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In San Francisco, if you want to buy a monthly pass to ride the local public 
transportation system, MUNI, there are only two ways to do it: either find 
(via the Web site or, seemingly, by randomly guessing) the stores that sell the 
pass, or buy it online and have it mailed to you. This plan has (at least) two 
flaws: very often the passes don’t arrive at the stores in time for the begin-
ning of the month, and buying a pass online costs an extra $10 so that the 
monthly pass offers no savings at all to most commuters. Compared to New 
York City’s MetroCard vending machines (Figure 8.1), or to Hong Kong’s 
Octopus SmartCards, which not only allow passage on transportation sys-
tems but also work on everything from vending machines to public swim-
ming pools, the MUNI system is terrible. It is a poorly designed service.

When people think of interaction design (if they do at all), they tend to 
think of it as tied to technology: Web sites, mobile phones, software. I’m as 
guilty as anyone—the subtitle of this book refers to the creation of applica-
tions and devices after all. But technological wonders aren’t all interaction 
designers create. The new frontier of interaction design is services.

Figure 8.1

New York City’s 

MetroCard kiosks are 

excellent examples of 

good use of technology 

in services. Designed 

by Antenna Design, 

they are a welcome 

addition to the New 

York subway service.

Up until this point in this book, we have been using the clunky phrase 
“products and services” to describe what interaction designers design with-
out ever much explaining what a service is. Back in Chapter 1, we noted that 
interaction designers can design not only objects (things) and not only digi-
tal or physical things, but also the ephemeral—ways of performing tasks 
that are hard to pin down but easy to feel. These “ways of performing tasks” 
are services.

What is a Service?
A service is a chain of activities that form a process and have value for the end 
user. You engage in a service when you get your shoes shined or your nails 
manicured or when you visit a fast-food restaurant. Your mobile phone’s 
usage plan is a service, and you participate in a service every time you travel 
on a plane, train, or taxi. Services can be small and discrete, such as the sale 
of postage stamps by some ATM machines, or they can be huge, such as the 
sorting and delivery of physical mail. Service providers are all around us and 
account for an enormous portion of the world economy: from restaurants 
and bars to dry cleaners, hospitals, construction companies, street cleaners, 
and even complete governments. Services are everywhere.

Services greatly affect our quality of life because we are touched by so many 
of them every day. A poor service can make your subway ride to work 
uncomfortable, your packages late or undelivered, your lunch distaste-
ful, your mobile phone coverage poor, and your ability to find evening TV 
shows problematic.

Service design, like systems design (see Chapter 2), focuses on context—on 
the entire system of use. People use products (often with others) in envi-
ronments in structured processes. Service design, really, is designing this 
whole system of use. The system is the service.

The Characteristics of a Service

Most services have many of the following characteristics:

.	 Intangible. Although services are often populated with objects, as dis-
cussed later in this chapter, the service itself is ephemeral. Customers 
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Environments
The environment (Figure 8.2) is the place where the service takes place. This 
can be a physical location such as a store or a kiosk, or a digital or intan-
gible location such as a telephone or a Web site. The environment needs to 
provide the space necessary to perform the actions of the service, as well as 
cues for those actions, such as signs, posted menus, and displays. The envi-
ronment tells users what is possible. It creates affordances (see Chapter 3).

Figure 8.2

Supermarkets, like this 

one in Kenya, have 

areas designed for the 

payment of products. 

One wonders, however, 

in the age of radio-

frequency identification 

(RFID) tags, which 

can be embedded in 

product packaging 

and possibly allow 

automatic checkout 

when the product 

leaves the store, how 

much longer this part  

of the environment  

will be necessary.

Unlike products, services are often purchased, delivered, and used or con-
sumed in the same place. Thus, the setting for any service needs to contain 
the resources for purchasing, creating, and consuming the service.

Objects
These resources are often the objects that populate the environment. Objects 
in service design are meant to be interacted with—the menu at a restaurant, 
the check-in kiosk in an airport, or the cash register used to ring up a sale. 
These resources provide the potential for interaction and participation.

can’t touch or see the service itself—only the physical embodiments 
of it, such as the food in a restaurant or a firefighter’s uniform.

.	 Provider ownership. Customers who use a service may come away 
from it with an owned object such as a cup of coffee or used car, 
but they don’t own the service itself. It cannot be purchased by the 
 customer.

.	 Co-created. Services aren’t made by the service provider alone; they 
require the involvement and engagement of the customers as well. 
Salespeople don’t do the shopping for customers (unless asked), wait-
ers don’t bring just any food they please, and doctors don’t prescribe 
the same medicine to everyone.

