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Executive Summary 

PEOPLE methodology is a guiding document for higher education institutions providing key 

recommendations on how to prepare, organize and implement people-centred learning cycles as a 

problem- and project-based pedagogical approach, bringing together students, university educators, 

business professionals, and users/community members. These interdisciplinary teams work on real-life 

business and societal challenges and jointly co-create and test new or improved solutions for challenging 

issues in the area of sustainable living and energy efficiency. These solutions are tailored to the needs 

of people and communities and could potentially lead to innovation in the business sector (in product 

and/or process).  

The methodology complements the PEOPLE resource book; whereas the former synthesizes the 

project’s approach and provides guidelines, the lather illustrates this approach with a detailed account 

of each step, as delivered within the PEOPLE project.   

The document starts with providing the key elements of the people-centred mindset: (1) discovering 

the “unknown unknowns”; (2) creating with the people – and not for the people – we serve; (3) emic 

perspective as the insider's account; (4) ethnographic research as the key methodological approach; (5) 

moving from “Big Data” to “Thick Data” to provide deep insights; (6) developing desirable, viable, 

feasible and sustainable products and services; (7) conveying ideas; and (8) remaining optimistic in the 

face of failures. It furthermore describes the overall process with the key steps and elements of the 

people-centred learning cycles, together with key milestones, intended learning outcomes and student 

recruitment and selection process. In addition, the PEOPLE problem- and project-based learning 

approach is presented. Finally, the integration of PEOPLE approaches into higher education curricula 

together with characteristics of the university-industry partnership is discussed.     

Table 1 presents key PEOPLE outputs and positions the respective deliverable in the overall context.   

Table 1: Key PEOPLE outputs 

Category PEOPLE result Short Summary Target Groups 

Background 
Research & Needs 
and Requirements 
Analysis 

Conceptual 
Framework 

Conceptual Framework maps the different types 
of people-centred approaches and provides an 
overview of good implementation practices in 
business sector in European and international 
context. It identifies and analyses different 
people-centred concepts and approaches 
applicable to product and service development 
at a general level as well as being tailored to meet 
the specific contexts of industry partners.  

Higher education 
teachers 

Industry 

Students 

Skills Shortages and 
Learning 
Requirements & Skills 
Database 

Database of skills that are relevant in industry or 
business settings. Database documents the 
existing as well as the required skills of graduates 
and practitioners in anthropology, sociology, and 
psychology. Aim is to show how the devised 
PEOPLE methodology and developed 
pedagogical approach (PEOPLE Learning Cycles) 
bring together the existing skills, those already 
taught in higher education curricula, and those 
required by the industry.  

Higher education 
teachers 

Industry 

Students 
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Strategies 

Stakeholder Analysis 
and Dissemination & 
Exploitation strategy 

The stakeholder analysis and dissemination and 
exploitation strategy include the identification 
and analysis of relevant target stakeholders and 
audiences, a description of all communication 
channels, tools, and activities, as well as 
measurable objectives to assess their 
effectiveness.  

Higher education 
management and 
administration 

Industry 

Evaluation Strategy 

Evaluation Strategy defines the common 
guidelines for the evaluation of learning cycles 
and includes detailed evaluation tools that 
evaluators may fully adopt or adapt to their local 
programme of work. The evaluation is based on 
four indicators designed to assess the 
development of 1) students, 2) industry 
professionals, 3) faculty educators, and 4) the 
collaboration at national level between HEI and 
industry partners. The strategy takes on a 
formative and a summative approach, involves 
the gathering of quantitative as well as 
qualitative data and involves internal and 
external stakeholders at the start, during and 
after learning cycles. 

Higher education 
teachers 

Higher education 
management and 
administration 

Industry 

Community Creation 
Methodology 

Community Creation Methodology provides 
guidelines and methods for developing, building, 
and sustaining the PEOPLE community and to 
establish the procedures for engaging with wider 
audiences with interests in areas of high-quality 
and industry-relevant education, which involves 
people-centred approaches for the 
development, testing and improvement of 
products and services. 

Higher education 
teachers 

Higher education 
management and 
administration 

Industry 

 

 

 

 

“How to” 
Guidelines 

Toolkit The toolkit reviews and consolidates the exiting 
fragmented knowledge and experiences in 
people-centred product and service 
development and presents them in an 
understandable and concise way. The toolkit is 
based on best practices of collaboration and 
implementation in business sector, taking into 
actual needs of companies and existing skills of 
students.  

Higher education 
teachers 

Industry 

Students 

Methodology 

Methodology describes the PEOPLE learning 
approach together with key elements of the 
“PEOPLE mindset”, methodology of PEOPLE 
learning cycles, process characteristics with 
timelines, key phases with learning outcomes 
and suggested readings and integration into 
existing higher education curricula.  

Higher education 
teachers 

Higher education 
management and 
administration 

Activities & 
Recommendations 

Resource Book 

The PEOPLE resource book provides concrete 
examples from implementing the PEOPLE 
methodology that derive from PEOPLE project 
learning cycles and case studies. 

Higher education 
teachers 

Higher education 
management and 
administration 

Industry 

Final Evaluation 
Report 

The Final Evaluation Report aims to provide an 
overview of all evaluation activities conducted 

Higher education 
teachers 
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throughout the PEOPLE project, to inform 
PEOPLE results and to create guidelines and 
guidance for implementing PEOPLE principles.  

Higher education 
management and 
administration 

Industry 

Impact Report 

The report describes and measures the general 
and specific project impacts with quantitative 
and qualitative indicators of key PEOPLE project 
results and outcomes. The report follows the 
predefined structure including [1.] Deliverable / 
result / outcome name, [2.] Target groups and 
potential beneficiaries, [3.] Impact (descriptive), 
[4.] Qualitative indicators, [5.] Quantitative 
indicators.  

Higher education 
teachers 

Higher education 
management and 
administration 

Industry 

Policy 
Recommendations 

Policy recommendation document sets out 
according to key challenges of the PEOPLE 
project, namely the underemployment of 
European graduates in sociology, psychology and 
anthropology fields; a lack of social science 
expertise in the sustainable living and energy 
sector; the need for better-engaged social 
science learning in Higher Education. It draws on 
the experiences of PEOPLE’s national teams. Each 
has contributed recommendations that align 
with their existing professional networks and 
spheres of interest. The document has an 
advisory value by outlining steps towards future 
people centred developments in research and 
learning. 

Higher education 
teachers 

Higher education 
management and 
administration 

Industry 

Policy developers (e.g. 
ministry for education) 

Sustainability Model 

The Sustainability Model describes the 
strategy(ies) to sustain relevant project activities, 
results, deliverables and partnership cooperation 
after the funding period. In addition, it identifies 
potential multiplier effects, lessons learnt, 
success stories, best practices and transferability 
of PEOPLE results.  

Higher education 
teachers 

Higher education 
management and 
administration 

Industry 

Policy developers (e.g. 
ministry for education) 
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Abbreviations 

CCC: Co-creation Camp 

CUNI: Charles University in Prague 

EACEA: Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency 

EASME: Executive Agency for Small and Medium-sized Enterprises 

EU: European Union 

HE: Higher Education 

HEI: Higher Education Institution  

IRI UL: Institute for Innovation and Development of University of Ljubljana 

LC: Learning cycle 

PBL: Problem-based learning 

PCD: People-Centred Development 

PLC: PEOPLE Learning Cycle 

SSH: Social Science and Humanities 

STEM: Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths 

UL: University of Ljubljana 

VU / VUA: Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam 

ZRC SAZU: Research Centre of the Slovenian Academy of Sciences and Arts 
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1 Introduction 

In the contemporary world, which faces the challenges of the exponential growth of technology, two 

paradigms are shaping the way we see and perceive the development of our societies, together with 

the education systems. In the utopian paradigm, the technology and technological innovation is seen as 

something that will improve the society, solving all crucial problems, from global warming to 

demographical challenges. On the contrary, the dystopian way suggests that technology will lead to the 

destruction of our civilization. Generally speaking, we can observe the presence of both paradigms also 

in the education system; relying on people as passive consumers of the technology on one hand side 

(more present in engineering education), and criticizing all the development initiatives without offering 

suitable alternatives (more present in social science and humanities). 

 

Figure 1: “Utopia Dystopia” (Author: Dylan Glynn) 

The PEOPLE model of the interdisciplinary university-business co-creation challenges both paradigms 

and perceives technologies as something still unfinished and always reshaped by people, who improvise 

and manipulate with them. In PEOPLE project, we implement people-centred development and design 

to influence the co-creation of solutions, keeping people’s lives, values and desires at the core of our 

attention. People-centred design and development suggests that the key for solving environmental, 

societal, economic, industrial and company challenges lies in the people who face those problems in 

their everyday lives. Embracing people-centred design and development means understanding people, 

learning from the people and co-creating with the people to produce meaningful, sustainable, viable 

and reliable products and services rooted in people’s actual needs and actual lived experiences.     
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A general notion deriving from the PEOPLE project is that  

“it is about what people do with the technology and not what technology does to people” 

and this requires a shift in the mindset also in the education system. It is not about convincing people 

to use products – or to impose behavioural change. It is about involving people in the very beginning of 

the development process – opening-up the opportunities with the people and trying to understand how 

the existing behaviours could be that change we aim to achieve.   

