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This paper reports an empirical study which examines the future relevance of service design practice using
a qualitative approach, consisting of in-depth interviews with design professionals predominantly located in the
UK. The findings show the diverse views towards how service design is applied in practice and how it is
perceived as a discipline, suggesting that service design is not considered as a unified practice, but a range of
practice used in diverse contexts. It identifies the value of service design as delivering both knowledge and
solutions whereby service designers can act as enablers and/or doers. It reveals a consensus amongst
practitioners for the necessity of a collaborative process and mindset, as well as the use of a set of skills and
tools. The research brought to light a move from a solely human-centric ethos towards an expanded one that
includes systems thinking. One key finding, looking towards the future value of service design, is the shift
towards a transdisciplinary approach, an under-noticed possible direction which could bring significant impact
to solving complex and wicked problems that is worthy of continued investigation.
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Introduction

Design was traditionally associated with making visual artefacts and industrial products, but it has shifted
towards creating intangible outcomes which focus on social, cultural, and business issues. As recognized by Klaus
(2007), design had ‘shifted gears from a preoccupation with appearance and surfaces of tangible products to
designing material and social artefacts that have a chance to make sense to their users, aid larger communities, and
support a society that is reconstructing itself in unprecedented ways and at record speed.” Confirmed by Ceschin
and Gaziulusoy (2016), it was suggested that design has progressively expanded from a technical and product-
centric focus towards large scale system level changes.

With the boundaries of design expanding to include many new territories, designers often find themselves
called into projects that tackle the major challenges we face, such as healthcare, wellbeing, sustainability, and
digital transformation. A new frontier of design practice has emerged and service design is one of these.

There is a growing interest from both the business world and academia to explore service design. According to
Sun (2020), the early research investigating the role of design in the service sector was mainly from a design
management perspective to explore the service sector as a new territory for design practice in the early 1990s.
Now, although its definition is still contested (Madano Partnership, 2012), many have agreed that service design
entails a human-centred, holistic, creative, and iterative approach to creating new service futures (Meroni and
Sangiorgi, 2011). It is closely associated with a design thinking process of problem solving—‘a methodology that
imbues the full spectrum of innovation activities with a human-centred design ethos’ (Brown and Rowe, 2008). It
derives from and overlaps with a range of terms such as system design, sustainability design, strategic design, social
design, and policy design. As a hybrid term, it represents the frontier of design practice in service. From an
innovation perspective, it facilitates a specific kind of design-driven innovation, which is oriented toward generating
new service ideas and new or improved modes of experiencing the service offering itself, through the use of
technology potentials or the interpretation and proposal of new models of behaviour (Maffei et al., 2005).

The value of service design has been explored in diverse contexts including health (Hyde and Davies, 2004,
Freire and Sangiorgi, 2010, Bowen et al., 2013, Anderson et al., 2018), policies (Hartley, 2005, Bovaird, 2007,
Radnor and Boaden, 2008, Jung, 2010, Commission, 2014, Trischler and Scott, 2016), organisational change
(Junginger and Sangiorgi, 2009, Deserti and Rizzo, 2014, Iriarte et al., 2017, Deserti and Rizzo, 2018), and social
innovation (Fassi et al., 2013, Manzini, 2014, Yang and Sung, 2016, Maffei et al., 2005, Joly et al., 2019).

As Sangiorgi et al. (2015)’s report suggested, there is a rich picture of how designers operate in practice and
contribute to wider and ongoing service development processes in different contexts. They summarised three
typologies of service design’s contribution: (1) to address specific needs in the new service development process;
(2) to introduce this people centred and systematic process to organisations; and (3) to facilitate transformation
and organisational learning as a collaborative and people centred mindset and approach.

