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Disrupting performance appraisals 

 A case study 

The goal of the thesis is to create a new performance appraisal structure based 

on design thinking and life design methods and principles and to gain qualitative 

primary data from testing the concepted structure. The topic of the thesis is 

contemporary and aligned with future working life trends, as more focus is being 

placed on employee well-being in the holistic sense. The thesis work is 

exploratory in nature and intends to answer the following research questions:  

- How can design thinking and life design principles and methods be 

applied in creating a new performance appraisal structure? 

- What kind of an impact will a design thinking and life design -based 

performance appraisal have on the employee? 

As design thinking is a prominent element of the thesis work, it also provides a 

structure for the thesis process: empathize, define, ideate, prototype, test. The 

research methods are integrated into the phases of the design thinking process. 

The thesis is a qualitative study, and uses the following research methods: 

literature review, benchmarking, user insights, narrative probing, and a co-

design workshop with service design visualization tools such as personas, 

future state user journey map creation, and service blueprints. Deductive coding 

is used in analyzing the probes.  

The study showed that design thinking and life design can be integrated into the 

performance appraisal process by including a life design group workshop into 

the process prior to the traditional, one-on-one discussion. The study also 



 

showed that the process had a positive impact on the employees that 

underwent the design thinking and life design -based performance appraisal 

process. The outcome of the study is an iteration of the tested process, that has 

been developed further and can be used within organizations.  

Keywords: service design, design thinking, performance appraisal, human 

resources  
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Kehityskeskustelujen uudistaminen 

 Tapaustutkimus 

Opinnäytetyön tavoitteena on luoda uusi kehityskeskustelurunko, joka perustuu 

muotoiluajattelun ja elämänmuotoilun menetelmiin ja periaatteisiin. Lisäksi 

tavoitteena on kerätä laadullista tietoa konseptoidun rungon testaamisesta. 

Opinnäytetyön aihe on nykyaikainen ja linjassa tulevaisuuden työelämän 

trendien kanssa, sillä entistä enemmän kiinnitetään huomiota työntekijöiden 

kokonaisvaltaiseen hyvinvointiin. Opinnäytetyö on luonteeltaan tutkiva ja pyrkii 

vastaamaan seuraaviin tutkimuskysymyksiin:  

- Miten muotoiluajattelun ja elämänmuotoilun menetelmiä ja periaatteita 

voidaan soveltaa uuden kehityskeskustelurungon luomisessa? 

- Millainen vaikutus muotoiluajatteluun ja elämänmuotoiluun perustuvalla 

kehityskeskustelulla on työntekijään? 

Muotoiluajattelu on keskeinen osa opinnäytetyötä, ja se tarjoaa myös rakenteen 

opinnäytetyöprosessille: empatisoi, määritä, ideoi, prototypoi, testaa. 

Tutkimusmenetelmät ovat upotettu muotoiluajatteluprosessin eri vaiheisiin. 

Opinnäytetyö on kvalitatiivinen tutkimus, ja siinä hyödynnetään seuraavia 

tutkimusmenetelmiä: kirjallisuuskatsaus, benchmarking, luotain, ja 

yhteiskehittelytyöpaja palvelumuotoilutyökaluja hyödyntäen, kuten persoonat, 

palvelukartta, ja palveluprosessi. Luotainten analysoinnissa hyödynnetään 

deduktiivista koodausta. 

Tutkimus osoitti, että muotoiluajattelu ja elämänmuotoilu voidaan integroida 

kehityskeskusteluprosessiin sisällyttämällä elämänmuotoiluaiheisen 



 

ryhmätyöpajan ennen perinteistä, kahdenkeskeistä keskustelua. Tutkimus 

osoitti myös, että prosessilla oli myönteinen vaikutus prosessin läpikäyneisiin 

työntekijöihin. Tutkimuksen päätuotos on iteraatio testatusta prosessista, jota on 

jatkokehitelty ja jota voi hyödyntää organisaatioissa.  
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1 Introduction 

Performance appraisals are a standard human resources, later referred to as 

HR, tool used across organizations worldwide to mutually benefit both the 

employee and their employer. The practices of design thinking and service 

design are increasingly applied to various organization functions and integrated 

into organizational cultures. This thesis studies the possibility and practice of 

combining performance appraisals and design thinking. It is a case-study of 

three small, university student -run companies formed in Terwa Academy, the 

entrepreneurship academy of the Oulu University of Applied Sciences. The 

topic is contemporary and aligned with the future of work and working trends to 

take the employee more holistically into account. 

1.1 Problem area 

In the current business environment, design thinking principles are increasingly 

applied within non-design organizations. The principles, tools, and mindset of 

design thinking can largely be applied to any field to solve problems or to 

innovate something new. There has been a revelation that design thinking can 

be applied to HR departments in companies. This is an important revelation, 

since the structure of work and the expectations of employees are shifting. 

(Deloitte Insights, 2020.) 

Today’s working environment is no longer steady and stable. Due to 

globalization and digitalization, it is highly uncertain and volatile. Certain tasks 

are being replaced by technology, new work roles are emerging, employees 

should continuously be learning new skills to adapt to the rapidly changing work 

structures, and the lines between work and personal life have been blurred due 

to employees constantly being within reach through digital tools. (Bughin, 2018.) 

This shift in the constructs of working life has its effect on people, and the need 

for a healthy work-life balance and holistic well-being is stronger than ever. 
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Within HR, there are many functions that have an effect on the employee 

experience within a company that influence the well-being in general of the 

employee. A majority of people spend a substantial amount of their day at work, 

which inevitably plays a role in the holistic well-being of an individual. While HR 

can utilize the mindset and tools of design thinking in general to enhance the 

employee experience as a whole, design thinking can and should also be used 

to tackle and disrupt the individual components and current processes that 

make up the entire HR experience. This thesis will focus on the performance 

appraisal function of HR and using design thinking to create a reformed 

structure to test out on case-companies and collect primary data. 

1.2 Case companies and testing environment 

As mentioned in the opening paragraph of the introduction, the testing 

environment for this thesis is the Terwa Academy of Oulu University of Applied 

Sciences. The Terwa Academy is the entrepreneurship degree path of the 

business administration program. The students of the Terwa Academy form 

teams and establish real, functioning companies during their studies. The 

entrepreneurship academy companies established a new HR-function during 

the fall of 2020, where one representative of each company acts as the HR-

person and conducts performance appraisals and other HR-related activities. 

During the time of this study, there are three companies that act as the case 

companies for this thesis.  

The reason the entrepreneurship academy has been approached regarding this 

thesis project is because learning new and contemporary information is at the 

core of the entrepreneurship academy. This means that the entrepreneurship 

academy companies are open to learn new methods and techniques, which is a 

mindset that is more likely to be favorable to the thesis process. Open-

mindedness is a mindset that the thesis author also has when it comes to the 

topic; the topic is of interest to her and she is genuinely interested in the 

outcomes of this study, which is why she chose it. The thesis author has 

personal experience of traditional performance appraisals, and has always felt 
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they could be developed to better serve the needs and well-being of the 

employee. The thesis author has become acquainted with design thinking 

principles and life design within the past few years, which is why the author 

thought to merge these principles into the performance appraisal function. 
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2 Research approach and methods 

The aim of the thesis is to discover how design thinking and life design can be 

implemented into the performance appraisal process and what kind of an 

impact the renewed process has on the employees. The intended output of the 

thesis is to create a design thinking and life design -based performance 

appraisal structure. Design thinking is what guides the thesis process and life 

design is a prominent part of the creation of the new performance appraisal 

structure. Life design can be considered a later derivative of design thinking 

with the design focus on the life of an individual. 

2.1 Research questions and aim  

The research questions of this thesis are the following:  

● How can design thinking and life design principles and methods be applied 

in creating a new performance appraisal structure? 

● What kind of an immediate impact will a design thinking and life design -

based performance appraisal have on the employee? 

The hypothesis for this study is that combining design thinking and life design 

with existing performance appraisal goals will have a positive immediate impact 

on the employee. The positive impact will be in general and more specifically in 

terms of the employee’s perceived job fulfillment and motivation. The thesis topic 

is intentionally exploratory in nature, and the fundamental objective of the thesis 

project is to be able to collect preliminary data from the test phase in order to 

deepen the knowledge of the immediate impact of design thinking and life design 

performance appraisals and identify possibilities for further research. Figure 3 

demonstrates the frame of reference, in which the aim of the thesis requires both 

the employee and the design perspective to be included. 
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Figure 1. Frame of reference. 

2.2 Process and methods 

The thesis project is a hands-on project, as a performance appraisal new 

structure will be ideated, prototyped, and tested during the process. Since 

design thinking is at the core of the theoretical framework of the thesis, the 

thesis design process follows a standard design thinking process shown in 

figure 2: empathize, define, ideate, prototype and test. (Miller, 2017.) 
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Figure 2. Design thinking process model (Stanford d.school, n.d.). 

This design thinking process and how it is applied to this thesis is visualized in 

the thesis process chart shown in figure 3. The process chart displays the main 

sub-phases, research methods, and service design tools beneath the main 

phases of the process. The early stages of the thesis include discussions with 

the case companies, literature review and benchmarking. The first data 

regarding views on traditional performance appraisals will be collected by 

utilizing the I like, I wish, I wonder -method on Padlet. The case company 

members will participate in the exercise and share general views of 

performance appraisals based on previous experiences and thoughts.  

The ideate and prototype phases will involve service design methods such as 

workshops for co-design and materials produced during workshops will be 

documented and a future journey map will be created to visualize the ideated 

structure during the workshop. The author of the thesis will act as a facilitator 

and conduct the observation research method during the workshop. During the 

test-phase, where the created prototype is tested within the case companies, 

design probing will be conducted through a reflective writing task. The case 
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company employees undergoing the created performance appraisal structure 

will produce a written document each on which the thesis author will conduct an 

analysis.  

During the process, the author will refer to the literature review and update used 

service design tools such as the user journey map and service blueprint. 

Personas will be created based on the collected qualitative data from the 

testing-phase, updated personas based on analysis of the reflective writing 

tasks, and ultimately visualized in a service blueprint. 

 

Figure 3. Process chart. 

Although the thesis author will focus the empathize-phase and test-phase on 

the case company employees of the entrepreneurship academy, other 

stakeholder groups will be involved in other stages during the project. The 

ideate and prototype -phases will involve other field experts within the design 

thinking field participating in a co-design workshop for ideating the prototype for 

the testing phase. 
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3 Employee perspective 

As stated earlier, this study focuses on the employee perspective when 

examining the opportunities and effects of merging design thinking and 

performance appraisal together in order to create a new performance appraisal 

structure. Theoretical background on performance appraisals is critical to the 

study and the impact that the new appraisal has on the employee is viewed 

from a general standpoint as well as from the standpoint of the employees’ 

perceived thoughts on job fulfillment and intrinsic motivation before and after 

participating in the process. The theory allows the thesis author to align the 

objectives of a traditional appraisal with the objectives and underlying values of 

design thinking and life design. 

3.1 Performance appraisals 

Performance appraisals are at the core of organizational leadership. They are a 

means of making sure that important organization or company matters have 

reached the entire staff. Additionally, they ensure that important matters from 

the viewpoint of both a superior and the employee have been discussed and 

both parties have been heard annually. (Valpola, 2002, p. 9.) 

Furthermore, Valpola (2002, p. 10–11) presents three central reasons as to why 

performance appraisals are necessary. Firstly, holding and managing them are 

an element of supervisory work and therefore an important part of a 

supervisor’s field of tasks. Additionally, the opportunity to influence one’s own 

work and the working environment helps in the willingness to keep going and 

endure with the working routine. Presenting an employee with the possibility to 

impact their personal working life situation is an effective way of supporting the 

wellbeing of that individual and their sense of purpose within the organization. A 

third important reason presented for highlighting the need for performance 

appraisals in general is for an employee to consider themselves an equal 
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partner with the supervisor in terms of taking responsibility for their professional 

development and discussion related to it. 

3.1.1 General criteria 

Aarnikoivu (2010, p. 79–80) presents general criteria for performance 

appraisals. The appraisal should be held between an employee and their 

immediate supervisor to ensure that the supervisor is aware of the employee’s 

situation and performance and is thus able to evaluate the performance of the 

employee and provide feedback. Additionally, it should be executed on a 

consistent basis therefore forming a continuum. Performance appraisals should 

be utilized as a tool for developing leadership and personnel within an 

organization, and function as a link between personnel and upper management 

– through appraisals, upper management receives important insights and is 

able to relay information to the personnel as well. As for criteria related to 

preparation and facilitation, a date should be set for the performance appraisal 

in advance and both parties, the supervisor and employee, have prepared 

themselves for the appraisal and dedicated the appraisal time solely for it. The 

structure should consist of going over objectives, reviewing results, and 

personal development. The performance appraisal should be documented, and 

the execution of objectives and tasks set during the appraisal should be tracked 

post appraisal. 

However, it is also stated that no set of criteria or guidelines should be taken 

into use as is; all organizations must first consider their unique characteristics 

and features and modify performance appraisal guidelines accordingly in order 

to generate the best and most useful possible outcome. (Aarnikoivu, 2010, p. 