.	 Flexible. Although a service must be standardized to some degree, 
each new situation or customer requires that the service adapt to it. A 
rude, pushy customer is treated differently than a meek or polite one. 
When a plane is delayed, the customers and the employees act (and 
react) differently than when a flight proceeds flawlessly.

.	 Time based. Services take time to perform, and that time cannot be 
recovered if it is lost. Service time that goes unused, such as the time 
a taxi driver spends looking for passengers, is a missed economic 
opportunity.

.	 Active. Services are created by human labor and are thus difficult 
to scale. How the people who provide a service act—the customer 
service, as it is frequently called—can often determine the success or 
failure of a service.

.	 Fluctuating demand. Most services vary by time of day, season, and 
cultural mood. Hair stylists are overwhelmed during wedding season 
but are considerably less busy after holidays.

The Elements of Service Design

Traditional design focuses on the relationship between a user and a prod-
uct. Service design, in contrast, works with multiple touchpoints—the store 
itself, the sign that drew you to the store, the salesperson in the store, what 
the salesperson says, the packaging the purchased product arrives in—and 
focuses on users’ interaction with these touchpoints over time. These touch-
points typically are environments, objects, processes, and people.
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What iS a Service?
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Some objects are complex machines, like the baggage sorters at airports 
(only a portion of which are visible to passengers; see Figure 8.3). Others 
are as simple as a cloth to clean up spills.

Figure 8.3

Objects in services 

can be huge, complex 

machines, such as 

the CrisBag baggage 

handling system from 

FKI Logistex, which 

uses RFID-tagged 

baggage totes to 

sort, track, and trace 

baggage.

Processes
The process is how the service is acted out: how it is ordered, created, and 
delivered (Figure 8.4). Everything down to the words used can be designed 
(“Do you want fries with that?” or “For 25 cents more, you can supersize 
it”). Processes can be very simple and short—the customer puts money on 
the newsstand counter and takes a newspaper—or they can be very com-
plicated—the vendor orders newspapers, the vendor pays for newspapers, 
the newspapers are bundled and shipped daily from printing presses and 
delivered to individual vendors.

Processes aren’t fixed. Customers can be exposed to multiple, varied experi-
ences via repeated exposure to the service. The process can subtly or radi-
cally change from place to place or over time. Moreover, there are often 
multiple pathways through a service; there isn’t usually one way to do 
anything—people are simply too messy for that. Designers have to give up 
control (or, really, the myth of control) when designing a service process. 
Designers can’t control the entire experience.

Figure 8.4

Workers installing a 

concrete floor follow a 

set process.

However, interaction designers do have to define and design at least some 
of the pathways through the service. These pathways contain service 
moments—small parts of the experience—which, when hung together, con-
stitute the service and its experience. 

People
People are an essential part of most services because only through people 
do most services come alive, usually through complex choreography. In 
service design, there are two sets of users to design for: the customers and 
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the employees. Customers and employees often perform different parts of 
the service for the purpose of achieving a particular result. For example, in 
a Starbucks, customers order their drinks, employees then make the drinks, 
and then customers customize the drinks, adding milk, sugar, and so on. 
The two user groups co-create the service in real time.

This real-time collaboration to create services means that services are tricky 
to design and the stakes are high. Failure happens face to face and can cause 
anger and embarrassment from both customers and employees. Designers, 
being divine beings only in their own minds, cannot create people; they 
can only, like a playwright, create roles for people within services, such as 
waiter, chef, or greeter (Figure 8.5), and give them parts to play. As Marshall 
 McLuhan told us 40 years ago, people are focused on roles, not goals. Roles 
have a cluster of tasks surrounding them (“I take the product specifications 
to the engineers”) that are easy to specify and that have traits and skills asso-
ciated with them, so they are easy to “cast” (“must be a people person”).

Figure 8.5

Chefs have clearly 

defined roles to play 

in restaurants and 

catering services and 

often have uniforms 

such as this one. Their 

skills and tasks—

prepare and cook 

food—are also well 

defined.

Why Design Services?
One of the best reasons for designing services is that services, more easily 
than most physical products, can be designed to be environmentally good. 
Making fewer things, especially fewer useless things, is good for the planet. 
What if, rather than everyone owning a car (especially in crowded urban 
environments), we shared cars, using them only when necessary? That’s the 
premise of car sharing services such as Zipcar (Figure 8.6), where subscrib-
ers to the service check out cars for a period of time, returning them to 
shared parking lots, where others can then check them out.

Figure 8.6

Zipcars allow people 

to share cars. In urban 

environments, where 

owning a car is often 

burdensome, Zipcars 

provide an alternative.

