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Introduction: The development of outdoor spaces for work and study is part of a larger transition toward sustainable communities, which can take advantage of more flexible ways of organizing everyday life. Governance processes supported by physical spatial changes have the potential to bring together various actors and experts for local development. The aim of this study was to explore the possibilities of developing outdoor spaces for work and study in a collaborative process.

Methods: The study involved an upper secondary school, a local government administration, local businesses and research. The process took place in a South-Swedish small town and included developing outdoor areas for tasks traditionally carried out indoors, participatory workshops and meetings followed up through questionnaires and interviews.

Results: Overall, the introduction of outdoor places was positively evaluated, but engagement varied across actors and over time, and a number of obstacles and challenges in the process were identified.

Discussion: The study showed how vital it is to anchor ideas for place-making locally and having key persons in leading positions with allocated time to support the process. It also indicates how decisive spatial changes can be and how important it is that any physical intervention becomes an integrated part of a wider local process in order to make an imprint on local life and pedagogical practice.
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1 Introduction

The development of outdoor offices is part of a larger transition toward sustainable communities with a more flexible work-life including health promoting practices. This requires bold initiatives, which can take advantage of technological advancements and be coupled with inventiveness in social practice, updating the way various work tasks are organized and carried out (Petersson Troije et al., 2021). So far there has been a tendency for higher flexibility enriching the work-life of those already having a larger range of freedom in how their tasks are performed (Kossek and Lautsch, 2018). People in creative jobs tend to have more access to attractive facilities by the workplace and use various facilities while traveling or staying in parks, cafés and other urban settings (Hoff, 2014). Small towns and settlements can have attractive green surroundings serving similar functions and other types of underused infrastructure potentially housing more expansive and creative activities of people and business (Nordström and Mårtensson, 2001).

Outdoor environments with proximity to nature can play a vital role in the local development of small towns, in particular when attractive also to the younger generation. Young adults leaving the place where they grew up and went to school, tend to have emotional bonds to this place with the presence of nature being one important factor (Rönnlund, 2020). The exchange with nearby larger cities in a region is vital for small towns to flourish (Courtney and Errington, 2000). However, not only local business is important, but also non-commercial activities and the overall design and maintenance of the physical environment (Wahlberg, 2016).

It is well-documented that time outdoors and green outdoor environments are important for human development, health and wellbeing in several ways and dimensions (Frumkin et al., 2017; Hu et al., 2022), also for children and youth (Wales et al., 2022). Workplaces and schools are particularly important as people spend a large share of their time there. Still, many people become too sedentary, associated with indoor office work and studies in these settings. Children in Sweden get only a small share of the daily exercise they need during a school day and girls in particular tend to get low levels of physical activity (Mårtensson et al., 2014; Pagels et al., 2014). The use of digital tools takes much time from other important activities associated with more multimodal sensory input necessary for a healthy development (Collishaw, 2015; Soga and Gaston, 2016).

Research has documented how greenery including indoor plants and vistas toward the surroundings can support wellbeing and productivity among office workers (Bringslimark et al., 2007; Lottrup et al., 2013; Gilchrist et al., 2015; Hyvönen et al., 2018). More specifically, there are mechanisms in proximity to green and blue settings supporting mental restoration (Kaplan, 1995), making it easier for children to concentrate and manage school (Mårtensson et al., 2009; Kuo et al., 2019). There are also indications of contacts with nature having effects on the socio-emotional development of children and youth (Mygind et al., 2021) and being supportive in their development of various life-skills (Chawla, 2015). Studies with secondary school children in Greece showed their appreciation for flowers, trees and shrubs in the schoolyard and how they associated these contacts with learning and wellbeing (Akoumianaki-Ioannidou et al., 2016). Similarly, Jansson et al. (2018) identified a general wish for green schoolyards among students in secondary schools in Sweden, spaces they wanted to use for various activities including tree climbing, socializing and bringing their studies outdoors.

Interventions involving office workers in both Sweden (Petersson Troije et al., 2021) and Denmark (Smut Ud, 2023) have experimented with bringing work tasks outdoors. This has involved elaborating on how to adapt various tasks to the outdoors, but also searching for sites with a good fit for particular tasks. Related to children and youth, an overview of the literature on outdoor education in the Nordic countries by Remmen and Iversen (2023) showed that most studies concern primary schools from teachers' perspectives with a knowledge gap on how to design tasks for outdoor learning among students in upper secondary schools. Some Swedish studies from primary schools highlight the particular opportunities and challenges of moving tasks outdoors applying a dual teacher and student perspective (Fägerstam, 2013; Mårtensson and Fägerstam, 2020).