79-80.) 
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3.1.2 Appraisal structures 

According to Valpola (2002, p. 41–42), a successful performance appraisal 

requires three separate discussions in total – setting objectives, reviewing the 

performance, and structuring personal development needs and goals. In the 

first discussion, the supervisor and employee go over the job description and 

tasks of the employee, and concurrently discuss objectives and possible key 

performance indicators for tracking the performance of the employee. The first 

discussion and its contents are crucial in creating a shared understanding 

between the employee and the supervisor as well as between the employee 

and the organization in general; each employee should be aware of what is 

meant by all terminology included in their job descriptions and have clarity as to 

what their objectives are and how all parties know that these objectives have 

been reached. It is important to document the set objectives and indicators in 

written form. 

The second discussion is held specifically for reviewing the performance of the 

employee. In this discussion, the supervisor and employee go over tasks that 

the employee has conducted since the first discussion and if the performance 

matches up with objectives that were set during the first discussion. 

Additionally, working styles, attitudes, and aligning task execution with company 

values is discussed. Lastly, objectives are set for the next season of work (prior 

to next performance appraisal discussion period). The objectives are set by 

reviewing the previously set objectives, results, and modifying the objectives 

accordingly. The third discussion, which according to Valpola (2002) may also 

be held together with the second discussion, focuses on structuring personal 

development needs of the employee and discussing future career plans. 

Aarnikoivu (2010, p. 81) introduces a similar threefold path for performance 

appraisals, although the three phases are separate phases leading up to and 

following the performance appraisal discussion instead of separate discussions 

as introduced by Valpola (2002). According to Aarnikoivu, a performance 

appraisal is made up of the following stages: preparation; performance 
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appraisal discussion; and aftercare following the discussion. Effort should be 

placed into each phase and treated with equal importance. 

During the preparation stage, both the supervisor and employee internalize the 

benefits and significance of the upcoming performance appraisal, which 

increases motivation on for both parties involved. The preparation phase may 

include filling out a form or forms to prepare for the discussion and its contents, 

participating in an organization-wide informational session on performance 

appraisals, etcetera. (Aarnikoivu, 2010, p. 82.) 

As for the performance appraisal discussion, it is important that all relevant 

topics are discussed during the allocated time, which typically ranges from one 

and a half to two hours. Relevant topics to go over during a performance 

appraisal include the following: getting the discussion started by going over 

guidelines in order to create a setting of trust; reviewing past work by going over 

previously set goals and outcomes and discussing highlights and points of 

improvement; looking ahead into the upcoming season by setting new goals, 

discussing development points for the working environment, and discussing 

personal professional development points; and ending the discussion by 

summarizing the discussion and committing to action points set for the future. 

(Aarnikoivu, 2010, p. 92-93.) The goals for the upcoming season should be set 

together by the employee and the supervisor, as the employee is then able to 

share their viewpoint on what goals are relevant to their work (Aarnikoivu, 2010, 

p. 96). Additionally, feedback should be given both from the supervisor to the 

employee and from the employee to the supervisor (Aarnikoivu, 2010, p. 83). 

Typically, ready-made structures and templates for performance appraisals are 

utilized. Although it is common practice, it needs to be taken into consideration 

that the role of a structure or template is to support the discussion instead of 

leading it. If the performance appraisal discussion is held strictly according to a 

certain template, it may reduce genuine interaction since ready-made templates 

do not take into account that every employee is an individual. (Aarnikoivu, 2010, 

p. 83.) 
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In terms of the follow-up of a performance appraisal discussion, documentation 

is the key to making sure that proper follow-up occurs. In order for a 

performance appraisal to fulfill the criteria of a valuable performance appraisal 

and for it to be considered beneficial, it should be documented in some way. If 

there is no documentation of the contents of the performance appraisal, 

following up on matters that have been agreed upon during the performance 

appraisal and tracking set goals in the long run becomes impossible. 

(Aarnikoivu, 2010, p. 101.) 

Documenting the performance appraisal discussion contents can be linked to 

various benefits. Firstly, only with proper documentation are the parties present 

at the appraisal able to circle back to what was discussed in the previous one 

during the following season of work and during the next performance appraisal. 

Additionally, documenting the contents enhances the commitment of both 

parties present. This is due to the phenomenon that documentation increases 

shared understanding between the two parties, which leads to commitment. 

Additionally, in instances where the document produced regarding the contents 

is reviewed and signed by both parties present, commitment toward what was 

agreed upon increases. In addition to follow-up benefits of documentation for 

the parties present at the performance appraisal, there are benefits in terms of 

the appraisals as a tool for leadership. When they are documented for follow-up 

purposes, valuable employee views and information can be taken to leadership. 

This allows for better two-way communication between an organization’s 

leadership and its employees. This information can also be applied in 

organizational development. (Aarnikoivu, 2010, p. 101-102.) 

In order to truly benefit from performance appraisals, several factors need to be 

taken into consideration. Firstly, the role of the supervisor is vital in terms of 

taking responsibility for the execution. Also, the supervisor and employee must 

both understand that the structure of the discussion is only a tool for support, 

and both parties can and should deviate from the structure if necessary. 

Another important factor is sufficient preparation for the discussion in order to 

raise the motivation level on both ends. The benefits and outcomes of the 
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discussion are minimal if no effort is placed on preparation, as the employee will 

likely not be able to bring up important topics and discussion points in the best 

possible way, therefore leading to the discussion points not being discussed in 

depth. (Aarnikoivu, 2010, p. 87.) 

3.2 Intrinsic motivation 

Intrinsic motivation refers to motivation that does not include any external 

rewards or incentives (Santos-Longhurst, 2019). Four examples of intrinsic 

motivators are the sense of meaningfulness, choice, competence and progress. 

If an organization has a culture of intrinsically motivated employees, it produces 

a fruitful situation for both the employees and the organization as intrinsic 

motivators can be seen as sustainable motivation for the long-term. (Thomas, 

2009.) 

A person can be motivated in two ways – intrinsically and extrinsically. With 

extrinsic motivation, one conducts something for the sake of external rewards 

rewarded for the act, for example money. When it comes to intrinsic motivation, 

the act of doing something provides one with a sense of motivation in itself. In 

these cases where one is intrinsically motivated, one feels excitement and 

interest to do the task at hand whether or not executing it entails an external 

reward. As a rule of thumb, any kind of doing that one feels drawn to and that 

awakens feelings of excitement is something that one is intrinsically motivated 

to do. (Martela & Jarenko, 2015, p. 34 – 35.) 

A good sense of self-awareness helps one to identify situations in which one 

feels motivated and to avoid tasks and circumstances which are not of personal 

interest and do not provide one with personally motivating challenges and tasks. 

Consciously developing self-awareness in terms of identifying motivating factors 

can be done for example by asking oneself what gives them energy and what 

drains it. Typically, tasks and situations in which one feels they are energized by 

increase one’s feeling of motivation, and tasks that one feels drained of energy 

by decrease motivation. (Valpola, 2002, p. 104.) 
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3.2.1 Work context 

In the context of work, the source of motivation is an important factor to 

acknowledge and identify. To draw comparisons, one can approach their work 

either as an obligation that results in an external reward, which is extrinsic 

motivation, or one can be excited about their working tasks and feel like they 

are doing something of value, which is intrinsic motivation. However, in the 

working life, it is common to experience both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, 

but the key is to identify ways to amplify the amount of moments and situations 

in which an employee is intrinsically motivated. (Jarenko & Martela, 2015, p. 

34–35.) 

In the context of performance appraisals and work, preparing for and actions 

taking place post-appraisal come down to what motivates a person. According 

to Valpola (2002, pp. 103–104), one’s motivation is made up of three general 

factors: “want” (will and motives); “feel” (feelings); and “can” (creativity and 

capabilities). In the center of all of these factors is “me” (the amount of available 

energy to put into various tasks). Valpola’s (2002) take represents one’s 

motivation and the amount of available energy to put into various tasks. 

Connections that can be drawn between the factors are that when one wants to 

conduct a task, doing it makes one feel good, and when one knows that they 

are capable of getting it done, their motivation for the task is high. Although they 

put energy into doing it, conducting a motivating task also energizes the 

individual. On the contrary, when one is not excited by their work tasks, they 

feel unpleasant, and when one is uncertain of their capabilities for executing 

certain tasks, their motivation decreases, and tasks are easily pushed back or 

ignored completely. 

There are clear benefits for an organization to identify and strive to increase 

intrinsic motivation within their organization and its employees. Intrinsically 

motivated employees are less likely to experience burnout in their working lives, 

which leads to better results at work. Additionally, feeling intrinsically motivated 

toward one’s working tasks also leads to longer term commitment toward the 
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organization one is working for. This in turn allows for the employee to serve the 

purpose and long-term goals of the organization in the long run, resulting in 

more impact created by a single employee. The conclusion can be drawn from 

these points that intrinsic motivation within an organization’s employees is a key 

factor in creating a model for sustainable work. In addition to creating a working 

culture and environment to support and increase intrinsic motivation within 

employees to retain them, placing focus and importance on creating such a 

culture is vital in the 2020’s working world in attracting new talent to the 

organization. Providing such a working culture is not necessarily just an added 

bonus anymore, but something that the workforce is beginning to demand from 

their potential employers. (Jarenko & Martela, 2015, p. 50–51.) 

3.2.2 Factors 

Factors that have an effect on the emergence of intrinsic motivation within an 

individual stem from psychology and the basic human psychological needs that 

have an effect on the overall well-being and sense of meaning. A basic human 

psychological need refers to an experience that is vital for living a good life. The 

four different factors that contribute to a good life introduced here are supported 

by enough scientific research in order to be considered genuine human 

psychological needs. These factors are autonomy, competence, relatedness, 

and benevolence. Autonomy, competence, and relatedness are based on the 

self-determination theory of Richard M. Ryan and Edward L. Dec. Benevolence 

as a factor affecting not only living a good life but more specifically intrinsic 

motivation is an addition introduced in the research project of Frank Martela and 

Richard M. Ryan. (Martela & Jarenko, 2015, p. 55-57.) 

Autonomy refers to the possibility for an individual to determine the activities 

and factors that are meaningful and exciting to them and then doing these 

activities. With realized autonomy, an individual is able to express themselves 

through the activities that they choose to do due to their own wants and desires. 

In order for autonomy to be actualized, it requires freedom for an individual to 

make decisions about their activities and actions, meaning both the freedom to 
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choose and freedom to act based on those choices. When placing autonomy in 

the context of work, it means that an employee has understood and internalized 

the values and objectives of the organization. Based on them, one is able to 

make decisions on how to realize these values and objectives within their own 

work in a way that allows them to feel meaning and excitement. (Martela & 

Jarenko, 2015, p. 57-58.) 

The competence factor involves an individual’s experience of feeling as though 

they have the skills to conduct their activities and actions and the ability to be 

productive. An individual that consideres themselves competent relies on 

themselves to execute tasks given to them and taken on by themselves 

successfully. It is human nature to enjoy tasks that one feels they are good at 

and are able to complete, effectively resulting in a positive and motivating chain 

of activities and events. Within the working context, it is important to maintain 

the experience of competence within the workforce by providing opportunities to 

learn and develop and by offering tasks and activities that are aligned with an 

individual’s level of competence. Tasks that are too simple will not allow the 

employee to exercise their skill sets and thus are not motivating, but tasks that 

are too challenging do not allow the employee to feel accomplished and thus 

reduces motivation. (Martela & Jarenko, 2015, p. 59.) 

Relatedness is realized with an individual's experiences of having people in 

their lives whom they care about and who care about them in return. This 

means that the feeling of relatedness must also extend to the workplace, where 

people spend a significant amount of time and are typically surrounded by 

others. At work, relatedness is realized when an individual feels that they are 

surrounded by people who acknowledge and accept them. From the 

organizational leadership point of view, employees need to feel seen as 

humans and not just replaceable resources. Means of enhancing workplace 

relatedness are for leadership to demonstrate acknowledgement and 

acceptance in their daily behavior and to foster a culture of appreciation and 

respect. (Martela & Jarenko, 2015, p. 60.) 
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Benevolence refers to the experience of feeling able to make a positive impact 

in the lives of others and create positive outcomes through work and other 

activities. Benevolence is closely tied with the feelings of meaning and purpose 

– when an individual feels that their actions are making a positive impact on 

others and in society, their perception of their own well-being is fortified. Within 

the context of work, demonstrating the positive impact of work and tasks to 

employees conducting them can fortify the experience of benevolence. (Martela 

& Jarenko, 2015, p. 61-62.) 

3.3 Job fulfillment 

Mellanen & Mellanen (2020, p. 339) present that according to Jaakko Sahimaa, 

an entrepreneur and organizational psychologist, job fulfillment and finding 

meaning in work has become an increasingly relevant topic, as people are 

longing for it more and more when it comes to their careers. The sense of 

meaning and job fulfillment are internal and individual, and particularly in 

Western cultures work is a central aspect of life from which people seek to find 

fulfillment and purpose.  