In summary, the PEOPLE education model is based on the following principles:       

1) interdisciplinary and essentially collaborative: bringing together different disciplines and expertise, 

where engineering works hand in hand with social sciences and humanities. Key guiding principle is 

“dare to see things from other perspectives than your own”.  

2) multi-sectoral and multi-stakeholder: involving industry professionals, university teachers and the 

representatives of civil society and non-governmental organizations. 

3) people as co-creators: involved in all stages of product and service development process. Key guiding 

principle is “create with the people and not for them”.  

4) rooted in ethnography: as methodology to collect, analyse and understand the data and to generate 

in-depth insights about peoples’ behaviours.   

5) in dialogue with theory and bringing up ethical considerations: understanding bigger contexts of 

emerging futures and world’s challenges. 
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2 Adopting the People-Centred Mindset 

The following section presents key concepts that were developed and proposed in the PEOPLE project 

and relate to nurturing the people-centred mindset affecting all key actors, i.e. students, university 

teachers & researchers together with industry professionals and other relevant external stakeholders.  

2.1 Discovering the “unknown unknowns”  

People-centred development differs from linear problem-solving techniques. In contrast to being stable, 

defined, and methodologically well framed it can feel more like an adventure into unknown territories 

– discovering the “unknown unknowns” – and each project has its own contours and character. Very 

frequently it is about uncertainty, anxiety, contingency; involving even improvisation and relying on 

intuition. It is about being confident and trusting the process and methodology together with its leaps 

and iterations, even if it feels uncomfortable and hectic.  

 

Figure 2: Discovering the unknown unknowns1  

 

1 The concept was developed together with Anna Kirah, member of PEOPLE project advisory board on first PEOPLE 
co-creation camp (Amsterdam, 3 July 2018) and on joint management workshop (Ljubljana, 7 December 2018). 
The concept also takes into account certain basic premises from presentation of Jamer Hunt (Associated Professor 
of Transdisciplinary Design at the New School, New York) titled “The Anxious Space between Design and 
Ethnography” from Why the World needs Anthropologists conference (Lisbon, 31 October 2018).     
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As demonstrated in Figure 2, the people-centred 

development approach aims to dig into the unknown areas 

which are hidden and not illuminated through conventional 

problem-solving approaches. It is often about researching, 

discovering and chasing possibilities, imagining and sensing 

the unknown – discovering the possibilities and potential 

solutions that have not yet been totally figured out 

together with the people we serve. The confidence drives 

the people-centred developers to prototype and make 

things, testing them out, getting them wrong, and to keep 

on working and innovating along the way. Not using and implementing people-centred development 

produces costs of missing something which is still hiding beyond the surface.   

2.2 Creating with the people – and not for the people – we serve2   

The people-centred approach is designed to encourage direct involvement of people as co-creators of 

possibilities and solutions. It allows people-centred developers to engage, learn from and co-create 

directly with people (as potential end-users). Not only that they spend a great deal of time not knowing 

the answer to the problem or challenge at hand; they also spend a great deal of time researching the 

actual problem – discovering the unmet needs and trying to open up a breadth of creative possibilities 

and opportunities together with the people. 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Anna Kirah and Dan Podjed at PEOPLE Co-creation camp in Amsterdam (4 July 2018) 

 

2 Anna Kirah (member of PEOPLE advisory board): PEOPLE Centred approach – Bringing the future into the present 
by facilitating change. Key note lecture at the first PEOPLE Co-creation camp in Amsterdam, 4 July 2018.    

“STOP creating FOR others! 

Evolve the model of creating 

WITH others to FACILITATE 

CHANGE in a 

transdisciplinary 

organization!”  

 

- Anna Kirah, Member of 

PEOPLE Advisory Board 

There is no greater risk than 

being blind to an unknown. 

- Tricia Wang, Global Tech 

Ethnographer 
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People-centred developers are experimenters and learners, they empathize and iterate, and they look 

for inspiration in unexpected places. They believe that a variety of solutions is out there and can be 

reached focusing on the people they are serving for. People-centred developers iterate because this 

allows them to keep learning. Instead of hiding out in design workshops, betting that an idea, product, 

or service will be a hit, they quickly get out in the field and let the people they are developing for be 

their guides3.  

  

  

 

3 Gaby Brink (Tomorrow partners): Iterate, iterate, iterate. In The field Guide to Human-Centered Design, IDEO.org, 
Canada, 2015. 
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Figure 4: Creating with the people in PEOPLE project case studies  

2.3 Emic perspective 

People-centred development differs from conventional 

problem-solving techniques in which subject matter 

experts try to predict the future (often based on their 

false assumptions) and furthermore aim to solve the 

imaginary problems from their expert perspectives – 

wearing their “expert hats”4.  The key difference 

compared to conventional problem-solving techniques is 

that people-centred development firstly tries to 

understand challenges from the perspective of subjects 

(i.e. humans) – from the emic perspective.  

People-centred developers try to see and experience things through the eyes of people; they aim to 

acquire deep insights and unique perspectives through stepping into the shoes of people they serve. 

Emphatic capacity drives the people-centred development considering people as its roadmap to 

innovative solutions. Immersing in another world not only opens up new creative possibilities, but it 

allows to leave behind the assumptions, preconceived ideas and outmoded ways of thinking. 

 

4 Anna Kirah (member of PEOPLE advisory board): PEOPLE Centred approach – Bringing the future into the present 
by facilitating change. Key note lecture at the first PEOPLE Co-creation camp in Amsterdam, 4 July 2018.    

Assume makes an ASS out of 

U and ME! 

- Anna Kirah, Member of 

PEOPLE Advisory Board 

Etic: from the perspective of observer. An 'etic' account is a description of a behaviour or belief by an 

analyst or expert observer. 

Emic: from the perspective of subject. An 'emic' account is a description of behaviour or a belief in 

terms meaningful (consciously or unconsciously) to the actor; that is, an emic account comes from a 

person within the culture. 
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Empathizing with the people is the best route to truly grasp the context and complexities of their lives 

– and it keeps people in the centre of the development process5.   

2.4 Ethnography 

Ethnography is perceived as a “trademark” 

methodology of anthropology, used in multiple field-

sites and responding to diverse questions and 

challenges. Ethnography could be defined as 

minimally: ‘iterative-inductive research (that evolves 

in design through the study), drawing on a family of 

methods (such as semi-structured interviews, 

participant observation, focus groups, fieldwork, 

shadowing), involving direct and sustained contact 

with human agents, within the context of their daily 

lives, watching what happens, listening to what is 

said, asking questions, and producing a richly written 

account that respects the irreducibility of human 

experience, that acknowledges the role of theory as well as the researcher’s own role and that views 

humans as part object/part subject’ 6.  

Transferred to non-academic settings, ethnography proved to be highly valuable, but was often also 

perceived as time- and resource-consuming, or non-generalizable due to its focus on individuals and 

small groups. PEOPLE has experimented with alternative routes to understanding. The so called short-

term or rapid, but still theoretically informed ethnography is emerging as an approach to doing research 

that is contemporary in both its subject matter and in its use for applied research projects designed to 

lead to informed interventions in the world. It is a type of ethnographic research adapted to non-

academic, corporate settings’ time constraints. Short-term ethnography is characterized by forms of 

intensity that lead to deep and valid ways of knowing. They employ participatory and collaborative 

(rather than observational and distanced) ethnography. It involves intensive excursions into peoples’ 

lives, which use more interventional as well as observational methods to create contexts through which 

to delve into questions that will reveal what matters to those people in the frame of what the researcher 

is seeking to find out7. 

 

 

5 Emi Kolawole (Stanford University): Empathy – In order to get to new solutions, you have to get to know different 
people, different scenarios, different places. In The field Guide to Human-Centered Design, IDEO.org, Canada, 
2015.    
6 O’Reilly, K. (2005) Ethnographic Methods, London: Routledge. 
7 Sarah Pink (member of PEOPLE advisory board): Partnerships, projects and agendas. Key note lecture at the 
second PEOPLE Co-creation camp in Ljubljana, 3 July 2019.    

“DARE to see other 

perspectives than your own… 

…DARE to see the same 

things with new eyes.” 

 

- Anna Kirah, Member of 

PEOPLE Advisory Board 
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Figure 5: Example of PEOPLE ethnographic inquiry 

Through these collaborations with project 

internal and external participants, the 

intensity of the research encounter becomes 

part of the way that we learn and empathize. 

To illustrate, spending up to four or so hours 

with one person in a context where one is 

focused on trying to understand or imagine 

their embodied practices, sensations or 

emotions, asking them questions about this 

and reflecting on one’s own affective 

responses, is an exhausting experience. 