Despite the many documented benefits of outdoor studies and offices, the infrastructure supportive of their realization is usually lacking. Outdoor furniture can be added, but also steps taken toward a more creative management of green surroundings with more substantial additions such as paths for walking, sun-protection or hot-spots for internet connection (Petersson Troije et al., 2021; Lygum et al., 2023). Interventions require a mix of ideas for the physical environment and the social environment in order to be able to renegotiate norms and develop new solutions (Petersson Troije et al., 2021). Place-making processes with co-production can then contribute to local community development and sense of place (Ellery and Ellery, 2019). A place-based approach to outdoor education encourages a situated, dynamic and process-oriented relationship to place (Sandell and Öhman, 2010). This type of approach can add health promoting contact with nature and physical activity to children and youth during the school day (Mårtensson and Fägerstam, 2020).

Place-making needs attention when a space is to become part of already established everyday practices (Fägerstam, 2011). The physical (material) conditions need to align with what is conceived as compatible with an educational practice in line with the curriculum (Rönnlund, 2020). Staff and citizens have expectations for what they recognize as a good working environment. Earlier studies have revealed that the process of moving office work outdoors can get complicated when habits and norms related to everyday chores are challenged (Petersson Troije et al., 2021). In an educational context, ideas from discourses of outdoor education potentially destabilize established norms and procedures for the professional practices of teachers (Fenwick et al., 2012). Introducing new ideas on how to modify places in work-life in order to support creativity tends to be equally challenging (Hoff, 2014) and needs a leadership that “shows the way out” (Petersson Troije et al., 2021).

In small towns, local schools can make up important arenas for local place-making (Nordström and Mårtensson, 2001) with nearby green and blue settings as vital resources when bringing tasks outdoors in both schools (Mårtensson and Fägerstam, 2020) and offices (Petersson Troije et al., 2021). Prototyping can offer an arena to explore locally meaningful and resilient solutions which convey ownership of space and tasks to the ones involved. Prototypes, including social and physical dimensions, can facilitate processes when many people need to coordinate their ideas, thoughts and actions, with spatial arrangements experienced and tested, creating awareness of systemic relations, societal deficits and community strength (Wolfram et al., 2019). In efforts for local development, local governance processes including multi-actor co-development and co-management are vital but also challenging (Jansson et al., 2019). In this study, we focus on how outdoor places for work and studies can be co-developed through a place-making process supportive to the health and wellbeing of citizens and the attractiveness of a small town, as part of a wider local process aiming for sustainable development.



2 Aim and research questions

The aim of this study is to evaluate a local, collaborative place-making process of moving tasks in school and work-life outdoors, creating new types of outdoor offices.

The following research questions have guided the study:

- How can a collaborative process of place-making evolve?

- What kind of prototypes for outdoor study and work take form?

- What ideas of places, facilities and activities for outdoor study and work evolve?

- How do different stakeholders evaluate the process?



3 Methods


3.1 Research design

This is an explorative study of an innovation and development project on establishing outdoor offices, using multiple methods to capture how actors act and interact in a process of local place-making. The study documented, analyzed and evaluated a process where the facilities of an upper secondary school and an adjacent local knowledge hub called the Science house became the primary focus. In the project, headed by a local government, we formed a research team from the Swedish university of agricultural sciences (SLU). We participated serving the various actors with formative feedback throughout the process as well as carrying out a project evaluation through questionnaires and interviews, as shared in this paper. The project lasted 2 years, from October 25, 2021 until September 30, 2023 (see Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
 Simple timeline of the project's core activities and data collection.




3.2 The case

The geographic area in focus for this project is located in a small town with around 5,000 inhabitants making up the main settlement of a south-Swedish municipality dominated by rural land. A background to the project is the difficulty among the economically successful local companies to attract well-educated staff. The idea is that attractive surroundings facilitating new ways of living can help to create liveable places where industry can flourish and young people find motivation to study and possibilities to stay for making a living.

The project was initiated by a consultant on development hired by the local government and developed in collaboration between the research team, the Science house and the local government, involving mainly staff from a unit responsible for local industry. The aim as formulated in the application for funding to the Swedish Innovation Agency was to “develop and test various prototypes for outdoor study and working spaces and more specifically study what is required from planning and design to create supportive structures for various types of working tasks to be able to be moved outdoors.” The application further described how the main idea for the project was to, through physical structures and policy work, “test out prototypes for the outdoor working place as an arena for attractive living environments and local societal development and test locally in relation to existing meeting places.”

