical background for the research. Theoretical focus is on explaining circular 

economy from the global perspective to grassroots, the importance of using educational 

institutions as a driving force for circular economy and current trends and expectations 

in learning platforms. An outlook to the future of circular economy is also provided. 

The fifth chapter presents the research process and data gathering of relevant 

information. It presents the preliminary research process of forming a stakeholder map 

and benchmarking against other learning platforms in circular economy and educational 

fields. The main research process concentrates on identifying service users and the 

service journey and it contains interviews and construction of personas and customer 

journeys. The sixth chapter presents the ideation stage, where attention is on finding 

solutions to the problems and issues identified. The learning environment service is 

examined with value proposition map for finding essential values and elements of the 

service, which bring value to customers. Stakeholder workshop is another continuation 

for the ideation where the service users participate in ideating solutions to the learning 

platform. The chapter also summarizes the results both from the research and the 

ideation phase.  

The seventh chapter focuses on prototyping the learning environment and incorporating 

all research results and ideas in the prototype. Building of prototypes aims to improve 

both Topinpuisto back end processes and the actual learning platform. Organizational 

improvements are prototyped by constructing a service blueprint and a year clock for 

Topinpuisto. Learning platform is prototyped by constructing a moodboard and an actual 

wireframe of the improved Topinpuisto learning platform page. The last chapter is 

conclusions, which summarizes the research, answers to the research question and 

presents lessons learnt as well as suggestions for further studies.  
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2 COMMISSIONER AND GOALS OF THE PROJECT 

This chapter presents the commissioner and the learning environment service. It shortly 

describes the problem area and then presents the aim of the project as well as the 

research questions. It also presents a desk research done in the beginning of the project, 

where the already done student works for Topinpuisto are analyzed and categorized.  

2.1 Presentation of the commissioner and the problem area 

Topinpuisto is a network of diverse businesses and research institutes, ensuring a link 

within region to national and international collaborations. The network acts responsibly 

and respecting the environment. Utilization of materials, energy flows and water form the 

basis of collaboration and service development. The vision is to provide services that 

support the development of circular economy while providing companies growth 

opportunities as well as possibilities to test and commercialize new business operations. 

The collaboration is open and varies based on the needs of the companies. The 

development of Topinpuisto is coordinated by Lounais-Suomen Jätehuolto (LSJH), 

which is a municipal waste management company in Southwest Finland. Development 

work is carried out through the support of the whole Topinpuisto circular economy 

network. (About Topinpuisto 2020.) 

There has been different types of cooperation around circular economy since 2006 but 

Topinpuisto was officially launched in Turku in 2016. Since then, it has been functioning 

with a network of about 17 organizations implementing an efficient public-private 

cooperation in circular economy and waste management. Topinpuisto has specialized in 

municipal and company waste management, textile recycling and other environmental 

friendly practices. They use research and development projects to collaborate with 

companies as well as giving platform for university students for gaining practical, hands 

on, experience. (About Topinpuisto 2020.) 

The current processes how Topinpuisto offers the circular economy hub services are not 

optimal and the available structure of the learning environment is weak. Topinpuisto is 

presently having challenges in categorizing the needs of its clients and partners, as well 

as with the ability to meet their needs as soon as possible. They have a learning platform 

in their internet site but this page contains very limited amount information. Currently, in 
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the assignment matching process, there has been a number of times that mails are sent 

around and information is passed between two or more officials before an agreement 

can be reached, as to what kind of project is available or how much time or fund is 

needed to accomplish a task. This expectedly creates a bottleneck of bureaucracy that 

is detrimental to efficacious service delivery and it does not serve well their goal to be 

able to engage in numerous projects with various companies. (J. Liipola, personal 

communication, 3.3.2020.) 

Topinpuisto has recognized this problem and is aware that with the current service model 

they are neither meeting the customers’ expectations nor having efficient internal 

processes to provide the service. With the expansion of the circular economy hub, there 

is a need to also redesign the learning platform in a manner that can accommodate more 

information and is easily accessed by all collaborators. Goal of the project is to have a 

platform where tasks can easily be categorized and assigned, outcomes and utilization 

of projects can be updated, and responsibilities and client's requests can be spelt out. 

Therefore, this study will examine the current status of Topinpuisto learning hub with a 

view to discovering the different problems faced by all collaborators and proffering a 

template for enhanced learning platform that will eliminate these problems and improve 

the learning platform.  

2.2 Aim of the project and research questions 

The aim of this research is to improve the Topinpuisto learning platform and its existing 

backend processes. The objectives of this project are to examine the current Topinpuisto 

service delivery process and needs of users, and based on these to develop the learning 

environment service. Goals are to create an effective and efficient visual user interface 

for the learning platform, which helps users to efficiently match assignments and 

collaborate in the platform. Another goal is to provide Topinpuisto a structured view for 

the learning environment service, through which they can develop their backend 

processes.   

The main research question for the thesis is: What kind of a learning platform is suitable 

for Topinpuisto’s stakeholders and helps to improve processes of Topinpuisto? 
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The supportive research questions, which help to answer the main questions, are: 

 How does Topinpuisto learning platform deliver its services to clients currently? 

 How can Topinpuisto clients conveniently access information from the learning 

platform and how do the users want to be attended to? 

 What kind of learning platform fills the needs of the clients? 

 What kind of functionalities are needed in the learning platform user interface? 

2.3 Student research projects 

In order to improve on the Topinpuisto learning platform, it was essential to do a desk 

research about the current themes and Topinpuisto’s interest in circular economy 

matters. The organization representative, Johanna Liipola provided a list of student 

project works done for Topinpuisto between 2016 and 2019. The list contained over thirty 

student projects, these were mainly theses but workshop and internship reports or 

research presentations were also included. Researchers reviewed these projects and 

based on the topic and summary of the project, further categorised them under four 

thematic areas that group these projects under common, descriptive, headers. The 

proposed categorization was also discussed and reviewed with the commissioner 

representative Johanna Liipola. The categorization and titles of the student works are 

presented in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Categorized student work. 
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The student works were divided in four thematic themes. First theme is sustainability and 

new business models, which consists of project topics that discuss how to create 

sustainable and concrete solutions to circular economy. Second theme is leadership and 

future concepts, under this are topics that border on leadership and business continuity 

with relevance to the future. Third theme is technology and material research and 

projects under this highlight technology usability and internet of things (IoT) as solutions 

to circular economy or how to develop circular economy production processes. The 

fourth theme is waste management, containing projects that discuss for example 

visualization of waste sorting and value chains. The analysis and categorization shows 

that these student projects distributes quite evenly under the categories but sustainability 

and new business models is a topic with least studies done so far.  
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3 RESEARCH DESIGN 

In this chapter the frame of reference for the study is introduced as well as the service 

design process, containing all selected tools, methods and a timeline for the research.  

3.1 Frame of reference 

The framework of the research is presented in Figure 2. Circular economy sets the global 

level for the study and on national level, Topinpuisto is an actor in a circular economy 

field and operates as a circular economy hub. Topinpuisto wishes to engage and include 

various stakeholders, such as companies, partners, institutions and national 

organizations, in its work. At the  core  of  this  participatory  action  is  a  learning  

environment,  through  which  various assignments, projects and internships are 

transmitted. Topinpuisto internal processes and a learning platform form the core of the 

learning environment. The aim of this study is to develop the learning environment and 

that work is done with service design methods and tools. The study also has an approach 

to online platforms as one goal is to improve the learning platform. Results of this 

research are an enhanced learning platform and process improvement proposals for 

Topinpuisto, which together will contribute to a stronger learning environment.  

 

Figure 2. Frame of reference. 
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3.2 Service design process and research methods 

For  the  process  of  improving  the  learning  platform,  that  is,  identifying  challenges  

and opportunities as well as developing and delivering solutions, the double diamond 

model is chosen. It is a model, which helps in understanding and defining problems as 

well as iterating and delivering solutions to them (Design Council 2020). The double 

diamond for the project is presented in Figure 3 and it visualizes different tools and 

methods used in each phase of the design process as well as the timeline of the project. 

The research project started in February 2020 and continued until September 2020. 

 

Figure 3. Service design process. 

The research phase starts with a desk research and document analysis, in order to get 

a broad overview of the current status and processes. This contains literature review of 

theoretical publications, articles and researches that examines broadly circular economy, 

learning platforms or importance of student projects in circular economy. In addition, the 

phase contains identification of stakeholders and creation of stakeholder map in order to 

gain understanding of the service environment and key stakeholders. Benchmarking 

learning platforms of educational institutions as well as other actors in the circular 

economy field is also done in order to compare and gather best practices from others. 

Goal of the research phase is both to discover essentials of the Topinpuisto learning 

environment and to understand how other organizations are building similar services. 
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The insight phase contains interviews of key stakeholders and construction of personas 

and customer journey maps. Goal of the insight phase is to understand who the service 

users are as well as to gather user experiences and to understand the needs and 

expectations of the service users. In the ideation phase the process continues with 

building ideas about the learning environment. Ideas are gathered with several tools and 

methods, such as value proposition canvas, brainstorming and workshop with 

stakeholders. Goal of the ideation phase is to develop the learning platform and ideate 

solutions that can be used in building the prototypes. 

The prototype phase is about designing new solutions for Topinpuisto organization and 

the learning platform. Organizational improvements are prototyped with a service 

blueprint and building a year clock for Topinpuisto organization. Designing the learning 

platform is done by building a visual, digital prototype of the learning platform; first with 

a moodboard and then with an actual wireframe for the platform. Goal of the prototype 

phase is to deliver improvements to the Topinpuisto learning environment that concern 

both the organizational back-end processes and the learning platform. 
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4 CIRCULAR ECONOMY AND LEARNING 

ENVIRONMENTS 

Meeting the needs of future generations’ centers in the radical way in which current users 

transform natural resources (Preston et. al. 2019). In achieving such sustainable growth 

pathway, it is essential that primary resources are used efficiently and at the same time 

replaced substantially with secondary resources. Circular economy is an innovative 

approach at achieving economic efficiency through maximum use of resources and 

reduction of wastes. It is essentially designed for business, society and the environment. 

Circular economy thrives on efficient use of materials already used in production, which 

no longer seem to have value but can be innovatively reshaped into a new product. 

According to Stahel and Clift (2016), circular economy is an economic system that 

eliminates waste to boost continual use of resources, reuse and recycling. Economists 

agree that circular economy assumes zero-tolerance for resource wastage. 

Observations recorded are that circular economy is in contrast to the traditional 

production system in which waste materials are discarded (Stahel 2016). 

Topinpuisto operates in the field of circular economy and thus the theoretical approach 

also contains a strong focus to the circular economy. This chapter will first introduce 

circular economy and then present the key elements and structures, going through the 

global, regional and local levels of circular economy. Furthermore the chapter discusses 

importance of universities as a driving force for circular economy and goes through main 

characteristics of online platforms and learning environments. Lastly, future of circular 

economy is also discussed. The aim of the theoretical background is to provide an aspect 

to the key elements of circular economy as well as to key elements of learning 

environments or online platforms. These will help the researchers to evaluate, which 

elements would be essential to adopt also to the Topinpuisto learning environment and 

how it could reflect the core concepts of circular economy. In addition, the conversation 

about the importance of universities and students as driving forces for circular economy 

can be reflected to the importance of the Topinpuisto learning environment and how 

university cooperation could be improved and strengthened. 
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4.1 Introduction 

There appears to be no standard definition universally acknowledged for circular 

economy. The elements observed in circular economy have featured loosely in 

production or industrial management process, and are centered on efficient use of 

resources, recycling, reuse and waste management. Modern pressure on use of 

resources, degree of scarcity and the need for sustainability as well as improvement in 

the environment have all compelled thoughts on a new strategy. This strategy is 

immersed in the articulation of circular economy as a system in which the elements of 

recycling, reuse and waste management are innovatively crafted into sustainable new 

areas of economic activities. 

Circular economy seems to be growing rapidly because of transition by companies and 

nations to the adoption of its process. Ellen MacArthur Foundation’s Circular Economy 

100 is a platform that unites organizations across sectors with commitment to collaborate 

on a circular economic model (Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2016a). The objective is to 

employ resources by innovative design that promotes prevention, product reuse and 

material recycling. The entrepreneurial feature of circular economy is the drive to design 

solutions in response to gaps or human needs in society. In simple terms, circular 

economy is a system in which activities support the creation of more value and less 

waste of resources (Sormunen & Tiilikainen 2017). In essence, used resources, left as 

waste can still be channeled to the creation of another product. In a circular economic 

system, there is no room for waste. Every item is an input factor that has value to add in 

a new chain of production or service delivery. Circular economy is therefore a paradigm 

shift from the traditional linear economy that promotes use and disposal of waste. The 

new paradigm is skewed towards both consumption reduction of raw materials as well 

as reduction in environmental impacts of both consumption and production. (Sormunen 

& Tiilikainen 2017). 

Circular economy is the transformation of the existing sectors and sub-sectors into a hub 

such that no waste goes by unused. However, where waste is inevitable, it is innovatively 

recycled or turned into a new product that is designed to fill a gap or meet a society need. 

Circular economy is technically a system that is characterized by efficient and affordable 

high quality recycling, reuse, repair, design and re-design of products (European Union 

2020). It is also intended to initiate the emergence of a range of new, but sustainable 

services. Circular economy thus throws up the challenge of creativity, innovation, 
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application of critical knowledge and appropriate skills. Nevertheless, it has implications 

for the generation of better quality of life and fresh jobs. (Preston et. al. 2019; European 

Union 2020.) 

From the economic perspective, circular economy is described as the operation of a 

regenerative growth model that balances consumption while maximizing the rate of use 

of materials without causing environmental harm (Silpa et. al. 2018). The view of circular 

economy can be further captured as total maximization of resources and less 

dependence on primary materials. This is the driving force that propels the initiative for 

circular economy. It is however obvious that corporate business organizations have 

begun to leverage circular economy principles to increase profitability and productivity. 

The strength of circular economy lies in its burst of business creation, synergy and fresh 

entrepreneurial force among business-conscious individuals and organizations. Circular 

economy is multi-dimensional and technically complex but it is an integrated whole, 

allowing and promoting circularity, new trends of value chain management and a new 

regime of enhanced waste policy. In simple terms, circular economy is environment-

friendly, thereby supporting world leaders’ view of sustainable environment. (Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation 2013.) 

One major challenge that has engaged the thought of circular economy is the 

observation that resources are finite and consumption pressure is higher. This prompts 

the need to conserve as well as recycle wastes or convert them into useable resources.  

A single organization cannot handle the challenge and technicalities of circular economy 

hence the need for a platform for collaboration. (European Union 2020). Considerably, 

concern over increase in the average global temperature and volume of waste generated 

from primary resources is the origin of thoughts for alternative actions. It therefore implies 

that attempts at adopting secondary resources for reuse or recycling in a more scientific 

manner dominate the drive towards circular economy (OECD 2018). This is the main 

concept of circular economy.  

For a resilient economic growth, studies also show that circular economy offers a 

pathway to improved industrial development, job creation, circularity of international 

value chains and motivation for investment across continents (European Union 2020). 

While developed countries are currently in the forefront of transition to circular economy, 

developing countries are yet to accord it any significant attention. Nonetheless, as the 

United Nations and European Union pursue the sustainability of an inclusive circular 

economy, a global agenda that elicits partnership and collaboration is imperative 
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particularly to integrate the economies of developing nations. Indeed, a high level of 

partnership, support and collaboration is required from advanced economies, and the 

corporate industries to drive an all-inclusive circular economy. The European Union, 

United Nations, China, Japan and Finland have drawn innovative policies, procedures, 

plans and strategies among others in response to their motivation for transition to circular 

economy (Preston et. al. 2019). 

4.2 Global processes 

Circular economy can be adopted into the economy of any country in eight identified 

processes. Applying these processes would help to reduce the challenges related to 

exceeding the biosphere’s regenerative capacity. These processes are categorized into 

recycling; efficient use of resources; utilisation of renewable energy sources; 

remanufacturing, refurbishment and re-use of products and components; product life 

extension; products as service; sharing platform models, and shift in consumption 

patterns. These processes are streamlined into three categories namely; using primary 

resource scarcely, maintaining the highest value of material and products as well as 

changing utilization patterns. (Vasileios Rizos et. al. 2017.) The Finnish Innovation Fund 

Sitra, categorised these business models into five categories; these are adopted in this 

theory and presented in this chapter. The categories are product as a service, 

renewability, sharing platforms, product life extension and resource efficiency and 

recycling. (Sitra 2019b.) Sitra is introduced more in detail in chapter 4.3.1 where the 

organization and its action in the circular economy field are presented. 

Product as a service 

Product as a service is an approach to enhance the sustainability performance of 

traditional product systems by selling the products as a service instead of owning. This 

is implemented through leasing or renting. In this model, customers only have access to 

the product while the company retains the ownership. This practice can bring 

environmental benefits as the model motivates the company to repair and maintain the 

product in use for a longer period of time. (Vasileios Rizos et. al. 2017.) Having products 

as a service has even become easier with internet of things (IoT), their ability to collect 

and communicate usage data to other objects or systems they are affiliated with. Take 
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for instance the ‘Uberization’ phenomenon, people nowadays, especially the new 

generation, do not really want to own a car as long as they are able to move easily with 

bicycles, scooters, and cars. It does not cost as much as buying or owning a car and yet 

the desired result is achieved. Another example worth mentioning is Philips’ initiative to 

create Light as a Service offering with LED lights. LED stands for Light-Emitting Diode, 

an electronic device that emits light when an electrical current is passed through it 

(Techterms 2009). LED lamps are energy efficient; reduce lighting energy consumption 

up to 80% thereby saving energy costs and reducing carbon footprint (Philips 2017). 

Shifting away from owning products has numerous advantages: Product as a service 

creates newer and more personalized experiences for its users, it is cost effective and 

predictable, it also gives room for customer to be picky, which has put pressure on 

manufacturers and service providers to provide quality services. For the manufacturers 

and service providers, they have recurring revenues that are generated over the 

product’s lifespan. (Aubertin 2019.) 

