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Service design is one of the fastest 
growing design disciplines. From it’s 
inception in the 1980s till now, service 
design has become an indispensible 
part of the broader set of tools available 
to organizations in the private, public, 
and non-profit sectors. The growth of 
the discipline has, however, been 
impacted by questions of what actually 
constitutes a service, and how the 
discipline deals with the issue of 
services operating within a ‘systems of 
services’. Looking at a particular recent 
collection of papers on service design, 
this Blueprint explores these questions 
through a discussion of the ideas 
presented in those various papers.  

 
As the Service Development Network 
(the over-arching international body for 
service design practitioners) makes 
clear in it’s manifesto, service design 
provides value for any organization that 
wants to:  
 

innovate and improve their 
service strategies, offerings and 
the user experiences.   

 
But what does this mean?  
 
In its development as a field, service 
design has drawn on a wide range of 
tools from adjacent disciplines ‒ 
including co-design, user studies, and 
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blueprint mapping ‒ which it has 
adapted and included within it’s broader 
disciplinary toolbox. However, as the 
discipline has grown it has begun to 
confront a range of issues to do with the 
very core of its focus ‒ the major issue 
being: what constitutes a service?  
 
Originally emerging from service 
marketing studies, service design 
borrowed heavily from this older 
discipline in terms of marketing 
perspectives on services and service 
development. In this respect, services 
were generally contrasted with goods or 
tangible products. Over the thirty 
something years since it’s founding as a 
discipline though the differentiation 
between what constitutes a product and 
what constitutes a service has become 
increasingly blurred. This has impacted 
and continues to impact both the 
training in, and the delivery of, service 
design. A recent collection of articles on 
service design in The Design Journal 
has explored this issue in detail.  
 
As the introduction to the special issues 
makes clear, the blurring of this 
distinction has had a profound impact on 
service design (Sangiorgi and 
Junginger, 2015). Rather than being 
seen as a specific design object or 
offering, services are increasingly 
becoming understood as constituting 
ways of thinking and of doing business 
(Grönroos, 2006). In this respect, this 
broadening of the understanding of 
service has helped service design to be 
able to actively contribute to an 
organization’s adaption to changing 
market conditions. In practice, this shift 
in definitional focus, both theoretically 

and in practice, has opened up service 
design as a discipline to add value to 
the practice of “continuous 
transformations that challenge existing 
business logics” within organizations 
and include “the co-creation of value 
across different services” (Sangiorgi and 
Junginger, 2015, p. 166).  
 
The key take away from this realization 
is that service design, as it has 
increasingly begun to be 
conceptualized, has a clear role in its 
work to:  
 

align business values with what 
customers value in their life 
(Sangiorgi and Junginger, 2015, 
p. 167).  

 
The overall impact on these shifts is the 
realization that any organization 
operates within a ‘service system’. That 
is, organizations operate within:  
 
a configuration of people, technologies, 
and other resources that interact with 
other service systems to create mutual 
value (Maglio et al, 2009: 395). 
 
Understanding what this means in 
practical terms for those involved in the 
application of service design is one of 
the most pressing issues confronting the 
discipline.  
 
Without conclusively providing answers 
as to what this means to service design 
two of the papers from this special 
collection build on the well-developed 
notion of ethnography in service design 
practice to explore ‒ in a very practical 
way ‒ how a practice of anthropology of 
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services and a focus on place can add 
value to the design of these systems of 
service.  
 
These important pieces help us 
understand how a practice-oriented 
approach to the design of ‘systems of 
services’ can help ensure that designers 
continue to return to the ways in which 
users ‒ and designers as observers ‒ 
are necessarily “entangled in social life” 
and as part of “social worlds” (Blomberg, 
and Darrah, 2015). This focus on the 
intrinsic ‘messiness’ of services as 
human activities helps ensure that when 
designing services we need always 
return to the lived experience of those 
who will participate in, and consume, the 
services and systems of services that 
we design and build (Prenderville, 
2015).  
 
These studies then provide a useful 
space to connect with a long-standing 
strength of service design ‒ this being 
it’s use of co-design methodologies. 
Three other papers in the collection 
address this specific issue.  
 
The first piece by Donetto et.al. (2015) 
focuses on the importance of 
understanding the networks of power 
that exist within organizations and pre-
existing service frameworks ‒ and 
ensuring that practitioners are aware of 
the possible shifts in power that can 
occur as a result of collaborative work. 
The second piece looks at the way in 
which ‘fragile liaisons’ ‒ the weak bonds 
that bring members of different 
organizations together from across 
diverse sectors to pursue collaborative 
ventures ‒ impact the success, or not, of 

co-design work (Hyvärinen, Lee & 
Mattelmäki, 2015). Returning to the 
issue of power this piece again helps us 
continue to understand the ways in 
which our work in design is never a 
purely technical matter and is always 
embedded within networks of power. 
The final of these three pieces talks to 
the issue of scaling and how we need to 
always keep in mind that when 
deployed, services are always 
necessarily local ‒ embedded within a 
particular context. In this respect ‒ 
writing against the impulse to scale that 
now seems prevalent in our increasingly 
digital age ‒ the piece by Morelli (2015) 
helps us remember the importance of 
trust in the creation and sustainable 
existence of effective services and 
service networks.  
 
These five pieces, in their empirical 
work exploring aspects of designing for 
‘systems of services’, provide a strong 
reminder of the role that service design 
can, and does play, in the design and 
roll-out of ‘systems of services’. For, 
rather than answer whether designing 
‘systems of services’ is a good or a bad 
thing, or even explicitly addressing what 
this means for service design as a field 
‒ these papers instead make very 
concrete suggestions of how this 
concept of designing ‘systems of 
services’ can be operationalized. In 
doing so, the pragmatic aspect of this 
approach provides those of us who work 
in the field of service design ‒ and 
related fields ‒ concrete methods and 
reminders to our practice to begin to 
answer these higher-level questions 
through our practice ourselves. For, as 
for much design in general, it is through 
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practice that these issues will be worked 
out.  
 
To end this Blueprint, one of the most 
interesting aspects of this shift in the 
subject matter of service design through 
the concept of designing ‘systems of 
services’ is that it brings service design 
‒ as a discipline ‒ increasingly within the 
realm of strategic design for it is at this 
point that these two new design 
disciplines overlap. With strategic 
design’s remit being the design of 
systems there is an obvious overlap in 
the purview of these two new fields. 
There is much that can be learnt in the 
interplay of these two disciplines in how 
the design of systems can work to 
create value for organizations and their 
various users and stakeholders. But, as 
this collection of papers ably suggests ‒ 
these and other questions ‒ will be 
answered through our practice as 
designers.  
 
Research in Action  
 
There are a number of immediate 
takeaways from this research that can 
be usefully put into practice to help 
organization’s prototyping practices. 
These include: 
 

• All services operate within a 
‘system of services’ and so 
designers need to be aware of 
the broader system contexts 
within which the services they 
are working with are, and will be, 
embedded;  

• Service designers need to be 
aware of the broader social 
practices within which users 

interact with designed services, 
as this will impact on how users 
approach and utilize these 
services; and  

• All services operate within 
networks of power, and changes 
in services and the frameworks 
within which these services 
operate will necessarily change 
the layout of these networks of 
power.  

 
All three of these takeaways caution us 
as designers to always be aware, and 
take note of, the context within which we 
design. The context will always impact 
on the ways in which our designs are 
approached and put into practice and if 
we wish to design useful, appropriate, 
and effective services we would be well 
advised to always be cognizant of the 
broader environment in which we 
design.  
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