However, it is also recognised that, with the wide range of application of service design, its definition and
boundaries are contested amongst practitioners and academia (Madano Partnership, 2012, Sangiorgi et al., 2015).
In this, two views defining service design are distinct: ‘designing services’ (Secomandi, 2011) and ‘designing for
service’ (Sangiorgi & Prendiville, 2017). ‘Designing services’ considers that services are the objects of design
activities, just like products are the objects of product design. This view seems to be shared by the majority of
service design agencies as demonstrated in their taglines, for example: ‘Livework designs better services’ (Livework,
2019) and ‘Designing remarkable services and customer experiences’ (Engine Service Design, 2019). The ‘designing
for service’ perspective is more prevailing in academia. Service is considered as a context and platform where
design activities take place. As Manzini (2011) argues, the term ‘designing for service’, instead of ‘designing
services’, recognizes that what is being designed is not an end result, but rather a platform for action, with which
diverse actors will engage over time. Similarly, Kimbell (2011) sees designing for service as an exploratory process
that aims to create new kinds of value relation between diverse actors within a socio-material configuration. This
view points out the collaborative nature of service design and its limitations in the wider process of service
innovation.

Service design is also investigated from the perspective of service science (Vargo et al., 2008, Akaka et al., 2019)
that consider service systems as value-co-creation configurations of people, technology, value propositions
connecting internal and external service systems, and shared information (e.g., language, laws, measures, and
methods). In Kimbell (2011)’s view, designers approached services as entities that are both social and material and
through a constructivist enquiry in which they sought to understand the experiences of stakeholders and they tried
to involve managers in this activity.
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The value-co-creation perspective and relational nature of services is recognized in literature, e.g. (Cipolla,
2009, Cipolla and Manzini, 2009), which sees the service design discipline as an interpretative framework that
reinforces its ability to deal with the interpersonal relational qualities in services. Pacenti (2004) clarifies in fact that
services start to exist when relations evolve: “the unique trait really defining the essence of service theory and
design is that it produces itself in a relation between system and users. Services are first of all relations between
service providers and users; interaction becomes the idea that underlies the definition of service.” (p. 151)

There are diverse views towards service design and how it contributes to innovation, as well as a rich picture of
the application of service design in different contexts. More importantly, service design is evolving at a fast pace
and we constantly see emerging areas of interest, issues, methods and tools. which become important forces
moving design practice forward. In some cases, new concepts challenge the relevance of service design and suggest
new future directions for design practice, e.g., transition design (Irwin, 2015, Irwin, 2019) which advocates design-
led societal transition toward more sustainable futures, addressing complex challenges such as climate change, loss
of biodiversity, depletion of natural resources, and the widening gap between rich and poor.

The changes on the horizon, such as the imminent Fourth Industrial Revolution, the urgency for acting on the
UN's Sustainable Development Goals, climate change and the Planet Boundary Framework, requires change in
various ways. The pandemic has certainly sped up this urgency for change. It is timely to discuss the relevance of
service design’s potential in delivering what is much needed to transform our thinking, norms, and systems in
response to the COVID-19 related challenges.

This presents challenges as well as opportunities for service design as a practice that applies design thinking and
methods to service innovation. This paper reports an empirical study to identify the contemporary issues and
emerging trends of service design practice and discusses how they impact on the future of service design.

METHODOLOGY

The study is based on 14 in-depth interviews with service design professionals to capture their perspectives on
emerging topics, areas of interests, and trends about service design practice. The interviewees include: (i) 10 design
consultancies (6 in service design and 4 in unspecified areas relating to design); (ii) 2 directors or design leaders
from large business organisations and NGOs; and (iii) 2 academics and commentators researching and teaching in
design.

Open questions were used in the interviews to ask about their views towards service design and how they saw
service design applied in practice based on their own experience. These included three key aspects: (i) what their
design practice was and how it was relevant to the organisational or cultural contexts they were operating in, (ii)
what the challenges were in relation to their practice, and (iii) what their views of the future were.

Each interview took 45-60 minutes online. Following the interview, three researchers reviewed the transcripts
independently. Their notes were compared to develop a workshop with 30 service designers to reflect and discuss
the findings. A second round of analysis was followed to generate key insights for the paper.

KEY FINDINGS

A range of diverse views and perspectives were revealed through the interviews. Some of the views were
polarised and contested; some did not exclude each other, instead, both polarised views were supported
suggesting that the remit of service design covers a wide spectrum of complex and intertwined issues.