Renewability 

Renewable materials are those materials with biomass composition and are continually 

replenished, such as, wood, crops, marine products or organic waste. Renewable 

materials are easy to reuse, remanufacture and recycle thereby decarbonising the 

economy. One of the great potentials of recycling renewable materials is its capability to 

replace finite and fossil-based materials. (Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2018.) For 

example, the use of wood in many manufacturing applications and after-use cascades, 

large volumes of paper and cardboard recycling, and the potential for the use of plant-

based or greenhouse gas feed stocks for bioplastics entering recycling streams. (Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation 2018.) Tork Paper Circle is the first recycling service for paper 

hand towels; the company collects used paper towels and recycles them into new tissue 

products. They collect 2 million tons of hand towels, recycle them and at the same time 

facilitate good hand hygiene globally. Tork Company applied special treatment in the 

recycling process and were able to close the loop for the products. A life cycle 

assessment shows that the new recycling service from Tork reduces the carbon footprint 

by at least 40 percent compared to current waste handling options. (Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation 2018.) 
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Responsible sourcing of all renewable materials is dependent on respecting the 

regeneration levels of all resources and healthy ecosystems on land and in the sea. For 

example, forestry and agricultural biomass for land and marine biomass or side- stream 

waste for sea. These products should be reused and recycled until they are safely 

returned to the biosphere. (Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2018.) The society is still lagging 

when considering the extent of awareness of usefulness of renewable materials. Public 

and private sectors need awareness on what constitutes renewable materials and its 

usage. This is in terms of an industrial symbiosis where sectors look across value chains 

and use the side streams of production from other sectors. It can also entail the fostering 

of collaboration among different industries to discover how waste from one process is 

used as raw material in another industry. (Vasileios Rizos et. al. 2017.) 

Sharing platform 

Aside using product as a service, sharing platform is another model that helps to keep 

product in circulation for a longer period. Sharing reduces the number of products and 

materials that is needed and reduce waste that is generated, although there is an 

increase on the impacts from the use phase of products. (Mieras 2016.) Sharing models 

have been used in car-sharing and accommodation services and are facilitated by 

advances in digital technology because they are often implemented through social 

platforms. A lot is already happening in Finland with Suomi 2.0., a platform economy 

sector in which companies or individuals can create services to add value. Other 

examples are the Airbnb, a platform that enables people rent out their homes, and Uber 

that allows car owners offer rides to other people. Furthermore, there is also bicycle and 

scooter sharing hosted in social platforms. (Mieras 2016, Sitra 2019c.) 

Product life extension 

Product life extension refer to products and components that are designed with the 

objective of having a long-term durability and long life spans. One way of extending 

product life is through proper care and repair, which reduces the need for people to buy 

more. This act helps the society to avoid CO2 emissions, waste output and water usage. 

(Mieras 2016.) The effort is geared towards optimizing product lifespan rather than 

maximising it. When products have the longest possible lifespan, it means more 
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resources are used in building such products. If a product’s lifetime is then longer than 

the user would use it, the extra resources are considered as waste. Although there has 

been debates about introducing planned obsolescence into product manufacturing in 

tacking product optimization and product maximization. Introducing planned 

obsolescence would mean designing a product with an artificially limited useful life, so 

that it becomes obsolete at some point. If that would be considered as going against the 

concept of product life extension is another issue entirely. For instance, tools such as 

drills do not need to function for 25 continuous years, as an average repairperson might 

need it for; neither should fabric of a baby towel last until the child is ten years old. (Mieras 

2016.) 

Resource efficiency and recycling 

The European Commission's Flagship initiative for a resource-efficient Europe can be 

traced to the 2011 flagship communication. It has been a continuous initiative since then. 

It focuses on a wide range of resources that are renewable and non-renewable resources 

as well as ecosystem functions and services. They include raw materials such as fuels, 

minerals and metals, as well as food, soil, water, air, biomass, biodiversity and 

ecosystems. The ultimate policy goal is to produce more value with less input, use 

resources in a sustainable way and manage them more efficiently throughout their life 

cycle. (European Union 2020.) One of the focus areas of European Union regarding 

resource efficiency and recycling has been on three interlinked priorities: Smart growth 

that has to do with developing an economy based on knowledge and innovation; 

sustainable growth, promoting a more efficient, greener and more competitive economy 

as well as inclusive growth, fostering a high-employment economy delivering social and 

territorial cohesion. (European Commission 2020.) Resource efficiency and recycling 

business model is Sitra’s one of circular economy model that has a lot in common with 

Topinpuisto, this model demonstrates the importance of maximum usage of earth’s 

resources in a manner that waste is drastically reduced while at the same time converting 

the waste to usable products either directly or forming manufacturing materials. 
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4.2.1 United Nations and European Union 

The highest political institutions in the world have not stopped worrying about achieving 

the sustainability of the planet. The United Nations (UN) approved eight Millennium 

Development Goals in 2000 and, fifteen years later, the European Union Action Plan for 

the Circular Economy, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, was also 

approved. This is an indication that there is a need to seek a transition towards a less 

linear economy, in which, products, materials and resources are kept in the system for 

as long as possible and generation of waste is minimized. (Moric et. al. 2020.) Moreover, 

the net benefit of circular economy has been estimated up to 1800 billion euros by 2030 

with its significant environmental and social benefits (Curtis & Mont 2020). The European 

Union (EU) on its part recognizes the core significance of sustainable development. This 

is not surprising as EU member-states are also members of the UN and therefore, they 

are signatories to UN conventions, charter and agenda. The European Commission has 

put in place measures to migrate to full national and regional circular economy. It has 

initiated a process for the integration of a stronger sustainability. The European 

Commission proposed a global circular economy alliance with a view to identifying gaps 

and promoting global circular economy. It equally set out the initiative for partnership with 

major economies outside Europe in pursuit of the circular economy agenda. (European 

commission 2020.) 

The EU is currently economically and politically committed to transition to circular 

economy, having observed through research the potential benefits of circular economy 

and its potential to strengthen the current industrial base of EU member-states. 

Consequently, the EU has developed a circular economy plan that enumerates 

characteristically the agenda, gains and management of a circular economy. The body 

is committed to leading and supporting the efforts at establishing a circular economy and 

implementation of the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals. (European Union 2020.)  A 

careful examination of the EU’s proposal for integrated circular economy in Europe 

reveals a highlight of value chains, sustainable product policy framework, measures to 

make circularity effective, monitoring of action progress and engagement of all 

stakeholders, including European citizens. Largely, the drive towards full circular 

economy in Europe is still at the proposal stage. However, effective collaboration is being 

sought from corporate stakeholders and individual national economies. In all, circular 

economy has become a critical feature of EU’s 2050 strategy in pursuit of a neutral 
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climate in Europe. The circular economy has gained increasing prominence as a tool 

that presents solutions to some of the world’s most pressing crosscutting sustainable 

development challenges. It has been widely recognized that switching from the linear 

model of economy to a circular one brings environmental, social and financial benefits. 

(Lewandowski 2016.) 

4.3 Circular economy in Finland 

Finland is particularly reputed to have been in the forefront of transition to circular 

economy. The government of Finland has shown political will and strong commitment for 

a sustainable circular economy. Its efforts through public agencies have revealed a level 

of success. However, the transition to circular economy has assumed a gradual 

approach. Efforts of the government and its agencies are undergoing an experimental 

process. It is nonetheless notable that Finland has made a comprehensive road map, 

thus setting a significant landmark for transition to circular economy. Among efforts 

surveyed, Finland appears to have gone ahead of many nations, considering its array of 

policies, projects and strategies directed at experimenting with circular economy and 

ultimate migration to that level. (Sormunen & Tiilikainen 2017.) 

4.3.1 Sitra: Finland’s main organ for circular economy 

Finland’s national ambition to migrate to a circular economy is articulated in a circular 

economy strategy framed for the period 2016-2025. Practical translation of the agenda 

is the responsibility of Sitra, an organization that has been responsible for conducting 

circular economy experiments. The agenda for the realization of a circular economy 

highlights actions and best practices that can be adopted in all sectors of the economy. 

A critical element in Sitra’s efforts is coordination, which is necessary in all efforts at 

realizing a circular economy. In order to achieve its target, Sitra has organized training 

and study sessions as fora for gathering data and relevant information. (Sitra 2019a.) 

Sitra is the Finnish Innovation Fund, founded in 1967. Its overall goal is to drive and help 

in achieving a sustainable future for Finland. This is in consonance with the United 

Nation’s 17 Sustainable Development Goals. Sitra is by extension an investment agency 

to the extent that it funds entrepreneurship ideas. The agency is known to stimulate 

businesses that have the potential to sustain the wellbeing of the Finnish people. Part of 
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its activities includes conducting research to assess social change and its impact on the 

Finnish environment. (Sitra 2013.) Essentially, Sitra promotes economic growth through 

its activities. It also offers partnership for research in circular economy with the objective 

of facilitating migration to a circular economy. One major attraction of the agency is its 

capacity to elicit convergence of professionals and stakeholders from different sectors of 

the Finnish economy. Nevertheless, the core of Sitra’s mandate is creating a hub 

whereby different stakeholders collaborate towards Finland’s transition to circular 

economy. Ultimately, the goal of Sitra is to generate and support wellbeing sustainability 

for the average Finnish citizen. Considering its promotion of partnership for activities that 

meet people’s needs, Sitra tends to be the basic tool for circular economy transition in 

Finland. (Sitra 2020.) 

In 2016, Finland broke the record by being a first country in the world to establish a 

strategy for circular economy. The work was facilitated by Sitra and prepared in co-

operation with all relevant ministries, the business sector and other key stakeholders. 

(Sitra 2016.) The first step taken towards achieving actionable projects was to identify 

the areas that Finland is considered to be the strongest. The focus areas comprise 

environmentally friendly practices that encompass forest-based loops, transport and 

logistics, technical loops as well as common action involving legislators, companies, 

universities and research institutes, consumers and citizens and regions in order to 

achieve systemic change. (Sitra 2016.) A hired consultant company that had the 

responsibility of gathering useful information from various sectors drew a road map, 

although with close relationship with the key ministries: the Ministry of Economic Affairs 

and Employment, the Ministry of the Environment and the Ministry of Agriculture and 

Forestry were all involved. Several Finns were invited to bring the pilot ideas to the table. 

At the end of it all, Sitra used the accumulated materials to strengthen its thought on the 

five areas Finland is considered strong and introduced six key topics to ensure 

sustainability. (Sitra 2017.) Different projects were introduced around key topics and the 

projects covered variety of areas, such as creation of sustainable regional food system, 

processing of electric and electronic devices, ensuring emission reduction, turning forest 

industry by-products into transport fuels and chemicals, sustainable utilization of arctic 

natural resources as well as introducing a world circular economy forum. (Sitra 2017.) 

The World Circular Economy Forum (WCEF) 2020 was looking into how circular 

economy can build resilience in the economy and why it is necessary (Sitra, WCEF 

2020). The idea is to incorporate these projects into Finland’s circular economy process 

that rests strongly on the strengths of the country. (Sitra 2017.) 
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Apart from Sitra, the Finnish Environment Institute is charged with the responsibility of 

promoting and assessing the sustainability of circular economy in Finland. It has been 

engaged in surveying the environment, studying opportunities, challenges and devising 

methods suitable for transition to circular economy. Like Sitra, the institute is engaged in 

research projects, networks of collaboration and gathering of information to support and 

drive the feasibility of transition to a sustainable circular economy. (SYKE 2018.) 

Circular economy business models for sustainable growth: an overview of Sitra’s 

projects 

Sitra is set to make Finland’s economy one of the best in the world by the year 2030, an 

economy that could have a benefit of several billions of euros per year. How this will be 

possible is the continuous propagation of circular economy in the country. Sitra’s work 

on circular economy began in 2014 and since then it has been developing areas where 

Finland is considered strongest; the use of forest, food production, industry, transport 

and administration. (Sitra 2017.)  

Most of the value creation for companies is projected to come from the circular economy 

business model discussed in global circular economy processes. Specifically, Sitra is 

interested in five business models and according to them, these constitute the general 

circular economy business models: “product as service: providing services instead of 

products. Renewability: using renewable and recyclable materials as well as renewable 

energy in product design and manufacturing. Sharing platform: maximizing the usage of 

goods and resources and extending their life cycles by using digital platforms for renting, 

selling, sharing and reuse. Extending the product life cycle: using products according to 

their original purpose for as long as possible or enabling multiple instances of reuse 

through means such as maintenance, repair and refurbishment. And last, resource 

efficiency and recycling: material and energy-efficient solutions, the collection and reuse 

of products and raw materials that have reached end of their life cycle.” (Sitra 2017.)  

Sitra in collaboration with other organizations seek out sustainable well-being for Finland 

by building business models that revolve around circular economy. Sitra’s list of more 

than 120 companies, which are into circular economy, revealed different organizations 

activities towards circular economy. Figure 4 presents some of the companies that have 

made it to Sitra’s list. These companies are already maximizing products performance 
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and customer value during their life cycle rather than concentrating on reducing 

production cost. Examples are categorised based on the business model. 

 

Figure 4. Circular economy business examples in Finland collected by Sitra (Sitra 
2019c). 

4.3.2 Circular economy and waste management in Turku 

The waste policy in Finland is directed towards promoting sustainability in the use of 

natural resources in a manner that would not endanger human health or harm the 

environment. The Ministry of the Environment is responsible for writing the waste policies 

as well as at the same time monitoring its implementation across board. (Ministry of the 

environment 2018). Although the ministry directly oversees national waste, the regional 

parastatals steer the objectives of various municipalities at the local level. These 

municipalities delegate the responsibility to suitable companies. Lounais-Suomen 

Jätehuolto (LSJH) is directly in charge of waste management in southwest Finland. The 

company is responsible for organizing waste and offering waste disposal advice to 

residents in 17 municipalities. LSJH has operated since 2015 with Turku and Salo being 

their biggest owners. There are four waste treatment centers and eight sorting stations, 

which have exhaustive waste reception services. Before the birth of LSJH, Rouskis and 

Turun Seudun Jätehuolto were the two principal companies managing waste at the 
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region. However, as operating cost and complex waste management practices became 

evident, the two companies pooled resources together and formed Lounais-Suomen 

Jätehuolto. The aim was to provide high-quality waste management services with a focus 

on circular economy innovations. Waste treatment and service fees fund the provided 

waste management services. (Circular Turku 2017.) 

LSJH has been active in supporting circular economy businesses, innovative 

development, including developing high value recycling and raising awareness on 

sustainable consumption.  In 2015, Topinpuisto was created in Topinoja, one of LSJH’s 

waste treatment centers. Topinpuisto was responsible for developing innovations and 

business solutions based on circular economy. The company was to support companies’ 

circular effort in the areas of waste material handling and seamless collaborations among 

companies and local universities. (Turku.fi 2019.) LSJH together with Topinpuisto has 

done several projects in collaboration with various companies and Turku University of 

Applied Sciences, and this has yielded many positive results. The Telaketju and 6Aika 

(Circular economy hubs for the future) projects are worthy of examples. The Telaketju 

(textile recycling, sorting and utilizing network) project aims to improve material efficiency 

and extend the life of textiles, as well as the recycling business. The first phase of 

Telaketju project started in April 2017 and ended in January 2019 while the second 

phase of Telaketju started in May 2019 and is scheduled to end by April 2021. The 

success of these projects would gradually put an end to the uncontrollable exports of 

used clothes to the third world countries. (Telaketju 2020.) 

LSJH with Topinpuisto desire to provide enabling environment for companies and 

universities to interact on circular economy matters. Topinpuisto in cooperation with 

Turku University of Applied Sciences is developing a material library to map materials 

flowing through the treatment centers. (Circular Turku 2017.) These materials would 

serve as guidance to companies on product design from the perspective of circular 

economy. Currently, the Turku University of Applied Science’ circular economy 2.0 is a 

platform that encourages carrying out experiments and co-creation between companies 

and students. (Circular Turku 2017; TUAS 2020.) In the same vain, Topinpuisto learning 

environment platform is yet another forum for circular economy actors to interact, 

experiment and share ideas. 
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4.4 Universities as driving force for circular economy implementation 

Successful implementation of circular economy models borders on achieving two 

primary targets. One of these targets is to introduce circular economy into the education 

curriculum early; this will help to cultivate professional talents. The second target is to 

ensure that society is well informed and is aware of circular economy. The second is 

easily achievable once the young adults in schools are familiar with the concept. (Qu & 

Shevchenko 2019). In Finland, several collaborations have been ongoing towards 

implementing circular economy principles in the education sector. The circular economy 

teaching for all levels of education project organised by Sitra in 2017 to 2019 is one of 

such collaborations. Over 70,000 students and young adults studied circular economy 

during this period. Sitra cooperated with over 50 schools, universities, educational 

organisations and companies. They build competencies with the requisite knowledge to 

pilot sustainable business practices. (Sitra 2019d.)  

Training of future experts comes with its own challenges where the method of teaching 

and materials needed are not sufficient. Natural sciences and mathematics are critical 

domains needed in circular economy field in Finland as expertise in these areas is 

weakening among the Finns. Other challenge is the declining interest of young adults in 

saving the earth and believing in their own capabilities. For example, refining technology 

is an important field for circular economy but the field is not chosen by students when 

they select their field of expertise at university. (Sitra 2018.) Teachers are required to 

intensify new innovations in teaching, their role does not stop at providing information, 

but they are expected to be facilitators or enablers who help to guide students into the 

right direction. One of the keys is being deliberate in introducing circular economy into 

course contents and ensuring practical regular collaborations between students and 

circular economy hubs. (Heikkilä et. al. 2018.) 

University circular economy education should not be directed towards theoretical 

education alone but introducing practical innovative activities to meet the needs of 

circular economy implementation. The concept presented in Figure 5, depicts the 

synergies that must be operational in realising the successful implementation of circular 

economy model in universities and how students are in the centre of implementing 

circular economy furthermore to community residents and to the public (Qu & 

Shevchenko 2019).  
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Figure 5. Subjects and objects in implementing University Circular Economy Education 
(UCEE) (Qu & Shevchenko 2019). 

The indirect subjects are those elements that are necessary to support successful 

implementation. They are directed at community residents to ensure that there is 

awareness about circular economy and its advantage is in ensuring community’s 

sustainability now and in the future. Curriculum management department and teaching 

faculties are to ensure that course contents incorporate the principles of circular 

economy and there are practical ways of making circular economy visible to students, 

for example collaborating with circular economy hubs. Teachers must be ready to update 

regularly academically to ensure that they stay abreast of current issues, as it is unfolding 

in circular economy. Campus logistics staff needs to give support for enabling easy 

access to knowledge or being as examples. For example school library should be 

updated with current books, and both canteen and public places in the school must 

support circular economy attitude. Consequently, universities can produce professionals 

and talents for circular economy implementation in the society. (Qu & Shevchenko 2019.) 

