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Abstract. This conference paper discusses the theoretical landscape of service
design. It will illustrate how service design is situated in a discourse on design
research and outline the theoretical background of this multidisciplinary approach
from a constructive and generative research perspective. In this paper, the foun‐
dation for the conceptual service design framework is based on current debates
in the field. Identification of the conceptual framework is based on an analysis of
co-creating service design cases that were implemented at the Service Innovation
Corner (SINCO) laboratory at the Faculty of Art and Design, University of
Lapland. The conceptual framework presents five themes that are closely
connected with service design: (1) design research, (2) value co-creation, (3) user
experience, (4) learning, and (5) citizen engagement. Using the perspective of
service design, this paper attempts to elucidate the effects of service design on
development and innovation processes in private and public sectors.
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1 Introduction

This conference paper is a case study based on four business cases run at the Service
Innovation Corner (SINCO) laboratory of the Faculty of Art and Design at the University
of Lapland [31, 32, 41]. The above-mentioned business cases are analyzed from the
value proposition point of view, according to the constructive approach in which service
design problem solving is accomplished through the construction of qualitative service
management and managerial tools [21].

The data for the research projects were collected, documented, and analyzed using
four service development cases from five organizations: Lapin Kansa (a newspaper
company in northern Finland), Ranua Zoo (a wildlife park in northern Finland), KL-
Kopio (a digital printing company), and LAPPSET Group (a Finnish global playground
equipment manufacturer). The service development cases were conducted between 2009
and 2011. The data were collected from multiple sources (video documentations of
simulation work in the SINCO laboratory, fieldwork diary notes of participatory obser‐
vations, self-documented materials of the research participants) and analyzed through
descriptive content analysis [34].

In this paper the foundation for the conceptual framework for service design is based
on the current debates in the field. Identification of the conceptual framework is based
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on an analysis of the case studies presented in research articles. The conceptual frame‐
work presents five themes that are closely connected with service design: (1) design
research, (2) value co-creation (3) user experience, (4) learning, and (5) citizen engage‐
ment (Fig. 1).

Recent research refers to service design as a catalyst for societal change. However,
the ways in which service design has developed as a successful research program from
the value co-creation point of view has not been fully examined in the literature.

Case study and action research approaches are widely used in the field of design
research. In this research, the four company cases serve as iterations in the action
research approach. Our research process followed the typical cyclical action research
process: identifying the problem, gathering data, designing, performing the actions,
analyzing the results, capturing the knowledge, and planning the next steps [9].

As a theoretical concept, constructive design research has strong connotations that
are attached to design practice. The aim of constructive design research defies the clas‐
sical scientific comprehension of the research that is yielding new knowledge. Rather it
seeks to concretize the new knowledge into a form, model, or construction that can be
put to use [24]. This research introduces some insights for a theoretical framework
connected with the service design debate. These impacts or the new general features that
are perceived are then set as a hypothesis in forthcoming research where the aim is to
concretize service design value in the visualization of even more complex systems, such
as systems of digital and software intensive technologies, and the public sector.

Service design addresses services from the perspective of clients. It aims to ensure
that service interfaces are useful, usable and desirable from the client’s point of view
and effective, efficient and distinctive from the supplier’s point of view. In service design
solutions to problems that do not necessarily exist today are visualized and formulated
into possible future services. [27] This process applies explorative, generative, and
evaluative design approaches [10].

Fig. 1. The theoretical landscape of service design
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2 Design Research

Hanington [13] presented a nomenclature of research methods for human-centered
design in which he introduced innovative methods used by designers where user infor‐
mation is collected by creative means. Sanders [42] proposed a landscape of human-
centered design research where one can distinguish design-led research. Furthermore,
Sanders and Stappers [43] defined co-creation as a form of creativity that is shared by
two or more people. They define co-design as a specific incident of co-creation where
designers and people not trained in design collaborate creatively in the design develop‐
ment process. Co-design work is carried out on a regular basis, and new innovative
methods are developed to allow inclusion, creativity, and engagement.

Koskinen, Zimmerman, Binder, Redström and Wensveen [24] have found a
constructive design research paradigm that has taken a foothold in the modern age, where
design is in its third generation. They highlight the need to revisit the notion of the
research programs that are in dialog with society. Raising a debate on economic compet‐
itiveness and value creation in the era of major social changes, urbanization, ageing
generations, not to mention climate change are to be dealt with a concrete solution
exceeding the aims of the modern era of knowledge transfer. Thus, from the commercial
product development and global business point of view, the design researchers now face
“wicked” problems that can hardly be solved. From the management point of view in
the field of constructive design research, there are solutions of value and value propo‐
sitions that are not found in rational problem-solving methods but rather by way of the
methodical work of imagination and design thinking [24].