Service designers deliver both knowledge and solutions and act both as an enabler and doer
The findings revealed that most agreed service designers dealt with ‘wicked’ problems as one commented:

“..the problems that we're facing in the 21st century are wicked problems and they're all interconnected and
interdependent. We are also for the first time in human history completely connected globally and we wield
very powerful technologies that can disturb one bit of this system and ratify unpredictably and exponentially
throughout...”

The projects the interviewees were working on included a diverse range of contemporary challenges as wicked
problems, including, for example, the future of education, city, mental health, policy and regulations, and
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sustainability. Although it was a widely shared perception amongst the interviewees that service design was closely
associated with wicked problems, one criticised that service designers were sometimes overly problem oriented
whilst services were more diverse than that.

Two different views were revealed about how service design practice related to these problems. On one side,
when service design operated at an early stage of innovation, it created value by reframing problems and revealing
opportunities; and on the other side, when service design operated in a later stage of innovation, the value was
about solving problems and delivering outcomes.

The outcomes from these two sides were significantly different. On one side, service design was used to ‘design
a service that better solves for a problem that a customer has’. The outcome was phrased as solutions, services, and
improved experience. On the other side service design was used to ‘reframe the problem, to make sure that you're
actually really going after the right thing in the first place’ and ‘revealing opportunities’ from a position of creativity
and curiosity, where the intention was not about problem solving, but to generate knowledge and insights for
opportunities, strategy or transformation.

However, despite this difference, the majority agreed that service design created value inclusively across the
whole spectrum. In many ways, this replicated the two distinct stages in the double diamond process (Design
Council, 2005) the first one focused on ‘discover’ and ‘define’, and the second one on ‘develop’ and ‘deliver’.

This was also revealed as to how service designers were employed in large organisations and one commented
that they ‘have designers who are oriented towards shaping work and designers who are oriented towards
executing and delivering on work’.

Service design entails a collaborative process and mindset as well a set of skills and tools

When talking about their own design practice, the methods and tools were considered powerful, for example,
one commented that ‘the creation of those two things (journey maps and system maps) generally unlocks most of
the opportunity’. However, the interviewees seemed to talk more about service design as a mindset, a process,
than as a set of skills and tools, although it was recognized that service design could be ‘as much a mindset and a
collaboration as a set of skills...".

Considering service design practice as a process, it provided certainty and confidence in dealing with ambiguity,
as one said ‘I believe that the process will reveal all the answers.” It allowed ‘individuals to look at very ambiguous
problems, to join the dots’, with constant iteration and to ‘zoom out and zoom in’ within divergent and convergent
approaches.

This became the protocol to collaborate with different experts because, as one commented :

‘As an innovator, you're constantly collaborating with people who are not innovators. That's why you are there
to do the job, you are there to steer them through that process so that they can arrive at an effective innovation
altogether.’

‘Ambiguity and embracing that ambiguity is something that people are really uncomfortable with. So as a
service designer help them to develop the same confidence in the process’

The process of service design practice was recognised unanimously by the interviewees as being collaborative.
Service designers were seen working in a highly collaborative environment As one commented, ‘we really have a
practice where service design meets journalism, service design meets architecture; and it's really bringing a series of
those expertise and skills to the project.”

Collaboration was seen as so fundamental that it was considered the way and the only way to tackle wicked
problems, making changes, and achieving outcomes of a certain scale. One commented that “working in a silo or
individualistic way seems to be the road to failure” and “We have to collaborate. There's no way that we could do
every job without doing it”.

In the projects that service designers were involved in, the collaboration was all-around, including collaboration
with the users, experts from different disciplines, clients (in the case of consultancies) and different departments in
an organisation (in the case of in-house) and laypersons.

Most of the interviewees considered that the value of collaboration was multifaceted enabling the designers to,
for example, embrace ambiguity, get buy-in and alignment for sustainable outcomes, unlock creativity, and gain
multiple perspectives. The value of collaboration as enabling reflection and learning was summarised in one
particular comment: ‘ The way in which they're looking at this problem helps me interact with the way I'm looking
at this problem as well and how we can use both of them together.’
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Apart from collaboration as a way of enabling designers to achieve their goals, the outcome from collaboration
was seen as fundamental in changing organisations and societies towards more inclusive and equal ones. As
commented by one interviewee collaboration

“.. creates new postures and justice that take us away from the dominant paradigm of leadership which is
hierarchical and top down. ... managing teams to allow for distributed power, rather than hierarchy and a
method of collective decision making and achieving equality. It's a way to allow and accept diversity and a way
to embrace the principle that everyone is extraordinary.”

