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AB STRA CT

The aim of this article is to describe how and to what extent an institute of 
higher education can support the learners and local actors in taking advantage 
of the new social networking services. The empirical data was collected from 
three educational pilot studies carried out in higher education contexts. 
According to our study, collaborative learning and student-entrepreneur 
cooperation increased the entrepreneur’s social media capabilities and 
empowered students. Capabilities related to networking in virtual space 
proved to be more challenging, calling for a long-lasting cooperation and 
understanding of social networks.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Information technology has an ever-bigger role in everyday life and business. 
It is not only about knowing the technology, but also about knowing the logic 
behind knowledge-based, networked and global information society. The new 
ways of communication improve business productivity and competitiveness 
and open up new markets and business opportunities. In education, social net-
working services facilitate collaborative, interactive, and customized models 
of learning. The development of information society also involves threats such 
as a growing digital divide, diminished privacy and information security, and 
difficulties in adjusting to a new, more technical operating environment. 

In Finland the Internet is most frequently used for communication, informa-
tion searches, and following media. Internet-based social network services 
have become popular very quickly and this trend continues. In the spring of 
2012 fifty per cent of Finns followed at least one social network service as reg-
istered members. Forty four per cent had made online purchases or placed 
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online orders. People also used the Internet to handle matters with authori-
ties and access public services (www. stat.fi.) 

Along with the growing use of information technology in basic education, 
students enter university with higher expectations in terms of the uses of tech-
nology and corresponding pedagogies. The gap between student social media 
capabilities and higher educational practices broadens unless educational 
practices are reformed.

From the small and medium-sized entrepreneurs´ (SME) point of view, the 
ability to use Internet-based social networking services is crucial for the suc-
cess of SMEs. In spite of the growth of social media, most SMEs do not have 
a strategy for the medium. The reasons are obvious: lack of time, skeptical 
attitudes, and lack of skills. At the same time the young people are at ease with 
the modern communication technology and expect to be able to use it while 
learning and in the future workplace. Information technology is changing the 
context in many ways, opening new opportunities as well as threats. At the 
same time, the citizens and organizations are strongly embedded in their own 
communication and sociotechnical communication environments. 

From the pedagogical angle, social media tools offer huge potentials for inter-
active and collaborative learning. Social media provides an innovative and 
open development platform, as well as an opportunity for facilitating interac-
tive and collaborative ways of learning.

Due to the opportunities and challenges social networking services offer to 
both the educational institutions and local actors we found it necessary to 
study:

– To what extent an institute of higher education can support SMEs and 
other local actors to adjust and take advantage of the changes information 
technology introduces?

– How integration of social media into educational practices supports the 
collaborative dimension of authentic learning? 

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Young people’s lives are increasingly mediated by social technologies at 
home, at school, and in the community. Tapscott (2010) has indicated that the 
Net Generation (youth aged 12– 30) considers technology a natural part of 
the social environment. Technology is reshaping the form and functions of 
school, work, and even democracy. This generation is also labeled ‘digital 
natives’ as opposed to those not born into the digital world (digital immi-
grants) (Prensky, 2000, pp.1–2). The digital age students learn differently from 
their predecessors. They are used to searching for and retrieving information 
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from the Internet and call for more hands-on, inquiry-based approaches to 
learning. Young learners are less willing to simply absorb what is put in front 
of them (Barnes & al., 2007). Tapscott (2010) refers to School 2.0 that 
responds to learning styles of the net generation by giving the teachers the 
role of facilitators rather than owners of information and applying social tech-
nologies and collaborative learning methods. Higher education students have 
adapted to the technological revolution, because they have been in contact 
with ICT since their childhood. However, the web-based technologies have 
only recently emerged on educational platforms. 

Ubiquitous computing practically means that we must consider the whole 
society as an open learning environment. Information technology and infor-
mal, lifelong learning is challenging formal vocational education (Glenn, 
2007). Education and learning are conducted in diverse places that are physi-
cal and virtual in nature. Communication capabilities and understanding the 
plurality of places is essential for all actors in a knowledge society and espe-
cially for educational institutions (Brooks, Fuller & Waters, 2012). Innovative 
use of information technology in open digital learning environments can 
empower students and working life representatives. Virtual empowerment in 
education takes place in the trialogical model of searching for information, 
communication in the communities of practices, and knowledge creation in 
connection with Web 2.0 (Oesch, 2007). 