4.5 Online learning environments and digital platforms  

Online learning environments define distance learning and transmission of knowledge 

through the Web. For users, they offer possibility to access training material and develop 

themselves regardless of location or time of day. The systems use multimedia 

technology and the learning characteristics of new media, such as interactivity, 

dynamicity and personalization of training paths. (Ballarano et. al. 2016, 36.) Learning 

environments have changed during the past ten years and instead of being only 
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platforms to store the training material, the current systems highlight the importance of 

collaboration. Change of learning environments has followed the general development 

where users have become active characters in the use of World Wide Web, where they 

do not only receive information, but also create and share contents. Thus learning 

environments have been transformed and nowadays they are collaborative learning 

systems supported by the computer, where the knowledge is socially built. Key words 

for the systems are participation, sharing, collaboration and interactivity. Building 

knowledge socially means that the users create new knowledge and content to share it 

online. This for one’s part means that the learning object is continuously fragmented and 

rebuilt due to the collective and collaborative elaboration with new participative 

technologies in a highly social and interactive environment. (Ballarano et. al. 2016, 36.) 

Thomas (2010, 505) also states, that there has been a shift from learning management 

systems to social spaces. With this change, the pedagogical approaches have also 

changed to highlight communication and collaboration. Digital learning hubs 

demonstrate innovative pedagogies and a learning approach that is mutual collaborative 

process, with sharing both expertise and collective experiences. (Kurcikova & Littleton 

2015, 8.) 

For businesses, online platforms are ideal environments to use for creation or ideation 

of processes or collecting information because they involve both people and information 

technology in value creation. These platforms may differ in terms of users or purpose, 

but they all share a number of common characteristics, such as inclusion of multiple 

users and use of ICT technologies in creation and collection of knowledge. Use of 

information technology enables more efficient operational capabilities due to efficient 

information exchange, storage and processing. Through collaboration and participation 

of people in internet, it is possible to achieve common goals or goals that would be 

difficult for the organization to achieve alone. The drawbacks related to online platforms 

are for example lack of direct contacts between people, which creates challenges in 

organizing co-creation or ideation between different actors. (Maciuliene & Skarzauskiene 

2016, 4827-4829.) When considering the usage of an online learning platform there are 

certain elements that a company should pay attention. First, it is important to define the 

customer segments and to whom the platform is offered. Second, the company should 

think how they create value for their customers or partners and how they communicate 

with them. Third, the key activities of the platform needs to be considered so that value 

is created for customers. Fourth, key resources of the organization needs to be planned 

to support expert knowledge, participation in operational processes or building the brand 
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for the platform. And fifth, cost structure should also be considered in order to recognize 

main fixed costs, content creation costs, marketing promotion activities or administrative 

costs related to management of the platform. (Cornejo-Velazquez et. al. 2020, 106–110.) 

Essential elements of an online platform depend on the users or the purpose of the 

platform but there are some main characteristics that the platforms share. Content and 

functionalities management is an essential aspect for an implementation of these 

platforms. Platform design is important if it is the main communication channel towards 

certain customer segments. Usability and user experience, for their part, must be 

guaranteed by the front-end, while scalability and security are the responsibility of 

platform’s back-end. (Ballarano et. al. 2016, 41; Cornejo-Velazques et. al. 2020, 109.) 

Typically online platforms are dynamic and open and they allow individuals to join and 

leave them freely (Maciuliene & Skarzauskiene 2016, 4827). As users of online platforms 

have become more equal, the platforms should not follow a traditional top-down 

approach, but assume all users as talkers who interact with each other and exchange 

cultures. Technological development has made it possible to realize collaborative 

learning and to have and efficient online conversation. (Ballarano et. al. 2016, 35.) 

Todays’ online platforms do not only use e-mail, chat or forum as communication 

channels but the most important tools are those that facilitate synchronous 

communication and are linked to social media tools. In practice, this means usage of 

wiki, blogs, podcasting, tagging, social networks, YouTube or Google with an aim to 

increase collaboration among the users. (Ballarano et. al. 2016, 41.) Thus, online 

platforms are imaginative places where users can cross-fertilize their ideas. There is no 

single pre-determined outcome and the winning idea can be any piece of work that is 

collaboratively agreed to be the best by the online community. (Kurcikova & Littleton 

2015, 5–6.) 

4.6 Future of circular economy 

Ellen MacArthur Foundation defined circular economy as “An economy that is restorative 

by design, and aims to keep products, components and materials at their highest utility 

and value, at all times” (Ellen MacArthur foundation 2015). This an indication that the 

society continuous existence depends on the ability to make provision for the future from 

activities of the past and the present. Historical evidence has suggested that a society 

that loses its connection with the past and its positive image of the future also loses its 



33 

TURKU UNIVERSITY OF APPLIED SCIENCES THESIS | Oluwaseun Orisakwe & Marianne Taponen 

capacity to deal with the problems in the present and can soon fall apart. (Weigend et. 

al. 2020.) The concept of circular economy operates in the “here and now” and sets a 

clear vision for a sustainable future. However, existing guidance and research into 

circular economy still shows lack of understanding of how to go from present to the future. 

(Lazarevic & Valve 2017.) 

Suggestions are that future studies and methods is a preliminary model for circular 

economy to address the future thoroughly where visions that are created are acted upon 

systematically and pursued for sustenance. According to Ladu and Quitzow (2017) future 

studies has grown to prove its capacity to deepen our understanding of uncertainties.  

Studying the possible, probable and preferable futures with the inclusion of worldviews 

and myths would create a diverse set of future images that can better prepare the world 

on how the future may unfold (Inayatullah 2013). Climate change, that is the world’s 

biggest concern, and other world problems such as freshwater shortages, global 

warming, ocean depletion and pollution, land degradation, loss of biodiversity and 

greenhouse gas emission are moving ahead at a speed faster than the ability of humanity 

to solve them (Weigend et. al. 2020). It is possible to use the different methods of future 

study to navigate through the turbulent problems ahead and find alternatives to save the 

earth. One of such future studies methods is creation of scenarios to make visible 

possible events and activities of the future that can put the world into extinction. There 

are more than 378 definitions of scenario, but they all have the same elements of 

considering the future. It is also in order to argue that definition of scenario is unique to 

every scenarist in the field. The required content is critical thinking combined with 

innovations to bring to reality certain challenges and possibilities, thereby finding 

alternatives to them. (Spaniol & Rowland 2019.) 

Studies have warned that the next hundred years could offer more prospects, challenges 

and threats than the past thousand years. These challenges range from the forces of 

climate change, population growth, loss of biodiversity, famine and poverty. All these 

challenges require radical strategic solutions and innovations from scientific and 

technological breakthroughs. However, more critical will be effective collaboration and 

active exchange of information among practitioners in academics, politics, religion, and 

business and other stakeholders, and clear communication of relevant issues and 

solutions to the general public. (Barnosky et. al. 2016.) Information available on the 

progress of circular economy integrations still shows that the world is not prepared for 

events that would unfold in very near future.  As, at 2019, only 9% of world’s economy 
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and government are designed for circular economy (Viens 2019). Lisa McLean (2019), 

the chief executive officer of open cities and recent panelist at the launch of global 

infrastructure hub’s infra challenge, stated that; ‘’The world does not have enough virgin 

resources to support everyone who will be on the planet by 2050. The earth has 

exceeded its planetary boundaries and as a result, the rapid and significant destruction 

of our biosphere is going to impact on health and livelihood of all people. It will lead to 

collapse of fish stocks, water scarcity, soil erosion, air pollution, global deforestation, 

biodiversity loss and the list goes on.” 

The future predictions are clear about the dangers ahead unless all stakeholders act 

intentionally to reduce every form of degradation in all activities. Based on available 

information, amongst the various sustainability issues, researchers have identified three 

scenarios that are likely to occur in the future unless the society would intentionally adopt 

circular economy principles. These scenarios concern plastic disposal, E-waste disposal 

and usage of fossil fuel, and are presented in Figure 6. 

 

Figure 6. Three scenarios towards future of circular economy. 

Ellen MacArthur foundation warned in 2016 that the ocean could contain plastics in 

weight more than the fishes by 2050 as over 85% of plastic packaging is still wasted. 

(Ellen MacArthur foundation 2016b). This could result into collapse of fish stock, water 

scarcity, ocean depletion & pollution, soil pollution, global deforestation, biodiversity loss, 
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plastic waste taken for prey, health issue because of toxins from the disposed plastic. 

(McLean 2019; Carrington 2020). However, the resultant effects of this uneconomical 

disposal of plastic waste into oceans could result into health problems. Research has 

shown that micro plastics and Nano plastics articles are now discoverable in humans’ 

liver, lungs and kidney (Carrington 2020). More so, over 95% of plastic packaging is 

wasted yearly amounting to about $120billion (Viens 2019). The danger lies in the time 

it takes for plastics to completely biodegrade, even after a hundred years, these plastics 

are not fully broken down. A study (Futuretimeline 2020) showed the amount of years it 

takes different plastics to completely break down in the ocean; this is shown in Figure 7. 

With circular economy in the future, amount of plastic flowing into the river can be 

reduced by 7% in the next twenty years. In addition, ocean health would be restored and 

generate savings of up to $70 billion for governments by 2040. (Pewtrusts 2020.) 

 

Figure 7. Break down of plastics in the ocean (Futuretimeline 2020). 

E-waste is considered another issue that requires attention, some likely problems of e-

waste disposal are energy waste, nature conservation and restoration problem, as well 

as climatic change. The resultant effects of this is the amount of e-waste that could rise 

up to 120 million tons annually in the next thirty years while converting to cash may be 

about $62.5 billion, which are locked up in form of gold, platinum and other valuable 

materials. (Global recycling 2019.) However, the future of circular economy will for 

example see the possibility of using renewable energy, resulting into clean and carbon 

free electricity, electrification of vehicles and limitation of global warming to 1.5oc. (Smart 

energy transition 2017; IEA 2018; Smart & Clean 2020; Futuretimeline 2020). 
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The last issue considered was on fossil fuel usage, if the world would not retreat from 

use of fossil fuels and put more efforts in finding different sources of renewable energy, 

it might be subjecting itself to greater risk in the years ahead. Fossil fuel could generate 

serious problems of high concentration of Carbon dioxide (CO2) in atmosphere, 

imbalance of greenhouse gas (GHG) emission and land degradation, this could result to 

severe heat and tourism could plunge if the environment is not conducive. (Smart energy 

transition 2017.) According to the report from Pewtrusts (2020), the future of circular 

economy could see a great deal of reduction of GHG emission by 25% and creation of 

about 700 000 new jobs (Pewtrusts 2020). 
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5 RESEARCH AND GATHERING INSIGHTS 

This chapter presents the research process as well as tools and methods used to gather 

information and gain insights about the research topic. The research process was divided 

in two phases; preliminary research and gathering insights. Preliminary research focused 

on identifying the current service environment, stakeholders involved as well as 

researching best practices from other organizations. Insight phase concentrated on 

identifying the service users and the service journey as well as gathering their 

experiences, expectations and motivations towards the learning environment. Results of 

each research step are presented in the following chapters. 

5.1 Preliminary research 

Aim of preliminary research was to understand the environment where the Topinpuisto 

learning environment operates, get an overview of the existing situation as well as to 

learn more about the essential elements of learning platforms. Used research tools and 

methods were stakeholder map and benchmarking. These are presented in the following 

chapters with the research results. 

5.1.1 Stakeholder map 

Stakeholder map presents the various stakeholders involved in the service experience 

and their connection to each other. It also shows how stakeholders are connected to the 

service production and provide information what kind of impact they have on the 

customer experience. A stakeholder map helps to identify the most important people and 

organizations in an experience, it allows a visual understanding of different interplays 

among various stakeholders, which helps to make adjustment where needed. (Stickdorn 

et. al. 2018, 58-59.) Stakeholder map of Topinpuisto learning environment was done in 

order to map the different stakeholders related to the Topinpuisto learning environment 

as well as to get an overview, which stakeholders were essential to involve in the project. 

The stakeholder map for Topinpuisto learning environment is presented in Figure 8. It 

was done based on information received from Topinpuisto representative Johanna 
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Liipola and a stakeholder map representing all services of Topinpuisto. The stakeholder 

map for learning environment was reviewed with Johanna Liipola on 28.4.2020. 

 

Figure 8. Stakeholder map of Topinpuisto learning environment. 

Stakeholder map for the current Topinpuisto learning environment lists and divides 

different stakeholders in to internal, connected and external stakeholders in order to 

show who they are and how they are connected. Topinpuisto is central as to what kind 

of services it is capable of rendering to its customers. Representatives of Topinpuisto 

are the internal stakeholders when it comes to assigning and placing different 

assignments with connected stakeholders. With the different projects and tasks, 

Topinpuisto serves as part of circular economy hub as an intermediary party, linking 

different companies and educational institutions together. Topinpuisto has the mandate 

to make information easily accessible to all stakeholders, starting from what projects are 

available, the estimated time of project completion and charges on the part of the 

companies if there would be any. Currently cooperation is mainly done with connected 

stakeholders, who are different companies and universities having established contacts 
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and activities with Topinpuisto, essentially showing the interdependency and 

collaboration that exist among these stakeholders. Turku University of Applied Sciences 

and Turku University are current main partners related to school projects. Company 

partners are key stakeholders in developing Topinpuisto, from which some already have 

taken part in the project cooperation with universities and some just have recognized the 

potential of it. This research focused on internal and connected stakeholders as these 

were the main parties having information and experience of the current processes and 

learning environment.  

External stakeholders were recognized but currently they have not actively taken part in 

the learning environment and the process of agreeing different projects or assignments. 

For this reason students from different educational institutions, who are learning and 

wanting to become experts in the field of circular economy, were placed as external 

stakeholders and scoped out from the research. Other companies and educational 

institutions with interest and potential for learning environment cooperation, were also 

recognized. The companies presented in the stakeholder map, in most cases, are 

already cooperating with Topinpuisto but they are not engaged in the learning 

environment. Other external stakeholders are city of Turku, Hub Turku and Turku 

Science Park as they are engaged in cooperation with Topinpuisto and have potential 

for broadening the cooperation. For example, Hub Turku is a sub sector of Topinpuisto, 

where all circular economy network stakeholders can arrange meetings and discussions. 

Topinpuisto is also monitored by waste management regulations and they in turn guide 

clients as to the do’s and don’ts of these regulations, and thus is included as part of 

circular economy stakeholders. Municipalities, for their part, also work as regulators. 

5.1.2 Benchmarking 

Benchmarking is the process of identifying, understanding and adapting practices from 

other organizations and it aims to help organizations to improve their performance. 

Benchmarking can be used to measure for example product offering, services and 

processes. (Tuominen 2016, 9–10.) The goal is to gain information and insight how other 

companies are organizing their services or processes, and then learn how organizations 

themselves could improve their own practices and apply these improvements. 

Benchmarking can also provide ability to respond to changing needs of customers by 

providing information what services competitors have. (Freytag & Hollensen 2001; 
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Tuominen 2016, 14.) Usually benchmarking is carried out within the same industry and 

in that case similarity of the competitive situation, business environment and market can 

ease the transfer of experience. However, benchmarking can also be conducted across 

industries and in that case it can provide inspiration to improve processes and adopt 

practices in the areas, which are easy to realize. (Freytag & Hollensen 2001, 29.)  In this 

research, benchmarking was made to analyze how other organizations are organizing 

their learning platforms and what would be the best practices that could be learnt and 

adopted to the Topinpuisto learning platform. The following chapter presents the starting 

point for the benchmarking, the learning platform of Topinpuisto and after that, the 

benchmarking process and results.  

Starting point – Topinpuisto learning platform 

Starting point for the benchmarking was to look for the current Topinpuisto learning 

environment and it is presented in Figure 9. The current learning environment is part of 

the Topinpuisto internet page but it mainly consists of a short introduction and a contact 

form. The introduction is a written description about the engagement to different projects 

and possibilities. It states that “Topinpuisto arranges research and thesis projects for 

businesses, as well as trainees to engage with circular economy or resource efficiency” 

(Topinpuisto 2020c). However, the site does not have information about the purpose of 

the service or how to engage in cooperation between Topinpuisto, schools and the 

companies. It only presents that Topinpuisto strongly cooperates with the Turku 

University of Applied Sciences and there is a link to the school’s circular economy site.  

 

Figure 9. Learning environment frontpage (Topinpuisto 2020c). 
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Figure 10 presents the contact form available on the Topinpuisto site. The form contains 

fields for basic information, reason for the contact, message field and further information. 

Basic information contains name and company of the person as well as e-mail and 

telephone number. Purposes of the contact are divided in few categories and these are 

visit, circular economy network sparring, network or other reason. Message field is free 

text and the person can also decide if he wishes to be contacted and if he would like to 

arrange a meeting. The site does not provide any other contact information or possibility 

to contact persons directly. 

  

Figure 10. Learning environment contact form (Topinpuisto 2020b). 

These pictures demonstrate that companies are directed to fill a contact form or then be 

in contact with Turku University of Applied Sciences in case they have a need for project 

or a project in mind. There is no description what the cooperation can provide, how 

companies can benefit from it or what they can expect from the process. The site does 

not present any projects, which could work as reference cases. Thus, a current problem 

for Topinpuisto is that e-mails are sent back and forth in trying to assign projects between 

companies and schools. 



42 

TURKU UNIVERSITY OF APPLIED SCIENCES THESIS | Oluwaseun Orisakwe & Marianne Taponen 

Benchmarking of learning platforms 

For the benchmarking, actors were selected both within the circular economy industry 

as well as outside the industry. The fields benchmarked were grouped in three 

categories: circular economy, students’ matchmaking and educational institutions. 

Circular economy field contained five organizations from which two are educational 

institutions with a strong focus in circular economy or sustainability, one from Finland 

and one from the United States. Three of these organizations were circular economy 

actors or hubs, which all operate in the circular economy field and focus on creating new 

business options and possibilities. All these operate in Europe: one in Sweden, one in 

Germany and one in Denmark. The learning platforms within the industry were selected 

in order to see the practices and status of learning platforms within the industry. Student 

matchmaking and universities represent actors outside the circular economy industry. 