The experience of fulfillment in general is a basic human need, as humans are 

purpose-seeking beings. Humans desire to live both a purposeful and 

meaningful life for oneself and one that creates meaning for others, making 

one’s life and actions within it fulfilling and valuable. Transitioning working 

environments into organizations that strive to foster fulfillment and purpose 

corresponds with increasing wellbeing and overall quality of life, which is a 

significant trend. (Aaltonen et al., 2020, p. 24–25.) 

3.3.1 Changing work environments 

The ways of working and working environments have been and continue to 

undergo a significant shift that affects aspects of work such as operational 

models, work roles and responsibilities, expectations of employees, leadership, 
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and more. This shift is brought on by a plethora of trends, of which three can be 

considered as the most impactful: the rapid pace of change, the new nature of 

jobs and roles, and the awareness of employees in the hyperconnected world. 

(Mellanen & Mellanen, 2020, p. 107.) 

The rapid pace of change is largely a consequence of digitalization and 

technological advancement. Technology plays a big part in enabling working 

environments and working roles and tasks to change and develop, which is why 

human resources of organizations are to be viewed as the most significant 

asset, since they are the ones responding to the shifts that are occurring. It is 

important in these times for an organization to be able adapt and do so fast, 

leading to the rising importance of innovation within organizations, which in itself 

pushes organizations to recognize the value of the employee experience they 

offer. (Mellanen & Mellanen, 2020, p. 108-112.) 

The new nature of work is short-term and project based, and younger 

millennials and the younger generation of the workforce have, through their 

values and actions, caused the emergence of what can be called a portfolio 

career. The portfolio career refers to a career which consists of varying projects 

and tasks, completely separate from each other. The shift from longstanding, 

company-loyal careers to portfolio careers means organizations have less time 

to build trust with an employee, and the significance of emotional intelligence, 

soft skills, and communication rises. In addition to the younger workforce being 

more willing to build a career out of dispersed projects, they are also generally 

more aware and conscious of fulfilling their needs holistically, leading to a 

raised level of expectation toward organizations and their capability of fulfilling 

the needs of potential employees. According to the Deloitte 2017 Global Human 

Capital Trends -study presented by Mellanen & Mellanen (2020), employee 

experience was found to be the second most significant working life trend. The 

findings also showed that organizations in Finland are responding to this trend 

and the needs behind it relatively poorly. (Mellanen & Mellanen, 2020, p. 113 – 

117.) 
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3.3.2 Affecting factors 

Sutton (2020) states that according to Rosso et al. (2010), there are several 

aspects beyond basic security that need to be taken into account when 

considering the importance of finding meaning in one’s work. Finding meaning 

and satisfaction in one’s work is essential when it comes to work motivation and 

behavior, engagement, career development, individual performance, and 

personal fulfillment. Furthermore, Sutton (2020) states that according to 

research conducted by Todd earlier the same year (2020), several elements 

have been identified to be essential factors when it comes to perceived job 

satisfaction. These elements are the following: finding engaging work, finding 

work that helps others, being good at what one does, working with supportive 

colleagues, absence of major negatives, and a work-life balance. 

The Energy Project (2014) states that fulfilling the physical, emotional, mental, 

and spiritual needs of employees has a direct effect on not only job satisfaction 

among employees but also the productivity of employees. Meeting the needs 

listed below increases engagement, positive energy, life satisfaction, and builds 

loyalty.  

• Physical needs: opportunity for renewal, for which sleep, rest during the 

day, fitness, and nutrition are critical  

• Emotional needs: being seen, satisfied, and having a sense of safety 

• Mental needs: the ability to prioritize and focus  

• Spiritual needs: connecting to an organization’s mission and finding 

purpose in one’s work 

(The Energy Project, 2014.) 

Within the realm of job fulfillment research, the following main themes have 

been identified: meaning of work, meaning in work, and meaning at work. 

Meaning of work refers to the value and purpose of work, while meaning in work 

refers to the subjective experience of the meaning related to work tasks. 
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Meaning at work refers to the meaning of the community at work and various 

roles. Building on these research insights, job fulfillment is to be examined at 

the following levels: 

• What is the role of work in people’s lives? How are people impacted by 

work? 

• What are the factors related to work tasks that have an impact on an 

individual’s experience of job fulfillment? 

• How can people create fulfillment and impact at the community level?  

(Aaltonen et al., 2020.) 

Aaltonen et al. (2020) state that the leading theory when it comes to job 

fulfillment is the job characteristic theory by Olham & Hackman (1974), which 

highlights five central elements impacting the experience of fulfillment which 

eventually results in internal motivation, high work efficiency, high quality of 

work, and job satisfaction. The five elements are task variety, task identity, task 

significance, autonomy, and feedback. Task variety refers to the diversity of 

skills that the work requires and the diversity of work tasks. As for task identity, 

it refers to the meaningfulness of the content of the work tasks. Task 

significance refers to the purpose of the tasks and the impact they have on work 

as a whole. Autonomy refers to self-leadership and feedback refers to feedback 

of one’s job performance. (Aaltonen et al., 2020, p. 87-88.) 

3.3.3 Role of organizations  

Mellanen & Mellanen (2020) created a model for millennial workforce leadership 

based on their research and literature. The basis for leading millennials is taking 

all employee needs into account, and the characteristics of this model can be 

applied to any generational group but are specific to millennial needs and 

younger generations. The purpose of leading a millennial workforce based on 

holistic employee needs is to achieve the highest efficiency in the most 

sustainable way possible. According to the authors’ leadership model, the three 
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core factors of successful millennial employee experiences are trust and 

belonging, a work-life balance, and personal growth. Trust and a sense of 

belonging are an outcome of a fruitful and healthy organizational culture, work-

life balance is the result of taking care of one’s overall wellbeing, and personal 

growth is the outcome of enabling learning opportunities. (Mellanen & Mellanen, 

2020, p. 117–121.) 

How organizations can react to the information presented in the previous 

paragraph and a new culture of working in order to satisfy the millennial 

workforce and their individual needs is a combination of many factors. However, 

one central factor is interaction. Authentic interaction and engagement between 

leadership and employees is key - leaders should strive to connect with each of 

their employees on an individual level, which includes interaction on a regular 

basis, expressing empathy, expressing genuine interest in the highs and lows of 

individual employees, and listening. (Mellanen & Mellanen, 2020, p. 211-212.) 

Moreover, in the effort of creating a working environment that fosters job 

fulfillment in employees, organizations can begin by going over tasks with 

individual employees and eliminating the ones that do not add value and ideate 

together on how the individual in question could create value for their 

colleagues, team, organization, and clients. Organizations can also make their 

values clear and make sure employees feel they can relate to them and get 

aligned with them, since living a life that is in line with one’s values is fulfilling in 

itself. (Mellanen & Mellanen, 2020, p. 342-343.) 

According to Aaltonen et al. (2020), a common flaw of job fulfillment studies and 

models is that they are individual-centric and fail to take into account the 

community and organizational levels that impact job fulfillment, as these levels 

hold potential of impacting job fulfillment of individuals in a positive way. A 

model for holistic meaningfulness was created by Bailey and Madden (2016) 

partly due to this aforementioned lack, and the model approaches job fulfillment, 

or meaningfulness, from a broader angle. The model can be seen in figure 4. 

The dimensions affecting job fulfillment presented on the model are interactional 
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meaningfulness, task meaningfulness, organizational meaningfulness, and job 

meaningfulness. 

 

Figure 4. Holistic meaningfulness model (Bailey & Madden, 2016). 

When considering this model from an organization’s points of view and 

considering what an organization can do to impact fulfillment in a positive way, it 

is central to state goals and values in a clear and authentic way, and to connect 

these to each individual’s contribution. Furthermore, tasks are at the core of 

fulfillment - organizations should strive to better link an individual and their skill 

set with corresponding tasks and to support and foster a reframed, positive 

attitude toward their tasks. Additionally, interactional meaningfulness emerges 

when individuals are in contact with others that gain value from their actions and 

tasks, and when the organization fosters the blossoming of positive 

relationships and networks. (Aaltonen et al., 2020, p. 93-96.) 
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4 Design perspective 

The theoretical background of this study is made up of various themes that are 

relevant to the elements that influence and support the thesis process and 

results. Design thinking, life design, and positive psychology make up the 

design backbone of the study and have a profound impact on the construct of 

the disrupted performance appraisal structure. Design thinking is applied 

throughout the study as a mindset, set of tools, and as a structure for the thesis 

process. Life design provides methods and tools to incorporate into the 

prototype created during the thesis. Positive psychology provides a broader 

view into the factors that affect the subjective happiness of an individual insight 

into the significance of goal setting. 

4.1 Design thinking 

Design thinking is both a mindset and a process that is human-centered and 

can be applied to various problem-solving situations. Design thinking puts the 

end user in the core of the process, and it can be used to solve a problem or 

innovate something new for organizations’ internal services and processes. The 

nature of design thinking is also to prototype and test new solutions and learn 

from them in order to iterate during the process and continuously improve on 

built solutions. (Ideou, 2020.) 

Miettinen (2014, p. 46) states that design thinking is not necessarily only 

conducted by designers, and although it is called design thinking, it is not 

necessarily confined to a thought process. Instead, design thinking is a way to 

express inner thoughts, which can be done by anyone conducting 

developmental work. Design thinking involves seeking alternatives and rapid 

experimentation, identifying and inspecting the core problem or challenge, and 

making room for ambiguity and failure. As a channel for expressing inner 

thought processes, design thinking aims to uncover solution alternatives for a 

specific challenge or problem based on genuine user needs and values and 



32 

Turku University of Applied Sciences Thesis | Elina Kaihua 

enable testing opportunities for these solution alternatives. This type of 

experimental approach reveals numerous best practices and new insights which 

are then combined and constructed into a final output and solution for the initial 

challenge. 

Lewrick et al. (2020a, pp. 19) state that a high level of error tolerance is 

valuable when it comes to design thinking, especially in early project stages. 

This ties in with key elements of the design thinking mindset, which are freeing 

one’s mind from previous assumptions and being open to all possibilities. This 

is due to the principle that within the design thinking space and in the early 

stages of a design thinking process, it is not possible to presume any outcomes 

or know what is possible.  

“The design thinking mindset is characterized by curiosity, openness, 
collaboration, and by pragmatically trying things out.” (Lewrick et al., 2020a, p. 
27.) 

Design thinking process model 

One process model for design thinking has been created within the Hasso 

Plattner Institute of Design at Stanford, also known as Stanford d.school. 

Stanford d.school’s design thinking process model includes the following 

components: empathize, define, ideate, prototype, and test. (Doorley et al., 

2018.) This process model is shown in chapter 2.2, figure 2. 

The component in the beginning of the process model is empathy, which is the 

core of human-centered design. Challenges or problems that one attempts to 

solve with design thinking are typically problems of a specific end user, not the 

designer themselves, which is why building empathy is at the core of the 

process. Through empathizing with end users, insights into their behavior are 

gained and emotions that drive that behavior are uncovered. During the 

empathize-phase, user needs that the user may not be aware of are also 

discovered. Empathizing is conducted through observation, engagement, and 

immersion. Observation entails viewing end users in their natural context and 

environment, while engagement refers to interacting with end users by, for 

example, interviewing them. Immersion means that one is to become the user 
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for a certain period of time and experience what the user experiences. (Doorley 

et al., 2018.) 

The empathize-phase is followed by the define-phase. Defining along the 

design thinking process is about going over material and insights collected 

during the empathize-phase, which can then be reframed into a problem 

statement. A problem statement can also be thought of as a design vision, 

which guides the process toward a solution. In order to create a successful 

solution, it is imperative to understand the users and make sure one is solving 

the right problem. When a problem statement is formed properly, one is able to 

generate many possibilities along the later phases of the design thinking 

process. (Doorley et al., 2018.) 

Once the insights from the empathize-phase have been unpacked and a 

problem statement has been formed, it is time for ideation. The ideation 

component of the design thinking process model is a divergent one – the goal is 

to generate many solution alternatives that are of broad diversity without 

immediately writing anything out or evaluating the generated ideas. The 

ideation-phase takes one from focusing on narrowing down the correct problem 

into exploring possible solutions for that problem. Ideation drives innovation and 

uncovers even unexpected solutions. As a goal of ideation is to generate 

solution alternatives that are of broad diversity, it is key to harness the varying 

strengths of people on the design team or other stakeholders. (Doorley et al., 

2018.) 

Ideation is followed by prototyping, which means can be any physical form of an 

idea. The most fruitful kind of prototype is one with which both the design team 

and the end user can interact with. This does not mean, however, that a 

prototype must be thoroughly thought out and executed in an expensive 

manner. Prototypes are used to learn quickly and can be produced 

inexpensively with the sole purpose of being able to convey and test the main 

features of the product or service idea to others. In this way, the design team is 

able to collect feedback on the functionality of the idea. However, prototyping is 

not only useful when it comes to testing the functionality of the idea, but also for 
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gaining empathy with the users, gathering insights through exploration, and for 

inspiring others. Prototypes further deepen the understanding of the intended 

end user of the product or service, which is why exploring  and prototyping 

various options in parallel may be beneficial. (Doorley et al., 2018.) 