A certain ‘mindset’ was considered to be the prerequisite in achieving this kind of desired collaboration.
Embedded in this mindset was an acknowledgement and appreciation of the value of different views and
perspectives. Therefore, the designers needed to be open, self-reflective, and willing. There seemed to be a call for
moving away from a discipline mindset to a much more interconnected and interactive one to achieve this mindset.
One interviewee clearly stated that service design should not be considered as a discipline, instead, ‘as a capability
alongside with a range of other capabilities.”

It was also recognised that service designers took on the role of a facilitator, leader, and enabler of the
collaboration, as evidenced by the following comments:

“It's been my job to make sure that all the stakeholders are able to meet at the same place, which is a place
where everybody shares the same collaborative thinking. There is alignment, internal alignment, that you have
to sort of lead on”

“...doing this coordination across and choreography across a lot of different disciplines.”

“The ability to navigate a space that is end to end, and front and back... requires a level of collaboration
between all of the people who would be experts about any one part of that and therefore serves as a
collaborative design effort that is incredibly valuable.”

“Is like linking things and being that kind of connector. And | guess between projects as well as teams as well
because often these organisations are working really siloed and things aren't necessarily linked up, being able
to kind of connect those things up.”

One even commented that “a good service designer is because he insists on a collaborative approach.” The main
skill for service designers is being able to work with different people because services are so complex.

Human-centric ethos is expanded towards systems thinking

A human-centred ethos was considered fundamental to service design practice, differentiating service design
from other kinds of consulting work. This human-centric service design practice was initially considered valuable in
shifting organisations from thinking in terms of a production line which dehumanises people and to understand the
value of an alternative way of doing things. One interviewee commented that ‘/ think our organisation uses service
design as a shorthand of saying we're going to base ourselves around people's needs.’

Acknowledging people were experts in their lived experience, a human-centred approach allowed service
designers to understand their experience and behaviours. In the collaborative design process, designers had to
bring together a different range of people, different perspectives, and different expertise. A human-centred ethos
was considered what it took to achieve this kind of collaboration. It was also seen as important in achieving desired
behavioural change as the key design outcome. In this, one said ‘if you want to change people's behaviour, you
need to understand their motivations, you need to understand their context, you need to give them the information
to make the choice that is better for them.’

Although a human-centred ethos was seen as having gained increasing attention from the business sector and
other sectors, ‘not every organisation believes that’, as commented by one interviewee who commented about the
trade-offs for applying this human-centred ethos, such as business profit in some cases. Its limitation was also
reflected in one comment that ‘users don't necessarily have the right answers and you don't have the time or the
resources to investigate.’
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A human-centred ethos was challenged by many interviewees. Not denying the importance of considering
people’s needs in designing services, they believed that overly focusing on people created limitations. One
commented that ‘we need to understand that there's other beings and other things in that ecosystem that might
not just be human, or might not just be a user, it's bringing other people or other things...we forget about other less
human forms of our design’. Another interviewee explained that ‘I'm not as centric towards the individual user and
their experience; I'm much more interested in the entirety of the system, how it all fits together and how it moves
and interacts over time.’

For some, system thinking was ‘a constant compliment’ to service design practice, whilst some considered that
systems thinking be the ultimate principle of service design, as one said that ‘the ultimate system is the system of
everything and if we're not considering everything or designing our systems and our solutions within everything,
we've just failed in the ultimate principal service design.’

From this perspective, service design was about ‘choreographing every single piece of the entire system’ and
‘creating an environment or systems in which some collaboration and interaction can happen’, as the interviewees
explained. It suggested service designers to look at a lot broader issues, for example, ‘at how we can support
organisations through that, so not just thinking about a project level but also like a company organisation level
looking at their values and how they can think of it more strategically.”

The systemic perspective was seen as valuable in different contexts of business, society, and environment.

