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This guide is intended for companies, agencies or anyone interested in creating a hackathon for the 
environment. The guide is prepared by the team of Circular Economy at The Environment Agency of 
Iceland which has hosted two hackathons. 

In this context, a hackathon is an idea workshop where everyone in society is invited for 
a two day event focusing on finding and developing solutions to certain environmental problems.

The guidelines are divided into two chapters; on site hackathon and online hackathon. They are based on 
the experience of hosting Plastaþon, an on site hackathon focusing on plastics, and Spjaraþon, an online 
hackathon focusing on textiles.

We hope this guide will be of use for anyone looking to solve big problems by bringing together people 
from all over society.

About



1. On site hackathon
- Examples from the Plastaþon



Plastaþon was held in September 2019. It is a hackathon - an idea workshop - seeking to find solutions to 
humanity’s problematic relationship with plastic. The participants received both education and training 
and got to meet a diverse group of people gathered to create innovative solutions guided by experts. The 
participants formed teams and worked together to solve challenges the world is facing due to our overuse 
of plastics.

50 people (max number) registered but after some cancellations 34 participants completed the 
hackathon. The Plastaþon ran from 9:00 on a Friday until 14:00 the next day. The house closed after 
dinner on Friday night, but some participants chose to continue working elsewhere, online or in another 
location.

We chose to offer as much vegan and vegetarian food options as possible as well as snacks and soft 
drinks.

Plastaþon



The TO DO
❑Decide the challenge of the hackathon

❑Decide who are your target groups

❑ Create a budget plan

❑Decide on the winning prize 

❑Decide location and max nr of participants

❑Organize introduction and expert talks

❑ Create marketing material

❑ Send out a press release

❑ Create a Facebook event

❑ Create a registration and info webpage

❑ Create a certificate for the winning team 

❑Buy post-its and pens for the idea storming

❑ Organize moderators and their tasks
❑ Organize a pitch trainer
❑ Organize a jury
❑ Decide on food, snacks and beverages
❑ Hire a photographer
❑ Send out an info email to participants 

Post hackathon
❑ Send out press release with photo of winners
❑ Send out a thank you note to everyone involved
❑ Pay bills
❑ Update financial costs
❑ Document successes and room for improvement



09:00 Welcome

10:00 Expert talks

10:45 Icebreaker

11:00 Idea storming

12:00 Form teams

12:30 Lunch time

13:00  Teams get to work

16:30  Break + inspo talk

17:00  Teams continue

19:00  Pizza time!!

20:00  House closes

08:30 Breakfast

09:00 Pitch training

10:00 Teams prepare pitch

12:00 Pitch time

13:00 Inspo talk

13:30 Reward ceremony

Friday Saturday

The Schedule



The Challenge
What‘s the problem? Put forth a challenge that covers the problem as extensively as possible.

The challenge of the Plastathon was put forth as follows:

How can we solve the challenges we face regarding our overuse of plastics?

1. How can we reduce plastic use?

2. How can we increase plastic recycling?

3. How can we prevent plastic pollution?



Marketing and
registration
Keep in mind the channels you will use to 
advertise the hackathon and make appropriate 
marketing material. Use your organization‘s logo 
and brand colors as well as your partners logo 
where applicable.

Set up a simple registration and information 
website explaining the concept, who can 
participate as well as the schedule and partners. 

Tip: create social media sizes, GIFs, online 
banners and Facebook event photo.



Expert talks
It is important to choose the expert talks wisely. 
You will both need an introduction to the 
environmental challenge that will be tackled in 
the hackathon and a presentation about the 
innovative process and design thinking.

After the teams have formed and started 
working, offer an inspirational talk that gives 
good ideas and motivates the participants to 
keep on going.  

Once the jury is deliberating on the winning 
team, offer a talk related to the topic e.g. from 
an NGO. 





Most participants don‘t know each other from 
before so we need to break the ice!

What‘s your background?
Why are you here?

Encourage them to pair with someone they don‘t
know. Each pair gets 3 min. split between them. 
Put the timer on and signal when to swap and
when to switch to a new date. 4 rounds/dates, 
total duration 15 min.

Tip: with a smaller group you can arrange for 
longer dates!

Speed dating



Idea storming
The idea and brain storming consists of two sessions. In the first session the participants discuss the 
challenges concerning the three problems/questions raised and in the second session they focus on 
solutions.

Split participants into groups and each group - approx. 6 persons - gets to discuss both challenges and 
solutions to the three problems/questions. With 35 participants in total you need two sets of tables = 6 
tables and 6 moderators, in order to keep each group at a reasonable size so that everyone gets time to 
express themselves. The moderators remain at each table but the groups move around between tables.