The project was initially planned as five work packages: project leadership (including coordination and anchoring of detailed project plan); planning and development (including dialogues and workshops with several actors); design, engineering and construction of prototypes (including idea development and prototype construction); testing (including arrangement of activities for several actors around the prototypes); and evaluation (including participatory observation, interviews and questionnaires by SLU). Throughout the project time, plans were adjusted, and the collaboration with the local upper secondary school turned into the core of the project, with less focus on the Science house and other local partners.

The potential infrastructure for outdoor offices acknowledged in the beginning of the project consisted of outdoor spaces by the local upper secondary school, areas adjacent to the Science house and the extensive green surroundings of forest and lakes, including a winding system of paths, piers and shelters (see Figure 2). The schoolyard consists of paved open surfaces dominated by car parking at the northern side of the building, and on the other side there are benches and tables by lawns and some small trees. The school is surrounded by roads on three sides and on the other side of the road is the Science house with extensive lawns. The intention, according to the application, was to develop local infrastructure forming prototypes for outdoor work collaboratively in situ, which would allow “individuals to switch and adjust the physical situation in relation to type of working task, social context and personal factors concerning capacity, needs and ideas and wit of the day.” Further the idea was that any more or less permanent structures and everyday practices established during the project period would add value to the small town. Specific goals were to improve wellbeing, motivation, creativity and satisfaction among students and others, improving local collaboration and a positive development for inhabitants and the town at large.
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FIGURE 2
 Potential outdoor office locations in the surroundings of the school which were evaluated with a QR-questionnaire (based on areal photo from Google maps, developed by the project coordinator).


Three suggested prototypes for outdoor office studies and work were mentioned already in the application; (1) walking environments, (2) outdoor offices and (3) maker spaces. Walking environments would consist of routes through the local environments which were identified to increase mobility for “walk and talks,” “think walks” or outdoor reading. Outdoor offices would be settings adapted to take advantage of working outdoors adjusted to handle the impact of season and weather. Maker spaces, finally, are spaces for co-creation with knowledge exchange and reuse of material at the core. A maker space would take advantage of both indoor and outdoor facilities where people, companies and associations can test business ideas and innovations through for example constructions, sales and expositions.



3.3 Project meetings and participatory workshops

The research team took active part in various activities during the process. We attended project meetings, organized workshops and had working meetings in order to discuss with local actors on how to implement outdoor offices for work and studies. The project coordinator was present at all meetings and was the primary link to the field for researchers. The headmaster and the head teacher at the local upper secondary school would participate more or less intensely during different phases of the process. Further, a number of workshops involving the students and their teachers were designed to stimulate to an extended use of their surroundings, events also making up important opportunities for gathering research data through participatory observation.

There was one larger meeting involving all parties when starting up the project in early December 2021 and one larger final event in the Science house in late August 2023. A total of three larger workshops were conducted at the upper secondary school, in October 2022, in March 2023 and in April 2023. The object of the first and last of these workshops was to organize outdoor lessons at a large scale. The teachers were encouraged to relocate lessons to the outdoor environment. The head teacher compiled a schedule for the days. The research team together with the project coordinator followed particular classes to observe and have the opportunity to ask questions to students and teachers about their experiences of outdoor lessons and places. The workshop in March 2023 initiated a month with outdoor education as the theme. The students had an “inspirational lecture” and went into a competition between the classes where they would get points for various tasks. One such task, led by the research team, was to reorganize and adjust the local outdoor classroom to fit group work, using existing furniture and other materials. After each workshop, a group discussion was organized with teachers and the project coordinator in order to summarize and reflect over the progress of interventions and the process at large.



3.4 Questionnaires

Several types of questionnaires were distributed and made available for various groups of actors to answer during the project. Two of them concerned the overall process of the project and have been used for this paper.

A questionnaire to the public with focus on outdoor office work spaces and facilities in the area was reached through QR codes put on information signs at each setting. The settings included a temporary outdoor gym and an outdoor classroom by the school, areas outside the Science house and six other settings in a nearby area dominated by forest and a lake (by a shelter, a sandy beach, a hill of oaks, a pier and a sports field) (see Figure 2). The questionnaire contained a mix of open and multiple choice questions about (1) how the place was used (2) if it was wired for work or studies (3) possible improvements and (4) what meaning was associated with the site. Questionnaires were open from April 2022 to June 2023, but at times the signs with QR-codes were displaced and not available. The questionnaire to the public was answered totally 33 times.