It is not possible to separate global and virtual networks from local practices. 
Places are gradually changing into coded places (Kitchin & Dodge, 2012). 
Ubiquitous Wi-Fi adds a virtual dimension to homes, classrooms, coffee bars 
and so forth. Coffee bars can easily become learning environments or class-
room a Facebook wall according to each individual preference. Hybrid space 
contains affordances (Gibson, 1986) that enable us to work either virtually or 
physically. In education and business we must be aware of these new 
affordances, we need to evaluate these affordances with respect to our objec-
tives and values; we need to have the required competences. Above all we 
should be prepared to design our practices by combining the strengths of both 
physical off-line place and digital on-line space in a flexible and innovative way. 

Information technology has played an important role in transforming busi-
ness and communication. The new social networking services – especially 
social media – have enabled new ways of doing business. They allow compa-
nies to engage in timely and direct end-consumer contact and to add value to 
the customer experience (Durkin & al, 2013, p. 729; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, 
p. 67). In this manner they can empower the customer and the entrepreneur 
for mutual benefit (Durkin & al., 2010, p.730). In comparison with traditional 
communication tools, social media minimise the relationship costs and they 
offer higher levels of efficiency (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, 67). 

The ability to make use of social networking services is not only relevant for 
large multinational companies, but also for SMEs, as well as for nonprofit and 
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governmental agencies (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, 67). For an SME normally 
operating on a local level, the creation and deployment of websites makes it 
possible to reach customers on a global level. At the same time the SME has 
a chance to learn about the customer’s experience, knowledge, vision, and 
preferences, in order to define and sharpen the way in which the SME does 
business. (Durkin & al, 2013, 729). 

Despite perceived benefits, the level of adoption concerning social technolo-
gies and e-commerce by SMEs is low (Durkin & al, 2013, p. 717; Jahanshahi & 
al., 2013, p. 858). This could be a result of barriers and constraints, such as 
poor Internet connections, deficient understanding of social networking serv-
ices, and limited access to in-house expertise.( Jahanshahi & al., 2013,p. 858) In 
the case of Finnish businesses, the principal obstacles for adopting new social 
technologies can be related to attitudes (resistance towards change), structure 
(hierarchical organisation), information security (perceived risks), leadership 
(lack of commitment, lack of information), and technology (e.g. bad connec-
tions). In all mentioned categories the principal hindrance for adopting social 
technologies has to do with lack of knowledge and information (Survey car-
ried out by Association of Finnish Advertisers in 2011, Otala, Pöysti, 2008, pp. 
87–92; Makkonen, 2013, pp. 41–44). Also, the entrepreneurs running a small 
company with scarce resources typically lack time to familiarize themselves 
with the new communication tools (Makkonen, 2013, pp. 41–44).

The relationship between virtual networks and physical place is active and 
dynamic. On-line networks may affect on-line place economically, socially 
and so on. Due to the digital divide, even the same geographical area may 
contain physical or off-line focused social practices and virtual or on-line 
focused social practices (Servaes, 1999). From the perspectives of the local 
actors and regional development, it is important to understand that local SME 
communication capabilities play an important role in this process, as on-line 
space is not only digital maps, but includes all kinds of place-related informa-
tion produced locally or by people far away with no real connections to the 
place or its genius loci. This polarization creates a competence gap, which can 
be diminished by collaborative learning supported by local higher education 
institutions (figure 1).
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Figure 1. Unequally changing communication practices and polarized sociotechnical 
communication environments as a development task for local universities

To proceed from a less advanced communication environment to a more 
advanced sociotechnical communication environment requires advanced 
communication capabilities. Educational institutions are very involved in 
improving communication capabilities, as they are responsible for educating 
new employees, but also for supporting regional learning and development.

According to Rogers (2003), people’s attitudes and motivation regarding a 
new technology is a key element in its diffusion. Rogers’s innovation diffusion 
process theory states that innovation diffusion is a process that occurs over 
time through knowledge, persuasion, decision, implementation, and confir-
mation. The model indicates that the first group of people to use a new prod-
uct is called innovators, followed by “early adopters.” Next come the early and 
late majority, and the last group to adopt a product are called “laggards” (Rog-
ers, 2003).