Another practical reason for designing services well is simply that good 
service makes good business. Certainly a poor service can survive if there is 
no or little competition. Would the Department of Motor Vehicles be such 
a horrible service if drivers could get their licenses elsewhere? People have 
shown that they will pay extra for unusual and unusually well-executed 
services. Even a slightly better service will cause people to seek it out and 
pay for it. Airlines, for instance, have taken advantage of this with business- 
and first-class service (Figure 8.7). Budget airlines like JetBlue have noticed 
that fliers will seek them out if the experience of flying with them is much 
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better than that of flying with most of their competitors. All other things 
(price, convenience, and so on) being equal, their service has become their 
differentiator in the marketplace.

Figure 8.7

Virgin Airlines spends 

a considerable amount 

of time and effort on 

service design, and it 

shows. The airline’s 

posh amenities for 

even coach-class 

travelers have other 

airlines scrambling to 

catch up.

Services and Branding
Interaction designers can’t design services without taking full account 
of branding. Indeed, one of the roots of service design is the “total brand 
experience” movement of the past two decades, in which marketers and 
brand managers try to make sure that every time a customer interacts with 
a company, they have a consistent, branded experience. While that is an 
interesting goal that still plays out for companies such as Nike (Figure 8.8), 
it starts from a different point of view than does service design: namely, 
from the company’s point of view. Total brand experience asks, How can the 
company imprint itself on the customer? Service design, in contrast, asks, 
How can the customer’s experience with the company be a positive one (and 
thus strengthen the brand)?

Figure 8.8

Nike’s Web site 

reflects its careful 

attention to brand. 

Nike’s stores, Web 

site, advertising, 

and packaging all 

convey the company’s 

distinctive brand 

message.

Branding boils down to two elements: the characteristics of the company or 
organization and the way in which those characteristics are given expres-
sion. Tiffany’s blue box, the Disney handwriting script, and the green of 
John Deere are all expressions of brand. In designing services, interaction 
designers have to figure out how the brand translates in each of the aspects 
of the service design: environments, objects, processes, and people. This 
translation is particularly challenging when designing processes, since 
these are often intangible. You wouldn’t create a dainty, fussy check-out 
process for Home Depot, for example, because it would go against the com-
pany’s rugged, no-nonsense branding.

In service design, brand can be designed into small details that can have 
power to delight. In upscale hotels during the room clean-up service, the 
end of the toilet paper roll is often folded into a neat triangle; this small 
moment lets the customer know the level of care being provided. When 
designing services, interaction designers should strive to give users some-
thing extra that reflects the company’s branding.

the Differences Between Services and Products
Thanks to technology, our products and services are intertwined as never 
before. We subscribe to phone services to use our mobile phones. We pay to 
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connect our devices to the Internet. We order goods online that are deliv-
ered to our homes, and withdraw money from our banks via machines.

Most services are chock-full of products—a fact sometimes overlooked in 
discussions of service design. Signage, physical devices, Web sites, phone 
services, lighting, and so on are all part of a typical modern service ecology. 
The corner store has signs, counters, display shelves, and probably even a 
Web site. Many of these are specialized products made specifically for that 
service (Figure 8.9). The TiVo box, for example, is a specialized product 
that you have to buy before you can even use the TiVo service, which pro-
vides not only the TV listings, but also the TiVo operating system. (Imagine 
subscribing to Microsoft Windows.)

Figure 8.9

A very clever map, 

using the otherwise 

wasted space of a 

utility box, designed 

for that particular box 

as part of a tourism 

service for the city 

of Victoria, British 

Columbia.

Services, however, have different emotional resonances with users than do 
individual products. While users may strongly like a service such as TiVo, the 
attachment that forms to a service is different than that to a physical product. 
For one thing, services are intangible and likely to change. Services mutate, 
stagnate, and shift depending on the people supplying them and the business 
rules that guide them. The experiences at McDonald’s and Starbucks can vary 
wildly, and those businesses both have very controlled service processes.

Shelley Evenson on Service Design
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Why is service design important?

According to one IBM report, today more than 70 percent of the U.S. labor force is engaged 

in service delivery. New technology has enabled internationally tradable services. We are at a 

tipping point. A huge portion of the economy is now focused on knowledge-based information 

services. I believe that as we shift to this service-centered society, it won’t be good enough to 

view services from a purely management or operations-based perspective. Companies will need 

to turn to service design and innovation to differentiate themselves in increasingly competitive 

markets and to create opportunities that address new challenges in the service sector.

how is designing a service different from designing a product?

When designing a product, much of the focus is on mediating the interaction between the 

person and the artifact. Great product designers consider more of the context in their design. 

In service design, designers must create resources that connect people to people, people to 

machines, and machines to machines. You must consider the environment, the channel, the 

touchpoint. Designing for service becomes a systems problem and often even a system of 

systems challenges. The elements or resources that designers need to create to mediate the 

interactions must work on all these levels and at the same time facilitate connections that are 

deeply personal, open to participation and change, and drop-dead stunning.
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connect our devices to the Internet. We order goods online that are deliv-
ered to our homes, and withdraw money from our banks via machines.