A project evaluation questionnaire was distributed to evaluate the entirety of the project through a three step survey during the project time. Links to actors in the project were distributed through e-mail during May 2022, November 2022 and May 2023. Altogether 30 persons were targeted across local government, the upper secondary school, the Science house and local companies. Respondents at the second occasion were encouraged to distribute it to more teachers and students. The mix of open and multiple choice questions had items on (1) the respondents own role in the project (2) how the project was experienced to progress toward its goals (3) requirements for its further development and (4) own role ahead. The questionnaire was responded to by altogether 24 unique persons, with 11, 19, and 11 responses during each of the three occasions. Respondents included employees and students at the school, employees at the local government, actors in local companies and politicians.

The responses from the two questionnaires were compiled for each question, either qualitatively summarizing the content for an item, or quantitatively with descriptive statistics describing how respondents had experienced or assessed outdoor places or project.



3.5 Interviews

Individual interviews were conducted at the end of May 2023 with three key actors related to the project: the project coordinator, the head teacher, and the project leader at the local government. The interview guide contained the following themes: (1) introduction to project and the interview with basic information about the interviewee and his/her role in the project, (2) results from the project, (3) the management of the project, (4) the process and governance of the project, (5) the project organization and decision-making, (6) power and relations in the project, (7) personal role and development. The interviews took 45–80 min each and were conducted online using Zoom and its recording function and transcribed verbatim through Windows 360, thereafter corrected.




4 Results

The project ran across 2 years and evolved into three partly overlapping phases, a first phase when the project was anchored among the local actors, a second phase when the prototypes were established, and a third phase when the project was evaluated, data analyzed, and knowledge and experiences from the project disseminated. The project chose an open, explorative approach to the introduction of outdoor working and study spaces, making use of prototyping while co-producing sites with adaptations to various work modes.

In Phase 1 dialogues were initiated with various local actors and organizations in order to potentially involve these in the project. The local government, the Science house, the upper secondary school, and various local private stakeholders were invited. The project evolved in a steady but quite slow pace during this phase, with a large information flow required to convince, explain and illustrate the ideas, goals and opportunities. The project coordinator took the lead scoping what resources and capacities were available. In phase 2 sites for the three prototypes for outdoor studies and work were established, formed and taken into use. Most activities and interventions took place during this phase. The project coordinator initiated a number of activities of which many also involved the research team extensively. The development of prototypes accelerated, including the shaping of a number of spaces and facilities. Various events were organized to stimulate the development and use of outdoor spaces for work and studies in the town. Primarily, the upper secondary school engaged in the process and the work concentrated to prototyping for outdoor studies in the surroundings of the school. The overall plans of local industry to engage in the project at a larger scale were gradually abandoned. In Phase 3, there were efforts to consolidate the ideas and the practice of outdoor education at the school and to contribute to the wider local process by organizing occasions for reflection with local stakeholders. The focus of the research team during this phase was to evaluate the project and its outcome.


4.1 Phase 1—anchoring the project

A first project meeting was set up to make all parties familiar with and dedicated to the project. A number of local actors and the research team gathered in the Science house to discuss the ideas, both in large and small groups. From the upper secondary school the headmaster, teachers and students from the student council participated, as did local managers of school buildings and other officials from departments of the local government, as well as some local companies and staff at the Science house (see Table 1). At this meeting the consultant, who had initiated the project, communicated goals, project activities and defined the format for knowledge co-production. The idea was to give all actors a chance to develop ownership of the project and define their roles within it. The notion from the original application of using prototypes in the development of outdoor office work and studies was a starting point. Walking environments, outdoor offices and maker spaces were discussed to serve the purposes of the project. The project coordinator channeled the work into discussions on how to realize prototypes for each type of setting and formed working groups with broad representation for this purpose. Overall, plans were adjusted as the process evolved, making the local upper secondary school the target for most ambitions and the Science house the venue for some of the events, but not much more. The original idea of involving local industry and other local partners was also only partly realized.


TABLE 1 Main actors and organizations with their professional role and type of engagement in the project specified.
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4.2 Phase 2—initiating activities, experiencing, and shaping prototypes

Initially, the internal communication at the school and within the local government took much of the project time. A kick off for the project was organized at the school with information from the project coordinator and the research team, followed by a discussion. After that the project coordinator organized a couple of meetings for teachers and student representatives to discuss how to get on with the project. The research team joined on video-link. These steps were important to secure resources and acceptance for the project at the school.