Both, the researcher and the informant 

begin to feel overwhelmed by the depth and 

intensity of our respective research 

encounters. We journey into what is 

important to the participants and learn 

about elements of their everyday work lives 

that they normally do not talk with anyone 

about. Overall, the research is designed to 

enable ethnographers to ‘share’ or better 

understand other peoples’/stakeholders’ 

experiences, and to generate closer and 

empathetic understandings of these 

experiences in contexts of further analysis, 

interpretation and dissemination. 

Figure 6: PEOPLE Student and industry partner discussing the research design 
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It is very important to note that the (short-term) ethnography as proposed and conducted in the PEOPLE 

project is not disassociated from its academic roots in anthropology8. It draws from contemporary 

renderings of anthropological ethnography, originating in the late twentieth century reflexive turn of 

the ‘‘writing culture’’ debate9 and its legacy10 the idea anthropological ethnography involves doing 

research with rather than about participants. The fact that people-centred development is grounded in 

ethnography and in constant dialogue with the anthropological theory makes the approach unique and 

distinct from other approaches, such as user-centred design and design thinking. The PEOPLE approach 

goes beyond perceiving people solely from a design and business consulting perspective and makes a 

crucial step from “users”/”customers”/”clients” to the “actual”/“real people”. We aim to emphasize a 

clear distinction, i.e. moving from a simple, linear and customer-oriented design process to a 

theoretically informed and data-driven approach involving ethical considerations and understanding 

bigger contexts of emerging futures and world’s challenges. Anthropology students are educated in 

theoretical disciplines and spend several years learning how to observe people. Therefore, the key 

added value of 

people-centred 

development lies in its 

field work and data 

interpretation 

involving real people 

as co-creators from 

the very beginning. 

The breakthrough 

switch – which also 

requires change in the 

mindset – is that 

products, services and 

solutions are not only 

made FOR the people 

but are developed 

WITH the people that 

we – as people-

centred developers – 

are willing to serve.   

Figure 7: People-centred development approach as illustrated by Rene van den Kerkhof at the first PEOPLE Co-creation Camp 
in Amsterdam (4 & 5 July 2018).  

 

 

8 Pink, S. and Morgan, J. (2013): Short-Term Ethnography: Intense Routes to Knowing. Symbolic interaction, Vol. 
36, No. 3., pp. 351-361.  
9 Clifford, J. and G. Marcus. 1986.Writing Culture: the Poetics and Politics of Ethnography. Berkeley: University of 
California Press. 
10 James, A., J. Hockey, and A. Dawson. 1997.After Writing Culture: Epistemology and Praxis in Contemporary 
Anthropology. London: Routledge. 
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2.5 From “Big Data” to “Thick Data”  

People-centred developers are looking at emerging human dynamics that have not been discovered and 

understood yet. Thick data11 is brought to light using qualitative, ethnographic research methods that 

uncover people’s emotions, meanings, behaviours, stories and models of their world. Relying solely on 

big and quantitative data increases the chances that we will miss something, while giving us the illusion 

we know everything. “People are getting caught up on the quantity side of the equation rather than the 

quality of the business insights that analytics can unearth. More numbers do not necessarily produce 

more insights”.12 On the other hand, integrating big data and thick data provides organizations a more 

complete context of any given situation. To form a complete picture, people-centred developers need 

both big and thick data because each of them produce different types of insights at varying scales and 

depths.  

 

Figure 8: From BIG DATA to THICK DATA 

 

11 Adopted from Clifford Geertz’s notion of “thick descriptions” to describe ethnographic methodology.   
12 Maxwell, S. (2012): Getting Over Big Data Fatigue in the C Suite. Ecommerce Times, 8 December 2012. Available 
at: https://www.ecommercetimes.com/story/76808.html. 
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In her inspiring paper “Why Big Data Needs Thick Data”, Tricia Wang13 concisely explains the importance 

of thick data and difference between both types – 

stating that thick data can rescue big data from the 

context-loss that comes with the process of making it 

usable. Thick data requires smaller samples to see 

human-centred patterns in depth. Thick Data reveals 

the social context of connections between data points 

while big data reveals insights with a particular range 

of quantified data points. Thick data techniques 

accept irreducible complexity, while big data 

techniques isolate variables to identify patterns. Thick 

data loses scale while big data loses resolution (see 

Table 2).   

  

Table 2: Big data and Thick data14 

BIG DATA THICK DATA 

What, where, when, (how) Why, (how) 

Analytics, social media posts, GPS positioning Ethnography and other people-centred 
approaches (participant observation, interviews, 
focus groups, experiments) 

Large number of participants Few people 

Collected and analysed by machines Collected and interpreted by people 

Broad In-depth 

People are (often) not aware of data being 
collected 

People are highly aware of data being collected 

Analysis uses statistical methods Analysis includes developing codes, summaries, 
and themes 

 

 

13 Wang, T. (2016): Why Big Data Needs Thick Data. Ethnography Matters Medium channel. Available at: 
https://medium.com/ethnography-matters/ 
14 Adopted from Wang, T. (2016): Why Big Data Needs Thick Data. Ethnography Matters Medium channel. 
Available at: https://medium.com/ethnography-matters/  

“Too many decisions are 

based on assumptions 

supported by numbers which 

are obtained by our 

assumptions.” 

 

- Anna Kirah, Member of 

PEOPLE Advisory Board 
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Thick data is the best method for mapping an 

unknown territory. When organizations 

want to dig into an unknown territory, they 

need thick data because it gives something 

that big data explicitly does not – inspiration. 

The act of collecting and analysing thick data 

through ethnography produces deep 

insights.   

While using big data in isolation can be 

problematic, it is definitely critical to 

continue exploring how big data and thick 

data can complement each other. This is a 

great opportunity for qualitative researchers 

to position our work in the context of big 

data’s quantitative results15.  

2.6 Desirable, viable and feasible … and sustainable    

People-centred development is uniquely situated to arrive at solutions that are meaningful, reliable, 

useful, desirable, feasible, viable, ethical and sustainable. By starting with people - their values, 

motivation, hopes, fears, and needs – the process aims to uncover what is most desirable. However, 

this presents only one lens through which people-centred development looks at future solutions. Once 

a range of different possibilities are researched with the actual people and communities, the co-creation 

focuses also on what is technically feasible to be actually implemented and how these solutions could 

be financially viable. It is a balancing act, but one that is absolutely crucial to designing and developing 

solutions that are reliable, successful and sustainable. 

 

Figure 9: Desirable, viable and feasible solutions16. 

 

15 Wang, T. (2016): Why Big Data Needs Thick Data. Ethnography Matters Medium channel. Available at: 
https://medium.com/ethnography-matters/ 
16 Concept and figure were adopted following the presentation from Limia Shunia, representative of the 
Interprofessional projects programme, Illinois Institute of Technology, Chicago, Illinois (PEOPLE project associated 

“Thick data often reveals the 

unexpected. It can frustrate. It can 

surprise. But no matter what, it 

inspires. Innovation needs to be in 

the company of imagination.” 

 

- Tricia Wang, Global Tech 

Ethnographer 
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In addition to the beforementioned 3 pillars, the people-centred development projects map onto the 

United Nations sustainable development goals. PEOPLE considers the Sustainable Development Goals 

as the blueprint to achieve a better and more sustainable future for all. Goals address the global 

challenges we face, including those related to poverty, inequality, climate, environmental degradation, 

prosperity, and peace and justice.  

 

Figure 10: United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 

2.7 Conveying ideas  

One of the key steps of the people-centred development approach is to test and refine the ideas 

together with people as potential future users of solutions. To keep the thinking, design and 

development sharp enough, the ideas should be made tangible. Pure abstractions are neither useful or 

precise enough to properly convey the ideas and to learn how to improve them. And because people-

centred developers very rarely succeed the first time, they need to share what has been developed, and 

iterate based on the feedback they receive. 

 

partner). Presentation was delivered in the frame of PEOPLE training for university staff (University of Ljubljana, 
18 May 2017). The same concept was proposed also in the PEOPLE project description of work/application 
(Detailed Project Description, Page 55) and was furthermore implemented in PEOPLE WP3 case studies.     
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Figure 11: Conveying ideas in PEOPLE project case studies 

Therefore, people-centred developers are also makers, crafters and builders. They use different tools 

and methods to properly convey their ideas; from cardboards, art constellations, campaigns, videos, 

performance to physical prototypes and sophisticated digital tools. In the process of actually making 

something, the developers frequently discover opportunities and complexities that had never been 

thought about before. People-centred developers are action oriented so their ideas should be taken out 

of their minds and put into hands of people as co-creators17.      

2.8 Remaining optimistic in the face of failures  

Developing, co-creating, experimenting with and testing ideas require an understanding that not 

everything is going to work. If this involves contemporary societal and environmental challenges the 

probability that several proposed ideas are bound to fail at very early stages will be even higher (despite 

the fact they were co-created and tested with people as potential end-users). The relatively high 

percentage of “early failures” requires adopting the right mindset.  