“it brings us that ability to be able to take a step back from like a specific project has been designed or a specific
project and seeing how they impact other pieces of work that are happening or and what like systematic
change, it might affect and rather than being kind of like grounded and the details was the ability to zoom in
and zoom out.”

Although these two views were quite different, they were equally prevalent amongst the interviewees. More
importantly, it was recognized that there was ‘a spectrum in service design from experience design to system
design’. Service design was either about “‘the design of multiple interactions over time to create an experience’, or
‘creating a different ecosystem ...”, or both: ‘ecologies of activities and artefacts and experiences and relationships
that we're all connected to the delivery of the service’.

However, it was questioned whether service designers were equipped with the right sets of understanding,
tools and methods to take on a systemic approach as one criticised that as ‘we're all embedded in systems...what
we've been lacking are tools and ways of mapping and understanding the entire system.’ Therefore, service
designers need to be more ‘systems literate’, and ‘to be more aware of ecological principles and then
simultaneously develop tools and approaches that could be used with transition and trans-disciplinary teams and
other types of experts.’

DISCUSSION

The collaborative process

Firstly, service design practice was seen as a process that could be adapted by many people. Through this
collaborative process, different specialists and experts were brought into the project to deliver, including, for
example, anthropologists, psychologists, technicians, and UX/UI designers. The specialism of service designers
could therefore be challenged. This was demonstrated by the experience of an interviewee who had a background
in anthropology. He was drawn into service design when anthography was found by early service designers fifteen
years ago as a useful toolkit for doing user research and had since worked alongside service designers. However,
he saw the clear difference between what service designers considered as user research, and that by an
anthropologist. Although service designers were seen as the expert in bringing user perspectives into innovation,
the lack of expertise in delivering user research was apparent when comparing it to what an anthropologist could
deliver. This lack of specialism went beyond user research to include a wide range of experts that service designers
collaborate with. One service designer commented that:

‘There are more specialisms coming up around user research and interaction design and | don't know what
that means for service design. It kind of feels like that's falling behind, or becoming like | am dated or not
needed in the same way anymore’
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Secondly, a trend was observed that service designers were less occupied with designing services for clients, but
more about introducing service design into the organisations and supporting their capability building through
training. Here are some of the comments:

‘our job was to bring service design skills and training into the organisation for other people to then use them
themselves’

‘the work that I've been focusing on recently is less designing services for customers to purchase to participate
in to experience and more working with organisations so that they can design their own services.’

‘We teach people how to think, or we teach people how to adjust their own practice to solve the issues at play,
rather than sort of applying specific approaches to a specific set of problems.’

The role of service designers changed from a doer towards being enablers and facilitators, with the aim to
empower and to enable the organisations to develop their own services. One of the interviewees recognized that in
large organisations, “.. it is not just designers that are involved in designing’, just as what was recognized in ‘silent
design’ argument (Gorb and Dumas, 1987). This is also consistent with what Junginger (2015) argued that ‘service
designers need to pay more attention to organisational design legacies that are already in place — those design
principles, methods and practices that are already deeply embedded in organisational life. These design legacies,
however flawed and poorly suited, need to be articulated, visualised and engaged with to effect real change in real
organisations.’

Thirdly, when focusing on rephrasing problems and generating new understandings of the issues, the outcomes
of service design became even more intangible, as recognized in literature (Klaus, 2007; Brown, 2007).

The findings suggested the outcomes of service design had become even more intangible than what the
concept of ‘service’ entailed. Because of this, a few interviewees who were involved in the early stage of the
formation of service design expressed their disappointment toward what the concept ‘service’ entailed. It was
valuable to move design into the new area of service at the beginning, as one interviewee commented that:

‘The core value is really enabling us to design things that need to be designed that are the fabric of our lives
that before weren't being considered in terms of the value of service design in our practice.’

However, it seemed that the term service design was now considered limiting to embrace the ambition and
potential of design practice.