Most services are chock-full of products—a fact sometimes overlooked in 
discussions of service design. Signage, physical devices, Web sites, phone 
services, lighting, and so on are all part of a typical modern service ecology. 
The corner store has signs, counters, display shelves, and probably even a 
Web site. Many of these are specialized products made specifically for that 
service (Figure 8.9). The TiVo box, for example, is a specialized product 
that you have to buy before you can even use the TiVo service, which pro-
vides not only the TV listings, but also the TiVo operating system. (Imagine 
subscribing to Microsoft Windows.)

Figure 8.9

A very clever map, 

using the otherwise 

wasted space of a 

utility box, designed 

for that particular box 

as part of a tourism 

service for the city 

of Victoria, British 

Columbia.

Services, however, have different emotional resonances with users than do 
individual products. While users may strongly like a service such as TiVo, the 
attachment that forms to a service is different than that to a physical product. 
For one thing, services are intangible and likely to change. Services mutate, 
stagnate, and shift depending on the people supplying them and the business 
rules that guide them. The experiences at McDonald’s and Starbucks can vary 
wildly, and those businesses both have very controlled service processes.
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Shelley Evenson on Service Design Continued

What can interaction designers bring to the design of services?

Interaction designers use methods in their process that can be directly applied to service 

design. Immersive ethnographic methods can help designers account for the complexity of 

service elements that are onstage, backstage, visible, and invisible in the service experience. 

We add a kind of theater or enactment to our service process. Enactment is when first the 

development team and then participants from the delivery organization act out the service 

experience with specific roles and rough props. I’ve seen this technique become more popu-

lar with interaction designers in recent days. Developing constituent archetypes or personas 

is also useful in service design since the characters can be used to drive service scenarios 

before they are enacted. Nearly all the methods introduced in this book could apply.

What fields are most in need of service design right now?

I believe there are loads of opportunity in health care. The model for service delivery hasn’t 

changed much in the last 50 years. Medical research and technology have advanced beyond 

what the model can account for. Additionally, people’s expectations for service have changed. 

Today we have endless access to information, self-service everything, and overnight delivery. 

These new expectations are finally hitting the medical profession. Some institutions are 

responding, most notably the Mayo Clinic and UPMC.

Another area of opportunity is software. I think people are just beginning to look beyond 

the metaphor of software as product, to seeing the potential of product/service systems, or 

even systems of systems, as new means of framing company offerings. Financial services are 

another area of opportunity.

Where do you see service design headed in the near future?

Europeans have been seriously thinking about service design for at least 10 years. They’ve 

made a lot of progress, especially with regard to designing for service experiences that 

encourage more responsible product ownership and sustainable lifestyles. We could begin 

to see some of those efforts cross over to the U.S.

I also believe we will begin to see more business strategists looking forward toward experi-

ence in designing for service instead of backward toward products. When this happens, we 

may see a demand for service designers that rivals what happened for interaction designers 

in the Internet boom days.

I own a Zippo lighter that belonged to my grandfather. Barring catastrophe, 
that Zippo will always be the same. It’s tangible: I can touch it, use it, see 
it easily. Not so with services, especially digital services, many of which 
change frequently. And, truth be told, customers can easily switch services 
as well. If an auction service better than eBay came along, users would 
switch. Even if my grandfather had used eBay, that probably wouldn’t stop 
me from changing to a new service if something better came along. But 
I won’t trade in my grandfather’s Zippo for something better. I have an 
attachment to it. It’s sentimental, sure, but humans are emotional creatures 
and don’t always make logical decisions. The point is that people, probably 
because of their biological wiring, more easily form emotional attachments 
to things than to intangible services.

Note  There are certainly products—many products—that we don’t notice, 
enjoy, or have an attachment to: namely, those that are poorly designed, dif-
ficult to use, ugly, or simply dated. Services that replace these products, such 
as TiVo, which provides much more convenience than traditional television 
sets, are certainly appreciated and welcomed.

On the Internet, it’s practically impossible to separate product design from 
service design. Most noncontent Web sites provide services delivered over 
the Internet instead of in person. Google, eBay, Yahoo, online brokerages and 
banks, travel sites, and so on all provide services or are part of larger services 
that combine both online and offline products, as in the case of Netflix, which 
has both a Web site for ordering DVDs 
and mailers (Figure 8.10) for sending 
and returning them. Users don’t own 
the Web site (obviously)—they just use 
the service—which makes most Web 
services vulnerable. If a search engine 
came along that was better than 
Google would you use it? You might. 
This is one of the reasons why compa-
nies like Google and Yahoo give users 
digital objects like toolbars. It’s easier 
to switch services than it is to get rid of 
a thing, even a digital thing.