What does it take to “get in” to the information society and not to be a “lag-
gard”? Communication capabilities are the result of three different factors: 
access, competence, and motivation. The capabilities can exist only when all 
three conditions are satisfied. Possession of the necessary capabilities means 
that you have the equipment, the competence, and the motivation to use 
them (Viherä, 1999). As Universities of Applied Sciences in Finland must par-
take in regional development, information society skills and communication 
capabilities can be studied as embedded in collaborative educational process 
(figure 2).
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Figure 2. Communication capabilities embedded in collaborative educational process

2. METHODS

To answer our research question we used action research (AR), which enables 
us to understand a process of change, where the consequences of series of 
activities are being observed and analyzed (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2003, 193–
194). Design-based research (DBR) could have been a research strategy 
instead of or in addition to AR, since DBR is widely used for studying and 
developing the theory and the practice of education embedded in real world 
context (Collins, Joseph & Bielazyc 2004, p.16; Wang & Hannafin 2005, p. 5). 
DBR is, however, a rather new research strategy and the concept appears 
complex and a bit blurred (Bell, 2004). Collins & al. (2004, p. 19) point out that, 
“Design research is not aimed simply at refining practice. It should also address the-
oretical questions and issues if it is to be.” Action research is based on practical 
problem solving and characterized by future orientation and close collabora-
tion with the research object and the practical problem solving as part of the 
research process (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2010, p.193: Hart and Bond, 1995).

In the educational context, action research involves deciding on a particular 
focus for research, planning to implement one or more activities or interven-
tions, implementing them, observing, and reflecting the outcome and the 
process but also, if necessary, planning another round of activities (Costello 
2003, p.5). Figure 3 shows how the basic action research model is adapted to 
our pilot projects as three series of actions taking place over time. 
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Figure 3. Research model for the piloting, based on action research model (Costello, 
2003, p. 7)

Cycle 1: Basic and unconstrained skills: Technology enhanced learning

Cycle 2: Creative skills: SME development in the Web 2.0 space

Cycle 3: Understanding networks: Virtual Portal – Business Lohja 

The three cycles consisted of three pilot projects carried out at the Laurea 
Lohja Unit between years 2009 and 2012. The pilots followed The pilots fol-
lowed the Learning-By-Developing (LbD) pedagogical approach developed 
by Laurea University of Applied Sciences . The LbD (figure 4) is an innovative 
pedagogical model, which relates to project-based learning in an authentic 
learning environment.

To create a background for using the LbD model, it is worth presenting the 
problem based learning (PBL), which bears resemblance to LbD. PBL is an 
instructional model in which the students learn in teams, through facilitated 
problem solving. It can be defined as a set of learning principles based on 
cognitive, interdisciplinary, and collaborative learning (Hmelo-Silver, 2004, 
p. 235; Vyakarnam al., 2008, p.31). 
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Figure 4 Learning by Development model

According to the principal developer of the LbD model, Katariina Raij (Raij, 
2007, p. 26), the starting point of Learning by Development model is a genu-
ine development project from working life, based on authentic partnerships 
between lecturers, students, and experts from the sector. Study by Taatila 
(2010, pp. 54–55) emphasizes the LbD model efficiency compared to the tra-
ditional classroom and textbook teaching methods. In the LbD model, learn-
ing is not restricted by the limitations of the curriculum, textbook, or exercise 
book. Instead, students complete a large proportion of their studies in real-life 
workplace development projects. LbD requires students to undertake 
projects, which originate from work life, with the aim of producing new 
ideas, practices, and solutions to existing problems. Phenomena and prob-
lems of work life and working places are examined with a research-orientated 
approach. The LbD model helps develop student abilities and to adapt to the 
challenges and opportunities in entrepreneurship. It is focused on compe-
tences and by applying LbD, Laurea can ensure that the students are capable 
of “doing things”; applying the theoretical knowledge rather than just domi-
nating the theory itself (Raij 2013, p. 15).

Like in case of PBL, the LbD model implies a change in the role of the teacher 
who acts as a facilitator and learning partner, rather that the owner of the 
information. The role and the level of involvement of the teacher depend on 
the project characteristics. The roles may include being a pedagogue, regional 
developer, and/or a researcher and developer (Raij 2013, 10, pp.13–14). In the 
LbD model learning can be considered a tool to facilitate the achievement of 
the desired competences. (Taatila & Raij 2012, p. 840).