People-centred design and development starts from discovering the unmet needs and opening up the 

possibilities together with the people, jointly researching the challenges and co-creating potential 

solutions. People-centred developers are aware that only through ACTIVE listening, thinking, 

collaborating, interpreting, building, co-creating and refining, they will be able to come to meaningful, 

 

17 Krista Donaldson (D-Rev): Make it. In The field Guide to Human-Centered Design, IDEO.org, Canada, 2015.  
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sustainable and desirable products and services. Therefore, they are not afraid to fail and they often 

“fail” very early to be able to improve and succeed later. Refusing to take risks can lead to a situation 

where developers close themselves from the outside world and therefore minimize their chances to co-

create and innovative with the people they serve. On the other hand, the people-centred mindset calls 

for firstly identifying what will not work as part of discovering what will. The basic idea is to release the 

prototypes as early as possible and then use them to keep learning, asking, testing and “failing”. When 

people-centred developers get it right, it is because they got it wrong the first (and second, and third 

etc.) time18.  

Therefore, people-centred development is in its essence driven by curiosity, positive attitude and 

optimism. Optimism is the embrace of possibility, the idea that even if we don’t know the answer, that 

it is out there and that we can find it. Optimism makes development and co-creation process more 

creative, encourages developers to push on when they hit dead ends, and helps all the stakeholders in 

a project gel. People-centred developers are persistently focused on what could be, not the countless 

obstacles that may get in the way. Constraints are inevitable, and often they push developers toward 

unexpected solutions. But it is the core animating belief – that challenges are solvable – that shows just 

how deeply optimistic people-centred developers are19. 

 

 

 

  

 

18 Tim Brown (IDEO): Learn from failure. In The field Guide to Human-Centered Design, IDEO.org, Canada, 2015.    
19 John Bielenberg (Future Partners): Optimism – Optimism is the thing that drives you forward. In The field Guide 
to Human-Centered Design, IDEO.org, Canada, 2015.   



 
 

  Page 22 
 
PEOPLE Methodology 
The European Commission support for the production of this publication does not constitute an endorsement of the contents which reflects 
the views only of the authors, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained 
therein.  

3 People-Centred Learning Cycle 

The following chapter describes the People-Centred Learning Cycles (PLC) which represent the key 

innovative contribution of the PEOPLE project. PLCs take a learner-centred and real problem-based 

teaching and learning approach, bringing together students, university educators, business 

professionals, and users/community members. These interdisciplinary teams work on real-life business 

and societal challenges and jointly co-create and test new or improved solutions for challenging issues 

in the area of sustainable living and energy efficiency. These solutions are tailored to the needs of users 

and communities and lead to innovation in the business sector (in product, service, and/or process).  

Through the PLCs, the PEOPLE project has begun enabling students to gain valuable practical and 

transversal skills that complement their theoretical education in the social sciences and humanities. 

Table 3 demonstrates the subject and social science specific knowledge together with key transversal 

skills as outcomes of learning cycles. More specifically, students adopt an applied perspective on social 

science theory and methods, especially by incorporating business and/or non-academic requirements 

in research design. Students are taught to carry out experiments by working alongside company 

employees and gaining qualitative insight in their daily work and business processes. Moreover, 

students do participant observations and ethnographic field research in user and/or customer contexts 

(e.g. households, SMEs, larger industries, etc.). PLCs offer them opportunities to contribute and expand 

user and/or customer-led tools that are already used and /or introduce new tools or methods. 

Table 3: Subject and social science specific knowledge together with key transversal skills 

Subject Specific Knowledge: 
 

By the end of the learning cycles participating students possess: 

⎯ an advanced understanding of the practical issues and effects of industrial and commercial 
enterprise; 

⎯ an advanced understanding of and capacity to deal with the ethical issues entailed in research 
and problem solving; 

⎯ an understanding of how the taught elements of their degree modules are operationally 
applicable in real life contexts; 

⎯ an understanding of the methodologies used to study the design and delivery of products and 
services;  

⎯ an understanding of the impact of selecting certain methodologies and conceptual frameworks 
on research outcomes. 

 

Social Science Specific Skills: 
 

By the end of the learning cycles participating students are able: 

⎯ to employ a range of social science perspectives to analyse practical contemporary issues of 
sustainability; 

⎯ to assess ethical issues and act in accordance with professional ethical standards;  

⎯ to illustrate social analysis of technologies (in this instance energy technologies) with regard to 
specific cases; 

⎯ to engage in socio-technical research projects;  

⎯ to solve problems co-operatively through teamwork; 

⎯ to identify and critically analyse social scientific evidence; 

⎯ to communicate and work collaboratively in commercial and industrial environments. 
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Transversal skill 
 

By the end of the learning cycles participating students are able: 

⎯ to demonstrate an ability to construct argument critically for both oral and written presentation 
from different sources of material, including material delivered orally and in an article, report or 
policy document; 

⎯ to demonstrate an independent approach to learning, critical thinking and creative problem-
solving; 

⎯ to use sophisticated techniques of information retrieval and management using an array of print 
and digital resources; 

⎯ to formulate complex arguments in articulate and clear language (both English and native), within 
the discursive conventions and genres of academic writing and to translate them for use by a 
wider audience; 

⎯ to effectively communicate complex ideas within an interdisciplinary and non-academic context 

⎯ to demonstrate effective time management; 

⎯ to work in a team. 
 

  
Figure 12 demonstrates the key steps of the people-centred learning cycle integrated into a typical 

European higher education study cycle; divided into 2 study semesters and lasting most commonly from 

September/October to the June/July next year. PLC is divided into 4 steps: 

1. PREPARATION: What challenge/problem are we trying to solve?  

 

2. RESEARCH: What are the different possibilities and opportunities? What are our unique insights into 

the challenge? Understanding people, their lives and behaviours through ethnographic research.    

 

3. ANALYSIS: What the data tell us? Making sense of everything that has been collected.   

 

4. RESULTS: What are the ways in which we can communicate and convey the meaning? How to 

introduce and bring the idea into market/society and how to maximize the impact in the world? 

As explained in Chapter 2, people-centred development approach is creative, collaborative and iterative 

in its nature. Team members (i.e. students and their academic and industry mentors) find themselves 

very frequently shifting gears through the process, moving from concrete observations to highly 

abstract thinking, and then right back again into the nuts and bolts of the prototype. In reality, the 

process is shifting between RESEARCH and ANALYSIS steps which are in constant iterative relationship. 

It is a continuous discussion, exchange and negotiation between “exploring choices” and “making 

choices”; continuous exchange between diverging and converging. By going really big and broad during 

the ethnographic research phase, teams co-cerate all kinds of possible opportunities, possibilities and 

solutions. However, since the goal is to achieve a broader impact in the society and in the environment, 

teams have to further identify what, among that constellation of ideas, has the best potential in terms 

of feasibility, viability, desirability and, overall, long-term sustainability (see Figure 9). Teams diverge 

and converge several times, and with each new iteration they come closer and closer to a fit-for-industry 

solution.  
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Figure 12: People-Centred Learning Cycle – the Process 
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Figure 13: People-Centred Learning Cycle (per stakeholder group) – specific case of Vrije University Amsterdam and Alliander   



 
 

  Page 26 
 
PEOPLE Methodology 
The European Commission support for the production of this publication does not constitute an endorsement of the contents which reflects the views only of the authors, and the Commission cannot be held responsible 
for any use which may be made of the information contained therein.  

 

 

Figure 14: People-Centred Learning Cycle (university-business collaboration) – specific case of Vrije University Amsterdam and Alliander  
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Figure 13 and Figure 14 present specific case of a people-centred learning cycle. It shows specific tasks 

and milestones per target stakeholder group (i.e. students, educators, industry; Figure 13) and also from 

the overarching perspective of university-business collaboration together with identified key challenges 

(Figure 14).  

Table 4 below describes more in detail the PEOPLE events as key milestones in the people-centred 

learning cycle.  

Table 4: People-centred learning cycle – key milestones 

Event – Milestone Description Evaluation 

Project start 
First joint meeting with students, academic mentors 
and industry professionals participating in the People-
centred learning cycle. 

Baseline evaluation 

PEOPLE trainings 

Key aim of PEOPLE trainings is to introduce and 
educate PEOPLE team participants towards people-
centred development and adopting the corresponding 
mindset.   
Training for students (2 intense days) in the area of 
people-centred development, introducing the people-
centred mindset and challenges and technology areas 
of participating industries. Delivered jointly by 
university teachers, industry professionals and 
relevant external experts.   
Training for university staff (2 intense days) to 
stimulate non-academic skills and introduce 
challenges in new technology areas (such as green 
energy, sustainable transport, new and sustainable 
production methods, novel materials etc.).  
Training for business professionals (1 intense day) to 
introduce research and development methods, case 
studies, and the potential of people-centred 
development approaches. The training assists each 
company in identifying what people-centred research 
might be beneficial (methods presentation, case 
studies, brainstorming on its potential in their field of 
expertise). 

 

Team meetings 

Regular physical or virtual meetings of PEOPLE team 
members (students, university and industry). In 
addition to content-related work the team meetings 
also provide a project management tool for assessing 
the progress and future planning. Dates of meetings 
are set in the first month. 