DFIc08.indd   186 6/8/06   1:14:08 AM



187

Shelley Evenson on Service Design Continued

What can interaction designers bring to the design of services?

Interaction designers use methods in their process that can be directly applied to service 

design. Immersive ethnographic methods can help designers account for the complexity of 

service elements that are onstage, backstage, visible, and invisible in the service experience. 

We add a kind of theater or enactment to our service process. Enactment is when first the 

development team and then participants from the delivery organization act out the service 

experience with specific roles and rough props. I’ve seen this technique become more popu-

lar with interaction designers in recent days. Developing constituent archetypes or personas 

is also useful in service design since the characters can be used to drive service scenarios 

before they are enacted. Nearly all the methods introduced in this book could apply.

What fields are most in need of service design right now?

I believe there are loads of opportunity in health care. The model for service delivery hasn’t 

changed much in the last 50 years. Medical research and technology have advanced beyond 

what the model can account for. Additionally, people’s expectations for service have changed. 

Today we have endless access to information, self-service everything, and overnight delivery. 

These new expectations are finally hitting the medical profession. Some institutions are 

responding, most notably the Mayo Clinic and UPMC.

Another area of opportunity is software. I think people are just beginning to look beyond 

the metaphor of software as product, to seeing the potential of product/service systems, or 

even systems of systems, as new means of framing company offerings. Financial services are 

another area of opportunity.

Where do you see service design headed in the near future?

Europeans have been seriously thinking about service design for at least 10 years. They’ve 

made a lot of progress, especially with regard to designing for service experiences that 

encourage more responsible product ownership and sustainable lifestyles. We could begin 

to see some of those efforts cross over to the U.S.

I also believe we will begin to see more business strategists looking forward toward experi-

ence in designing for service instead of backward toward products. When this happens, we 

may see a demand for service designers that rivals what happened for interaction designers 

in the Internet boom days.

I own a Zippo lighter that belonged to my grandfather. Barring catastrophe, 
that Zippo will always be the same. It’s tangible: I can touch it, use it, see 
it easily. Not so with services, especially digital services, many of which 
change frequently. And, truth be told, customers can easily switch services 
as well. If an auction service better than eBay came along, users would 
switch. Even if my grandfather had used eBay, that probably wouldn’t stop 
me from changing to a new service if something better came along. But 
I won’t trade in my grandfather’s Zippo for something better. I have an 
attachment to it. It’s sentimental, sure, but humans are emotional creatures 
and don’t always make logical decisions. The point is that people, probably 
because of their biological wiring, more easily form emotional attachments 
to things than to intangible services.

Note  There are certainly products—many products—that we don’t notice, 
enjoy, or have an attachment to: namely, those that are poorly designed, dif-
ficult to use, ugly, or simply dated. Services that replace these products, such 
as TiVo, which provides much more convenience than traditional television 
sets, are certainly appreciated and welcomed.

On the Internet, it’s practically impossible to separate product design from 
service design. Most noncontent Web sites provide services delivered over 
the Internet instead of in person. Google, eBay, Yahoo, online brokerages and 
banks, travel sites, and so on all provide services or are part of larger services 
that combine both online and offline products, as in the case of Netflix, which 
has both a Web site for ordering DVDs 
and mailers (Figure 8.10) for sending 
and returning them. Users don’t own 
the Web site (obviously)—they just use 
the service—which makes most Web 
services vulnerable. If a search engine 
came along that was better than 
Google would you use it? You might. 
This is one of the reasons why compa-
nies like Google and Yahoo give users 
digital objects like toolbars. It’s easier 
to switch services than it is to get rid of 
a thing, even a digital thing.

Figure 8.10

The current Netflix 

mailer, introduced in 

early 2005. The result 

of more than five years 

of experimentation, 

this mailer transports 

approximately 1.4 

million DVDs a day to 

Netflix’s 4.2 million 

subscribers.

the DifferenceS BetWeen ServiceS anD ProDuctS

DFIc08.indd   187 6/8/06   1:14:10 AM



188 chapter 8    Service DeSign

the craft of Service Design
Because service design itself is new, the service design process is still being 
developed. But interaction designers who work in service design have 
methods they use to craft services, in addition to most of the techniques 
described in Chapter 5. These methods have been developed by service 
design consultancies such as IDEO and Live|Work and by designers such as 
Shelley Evenson (see the interview in this chapter).

Note The business community, too, has spent considerable time and effort 
thinking about services. Interaction designers working in service design 
should draw upon this community’s experience while bringing to the table the 
approaches and methods of design (see Chapter 2 and Chapter 5).