The main focus throughout the project, particularly during phase two, was the realization and testing of prototypes. Initially, the development of outdoor work and study environments (outdoor offices) took place in the schoolyard, with various seating opportunities identified and organized. This included creating an outdoor classroom, also defined as a maker space, in collaboration with students and teachers. These developments, located on parts of the car parking in the northern part of the schoolyard, included boxes and a former bathtub for urban gardening, tables in concrete and some moveable structures and frames. The outdoor classroom structure had a floor, a roof, a white board and contained moveable benches and tables. It evolved through the project with further additions of furniture, wind shelter and writing/laptop supports. A large wall painting was also created in the area in a collaboration between students and artists. On the southern side of the school an outdoor gym, sponsored by a company, was set up temporarily for some months. The prototype walking environment was applied to the green-blue surroundings of the school with one route identified as particularly useful for outdoor lessons (see Figures 3, 4).


[image: Figure 3]
FIGURE 3
 Walking environment nearby the school (Left) and the outdoor classroom within the makerspace arena on the schoolyard (Right).



[image: Figure 4]
FIGURE 4
 Opening of the maker space on site at the schoolyard in April 2022: displaying the gardening initiatives, the wall painting and the outdoor classroom (Left) and the outdoor gym placed temporarily in the small park at the other side of the school building (Right).


The first and last of the three workshops on outdoor lessons were planned in a collaboration between researchers, the head teacher and the project coordinator and involving students and staff at the school. The lessons organized were using the outdoor classroom/maker space, as well as other places in the surroundings of the school. The students had lessons in subjects such as English and physics outdoors. A class on photography included walks into the local forest. In a lesson on child-care they used tables, benches and some lawns with trees at the south side of the school building.

The thematic month during March-April 2023 added vitality to the process. At the second workshop many classes tested out the possibilities of forming settings adapted to their needs while studying outdoors, arranging and grouping furniture and other materials available. Teachers commented on the joyfulness expressed by students while carrying out this task. Also launched during this period, was a communication campaign with push-notes informing on the value of outdoor studies on screens across the school and in the facilities of the local government.

In addition, toward the end of the project-time some outdoor office prototypes were installed beyond the schoolyard. Two “tree-offices” out of wood were built and attached to trees in a local heritage park. They were later removed after locals having complained that they detracted from the overall essence of the cultural environment. After new leadership had taken over at the Science house some additional initiatives were taken. Their roof terrace was furnished for office work, portable kits for outdoor office work were made available to rent, and some benches with possibilities to charge digital gadgets were installed in the surroundings.



4.3 Phase 3—learning and knowledge dissemination

During the third and last phase, as experiences from the project were collected and analyzed, it became clear that the project as a whole had contributed to outdoor study places and practices, but less to the development of outdoor office work. The local upper secondary school had been responsive and got engaged in the project, while other actors had dropped off. Still, the final conference of the project revealed possibilities for change ahead with new actors as the Science house now engaged in outdoor office possibilities.

The answers from questionnaires and interviews evaluating the project revealed how its achievements were perceived differently by various actors, based on them having different insight and experiences from the process. In the beginning and end of the project time, goals were considered to be reached to a larger extent than midways, when evaluating to what extent the project contributed to the wellbeing, motivation, creativity and satisfaction of students and others in contact with the project and its places. Similar responses were given when evaluating the project's implications for other citizens. For the collaboration with work-life and industry in the small town, the motivation and goal achievement were perceived as very high initially, but then lowered during the two coming evaluations (see Figure 5).
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FIGURE 5
 Evaluation of perceived progress of project goals developing outdoor work and study spaces. Comparing evaluation 1 (pillar blue left), evaluation 2 (pillar orange middle), and evaluation 3 (pillar gray right). Average weights 1–5 with 1 = low and 5 = high.


The respondents considered needs for improvement of the project along two different themes. One of them was how to better anchor, communicate and spread the project idea within the municipality and beyond. The other theme, mainly found among those connected to the school, included more concrete considerations related to how the outdoor classroom setting was equipped, placed, and maintained. Several described a wish to engage continuously in the project in order to further facilitate outdoor studies, coordinate, inspire, and spread information. Others appeared less engaged and thought the project had not achieved much despite the many ideas.