Two student matchmaking organizations were selected for the benchmarking, both from 

Finland. They were selected in order to look best practices for assignment matching and 

how to enable it. The goal of Topinpuisto is that assignments could be easily matched 

and thus student matchmaking companies were seen to provide examples for the 

assignment creation. Lastly, eleven learning platforms from educational institutions were 

selected for benchmarking. They all were Finnish universities and selected because they 

offer student cooperation projects and want to engage companies in different 

development projects and different ways of working, such as thesis, projects and 

internships. Thus, information provided on their internet sites works as a benchmark as 

Topinpuisto wants to engage both companies and educational institutions in cooperation 

with them. All in all, eighteen different organizations were selected and their internet 

sites, especially regarding to learning platform or company cooperation, were 

benchmarked for the research. List of these organizations is available in Appendix 1. The 

benchmarking was done during March and April 2020.  

Benchmarking starts with the identification of the functions or areas to be benchmarked. 

The starting point for benchmarking is identification of subject areas within which 

improvements are critical. These areas should be strategic importance to the business 

and improvements in these areas will make a significant contribution to overall business 

results. In addition, while benchmarking, it should also be kept in mind what are the 

elements that customers perceive and value in the service or product in question. 

(Freytag & Hollensen 2001, 27.) With regards to the Topinpuisto learning platform, the 
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goal of benchmarking was to map what types of elements were most common in learning 

platforms and could be useful to adopt. These are presented in Figure 11. 

 

Figure 11. Summary of learning platform elements. 

The basic elements of learning platforms were contact form or contact persons, news 

sections, partners as well as available and done projects. The results show that almost 

all had direct contact persons available and only half of the sites had a contact form. 

Regarding news section, majority of the sites had some kind of news section to publish 

news about the latest and upcoming events or to present their work. All actors in the 

circular economy field had a news section. Majority of the sites presented partners with 

whom they cooperate. However, on some sites, the information could be just logos of 

companies but not really presenting the cooperation and in some sites partners were 

referred to when publishing news about successful projects. Regarding projects, most of 

the companies presented available projects on their platforms. Logically both student 

matchmaking organizations presented available projects and so did four of the five 

circular economy actors. From Universities only two had available projects on their sites. 

However, this is partly explained by the fact that their available projects were linked to 

the student matchmaking platforms and presented there. Half of the organizations also 

presented done projects on their sites. However, it was noticeable that for the most part 

presented information was neither organized nor categorized but could be just small 

news, list of projects or thesis titles. The circular economy field organizations presented 

their work achievements more often than universities. 

Besides benchmarking the basic elements from the platforms, other remarks were made. 

These remarks were made the customer in mind and focused on elements that would 

bring value to users of the learning platform. The information was grouped by advantages 

and disadvantages of learning platforms and is presented in Figure 12. 
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Figure 12. Pros and cons of learning platforms. 

Several advantages concerning learning platforms were observed. One important aspect 

was that categorizing information for different user groups and by topics helped to find 

relevant information and to get an overview of the project types or cooperation 

possibilities offered by the organization. Categorization by user groups – companies, 

teachers or students – was not available on all sites and in those cases it was difficult to 

find relevant information. In general, categorization helped to understand the 

expectations towards companies and students. It was found useful if purpose of the 

platform and cooperation possibilities were presented on the site, describing what the 

organization was offering or in which fields’ cooperation was possible and the ways of 

working. This information also could help companies to consider the input and time that 

they are able or willing to invest on the projects. Availability of contact information was 

emphasized here and the easiness of directing further questions regarding cooperation 

to corresponding persons.  

Regarding assignment matching, it was noticed that it should be easy and convenient 

for the user. Function should serve both parties – the one leaving an assignment and the 

one looking for assignments. When creating assignments, it would be useful to have 

instructions available on the user interface. Visual look of the sites was an additional 

aspect, which was evaluated during benchmarking. Clear layout and visualizations 

helped to get an overview of the cooperation and to find information easily. On sites 

where information was presented for example in simple blocks categorizing information, 

it was easy to see with one glance what information was available. Furthermore, 

visualized processes were useful and gave an idea of the process just by looking at the 

picture. In addition, accuracy of information and functioning links were found important.  

One of the disadvantages on learning platforms was organizing data and how difficult it 

was to find information if data was not categorized for different user groups or by topic. 
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From user perspective too much time was spent on trying to find relevant information 

from the site, such as contact persons or what kind of projects or assignments 

cooperation would offer. Another common problem on the sites was accuracy of 

information and inoperative links. In several pages, the sections presenting for example 

latest news, photos, events or projects, the information was either old or outdated, or the 

pages contained links, which did not function. This did not give much value to the user 

looking for information, neither did it provide information of the achievements or services 

of the organization. Categorization of information is important but it does not help if the 

information is outdated. For example pages contained information of past events in the 

upcoming event categories or old assignments were not removed from the sites. One 

positive exception to these were blog posts containing stories from students sharing their 

experiences from the projects. These contained quite recent postings and shared 

experiences were interesting for the reader. Regarding visual look of the sites, one 

common problem was that information was presented only as text elements and some 

of the sites were overloaded with information. If there was vast amount of information on 

the site, which was neither categorized nor visualized, it was difficult for the user to find 

relevant information. Thus, layout of the platform should not be too crowded or otherwise 

the general feeling of the site might be confusing. 

5.2 Identifying service users and the service journey 

Identifying service users and the service journey was done in order to gain an 

understanding who the service users are and what are their motivations, aspirations and 

pain points about the current cooperation with Topinpuisto as well as their expectations 

towards the learning platform. Information was gathered with interviewing Topinpuisto 

stakeholders and this information was then used to draft personas and customer 

journeys for the service. The following chapters present the chosen tools and methods 

as well as the research results. 

5.2.1 Interviews of service users 

In-depth interviews are a research method to gain information about particular 

expectations, experiences, services, operations, processes, and concerns, and about 

person’s attitude, problems, needs or ideas. Interviews are usually conducted with 
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relevant stakeholders, for example with customers or employees. They can be held face-

to-face, online or by telephone. Face-to-face interviews are recommended, as the 

interviewer is then able to observe the body language and behavior of the interviewee. 

They are often semi-structured, and it is advised to prepare the questions beforehand so 

that reliability and validity of questions can be ensured. (Stickdorn et. al. 2018, 120-121.) 

Interviews are used to identify the context, to know the user and to frame insights. The 

researcher collects stories and insights, sees the world from the user’s point of view, 

listens to the user and understands relationship between people, product and context. 

(Curedale 2013, 128.)  

For the research, the researchers interviewed company representatives and the aim was 

to find out the motivations of the representatives for the collaboration as well as the 

challenges and pain points experienced. Expectation was also to discover present 

difficulties encountered by users and to make suggestions as to what sorts of 

improvements would be needed or what kind of process would serve well the needs of 

the companies. Besides companies, university lecturers were also interviewed and with 

them, the focus was also to discover the motivations, expectations and experience from 

the cooperation as well as the pain points and concerns. Needs of the universities were 

expected to differ from companies and therefore it was seen important to gain insights 

from the lecturers concerning their motivations and needs from the cooperation. 

Interviews were in-depth interviews, semi-structured and held online due to the social 

distance instruction from the Finnish Government as a preventive measure to limit 

spreading of coronavirus. Interviews were held between 21.4.-8.5.2020 and in total nine 

interviews were held: five company representatives and four university representatives. 

All interviewees represent organizations belonging to the connected stakeholders, 

having perspectives from the company – university cooperation and development 

projects. All interviews were performed by both researchers via Zoom online meeting 

tool, which is rather easy to use and reliable in functioning without technical difficulties. 

Only one of the interviewees experienced problems in logging into Zoom and that 

interview was conducted via Microsoft Teams. Length of an interview was approximately 

from 45 to 60 minutes. Interviews were conducted without video connection and thus it 

was not possible to observe the person answering questions but some observation and 

remarks were done from the person’s voice, the way of talking and behaving online. All 

the interviewees appeared calm and relaxed and they answered all the questions. 

However, it was noticed that some of the interviewees had quite limited English 
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vocabulary and thus these persons could maybe have given more informative and 

versatile answers if their interviews would have been conducted in Finnish. Two 

interviews were held in Finnish, due to the request from the interviewees, and these were 

performed by the Finnish researcher. Furthermore, all interviews were recorded and 

interviewees were informed about the recording. Interviews were semi-structured, so 

questions were prepared in advance. List of interview questions can be found from 

Appendix 2. The basic interview structure contained five sections: background 

information from the interviewee; cooperation with Topinpuisto; user’s main objectives 

and motivations; user’s pain points concerning the cooperation and last; the learning 

platform, as to what is considered most suitable for such platform to be functional for 

them. Basic structure for the interviews was the same for company and university 

representatives but questions were slightly modified to target the user group and 

highlight issues from their perspective.  

Data from interviews was organized and analyzed with the help of content analysis. 

Content analysis is a method to systematically transform a large amount of text into a 

highly organized and compact summary of key results. Transcribed interview texts are 

often common starting point for qualitative content analysis. In the process it is important 

to interpret the answers and to recognize main themes and categories but not to lose the 

core meaning of the data. (Erlingsson & Brysiewicz 2017, 94-95.) The researchers 

transcribed all interview answers and gathered them into one table. Data was organized 

and grouped under each question and simplified in a way that the essential content from 

the answer was inserted in to the table. Finally, simplified answers were analyzed and 

grouped by the main themes of the interviews. The main themes are cooperation, 

communication and giving resources to projects; objectives and motivation for 

cooperation; challenges and pain points in the cooperation as well as aspects on the 

learning platform.  

Users’ views are essential when an organization wishes to improve its services. The 

users are the ones who desire services and are the best people to explain their 

experience at different touch points. The interview sessions with the companies and the 

representatives of the research and development unit in Turku University of Applied 

Sciences gave more insights to the fact that all collaborators desire to have a better 

Topinpuisto. A Topinpuisto that can contribute to the wellness of the region through its 

activities and a more engaging learning platform. The following sub-chapters present the 

main findings and aspects gained with the interviews. 
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Cooperation, communication and giving resources to projects 

Interview insights concerning the status of Topinpuisto cooperation, communication, 

amount of projects done or project possibilities are presented in Figure 13, where blue 

boxes are company answers and purple ones from university representatives.  

 

Figure 13. Current experience and communication with Topinpuisto. 

Companies perceived there is a strong cooperation to develop business and build the 

circular economy network in the Topinpuisto area. The company representatives valued 

cooperation in the network and it was considered as important, but still there were 

opinions that some companies could engage fully in the cooperation and not be part of 

the network only for the brand value of it. Current ways of communication showed that 

there was a preference to communicate within the established contacts and traditional 

ways of communication have been enough. Topinpuisto was seen active in 

communicating and organizing events in the network but some felt that communication 

could be improved, both the amount and coordination of it. The experience concerning 

student project cooperation varied; some companies had no or only little experience with 

student projects while others had done several projects, mainly thesis and internships. 

University lecturers experiences about the current cooperation were good, they were 

satisfied that projects had been meaningful and offered real life cases for students. 

Obviously, they had experience in several project types, varying from research projects 

and thesis to innovation camps and research hatcheries. Cooperation had worked well 

and they preferred to communicate through existing contacts, with regular face-to-face 
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or online meetings or via e-mail, phone and chat. They had not had specific contact 

persons from companies, apart from company contact persons related to projects. In 

addition, the university representatives thought that developing more systematic way for 

assigning projects was a good idea.  

The researchers also wanted to find out how many projects companies could have in the 

future and how much resources they would be able to arrange for projects. In general, 

the companies could not say any exact numbers how many projects they could give 

during a year but they were open to the project possibility and foresaw good opportunities 

to have several projects in a year. Concerning resources, the general understanding 

among respondents was that resources will be available as long as the project has a 

clear target and it is both important and beneficial for all parties. 

Objectives and motivation for cooperation 

Different aspects for objectives and motivation for cooperation are presented in Figure 

14. The interviews showed that companies saw the cooperation with Topinpuisto as an 

avenue for cross business cooperation, through which they can share good practices, 

develop common things, market their own company products but also to increase 

environmental awareness. More companies are welcome to join the network and join the 

physical area of Topinpuisto. Topinpuisto network companies were seen as common 

ground for research with great possibilities and ideas for growing business and through 

cooperation, there was a wish to move circular economy to the next level and develop 

sustainable business models. Students were seen as future resources, already being 

circular economy professionals. University representatives pursued cooperation with 

Topinpuisto because on one hand they wanted to prepare students for working life by 

offering them real life cases whereas on the other hand they wanted to ensure the 

company growth, help companies to flourish and strengthen regional business activities. 
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Figure 14. Objectives and motivation for cooperation. 

Company representatives’ expectations concerning cooperation focused at more active 

communication among stakeholders, participation to the network and towards sales and 

product marketing as well as more efficient usage of material resources. In addition, 

regarding student cooperation the expectation was that projects should have clear 

targets, timetable and responsibilities, in order to avoid wasting of time and resources. 

University representatives expected activeness and information sharing about present 

and future project needs. They perceived that long-term cooperation would be the way 

to ensure future project development and through the cooperation, companies would 

gain new insights and ideas from student works. Companies expected students to bring 

fresh ideas, add innovations and creation of new concepts in their business. In addition, 

they were expected to bravely challenge themselves with the projects, bring out their 

opinions and ask many questions. School expectations towards students was to put 
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theoretical knowledge in use in practical cases and companies saw the benefit of putting 

the research on paper.   

When thinking of the value and most beneficial factors of the cooperation, companies 

wished that the physical area of Topinpuisto could display companies’ activities where 

visitors can actually feel and view the technologies involved in waste management. This 

was also seen as a marketing strategy where Topinpuisto was the strategic link for all 

stakeholders in the circular economy hub, through which environmental knowledge and 

sustainability awareness can be widened. Companies in the network shared good 

actions to contribute to the society, and through cooperation, it was seen possible to take 

the circular economy to the next level and solve environmental issues. Cooperation was 

seen as a possibility to enlarge business and product network whereas university 

cooperation provided an opportunity to build future education on the region. In addition, 

Topinpuisto was considered as a place to grow professionals that can offer future 

employees to companies. Universities valued Topinpuisto cooperation since the circular 

economy hub provides access to several cooperation possibilities and a chance to gain 

new and fresh insights on circular economy themes by providing various learning 

opportunities and practical project opportunities. Students also have the opportunity to 

build networks and possibly be employed by the companies in the future. In addition, 

cooperation was valued as it is a way to gain revenue for universities. 

Challenges and pain points in the cooperation 

Different aspects of challenges and pain points in the cooperation are presented in 

Figure 15. The company interviewees felt that there are special challenges in having a 

common view for developing Topinpuisto and getting the physical land area ready. 

Topinpuisto could make different technologies more visible and build physical demos for 

people to see. Companies recognized differing views in the willingness to invest money 

on Topinpuisto or participation in solving practical issues. Cooperation was felt too slow 

and arranging timetables difficult. Regarding student project cooperation, the company 

interviewees raised up a fear of wasted time and resources for projects with uncertain 

results, managing time and resources for example for project supervision as well as lack 

of collaboration tools for the convenient communication during projects. University 

interviewees felt that Topinpuisto cooperation relies too much on one department and 

thus they should interact more with other Research and Development units as more 
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potentials and studies are realized that way. In addition, the learning platform should be 

marketed via different channels, for example in social media, different company events, 

by using connections to public organizations and head of business of municipalities or to 

Finland Proper entrepreneur organization. Promoting learning environment was seen 

crucial since if there is no awareness, the companies are not aware of the services of 

Topinpuisto. Other development areas to Topinpuisto according to university 

interviewees were lack of company contact persons in projects, alignment of project 

development work with school schedules and inflexibility of project schedules. The 

current problem was receiving too many ad hoc project needs, with no flexibility. 

Additionally, information on websites should be checked that it is clearly presented and 

easy to find. Companies wished that school products could be presented on the website. 

 

Figure 15. Challenges in cooperation. 
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When evaluating the cooperation with companies, the respondents saw that companies 

should specifically focus on planning the project needs and avoid ad hoc project requests 

with tight schedules. It was hoped that the learning platform site could put a stop to the 

adhoc way of working and projects would be planned in a more focused and 

straightforward way. The companies should participate in project creation and be active 

in producing projects. It was highlighted that projects topics or ideas could already be 

presented to schools already in the idea phase and research topics could be transferred 

to the next level of circular economy research, away from material research to a more 

holistic approach. Continuous feedback to students was also seen important. The 

companies, for their part, saw that schools could also share their plans with companies 

and elaborate more the different types of school products and their content. In addition, 

schools and teachers should ensure preparing their students for working life and that 

student’s skills and abilities match with project demand. 

Aspects on the learning platform 

User aspects on the learning environment are presented on Figure 16. When asked how 

different project assignments should be matched, the respondents’ views varied but 

mutual views were found on both sides. Some of the interviewees, both from companies 

and the university, felt that best way would be to have regular face-to-face meetings with 

Topinpuisto contact persons. Others, for one’s part, felt that having an avenue to request 

projects assignments or displaying available projects and contact information on the 

platform would be convenient. Some company representatives felt that projects could be 

agreed directly between companies and schools and university representatives felt that 

longer cooperation, where projects could be built on one another, would be ideal.   

On improving the Topinpuisto learning platform and regarding important information 

available when assigning projects, users wished that projects should have clear targets, 

scope and goals so all parties would know what to expect. This way schools and 

companies would be able to harmonize problems and find ways of solving them easily 

on the platform before the actual work starts. The stakeholders wished to see a site 

where it is easy to connect companies’ ideas with potentials from school. When the 

teams and goals of the companies would for instance be highlighted, schools would be 

able to integrate these ideas in their curriculum for future purposes. It was wished that 

the learning platform could highlight contact persons and timetables of available projects. 
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Figure 16. Aspects on the learning platform. 

Regarding other information that the learning environment should contain, the users had 

various ideas. The platform should promote companies successes, serve as a medium 

to display what the companies are doing and what are the benefits from it, in terms of 

video and demo clips showing companies activities. Successful and completed projects 

should be categorized and presented as case examples and references, and these 

would also further enlighten all as to what results students are able to offer and provide. 