Interim evaluations 

Company-fit 
presentation 

Conveying and presenting the work and research 
results to industry professionals and executives. Based 
on the Pyramid principle as a methodology for 
structured communication (1. Start with the answer 
first, 2. Group and summarize your supporting 
arguments, 3. Logically order the supporting ideas).  

Final evaluation 
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Co-creation Camp 

Event that brings together students, academic and 
industry mentors from different universities that 
adopted and integrated the PEOPLE approach in their 
study courses. Key aim of the co-creation camp is to 
share experiences, discuss the outcomes and to 
present the methods and project results to an 
international external public from academic, research 
and business environment. Each co-creation camp 
features inspirational sessions offered by international 
renowned practitioners of people-centred 
development approach. 

Final evaluation 

 

In continuation, the four phases of Learning Cycles are described in more detail, providing a roadmap 

for implementing the learning process in higher education institutions (see Resource Book for concrete 

examples of LCs implemented in PEOPLE project). The descriptions include a list of key intended learning 

outcomes and key elements of each phase, as well as selected readings and resources (see PEOPLE 

Conceptual Framework). While the Learning Cycle’s agenda is following the four-step pattern, similarly 

as in our people-centred development (PCD) approach (see PEOPLE Toolkit), the steps are slightly 

different. The PCD process can be implemented in any type of collaborative arrangement (for instance, 

between a consultancy and a business client), research & innovation or R&D process, Learning Cycles 

specifically describe the teaching and learning process in a higher education institution (HEI). While they 

have been – for the purpose of better clarity – neatly divided into four complementary and equally 

divided phases, in reality, the boundaries between these phases are not rigid and may overlap, merge, 

or iterate (e.g. between research and analysis of data).  
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3.1 Phase 1: Preparation – Structuring the Issue 

KEY ELEMENTS KEY LEARNING OUTCOMES 

Training for students Understanding of people-centred development approaches 

Training for industry Project design skills (research design, plan, timeline) 

Training for university Teamwork skills 

Formation of student teams Interdisciplinarity (problem formation, approach) 

Team research plans Ability to explain SSH methods and approaches to 
industry/business partners 

Formulating research questions Stakeholder analysis 

Resource analysis and key readings Understanding clients’ (industry) needs 

Description 

The first phase sets the stage for the team research project. In terms of theory and methodology, the 

students are introduced to people-centred design and development approaches. As the problem that 

the teams will be addressing through their projects had already been pre-identified in partnership 

between the HEI and the non-academic partner, they are also introduced to the specific theme of their 

challenge in the form of guest lectures, workshops, or key readings and resources. In terms of project 

work, the student teams are formed (4-5 students per team) and tasked with preparing a research plan, 

which includes identification of key research participants - stakeholders, designing the research 

timeline, formulating research questions, deciding on research methodology, establishing team 

communication.  

HEI – industry cooperation 

HEI – industry partnership plays a crucial role in the learning and teaching process: industry partners 

are involved in the activities from the beginning of the course onwards. In the first phase, they 

participate in the training programmes, both as trainees (Training for Industry) and as trainers (Training 

for University). Continuous discussion on research design and research plan is of key importance – 

industry partners provide feedback and contribute to shaping the student teams’ research plans by 

providing relevant content, information, sharing feedback, or raising doubts. This contributes to the 

learning process in terms of an understanding of the differences between “classical” academic research 

and applied research process done in collaboration with non-academic partners (“clients”). It also 

ensures an interdisciplinary dimension of problem framing and addressing – in this process, students 

experience the importance of being able to explain how and why their research approaches and 

methods (ethnography, participant observation, open-ended interviews etc.) are relevant for the 

development of products or services.  

Suggested readings 

• PEOPLE Toolkit 

• PEOPLE Conceptual Framework 

• Blaikie, N. and J. Priest (2019). Designing Social Research: The Logic of Anticipation. Cambridge, 

Medford: Polity Press.  

• Ladner, S. (2014). Practical Ethnography: A Guide to Doing Ethnography in the Private Sector. 

Walnut Creek: Left Coast Press. 
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3.2 Phase 2: Research – Discovering the Unmet Needs 

KEY ELEMENTS KEY LEARNING OUTCOMES 

Qualitative research Team research management 

Quantitative research Communicating research process to non-academics 

Research reports (verbal or written) Communicating preliminary research findings in a clear and 
understandable way 

Team meetings Arguing for the relevance of thick data / qualitative research 

 Quickly adapting to changed circumstances/new insights 

Description 

Phase 2 is dedicated to carrying out the research part of the case study project – but as explained above, 

research and analysis form an iterative process, which means going back and forth between gathering 

data, analysing it, and using these analyses as inputs to the ongoing research process. In this phase, the 

student teams implement their research plans, experiment with their existing research methodology, 

and test people-centred research approaches in practice: they carry out fieldwork, conduct interviews, 

surveys, or experiments, make fieldnotes, supporting it with reading as needed. The key element is 

building relationships with key stakeholders (research participants, industry partners) and engaging 

them in the identified problem through research. The students take responsibility for sharing tasks 

between the team members and managing the research process. In team meetings (either in class or 

outside of class), they are tasked with sharing research progress and preliminary results with their team 

members and mentors in the form of short research progress reports or discussions.  

HEI – industry cooperation 

While academic mentors provide theoretical and methodological guidance to student teams, support 

the team’s reflection on carrying out research in applied project settings (e.g. in the form of intervision 

meetings, or workshops), industry mentors play the role of the “reality check” as “project clients”. It is 

important that industry partners remain engaged throughout the research process, by participating in 

intermittent meetings with the student teams. This allows the students to present the research 

progress, explain the rationale, and cross-check, re-align, or adapt the ongoing research process, which 

provides them with a valuable experience of clearly communicating the SSH research methodology and 

preliminary outcomes to a non-academic partner. Likewise, this provides the industry partners a closer 

insight into what kind of insights can be generated by people-centred approaches and thick data. It also 

ensures the co-ownership of the R&D project between the industry partner, HEI partner, and the 

students.  

Suggested readings 

• Cefkin, M., ed. (2009). Ethnography and the Corporate Encounter: Reflections on Research in 

and of Corporations. New York and Oxford: Berghahn Books. 

• Czarniawska, B., (2007). Shadowing: And Other Techniques for Doing Fieldwork in Modern 

Societies. Copenhagen: Liber, Copenhagen Business School Press. 

• Gunn, W., T. Otto, R. C. Smith ed. (2013). Design Anthropology: Theory and Practice. London, 

New York, New Delhi, Sydney: Bloomsbury. 

• Nolan, R. W., ed. (2013). A Handbook of Practicing Anthropology. Malden, Oxford, Chichester: 

Wiley-Blackwell. 
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3.3 Phase 3: Analysis – Interpretation of Data 

KEY ELEMENTS KEY LEARNING OUTCOMES 

Analysis of research outcomes Translating between theory and practice 

Interpretation of research data Working under time restraints (academic time vs industry time) 

Co-creating solutions Extracting key points from complex research 

Prototyping Teamwork and co-creation (co-creation techniques) 

 Pragmatic attitude 

Description 

As an ongoing dialogue between research and analysis, interpretation of data in people-centred design 

and development is a co-creative process. In phase 3, student teams place a strong focus on finding 

meaning in the often messy and complex set of thick data, which incorporates translating back and forth 

between theory and practice (consulting theoretical inputs, comparing relevant resources, identifying 

key themes, making choices and justifying them). If phase two was oriented towards discovering the 

“unknown unknowns”, the goal of this phase is to ask: what does the data tell us? And, importantly, 

what can we do with it? This phase therefore enters into the designing/developing of potential 

solutions. This is not only done as teamwork, but it also involves utilising co-creation techniques, with 

which the different stakeholders are engaged in this part of the team projects as well (e.g. workshops 

with research participants and industry partners, design studios, focus group discussions). The student 

outputs in this phase can include organising co-creative workshops with project stakeholders, 

identifying the need for carrying out additional research, or presenting research data and analyses to 

peers and mentors. 

HEI – industry cooperation 

Support from the HEI and industry mentors continues throughout the third phase. Academic support 

entails providing a space for theoretical and methodological considerations and translating between 

practice and theory (qualitative data analysis techniques, in-class presentations team data analyses, 

reading assignments etc.). Industry partners provide feedback on data analysis to student teams in the 

form of intervision meetings or similar. They are also an essential participant in the co-creative process 

– they might participate in co-creative workshops, where students-researchers could bring them in the 

same room with research participants (potential “users” of the developed solutions). This ensures that 

research outcomes are not interpreted by the research team in isolation, but that ideas and solutions 

are developed in partnership with a number of project stakeholders – research participants, as well as 

industry partners (“designing with, not only for the people”), keeping in check with “what is possible”, 

not only what is “desirable”.  

Suggested readings  

• Dey, I. (1993). Qualitative data analysis: A user-friendly guide for social scientists. London and 

New York: Routledge.  

• Bryman, A., and Burgess, R.G., ed. (1994). Analyzing Qualitative Data. London: Routledge. 