The questionnaires to the public for evaluating settings for potential outdoor office work collected a number of ideas for improvements of these facilities. The respondents thought these could potentially help students, improve studies and be places for work outdoors, at least some hours per week. This indicates that the respondents saw possibilities for both studies and office work in the spaces. It was also mentioned how these facilities offered beautiful spaces and opportunities for experiencing nature. Improvements suggested were more information and inspiration on outdoor office work, better technical support with chargers and projectors and more facilities such as walking trails, waste baskets, benches, chairs, tables, shelters, roofs, sport equipment, and overall improvement of the areas with focus on maintenance and cleanliness.

The interviews with three key persons revealed that they had very different perspectives on the project and its process, with different ways of framing and experiencing it. The project coordinator was a landscape architect in the beginning of her career. Her focus was on the overall project and of getting visible change happen. She described many obstacles in taking the project forward. One was a repeated wish from the local government to get the prototypes in the schoolyard to look “nice,” before expanding the ideas to other places. This indicates a lack of shared goals among different actors in the project. The process often got stuck due to a lack of support in finding practical solutions, such as for IT and open space maintenance. A dedicated working group, with time set off for the project and mandate to make decisions could have made a difference. Now, many actors only provided engagement in the process temporarily. However, the experience of the head teacher providing a more long-term commitment to the process was described as very supportive. With time, the focus of the project coordinator turned increasingly to the local upper secondary school as the primary arena for realizing the ideas, even if she stayed attentive to the potential of particular applications also having broader implications. The project coordinator also reflected over the need for a process like this to take time:

“Somewhere in the back of their heads it has landed that there is a new way of working and a new way of thinking about the daily office work. […] Then I think it might need to be heard more times for people to actually change their habits.”

She also pointed out the potential in working with physical attributes, spaces and visualizations. She described how “things got started” when she “sat down and drew.” She saw challenges with the development of outdoor-offices but also strategies to overcome them and find ways forward for the idea:

“I like it very much. I do. I am very inspired by it. So if you disregard the project's results, which I may wish had been different, or had become more [expressed] in physical places, then I think really… If you manage to get a sufficient amount of people along, and also get this thinking from leaders, then I think you can create fully functional outdoor offices and outdoor classrooms where you can work at least as well as indoors. Then, there are challenges to solve, such as noise and bad weather, but then perhaps the indoor office is a complement, simply. So you can have both.”

The belief in the idea of moving work outdoors was an important motivator, strengthened by the fact that there was ongoing research on the topic as well as an interest from actors outside the municipality. Sharing experiences with other similar projects at a conference was also supportive for the project coordinator.

The head teacher became dedicated to the idea of outdoor classes over time and claimed youth need to get outdoors to “get exercise.” She described her experience of the process evolving, initially from some distance and then more engaged as she took over some of the headmaster's role in the project when becoming a head teacher. In the assigned school day routine, full of tasks and demands for teaching, the idea of going outside with the students generally did not get high priority. She described how it raised many questions among her colleagues to which the project appeared somewhat “abstract.” A few teachers were vocal and resistant to the ideas, while others were more positive. However, when the outdoor classroom took form at the schoolyard the process accelerated with more teachers starting to try it out, exploring its use during different weather conditions, and contributing to the development by adapting tasks, techniques and furnishing. Teacher meetings were also re-located to the outdoors. The head teacher described how she had expanded her own explorations of outdoor education practice and started to collect and compile ideas on outdoor classrooms more systematically. She was trying out and evaluating experiences, and described it as a very subtle combination of practical issues and challenges to the role of a teacher:

“I think we are very afraid of the steering […] and of losing control.”

The head teacher found herself in a position where she was communicating a lot, both with colleagues and students, the project coordinator and the research team. Many ideas were formed for how to make more use of the outdoors, now and in the future. She found that this process contributed to learning, both for herself and others.

The project leader with overall responsibility for the project had a third perspective, focusing on the role and effects of the project for the municipality at large and over time. He gave examples of how the ideas on outdoor office work and recreation disseminated as “ripples on the water” in conjunction with other collaboration. He drew parallels to a project on storm water management where local companies saw advantages and therefore wanted to finance the construction of a dam.

A prevailing idea was that local change in a small town depends on private actors, particularly industry, which in the case of outdoor offices had shown less interest in engaging on a more continuous basis. However, the project leader connected the project with work on the image and overall success of the municipality. In this perspective, the process was a learning experience reaching far beyond the modest interventions by the upper secondary school. He described how communicating the ideas behind the project with local businesses and officials had garnered support for the project, but also stressed how this type of process takes time, spanning several years. This could mean that the process of developing outdoor office spaces and practices in the municipality had only just begun. He pointed out how a budget for the outdoor environment can help a process forward and prevent people from thinking:

“Oh so now that was just that project and then nothing more.”