Students themselves could also contribute to the platform by presenting their ideas and 

opinions for business growth and as student projects. Schools could provide information 

about the different research frameworks, such as study visits and innovation camps. 

Their wish was also, that in addition to open projects, companies would post information 

about open vacancies for internships, trainings and thesis work. Companies could also 

think of having so called double projects with students, meaning students would get 

projects about research topics that the company has already researched. This way they 

would diminish the risk of wasting resources or not getting any results but would have 

the possibility to gain even more insights for the topic from the student groups. 
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Furthermore, another insight was to have information about upcoming development 

trends and needed expertise in the future. There could be blog posts and media hit 

showing different outstanding cooperation’s and researches made as that would easily 

encourage new companies and partners wanting to collaborate with Topinpuisto. 

5.2.2 Personas 

Personas help to make groups with similar service needs more understandable. They 

represent an archetype of the service user, should be based on research and represent 

a group of people with shared needs or common behavior patterns. They help to 

understand customer needs and tasks they are doing in the service. (Stickdorn et. al. 

2018, 40-41.) Drafts for personas were created in order to understand which user groups 

the personas represent and what their expectations for the service are. The personas 

were reviewed with the commissioner representative Johanna Liipola on 14.4.2020 to 

get confirmation to the relevance of the created user groups. As personas must be based 

on research results, they were updated and finished with information gained from the 

interviews about the users’ expectations and experiences, pain points and motivations. 

Three personas were created based on the research: a Development Manager from a 

larger company, an entrepreneur with her own company and a university lecturer. They 

are presented in Figure 17, Figure 18 and in Figure 19. Besides presenting the 

archetypes of the users, the personas reflect their motivations and challenges as well as 

their desires towards the learning environment.  

Figure 17 and Figure 18 present the Development manager and the entrepreneur. These 

personas have an essential role in developing their company’s products and services as 

well as in searching new innovations. For them the main motivation for cooperation is 

the possibility to gain fresh views and new opinions to the business but also to strengthen 

the regional circular economy through cooperation. Student projects offer them a 

possibility to hire people already with practical experience from the field. Small 

companies gain from the cooperation as their resources are often more limited but 

cooperation provides them extra resources. Challenges show that companies often do 

not have time to plan appropriate projects for students or they might not have needed 

resources to address the project. They also do not know what to expect from universities, 

students or the project results and thus they can be hesitant towards the cooperation.  
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Figure 17. Persona 1, Development manager. 

 

Figure 18. Persona 2, Entrepreneur. 
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Figure 19 presents the third persona, a lecturer. The main motivation for lecturers is on 

one hand to prepare students for working life but on the other hand to help the companies 

in the region to flourish. For educational institutions, it is important to offer students 

possibilities to work in real-life projects and develop their skills while applying their 

theoretical knowledge in to practice. Goal for the projects is to be able to offer practical 

solutions or new ways of doing business. The main challenges for lecturers are that the 

project needs often come as ad hoc and with too tight or unrealistic schedules. The 

project focus or goals might also be unclear and it may be difficult to match project needs 

with relevant courses. In addition, project cooperation might be challenging if the 

companies do not have time or resources to allocate for the projects or to provide 

guidance to students. 

 

Figure 19. Persona 3, Lecturer. 

All the personas show that used communication methods currently are e-mail, phone or 

face-to-face meetings. Their expectations towards the learning platform demonstrate 

that company customers would use it for leaving project assignments, searching contact 

information and information about reference projects as well as sharing company 

achievements. Entrepreneurs would also be interested in available projects requests 
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from schools. Teachers for one’s part would desire to use it to establish project needs, 

search information about available projects as well as to search contact information. 

5.2.3 Customer journey map 

Customer journey map visualizes the experience of a person over time and can be used 

to describe the whole end-to-end process of a service. Maps are made from customer 

point of view and they help to describe all the key steps in the process also the ones 

when customer is not interacting directly with the company. As journey map contains all 

the stages and steps in the customer journey, they can be used to identify customer 

moods and the pain points, successes or opportunities in the process and can be used 

to develop the process. (Stickdorn et. al. 2018, 43-47.) 

Two customer journey maps were created for the project: one to represent the company 

customers’ journey with a need to collaborate in new fields of research and benefit from 

university cooperation, and the other to represent the university lecturers’ customer 

journey contacting Topinpuisto on a possibility for project work. The maps were created 

alongside with the interviews, and insights from the interviews were used to recognize 

all the steps in the process, customer’s emotions and the main challenges. This helped 

to build the customer journey on the research data. The maps were created by using a 

template, which was modified to suite the purpose of the customer journeys. In addition, 

the customer journey maps were reviewed with the commissioner representative 

Johanna Liipola on 28.4.2020. Visualizing customer journeys helped in understanding 

the customer experience, the needs and the emotions of the users regarding the current 

service. They also helped in identifying bottlenecks in the present process and coming 

up with improvement areas from the point of view of the customers that could be adapted 

to the learning platform. 

Customer journey map for company customer is presented in Figure 20 and Figure 21. 

The customer journey is divided in two pictures, representing different phases of the 

journey. Figure 20 contains the first steps of the journey from information phase to 

agreeing on assignments. Here the company recognizes project need, contacts 

Topinpuisto and discusses with them about the project need and possible projects. Later 

on the company is contacted by the school representative and project cooperation is 

agreed. The emotional journey demonstrates a slight shift from positive to neutral but 

this may vary depending how easily and efficiently the process goes and an agreement 
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is made with an educational institution. E-mail, phone and face-to-face conversations are 

most common communication methods. The pain points demonstrate that lack of time is 

evident and thus the companies may not have time to formulate project frame and goals 

or set resources. Whereas Topinpuisto personnel might not have time to work with the 

project idea and help the company. The companies do not have direct contacts with 

schools and they have no visibility to the process between Topinpuisto and schools. 

Possible solutions contain enabling direct contacts between companies and educational 

institutions, which would reduce possibility for errors and make the process quicker. 

When agreeing contract, possible pain points are that the project scope is not clear or 

the timetable is too tight. Schools may not be able to start within the schedule what the 

company wants. To avoid these problems, the companies could contact schools as early 

as possible, even when the project idea is not clear. By establishing dialogue as early as 

possible, schools could adapt projects to their schedules and companies would get more 

information what the schools can offer and how the project need could be accomplished.  
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Figure 20. Customer journey for companies: information and assignment phases.  

Figure 21 contains project phase and finishing projects. Project phase contains signing 

contract with school, start of student project and students performing the project for the 

company. Finishing projects contains project closure with school or Topinpuisto and 

giving feedback to participants. Emotions on the journey vary and most negative 

emotions can be experienced on the project phase, due to the uncertainty how the 

project will fulfill the company expectations. E-mail and phone remain as the main 

communication methods in all phases and this also creates some pain points. For 

example, currently there is no convenient way of signing the project contract online, but 

documents are scanned and sent via e-mail. In addition, there is no collaboration 
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platform where project communication could be directed but e-mail is used. Besides 

communication tools, unclear issues and pain points were also found in project scope, 

goals, roles as well as in resources to guide students or in project closure and feedback 

sessions. It was noticed that common ways or a framework to run the projects could help 

the practical execution. For example there could be regular online meetings to go through 

unclear issues and check the project progress and status. Also, joint session to go 

through project results and to give feedback would bring structure to project work.  

 

Figure 21. Customer journey map for companies, project phases. 

Customer journey for lecturers is presented in Figure 22 , Figure 23 and Figure 24. 

Figures 22 and 23 contain the first two phases of the customer journey: information 

phase and agreeing on assignments. In information phase it is characteristic that the 
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school representative gathers information about needed student projects, then contacts 

Topinpuisto and follows up on the request. Here traditional communication methods, 

phone and e-mail, are used. Agreeing on assignments contains several steps, which 

involve discussions both with Topinpuisto representatives and the company 

representatives until a project agreement is made. The emotional journey can vary, 

depending on how long it takes to establish contact with Topinpuisto or the companies. 

The biggest pain points in the steps concern information about possible projects as well 

as communication and contacting parties. University lecturers have no visibility to project 

possibilities provided by companies in the Topinpuisto network or no information about 

project needs of companies. Project needs often come as ad hoc and their content might 

be unclear or unrealistic and as a consequence there might not be any students available 

to perform the projects. Furthermore, teachers need to know whom to contact but they 

have no contact information to companies. These issues could be solved with the 

learning platform and the usability of it in sharing project possibilities and contact 

information. Project ideas could be shared well in advance and project topics could be 

brainstormed together with companies so that the course schedules could be met. 

 

Figure 22. Customer journey map for lecturers, information phase. 
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Figure 23. Customer journey map for lecturers, agreeing on assignments. 

Figure 24 presents the project phase and customer steps after finalizing the project. 

These phases contain signing contract, executing the actual project as well as project 

closure, sharing results and feedback. Communication in these phases is mainly done 

via e-mail or skype or face-to-face meetings. Painpoints in these steps relate to actual 

performance of the projects: it might not be clear for students what to do and what is 

wanted from the project. Companies might not have enough resources for the projects 

and students can face difficulties in conducting the projects, one of them being that 

response times from companies might also be long. In tackling these issues, defining the 

project scope, goals and schedules would help students to know what is expected from 

the project. Teachers could support students more in the projects but other means of 

“raising the flag” towards companies might be needed if project goals are not met or the 

communication is not sufficient. Regarding finishing of projects, the practices may vary 

a lot and there might be no feedback from the commissioner to students. For this, 
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structured ways of ending projects could be agreed and joint project closures with 

feedback could be efficient ways of working. 

 

Figure 24. Customer journey for lecturers, project phases.  
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6 IDEATION OF THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 

This chapter focuses on ideating solutions for the learning environment service as well 

as to the actual learning platform. Ideation was done with different methods and it was 

done both by the researchers and by participating internal and connected stakeholders. 

Due to limited research scope and resources, external stakeholders, such as students, 

were not participated in the ideation. Thus, the ideation focused on the aspects of 

companies and educational institutions. The researchers performed value proposition 

canvas and a brainstorming session. With stakeholders, the researchers ideated 

learning environment and brainstormed project categorization in a workshop. Ideation 

phase focused on the aspects gained during the research and aimed to develop and 

regenerate these insights into concrete product ideas desired from the learning platform. 

In the end, all research and ideation results were gathered and analyzed with an affinity 

diagram, resulting two main themes. This chapter presents the ideation tools and 

methods, results gained with ideation as well as the overall results concerning the 

learning environment and what should be considered when designing the new solution. 

6.1 Value proposition canvas 

Value proposition canvas is a tool to view customer motivations in business settings. On 

one hand, it helps to understand better the users’ needs and motivations while on the 

other hand, it helps to think what the company or business can offer to the customers, 

which would help to solve the customer needs. Value proposition canvas is made a 

specific customer segment or a persona in mind and it is divided in two parts: the first 

part is about the users’ needs, pains and gains and the second part is about the pain 

relievers, gain creators and the products or services that the company offers or can offer. 

(Pijl et. al. 2016, 106-110.) 

The user part of value proposition canvas focuses on the jobs that the customer is trying 

to get done and what pains and gains he is experiencing during the process. Jobs to be 

done can for example be functional or social but usually there are basic needs behind 

them. Pains describe what the user is annoyed or troubled by, and what is hindering or 

preventing him to perform his tasks. Gains for one’s part describe what the outcome is 

that the user is expecting, what would make him/her happy or exceed his expectations. 
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It is important to notice that gains are just not opposite of pains but more like hidden 

ambitions that people have. They can have social benefits or functional and financial 

gains. The business part of value proposition canvas focuses on how the company could 

help the user to perform his actions and what would help in releasing the pains or 

achieving the gains. When recognizing what would help in solving the gains and pains, 

it is easier to focus what the product or service should be and how it should work. (Pijl 

et. al. 2016, 106-110.) 

In this research, the value proposition canvas was used to recognize the users’ needs 

and motivations towards the service. The pains and gains were updated based on the 

information and insights gained from the research phase. The expectation was that the 

canvases would help in recognizing what elements are essential in the learning platform 

and what are not. Furthermore, help in building a valid prototype when planning the 

service. The value proposition canvases were prepared after the interviews and they 

were prepared both for company customers and for educational institutions by using an 

existing template from Strategyzer. These canvases are presented in Figure 25 and in 

Figure 26. 

The value proposition canvas for companies 

Figure 25 presents the value proposition canvas for companies. From the insights 

gathered on what is paramount for the companies, it is obvious that their main motivation 

was finding an avenue to present their works to the larger society. Showcasing their 

results to a wider audience was adding value to their work. Engaging students in their 

work would help companies in looking ways of testing innovations and processes or 

developing and optimizing them. The experts in the companies are familiar with the 

practical aspects of their work since it is what they engage in on daily basis but having 

students to perform theoretical analysis or to evaluate latest research information would 

also bring value.  

The analysis showed that companies have a lot to gain when involving themselves in the 

cooperation. It provides strong and reliable networks for future projects since these 

established contacts and network of organizations would offer several possibilities for 

future projects. The participating students would be potential future employees who could 

help in bringing more innovations to the company or getting the right markets for their 

products. Students, for their part, get exposured to the world and a change to strengthen 
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their skills by accomplishing projects to companies. Pains of the collaboration relate to 

lack of time to guide the students, lack of project resources or insufficient communication. 

This, for one’s part, can lead to lack of student commitment or to poor project execution 

by the students, which in turn would realize the company fear of losing time and money.  

 

Figure 25. Value proposition canvas for companies. 

Value proposition map has a side of elements that can relieve pains for the companies. 

The pain relievers are mostly services or actions expected from educational institutions. 

For example, for the companies to maximize the opportunities embedded in the 

relationship, teachers would need to ensure efficient communication and collaboration 

tools, student commitment to the projects as well as to ensure proper project monitoring 

and supervision. Responsibilities of parties should be clearly defined and monitored and 

the companies should also ensure they have right personnel in the project. With effective 

communication, it is easy to prepare the school curriculum to accommodate company’s 

needs, thereby creating effective synergy in achieving the aim of collaboration. The 

learning platform, for one’s part should reflect defining project framework and agreeing 

on project scope, resources and schedules as well as specifying responsibilities. These 

would create value for companies, when executing project cooperation. 

Several factors were found to create gains for the companies. One of such is that it would 

provide large cross border network, companies would be able to integrate efforts in 

different perspectives and one company’s waste could be turned another company’s raw 
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materials. Another gain would be an avenue to provide visibility for achievements, on the 

part of all stakeholders, be it students, schools or other companies. Providing an avenue 

to share achievements and strengthening the network and sharing contact information 

are such where Topinpuisto should focus on and try to incorporate to the learning 

platform as these are valued by company customers. 

The value proposition canvas for educational institutions 

Figure 26 presents the value proposition canvas for educational institutions. The insights 

demonstrated that educational institutions aim to find and match projects for students 

and search companies who allow real life projects for students. The main issue for 

university lecturers was to find appropriate projects that fit to the curriculum of the studies 

and provide students possibility to exercise and develop their skills and get working life 

experience. Besides offering possibilities for students, the educational institutions also 

support and enable development of regional companies  as student cooperation offers 

companies a cost-efficient way to do research and development or develop their 

products and services. Pains of the collaboration relate to finding relevant projects with 

realistic scope and timetable or being able to plan the projects in advance and according 

to course schedules. In addition, companies should prioritize projects that they would 

have time or resources to guide students.  

 

Figure 26. Value proposition canvas for educational institutions. 
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When thinking the value proposition for learning environments regarding educational 

institutions, the identified pain relievers focus mostly on agreeing on the projects and 

communication with companies. Educational institutions would benefit from getting the 

information about project needs as early as possible and even better would be if projects 

could be planned according to school semester. Regarding project agreement, it would 

be essential to agree on clear goals, responsibilities and timetables for projects. 

Responsibilities include statements what is expected both from the companies and from 

the schools. Towards the learning environment, solutions like possibility to announce 

project needs, year clock to brainstorm projects with companies or defining basic 

structures for projects would benefit educational institutions. Time management would 

become easier for teachers and they could plan courses in advance, instead of the ad 

hoc surprises. In the learning environment, expectations from all stakeholders would be 

clear and timetable is easily set for completion. 

Gain creators for educational institutions relate strongly to the jobs they are trying to 

perform: enabling student projects and supporting regional companies. Learning 

environment would make visible an increased network of educational institutions and 

companies. Easy access to the network would help in making contacts and possibly help 

companies to contact educational institutions directly. Promoting university collaboration 

and bringing the done work visible would benefit both universities and companies as well 

as enable displaying already done projects as references. Thus, in order to help 

university users, essential for Topinpuisto would be to ensure a well-functioning project 

assignment framework as well as to focus on participating many stakeholders on the 

platform and to have a structured way of working with them to ensure that new project 

topics are created on a regular basis. 

6.2 Learning platform ideation with stakeholders 

An ideation workshop with stakeholders was planned to be held on 19.5.2020. During 

the interviews, the researchers had asked the willingness of the interviewees to 

participate in the workshop. All initially agreed and the schedule was set to meet the 

participants’ availability. However, on 19.5.2020, only two stakeholders joined the 

session and due to lack of participants, the workshop was postponed. Despite 

cancellation of the workshop, the researchers decided to empathize with the service 

users and conducted the prepared workshop tasks. This exercise was done on 
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22.5.2020 and the goal was to set in the position of the users and brainstorm user 

insights for the learning platform. Description of this brainstorming and the results can 

be found from Appendix 3. The results were included in the analysis of all research 

results.  

An ideation workshop with key stakeholders took place on 3.6.2020. It was held as an 

online workshop via Zoom and Mural was used as a platform for people to share ideas 

and post their thoughts and proposals. The workshop had seven participants covering 

internal and connected stakeholders, both companies and educational institutions as 

well as the commissioner. The participants’ expectations from the workshop were for 

example to hear point of views and share perspectives, cooperate and share information 

as well as to get to hear how other companies experience the learning platform. The 

planned workshop time was two hours and the researchers had prepared two main topics 

for the workshop session. The first topic was about project brief central areas and what 

information is needed in order to have a successful project between companies and 

universities. The second topic was about project categories planned to be used for the 

learning platform to categorize both already done projects and upcoming projects. The 

goal was to ideate how projects could be categorized in a way that serves all the 

stakeholders. Overall goal for the workshop was to gather aspects and aspirations from 

stakeholders, which could be used in designing the learning platform. 

