
Di�iculty level

you can 
manage by 
yourself

you need 
support

Circular design tool 9

Circular Design Brief
45-60 min

development 
team

Source: Ecodesign Circle / 
HI advisory

Instructions
1. Describing opportunities. Drawing on the information and insights 

gained in the discovery phase, describe:
A. for whom are you creating a circular solution, what purpose it would 

serve for the user and how your solution would help them to do so (1, 
2, 3);

B. what is the environmental impact of an existing solution and how 
might you reduce that impact (4, 5). See the R-strategies for 
inspiration.

2. Identifying important areas. After analysing the input received (A and 
B), agree on the most important areas where you see the potential for a 
new solution in the context of circularity. Colour stickers with important 
conclusions green.

3. Developing the terms of reference. Combining an environmental and a 
user perspective, brainstorm (in the form of ‘How might we...’) to 
generate terms of reference. See if you can turn challenges into 
opportunities, or to challenge an assumption. Formulate the terms of 
reference precisely. You can also use the HMW question stickers for 
developing.

Goal
Terms of reference are a very important intermediate goal in the 
design process, where the conclusions or challenges identi�ed in the 
discovery phase are translated into opportunities and the scope and 
impact of the project are de�ned. It is important to note that a circular 
design’s terms of reference treat environmental and user needs 
equally. Setting su�iciently precise terms of reference will help the 
team maintain focus in the next steps.
The terms of reference can (but does not have to) be formulated as 
the question ‘How might we...’ (HMW).

Compatibility
Use the input received 
during the discovery 
phase (tools 4, 6, 7 and 8).
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1. Who is the main user, the persona (tool 8)? 
How does their world look like and what links them to our challenge?

2. What goals does the user have, what do they want to 
get done?
How do they meet these objectives today? What do they do, how 
do they behave? What works and what doesn’t work for them in the 
existing solution? Are there any hidden values or extra tasks they 
want to get done?

4. What is the environmental impact of the current 
product/service?
Which aspect of the lifecycle has the biggest negative impact, 
where is the impact smaller or even positive (tool 4)? What can 
be easily changed? Which interdependencies support or hinder 
a more circular solution?

5. How might we reduce our environmental 
impact?
Where in the lifecycle or value chain might we create new 
value (e.g. functionality, e�iciency, durability, reliability, 
synergy)?

What do we want to achieve in terms of environ-
mental impact (not yet solutions!)?
How do we know we have solved the challenge?

3. How might we help users to achieve their goals in a 
more circular way?
What makes a circular solution desirable? What opportunities are 
there to improve the current process (e.g. functionality, accessibility, 
e�iciency, convenience, social needs, design)?

What do we want to achieve?
(e.g. change in behaviour, not yet solutions!) How will we know if 
we have met our target(s)?

6. Terms of reference of circular 
design
Example: How can we make tourists 
[user] who come to our shop as part of 
a city break [context] prefer our sustain-
ably produced and packaged artisan 
chocolates [value] as a souvenir to 
reduce the purchase of unpractical 
souvenirs and mass-produced sweets, 
and thus the environmental impact 
[impact]?

We recommend choosing an ambitious but still a realistic ‘how might we’ 
question. Remember that small steps are easier to manage and can help you start 
the circularity journey faster. Make sure that the terms of reference are precise 
enough but do not prescribe the solution!

Terms of reference are su�iciently precise if they describe: the [context] in which 
the challenge takes place, the [user] for whom you want to create value, the [value] 
you want the target audience to experience through your solution, the [impact] 
you are trying to achieve.

Select one or two of the 
most important HMW 
questions to serve as a 
starting point for developing 
a solution. If it seems di�icult 
to reach an agreement, use 
dots to vote.

Additional materials: HMW 
Statement Generator / AI Board 
of Innovation

https://ai.boardofinnovation.com/hmw