When comparing the LbD model with PBL there are certain differences, 
which justify the use of LbD in our case. Both models strive to break away 
from an artificial world of learning via textbooks and traditional lectures and 
are based on experiential learning theories. According to international assess-
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ments in 2007 and in 2009, the Lbd model is more pragmatic and client-ori-
ented. The application of authentic situations is at the heart of the LbD 
model. Also, PBL is based on real world problems. PBL centers on curricu-
lum, whereas LbD focuses on learning outcomes and is more student-cen-
tered. Also, in comparison with PBL, LbD has a stronger focus on research 
and development, with a broad concept of partnership and network (Raij, 
2013, 15–16, Vyakarnam & al. 2008, pp. 30–33). The pilot projects of this study 
are good examples of the use of LbD, which at Laurea has established itself as 
a function in practice rather than solely a theory.

3. DESCRIPTION AND ANALYSIS OF THE THREE CYCLES

The data collected and analyzed relates to various courses on e-Business, Cus-
tomer Relationship Management, and Business Basics, conducted in Laurea 
UAS Lohja Unit between years 2009 and 2012. The learners are bachelor stu-
dents of business management. The objectives of the courses are described in 
the following:

– Business Basics (5 ECTS): The student understands the various dimen-
sions and functions of entrepreneurship and business management and 
how to establish a company. 

– e-Business (5 ECTS): The student understands the business opportunities 
of digitalization, especially for marketing and is capable of introducing a 
social media content strategy for a SME. This course formed part of a 
PLUG-IN-project, to be introduced in the context of Cycle 2.

– Customer Relationship Management (5 ECTS): The student understands 
the new dimensions of the company-customer relationship (co-creation, 
collaborative consumption, sharing economy, crowdsourcing) and applies 
them for CRM stressing the customer experience.

The courses were developed during 6 semesters with the participation of alto-
gether 80 students and about 50 local SMEs. The data of this research was col-
lected as part of Laurea’s quality assessment system as well as from the stu-
dent learning diaries kept in the form of blogs. 

The cycles are presented in the following and then evaluated by SWOT analysis, 
which is a structured method for evaluating the strengths, weaknesses, oppor-
tunities, and threats of a project or business venture. SWOT analysis is a popular 
tool due to its simplicity and clarity. However, it lacks hierarchy and causality 
among the strengths and weaknesses (Coman & Ronen, 2009,p. 5677). 

The three cycles were built in accordance with the hierarchical structures of 
communication capabilities according to Viherä (2012, p. 48).
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3.1. CYCLE 1: TECHNOLOGY ENHANCED LEARNING – BASIC AND 
UNCONSTRAINED SKILLS

Born roughly between 1980–99, the Laurea Lohja bachelor students represent 
the “Digital Natives”, whereas the university lecturers typically fall in the cat-
egory: “Digital immigrants”, as they were mostly born before 1980 (Bennet 
et al., 2008, 776; Romero et al., 2011).

According to previous studies there are differences in the ways young people 
use digital technologies inside and outside the formal context of education. It 
may imply that the role of technology depends on the context; whether it is 
being used at home or for studying purposes (Bennet et al. 2008, p. 775). 
Although familiar with digital technologies, the university students do not 
expect them to be used in teaching (Bennet et al., 2008). In the high school 
they have conformed to fairly traditional pedagogies and rather humble inter-
action in class. To get some background information about the diffusion of 
social media among bachelor students, we made an inquiry at Laurea Lohja 
(n= 55 bachelor students).

According to the study, over half of the students know YouTube, IRC-galleria, 
Facebook, internet forums, wikis, blogs, Messenger, and email (figure 5).

Figure 5 Student use of Social Media, year 2010

Pilot 1 Basic and unconstrained skills (online banking, emailing, blogs, wikis, etc.)

Pilot 2 Creative skills (applying information technology to achieve strategic objecti-
ves)

Pilot 3 Understanding virtual networks, their influence and possibilities (virtual 
networks and virtual physical dynamics
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We have been testing different social media tools in the learning context since 
2008. The piloting has comprised the following tools /learning environments: 
Google Drive, Wiki Platform, Twitter, blogs and Second Life virtual world 
(table 1).

Wiki Platform: Wiki is a website that allows users to generate, mix, and edit 
content within a shared and openly accessible digital space. In comparison 
with the internal learning platforms (e.g. Optima and Moodle), there are 
more possibilities to modify the visual presentation in a wiki and it is very user 
friendly. The first wiki-pilot was carried out in the Customer Relationship 
Management course, during which a group of students were asked to write 
an article about customer relationship management in a networked society. 
To gain background information the students interviewed three CRM 
experts. After that the students edited the content together. The wiki was 
found easy and convenient to use from the beginning. It was easy for the stu-
dents to edit the structure of the article and their own text, but they hesitated 
when it came to editing the text of their friends. Thus, despite its ease of use, 
collaborative writing requires a lot of trust, commitment, motivation, and 
encouragement. (Kivelä, Marstio, 2009, p.128.)