• Buchenau, M. and J. F. Suri (2000). Experience Prototyping. Proceedings of DIS. New York: ACM. 

424-433. 

• IDEO.org (2015). The Field Guide to Human-Centered Design. 

(http://www.designkit.org/resources/1)  

http://www.designkit.org/resources/1
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3.4 Phase 4: Results – Conveying the Work 

KEY ELEMENTS KEY LEARNING OUTCOMES 

Fit-for-industry recommendations Writing skills (fit-for-industry writing style) 

Final reports (project reports) Communicating research results to non-academic audiences 

Storytelling Demonstrating the value of SSH 

Pitching Translating research results into practice 

Co-creation camp Entrepreneurial skills (translate research into opportunities) 

Description 

The final phase of the learning cycle is dedicated to conveying the student case study results outside of 

the core R&D team – to stakeholders and wider audiences. The student teams are tasked with providing 

concrete recommendations to industry partners, based on their research and co-creation process 

outcomes. The key goal of the final phase is twofold: 1) to acquire the knowhow on how to communicate 

research results and analyses to non-academic audiences; and 2) to be able to demonstrate – argue for 

– the relevance of SSH and people-centred approaches for the development of products or services, 

based on own case study. The students can be acquainted with the basic premises of science 

communication, provided with guidelines on what kind of presentation is expected in business 

environments, workshops can be organised on preparing and delivering efficient public presentations 

(e.g. the pyramid training, storytelling, pitching). The teams can implement different activities, further 

engaging their research participants – e.g. in living labs, roundtable discussions etc. In terms of academic 

outputs, the students may submit individual final project reports (reflecting on the learning process, 

experience, or case study outcomes) or incorporate their research findings in their theses. The case 

studies conclude with the student teams writing up their fit-for-industry recommendations and 

delivering a final presentation to the industry partner, while the learning cycle concludes with 

international teams of students, academic, and industry mentors sharing their experiences at the two-

day Co-Creation Camp.  

HEI – industry cooperation 

The final phase is dedicated to the assessment of the learning process and the case study outcomes. 

Industry partners play an important role in providing feedback on the students’ results, the efficiency 

and style of their written recommendations and verbal presentations. HEI and industry partners are 

tasked with evaluating the collaboration in terms of carrying out the learning process (team case 

studies) and in terms of their own takeaways – how has the Learning Cycle impacted the industry’s 

perception and understanding of people-centred development approaches and the value of SSH for 

industry? How has it impacted HEI’s teaching approach?  

Suggested readings 

• Olson, R. (2018). Don’t be Such a Scientist, Second Edition: Talking Substance in an Age of Style. 

Washington, Covelo, London: Island Press.  

• Joubert, M., Davis, L., and Metcalfe, J., eds. (2019). Stories in Science Communication (Special 

edition). Journal of Science Communication, 18(5).  
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4 Student Recruitment & Selection 

This chapter sets out the students' recruitment process. Next chapter outlines the additional specifics 

that were implemented in each context of the people-centred learning cycles.    

4.1 Stage 1: Application 

On being accepted to study on a PEOPLE associated study programme students will receive information 

concerning the content and structure of the PEOPLE project its aims and purpose and essential 

requirements for applicants. Students will also be informed of the criteria applied to successful 

applications. These criteria will be based on a profile of desirable skills and abilities arrived at 

collaboratively by the HE institution and their particular industrial partner. As the different industrial 

partners within the project may emphasis certain attributes over others the precise description of 

required attributes may vary.     

4.2 Stage 2: Acceptance  

Once a student accepts an offer for a place to study on a PEOPLE associated study programme, the 

students receive written information about details of the collaborating non-academic partner and how 

student engagement with the partner is expected to proceed. Information will be provided concerning 

the number of ECTS credits, how the module fits with the overall programme of study and procedures 

for application and selection. 

4.3 Stage 3: After registration on PEOPLE Associated Study Programme  

⎯ Students will be referred to previous information and to the PEOPLE website. 

⎯ Students will be invited to apply in writing for a place within the PEOPLE project and reminded of 

the criteria attached to the application. 

⎯ It will be explained that a minimum of four students will be selected, while others will be ranked on 

a reserve list. 

⎯ Students will fill in an application form (template to be provided by HE “PEOPLE” personnel and 

adapted to suit participating institutions). 

⎯ Students will be asked to submit a short-written account (no more than 500 words) as to why they 

think they are suitable for selection. 

⎯ Students will be asked to submit a CV 

⎯ A deadline date will be set for receipt of the applications by a panel consisting of two members of 

each academic partner and at least one representative from the collaborating non-academic 

institution. The deadline should be at least 10 days after the call for applications. 

⎯ A deadline not more than two weeks after receipt of the applications will be set for a decision to be 

communicated to the students. 

⎯ Students on a reserve list will remain during the first six months of the start of the first learning cycle 

unless they withdraw. Students will be notified they are on the reserve list but not told their ranking. 

⎯ Students will not be able to appeal the decisions of the selection panel. 
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Criteria to be taken into account by the selection panel: each of the criteria will be scored High - medium 

- low.  High representing entirely suitable; medium representing acceptable level; low representing 

unacceptable.  The overall suitability of each student will be calculated on the levels achieved across all 

criteria. 

[1.] Educational attainment and area of activity 

[2.] CV presentation and content 

[3.] Evidence of experience of teamwork 

[4.] Persuasiveness of account illustrating suitability 

[5.] Hold passport or other valid document for travel within the EU 

 In case of there being too many students meeting the criteria according to the procedure outlined 

above interviews will be held by the selection panel, with students notified of their selection status no 

more than two days after the date of their interview. 

4.4 Stage 4: Post Recruitment 

Names and details of students accepted onto the PEOPLE project will be circulated to all participant 

institutions. 

4.5 Recruitment specifics 

The section below presents certain recruitment examples of different higher education institutions in 

different European countries:   

[1.] Example 1 

Recruitment process was undertaken at several Faculties/Departments of the University: Department 

of Ethnology and Cultural Anthropology, Faculty of Arts; Department of Psychology, Faculty of Arts; 

Faculty of Social Sciences; Academy of Fine Arts and Design; Faculty of Computer and Information 

Science. The recruitment was done in the following ways: 

⎯ through potential mentors (teaching staff at the individual departments) - personal 

recommendations for potential student candidates; 

⎯ e-mail Call for Participation sent out to target students at some of the departments; 

⎯ Call for Participation placed on relevant social media (e.g. group of former and current students at 

the Department of Ethnology and Cultural Anthropology); 

⎯ personal contacts. 

 
[2.] Example 2: 

The recruitment took place following both a formal announcement sent via e-mail and informal 

discussions with all the students from the MSc in Energy and Society and the MSc in Sustainability, 

Culture and Development.  

[3.] Example 3: 

⎯ An informal email towards all faculty educators from department; 
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⎯ Calls for students via multiple online channels such as our websites and multiple social media 

accounts; 

⎯ Call for students via our faculty newsletter; 

⎯ Recruitment flyers sent out digitally to all members of the faculty and strategic partners outside of 

the university; 

⎯ Presentations for a group of 3rd year BSc students and a group of Pre-master students; 

⎯ Informal talks with the Sociology department, the department of Organizational Sciences and the 

department of Environmental Studies leading up to emails sent to and presentations for their 

master student groups; 

 
[4.] Example 4: 

The recruitment used a formal announcement sent via e-mail, posters and informal presentation of the 

projects by the staff of Institute of sociological studies. 
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5 Teaching and learning methodology: problem-based 
learning, project-based approach 

Learning Cycles incorporate both, a problem-based learning process and a project-based learning 

approach, into social science and humanities (SSH) programmes. Furthermore, they involve industry 

partners as important stakeholders in the learning process. Why and how is problem-based learning 

relevant for SSH?  

5.1 PEOPLE problem-based learning approach 

European graduates in SSH face difficulties in finding employment in line with their education: according 

to the European Job Mobility Portal (EURES), anthropologists find themselves at the bottom of 

employability lists. The data published in 2010 in The Guardian shows that approximately half of UK 

anthropologists who finished their studies found a job in six months, wherein 8% got employed in 

advertising and marketing, 6% in the business and financial sector, and 12% in public or private sector 

management. Significantly more, 15 and 20% of graduates got a job in catering and clerical roles 

respectively. According to these statistics, the majority of qualified UK anthropologists do find a job in 

the long-run, but in areas where they cannot directly apply the knowledge and skills acquired during 

their university studies. This is worsened by the fact that methods-driven academic cultures often lose 

sight of the true objects of their study, as suggested in Ian Shapiro’s The Flight from Reality in the Human 

Sciences (2007). In academic environments, problem-driven social research is obviously urgently 

needed, and this also requires a change in how students learn, how anthropology is taught, and what is 

the content of curricula. One of the possible ways to improve and support the higher education curricula 

in diversifying the skills and competences acquired by SSH students is problem-based learning.  