Environment Description

Before starting the design of a service, designers need to know as much as 
they can about where the service will be located (or is located already). An 
environment description details the location as much as possible. Maps, 
diagrams, blueprints, photographs, screenshots, and videos can all be part 
of an environment description. Photographs with annotations (Figure 8.11) 
are excellent for environment descriptions.

Figure 8.11

Annotated photographs 

from a project done 

with the Carnegie 

Library of Pittsburgh  

by MAYA.

Stakeholder Description

As discussed earlier, the users of services are both customers and employ-
ees. But services, because they often live in a physical context, affect more 
than just their direct users. A change to a bus route may, for instance, affect 
thousands who never take the bus: the newsstand that depends on the rid-
ers for business, drivers in cars, the people living on the bus route, city offi-
cials, taxi drivers who compete with the service, and so on. The designer 
needs to identify both the obvious and the nonobvious stakeholders who 
are affected by the service.

Designers may have to make some difficult choices in regards to these 
stakeholders. The new service may be better than what currently exists, but 
at what cost? How many mom-and-pop stores has Wal-Mart driven out of 
business? How many local coffee shops has Starbucks ruined? Designers 
often need to prioritize the stakeholders. A hard fact of designing is that 
the neighbor down the street is often less important than the customer. Ser-
vices can have a human cost that designers need to consider.

Company Perceptions and Branding

Unless a service is new and for a new company, customers will likely have 
expectations about how the service will work based on the company’s brand 
and their own experiences with the company. Designers need to be aware of 
these expectations and to design the service appropriately. Designers also 
need to ask frankly whether this service is appropriate for the company, or 
how it can be made appropriate. Some companies and brands such as Vir-
gin Group, Ltd., seem infinitely flexible, with services running the gamut 
from online music downloading to space travel—but most aren’t. If BMW 
suddenly wanted to offer health care services, you’d have to wonder if the 
CEO went off his medication.

Designers also need to figure out what the company is good at so that any 
new service draws on those strengths. If a company is known for its great 
customer service, as Southwest Airlines is, the designer would be foolish 
not to capitalize on that.
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Touchpoints

Designers need to compile a list of all the touchpoints to understand what 
raw materials they have to work with or need to create. These touchpoints 
can include (and certainly aren’t limited to) any of the following:

.	 Physical locations

.	 Specific parts of locations

.	 Signage

.	 Objects

.	 Web sites

.	 Mailings (e-mail and regular)

.	 Spoken communication

.	 Printed communications (receipts, maps, tickets, and so on)

.	 Applications

.	 Machinery

.	 Customer service

.	 Partners

Do these exist already or do they need to be created? Are they well designed 
or are they trouble spots?

These touchpoints are the raw materials that interaction designers work 
with. Once the list of existing and potential touchpoints has been created, it 
can be used to brainstorm designs for each touchpoint.

Touchpoints are used in both the process map and the service blueprint.

Process Map

No service exists in a vacuum. Indeed, many services exist only when con-
nected to other services. For example, the service of ordering a monthly park-
ing pass at a garage makes no sense without the parking service itself. But 
before starting work on the parking service, the interaction designer needs to 
see how that part fits into the overall customer pathway, which includes pos-
sibly the purchase of a monthly pass. A process map (Figure 8.12) provides 
this overview.

at home /
a hotelplaces

actions

choose to take
car to campus

garage

drive to garage

at the gate in the garage
at the

parking spot
in the garage

take a ticket

use lease

use debit card

looking for
other garages

find
parking
space

park leave the
garage on foot

do
business

return the
garage on foot

garage

pay for the
ticket

find car pay for ticket

find car

leave the
garage

at the gatein the garage

campus

problems

inconsistent parking
information & prices

no idea if garage is full

are there special
events that interfere
with parking?

only marked from
Forbes Ave.

no signs elsewhere

lot is full

ticket machine is
broken

gate doesn't work

Beeler St. gate
closed

double park

unclear if
spots are
available

spots are too
small

forgets to take
ticket with them

avoiding cars
while exiting

walking out the
front gate is
unsafe

exits not easily
found

attendants not
knowledgeable
about campus

visitors unsure
of where to go

few maps/
signs to direct
back to garage

lighting is poor

forgot where car is

cash only and no ATM

forgot the ticket
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forgot to pay

gate is shut

not knowing if
Beeler St. exit is
open for use

A process map shows the high-level view of the overall experience and 
where the design work being done falls in that overall experience. How 
might a project that designs the service on a plane affect the check-in ser-
vice? A process map shows the boundaries of the project. While a process 
map does show steps in the process similar to a task flow (see Chapter 5), 
one major difference is that a process map can also show the surrounding 
steps that are not going to be designed.

Process maps should also indicate the touchpoints at each stage of the pro-
cess. When checking in at an airport, for example, the touchpoints include 
the human agent, the kiosk, the ticket, the ticket sleeve, and the counter.