The final phase of Stanford d.school’s design thinking process model is testing. 

The testing phase takes the prototype out into the world and allows the design 

team to collect user feedback and based on that feedback, continuing to refine 

the ideated and prototyped solutions. In design thinking, the testing phase is an 

iterative one – ideally, testing should be conducted continuously. It is imperative 

during the testing phase to stay open to all feedback, as user feedback is the 

most valuable and meaningful. Testing a solution may even reveal that the 

original problem statement created during the define-phase may need to be 

recreated. (Doorley et al., 2018.) 

A prominent company in the design space, IDEO, introduces a design thinking 

process model that differs in the amount of phases and wording as compared to 

that of Standord d.school. However, the core of the process and the key phases 

remain the same. The process of IDEO is to frame a question that serves as the 

starting point design challenge, then gather inspiration by observing users, then 

move onto idea generation, then make ideas tangible by building prototypes, 

then test in order to gain new knowledge and create iterations, then finally share 

the journey with others. (IDEO, n.d.) 

4.2 Life design 

Life design is a framework created by Standford University professors Bill 

Burnett and Dave Evans. Life design is a combination of self-development and 

design thinking principles, and it has been created with the purpose of helping 

individuals plan and design different aspects of their lives. The framework 

includes helpful concepts, tools and mindsets that support and assist in the life 

design process. The ultimate goal of Burnett’s and Evans’ framework is to find 

ways for individuals to design a life for themselves that is well-lived and joyful. 
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(Burnett & Evans, 2016.) Burnett and Evans teach a life design course at 

Stanford University’s Design Program. Over a thousand students have learned 

about design thinking and more specifically how to apply it to design their lives 

by attending the course. 

Doctoral dissertations have been conducted on the course, and findings show 

that students that participated in the course had better abilities to conceive of 

and pursue career paths that they truly desired. Additionally, the studies show 

that students that participated in the course had increased ideation capabilities 

and fewer dysfunctional beliefs that hold an individual back in pursuing what 

they truly desire. (Burnett & Evans, 2016, p. 22.) 

Regarding the background and birth of life design, Burnett and Evans made the 

connection that design thinking is the ideal tool for problem-solving in situations 

where emotions are involved, which applies in situations in which one is 

planning their future and life. As in design thinking and service design projects, 

designing one’s future is a process in which there are no clear solutions and 

one can thus benefit from applying tools and methods for solution ideation. 

Burnett and Evans emphasize that design is not limited to product and service 

design – it is equally as applicable when it comes to building a meaningful and 

fulfilling life. (Burnett & Evans, 2016, p. 15–16.) 

Design thinking experts Leifer et al. (2020, p. 8–9) present benefits of life design 

for an individual. Life in itself is a vast and complex project during which an 

individual will inevitably wonder what their next steps are. Life design provides 

an individual with the tools to consider life holistically and dig deeper personally. 

With influences from positive psychology,  a positive mindset is central to life 

design which results in an individual experiencing more happy moments when 

during and after going through a life design process. Furthermore, design 

thinking as a practice allows one to approach challenges from different angles, 

thus widening one’s perspective. Life design does the same for individuals and 

allows them to see problems from new perspectives which enables change. 

Visualization is a central technique to design thinking and life design, and a life 

that one visualizes can be more likely realized. 
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Life design in practice 

A life design process begins with a shift in mindset. In order to achieve the best 

possible outcomes from undergoing a life design process, one must adopt a 

designer mindset. The designer mindset involves various aspects, with the first 

being that designers build their way forward instead of thinking their way 

forward, characterizing the hands-on approach of design thinking and life 

design. Moreover, the following features are central to a designer mindset 

(Burnett & Evans, 2016, pp. 25 – 28): 

- Adopting curiosity, since curiosity leads to exploration 

- Experimenting, since trying and testing are central to design  

- Reframing problems, since the design process will not progress when 

one is stuck on a certain problem 

- Accepting the process, which involves accepting that initial ideas and 

solutions may not be the best ones 

- Asking for help, since design is a collaborative process  

Table 1. Life design process and exercises (Burnett & Evans, 2016, p. 14-127). 

1. Starting from where you are Identifying the starting point for life 

design 

2. Building a compass Defining a direction for work and life 

3. Wayfinding Identifying energy and engagement 

4. Getting unstuck Ideating life alternatives & job 

descriptions 

5. Designing your lives Writing up three different life versions 
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6. Prototyping Identifying ways to try out ideated life 

versions & conducting the prototype 

 

Table 1 displays the life design process main exercises in their order of 

progression. The starting point for the life design process is to conduct a life 

design assessment. This entails taking a closer look at certain areas of one’s 

life – health, work, play, and love. Notes are to be written down regarding each 

area, after which each area is evaluated on a dashboard, on which the 

evaluation criteria can be modified according to the individual. One is then able 

to identify possible design problems and challenges that exist within these 

various life areas and ponder whether they are actionable problems. (Burnett & 

Evans, 2016, p. 14 – 27.) 

4.3 Positive psychology 

“Positive psychology is the scientific study of the personal qualities, life choices, 
life circumstances, and sociocultural conditions that promote a life well-lived, 
defined by criteria of happiness, physical and mental health, meaningfulness, 
and virtue.” (Baumgardner & Crothers, 2014, p. 9.) 

In their text, Ackerman (2020) provides a more simplified definition of positive 

psychology from Peterson (2008); “positive psychology is the scientific study of 

what makes life most worth living.” To add to this simplified definition, it is a 

scientific approach that has a focus on human strengths and other positive 

outlooks such as elevating a good quality of life into a great quality of life, as 

opposed to focusing on issues that include negative emotions and issues. In 

order to further illustrate the study of positive psychology and a life worth living, 

Baumgarder & Crothers (2014, p. 20) present that positive psychology aims to 

uncover what takes individuals from merely an absence of unhappiness to a life 

that provides meaning, purpose, and satisfaction. 

Baumgardner and Crothers (2014, p. 9) present the three pilars of positive 

psychology based on Seligman’s (2003) theory. According to these three pilars, 

positive psychology is the study of positive subjective experiences, positive 
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individual characteristics, and positive social institutions and communities that 

contribute to individual happiness. Furthermore, Seligman (2003) has theorized 

that as the core component of positive psychology, happiness can be further 

divided into three separate components: the pleasant life, the engaged life, and 

the meaningful life. 

With the pleasant life component, positive psychologists strive to understand 

what life circumstances and individual qualities lead to happiness and fulfillment 

of individuals. In other words, the pleasant life contains the determinants of 

happiness as a desired state. The engaged life component focuses on the 

activities and an individual’s active involvement in them, both work and leisure 

related. Furthermore, this component takes into account an individual’s 

relationships with others within which they are able to express their strengths 

and talents. The third component, the meaningful life, takes into account the 

notion of doing good and giving, and activities and acts that go beyond an 

individual’s personal interests and desires. The environments and situations 

taken into account when it comes to the meaningful life component can be 

social causes, charities, religious communities, and family. (Baumgardner & 

Crothers, 2014, p. 9.) 

According to Ackerman (2020), the study of positive psychology may also 

improve workplaces. Studies from the field of positive psychology have 

demonstrated that positive emotions enhance job performance; positive 

emotions are contagious and may cause a ripple effect across an organization; 

and happiness can be boosted through small actions which effectively means it 

does not take a great amount of effort to transform a workplace into a happier 

one. Through findings presented by Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener (2005), it can 

be stated that practicing positive psychology has an impact on success. 

Success makes individuals experience happy and positive emotions, which 

continues to increase the chances of further success. 
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4.3.1 Happiness  

Baumgardner & Crothers (2014, p. 19–21) present two views on happiness: 

hedonic happiness and eudaimonic happiness. With hedonic happiness, the 

goal of life is to pursue pleasurable and enjoyable experiences and with 

eudaimonic happiness, the goal is to pursue purposeful and meaningful 

experiences and is related to realizing personal goals and fulfilling one’s 

potential. Although these views on happiness are often pinned against each 

other and viewed as opposite views on how to achieve happiness in life, 

Baumgardner and Crothers (2014, p. 19–21) state that according to a study 

conducted by Laura King et al. (2006), there is a significant connecting factor 

between hedonic and eudaimonic happiness. 

Positive affect, which refers to pleasurable emotions such as joy, has been 

commonly thought to be at the core of hedonic happiness while 

meaningfulness, which refers to personally engaging and expressive activities, 

has been commonly seen to be central to eudaimonic happiness. Studies 

conducted by King (2006) have uncovered that there is in fact a close 

connection to hedonic and eudaimonic happiness specifically through personal 

affect and meaningfulness – positive affect may reinforce one’s ability to 

experience meaning and purpose during their lifetime. This is due to positive 

emotions widening the perspective of one’s thinking towards more imaginative 

and creative possibilities. (Baumgardner & Crothers, 2014, p. 19-21.) 

4.3.2 Personal goals 

Goal setting is connected to happiness and well-being. This can be explained 

by a number of factors, but the overall significance is that goals bring coherency 

to one’s life by building connections between one’s short-term actions and 

desires and long-term purposes and desires. In the study of human behavior 

and positive psychology, goals are an important factor to study and understand 

as goals provide direction and purpose to life activities conducted by individuals. 

(Baumgardner & Crothers, 2014, p. 134.) 
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A definition presented by Baumgardner & Crothers (2014, p. 135) originally 

stated by Austin & Vancouver (1996) concerning goals is that they are internal 

representations of conditions that are desired by an individual, conditions 

translating to various outcomes, events of processes. Relevant to defining goals 

is presenting the different components that goals contain – the cognitive 

component and the emotional-motivational component. The cognitive 

component refers to mental representations of desired future states, such as 

expectations and beliefs. The emotional-motivational component refers to the 

feelings, both positive and negative, connected with the thought of achieving or 

failing to achieve goals that an individual deems important to them, evaluations 

on the progress of reaching goals, and the emotions that follow attaining goals. 

(Baumgardner & Crothers, 2014, p. 135-136.) 

Riopel (2021) states that research on goal setting conducted by Locke and 

Latham (1990) has shown that an important connection exists between goals 

and performance. The research shows that when set goals are both specific 

and challenging, it leads to the most effective performance level. Goals can be 

used as a guideline to evaluate performance and when goals are linked to 

feedback on outcomes, a sense of commitment and acceptance is formed. 

Additionally, the research shows that setting deadlines for goals improve their 

effectiveness. 

Personal goals can be studied in various ways and from various viewpoints. A 

general consensus when it comes to measuring personal goals is that no matter 

the technique, the aim is to comprehend what individuals are striving to achieve 

in their lives based what they find to be desirable outcomes. A typical scenario 

when studying goals is for a researcher to provide a description of goals and 

ask participants to describe personal goals that are most important to them at 

the time of the study. Studied goals may be of various levels. Little (1989) 

introduced the idea of goals as personal projects, which can further be 

described as smaller scale activities and concerns that people have in their 

lives. Emmons (1999) introduced the idea of personal strivings, which are 

defined as things one is characteristically trying to do in everyday behavior. 



41 

Turku University of Applied Sciences Thesis | Elina Kaihua 

Cantor (1990) introduced the idea of important goals as life tasks, as one’s 

energy is cast toward solving these tasks. (Baumgardner & Crothers, 2014, p. 

137-138.) 

In the study of goals, once a participant has produced a list of goals, the 

researcher may instruct the participant to then rate the importance of the goals 

or categorize them. General categories for goals introduced by Emmons (1999) 

are categorizing according to achievement, power, affiliation or relationships, 

health and personal growth, etcetera. (Baumgardner & Crothers, 2014.) 
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5 Design process 

The design process of the thesis followed the design thinking process model of 

the Hasso Plattner Institute of Design at Stanford, which is introduced in the 

introduction of the thesis; empathize, define, ideate, prototype, test. This 

chapter concerning the design process of the thesis goes over all of the phases 

of the thesis and more specifically, the research methods and service design 

tools used during each phase and the outcomes that were produced. An 

iteration phase is included in the end of the design process, as a main outcome 

of the study is an iteration plan based on the design process experiences and 

findings presented as a service blueprint. 

5.1 Empathize 

The main activities of the empathize-phase were literature review and 

conducting a service design exercise in order to gain understanding of the case 

company employees and their feelings regarding traditional performance 

appraisals based on their previous experiences. 

Insight gathering method 

The exercise ‘I like, I wish, I wonder’ is a service design tool for innovation 

which was utilized for insight collection. The I like, I wish, I wonder -exercise 

focuses on exploration and collecting feedback within a design team or team of 

stakeholders during a fast-paced, iterative process of prototyping and piloting 

new services, systems, or ways of working. The method is a framework that 

allows respondents to provide insights and points of view freely but with the 

assistance of three guiding questions. The respondent writes down thoughts 

related to what they like about a certain topic or ongoing process, their wishes 

regarding it, and what they wonder relating to it. (Hyper Island, n.d.) 