6.2.1 Task 1: Project assignments and student projects 

First topic of the workshop concentrated on agreeing project assignments and question 

set to workshop participants was: How can we make successful student projects, which 

A) bring value and results to companies, B) exposure students to real life cases and 

problem solving and C) advance circular economy and create innovations? The chosen 

method for this theme was Disney method as it is suitable for exploring ideas and allows 

the team to discuss an issue from four different approaches. In addition, it involves 

parallel thinking to analyze a problem as well as to generate and evaluate ideas, and it 

provides workable solutions. (Curedale 2013, 322.) Due to limited time, the researchers’ 

prepared three aspects to be discussed and these were the dreamers view, the realist 

view and the critics view. The assumption was that these aspects would evaluate the 

topic from all relevant points of view and bring out the most essential elements from a 
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project assignment as well as the challenges. Results of this exercise are presented in 

Figure 27, Figure 28 and in Figure 29. 

Dreamers view focused on visioning everything that is possible and stakeholders were 

asked to write down their desires and visions from the cooperation, without a need to 

concentrate on possible restrictions or limitations. The brainstorming provided results 

concerning awareness of Topinpuisto learning platform and willingness to join the 

network; contact information and communication; project topics and assignments; good 

students in the project; project cooperation; project results and finally new innovations 

and goal for business continuity. The results are presented more in detail in Figure 27. 

 

Figure 27. Dreamers view for cooperation and student projects. 

General vision regarding awareness of Topinpuisto learning platform service and 

companies willingness to join the network, was that all universities in the area would 

know that Topinpuisto is a great companion to learn about circular economy; that 

companies in Topinpuisto would utilize the resources and knowledge of the universities; 

and that the network would be open and innovative to take generated ideas further. 

Contact information and communication highlighted the need of both parties to contact 

each other easily. Ideally, there would be a clear process for contacting parties and 

collaboration would be easy and untroubled to start. Projects or assignments should be 

practical and bring new innovations and value to the companies or side products of the 
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projects could be made as valuable products in cooperation with competitors. In addition, 

new development ideas could be tested at projects with students, there would be a 

treasure map of possible topics available and there would be a standardized way to 

introduce new issue or a project. Projects would have capable and motivated students 

who could benefit from the knowledge of research organizations as companies would 

have time to develop with students. Project results and new innovations would aim in 

having multiple pilots implemented in Topinpuisto annually together with companies and 

educational institutions. These pilots would strengthen business continuity and at the 

same time cooperation would create new circular economy professionals.  

Realist view focused on reflecting the dreamers view and to be more realistic towards 

what kind of resources would be needed for optimal cooperation and project 

implementation or what kind of information needs to be agreed. The results reflect on 

agreeing project scope and purpose; contact information and responsibilities; project 

work and taking ownership for a project as well as sharing project results and future 

collaboration. These results are more in detail in Figure 28.  

 

Figure 28. Realist view for cooperation and student projects. 

Agreeing on project scope and purpose was raised as a topic that needs attention. The 

topic raised several very concrete aspects such as agreeing project form, schedule, 

expenses and expectations towards the project. It was seen important that all parties 

would understand what the companies expect from the project and that companies would 

know what type of project work is free of charge and what kind of work requires payment 
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transactions. The companies also brought up a point that they often cooperate with 

several universities and research organizations so they desire flexibility of educational 

structures, which would enable cross-border projects, exceeding the faculty borders. 

Regarding contact information and responsibilities, the stakeholders commented that 

communication channels should be clear to everyone and that having one contact person 

in each project group, who is familiar with all participants, would help the communication. 

Aspects towards project work and taking ownership for a project highlighted 

responsibility, strong will and trustworthiness as key factors for project success. As time 

and resources are always limiting factors at companies, this requires prioritization of 

projects and amount of resources needed for projects should neither be underestimated. 

Critics view made stakeholders to look at the contradictions of the vision and realism and 

to point out improvement area, obstacles or risks concerning the cooperation. This view 

generated most comments and results are visible in Figure 29. The stakeholder 

comments could be grouped in eight categories, which are: project categorization and 

assignments; collaboration and communication; project process and starting the project; 

practical issues and safety; sharing project results; continuity for new topics; widening 

the cooperation with other schools and showcasing already done projects. 

 

Figure 29. Critics view for cooperation and student projects. 
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Project creation, project work as well as communication and collaboration are categories, 

which already had been discussed in the previous views. The critics view raised 

concerns that assignments can be too loose, too big, too hard to understand, not suitable 

for student work or same research was done over and over again. Starting the project 

was seen too slow and companies were not aware of the costs of the project. Bad 

communication was recognized from all parties and it was stated that contact persons 

were hard to reach or clear contacts were not existing – this concerned both the 

companies and student groups. Several risks concerning project results were raised and 

main concerns were that the quality of results was uncertain or too low for any useful 

purpose or that there would be no results at all. However, lack of time in companies to 

guide the students was seen problematic as it correlates with the probability of reaching 

results in the project – if students do not get any help or advice from the companies, they 

are less likely to reach good results. Another concern was that results would not be taken 

forward or that the project would be forgotten after presenting the results.  

The first assignment was ended with a closure discussion where gathered aspects were 

reviewed and discussed. As a summary from the assignment it was concluded that 

communication is important – both when agreeing a project and during the project. The 

learning platform should support this for example by supporting concept for agreeing 

projects and presenting contact points between companies and educational institutions 

via the platform. Another important aspect was having an understanding of project 

possibilities and dynamics. The topic touches resources and the discussion focused on 

how projects could be done as independent studies in the educational institutions or 

without a need to bind company resources. Furthermore, one topic was how to reach an 

understanding on the scope of the project or how big assignments could be given for 

students. Project support to students was also raised as a concern, which should be 

taken into account to ensure that students want to do projects within circular economy.  

6.2.2 Task 2: Project categorization 

The second topic in the workshop was about providing project categorization, under 

which projects could be categorized in the future. The proposal for project categorization 

was prepared based on the already done research projects for Topinpuisto, which is 

presented in chapter 2.3. Topinpuisto had done some further work with the project 

categorization and elaborated under each category which research topics the category 
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could contain or what type of problems could be researched in each category. This 

detailed categorization is presented in Figure 30 and was used for task 2. 

 

Figure 30. Detailed project categorization. 

The chosen method for task 2 was six thinking hats, as it is suitable for exploring ideas 

but it also helps a design team to understand the effects of decisions from different 

viewpoints. The basic viewpoints are facts, desires and emotion, judgement, logical 

positive, creativity and alternatives as well as overview or process control. (Curedale 

2013, 354.) Due to limited time, this method was also modified and only few hats were 

selected: the first aspect looked the categories from positive view and asked what are 

the benefits of the categorization and how does it serve the organization. The second 

aspect focused on the criticality and improvements by asking what are the drawbacks of 

these categories, what is missing and what alternatives there are. The assumption was 

that these aspects would bring out the most essential aspects from the categorization 

and thus answer the question if the categorization is usable and beneficial from the 

perspective of the stakeholders. The results of the task are presented in Figure 31.  

 

Figure 31. Benefits and drawbacks of project categorization. 



76 

TURKU UNIVERSITY OF APPLIED SCIENCES THESIS | Oluwaseun Orisakwe & Marianne Taponen 

Concerning benefits of categorization, the stakeholders recognized that categorization 

would give an overview of project possibilities and support development of project ideas. 

Categories would help to plan possible project topics and give ideas about available 

topics. Outsiders would easily see what Topinpuisto research and development work is 

about and categorization would demonstrate that circular economy is not only material 

research but offers other possibilities as well. Furthermore, it was seen that 

categorization would bring structure to circular economy research and help in matching 

project assignments. The stakeholders saw that the proposed categories fell well under 

the responsibilities of their own research and development units and thus would help in 

matching assignments and providing correct mentors for projects. When considering 

drawbacks of the categorization, the stakeholders pointed out that the categories should 

not be too restricting as there could be topics that would be suitable for two or more 

categories. In addition, they pointed out that general business related topics, such as 

human resources, public relations, law or information technology, were missing from the 

categorization.  

6.3 Summarizing results 

Analyzing all gathered data from the insight and ideation phases was done with an affinity 

diagram. Affinity diagram can be used to organize a large quantity of information by 

grouping them by natural relationships or themes. Organizing data helps to tame 

complexity, understand essential elements, and identify connections in the data and to 

create hierarchies. It also helps to identify themes and what factors needs to be focused 

on so that most value from the customer’s perspective is created. (Weprin 2016.) The 

goal was to gather and group all the results in clear categories so that these could be 

used as a basis for prototyping and developing the service. Based on the analysis, the 

data was grouped under two themes: the first representing project cooperation and 

executing projects and the second representing the learning platform. Results of the 

analysis are presented in this chapter and prototyping was built based on these findings.  

6.3.1 Project cooperation and executing projects 

Results related to project cooperation between companies, schools and Topinpuisto as 

well as improvement ideas for executing projects are presented in Figure 32. The results 
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are divided in three categories: agreeing projects, project procedure and ensuring 

continuous flow for projects.  

 

Figure 32. Project management improvements. 

Results concerning project agreement highlight the need to agree project scope and 

provide a project plan, which should state the goals, scope, timetable, resources, 

possible costs and contact information of the project team members. In addition, school 

course and project goals should be aligned along with aligning the project schedules. 

Responsibilities should be defined to all parties – students, teachers and the company 

representatives. Concerning students, universities should ensure that project level is 

according to their study level and skills, and they should also ensure that students are 

committed and motivated to the project. By agreeing the projects scope and content 

already in an early phase and as accurate as possible, the project has good starting point 

to succeed and to meet the expectations of all parties. 

During project execution phase, it would be essential to ensure needed resources from 

all parties for the project and ensure access to needed resources for students. There 

should be an agreed framework for running projects and continuous following of project 

execution to ensure that project scope and goals are met and that the project timetable 

and milestones are in line with each other. This generates also a possibility to flag 

projects if they are not meeting the goals. Continuous information sharing and 

constructive feedback support project execution for their part. A joint session to go 
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through project results and having structured ways for ending projects as well as sharing 

feedback provide a good framework to ensure that all parties are involved, they know 

how the results are processed and delivered, and that all parties have the possibility to 

share if their expectations were met. Engaging companies in the projects is essential, as 

it is a way to safeguard success of the projects and tackle the fear that they would waste 

time and resources to student projects with uncertain results. 

Apart from project processing and procedure, an important element in the project 

cooperation and circular economy learning environment is also to ensure continuous flow 

of projects to keep up the value of circular economy learning environment for all 

stakeholders. Essential aspects of a functioning learning environment would be to keep 

all stakeholders involved and active, encourage cross-business projects and support 

innovations. Project ideas should be shared in an early phase and a good way to align 

company projects with school schedules would be to keep project topic ideation 

workshops with companies according to a set plan or a year clock. After each project, 

further development ideas should be gathered and stored in the platform for future 

purposes and to have a storage of project ideas waiting to be executed. Yet, marketing 

the learning environment remains crucial in growing the network and integrating more 

and more companies operating in the circular economy. 

6.3.2 Learning platform 

Results related to the learning platform are presented in Figure 33 and divided in four 

categories: purpose; assignment creation and project categories; user actions as well as 

future visions or other content. The current learning environment is an internet site 

presented in chapter 5.1.2. It was stated that the platform does not contain much 

information about the purpose of the service or how to engage it. Topinpuisto wishes to 

develop their learning platform and these results propose aspects or changes provided 

by users to be considered to the new learning platform.  
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Figure 33. Learning platform elements. 

Concerning the purpose of the learning platform, it should be emphasized that it is for a 

systematic way of assigning projects and a direct communication channel between 

companies and schools, also providing easy access to information for all stakeholders. 

The platform should aim to participate several companies and educational institutions, 

through which the circular economy network can be strengthened. With regard to project 

assignments, a functionality to leave project assignments is a must have. This would 

help in establishing direct contacts between companies and schools and provide visibility 

to project needs. Furthermore, it would help the administrative work of Topinpuisto in 

trying to match assignments and agree on project work. Announcing project need would 

be very convenient for educational institutions but entrepreneurs or small companies 

would also benefit from this. Project scope, goals, schedule and possible costs should 

be announced already when leaving an assignment, likewise to sharing expected 

outcome and results. These would help to scope the project and ensure that it is 

resourced with adequate students as well as to ensure that the project gains actual 

results that the company can use. The platform should contain already defined business 

categories for projects, which could work as frameworks for development, bring structure 

to the site but also help in planning projects or indicating results. However, categories 

should not be too restricting but an option for example for general business related topics 

should exist. Categories would be used on the learning platform to group already done 

projects and reference cases. This would make it easier for the user to find information 
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from the site and focus on the area that the user is interested in. These elements would 

help users to create and announce project ideas with some structure, which would make 

it easier for the schools to match projects and to know to which project ideas they could 

provide help or to which department the project could be placed. 

Apart from leaving project ideas or announcing project needs, the research 

demonstrated other actions that the users would like to perform on the platform. Basic 

functions would be to search contact information or information about available projects. 

Users could share their own contact information and list project ideas or topics, which 

are not yet developed in to concrete project needs but something they see potential for 

further investigation. Benchmarking results also addressed that availability of contact 

information is more beneficial than a mere contact form. Company customers would like 

to share their achievements via the platform and use it as a channel to market their 

accomplishments and investments for better future and circular economy. They also 

could share open vacancies they have for internships, trainings and thesis work. 

University representatives could present the school project types and guidelines for 

different student works and what could be expected from them. This would help 

companies to understand what type of projects could be done and how large projects 

could be offered. During different projects, project members could promote project work 

with videos, demos or blog posts, to demonstrate cooperation and activities done in the 

field of circular economy. This was also very typical for other sites in the circular economy 

field providing cooperation with different stakeholders. In addition, past and successfully 

done projects should be shared in the learning platform as case examples and 

references for other people. Seeing concrete results received with student projects would 

work as an attraction to other companies to join the network and an encouragement for 

similar cooperation.  

Future vision or other content provided in the platform considers the visual look and 

usability of the learning platform. The site should have a simple layout where different 

user groups are taken into account and it is easy for them to find information of their 

interest. In order to improve the usability for example processes or assignment 

information could be presented in a visual form. Regarding future visions, the platform 

could be a “stock” of possible project needs/topics that stakeholders could review. There 

could be a bank for future projects, meaning ideas discovered in student projects to take 

the circular economy research one step further from the basic material research. 

Topinpuisto could use the learning platform to highlight the future development trends 
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and needed expertise in the field of circular economy in the future. Specific research 

topic prospects could be promoted and highlighted already in advance, in order to 

awaken interest. Students could and should be participated on the learning platform and 

they could leave their ideas and opinions for business growth or projects topics that they 

could perform. After all, the essentials of the learning platform would be to gather all 

stakeholders from the circular economy field to this environment and bring them together 

in a way that would generate both discussion and development projects. This would 

advance circular economy field to flourish, generate something new and help in using 

the planet resources in a sustainable way. 
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7 DESIGN OF THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 

The objective for this research was to examine the current Topinpuisto learning 

environment and user needs, and based on these, to develop the learning environment 

service. This chapter presents designing of the learning environment and developed 

prototypes. Prototyping was done in two parts: first concentrating on organizational 

improvements and second concentrating on the learning platform. Prototyping was 

based on research results and conclusions and it included few scheduled meetings with 

the commissioner representative Johanna Liipola, in order for the researchers to discuss 

if the presented designs were in line with the thinking of the organization.  

7.1 Organizational improvements 

Topinpuisto stakeholders desire a learning environment that could bring more 

innovations both in the companies and in the universities. The growing interest in 

university-companies relationship is based on collaborative research that can be a 

source of innovation and is critical to product development. In as much as this is desired, 

certain performance indicators are critical to successful collaboration, for instance, the 

amount of resources allocated by partners to collaboration; efficiency of collaboration 

management and clearly defined roles; as well as a number of company innovations 

resulting from collaboration with a university and new strategic partnerships. (Albats et. 

al. 2017.) 

Organizational improvements focused on improving the backend processes and 

organizational operations of Topinpuisto. Goals of prototype building were to improve 

effectiveness of project cooperation and project work as well as to strengthen activities 

around Topinpuisto learning environment so that the stakeholder network could be 

strengthened. First, the researchers built a service blueprint, which took the user actions 

as a basis of the service and then considered the organizational activities around it. 

Second step was to build an organizational year clock for Topinpuisto so that by following 

the plan Topinpuisto could expand the circular economy network.  
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7.1.1 Service blueprint for Topinpuisto learning environment 

Based on all insights gathered from users as well as analyzing the results, a service 

blueprint was built for Topinpuisto, to demonstrate the operation of learning environment 

in the future. This is presented in Figure 34. Service blueprint is a key tool researchers 

can use to redesign an existing pattern in which a particular system works. It is used to 

describe and get an overview of the frontstage and backstage employee processes as 

well as support processes. It describes the production process and provides information 

about the teams and roles participating in the service production as well as the systems, 

physical evidences, responsibilities and ways of working. These processes are linked to 

the customer experience and thus service blueprint can provide information to which 

steps the organization should focus on their activities. (Stickdorn et. al. 2018, 53.) By 

gathering user experiences and using that information to build a service blueprint for the 

learning environment, variety of important elements was brought up and these can be 

used to improve the service to function more optimally. 

 

Figure 34. Service blueprint for Topinpuisto learning environment. 

The service blueprint contains a combined customer journey to both company customers 

and universities as well as the onstage and backstage actions for Topinpuisto personnel, 

with a description of their responsibilities. The learning environment service was divided 

in four stages: the information phase, agreeing on assignments, project phase and 
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finishing projects. Presently, at the information stage, all stakeholders usually just contact 

known persons either in the company or in schools to deliberate and find out if there 

would be any cooperation possibilities. In the new service model, the physical contact 

point would henceforth be the learning platform. The learning platform is a website open 

to all companies on circular economy matters. It is a working tool for schools and 

companies in agreeing and assigning tasks effortlessly. On the platform, it is easy to find 

different project ideas, timetables, schedules, contact information and project cost if they 

are applicable, for a reasonable session or time. This will eliminate the ad hoc form in 

which projects come, it will also enable teachers build project contents into course 

outlines, and this will allow easy synergy when company and course goals are aligned. 