Problem-based learning (PBL) is one of the established and widely used and researched learner-centred 

approaches that “empowers learners to conduct research, integrate theory and practice, and apply 

knowledge and skills to develop a viable solution to a defined problem” (Savery 2006: 12). Originally 

gaining momentum in 1980s with the aim of boosting the medical students’ problem-solving skills, PBL 

has spread out to other disciplines in its original and a number of hybridised forms (cf. Fukuzawa et al. 

2017). The approach is characterised by the following key ideas, among others: 1. the learners should 

have the responsibility for their own learning; 2. the problem simulations should be ill-structured to 

allow free inquiry; 3. the learning integrates a number of disciplines; 4. collaboration is essential as it 

reflects the common reality of work, research, or development teams, while the tutor is primarily a 

facilitator of the learning process, instead of a traditional transmitter of knowledge (see Savery 2006). 

PBL is therefore a form pedagogy in which students learn about a subject, methodology, approach, 

through the experience of solving an open-ended problem.  

While the PEOPLE project builds its strategy on PBL, the “ill-structured problems” in PEOPLE’s Learning 

Cycles (see case studies descriptions in PEOPLE Resource Book) are not only simulations; instead, by 

building and actively managing the university-industry partnership, they are identified between the 

university partner and the industry partner to reflect the common project goals (actual industry 

challenges) and particular goals of each party (existing business or development challenge and learning 

goals). Such an approach is particularly relevant for SSH fields, where cooperation with industry in 

learning and in practice is – in our experience – still the exception rather than the rule, with a few 

notable exceptions, see e.g. Aalborg University PBL model, which PEOPLE project integrated through 

https://www.theguardian.com/money/2010/aug/21/anthropology-degree-career-options
https://www.en.aau.dk/about-aau/aalborg-model-problem-based-learning/
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the institutions of the PEOPLE Advisory Board, an active member of which was Dr Maja Hojer Bruun, 

Aalborg University.  

As in the Aalborg model, PEOPLE Learning Cycles are based on authentic problems and self-governed 

group work in collaboration with external (industry, non-academic) partners. In this way, Learning Cycles 

also support the students in the development of their communication and cooperation competences 

and the skills required in an analytical and result-oriented approach (Aalborg PBL). 

5.2 PEOPLE project work 

PEOPLE Learning Cycles enable two parallel learning processes. One orients SSH action research towards 

finding solutions to an authentic problem in the field of energy efficiency and sustainability. This involves 

an understanding of people-centred development approaches, the ability to identify and apply SSH 

research methods to a non-traditional and goal-oriented setting (industry), and the ability to liaise 

qualitative research to technology development processes. The other creates an experience of working 

in a project format – working in (interdisciplinary and cross-sector) teams, translating between 

disciplines (e.g. anthropology/engineering) and contexts (academic/industry), acquiring basic 

competences for project planning and management, understanding the relevance of team 

communication, setting up a reporting system etc.  

In this process, the student teams are supported both by academic and industry mentors, who provide 

guidance and the necessary frameworks for carrying out the team case studies. These can be delivered 

in the form of workshops, intervention meetings, team presentations and comprehensive feedback 

sessions, following a pre-defined schedule depending on the type of integration of the Learning Cycle 

in the HEI programme curriculum. These sessions can preferably take place in other environments 

besides University lecture rooms, e.g. at the industry partner’s premises or in a field research site.  

The key principle of academic mentoring is “guiding, instead of lecturing”. The academic mentors are 

providing basic “game rules” (how the learning process will be carried out), guidance on and supervision 

of the project work (research methodology and planning, access to the field, analysis etc.), managing 

potential conflicts, supporting group dialogue, as well as carrying out the assessment and evaluation of 

the students’ work. This kind of “teaching” requires a clear understanding of the PBL process on the side 

of academic partners and generally involves preparation and engagement that differs from the 

traditional higher education lecturing. The industry-side mentoring most importantly requires an 

understanding that the Learning Cycles are primarily a learning process and that the actual outcomes 

of the case-study projects are of secondary importance. In this spirit, industry mentors act as expert 

knowledge providers, enabling access to relevant information within their organisation, assisting in 

gaining access to the field, providing feedback on students’ work etc.  

In addition, Learning Cycles are not only a platform that enhances the knowledge, skills, and 

competences of SSH students – an important part of the learning takes place both at the side of HEI and 

the industry partner, creating important impacts, such as the recognition of the value of SSH knowledge 

and methodology and people-centred approaches (industry), or valuable experience in university-

business cooperation in teaching and learning (HEI)  (see chapter 7 on University-industry partnership).  

 

 

https://www.pbl.aau.dk/digitalAssets/269/269243_148025_pbl-aalborg-model_uk.pdf
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Suggested readings  

• *Bell, J. (2005). Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for the First Time Researcher (electronic 

resource)20  

• Bryman A and Burgess, R. (1994). Analyzing Qualitative Data (electronic resource) 

• Cefkin, Melissa (ed.) 2009 Ethnography and the Corporate Encounter: Reflections on Research 

in and of Corporations. Oxford: Berghahn 

• Crang, M. and Cook, I. (1995) ’Doing ethnographies.’, Norwich: Geobooks. 

• Denscombe, M. (2014) The good research guide: for small-scale social research projects. 5th 

ed. Maindenhead: Open University Press, 2014. 

• Denzin, N and Giardena. (2015) Qualitative Inquiry: Past, Present and Future (electronic 

resource) 

• Devine, Fiona and Heath, Sue (eds.) (2009) Doing social science: evidence and methods in 

empirical research, Basingstoke, UK. Palgrave Macmillan, 232pp. 

• Fetterman, D. (2010). Ethnography Step by Step. Newbury Park, Calif.: Sage Publications, 

Applied social research methods series. 

• Ladner, Sam. 2014. Practical Ethnography: A Guide to Doing Ethnography in the Private Sector. 

Walnut Creek: Left Coast Press. 

• O’Reilly, K. (2012). Ethnographic Methods. Abingdon: Routledge.  

• Scott, R. And Kosslyn, S. (2015) Emerging Trends in Social and Behavioural Sciences: An 

Interdisciplinary, Searchable and Linkable Resource (electronic resource). 

 

 

 

20 This is an item we referred to frequently in classroom as it is available to everyone at all times and is a good 
starting point for novice researchers and full of reminders for the more experienced among us. 
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6 Integration of PEOPLE Learning Cycles into HEI 
Curricula 

There are several different possibilities for integrating Learning Cycles (LCs) within existing SSH higher 

education curricula. In PEOPLE, participating HEIs have experimented with several of these possibilities, 

based on their specific contexts and available opportunities (see PEOPLE Resource Book for reports on 

LCs implementation in project partner HEIs). Various modes and degrees of integration into existing 

curricula bring different kinds of advantages and require different kinds of adjustments (see PEOPLE 

Evaluation Report). In this chapter, we describe two most readily available options for LC integration. 

Integration into an existing course 

Due to the nature of work, which requires plenty of self-governed student teamwork, qualitative field 

research, and continuous case-study project work, LCs are most suitable for practice, research or 

seminar courses that are to a lesser degree pre-defined in terms of content and structure, in comparison 

to methodology or theoretical courses. The benefits of this type of full integration are that the LC is 

placed within the existing study schedule, which secures the allocated time-slots for workshops, 

teamwork, and meetings at regular intervals, and eases the LC planning process. However, in case the 

existing course is part of a mono-disciplinary higher education programme, this type of integration may 

exclude the possibility of involving students enrolled in other SSH programmes at the participating HEI. 

Although it is a benefit to have students from different SSH programmes forming the LC teams in terms 

of simulating research work in interdisciplinary project teams, which is most often the case in real-life 

research jobs, it is not strictly necessary. As an integral part of LCs is close cooperation with and 

mentoring from industry experts, interdisciplinarity is embedded in the learning process by design.   

Learning Cycle an extracurricular course 

Depending on the context of the individual HEI, LCs can be successfully offered as an extracurricular 

course, ideally one that sits across individual SSH departments or faculties of the given university. This 

can ensure participation of students from different SSH programmes and allows for a high degree of 

independence in programme design, content, structure and timing. The benefits of offering LCs as an 

extracurricular course are also seen as enabling intensive teamwork in a less strictly academic setting 

(e.g. team meetings and workshops outside of the classroom, more informal mentoring roles and a 

feeling of equality between team members and mentors). On the other hand, this mode of integration 

may require additional effort in attracting and recruiting students, while a specific challenge might be 

the alignment of study schedules in the event that participating students are enrolled into different 

study programmes (securing allocated and regular timeslots for team meetings, workshops, research). 

Although the recruitment process might take longer than in the case of offering the LC as part of an 

obligatory course, there is a good chance of attracting highly motivated and genuinely interested 

students.  
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7 University – industry partnership 

While problem-based learning approach can provide a potent experience in a number of higher 

education teaching contexts on its own, a crucial and indispensable part of the PEOPLE Learning Cycles 

is close cooperation between HEI and industry partners. Industry partners play an important role within 

the project as a whole and also within the Learning Cycles as the project’s key innovative contribution. 

This chapter describes how industry partners are engaged in the teaching and learning process focusing 

on their roles within the teaching and learning process.  