The tool introduced in the previous paragraph was used for collecting insights 

and authentic thoughts on performance appraisals based on previous 
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experience from employees of the three case-companies that would be 

participating in the created prototype later in the design process. The exercise 

was held remotely and digitally through the Padlet-platform in January 2021, 

and the respondents, of which there were thirty, were able to answer 

anonymously. The Padlet-platform contained brief instructions on the exercise 

at hand and how to approach the questions, and the author of the thesis 

collected the responses and formed a persona based upon them. Direct, 

individual quotes from the employees can be seen in figure 5. Further 

information derived from the exercise can be seen in chapter 5.2.1 in figure 6. 

 

Figure 5. Individual insights from I like, I wish, I wonder (exercise conducted in 

January 2021). 

5.2 Define 

The insights collected during the empathize-phase from literature review and 

from the service design exercise were reviewed during the define-phase of the 

design process. These insights are explained in the theoretical background and 

in chapter 5.1.1. An initial persona was created based on the insights collected 
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from the I like, I wish, I wonder -exercise to be used in the upcoming ideation-

phase of the design process. The persona is introduced in chapter 5.2.1, figure 

6. Additionally, to better define the direction for the remainder of the study, 

benchmarking was conducted in the beginning of 2021. Benchmarking is 

introduced in chapter 5.2.2. 

5.2.1 Initial persona creation 

Creating personas in a workshop is a common service design tool. Personas 

are created in order to visualize a target audience or end-user in a realistic way, 

and they are based on previous knowledge and conducted research of the end-

user groups. Personas are created in the form of a real person, and contain 

information such as their needs and expectations, goals, values, and their 

background. (Usability.gov, n.d.) Ultimately, the creation and visualization of 

personas result in better decision-making regarding an organization or 

company’s product or service (Unmade, 2017). 

The information gathered from the I like, I wish, I wonder -exercise showed that 

among the respondents, there was a collective view on performance appraisals 

and the gains, pains, and wonders related to them. This resulted in the creation 

of a single persona to be used in a co-design workshop held during the 

ideation-phase of the design process. The demographics of the persona are 

based on generalized information of the entrepreneurship academy case 

company employees. 
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Figure 6. Initial persona. 

5.2.2 Benchmark 

An important research method in the early stages of the design process was 

benchmarking. The author of this thesis had a specific event concept chosen to 

benchmark, as the premise of life design and planning a meaningful life was the 

focus that the target of the benchmark and the goal of the pilot created within 

the study had in common. 

According to a study conducted by Kyrö (2003), benchmarking is a tool that can 

be used to improve the performance of an organization and its competitiveness. 

Kyrö (2003) states that according to the research of Ahmed and Rafiq (1998), 

gaining knowledge on how to improve one’s management, processes, and 

activities is the core of benchmarking. There are several existing definitions of 
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benchmarking each with their own specific focus - however, regardless of slight 

differences in definitions, a common broader understanding of benchmarking is 

that it involves evaluation and improvement based on increased learning from 

the activities of others. (Kyrö, 2003.) 

Strategic benchmarking is a strategy that is typical to situations in which an 

organization is planning on putting a new idea into action, or drastically 

adjusting an existing one and compares their plan to the approach of other 

organizations with similar activities that can be thought of as successful prior to 

implementing the plan (Anjali, 2018). Strategic benchmarking can be conducted 

by focusing on a specific area, such as employee fulfillment, processes, culture, 

goals, or productivity. In terms of the benefits that conducting strategic 

benchmarking provides, it allows for an organization to identify areas that 

require improvement, it places importance on change, and it introduces new 

ideas and makes room for inspiration. (Lambert, n.d.) 

Self-Hack, the target of benchmarking, is an event concept created by the non-

profit organization Creativity Squads. The organization created Self-Hack as a 

tool to kickstart an impactful life design movement, as the event gives its 

participants allocated time to think about their lives and their purpose and 

direction. The foundation of the Self-Hack concept lies in design thinking, 

Stanford’s life design, and positive psychology. This foundation is relevant to 

the thesis study when it comes to the frame of reference and theoretical 

background. Potential participant groups for Self-Hack are universities and 

other educational institutions, organizations and companies, non-governmental 

organizations, and unemployment services. (Self Hack, n.d.) More specifically 

put, the Self-Hack event allows for the reflection of one’s life decisions, values, 

goals, and dreams. Participants of the event receive a workbook containing all 

the instructions and tasks for the day, with the duration of the day varying 

depending on the needs and capabilities of the facilitating organization. 

(University of Oulu, n.d.) 

Self-Hack was first piloted in a university setting for the new students of the 

University of Oulu as a part of their orientation week in the fall of 2019. The 
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University of Oulu has since included the event as a standard part of their 

orientation week for new students of all faculties, and the concept has since 

also been implemented in the Tampere University of Applied Sciences, Haaga-

Helia University of Applied Sciences, and the University Consortium of Pori. 

(Self Hack, n.d.) The author of the thesis has been a part of the first University 

of Oulu implementation as a facilitator, and thus has hands on experience with 

the Self-Hack event concept. Furthermore, the personal experience has 

enabled a line of communication to the founders of the event concept as well as 

the representatives of the University of Oulu in charge of the facilitation and all 

that it entails on their end. Becoming a certified Self-Hack facilitator required 

attending the event itself as a participant and participating in a separate 

facilitator training day. Self-Hack is a relevant benchmark for the topic of this 

study as the goal of the event concept is aligned with the creation of a new, 

holistic performance appraisal structure bearing similar goals for the 

participating individuals.  

According to Nevalainen (2021), focusing on personal goals, strengths and 

values are at the core of Self-Hack. This is exceptional in the sense that the 

learning objectives are not the same for all participants - the learning objectives 

and expected outcomes are dependant on the current life situation and starting 

point of each individual. Concerning the university Self-Hack context, 

Nevalainen (2021) states that the earlier the stage during studies in which a 

student is encouraged to approach their studies in relation to their personal 

goals, values, and strengths, the better their chances are to experience a sense 

of ownership and participation when it comes to their studies. Furthermore, the 

faster a student feels connected to their study field and feels that it serves their 

personal values and goals, the more likely it is that they will succeed in their 

studies and make a more effortless transition into the working life (Nevalainen, 

2021). 

The organizers of the Self-Hack events held for the new students of Tampere 

University of Applied Sciences in 2020 collected participant feedback and 

thoughts with a questionnaire. Their findings indicated that for participants, what 
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they perceive to be meaningful in life is connected to perceived possibility to 

influence the direction in which their life is going, the opportunity to become 

skilled within a certain area of their life, and the experience of having goals for 

their life. Additionally, the questionnaire results show that the participants of 

Self-Hack learned about their personal values, what is important to them, and 

what their strengths are through the event tasks and the conversations held 

throughout the event within their small groups. The support of facilitators and 

other students was seen to be an important success factor of the event. 

(Nevalainen, 2021.) 

Based on personal training and facilitation experience, discussions with 

professionals that implemented Self-Hack in the university scene, and 

referenced materials collected from Self-Hack implementations, best practices 

discovered through benchmarking Self-Hack are the added value that group 

discussions provide, thorough instructions throughout the process and 

continuous facilitation, and using hand-written writing and visualization 

techniques. Also based on the author’s personal knowledge with the event, it 

can be stated that Self-Hack demonstrates that the underlying theories of the 

event concept, design thinking, life design, and positive psychology, form a 

cohesive basis for self-development work. 

5.3 Ideate 

The main method for the ideation phase of the design process within the thesis 

was a co-design workshop. This was a central method for the ideation stage, 

but later used as a tool for the testing phase as well. Furthermore, service 

design tools utilized within the workshop were mind maps and user journey 

maps. 
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5.3.1 Co-design workshop 

Service design workshops typically focus on ideation and production of insights 

before a certain solution has been chosen, and the outputs of the workshop are 

used to lead an organization to a possible solution or solutions. According to 

service design and design thinking principles, workshops contain both divergent 

and convergent thinking, leading the participants from a mindset of exploration 

and mapping to a more narrow and focused view. Although service design 

workshops vary in terms of structure and content based on specific needs and 

circumstances, a rough categorization exists of different types of service design 

workshops. (Cheng, 2019.) 

• Planning workshops, that aim to increase a shared understanding across 

participants and different stakeholder groups 

• Problem definition workshops, that aim to showcase insights derived 

from research and identify specific design challenges to tackle  

• Ideation workshops, that aim to openly explore different possibilities 

• Prototyping workshops, that aim to provide a testing environment for 

created concepts  

• Strategy workshops, that aim to take a critical look at created concepts 

and form a shared vision for participants and stakeholders to move 

forward with 

(Cheng, 2019.) 

During the ideation-phase of the design process, the way of working within the 

chosen workshop method was co-design, also referred to as participatory 

design. Co-design is a way of working that is in response to the complex 

problems of the current world as the more complex problems get, the more 

fruitful it is to involve multiple stakeholders, internal and external, to work on a 

specific challenge together to produce improvements and solutions. Co-design 

allows for the problem at hand to be approached through multiple perspectives, 
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which results in a better, more usable solution since it has been viewed from 

multiple angles. (Stratos Innovation Group, 2016.) 

Through co-design, stakeholder representatives feel empowered and like an 

important member of the design team. There is no set protocol for practicing co-

design within a design project, and the facilitation style, level of engagement 

and contribution from stakeholders, and how the co-design process is set up 

differs depending on the specific case. (Trischler et al., 2017.) 

The co-design workshop in the ideation-phase of the design process was held 

with the intent of producing ideas that contribute to the creation of something 

completely new with the study acting as an individual project. Thus the 

stakeholders invited to contribute represented various backgrounds and 

organizations that can be thought to have either a subject matter expert 

viewpoint or an end-user perspective on the subject at hand. Referring to the 

theory on workshopping, the co-design workshop held was an ideation 

workshop during which the goal was to produce insights and various ideas 

without restrictions. To re-iterate, the purpose of the co-design workshop was to 

gather a group of experts together and utilize service design methods to ideate 

ideas for the structure of the design thinking and life design -based performance 

appraisal pilot. The participants were experts in one or more of the following 

subjects: service design, life design, human resources, Self-Hack.  

The co-design workshop was held virtually on Zoom in March 2021, and the 

participants received pre-materials a few days prior to the workshop. The pre-

materials can be seen in appendix 1. The pre-materials contained basic 

information on the overall goals of the study, the aims of the workshop, and 

brief introductions to performance appraisals, design thinking, and life design 

based on the theoretical background to ensure that all participants shared a 

common understanding on the topic when participating in the workshop. After 

an introduction to the topic and among participants in the beginning of the 

virtual workshop, the six participants were split into pairs to work on the 

workshop tasks. 
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5.3.2 Mind map 

The first task, also serving the purpose of a warm-up task, was to create a mind 

map on ideas, thoughts, and insights concerning performance appraisals, 

design thinking, and life design. Mind mapping is a useful service design tool for 

encouraging thinking without restrictions and exploring connections formed 

between individual insights and thoughts. In practice, a mind map is created by 

placing a topic or challenge in the center and making connections around it, 

with the map increasing in size along with the increasing number of insights 

produced relating to the original subject matter. The insights may be words, 

signs, or pictures, and the creator or creators of the mind map visualize the 

connections occurring in the map. (SDT, n.d.) 

The participants of the workshop were instructed to create a mind map including 

anything that comes to mind regarding performance appraisals, design thinking, 

and life design. These could be success factors, best practices, possible pain 

points and headaches, great experiences, important aspects to note, out of the 

box ideas, and wild cards. Although it was not the main intention, the first mind 

mapping task provided insights in terms of empathizing with users. The key 

takeaways of the mind map task are presented in figure 7.  

Figure 7 demonstrates both the recurring themes across all mind maps and 

themes that emerged in mind maps that are connected to the literature review 

of this thesis. The figure shows that recurring themes included in the produced 

mind maps of all three small groups were related to organizational communities 

and groups. More specifically, these themes were brought up in the context of 

peers benefitting from a group work style of performance review. Additionally, 

the idea of performance appraisals being more informal and personal was a 

common theme across the mind maps. Figure 7 also shows themes from the 

mind maps that can be seen as connected to the literature review of this study. 

The mind maps findings reflected the nature of the current working life and 

people prioritizing their free time and a healthy work-life balance over monetary 

benefits. Additionally, motivating factors that were brought up in the mind maps 
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were the ability to have an impact on one’s working tasks and having an 

entrepreneurial role within one’s organization. According to the mind maps, 

these factors should be supported and encouraged during the performance 

appraisal process. Moreover, finding purpose in the performance appraisal 

process was brought up in the mind maps, which is connected to job fulfillment 

as humans are purpose-seeking beings, and the experience of fulfillment is thus 

a basic human need. Ideas included in the mind maps were applying life design 

practices in performance appraisal processes and conducting goal setting 

together with peers. These themes are connected to life design theory and 

positive psychology, as goal setting is connected to happiness and well-being. 

 

Figure 7. Mind map key takeaways. 

5.3.3 User journey map 

A user or customer journey map is a service design tool that enables the 

visualization of an experience from a selected point of view. The main features 

of a journey map are the steps that demonstrate the user’s interaction with the 

service provider throughout their service experience from beginning to end, and 

the rest of the information shown on a journey map depends on the case at 
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hand. The selected point of view for a journey map is typically a persona 

representing a group of customers or employees. Inherently this means that a 

journey map is not a complete visualization of the service in its entirety, as there 

are multiple possible journeys when it comes to a service experience. 