As a result, service design practice could be easily under-valued. One interviewee commented that ‘if a project
team is short on money and if the project really is focused on output, it can be really hard for them to see the value
of service design.” Most of the service designers or design managers ended up spending a lot of their energy and
time advocating to enable the organisations and project partners to understand what service design could do. One
commented that ‘one aspect of my job is to try and make space for service design to happen. A lot of my job is
trying to advocate. and ‘50% of the time is doing the actual like literal design work and 50% of the time is
persuading people to let you do the work’. This was also recognised in Sun and Runcie (2016)’s work which
suggested most of the service designers felt they were struggling to position themselves professionally in the
organisation due to a low awareness of service design practice and had to convince at every moment to be able to
take the actions they needed to.

Moving towards trans-disciplinarity

By losing its specialism, service design is moving towards a much wider arena of being trans-disciplinary. Trans-
disciplinarity is viewed as a practice of bringing together knowledge from the physical and social sciences, from
practitioners, users and the broader community to confront increasingly complex problems (Beckett and
Vachhrajani, 2017). It is positioned as essential to understanding and finding ways for global challenges by enabling
a holistic view, integrating diverse knowledge and transcending disciplinary approaches (Nicolescu and Ertas, 2013).
There is consensus that transdisciplinary approaches involve integrating and transcending individual disciplines,
thereby enabling development and application of new research strategies and knowledge, as set out by Rosenfield
(1992).

There is ample design literature focusing on rationalising and justifying the trans-disciplinarity nature of design.
The trans-disciplinarity nature of design is underpinned by the reality that design has no special subject matter of
its own apart from what a designer conceives it to be, whilst the design problems are ‘indeterminate’ and ‘wicked’
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(Buchanan, 1992:16). Designers use a ‘designerly way of knowledge’ (Cross, 1982) to generate understanding of the
design problem. This ‘designerly’ paradigm of knowledge generation is guided through design process logic and
design is supported by phases of scientific research and inquiry (Jonas, 2007). In this process, Dorst (2018)
considers that the frame-creation process provides designers with a thoughtful way to re-interpret and rethink
existing problem situations, and to identify practices from various fields and disciplines that could be brought to
bear. From this deep rethinking, designers can access the broadest possible collection of principles, methods, and
actions, while considering how they may assist them. This type of deeply considered innovation-between-fields
leads to the adoption of principles and practices that are completely new to the problem situation.

Service designers work on wicked problems which are complex and interdependent, requiring collaborative
innovation between different disciplines, between experts and users, and between researchers and practitioners.
The design process enables collaboration beyond disciplinary boundaries to include a wide range of players in the
system. The collaboration generates shared understanding, new knowledge, and sometimes solutions to the
challenges. As such, one interviewee suggested that service design should ‘move away from a discipline mindset
and to a much more interconnected and interactive way of working...” and “...it shouldn't be seen as (a discipline), as
it doesn't trump the disciplines.’.

CONCLUSION

This paper reports a research project exploring the discourse within the service design community to
understand its future relevance. The findings showed that service design was not considered as a unified practice,
but a range of practice used in diverse contexts. As such it included different views and opinions of its definition,
value and boundaries, and its specialism was contested. The diversity of the practice suggested its future direction
would not be one way or another, but any possibilities for service design. However, this paper argues that by losing
its specialism, service design — the frontier of design practice — moves towards a new direction, bringing together
knowledge from different disciplines, from practitioners, users and the broader community to confront the
increasingly complex problems we face. Its potential in transdisciplinary innovation could be important in realising
the value of design in the future, when we will be faced with even more complex challenges like ethics, health,
technology, and sustainability. In achieving this transition, service designers need to be facilitated with the right
knowledge, skill sets and mindset. System literacy and ethics were considered to be the concerns that services
designers could engage with going into the future.

The contribution of this study is threefold. First, there are few up-to-date reports on the contemporary issues
and emerging trends of service design practice in academic research. This study fills the gap in our knowledge by
presenting the most coherent perspectives from practitioners that clarify the issues around its definition, practice,
and future relevance. Secondly, in discussing these issues around service design, the paper provides abundant
qguotations from research participants to evidence the nuance in the discourse that helps understand the current
perspective of design service practice with an empirical basis. Thirdly, the paper recognizes the importance of
collaboration and the difficulty with ambiguity and involving non-discipline partners in a design culture. Pointing
out the potential of service design in transdisciplinary innovation opens up new ways of utilising or looking into
service design practice, enabling it to create a greater impact on complex issues in our society.
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