The challenges posed by a schoolyard dominated by cars were raised but not resolved during the project period. Suggested alternative usages of the schoolyard were cut short by overt resistance from some students, wanting to keep parking just next to the school. This hindered any more large-scale improvements of the schoolyard. However, the project leader pointed out the progress of even having discussions about the area's uses and temporary changes:

“I mean it was really a parking space which was very, very difficult to take over. There is a very tangible car-dependence [making the space] very, very hard to […] take over.”

All three interviewees pointed out the important role of social aspects in any process of implementing change. There was an argument of people possibly being more reluctant to work with people they do not know in a small town. The project leader had already developed a local network, providing more simplicity in decision-making. As the coordinator lacked this, she asked for more formal structures of the local government to support the process. Both the coordinator and the head teacher described challenges in the process on many different levels, at large but also for example concerning the development and management of outdoor facilities, such as obtaining building permits, establishing outdoor table tennis, ensuring plants were watered and maintaining cleanliness.

After almost 2 years, the process finally did lead to implementations. The attribution of a teacher responsible for coordinating the work as part of her working tasks was a vital step in the process, boosting it and creating connections across stakeholders and to the research team. The hard work of the project coordinator to involve more actors showed results toward the end of the process with several ideas realized during the very last months. Reasons for this may include new leadership at the Science house and the fact that any local process of change requires substantial amounts of time. The type of complex change needed to develop outdoor offices and study spaces requires a reflexive process in its adaption to local ideas and expectations, structural circumstances of sites as well as the weather conditions of the day and season.




5 Discussion

The approach of this study on moving indoor office tasks and studies outdoors was to use prototyping within an explorative co-production framework with feedback loops and learning processes integrated, allowing amendments for improvement over time. Also this paper aimed to be part of this learning loop. The results showed that this type of place-making, involving spatial changes, but also having implications for lifestyle and work-life, can be rather challenging to bring about. However, with dedicated time and involvement it can support the development of healthy lifestyles and everyday practices in school and work-life.

The project revealed both challenges and possibilities in the place-making process. Concrete designs and realized prototypes brought the process further, providing visible results, arenas for trying out outdoor work and studies, and possibilities for co-production. This can be valuable for the engagement and sense of place of the community (Ellery and Ellery, 2019). However, the process requires a balance between prototyping and a grass roots development of new everyday practices. The fact that project coordinator, project leader and research team all had affiliations with the architecture field was probably formative and contributed to the local government expecting a “neat design” of spaces. This confused the core idea of a prototyping supportive to an iterative process. The project missed possibilities for integrating users' positive and negative experience in learning loops.

The integration of outdoor work into the social practices of working life requires substantial support of people in leading positions for ideas getting legitimacy and also for people setting aside time for the work. Petersson Troije et al. (2021, p. 1) described that “if working life is to benefit from outdoor office work, leaders, urban planners and policymakers need to collaborate and show the way out.” In this study, we recognized a dip in people's engagement midway, with more engagement again in the last phase. We recognized how the school became more explicit in taking responsibility for the project after some time, with the newly installed head teacher getting time set off to engage in the project. With this contact person to the larger collegium of teachers and other local actors, the decision-making became swifter and more well-informed. The three workshops taking the process forward at the school were clearly made possible due to the head teacher and her new role. Possibly, with some investment of time and effort, a similar process could develop within the industry and the Science house.

Traditional viewpoints among people in leading positions might hinder the development toward more time outdoors in both schools and workplaces. This may explain the lower engagement among some actors and a slow pace in the overall implementation of ideas beyond the school. Still, there are signs of seeds for change from the project. For sure, the well-established networks across school, industry and local government do have potential for complex developmental work across sectors in this local community.

Any project implementing change in people's everyday lives requires careful adaptation to local contexts. We have studied a small town with low levels of urbanization, with plenty of access to green open spaces, and a mind-set which turned out to be rather resistant to change in spite of aiming for the vision of creating an attractive local environment. The case may be very different in other parts of the world, affecting how successful various approaches become. In this case there was an abundance of space available, built facilities and green infrastructure with attractive urban forest and lakes, and even an accessible trail system nearby. Swedish legislation also support the citizens' use of local forest. On top of these quite common characteristics of small towns in Sweden, this particular municipality has a Science house containing advanced technology created for locals to appropriate. In the light of cities around the world getting more densified, the situation stresses the value of physical infrastructure to allow both place-making and health-supporting practices.