Additionally, a journey map is not a stagnant document, as it develops over time 

as the service in question or customer or employee groups develop. (Stickdorn 

et al., 2018, p. 44-46.) 

Journey maps are useful visualizations, as they increase the formation of a 

shared understanding within a team about their users and the way the users 

experience their service. In addition to providing understanding on existing user 

journeys, journey maps can be used to design improvements to existing 

services or service components or to design entirely new services. (Lewrick et 

al., 2020b, p. 103-104.) In instances where completely new services are 

designed and developed, the journey map is referred to as a future-state 

journey map. In order to create a future-state journey map, previous 

experiences and insights from research are utilized. Visualizing thoughts and 

ideas on a journey map brings structure to new service ideation and allows a 

team to consider different expectations and scenarios in the development 

phase. In practice, several future-state journey maps may be the outcome of 

new service ideation and moving forward, a team pinpoints the most compelling 

features from each map and incorporates them into a further developed idea. 

Journey maps, both current-state and future-state, make good bases for service 

blueprints. (This is Service Design Doing, n.d.) 

The second task of the workshop was to create a future oriented customer 

journey map of a design thinking and life design -based performance appraisal 

structure. This exercise was also conducted in the same pairs and the outcome 

of the task was three, separate customer journey maps. The participants were 

instructed to create a user journey map, future-state, based on their ideation on 

how a design thinking -based performance appraisal structure could be 

constructed. The participants were instructed to use their imagination and 

creativity, since they were participating in the process of co-designing 
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something new. The map template, seen in figure 8, given to them consisted of 

user actions, touchpoints, gain creators, pain points, and a behind the scenes -

viewpoint. However, the template was a starting point, and the participants were 

told by the facilitating thesis author that the template was merely a guideline 

and elements could be added or removed. The initial persona (figure 6) created 

in the define-stage of the design process was presented to the workshop 

participants and they were instructed to build the journey map from the point of 

view of that particular persona. 

 

Figure 8. Journey map template used in workshop. 

The second, main task of the workshop produced three separate performance 

appraisal structures that included aspects of design thinking and life design. A 

significant result of the workshop task for the thesis author was that a group 

discussion was a part of all three ideated customer journeys. The group 

discussion was to be held before the traditional, one-on-one performance 

appraisal conversation typically held with a superior. One user journey 

presented the group discussion as a life design workshop. The main findings of 

this task was compiled into one user story by the thesis author as seen in figure 

9. 
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Figure 9. Story based on main findings of co-design workshop. 

As shown in figure 9, the author of this thesis combined findings from workshop 

exercises into a story of what the user, an employee of an organization in this 

case, is experiencing before, during, and after the newly ideated performance 

appraisal process. The story created is based on the common suggestion of all 

three small groups of the workshop that the performance appraisal process 

includes a peer group phase and an individual, more traditional phase. The 

main elements of the story are following: 
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• the employee conducting individual reflection before the next stages with 

the help of provided tools 

• the employee participating in a group working session with peers 

• the employee participating in an individual session with their supervisor 

and group session insights are discussed  

• after undergoing the process, the employee has clear key performance 

indicators and targets for future work and more self-awareness on 

personal motivation and sources of inspiration 

5.4 Prototype 

The co-design workshop produced interesting and useful insights for the thesis 

study, which were presented in chapter 5.3. Based on the workshop outcomes 

and the theoretical background, a structure for the design thinking and life 

design -based performance appraisal was concepted by the thesis author. As 

mentioned in the previous sub-chapter, the group discussion idea was a 

significant result of the co-design workshop and was thus integrated into the 

new concepted structure. The scope of the study was also further defined 

based on the co-design workshop outcomes presented in chapter 5.3, as the 

structure shifted from a single, one-on-one performance appraisal to a 

multiphase performance appraisal process.  

Following the ideation phase and the insights and ideas produced because of 

the co-design workshop, the author of the thesis further prototyped the pilot 

concept into a testable structure by carefully planning out all the necessary 

stages and visualizing the structure in a service blueprint. Additionally, during 

the prototyping phase, the author of the thesis held a training session for the 

HR-representatives of the case companies to ensure that their performance 

appraisal facilitation would be in line with the goals and principles of the process 

as a whole. The training session was held early in the spring of 2021, and all 

three of the case company HR-representatives were in attendance.  
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The ideated structure consisted of the following main stages: 

• Sending out pre-material to the performance appraisal case-company 

employees including basic information on the principles of life design and 

three life design pre-tasks to conduct before attending the group 

workshop. 

• Attending a life design virtual workshop facilitated by the thesis author. 

The pre-tasks and workshop tasks of the life design workshop are based 

on the theoretical background of the study. The employees working in 

small groups during the workshop. 

• Receiving and familiarizing oneself with the performance appraisal 

discussion talking points. 

• Attending the performance appraisal discussion with the case-company 

HR representative. 

For the purpose of the study and iteration ideation to be conducted during the 

final stages of the study, the final step of the process for the case-company 

employees was to participate in a design probe in order to produce insights and 

experience documentation for the author of the thesis. The design probe was a 

reflective writing task. Detailed information on the tested structure, the reflective 

writing task, and the results of the task are introduced in chapter 5.5. 

Service blueprint 

Service blueprints can be seen as a service design tool used to build on the 

contents of a user journey map (Stickdorn et al., 2018). The purpose of service 

blueprints is to visualize the entire lifecycle of delivering a specific service from 

two different viewpoints - the visible and invisible actions, touchpoints, and 

processes. Such as the user journey map, the service blueprint displays a 

service divided into its various stages. As the service blueprint also includes 

various roles and role-related tasks, it demonstrates the interactions between 

these various roles. As mentioned, it even includes the tasks performed below 

the line of visibility, meaning the user cannot see these tasks and processes. 
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Where the user journey map can also be applied in the ideation phase of a 

design process, the service blueprint is not a tool to be utilized in ideation. As 

mentioned, service blueprints build up on the content of a user journey map, so 

they are best used when visualizing a concept or service that is well defined. 

(Service Design Tools, n.d.) In practice, a service blueprint typically includes the 

following elements: 

• Physical evidence and touchpoints that a user comes into contact with 

• User actions 

• The line of interaction that divides user actions and interactions with the 

front-stage 

• Front-stage actions that include the visible activities of the employee 

• The line of visibility that shows where the front-stage and back-stage 

begin and end 

• Back-stage actions that are conducted by employees but are invisible to 

the user 

• The line of internal interactions that separates the front-stage and back-

stage activities of the service from the support processes  

• Other lanes of a service blueprint could include various individual 

swimlanes for different roles, digital activities and features, rules, and 

regulations, etc.  

(Stickdorn et al., 2018.) 

Figure 10 demonstrates the created prototype in a service blueprint. The 

service blueprint includes physical evidence, employee actions, the line of 

interaction, front-stage actions that are human contact, front-stage actions that 

occur through digital channels such as email, the line of visibility, backstage 

actions, the line of internal interactions, and support processes. In the service 

blueprint, “employee” refers to employees of the case companies. In the 
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blueprint, the HR-representatives are considered the frontstage service provider 

representative, and the author of this thesis is referred to as an external 

facilitator whose role is mainly in the support processes apart from visibly 

facilitating the group workshop for all case companies. The service blueprint 

demonstrates four phases of the prototype: before, group workshop, individual 

performance appraisal discussion, and after. 

 

Figure 10. Service blueprint of prototype. 

5.5 Test 

The test-phase of the study was executed throughout April and May of 2020. As 

stated in chapter 5.4, the main frontstage elements of the test-phase were going 

through material and doing pre-tasks, participating in a group life design 

workshop, participating in an individual performance appraisal discussion with 

their HR representative, and completing the reflective writing task concerning 

their experience. When considering backstage and support processes, the main 

elements were the creation of all necessary materials by the thesis author and 

distributing materials to HR representatives, training session of the process held 

for HR representatives by the thesis author, preparation for the individual 

discussions by HR representatives based on notes returned by employees prior 

to discussions, and the thesis author collecting and analyzing the reflective 

writing tasks in order to create further material based on insights. 
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The prototype portrayed in figure 10 was carried out according to plan apart 

from one sub-phase, which would have been gathering notes from employees 

based on the individual discussion structure prior to the discussion. This change 

took place due to the request of the three case company HR representatives 

after the prototype was presented to them in April 2021, and according to the 

change, the structure of the discussion was sent to employees prior to their 

discussions but no notes were collected. The material and pre-tasks, the group 

workshop, the structure for individual discussions, and the reflective writing task 

and results will be presented in more detail in sub-chapter 5.5.4. The 

correspondence occurring throughout the process concerning reminder emails 

and individual discussion booking will not be presented separately but is 

touched upon in sub-chapter 5.5.4. 

5.5.1 Preliminary information and pre-tasks 

The preliminary information regarding the design thinking and life design -based 

performance appraisal process was a document created by the author of the 

thesis and sent to case company employees in April of 2021, a week prior to the 

group workshop. The information document contained background on the study 

and its objectives, background on design thinking, an introduction of the 

process and its separate stages, pre-tasks to be done in preparation for the 

upcoming workshop, and information on the workshop. As also stated in the 

information document, the basis for the pre-tasks was life design theory with 

modified wording by the thesis author. The thesis author included a short list of 

design thinking principles above the pre-tasks to provide the employees with a 

favorable orientation and mindset toward the tasks. Short descriptions of the 

pre-tasks are demonstrated in table 2. The employees were instructed within 

the document to write their pre-task answers down. The complete document 

can be found in appendix 2. 
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Table 2. Pre-task, brief descriptions. 

1) Mapping one’s own life Objective: taking a closer look at 

one’s current situation to create a 

starting point for life design. This task 

clarifies the factors affecting one’s life 

and the areas one wishes to pay 

closer attention to moving forward. 

Areas to focus on: health, work, free-

time, and relationships. 

2) Values and important work 

tasks and external factors 

Objective: Identifying one’s values in 

general and identifying work tasks 

and external factors that one finds 

important to gain understanding on 

the fundamental factors that influence 

potential directions for life and career 

choices  

3) Building a compass – life view 

and work view 

Identifying factors that give one a 

sense of meaning both concerning 

life in general and working in general 

 

5.5.2 Life design group workshop 

The life design group workshop held in April 2021 was facilitated by the thesis 

author and 25 employees from the three case companies participated in the 

workshop. Due to the prevailing pandemic, the workshop was held online via 

Zoom and the duration was four hours. The workshop began with a brief review 

of the ongoing performance appraisal process and the objectives of the 

workshop, and a short presentation of the background of life design and the 

purpose it serves in the performance appraisal process. The main message for 

the employees participating in the workshop at this stage regarding the overlap 
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of life design and performance appraisals was that since people spend a large 

portion of their lives at work, for the sake of one’s holistic wellbeing it is 

important to strive to foster a sense of meaning and intrinsic motivation at the 

workplace. 

Following the introduction, employees were divided into small groups with peers 

from their companies. Employees were instructed to take notes during all 

workshop tasks. The tasks progressed with the thesis author presenting task 

instructions, sending groups to their breakout rooms on Zoom to complete the 

task, and bringing them back into the main Zoom room to get instructions for the 

next task. Each task contained individual work and a group discussion. 

Employees were instructed to share only as much individual task insight with 

their group as each employee was comfortable with. Individual task objectives 

and instructions are described in table 3. The workshop concluded with the 

thesis author reiterating how employees can make use of their personal 

workshop outputs during the next phase of the performance appraisal process 

and the next steps that each employee will be taking during the process. The 

employees were instructed to incorporate their insights produced during the 

workshop into their upcoming individual performance appraisal discussions and 

to make use of their notes when writing their reflective writing tasks at the end 

of the performance appraisal process. 

Table 3. Life design workshop task objectives and instructions. 

1) A group discussion about the 

pre-tasks 

-Discuss within your group about the 

pre-tasks: what observations did you 

make about yourself and your views? 

2) Observations from the recent 

past 

-Objective: to help you find direction 

toward a more enjoyable and 

meaningful life: since we do not know 

where we are heading, we need to 
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understand the clues that our feelings 

and reactions are giving us. 

-Independently go over a week from 

your recent past and write down what 

you did on each day (work, studies, 

free time, etc.) 

-Make observations about each day’s 

activities concerning the following 

things: how much doing each activity 

drained or gave energy; how much 

each activity caused a state of flow; 

how much each activity motivated 

you.  

-Discuss your insights within your 

group. 

3) Problem reframing -Objective: realizing that designers 

and well-formulated problems are 

friends, as they help us move toward 

solution ideation and testing. 

-Identify your life problem areas 

based on findings from your previous 

pre-task and task outputs 

independently. 

-Write down your identified problems 

and choose a few that are most 

important to you. 

-Reframe your chosen problems into 

a solvable format. 
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-Discuss your insights within your 

group. 