Google Drive: Google Drive is a personal cloud storage service for digital con-
tent with a possibility for sharing and coediting the content online. Some stu-
dents prefer to use Google Drive for joint writing instead of a wiki. In com-
parison to a wiki platform, the Google Drive has fewer possibilities for 
bringing in data in different formats. The students have preferred to use 
Google Drive if they have used it before and are thus familiar with it.

Twitter: Twitter is an online micro blogging and networking service that ena-
bles its users to send and receive short messages (up to 140 characters). It has 
been used as a background channel during a lecture. The student can use it to 
comment the contents of the lecture, to ask questions or to post a link rele-
vant to the topic disused. In another course, a twitter account was used to 
share links relevant to the topic of the course.

TA B L E  1.  SO CI A L M ED I A TE C H N O L OG Y U S ED  DU R IN G P IL OT  O N E

SOC I AL MEDIA 
T EC H N OL O GY

P I L O T  1 :  T E C H N O L O G Y  EN H A N C E D  L EA R N IN G .

Wiki Platform During the courses on “Customer Relationship Marketing” Pbwiki.com was used for joint writing

Google Drive During the courses on e-Business Google Drive was used by some students for joint writing instead 
of wikis.

Twitter Twitter was used background channel during lectures related to e-Business.

Blogger In all courses related to eBusiness the students kept learning diary in form of a blog.

Second Life Laurea has built a learning environment in the Second Life virtual world including interactive exerci-
ses on entrepreneurship. As part of the course on Business Basics the learning took mostly place in 
Second Life – in an island designed and owned by Laurea Lohja. 
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Blogging: In several businesses management courses the students were asked 
to keep a learning diary in form of a blog in order to write down their reflec-
tions related to the contents and learning environments of the course.

Second Life: Second Life (SL) is a virtual social world based on a free client pro-
gramme. It enables its users to interact with each other through avatars. The 
technical aspects and usability are the major challenges for using SL. Laurea 
Lohja has created a learning environment in SL, a virtual island. Laurea has 
used Second Life for two purposes:

– as a learning environment: the Lohja island contains different interactive 
learning paths for the 1st year bachelor students (Business Basics course; 
entrepreneurship, Internet commerce, functions of a company).

– to learn the business models of virtual worlds: the students do “guided 
tours” in SL visiting companies and organizations present there. The 
objective is to observe how different products and services are projected in 
SL and what kind of business models and marketing tools are used there.

In the first pilot we wanted to build a bridge between the communication 
practices in spare time and related to education. We understood that there 
was unused potential in social media, which should be introduced and inte-
grated into education. So the students were introduced to the various social 
media tools. Some of them were familiar to them, such as Facebook and the 
various Google applications, especially YouTube. Nevertheless, the use of 
these tools for formal learning purposes, as well as in business contexts was 
new to them.

The process started with the natural reservation and fear towards new things, 
which were overcome by the curiosity of trying out something new. This 
became evident from the students’ blogs, which were used as learning diaries 
during the courses. The hesitant students were mostly questioning the useful-
ness of the new tools in comparison with the actual ones already in use (face-
to-face teaching, email and Optima- electronic learning platform used by Lau-
rea). They questioned most the use of Second Life.

The introduction of the tools broke the routine of a typical lecture delivery, 
which in many cases implied more interaction, networking, and better com-
munication during the courses. At the same time the lecturers had to put in 
extra effort in learning to use the new tools, modifying the lecture contents as 
well as the assignments. However, the most significant change and also a chal-
lenge for the lecturer was to re-think the learning process and to adapt a role 
of a facilitator rather than the person who has the knowledge and the right 
answers. The information is to be found with a couple of clicks. The first pilot 
is evaluated in table 2. 
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3.2. CYCLE 2: SME DEVELOPMENT IN THE WEB 2.0 SPACE
– CREATIVE SKILLS

Laurea Lohja has been encouraging the local SMEs to apply social technolo-
gies for business development and better competitiveness, since 2009, by 
inviting the companies to learn together with the students. After some exper-
iments the concept took form as a PLUG-IN project (2009 – 2011). PLUG-IN 
sought to help the SMEs benefit from existing social technology on a strategic 
level as well as on their daily business activities. At the same time it offered the 
students an authentic learning environment, mingling them with actual and 
future entrepreneurs. The project was liaised with e-commerce courses, 
involving workshops with intensive student-entrepreneur cooperation.