Industry as the case study provider 

In cooperation with HEI partner, industry partners identify the case study that the student team(s) will 

be working on throughout the Learning Cycle. The case study is a challenge, a set of questions, or a 

product/service development problem, faced by the industry partner. However, it should also be 

relevant to the participating higher education institution, e.g. in terms of topic (energy efficiency and 

sustainability in PEOPLE case, but also transferable to a number of other thematic fields, such as urban 

mobility, smart cities etc.) and in terms of intended learning outcomes (e.g. people-centred 

development approaches, applied SSH etc.). In addition, HEI and industry partners need to make sure 

that the case study is a viable option in terms of implementation (access to relevant stakeholders, access 

to field, availability of sufficient data, etc.).  

Industry as the mentor 

Industry partners have an important mentoring role within the LCs learning process. Functioning as 

“expert” or “field” mentors, they take part in guiding the student teams through their R&D process by 

participating in meetings, providing feedback to student teams’ reports, and providing the students with 

access to in-house knowledge and information. The mentoring process is determined and agreed upon 

with the participating HEI partner in advance, setting up a clearly structured schedule of intervision 

meetings and defining the inputs expected from the industry partner. The role of industry mentors can 

be taken by one or more representatives of the individual organisation, who also function as the liaising 

link between the academic partner and the industry partner organisation as a whole.  

Industry as the case study owner 

Industry partner also plays the role of the case study owner. Through Learning Cycles, the students 

experience the process of working as an R&D team in a non-academic setting; industry partners 

therefore function as research team’s “clients” – in a non-educational setting, they would be the entity 

commissioning the research, defining objectives, evaluating, and eventually using the research outputs. 

This role therefore has an important impact on the dynamic of the research and learning process: 

research is applied and result-oriented, student teams have to keep in mind the specific goals of their 

research and case study, and provide fit-for-industry research analyses, recommendations and reports. 

This steers the teamwork and research process in directions that are often very different from 

traditional, academic research in SSH (individual, often solitary endeavour, long-term, open-ended etc.), 

supporting the acquisition of a number of transversal skills and competences, required in industry. 
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Industry as the beneficiary 

Industry partners are not only the Learning Cycle’s experts; they are also engaged in the learning process 

as learners. The design of LCs delegates all three key stakeholder groups (SSH students, academics, 

industry partners) with the role of trainees or learners, with different key intended learning outcomes 

for each of the groups. An acknowledgement of this role at the beginning of the partnership by all 

engaged parties is of crucial importance for a smoothly running LC – this includes a recognition of the 

fact that PEOPLE students are not hired consultants and the case study outcomes will not necessarily 

be “close to market” solutions. In addition, one of the goals of the LCs is that the participating industry 

partner is introduced to people-centred development approaches, tests SSH graduates as research 

team members, acquires an understanding of SSH research methodology, and the value and relevance 

of SSH research outcomes and qualitative data for the product/service development processes. 

Secondly, close cooperation between HEI and industry partners provides both with an insight into the 

differences and similarities between academic and business worlds (e.g. in time management, 

communication styles, data handling etc.), which is a valuable learning experience for any future 

cooperation opportunities across professional domains.  

7.1 Recommendations from PEOPLE evaluation 

Several project-wide takeaways and recommendations related to university-industry collaboration 

derive from evaluation results from PEOPLE activities and the learning cycles:   

- How to effectively face question about the validity and effectiveness of social science and ethnographic 

methods that are posed by company management? Managers, especially inexperienced ones, often feel 

that they are exposing themselves to unknown risks. They may have (nonverbalized) questions, as for 

instance: Does this work at all? Am I running the risk of exposing myself and company to criticism that I 

can avoid with other methods? What is the financial impact?  

Answer: Trainings and workshops for company management and other professionals (“train-the-

management”) on ethnographic methods that get participants to verbalize ideas about when social 

sciences and ethnography might be useful for solving company problems – building wider support. 

Present successful applications of ethnographic methods in industry contexts (invite key speaker with 

experiences – e.g. from PEOPLE advisory board). The important point as realized in PEOPLE is not to get 

into “territorial battles” by insisting on the superiority of ethnographic analysis but to always pull the 

discussion back to the adequacy of different methods for particular situation and to get people to see 

social science and ethnographic work as one of a number of alternatives.      

- How to get company people involved in project activities?  

Answer: Find hotspots: one major difference between workplace ethnography and traditional 

ethnographic research is that we now routinely work as part of interdisciplinary teams. Social sciences 

and anthropology in particularly offer a different and new perspective in a technical and business 

oriented corporate environment. Hotspots are business units or teams that already found themselves 

confronted with challenges that demand for new perspectives. These are the people that actually feel 

the need for a new perspective in their daily work, and they are most likely to be willing to try something 

new. It is those team members who can become the most effective advocates of the benefits of the 

ethnographic approaches in the company as a whole. And where senior managers are attuned to hear 

findings directly from technical experts, the system developers, customer accountant managers, market 
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analysts, and computer scientists we work with may contribute substantially to a change of attitude in 

the company.  

- How to get support from company management?  

Answer: Find a project champion within the company you collaborate with – this is a person in a high 

position in the organization who strongly supports the project; who will advocate for your project in 

disputes, planning meetings, and review sessions; and who will take necessary actions to help ensure 

your project’s success. 

- What if management still refuses to cooperate?  

Answer: Work with the willing. Do not try to convince people, but instead identify what are their needs 

and then connect them to it and offer a compelling new perspective. For instance, in case of Alliander 

we tried a more ‘strategic’ approach in getting strategic stakeholders on board, such as management 

and HRM. But it proved to be too big to bridge the gap. On this organisation level work is driven by 

existing policies and existing business strategies, that have not yet adapted to new challenges. So, we 

decided to try and get in touch with colleagues that were already open to new perspective and used the 

company’s social intranet for this. We are now more active with publishing blogs and upcoming 

activities, and in this way, we now have reached a steadily growing community within Alliander. Starting 

with the 3 People team members within Alliander, the latest 2 blogs in April 2018 reached an audience 

of 331 views.  

- How to get company people to attend and actively participate in trainings?  

Answer: Target the “learning zone” of those involved in events by offering topics that all participants 

can relate to but have different manifestations. The PEOPLE events have brought together educators 

and industry professionals that are willing and open for new perspectives – therefore in their learning 

zone. In case of Dutch training for business professionals, focussing on each other’s daily work 

experiences turned out to be a topic that everyone could relate to, and at the same time has very 

different manifestations for academics and company employees. This way the participants were able to 

incorporate new knowledge into existing frameworks. 

- How to attract industry, business people and other non-academic audiences?  

Answer: PEOPLE has demonstrated that academics need to constantly reiterate the value and 

importance of their contribution, instead of expecting others to know it (e.g. reiteration of value – the 

“So what?” question - why do our social science findings matter? What impact do they make in the 

world?). Especially in a non-academic context, academics need to highlight the significance of their 

findings, in an appropriate vocabulary that will resonate with people from a different background. In 

addition, it is wise to produce and make available the preliminary interim project results to satisfy 

immediate needs of companies involved (small scale projects up to one year such as PEOPLE case 

studies).  

- How to effectively communicate?  

Answer: PEOPLE has demonstrated that academics and intermediaries need to identify discrepancies in 

modes of operation and invest in establishing a common language. Each organization, discipline, or 

department has its own terminology and ways of working. Given the implicit nature of these features, 

individuals may struggle to articulate or even identify them, particularly in innovative projects. Project 
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managers (intermediaries) should encourage activities that identify these discrepancies, for example, 

by producing and sharing simple “terms of reference” early in a project. Academics also need to be 

encouraged to let go of their discipline-specific theories and methods and instead should embrace the 

opportunity to expand their perspectives and experiences.    

- How to properly manage expectations of different parties?  

Answer: As an important takeaway the academic partners and the whole PEOPLE team have learned 

that the pedagogical element of the project should have priority, over and above providing a research 

consultation exercise. We have learned that the non-academic partner should not expect that they are 

in receipt of consultancy services from the students – instead, they need to accommodate for the 

possibility of learning by failure on the side of the students. The focus is on the (learning) process rather 

than the research findings, which may or may not be helpful to the non-academic partner.  

- Does only business matter?  

Answer: We are mainly using the terms “business” and “industry”, which are in line with the PEOPLE 

project and Knowledge Alliances in general. However, we are finding that it would be more accurate to 

use terms like external or/and non-academic partners, to allow for a bigger diversity of collaborators. 

Since PEOPLE methodology has broader application potential (going beyond commercial and business), 

the community partnerships should besides higher education include also charities, local government, 

government agencies, non-government organizations and society at large. 

- How to enhance university-business cooperation from the university side?  

Answer: Universities can benefit from a “middle man” (third-party brokers, intermediaries, technology 

transfer offices, incubators) to facilitate communication and establish common language (provide 

translation, vocabulary, enhance common values etc.). Collaboration should make use of intermediary 

organizations as facilitators or translators between industry- and university-based researchers and also 

serve as a primary contact point that business can use to approach universities. 

 

 