4) Envisioning -Objective: understanding that there 

are many alternative futures in life, 

and they are all equally “correct” – the 

task does not give you answers, but 

allows you to explore alternatives and 

dreams 

- Independently envision three 

scenarios of your future in five years 

from now: 

Vision 1: If nothing changed and life 

kept moving in the same direction it is 

moving currently 

Vision 2: What do you envision, if 

Vision 1 is no longer an option 

Vision 3: What do you envision, if you 

disregard all resources 

-Write each vision down, guiding 

themes: place of residence, 

environment, job description,  

education, relationships, life 

experience. 

-Discuss your visions within your 

group. 

5) Goal setting -Objective: understanding that setting 

goals and pursuing them has been 

found in positive psychology theory to 
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be related to happiness, wellbeing, 

and the creation of perceived 

purpose. 

-Independently write down your goals 

for the near future and beyond 

(consider your goals for your current 

company role as well). Form the 

goals so that they are actionable and 

specific and give them a deadline. 

-Discuss your goals within your 

group. 

6) Prototyping -Objective: realizing that design 

involves continuous testing and, if 

necessary, a change in direction – 

this should also be done in life design 

through genuine experiments.  

-Independently, go over your visions 

and goals.  

-From them, select parts that are 

potentially actionable in the near 

future and consider ways to test 

them.  

-Write your thoughts down for 

example in the form of a mind map.  

-Discuss your ideas for prototyping 

within your group. Furthermore, 

consider if you can come up with 
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mutual prototyping possibilities 

related to your company activities.  

Prototyping: voluntary homework Prototyping a thought, goal, or dream 

can simply take the form of a 

conversation. If you have a goal that 

you are hesitant about executing, try 

the following:  

- Identify a person who is 

currently living a life that you 

envision. 

- Reach out to them and set up 

a discussion. 

- Find out during the discussion 

how they got to where they are 

now and what happens in their 

daily lives. 

 

5.5.3 Individual performance appraisal discussions 

As mentioned, in the early stages of the test-phase in early spring of 2021, the 

thesis author held a training session with case company HR-representatives to 

ensure the flow and structure of the individual performance appraisal 

discussions being in accordance with the plan, as the individual discussions 

were facilitated by the HR-representatives instead of the thesis author. The 

content of the individual discussions was created based on performance 

appraisal and life design theory and the flow and structure of the discussions 

were created to mimic the design thinking double diamond model, more 

specifically its convergent and divergent nature, shown in figure 11.  
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Figure 11: Double diamond model (Design Council, n.d.) 

The double diamond model for design thinking portrays the design process for 

tackling a challenge in four stages and shifting from divergent to convergent 

thinking. The four stages that make up the process are discover, define, 

develop, and deliver, although the process is not linear. The model shows that 

the process begins with divergent thinking, which is exploratory and open, and 

goes into convergent thinking, a more narrow and focused mode, and repeats 

this flow twice. The Design Council presents design principles to be adopted 

when going into the double diamond design process to ensure effectiveness. 

The design principles are putting people first, communicating visually, 

collaborating, and iterating. (Design Council, n.d.) The structure for the 

individual performance appraisal discussions is demonstrated in table 4. 
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Table 4. Structure for individual performance appraisal discussions. 

1) Mapping: forming the big 

picture 

- What are your roles, 

responsibilities, and tasks 

within your team?  

- Describe your work community 

from your own viewpoint: what 

works and what needs to be 

developed? 

- Describe the HR function from 

your own viewpoint: what 

works and what needs to be 

developed? 

2) Going into more details of the 

employee’s views and needs 

- Describe what you have been 

successful in during the past 

season. 

- Describe personal points for 

improvement that you have 

identified for your own work 

based on the past season. 

- What activities have you 

enjoyed during the past 

season and what have you 

experienced as “headaches”?  

- What goals would you set for 

yourself in terms of working 

and learning?  
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3) Ideation - What kind of metrics would 

you set for yourself for work? 

How will you know you have 

reached your goals? Let’s 

ideate. 

- In what ways would you like to 

increase your learning and 

development? Let’s ideate. 

- Ideas for your team: what are 

ways to increase team 

success? Let’s ideate.  

- Anything else that you would 

like to share or think about? 

4) Summing up and creating a 

roadmap 

- Making choices based on the 

discussion: what will be 

developed and pursued and 

what is the timeline? What 

metrics are chosen to 

determine progress and 

success? 

- Creating a roadmap together 

for the upcoming period: both 

HR representative and 

employee have a copy that 

serves as a supporting tool for 

working.  

 

The structure of the individual performance appraisal discussions and the 

reasons behind the construction of the structure were the focus of the training 
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session held by the thesis author for the three, case company HR-

representatives in April 2021. The structure displayed in table 4, which was 

visible to the employees prior to their discussions, was gone through in detail 

during the training session. In addition to the components of the structure and 

the reasoning behind the creation of the specific structure, the thesis author 

compiled a list of guidance concerning facilitation for the HR-representatives. 

The list was complied based on insights collected from the employees in the 

empathize-phase regarding their views on performance appraisals and on 

findings from literature review. The motivation behind the training session and 

including guidance for facilitation was to ensure a cohesive employee 

experience for case company employees and to ensure there was a shared 

understanding between the thesis author and the HR-representatives.   

The list included findings from literature review such as the importance of 

genuine presence, listening, and giving feedback throughout the discussion as 

the facilitator. Furthermore, it was emphasized that goal setting and goal 

achieving creates a sense of purpose, and that it was important to leave 

sufficient time during the discussion for the roadmap creation. Additionally, HR 

representatives were instructed to encourage employees to circle back to the 

outputs of the group workshop throughout the discussion at appropriate times to 

create a cohesive process. 

5.5.4 Reflective writing task, findings and visualizations 

The main source of user data for creating an iteration plan of the life design -

based performance appraisal process was the reflective writing task collected 

from participating employees. The research method of the writing task was a 

design probe and the method for analyzing the qualitative data was deductive 

coding. 

Data regarding the experience of attending the life design -based performance 

appraisal process was gathered from the participating employees through a 

design probe, which is a self-documentation method. In this thesis, the design 
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probe has been referred to as a reflective writing task. Design probes involve 

the user reflecting on their life or a specific area or experience and then 

documenting the outcome of their reflection, and they can be designed in the 

form of a variety of tasks, for example photography and diary writing. The form 

and more detailed contents and instructions for the self-documentation probe 

depend on the context and the specific design case in question. (Service 

Design Lab, n.d.) 

The design probe for this specific study was in a written form - a modified 

version of a diary, as the employees were given guiding questions within the 

probe that are parallel to themes on a user journey map. Throughout the entire 

pilot process, the employees had been instructed to write all thoughts and 

insights related to tasks down on paper to better identify and process thoughts, 

but also so that employees had diary-like material to make use of when writing 

about their experiences on the final probing task. Employees were asked to fill 

in the probe as soon as possible following the experience so that it was still 

vivid. 

The task first contained questions more specific to creating new personas - 

background information on work experience, performance appraisal experience, 

and working habits. As mentioned, the main guiding questions of the task are 

parallel to themes that are included in a user journey map, as the journey map 

is a tool used to visualize the experiences of the pilot users. The probe task 

aimed at gathering necessary information to get an authentic sense of the users 

experience during the pilot and do so in a way where employees were able to 

freely express themselves through writing responses to open questions, which 

is the goal of design probes (Interaction Research Studio, n.d.). The number of 

participating case company employees in the entire process, meaning the 

employee attended both the group workshop and the individual discussion, was 

25. The amount of those employees that returned the reflective writing task was 

12. 

The data collected from the writing task to create user journey maps was 

analyzed through deductive coding. Deductive coding, also referred to as top-
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down coding, is a qualitative data analysis method where the codes for 

analyzing data are predetermined by the researcher. The predetermined codes 

may be based on the research questions of the study or a pre-existing theory. 

The material is then analyzed based on the preset codes and findings are 

sorted according to them. (Delve, n.d.) The codes preset for the qualitative data 

by the thesis author were the following: 

• employee actions 

• employee gains 

• employee pains 

The codes were predetermined in accordance with the structure of user journey 

maps that are presented in the following sub-chapter. In addition to the 

predetermined codes, the thesis author collected insights from the data related 

to background information of writing task respondents, statements on perceived 

process impact, and development suggestions for the process. The thesis 

author deductively coded the writing task material by assigning different colors 

for the codes. First, the reflective writing task material from the 12 employees 

was all compiled onto one spreadsheet with each employee response on its 

own horizontal row. Then, the thesis author highlighted phrases and words 

matching the codes and their dedicated colors from the material. After this, the 

data was rearranged, so that each phase and employee actions taken within it 

was followed by the coded gains and pains. By rearranging the vertical columns 

of the data, it was clearer for the thesis author to analyze the pains and gains of 

the process and to analyze whether any patterns could be found among the 

employees.  

Updated personas and user journey maps were created based on insights 

retrieved from the writing tasks. As mentioned earlier in the chapter, the number 

of employees in the entire process was 25 and out of these employees 12 

conducted and returned the writing task to the thesis author. The writing task 

produced significant results related to the research questions of this study. 
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The writing task seen in appendix 3 contained several background information 

questions to support the creation of updated personas. These questions were 

age range, career length, prior amount of performance appraisals, nature of 

experienced performance appraisals, and preference between working alone or 

in a group setting. The respondents then assessed their views prior to and post 

process on performance appraisals, their sense of job meaningfulness, and 

their intrinsic motivation on a 0-4 scale. Definitions of job meaningfulness and 

intrinsic motivation were provided. The results showed that with this particular 

respondent sample size and context, these background factors mentioned 

above did not affect the experience. A possibility for insignificant background 

factors may be related to a relatively small sample size in relation to vast range 

of collected data, or due to the process experience not being dependent on any 

certain background factors. Due to this, the updated personas were created 

based on identified differences in employee actions during the process. By 

analyzing the employee actions, the thesis author was able to separate the 

employees into two distinct groups.  

After coding, rearranging, and analyzing the writing task data, the thesis author 

found a basis for the creation of two updated personas that are presented 

alongside their user journey maps later on in this sub-chapter. One persona, 

figure 12, represents the process employees that conducted all phases of the 

process according to instructions, including going over informative materials 

and pre-tasks during and between phases. The other persona, figure 14,  

represents the process employees that disregarded some phases of the 

process that were instructed. Between these two personas, background 

information in terms of age, career, and amount of performance appraisals did 

not vary significantly. However, their views on performance appraisals prior to 

experiencing the life design -based performance appraisal process differed. The 

group that conducted all phases according to instructions had a more optimistic 

view on performance appraisals in general when comparing to the group that 

overlooked some process phases, as they did not primarily find performance 

appraisals to be too motivating or useful. Both personas are comfortable 

working both individually and in groups and have been in the working life for 
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three to four years with experience of attending two performance appraisals in 

the past. 

Two user journey maps were created based on the created personas and the 

insights discovered through coding. The journey maps demonstrate what the 

user, the employees in this case, did throughout their journey, and what gains 

and pains they experienced. The first user journey map, figure 13, represents 

the life design -based performance appraisal journey of Emma, who is 

conscientious about conducting all required tasks and the second user journey 

map, figure 15, represents Jenna, who tends to overlook some materials and 

tasks. 

 

Figure 12. Updated persona, Emma 

 

Figure 13. Emma's journey map. 

Emma’s journey consisted of her receiving information about the process and 

pre-task instructions and instructions for booking the individual discussion to be 

held after the group workshop. Emma then read through the information and 
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task instructions with care and wrote down her answers to the pre-tasks a few 

days before the group workshop. She also booked her individual discussion 

appointment. Emma participated in the group workshop actively and read 

through the structure and contents of the individual discussion that was sent to 

employees after the group workshop. Emma also made notes in preparation to 

the discussion, and then attended her discussion that was held by their team 

HR representative. After the individual discussion, Emma thought some more 

about the themes that were covered during the performance appraisal process 

and wrote down more notes and goals for the future.  

Emma’s gains throughout the process were that the included themes felt 

important, and the process felt inspirational and like a good tool for self-

development. She felt good about having new realizations about herself and 

getting validation that the things she already does are meaningful to her.  She 

enjoyed the group workshop and the tasks within it, especially the discussions 

with her peers were great. She went into the individual discussion with high 

spirits as she had prepared by reading the structure beforehand, and she felt 

that the atmosphere of the discussion was enjoyable, and the HR-

representative was genuinely interested, and she felt heard. She felt great after 

the process since she got clarity for many things concerning her future, and she 

felt good about the fact that her teammates participated as well because she 

believes the process was beneficial for everyone.   

Negative emotions and thoughts occurred for Emma as well throughout the 

process. Before the group workshop, Emma felt pressed for time due to all the 

other things going on in her life as well when she was familiarizing herself with 

the material and pre-tasks. Since she went over the material with care, she 

noticed that the material had unnecessary repetition. Although she was happy 

that she did them later on, she felt at first that the pre-tasks were inconvenient 

extra work. Emma thought in the beginning of the workshop that writing task 

answers down would be unnecessary, but she was happy later that she had 

followed instructions. However, she did feel like the workshop was “quite a lot of 

work” and she was upset that some people from her small group did not attend. 
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Because she has a lot of other things going on as well, she almost forgot to look 

through the discussion structure beforehand, which caused slight stress, but 

she was able to be prepared in advance. During her individual discussion, she 

found it difficult at times to identify her own successes and areas for 

improvement. After the process, she felt like the experience included “quite a bit 

of work”. 