At the beginning of each course, the students made an analysis of the current 
/planned marketing approach and channels of the participating companies. 
The current web presence was mapped. The following hands-on workshops 
were designed on the basis of the needs of the participating companies.

Focus was on the different user-friendly social media applications, such as 
Facebook, LinkedIn, blogging, wiki-platform, Twitter, and social bookmarks. 
Also, Search Engine Optimization, design of web pages and webstore man-
agement were covered in almost all courses. In the workshops the apprentice-
journeyman model was turned upside down: The role of the students was to 
counsel and encourage the entrepreneurs to try new and free web-based tools 
for marketing and business development purposes.

TA BL E 2  EVALU AT ION OF T H E FIRS T P IL OT :  TE C H NO LO G Y E N H A NC ED L E A R NING  

– B A S IC AN D UN CO NS T RAIN E D SK ILL S

STRENG THS WEAK N ES SES

– Applications are easy to use (wikis)
– Students' capability to apply Web 2.0 tools for le-

arning purposes
– Creativity, entertainment, collaboration, visuali-

zation, fantasy, functionality and networking
– Applications provide added value from pedagogi-

cal point of view
– The interactiveness of these tools gives a new di-

mension to distance learning

– Calls for a change of perception towards teaching and learning; 
teacher’s role as facilitator rather than the owner of knowledge

– Students are not yet used to applying their social media related 
abilities for formal learning purposes

 
– Technical challenges and limitations (e.g. virtual worlds)
– Requires motivation and encouragement

OP PORTU N IT IE S THREATS

– The social media tools offer a huge potential
for interactive and collaborative learning (knowled-

ge sharing, knowledge creation, networking)
– A possibility to access a multicultural learning en-

vironment (virtual worlds)

– Web 2.0 may be only a technological solution
– May support technological determinism if it is seen as a substitu-

tion for face to face learning (not complement)
– The tool may become an end itself at cost of the substance
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While learning together with the entrepreneurs the students had a chance to 
peek into the everyday life of a business and to learn about different fields of 
business. The students kept a learning diary in the form of individual blogs. 
A virtual community (Ning) was established to serve as an open learning 
environment, containing the learning material, related, blogs, videos and pic-
tures. This community brought the students to the same virtual space as local 
entrepreneurs, Laurea staff, and several social media experts from all over Fin-
land (who also joined the community).

As a result of each course, the students elaborated a social media entry strat-
egy for each entrepreneur. On each course, the presentation of the tailored 
strategies always facilitated an interesting discussion where the students and 
entrepreneurs were supplying each other with new ideas. Apart from a learn-
ing environment, PLUG-IN also fostered networking between the students 
and entrepreneurs as well as between the entrepreneurs

In the second educational pilot we were trying to build a bridge between stu-
dent social media knowledge and communication capabilities and the poor 
capabilities of local SMEs. This required creative skills. So in the beginning of 
the process the students felt insecure and even perplexed about their role 
towards the entrepreneurs. They feared that they could not meet the expecta-
tions of the entrepreneurs. During the workshops it became evident that the 
students were able to encourage and help the entrepreneurs in using new 
technology. Thus, the students naturally adopted a consultative role and 
empowerment took place although some felt uncomfortable with this. While 
planning the social media access strategy together with the entrepreneurs, the 
students got a chance to learn about practical aspects of running a small or a 
micro- sized company. In some cases, the business ideas of the future entre-
preneurs were developed further together.

The students and the entrepreneurs were organized in mixed teams. The out-
come was very much dependent on the intensity with which the students and 
the entrepreneurs participated in the project. In some cases the expectations 
were not realized; in other cases the entrepreneurs were not willing to com-
mit much time to working with the students. In other cases, the students had 
low levels of ambition or motivation towards the project. However, it was 
noticed that when working with entrepreneurs, the students were in general 
more ambitious than in a situation where they were working among them-
selves.

A comment from a student: 

”First I was kind of scared of this project, but then I realized that there was 
nothing to be afraid of… Our role was more like a coach and we were able 
to learn a lot from the everyday life of the entrepreneurs and the chal-
lenges they face.”
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The NING virtual community, which was established around the project, vis-
ualized the opportunities of networking among students, companies and 
experts in a concrete manner (figure 6). It is a triple-win situation. Between 
the face-to-face meetings, exchange of ideas took place in the virtual commu-
nity, which also served as storage for documents, links, videos, and photos 
related to the topic.