Tip: give time for a short introduction round the first time the group sits down together.  



Session 1 - Challenges Session 2 - Solutions

How can we 
prevent plastic 

pollution?

How can we 
reduce plastic 
consumption?

How can we 
increase plastic 

recycling?

Plastic 
pollution

Plastic over-
consumption

Plastic 
recycling

Table 1

Table 2

Table 3

Table 1

Table 2

Table 3







Moderators
At each table you need a moderator who makes
sure that everyone gets to speak, encourages
participants to write down their thoughts and
ideas and recaps quickly what the previous group
at their table has discussed.

After the idea storming sessions the moderators
combine similar solutions and put them up on the
„idea wall“ and present to the participants.

Moderators were available during the whole day
and provided expert advice to the teams during
their work in the afternoon.

Tip: good moderators listen more than they speak.



Team building
One moderator per problem/question presents 
the ideas from the previous phase in front of 
the whole group.

Participants can bring pre-existing ideas to the 
hackathon and pitch them at this stage and try 
to recruite a team. Remember to communicate 
this option beforehand.

Participants put their name on an idea they 
want to work on. Ideal team size is 3-5 pers. 

Tip: if many like the same idea – split up and 
may the best execution win!





Team work
Teams split into different rooms. Throughout this phase, participants have access to moderators and 
experts to help them form their idea.

Organizers must explain what the final product should be, is it only a presentation? Or does the jury 
also want a one pager? Or maybe something else?



Pitch training
At this point the teams are about to finalize 
their idea and prepare 3 minute presentation 
for the jury.

Get an expert on pitching to go through the 
most important things to consider:

Why          – the challenge
How          – the solution
Whom      – the target group
Team         – why you
Why now  – the opportunity



The jury and prize 
The jury consisted of Sigríður Heimisdóttir, 
industrial designer at IKEA and sustainability
teacher at Reykjavik University, Auður Önnu 
Magnúsdóttir CEO of the Icelandic Envrionmental
Association and Einar Bárðarson CEO of the
Icelandic Wetland Fund and PR expert.

The winning team received a prize consisting of 
10 hours in consultation with the Innovation
Center of Iceland as well as 3 months residence
at their incubation center, 4 hours in consultation
with the Icelandic Environment Agency and
various gift certificates.



The idea is to set up self-service machines for 
dairy and liquid products in super markets so
that customers can dispense the product into
reusable packaging themselves. The team
consisted of two artists, two students from 
the Technical College, an engineer and a 
marketing manager for one of the biggest
super market chains in Iceland.

The jury concluded that this team won
because their idea is a solution to a lot of 
single use plastic waste and the idea could
become a reality in the near future.

The Winners 





2. Online hackathon
- Examples from the Spjaraþon



Spjaraþon was held in August 2020. The hackathon gathered participants to learn about the problems of 
the textile industry and to develop solutions to combat textile waste. Experts discussed the status of the 
problem and the design process – getting a good idea to develop into an effective solution that’s both 
realistic and useful. The jury consisted of First Lady Eliza Reid, Sigrún Ágústsdóttir director of the Icelandic 
Environment Agency, Kristján Mikaelsson managing director at Icelandic Blockchain Foundation and 
Magnea Einarsdóttir fashion designer and owner of MAGNEA clothing brand. The winning solution was 
Spjarasafn, an Airbnb for clothes. Due to COVID-19 the hackathon was moved to the online world. 
However, we were able to invite the participants and jury to a cocktail event three weeks later to 
celebrate the success. 

The challenges of Spjaraþon:

How do we get the public to reduce consumption?
How do we promote sustainability in the textile industry?
How do we get the public to extend the lifetime of their own textiles?
How do we ensure a better and more efficient recycling without loosing value?
How can we encourage the public to contribute to textile recycling?

Spjaraþon



Endurskoðum neysluna





Online learnings
The greatest challenge was to keep the technical
side as simple as possible. We used Zoom for 
presentations and virtual rooms, Miro for visual
collaborations and a Facebook group for 
announcements and communication with 
participants.

It was very useful to have a manual beforehand
sent out to everyone involved and to book
expert help with the teams during their working
phase.



Screenshot of Miro board



Screenshot of Miro board







Contact details

Department for Climate and Circular Economy
Umhverfisstofnun / Environment Agency of Iceland
ust@ust.is
www.ust.is
www.samangegnsoun.is 
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