The process of moving office work outdoors can be complicated when habits and norms related to everyday chores in work life are not adapted, but people expect them to be carried out very much as before. In any development of creative work spaces there is always some resistance (Hoff, 2014). The idea of moving office work outdoors can be truly challenging to what people expect and conceive of as characterizing a good work environment (Petersson Troije et al., 2021), so it would be surprising if it went swiftly. The local school now made explicit an intention, visible for anyone in the small town visiting or passing by. This is a strength of using physical prototypes as they have a lasting imprint locally, supportive to memory and possibly nudging to new initiatives.

Recent intervention studies have shown that bringing office work outdoors is possible and appreciated by those testing it, while there are also many challenges (Petersson Troije et al., 2021; Smut Ud, 2023). Challenges include teachers having to figure out how to design and adapt tasks to outdoor learning. In educational contexts, a conglomerate of ideas from established discourses of outdoor education may destabilize established norms and procedures in the professional practices of teachers (Fenwick et al., 2012). Possibly more place-based strategies, adapting tasks to the particular sites in a way which tend to encourage more playful interaction with place and peers, in line with the curriculum for younger school children (Mårtensson and Fägerstam, 2020), might be conceived as problematic in relation to curriculum for older school children. Also for office work, going outdoors might require some planning and selection of tasks among office workers (Smut Ud, 2023), possibly causing hinders.

The fact that the local school turned into an important arena for local place-making in this study, while other parties did not step up to the same extent, is in line with earlier studies on community development in rural settings (Nordström and Mårtensson, 2001). Findings by Akoumianaki-Ioannidou et al. (2016) and Jansson et al. (2018) show that many students, also in secondary school, do appreciate being outdoors and having green elements in their schoolyard, and associate this with the possibility to bring studies outdoors. Still, despite the outdoor education appearing to work well, the dispute around the car parking shows that there can be many obstacles of various types to overcome in order to reach change, including among students.

The study also shows that communication and dissemination in inter- and transdisciplinary projects need to consider language and format for sharing results and lessons learned. In this study on outdoor offices, landscape architecture, environmental psychology, health and education are all domains involved. The results describe the overall project and the process of explorative place-making of outdoor offices and studies, pointing out some challenges and opportunities in relation to earlier findings, in this young research domain. In order to evaluate the spatial configurations and social and educational practices developed, one also need to investigate how the students and teachers experienced settings and situations. However, practitioners in the municipalities who carry out the transformation to more outdoor office work and studies also need to get a chance to practice across domains in order to develop new capacities and routines, all demanding time, new roles and mandates.



6 Conclusions

A transdisciplinary approach involving the co-production of knowledge to investigate a local process intertwined with the development of outdoor environments in a small town, is inherently a challenging endeavor. This study confirms that good ideas and hard work are not enough, since any change in the organization and practice of everyday life needs legitimacy from several parties, as well as enough time set off to explore the new strategies. In addition to competing ideas of how the green surroundings are to be kept and made attractive, both work life and education bring a multitude of ideas and values regarding how things ought to be, to the place-making process. Prototyping of places and practices during place-making can create an arena for making such ideas visible, making it possible to scrutinize their reception. The lessons learned from this process contribute to research and development efforts aimed at transforming land to support sustainable life-styles in urban, rural and peri-urban settings.

Following we list the main lessons learned from this explorative project, including the importance to:

• Take time to introduce the ideas which are to stimulate the process (as prototyping in this case).

• Ensure that individuals have the authority and time necessary to provide legitimacy and mobilize resources for the local process.

• Establish local networks to support long-term engagement which can remain active even after a project period.

• Consider carefully the amount, the language and format for sharing results and lessons learned during the process.

• Efficiently impact routines and habits by supporting changes that leave an imprint on both the physical environment and the social organization.

• Acknowledge how change takes place on different scales and at different paces among actors, dependent on their specific institutional context.

• Connect the local process to wider discourses in society on attractive liveable cities and sustainable development.



7 Future studies

The experiences from this study show the need for more research on the very practices of outdoor office work and the change-making and place-making processes required to make it happen at a larger scale. A transdisciplinary and multi-actor approach to developing knowledge in this field might be of particular value. The above lessons could be explored further and inform future studies, however adapted to their site specific development and anchoring. Iterative processes that build upon learning and re-learning, adaptation and improvement, may be of particular value. Overall, there is value in understanding the factors that hinder or support individuals in leadership or key positions, whether in schools, industry, or local government departments, from engaging in opportunities for change.
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