Figure 6 Plug In (Töpseli) Ning community

Towards the end of the process a social media entry plan was developed for 
each company. In the follow-up interviews it became evident that most of the 
entrepreneurs considered the project very useful. Nevertheless, due to a 
number of reasons the plans were not put into practice. The biggest obstacle 
for the implementation was considered to be the lack of time. Some entrepre-
neurs were willing to hire a part-time “digital concierge” who would maintain 
and follow up the company’s presence in the various social media channels. 

TA B L E  3  EVA LU AT I ON  OF  T H E  S EC ON D P I L OT :  S M E  D EVE L O P M E N T  I N  T H E  WE B  2 . 0  S P AC E  

– C REAT IVE SKILLS

STRENGT H S WEAK N ES SES

– Empowerment of the students as they were able 
to encourage and help the entrepreneurs in using 
new technology

– Authentic learning experience together with 
SMEs; students gain tacit knowledge of doing bu-
siness

– Students acquainted with social media tools ap-
plicable to business

– Openness of the PLUG-IN virtual community
– The virtual community promoted competence-

sharing and learning together

– The entrepreneurs and the students were not always committed 
to the project

– The future entrepreneurs did not always have the business idea 
clarified

– Technological limitations of the SMEs (bad connection, outdated 
programs and applications
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Some comments from the participating entrepreneurs:

”The students helped me to establish a Facebook page which I am now 
using on a regular basis as a communication channel with my clients.”

”I have now started to use Twitter together with my partner. I will start 
using it as a private person but plan to establish a Twitter account for my 
company as well. This course has helped me to perceive how I can make 
use of the social media tools in my business.”

3.3. CYCLE 3: VIRTUAL PORTAL – BUSINESSLOHJA 
– UNDERSTANDING NETWORKS

The third pilot concerned networks and hybrid space. Networks are embed-
ded in virtual space, which requires new kind of accessibility. According to 
Viherä (2012, p. 48), understanding the benefits of networking and the logic 
related to contemporary knowledge-based economy is essential, but chal-
lenging.

Before the Internet, accessibility required physical proximity. A place-based 
approach to accessibility is not satisfactory in a world where both consumers 
and companies replace and complement face-to-face contacts with technol-
ogy-supported communication (Miller, 2010). Access turns out to be a com-
plex assembly of physical proximity, virtual proximity, and social proximity.

Physical proximity generates tacit knowledge, but without sufficient connec-
tions outside the physical place, it may lead to isolation. Integration of physi-
cal proximity to virtual proximity generates hybrid space (Batty & Miller, 
2000, 2), which is essential to generate tacit knowledge and social capital and 
open to enable knowledge creation and innovation. 

The objective of the third pilot was to design a virtual portal for the recently 
established Business Lohja science park. It had been a long time vision in the 
Lohja region to build a local science park to get all public and private organi-
zations as well as educational institutions that offer services to local entrepre-
neurs under the same roof. 

O P P O R T U N ITI E S TH R E A T S

– Networking among the involved students, com-
panies and experts

– Virtual empowerment

– Students inability to adopt the role of social media support per-
son; facilitator

– The entrepreneurs not introducing the recommended social me-
dia tools for a number of reasons (lack of time, lack of skills, does 
not consider them necessary)

TA B L E  3  EVA LU AT I ON  OF  T H E  S EC ON D P I L OT :  S M E  D EVE L O P M E N T  I N  T H E  WE B  2 . 0  S P AC E  

–  C REAT IVE SKILLS (FO R T S .)
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 Business Lohja was built in 2012 to improve the accessibility of companies 
and organizations offering business-to-business services to local SMEs. As 
part of the course on eBusiness, the bachelor students of Laurea produced the 
design of a virtual portal for the science park in collaboration with its stake-
holders.

The pilot included face-to-face workshops, benchmarking study on other sci-
ence parks in Finland and other European countries, as well as exchange of 
ideas through virtual environment (wiki platform). Collaborative design of 
the virtual portal was meant to bring together the organizations, which 
hardly knew each other at that point. The portal was meant to complement 
physical access with virtual access and form a virtual community of the 
organizations located in Business Lohja. It was expected that, there would be 
a shared vision with regards to the virtual existence of the science park at the 
end of the process.