Topinpuisto major line of visibility is to promote the platform to the existing and new 

stakeholders, telling about the advantages that lie in engaging in the platform. This is 

achievable through participating in different company events where Topinpuisto 

representative could share some project success and probably show some demos to 

sensitize intending participants and give ideas of works that are doable. Presenting 

blogposts and newsletters or sharing information in social media would be other ways of 

marketing the learning platform. Topinpuisto presently organizes workshops to enhance 

cooperation, more of those workshops would still be ongoing so that participants can 

ideate more often and share project ideas. This would ensure that project planning would 

be aligned with university schedules and thus ensure the best situation for getting 

resources and projects successfully done. They should however ensure that project 

ideas are shared in the learning platform and that project agreements are matched with 

companies.   

During the project phase, once a contact is established, the objective, scope and goals 

of the project are defined and responsibilities agreed, both parties can sign the contract. 

In all cooperation cases, Topinpuisto should be informed about the cooperation. 

Otherwise, there is no need for Topinpuisto to participate in the project but just to be 

informed about the project schedule, execution and realization of project goals. Active 

communication has been a major problem in this kind of cooperation, it is expected that 

the learning platform can bridge the gap where all partners are connected online 

regularly to co-develop themes and gain new insights from the works done by students. 

In addition, information exchange and constructive feedback is essential to attaining 

these goals. 
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At the finishing phase, there would be presentation of project result and sharing 

conclusions in a joint session with all project members. Project results could contain 

blogs, videos or demos about the research and development process and these could 

be published on the learning environment as references and case examples. Project 

ending would contain final delivery of the project report as well as evaluation and closing 

of the project. Topinpuisto representatives, once again, should be informed about the 

project results. Topinpuisto should coordinate that results of finished projects are 

presented at the learning platform, in the form of news, videos or blogposts. This is 

essential as it helps in gathering a library for the future research topics and ensures that 

further development ideas from the projects are stored for future purposes. This will 

eventually form an information pool and reference point for the existing and future users. 

The active part for Topinpuisto would be to promote the future research and vision of 

circular economy – through which the circular economy network is further strengthened.   

7.1.2 Year clock for the Topinpuisto organization 

After constructing the service blueprint, all the tasks related to learning environment to 

be managed by Topinpuisto organization were gathered and visualized in to a year clock. 

This is presented in Figure 35. Purpose of an organizational year clock is to support the 

Topinpuisto organization in performing needed actions whereas visual interpretation of 

the tasks keeps them easy to remember. When organizations have improvements plans 

and are not sensitive to articulate such plans, the risk is that plans are non-actualized. 

Year clock gives a general view of expectations and actions, which help Topinpuisto in 

achieving its aims. The year clock aims to help in maintaining focus, eliminating ad hoc 

projects and time contstraints in executing projects if the guidelines are followed. (Hope 

et. al. 2011.) 
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Figure 35. Year clock for the Topinpuisto organization. 

The year clock has three levels of actions, representing platform management, 

workshops and learning environment promotion. Purpose of the learning platform 

management is to promote learning platform and project cooperation. Tasks contain 

project coordination of available and ongoing projects; coordinating content to the 

platform by creating or asking for newsletters, blogposts, videos, reference cases or 

reports from finished projects; as well as maintaining future development ideas. This is 

continuous job, which should take place at least bi-monthly, and is coordinated together 

with project contact persons, students or company representatives. Related to learning 

platform management, it is recommended that all stakeholders would hold a planning 

day or a retreat twice a year. The first could take place in January to consolidate plans 

and the second in August to see progress, review feedback and make amendments 

where necessary. The stakeholders consist of circular economy companies and 

organizations, both existing companies who already are partners with Topinpuisto and 

new companies who are aspiring to tap into the resources, as well as university teachers. 

Purpose of planning days would be to brainstorm and innovate project topics with 

companies and schools as well as to plan the coming year as what comes to upcoming 

courses and project needs. This would support both the work of teachers in planning the 
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upcoming curriculum and companies in planning their development projects, where 

student resources could be applied. 

The second level of action is workshops, which aim to problem solving or brainstorming 

ideas related to a specific topic or project category. It could be held quarterly and with 

relevant stakeholders that are connected to the workshop topic. Specified topic and 

targeted participants would allow good relationships and collaboration amongst 

stakeholders and intending partners. One of the advantages of such workshops is the 

opportunity for all stakeholders to think about the future issues and make considerations 

in this regard. The basic theme is long-term thinking, identifying problems that are worth 

taking a longer perspective with or discussing future circular economy development 

trends or needed expertise in the future. Learning platform promotion, for one’s part, 

aims to expand the cooperation to other companies as well as to strengthen the 

educational network. In order to achieve these goals, Topinpuisto should participate in 

regional entrepreneurship cooperation and participate in organizational events where it 

would have possibility to market the learning environment and promote it to other 

companies, municipal actors or other actors in the circular economy field. Strengthening 

the educational network would happen by contacting educational institutions or schools 

that are not yet part of the network, educating them about the cooperation and 

negotiating further cooperation. These activities could be scheduled to happen twice a 

quarter, which would be often enough to keep up with the activities related to achieving 

the goal but rarely enough so that these actions would not burden the organization.  

7.2 Learning platform prototype 

A good learning platform creates value to stakeholders, although stakeholders’ values 

and objectives can differ in most cases when collaborating with an orientation of creating 

new ideas and knowledge on the side of the school and profit orientation for companies. 

Balancing these values determines the success of collaborations. (Albats et. al. 2017.) 

The aim of the project was to improve Topinpuisto learning platform and to develop an 

effective and efficient visual user interface for the learning platform, which would help 

users to efficiently match assignments and collaborate in the platform. Prototyping of 

learning platform was also done in two phases: First, building a moodboard and second, 

building an actual visualized prototype of the learning platform. This is presented in the 
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following chapters. All prototype pictures are presented in a larger size in Appendix 4 

and the renewed prototype pictures are presented in Appendix 5. 

7.2.1 Moodboard of the learning platform 

As there were a lot of ideas and user aspects related to the learning platform, planning 

the prototyping was started with creating a moodboard. Moodboards are used in the 

inspirational phase of the design process, before the product takes its shape or official 

form. It is used to define the first guidelines of the product and the designer can use it as 

a tool to inspire the creative process. In moodboards designers can adapt both the 

information gathered during the research process and the lifestyle, ambiance as well as 

the atmosphere that the product will reflect. Moodboards represent the product style and 

they are used to bring concept from the imaginary to the tangible, before constructing 

the formal representation of the product. (Rieuf et. al. 2017, 44.) The moodboard for 

Topinpuisto learning platform is presented in Figure 36 and it was created to visualize 

the content and ideas what could be placed on the platform. It reflects the input given by 

users and the aspects that are important to them but it also incorporates visions of 

Topinpuisto from a circular economy network that is a showcase to the world and can 

present the way where circular economy cooperation should be taken. In the center of 

the picture is an idea of the learning platform and the central elements what it could 

contain. These are new assignments, exploring achievements, vacancies and project 

topics, reference cases, contact information and future visions. Pictures around the 

moodboard reflect the nature of project work between students and companies as well 

as the larger meaning of the Topinpuisto learning environment in development of circular 

economy and how it aims to help in developing circular economy or creating new 

business opportunities in the field of circular economy.  
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Figure 36. Moodboard of the learning platform. 

Moodboards are used for example in the advertising industry and they can be used to 

develop concepts and communicate ideas to other people, informing the overall 

impression or result that the designer is aiming for (Pimlott-Wilson 2012). In this 

research, the moodboard was also shared with the commissioner and discussed on 

30.6.2020. In the discussion, the researchers got confirmation that the ideas about 

planning and designing the learning platform were in line with the commissioner, and 

they also gained insights of the expectations that the commissioner had towards the 

prototyping.  

7.2.2 Learning platform visualization 

Building the platform prototype started with gathering all the relevant research results 

together, organizing the data and planning how the information would be organized in 

the platform. Designing the prototype started from deciding what would be the main 

elements or blocks of information and what each of these would contain. The approach 

or chosen design strategy was to create a prototype, which would look like the actual 

learning platform. It was agreed with the commissioner that the look and feel of 

Topinpuisto internet site would be used for the prototype so that would set the main 

theme, colors and components of the page. Otherwise, information and aspects gathered 
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during benchmarking were used in planning the prototype and all details concerning 

usability of the page were reviewed again. Service design process focused the research 

very much around the user aspect and needs and this user centered design was kept in 

the focus also when designing the prototype. In developing websites, the user 

experience and usability of sites has an important role. User centered design should 

evaluate if the site gives value to the user, if the user finds the site simple to use and 

navigate and if the user actually enjoys using the site. (Interaction Design Foundation 

2020.) All these perspectives were kept in mind while building visualization of the 

prototype. First visualizations of the prototype were sketches, which formed a wireframe 

for the learning platform and the actual visualization was built based on these. Figure 37 

presents sketches of the prototype. 

 

Figure 37. Learning platform sketches. 

Usability of learning platforms depend on the perceived value and on the part of the 

users, perceived value is recognized as a factor of content, especially on the landing 

pages. Users can easily get attracted to a platform when information displayed on lading 

pages is informative and could already add value to the readers. Good landing pages 

should explain a product or service offering as well as emphasize its values. However, 

overcrowding information can be a disadvantage. (Dvir & Gafni 2018.) Landing page for 
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the Topinpuisto learning platform prototype is presented in Figure 38. The page was built 

around six blocks, which represent the most essential elements of the learning 

environment reflecting both the user needs and themes emphasized in the theory. The 

main blocks are circular economy project work; contact information; new assignments or 

project needs; news and collaboration; available projects as well as future circular 

economy. In addition, the page contains statistics about the amount of projects and 

stakeholders involved in the learning environment. The idea is to show the amount of 

open and done projects as well as number of companies, educational institutions and 

students involved in the cooperation. The following chapters’ present visualizations of 

the main blocks and information gathered under each section. Overall, the layout of the 

prototype was kept simple so that the pages would not be overloaded with information 

but users would easily find the information they are looking for and would be able to 

navigate through the site easily. 

 

Figure 38. Learning platform landing page. 

Circular economy project work 

Circular economy project work explains the purpose and goals of the project cooperation 

and provides basic information for all stakeholders – companies, educational institutions 

and students. This is the main block highlighting the service offering and emphasizing its 

values. Idea is that stakeholders would easily find all essential information about the 
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project cooperation under this title. The cooperation process would be presented in visual 

form and under separate headings stakeholders would find information essential 

especially to them. This type of approach tackles one problem experienced during 

benchmarking that it was difficult to find information targeted for different users. During 

the research process it also became evident that companies would like to have more 

information about the school products and the learning platform is a good place to 

present this. Thus, under information for companies, it would be optimal to provide 

information about different project types as well as practical details about projects. 

Visualizations of these are presented in Figure 39 and in Figure 40. Similar basic 

information should be presented to schools and students so that it would be easy to find 

how to engage into Topinpuisto learning environment and the cooperation. 

 

Figure 39. Circular economy project work. 
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Figure 40. Information for companies. 

As the Topinpuisto learning environment aims to systematically develop circular 

economy research and innovations, the circular economy themes and project 

categorization were applied to the platform. These are presented in Figure 41 and in 

Figure 42. Project categorization for Topinpuisto was prepared based on the already 

done student research projects and stakeholders also saw the categorization suitable for 

the current research purposes, helping to bring structure to project grouping under 

certain circular economy themes. Categorization was reviewed during ideation workshop 

and as a result the prototype has five categories: sustainability and new business 

models; leadership and future concepts; technologies and material research; waste 

management as well as other business development. The last category was added 

based on feedback received from internal and connected stakeholders in the ideation 

workshop and it can be used for topics, which do not directly fall under circular economy 

themes but are relevant for developing organizations. Circular economy themes, for 

one’s part, bring the global level approaches as part of the learning platform. As 

explained in the theory, circular economy has been divided under five themes, which 

represent circular economy options and business models. These models are applied on 

the global level and in Finland, Sitra has adopted these. Thus, the learning platform 

presents as well products as a service, sharing platform, resource efficiency and 

recycling, product life extension as well as renewability. Introduction of these themes 
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may help stakeholders in adopting new possibilities or in finding new business options. 

In addition, research and project topics can also be ideated based on these themes.  

 

Figure 41. Project categories. 

 

Figure 42. Circular economy themes. 
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Contact information 

Contact information section is presented in Figure 43. When entering the section, the 

visitor would immediately see contact details for Topinpuisto personnel: name, phone 

number and e-mail so that contacting the responsible party would be as easy as possible. 

Benchmarking showed that presenting contact person information is widely applied and 

thus this approach is recommended. Furthermore, from the user perspective, having 

direct contact person information available is convenient. As Topinpuisto learning 

environment consists of stakeholder network, it would be important to include this contact 

information as part of the learning platform and present contact details for network 

companies and educational institutions. Because maintaining contact information can be 

time consuming and challenging, the platform could contain links to the corresponding 

company or school sites. The contact form, through which representatives could leave a 

contact requests, was also left to the prototype. 

 

Figure 43. Contact information. 

New assignments or project needs 

New assignments and project needs is presented in Figure 44. This block forms one of 

the most relevant parts, which helps Topinpuisto organization in their service delivery 

and enables more efficient assignment creation and matching. Purpose of the block is to 
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enable access for stakeholders to create project assignments if they have commissions 

to offer. Furthermore, stakeholders could also announce project needs under this block. 

For example, educational institutions could announce project commissions for students 

via the platform. Managing assignments would be possible for registered users.  

  

Figure 44. New assignments or project needs. 

The forms for creating project assignments or project needs were also drafted for the 

prototype and these are presented in Figure 45. As the research results show, 

stakeholders felt important that enough information would be shared already from the 

beginning of the project and this point was taken into consideration when creating the 

forms. Both forms contain basic information regarding project, such as stakeholder 

name, contact person information, project description, project schedule as well as 

number or project participants. In addition, some additional information is needed such 

as expectations from the project, required skills from students, level of supervision or 

information about costs or funding. The stakeholders also have a possibility to share 

attachments with more detailed information about the project. Some information has 

been defined as compulsory and this information is publicly shown. The reason for this 

is to guarantee that all assignments would have minimum amount of information 

available for other stakeholders. Some information was left as optional because 

companies may not know that in the early phase of the assignment and this should not 

stop the process. It was also decided to leave the optional information as hidden so that 

it would be visible only for Topinpuisto personnel. This way the companies or educational 
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institutions could include more accurate information about the project but sharing that 

information would be controlled. Topinpuisto could then share this information to the 

parties that are interested of this specific information.  

 

Figure 45. Project assignment forms. 

Available projects and project needs 

Assignment forms have a direct link to the fourth block on the platform, which was about 

available projects and project needs, presented in Figure 46. This block is important as 

it offers platform users direct visibility to the offering of available projects or project needs. 

Platform users could search or filter available projects based on their needs and 

interests. Students and teachers could search for available projects and companies 

could look what type of projects educational institutions are looking for. Users could also 

filter information based on project type, for example thesis, internships or student 

research work. Each project assignment would contain the same amount of basic 

information given in the assignment form. In addition, stakeholders could directly contact 

each other in case they are interested of a certain project or would have a project to offer. 

As brought up in the year-clock, Topinpuisto would still need to organize and monitor 
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assignments but enabling direct contacting would enable more efficient assignment 

matching between stakeholders and relieve the pressure from Topinpuisto for matching 

assignments. The block would also provide students visibility to project assignments, 

helping them to find interesting work opportunities.  

 

Figure 46. Available projects and project needs. 

News and collaboration 

The fifth block was sews and collaboration and it is presented in Figure 47. The block is 

an essential part of modern and contemporary learning platforms, which should aim to 

participate stakeholders, enable discussions and change of information between 

participants. A central part of the block would be a news section, where project 

participants, company or school representatives or students could share and post news 

related to circular economy project work. Users could create content related to project 

work and results. The block would support several formats and users could post for 

example newsletters, videos or blogposts. Page visitors could search or filter news and 

they could contribute to the content by participating in discussions or leaving their 

thoughts and ideas. Thus the block would enable communication and collaboration 

between circular economy stakeholders and would serve as a forum for sharing ideas or 

perspectives. This means that circular economy knowledge could also be socially built 

by users sharing both expertise and collective experiences.  
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Figure 47. News and collaboration. 

In addition to news section, all the finished projects would be presented under news and 

collaboration block. The page would have a section for project representatives to report 

a finished project. The project representative should also report project type (for example 

thesis, research, innovation), describe shortly the project aims and results and provide a 

link to the project report or results. In this phase, at the latest, the projects would also be 

categorized under Topinpuisto project categorization. After reporting a finished project, 

these would be viewable for the platform users, who could search projects by project 

type or category, project name or by year. These are presented in Figure 48 and in Figure 

49. 
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Figure 48. Finished projects. 

  

Figure 49. Reporting a finished project. 

Future circular economy 

Sixth and last block for the learning platform is about the future circular economy, 

presented in Figure 50. This block was seen essential as circular economy is constantly 

changing and evolving. The theoretical approach demonstrates that there is no one 
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development trend for circular economy but several different paths that keep moving and 

have an influence on the future actions. Thus, the learning platform could be a place 

where awareness of the future and future development trends could be highlighted and 

presented. The platform should present various aspects and have links to articles that 

discuss the future possibilities or needed expertise in the future. In addition, the platform 

could operate as a platform to collect ideas for future project topics. According to the 

nature of modern online platforms, the stakeholders would be able to create and 

contribute to the content by posting and looking for ideas as well as by discussing these 

with other stakeholders. During research, it became evident that almost all projects come 

up with results that could work as future development ideas or research topics, and these 

ideas could be gathered under Topinpuisto platform. Other users could familiarize with 

these topics and they could be worked with other project groups. By allowing discussion 

about global trends and future development, Topinpuisto would contribute to the future 

circular economy by providing information, ideas and perspective about the future needs. 

This, for one’s part, could strengthen cooperation in the circular economy field as well as 

awake awareness and discussion among stakeholders and make them to take further 

steps. 

 

Figure 50. Future circular economy. 