A process map can also point out areas of trouble and missed opportunities. 
Perhaps a crucial step in the process is missing or poorly designed. Perhaps 
there aren’t enough touchpoints to complete the users’ tasks. These issues 
get addressed in the service blueprint.

Service Blueprint

Much as wireframes are key documents for digital products (see Chapter 5), 
service blueprints (Figure 8.13) are critical documents for services. Service 
blueprints present two major elements: service moments and the service 
string.
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Figure 8.12

Process maps provide 

an overview of what is 

to be designed and can 

indicate problem areas 

in an existing service.
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Figure 8.13

A piece of a service 

blueprint, part of 

the MAYA Carnegie 

Library of Pittsburgh 

project. Service 

blueprints show not 

only discrete moments 

in the service, but also 

how those moments 

flow together in a 

service string.

Service Moments
Every service is composed of a set of discrete moments that can be 
designed. For example, a car wash service has (at least) the following ser-
vice moments:

.	 Customer finds the car wash.

.	 Customer enters the car wash.

.	 Customer chooses what to have done (just washing, waxing, and so on).

.	 Customer pays.

.	 Car moves into the car wash.

.	 Car is washed.

.	 Car is dried.

.	 Interior of the car is cleaned.

.	 Customer leaves the car wash.

Each of these moments can be designed, right down to how the nozzles 
spray water onto the car. The service blueprint should include all of these 
moments and present designs for each one. And since there can be multiple 
paths through a service, there can be multiple designs for each moment. In 
the car wash scenario, perhaps there are multiple ways of finding the car 
wash: signs, advertisements, a barker on the street, fliers, and so on.

Here, the list of touchpoints can come into play. Which touchpoint is or 
could be used during each service moment? For each service moment, the 
touchpoints should be designed. In our car wash example, for instance, the 
customer paying moment probably has at least two touchpoints: a sign listing 
the washing services available and their costs, and some sort of machine or 
human attendant who takes the customer’s money.  All of these elements—
what the sign says and how it says it, how the machine operates (Does it 
accept credit cards? How does it make change?), what the attendant says 
and does—can be designed. A major part of the service blueprint should be 
the brainstormed ideas for each touchpoint at each service moment. Each 
service moment should have a concept attached to it, such as the sketches in 
Figure 8.13 showing a possible check-out kiosk and a bookmark for related 
library information.

Ideally, each moment should have a sketch or photograph or other render-
ing of the design, similar to single storyboard frames.

For each service moment, the service blueprint should show what service 
elements are affected: the environment, objects, processes, and people 
involved. Designers should especially look for service moments that can 
deliver high value for a low cost. Sometimes small, low-cost changes or 
additions to a service can quickly provide high value to users. For instance, 
some airlines found that passengers want a drink as soon as they board the 
plane. But because other passengers are still boarding and in the aisle, flight 
attendants can’t offer drink service at that time. The solution was to put a 
cooler with water bottles at the front of the plane, so that passengers, if they 
want, can get a drink as they board—a low-cost, high-value solution.

Service String
The second component of a service blueprint is the service string. The ser-
vice string shows the big idea for the service in written and visual form, 
usually in the form of storyboards (see Chapter 5). Designers create service 
strings by putting concepts for various service moments together to form a 
scenario, or string, of events that provide a pathway through the service.

The service string demonstrates in a vivid way what the pathways through 
the service will be and provides a comprehensive, big-picture view of the 
new service. Viewers can see how customers order, pay for, and receive the 
service, and how employees provide the service. For example, a service string 
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Figure 8.13

A piece of a service 

blueprint, part of 

the MAYA Carnegie 

Library of Pittsburgh 

project. Service 

blueprints show not 

only discrete moments 

in the service, but also 

how those moments 

flow together in a 

service string.
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for the earlier car wash example would show in a single scenario customers 
seeing the new signs, customers using the new machine to pay for the car 
wash, the special washing service, the attendants who hand-dry the cars, 
and the new vacuum for cleaning out the cars after they are washed.

Service Prototype

Prototyping a service usually isn’t much like prototyping a product. Since 
both the process and people are so important to services, services don’t 
really come alive until people are using the service and walking through the 
process. Prototyping a service typically involves creating scenarios based on 
the service moments outlined in the service blueprint and acting them out 
with clients and stakeholders, playing out the scenarios as theatre.

Role playing constitutes a significant part of the service design process. 
Only through enactments can designers really determine how the service 
will feel. Someone (often the designer) is cast in the role of employee, while 
others play the roles of customers. This prototyping can make use of a script 
or an outline of a script, or the enactments can simply be improvised. The 
players act their way through a service string to demonstrate how the ser-
vice works.