As a result students were able to find out participating organizations’ expec-
tations as related to physical proximity and virtual portal. At the end of the 
project the students introduced several prototypes for joint virtual portal, but 
the final decision was left to the organizations.

It became obvious already at the beginning of the project that the social prox-
imity of organizations was not at the level expected. Most obvious was the 
gap between private sector and public sector organizations. It appeared that 
the SMEs and Laurea were more agile and flexible regarding new ideas. Net-
working and operating together in virtual space calls for shared vision and 
new kind of communication capabilities. Lack of motivation and unequal ICT 
skills appeared to be an obstacle that students could not tackle.

It appeared that students could develop SMEs communication capabilities 
collaboratively, if the companies have already recognized new possibilities and 
they have motivation to develop their capabilities further. Introducing new 
possibilities and visions to heterogeneous, slightly networked organizations, 
requires intensive, and long-lasting collaboration.

As a result of the project, the Business Lohja organization decided to take on 
board the ideas produced by the students. The project will continue as a per-
manent process between the SMEs, public sector organizations and the stu-
dents.



83© UNIVERSITETSFORLAGET | NORDIC JOURNAL OF DIGITAL LITERACY | VOL 9 | NR 1-2014

This article is downloaded from www.idunn.no. Any reproduction or systematic distribution 
in any form is forbidden without clarification from the copyright holder.

4. DISCUSSION

In this article we have described three pilots by which we have studied how 
and to which extent a higher education institute can support local actors to 
adjust and take advantage of the changes information technology introduces 
and how integration of social media into educational practices supports the 
collaborative dimension of authentic learning. 

Our findings support the idea that a higher education institute can play an 
important role in supporting SMEs in taking advantage of Internet-based 
social networking services. In terms of learning and regional development, 
we find that our second pilot was the most successful one. As a result of the 
student-entrepreneur collaboration it was actually possible introduce new 
practices to companies. Even if students already knew the social media (basic 
skills) they studied the opportunities it gives to business and SMEs’ together 
with SME representatives. At the process, student roles in the learning process 
transformed from participant to expert (creative skills) (figure 7).

Figure 7 Comparison of three cases. (Adapted from Viherä, 1999 and Kay, Dunne and 
Huchinson, 2010)

TA B L E  4 .  EVA L U A TIO N  O F  T H E  TH I RD  P I L O T :  

V I R T U A L  POR T A L  –  B U S I N E S S  L O H J A  –  U N D E R S T A N D I N G  N E T WO R KS

S T R E N G T H S W E A K N E S S E S

– Future orientation
– Students as change agents

– Lack of motivation related to collaboration 
– Cultural differences among partners
– No shared vision
– Emphasizing short term practical challenges

O P P O R T U N ITI E S TH R E A T S

– Regional learning and learning network
– From physical to virtual stretching activity 

space
– Social capital and competitive advantages

– Locally embedded organizations lose their possibilities if they do not 
see the advantages that integration of physical proximity to virtual pro-
ximity offers
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Knowledge of networks and the integration of virtual access to physical 
access might offer the most indisputable competitive advantages for local 
SMEs, organizations, and partnerships in the long run. However, in our third 
pilot we realized that it takes time to motivate actors to see benefits of net-
working and virtual access attainable in the future (understanding networks). 
Despite of the challenges higher education institutes need to take the role of 
change agent. We can conclude that apart from the basic and creative skills, it 
is important that the students learn about the logic and operation of different 
networks and their virtual forms. 

We also wanted to study if integration of social media into educational prac-
tices could support the collaborative perspective of authentic learning. We 
find that social networking services can be integrated in the LbD model, sup-
porting especially collaborative learning and partnerships, but also fostering 
other dimensions of LbD, such as creativity and innovativeness. The combi-
nation of the LbD model with social networking services contributes to vir-
tual empowerment, which takes place in the trialogical model of information 
searching, communication in communities of practices, and knowledge crea-
tion in connection with Web 2.0. In figure 8 the virtual empowerment is 
placed at the heart of the Lbd model. 

Figure 8 Learning by Developing and virtual empowerment

Today social processes in business and in everyday life are take place in physi-
cal places and in virtual networks. Wireless mobile technologies enable 
instant access and support collaboration and networking. We believe that in 
the long run education will also adjust to changes in society. A hybrid space 
including social networking services offers an open learning environment 
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supporting both formal learning in educational institutions as well as infor-
mal lifelong learning in SMEs (figure 9). 

Figure 9. Hybrid space as open learning environment integrating informal and formal 
learning
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