On the whole, the prototype of the learning platform aimed to take the needs of 

stakeholders in to consideration. This was done by gathering user experiences with an 

extensive research and by participating users in the ideation process. These aspects 
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were then incorporated to the learning platform. For Topinpuisto organization, enabling 

assignment matching was an essential element and thus it was crucial that the platform 

would have possibility for creating assignments and for users to look for assignments 

and contact responsible parties directly. In addition, needs of companies and educational 

institutions were considered when creating the project assignment form and having as 

much information as possible already when agreeing about the project, as this was seen 

important for the success of the project. Another goal was to provide adequate amount 

of relevant information for all stakeholders. Especially companies wished more 

information about the project cooperation or school products and this was also enabled. 

Furthermore, the site would offer information about the cooperation also to educational 

institutions and students. Sharing contact information is essential for establishing direct 

contacts between parties or conveniently contacting Topinpuisto. Companies’ motivation 

to showcase their results and achievements were enabled with the news and 

collaboration section, which represents modern collaborative platform. Goal would be to 

share information and results of all projects done within the Topinpuisto circular economy 

network. Information would be more structured and there would be more organized 

approach for categorizing research results and connecting that to the circular economy 

themes and focus areas, considering also the future of circular economy and emerging 

development trends.  

7.2.3 Refining the platform prototype 

After drafting the learning platform prototype, it was presented to the commissioner 

representatives on 27.8.2020. In the meeting each block of the prototype was reviewed 

and discussed allowing the commissioner representatives to give their opinions. Several 

relevant points were made during the meeting, also resulting to changes. For the most 

part, the prototype remained as presented in the previous chapter and for example 

blocks for circular economy project work, contact information, registering project 

assignments or needs and reviewing available projects remained as drafted. Changes 

were made to the news and collaboration block as well as future circular economy block. 

Reasons behind these changes were based on the resources as well as the technical 

and operational readiness of Topinpuisto organization. 

Regarding news and collaboration, it was decided that news section would be merged 

with the main news section on the Topinpuisto internet page. Thus learning environment 
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project work would not have its own news section but these news could be posted under 

other news concerning Topinpuisto. Therefore the only section remaining under news 

and collaboration would be information about finished projects and reporting projects. 

The name of the block was also changed as finished projects. Concerning future circular 

economy maintaining information about the future development trends and needed 

expertise was also seen demanding and there was a need to lighten this section. Instead 

of having an open forum for sharing ideas and discussing about future development 

trends it was seen more beneficial at this point to have a place where stakeholders could 

submit their ideas about development projects, research topics or practices concerning 

Topinpuisto or circular economy. This was modified to the prototype and it is presented 

in Figure 51. It was discussed that Topinpuisto could regularly process these ideas and 

give insights to the ideas they have received or use these as topics or material for 

workshops or stakeholder meetings. This type of approach would serve better the needs 

of Topinpuisto organization and match with their organizational capabilities. 

 

Figure 51. Modified future circular economy block. 
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8 CONCLUSIONS 

This research focused on developing Topinpuisto learning environment and especially 

their learning platform. The aim of the research was to improve the Topinpuisto learning 

platform and its existing backend processes. The research objective was to examine the 

current Topinpuisto service delivery process and needs of users, and based on these 

develop the learning environment service. Goal was to create an effective and efficient 

visual user interface for the learning platform, which would reflect user needs and 

aspirations as well as help users to efficiently collaborate in the platform. Another goal 

was to provide Topinpuisto a structured view for the learning environment service, 

through which they would be able to develop their backend processes. The main 

research question for the thesis was: What kind of a learning platform is suitable for 

Topinpuisto’s stakeholders and helps to improve Topinpuisto processes? That is 

answered further in this chapter. 

Topinpuisto learning environment was researched in the framework of circular economy 

and learning platforms. The research project adopted a double diamond model and was 

divided in four steps: research, insight, ideation and prototyping. Theoretical focus was 

on explaining circular economy from the global level to grassroots and providing an 

outlook for the future. Theory also explained the importance of using educational 

institutions as driving force for circular economy and current trends and features on 

learning platforms. Goals of the research phase were both to discover essentials of the 

Topinpuisto learning environment and to understand how other organizations have built 

similar services. In reaching the first goal, the research phase contained building a 

stakeholder map and doing a desk research of previous student projects. For the latter 

goal a benchmarking of several learning platforms, both from Finland and abroad, was 

done. Insight phase focused on identifying service users and the goal was to understand 

who the service users are, to gather user experiences and to understand the needs and 

expectations of service users. This was done by organizing semi-structured interviews 

and interviewing the main stakeholders – representatives from circular economy network 

companies and universities. Information gathered from the interviews was used to build 

personas and customer journey maps. Ideation phase leaned already towards 

prototyping and goal was to develop both the learning platform as well as Topinpuisto 

back-end processes. This was done with value proposition canvases, brainstorming and 

organizing an ideation workshop with stakeholders. The ideation phase focused on 
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defining what kind of functionalities were needed in the learning platform user interface 

or how learning environment cooperation could be developed in to a more structured 

direction. Prototyping phase focused on designing the service improvements and it 

contained solutions for Topinpuisto organization and the learning platform. A service 

blueprint and a year clock were built for Topinpuisto to demonstrate organizational 

improvements and a new, visual, solution for the learning platform was designed to 

represent a renewed user interface for the learning platform. The learning platform 

design was also reviewed with the commissioner and some changes were applied to the 

design based on the feedback. 

What kind of a learning platform is suitable for Topinpuisto stakeholders and helps to 

improve processes of Topinpuisto? 

Starting point for the research was that the current learning platform is part of Topinpuisto 

web page but contains only introduction text and a contact form through which interested 

stakeholders can contact Topinpuisto. Thus, all the work related to student projects or 

matching assignments was done by Topinpuisto organization. With scarce resources, it 

was demanding to work as an intermediator between companies and educational 

institutions and meet their expectations, and at the same time try to expand the circular 

economy network. Current challenges demonstrated a need to redesign the learning 

platform in a manner that could accommodate more information and be easily accessed 

by all collaborators. 

Companies belonging in the circular economy network and educational institutions 

participating in the project cooperation were identified as the main stakeholders of the 

Topinpuisto learning environment and this research focused on their needs. Circular 

economy students were recognized as stakeholders as well but they were out scoped in 

order to keep the research scope focused. The research demonstrated that these 

stakeholders share some needs regarding the learning platform but they also have 

differing needs. Common needs for all were that the learning platform should provide 

easy access for information for all stakeholders, it should contain basic information 

regarding the learning environment cooperation and provide an overview for 

stakeholders what the project cooperation can offer and in which fields’ cooperation can 

be done. In addition, possibility to announce projects and project needs was found 

relevant, and stakeholders stated that leaving assignments and searching information 

should be easy and straightforward. In general, the platform should contain accurate 

information, which is up to date, and functioning links to other information. Only then, 
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when users can easily find relevant information and proceed with the actions they are 

looking for, the platform serves the needs of the users and provides a pleasant user 

experience.  

Company customers found it essential that the platform would be an avenue through 

which they could present their works to the larger society and share their achievements. 

This was fulfilled through the news and collaboration section, where stakeholders could 

promote project work and share achievements for example with videos, demos or blog 

posts. News could be published at any stage of the project and companies could also 

share information about past projects, case examples or reference cases. Another 

important element for the companies was to find information about the project work and 

its possibilities as well as to agree project scope, goals, schedule, costs or 

responsibilities as early as possible. Through the learning platform, these could now be 

defined already when leaving a project assignment. Agreeing the framework for projects 

as early as possible would help in clarifying the expected outcome and project results.  

Educational institutions, for their part, found it most suitable to share project needs and 

search project possibilities via the learning platform. Their aspiration was that companies 

would share project possibilities as early as possible so that these needs could be 

developed together and universities could respond to the expectations of the companies. 

When companies would share project possibilities or open vacancies for thesis work or 

internship, educational institutions could help students in finding these opportunities. The 

opportunities would benefit both parties – companies would gain resources and business 

development work with small investments and students would gain work experience and 

contacts for future possibilities. Furthermore, educational institutions valued the 

availability of contact information, which would enable direct contacts to companies for 

further discussion and continuation of available projects. 

Regarding Topinpuisto, the research showed that Topinpuisto would benefit from 

systematic way for assigning projects, which the learning platform could offer. Via the 

learning platform Topinpuisto could visualize the project cooperation process and have 

content targeted for different user groups. This way information about the learning 

environment cooperation would be available and easily accessible for all stakeholders, 

which would reduce the need for contacting Topinpuisto and asking for basic information. 

Another important element beneficiary for Topinpuisto would be coordinating project 

assignments via the learning platform. Having a form for assignments would help in 

gathering basic information and details for assignments, which are needed for further 
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planning of the project work. This would create a more structured approach for projects 

and diminish the need for gathering information with sending e-mails. Announcing project 

assignments directly on the learning platform would bring assignment information visible 

for all stakeholders and would enable direct communication between companies and 

schools or companies and students. This would diminish the pressure from Topinpuisto 

organization in matching assignments as all stakeholders could directly access 

information. Topinpuisto could focus on surveillance of project assignments and help in 

matching projects, in cases where assignments are not matched by the parties 

themselves. Furthermore, categorizing student projects would help in creating a more 

systematic approach for project work. Project categories would work as frameworks for 

development, help in planning new projects and indicating results. They would also give 

an overview of the past research and references, and bring structure both to the learning 

environment and categorization of information on the learning platform. 

Another aspect gained from the research was that Topinpuisto should involve 

stakeholders and make them active in planning the work. When Topinpuisto is able to 

gather stakeholders together for example to brainstorm possible project topics or to 

develop further project ideas gathered from finished projects, this would enable 

continuation of project cooperation between companies and educational institutions. 

These stakeholders could individually continue with project topics, without the need of 

Topinpuisto to work as an intermediary party in between. This would further release 

Topinpuisto resources for example for promoting the learning environment and the 

platform or for concentrating on expanding the circular economy network and 

participating more companies or educational institutions in the learning environment.  

Further development 

This research has studied the Topinpuisto learning platform from the perspective of 

selected stakeholders, namely Topinpuisto organization, circular economy network 

companies as well as the educational institutions. The research designed the first version 

of the Topinpuisto learning platform to be implemented. When the platform is developed 

and in use, that will offer several topics for further studies, from which stakeholders or 

companies perception about the learning platform would be a logical continuum for this 

research. Further studies could look into how comfortable companies and educational 

institutions are in using the platform. This would be relevant especially in terms of privacy 
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of the company or having confidence that other companies would not misuse the 

information shared on the learning platform, as it is now an aggregation point for all 

companies.  

Student perspective was limited out from the research and therefore it offers another 

opportunity for further studies. Designing customer journey map for students on the 

learning platform would visualize the process from their perspective and provide 

information about the pain points they experience but also the areas of interest or 

information needed for studies. Further research could also explore students’ 

personalities in terms of their background, personality types, exposure and experiences 

as regards to the usage of the learning platform. Students also have a key role in 

performing the projects for companies and focusing on them would provide information 

about the actual project cooperation and further pain points. All this information could be 

used in developing both the learning environment and the learning platform.  

Development of the learning environment offers topics for further development also 

regarding Topinpuisto organization. This research advised that Topinpuisto could attend 

different types of company events or networks with different actors in order to create 

awareness of the learning environment. It could be studied further that what other 

avenues or channels could be used to promote learning platform or to expand the circular 

economy network. Further research could also examine possibilities how Topinpuisto 

could create revenue via the learning environment and learning platform, and thus 

motivate the organization to continue development of the learning environment. 

Furthermore, another development aspect relates to the future of circular economy and 

the different scenarios the future has. As there is no one clear future for circular economy 

but alternative scenarios, which depend on alternatives selected by different actors, one 

research topic could be to focus on what areas or topics should be focus areas for 

Topinpuisto and if this kind of approach should be pursued by Topinpuisto. This research 

proposed one approach to categorize information and approach circular economy, but 

as the circular economy is evolving, so should Topinpuisto. 
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Organizations reviewed in benchmarking 

Category Organization Site 

Current learning 

environment 

Topinpuisto https://www.topinpuisto.fi/palvelut/oppimisymparis

to/  

Circular Economy Hub Circular Economy 2.0. 

(TUAS) 

https://kiertotalous2.turkuamk.fi/en/front-page-en/ 

Circular Economy Hub Metabolon Leffe  https://www.bavweb.de/-
metabolon/Forschung/Lehre/Forschungs-Camps/  

Circular Economy Hub Vera Park https://verapark.se/hubben/  

Circular Economy Hub Amager Ressource 

Center (ARC) 

https://www.a-r-c.dk/  

Circular Economy Hub Harward University https://green.harvard.edu/ 

Student Matchmaking Y-Kampus Tampere / Y-

makers 

https://y-makers.fi/fi/  

Student Matchmaking Aarresaari https://www.aarresaari.net/yhteystiedot 

University cooperation Korkeakoulukumppani / 

University partner 

https://korkeakoulukumppani.fi/en/home/  

University cooperation Turku University of 

Applied Sciences 

https://www.turkuamk.fi/fi/tyoelamapalvelut/koulu
tukset-ja-palvelut/  

University cooperation University of Turku https://www.utu.fi/fi  

University cooperation Åbo Akademi https://www.abo.fi/fi/tutki-kanssamme/  

University cooperation Humak University of 

Applied Sciences 

https://www.humak.fi/innovaatiopalvelut/  
 

University cooperation Novia University of 

Applied Sciences 

https://www.novia.fi/forskning/fou/  

University cooperation Diaconia University of 

Applied Sciences 

https://www.diak.fi/tyoelamapalvelut/  

University cooperation LUT University https://www.lut.fi/yhteistyo-ja-
palvelut;jsessionid=9ACDF65B5D8AE9F0DD250B666
ED82326.wwwlut1  

University cooperation The Summer University 

of Turku 

https://www.turunkesayliopisto.fi/yrityksille  

University cooperation Aalto University https://www.aalto.fi/en/corporate-collaboration 

University cooperation Tampere University https://www.tuni.fi/fi/palvelut-ja-yhteistyo 
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https://www.bavweb.de/-metabolon/Forschung/Lehre/Forschungs-Camps/
https://verapark.se/hubben/
https://www.a-r-c.dk/
https://green.harvard.edu/
https://y-makers.fi/fi/
https://www.aarresaari.net/yhteystiedot
https://korkeakoulukumppani.fi/en/home/
https://www.turkuamk.fi/fi/tyoelamapalvelut/koulutukset-ja-palvelut/
https://www.turkuamk.fi/fi/tyoelamapalvelut/koulutukset-ja-palvelut/
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https://www.lut.fi/yhteistyo-ja-palvelut;jsessionid=9ACDF65B5D8AE9F0DD250B666ED82326.wwwlut1
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Interview questions 

 

 

 



Appendix 3 

TURKU UNIVERSITY OF APPLIED SCIENCES THESIS | Oluwaseun Orisakwe & Marianne Taponen 

Brainstorming the learning platform 

The researchers executed the workshop tasks in order to empathize with the service 

users and to ideate possible solutions to the learning platform. Brainstorming was done 

25.5.2020, before the stakeholder workshop, and followed the same process and ways 

of working what was applied with the stakeholders. The purpose of the first topic was to 

focus on the information that needs to be agreed when setting project assignments and 

the results are presented in the figures below “Brainstorming results”.  

 

Figure: Brainstorming results, dreamers view. 

The dreamers view produced seven elements or themes that were found important. 

These were: project goals, scope and schedule; expected outcome and results; project 

costs; contact information; needed resources from all parties; student interests, skills and 

expectations towards them; and the amount of support that students need. From these 

topics, the researchers voted most important ones and selected project goals, scope and 

timetable; expected outcome and results as well as student skills and expectations to the 

realist view to be elaborated further.  
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Figure: Brainstorming results, realist view. 

Regarding project scope and schedule, the realist view highlighted the importance of 

agreeing the formal elements of the project and preferably putting these on a paper. 

These included ways of working in the project, goals, timetable, responsibilities, and 

resources needed from the company, contact names and project meetings. It was seen 

that expected outcome and results of the project should include agreeing on ways of 

communicating in the project, supervision of work from both sides, ensuring access to 

resources for students, agreeing on how the project results are delivered as well as 

preparing a list of things to be achieved. Problems that the project may face should be 

envisaged and already prepare solutions for those. Regarding expectations from 

students, the participants should ensure that course goals and schedules are aligned 

with company goals and schedules to ensure student commitment. Schools should also 

ensure that students have needed skills to execute projects.  
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Figure: Brainstorming results, critics view. 

The critics view brought up that possible risks or obstacles might lie in keeping up 

motivation and commitment of students, following scope and goals of the project, 

supporting project work and efficient communication, ensuring cost transparency as well 

as tutoring students and giving them constructive feedback. These possible pitfalls once 

again highlight importance of project goals and responsibilities and commitment to the 

project. In addition, projects should be made with right set of people and all parties should 

find motivation to ensure that project is followed and concluded.  In addition, project 

possibilities and ideas could be shared already in an early phase so that they could be 

processed together. 

The second workshop topic focused on planned project categorization, which would work 

as a framework for already done and upcoming projects. The purpose was to discuss 

the benefits and drawbacks of these categories and the results are presented in the 

figure below “Brainstorming results, task 2”. 
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Figure: Brainstorming results, task 2. 

As benefits and possibilities for the categorization it was seen that categorization 

provides structure and it is easy for all parties to plan project topics in advance. 

Categories can also be applied to several companies, departments and courses; they 

are versatile and already give some indications about the results. Furthermore, it was 

seen that categories give good overview from the past research and present reference 

cases but they give ideas and facilitate further development work. As drawbacks of the 

categorization it was seen that they might restrict creation of projects or project 

participants, they support similar types of projects and might not serve needs of the 

companies or do not match how research is categorized in universities and schools. They 

also might restrict development work and a category is picked only because you have 

to. In these cases, it seems that it would be important to ensure that the categorization 

gives room for cross-category projects, supports innovative thinking and does not rule 

out projects not directly linked to circular economy because these could still provide new 

aspects to the field of circular economy. Thus, categories should not be something that 

guideline or restrict the project creation too much. 
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Learning platform prototype visualization 

 

Landing page 

 

Circular economy project work 
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Information for companies 

 

Project categories 
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Circular economy themes 

 

Contact information 
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New assignment or project need 

 

Project forms 
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News and collaboration 

 

Finished projects 
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Report a finished project 

 

Available projects and project needs 
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Future circular economy 
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Modified learning platform prototype visualization 

 

Modified landing page 

 

Modified news and collaboration block 
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Modified future circular economy block 