Ideally, these scenarios will be played within a mock-up of the environment 
(Figure 8.14), with prototypes of the objects involved as well. Only in this 
way can the flow and feel of the service really be known. Environments can 
be simulated using giant foam blocks for objects, masking tape on the floor 
to block out areas, images projected on walls, and so on.

Services, as with beta software, also can be prototyped using a live environ-
ment with real customers and employees. The Mayo Clinic’s SPARC pro-
gram does this (see the case study that follows), as do many retail stores, 
using what are called pilot programs at a small number of locations. These 
prototypes are, of course, extremely high fidelity, working exactly as the 
actual service would because they involve actual customers. Although it is 
certainly best to start with low-fidelity service prototypes (if only because 
of the cost), eventually the service will need to be tested with actual custom-
ers and employees, either in a prototype/pilot environment or live, making 
adjustments as the service lives.

Case Study: Electronic Check-In System

the company

The Mayo Clinic, an internationally known medical facility.

the problem

Most patient satisfaction with health care comes through the delivery of that care, not neces-

sarily the care’s effectiveness. Designers at the Mayo Clinic observed that a point of patient 

annoyance is the check-in process. The check-in process sometimes even exacerbates medi-

cal conditions.

the process

The Mayo Clinic’s SPARC (See, Plan, Act, Refine, Communicate) program was created 

to fix just such a problem as the check-in process. SPARC provides live-environment 

(real patients, real doctors) exploration and experimentation to support the design and 

development of innovations in health-care delivery. SPARC is both a physical space and a 

methodology combining design and scientific rigor. Embedded within a clinical practice in 

the hospital, the SPARC space has modular furniture and movable walls that allow many 

different configurations, and it is staffed with a blend of physicians, business professionals, 

and designers. Using the airline industry as a model, SPARC designed a prototype of a 

check-in kiosk, collected initial feedback from potential users, and then iteratively refined 

that prototype.

Figure 8.14

A prototype of 

a service design 

environment, created 

by projecting images 

behind the designers/

actors.
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Case Study: Electronic Check-In System Continued

SPARC prototyped with paper and on a laptop before creating the kiosk.

the Solution

SPARC designed a self-check-in service similar to airline check-in services at airports. 

Patients check in using a kiosk instead of waiting in a line just to say that they have arrived. 

SPARC tested the kiosk with 100 patients and found a high rate of acceptance and significant 

reduction in the number of unnecessary interactions required while the patient is waiting for 

service. There was also a marked reduction in patients’ waiting time.

The finished version of the kiosk check-in system.

@ the center of Digital Services
You certainly can’t replicate customers or employees, but digital services, espe-
cially Web services, are easier to replicate than the content that powers them.

My new law, Saffer’s Law, is this: It’s easier to create the form of a digital 
service than it is to create the content (products) in that service.

Hundreds of news aggregators can grab content from The New York Times, 
but creating the content of The New York Times is much harder. It probably 
wouldn’t be difficult (at least on the front end) to make a better auction 
service than eBay; the trick would be to move eBay’s millions of users (and 
products) over to it. eBay itself is now trying to do this with eBay Express 
(Figure 8.15).

Figure 8.15

eBay Express is an 

attempt to add a new 

interface to the eBay 

auction service.

Certainly, as this chapter has discussed, designing (and constantly main-
taining and upgrading) a great service is no easy task. And at the center of 
most Web services is a kernel of content. This can be user supplied, such 
as the photos on Flickr, or employee supplied, such as video from CNN. 
But that content has to be good or the service is junk. You wouldn’t trade 
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using an online brokerage firm if the company’s stock quotes were bad. You 
wouldn’t go to Google if its search results were terrible. And you wouldn’t 
shop on eBay if there was nothing to buy. (Just ask Amazon Auctions.)

To a lesser extent, too, at the center of most offline services is a product, 
and if the product is terrible, unless there is no competition or the price 
extremely low, even the greatest service isn’t going to save it for long. If 
Starbucks’ coffee was undrinkable, people wouldn’t continue to buy it. If an 
airline always lost its passengers’ luggage, you wouldn’t fly that airline.

In their quest to make a great service, designers should take care to ensure 
that the content or product around which the service is built is worthwhile 
lest the whole effort be for naught.

Summary
Increasingly, interaction designers are involved (sometimes without even 
knowing it) in service design. The introduction of new technology such as 
RFID tags and mobile devices into services makes this inevitable as the 
traditional designers of services—the service providers and business con-
sultants—turn to interaction designers for their expertise in bridging the 
gap between technology and people. This is a good thing. Services are 
too often created as though the humans engaged with them are an after-
thought. Applying interaction design techniques to these processes that are 
all around us can lead to a richer, more humanistic world.
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