 

Figure 14. Updated persona, Jenna. 

 

Figure 15. Jenna's user journey. 

Jenna started her journey off by noticing she had been sent information about 

the life design -based performance appraisal process but decided to look at it 

later. She booked her individual discussion slot and looked over the materials 

quickly the evening before the group workshop, but she did not do the pre-

tasks. Jenna participated in the group workshop and looked over the individual 

discussion structure briefly before participating in the individual discussion. After 
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attending the individual discussion with her team HR-representative, Jenna did 

not take any further actions. 

In the beginning of the process, Jenna felt positive emotions about the material 

sent over because she determined looking over it was a good basis for the 

workshop. The workshop felt interesting to her, and she enjoyed discussing and 

sharing thoughts with familiar group members. She also enjoyed getting new 

insights about herself and finding empathy for others. After the workshop, Jenna 

thought that the discussion structure seemed clear, and she thought the 

individual discussion was a nice time to think about the discussion topics and 

gain some good ideas for the future. As for the negative thoughts and emotions 

that came up, it started off with negative emotions attached to feeling lazy 

concerning the materials and pre-tasks and a sense of regret as the workshop 

approached about not having left enough time to conduct the tasks. During the 

group workshop, Jenna wished the informative parts by the facilitator in 

between tasks would have been longer and group members misunderstanding 

tasks felt frustrating. The workshop schedule also felt too tight, and she felt 

drained at the end of the workshop. When glancing at the individual discussion 

structure beforehand, Jenna thought some questions looked a little hard to 

answer and during the discussion there were some tense and uncertain 

emotions that came up, and the discussion felt one-sided at times.  

When comparing these two user journeys, one can see that the level of 

commitment to the whole process and everything it entails influences the 

experience. The most significant effect that can be seen from the user journey 

maps is that the employees who read through all materials carefully and 

conducted required tasks took action in some way even after completing the 

process. Both the employee group that did all phases with care and the 

employee group that overlooked some phases had positive emotions during the 

group workshop and individual discussion, but the negative thoughts differed in 

their nature. The employees that the Emma persona represents felt like the 

workshop was a lot of work, whereas the employes that the Jenna persona 

represents would have wishes for longer informative sections from the facilitator 



78 

Turku University of Applied Sciences Thesis | Elina Kaihua 

in between tasks and were upset that their group members misunderstood 

tasks. Additionally, the latter felt tense and uncertain emotions during their 

individual discussion and that some discussion points felt somewhat hard. 

The differences in the experience of these two employee groups suggest that 

preparation for each phase is necessary in order to gain the most fruitful 

experience although it may seem like a lot of work at first. It also suggests that 

the preparation and commitment to the process as a whole has longer standing 

effects, as employees representing this style of working continued to think about 

the process topics individually and voluntarily after the process had ended.  

Based on the employees that completed and turned in their reflective writing 

task, the overall effect on the attitude toward performance appraisals if they 

were life design -based moving forward and their perceived sense of job 

meaningfulness and intrinsic motivation can be seen in table 5. These results 

were collected by comparing their attitudes and perceived emotions on the 

mentioned themes before and after attending the test-phase process and 

calculating the increase or decrease in these attitudes among the employees.  

Table 5. Overall impact of study on employees. 

Attitude toward performance 

appraisals 

48% more positive than their previous 

attitude 

Effect on job meaningfulness 20% higher perceived sense of job 

meaningfulness 

Efffect on intrinsic motivation 12,5% higher perceived sense of 

intrinsic motivation 

 

Out of the employees that conducted and turned in their reflective writing 

assignment, 83,3% would participate in a life design -based performance 
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appraisal process again. The percentage was also 83,3% concerning how many 

of these employees felt like the process had an impact on them. The employees 

reflected on what kind of an impact the process had on them in their writing 

tasks, of which the answers can be seen in figure 16. As the overall impact 

result was 83,3%, this means that 10 out of the 12 employees that turned in 

their reflective writing task indicated that the process had an impact on them 

through their impact description, and two employees indicated that the process 

did not impact them as they did not describe any impact. 

 

 

Figure 16. Impact descriptions of employees. 

5.6 Final service blueprint with improvement suggestions 

Based on the findings presented in the previous chapter, an iteration plan is 

presented in the form of a service blueprint. The reflective writing task included 

an inquiry about how the employees would develop the life design -based 

performance appraisal process based on their experience. The most significant 
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development suggestions and pain points discovered through user journey 

mapping are presented in figure 17. 

 

Figure 17. Pain points and process development suggestions from employees. 

The service blueprint seen in figure 18 at the end of this sub-chapter presents 

the potential next iteration of the life design -based performance appraisal 

process. The flow of the process has remained similar to the first execution, but 

certain elements have been added or conducted in different ways. A 

development suggestion was made by participating employees that the process 

could start off with an informative session that presents the entire process, its 

goals, outcomes, and handouts for pre-tasks and the individual discussion 

structure. This suggestion has been incorporated into the new service blueprint, 

as it has the potential to mend several pain points that emerged from the testing 

phase, such as misunderstandings during the workshop and overlooking 

material. 

Furthermore, the group workshop has been split into two separate sessions 

held on separate days. This change extends the process but enables longer 

and deeper discussions which was mentioned several times both concerning 

pain points of the experience and development suggestions. The test-phase 

group workshop was a four-hour workshop, and the iterated version presented 
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in this sub-chapter consists of two three-hour workshops. Additionally, the 

external facilitator, who is a subject matter expert in life design and design 

thinking, involves the HR-representatives more in the iteration. The training 

session for the HR representatives is more extensive, and it includes agreeing 

on roles and responsibilities for the group workshops. The employees would 

have liked for someone to check in on their small groups during the workshop, 

which can be made possible for the iteration by involving the HR 

representatives in this capacity. More extensive training is necessary for the HR 

representatives for potential future iterations as the facilitation style of the HR 

representatives had a significant effect on the emotions and thoughts emerging 

during the individual discussion portion of the process. 

The individual discussions carry on as they did in the testing phase with a slight 

addition to the original structure, as the employees expressed a desire to 

include job meaningfulness as its own theme in the discussion. In addition to 

this, intrinsic motivation as a term is also incorporated. As employees noted 

based on their experience from the test-phase that the peak in motivation born 

during the process declines shortly after the process is over, the iteration 

includes the possibility to sign up for extra workshops and individual check-ups. 

The extra workshops are held on demand, adjustable in terms of content, and 

can be arranged by the trained HR supervisors. The individual check-ups are 

also on a need-basis and opportunities to update and modify the roadmaps 

created during the individual discussion. As the iteration of the process can also 

be further developed, employees are urged to fill in either a handout version or 

a digital version of a feedback form.    
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Figure 18. Service blueprint, iteration. 
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6 Closing chapter 

A human-centric approach is increasingly important in working life and utilizing 

design thinking principles to enhance the employee experience will become a 

competitive advantage for companies in terms of talent attraction and retention. 

This growing trend is both a result of and strengthened by the generational shift 

in working environments, with younger generations prioritizing free-time and 

holistic well-being entering the workforce.   

This thesis study was an exploratory case-study concerning the implementation 

of design thinking and life design principles and tools into a specific human 

resources function, the performance appraisal. The aim was to create a testable 

performance appraisal structure heavily influenced by design thinking and life 

design for the chosen test environment. The structure of the study in itself is 

based on the classic design thinking process of empathize, define, ideate, 

prototype, and test. The central elements of the study were literature review, 

user insights, benchmarking, co-design with professionals of relevant yet varied 

backgrounds, and service design and life design tools and methods. All the 

intended phases of the thesis were executed, results gathered from case-

company employees, and an iteration plan created for possible second round 

testing of the developed process. 

6.1 Revisiting research questions 

The overall aim of the study was to answer two research questions and by 

doing so, provide preliminary data on design thinking and life design -based 

performance appraisals. The research questions were “How can design thinking 

and life design principles and methods be applied in creating a new 

performance appraisal structure?” and “What kind of an immediate impact will a 

design thinking and life design -based performance appraisal have on the 

employee?”. The hypothesis of the study was that a design thinking and life 

design -based performance appraisal would have a positive impact on the 
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employee immediately after the experience in general and more specifically 

concerning their perceived job meaningfulness and intrinsic motivation.  

It can be concluded that both research questions were addressed with this 

study. As for the first research question “How can design thinking and life 

design principles and methods be applied in creating a new performance 

appraisal structure?”, it was demonstrated through the design process and 

results that design thinking and life design can be incorporated into a 

performance appraisal structure. It was done by lengthening the structure into a 

process which includes a dedicated workshop for life design and personal 

reflection. This structure provides the employee with important insights and self-

realization to use as support in the more traditional portion of the process, the 

performance appraisal discussion. Design thinking and life design principles can 

be used both in preparation for and after a performance appraisal process. In 

this study, these principles were utilized in form of pre-material and pre-tasks, 

and after the process employees were left with a visual roadmap of their 

upcoming goals and actions, and visualization is an important design element.  

Additionally, the study shows that the structure of the discussion portion can be 

constructed according to design thinking principles, as the double diamond 

process served as the backbone of the discussion flow. More specifically said, 

the convergent and divergent nature of the double diamond model guided the 

themes and fluctuating depth of the individual performance appraisal structure. 

As for how the design thinking and life design principles can be applied in a 

practical sense, the application of co-design and involving subject matter 

experts from the fields of service design, human resources, and life design in 

ideation proved to be a fruitful tactic.  

The second research question “What kind of an immediate impact will a design 

thinking and life design -based performance appraisal have on the employee?” 

was answered during the analysis of collected research results. It was 

concluded that the process had an immediate impact on 83,3% of the study 

employees that conducted the reflective writing task, and the various ways that 

the experience impacted the employees has been described. The gathered 
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results are subjective, which has an effect on the validity of the study. The 

impact that the process had on the employees was that they gained clarity for 

their future and personal goals, they experienced new realizations and insights 

about themselves, they are able to take more concrete steps toward their goals 

and dreams, they gained new tools to use in the future, they realized areas in 

life that need more attention to better their holistic well-being, they gained new 

perspectives and a sense of motivation and inspiration, and they gained a more 

positive attitude and mindset. The experience also impacted the way they view 

their team members as they were able to gain more empathy toward each 

other, and their views on performance appraisals and the potential of them had 

changed. The experience also had a positive impact on their desire to work on 

team activities. Several conclusions could be made by comparing the attitudes 

before and after toward performance appraisals, the employee’s job 

meaningfulness, and intrinsic motivation. The study shows that the attitude 

toward performance appraisals became significantly more positive, and the 

impact the experience had on their perceived job meaningfulness and intrinsic 

motivation was positive but not significantly. 

6.2 Limitations and further research possibilities 

This study has limitations concerning its reliability and validity. The success and 

positive impact of the design thinking and life design -based performance 

appraisal process may and likely would differ between organizations, as 

company culture might influence how it is perceived. Additionally, the testing 

environment and the case companies pose a limitation. Although the testing 

environment, the case companies of Terwa Academy, served as a fruitful 

launchpad for the research questions, their company dynamics do not 

necessarily reflect the true dynamic of an established organization. The Terwa 

Academy case companies are newly formed companies run by university 

students, and although they operate for-profit and legitimately, the relationship 

between the company employees and their supervisor does not reflect the 

typical relationship and power dynamic between an employee and their 
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supervisor. However, the lack of established hierarchy within these case 

companies may also be considered an interesting dynamic in terms of 

implementing this human- and individual-oriented study.  

Furthermore, although there were 25 employees in the life design group 

workshop, the thesis author received 12 reflective writing tasks upon which the 

study was analyzed. As the sample size is small, it may distort the experience 

of the true employee group. There is also a human-factor throughout the course 

of the study that the thesis author has no control over. This presents itself 

through the HR representatives and their facilitation of the individual 

performance appraisal discussions and the employees that conducted the 

reflective writing task, as the thesis author can not be certain that the responses 

are thorough and truly reflective on their experience.  

Although the study is limited in terms of validity and reliability, it fulfilled the aim 

of producing a preliminary and iterated structure and preliminary data on design 

thinking and life design -based performance appraisals. There is potential for 

future research opportunities within this field of research. As stated concerning 

limitations, company cultures may impact the perceived impact and experience. 

It would be fruitful to conduct this research in different organizational 

environments and compare user journeys across organizations. Moreover, the 

overall immediate impact of the process on employees was shown in the results 

of this study. Conducting the study on a long-term basis and documenting the 

impact it has on job meaningfulness and intrinsic motivation would yield results 

that can not be achieved with a short-term study on immediate impact. The 

study also presents the opportunity to research the subject matter from the 

viewpoint of supervisors. The iteration plan presented in this thesis can be 

executed by groups and organizations independently with the help of references 

sourced in literature review. 
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Co-design workshop, pre-material contents
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Test-phase, pre-material & pre-tasks for employees
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Reflective writing task
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