Yet, the history of service design is brief, originating within interaction design and
cognitive psychology. The connection with the interaction design discipline was left in
the background when programmatic research on empathic design, co-design, and action
research in Scandinavia; service design and design for sustainability in Milan; and
research on user experience at Carnegie Mellon began to catch the attention of design
researchers. Recently, the original connection with the design “interaction” has strength‐
ened, extending beyond cognitive psychology and toward wider areas of interest, such
as identity, emotion, and embodiment. Constructive design research also has its roots in
interaction and industrial design. [24]

In business and among actual companies working within the SINCO laboratory
environment, the questions related directly to the management and managerial devel‐
opment of small and medium-sized companies have grown into the core of service design
expertise. In the collaboration with the Faculty of Art and Design, service design knowl‐
edge is desired by the small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in addition to the more
traditional industrial and graphic design case studies.

3 Value Co-creation

Service design relates to many theoretical frameworks, such as the debate on value co-
creation [12, 48–50]. It is clear that service design plays a strategic role in the co-creation
of value. This is realized by applying a wider approach that integrates service thinking
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and understands the user in connection with service rationales as well as the user’s
relationship with and construction of service propositions.

Sangiorgi [44] proposed that design researchers can work at two parallel levels. At
one level, they introduce Design for Services methods with a focus on improving service
experiences and offerings that are designed around customer needs. On another level,
they introduce a new way of thinking about value co-creation and innovation (Service
Thinking) that could transform the way organizations perceive their role, offerings, and
innovation processes. Wetter-Edman [52] discussed the service design discourse in
which the relationships among users, designers, and design objects are important per se.
In service management, however, underlying rationales are present. There is an
increasing interest in the methods and tools that are needed in order to understand the
users within their context and in how to transfer that understanding into successful
service propositions and profit. There is a need to see and understand the rationales as
well as the relationships.

Value co-creation is understood in the context of human action. The context ties
down values. The aim of the service design process is to concretize these context-laden
values. From the human-centered point of view, values are bound in multiple systems
of meanings that are constructed by the groups, communities, and other forms of human
assemblies acting in their living contexts. These meanings can be interpreted and
researched theoretically in ethnography, but from the service design and “design ethnog‐
raphy” perspectives, the first-hand experience of context is important in building rapid
and concrete prototypes during fieldwork and to start a progressive dialog with the
people engaged in the co-creation process [24].

The service design process follows much of the end-user oriented design process
formula, where the first phase focuses on end-user understanding (i.e., usability and user
experience), the second stage focuses on the concept creation based on user under‐
standing, and third stage focuses on the concretization of the implemented ideas. This
is how design processes are seen to move ahead.

In addition, value co-creation is bound within the context of human action, which
ties down values. The aim of the service design process is to concretize these context-
laden values. From the human-centered point of view, values are bound in multiple
systems of meanings that are constructed by the groups, communities, and other forms
of human assemblies acting within their living contexts. These meanings can be theo‐
retically interpreted and researched in ethnography; however, from the service design
and “design ethnography” perspectives, the first hands-on experiences of contexts are
important in building rapid and concrete prototypes during fieldwork and to start a
progressive dialog with the people in the co-creation process [24].

In the business cases run at the SINCO prototyping laboratory, the value co-crea‐
tion is attached to the core of the business of the enterprise in question. Service
prototyping, for one, is the core area of the SINCO activities, including prototyping
of the service concepts and the customer journeys for the company involved. In
addition, the companies’ value co-creation process still calls for the testing and eval‐
uation of the service design concept that is constructed. From the (positivist) scien‐
tific point of view, this would be the phase of research, whether that phase is done
at the beginning of the design process for the present set of service products or in a
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final stage in order to create reliability and validity for the service concept that was
constructed during the service prototyping process.

In the project for the LAPPSET Group (a Finnish global playground equipment
manufacturer) [41], a student group conceptualized virtual trainer content for public
outdoor spaces. The aim of that project was to create a digital service concept for physical
products in order to give the company a competitive advantage in the fitness equipment
market. The initial design brief included generating ideas that encouraged users to exer‐
cise utilizing touchscreens connected to gym devices. The design process followed the
cyclical model, repeating working phases based on continuous hands-on prototyping.
Different devices and Internet resources were utilized to concretize, understand, and
develop various ideas. A remote-guided training program was prototyped with a camera
and a screen. The experience of prototyping helped to develop an understanding of the
socio-emotional aspects that could not be tested with paper prototypes or mere role-
playing [41].

In a student project for Lapin Kansa (a newspaper company in northern Finland) [32,
41], the aim was to develop the idea of selling newspaper subscriptions as a concrete
package in a grocery store. Experience prototyping with service-scape simulation was used
throughout the process, including understanding the context, composing new ideas, testing
the final concepts, and communicating them to the company representative. In the
concept-testing sessions, the think-aloud method was used to capture the intuitive reac‐
tions, attitudes, goals, and needs of the test users. This case study concretized the meaning
of empathizing with someone else’s role [32, 41].

In service design the phases of prototyping and evaluation are used for value prop‐
osition purposes. Concretizing value is still out of the realm of business and managerial
perspectives in that sense, but it is to be part of the value of service design. Even if
service design is not able to provide a commercial method for a service design system
as a construction, it is able to construct a model of future visioning and for re-imagining
better futures that a company, such as Alessi, has already done for decades [24].

4 User Experience

The service design process has characteristics from both iterative design process goals
[11] and human-centered design [16]. Service design is a process that entails an iterative
cycle of design, testing, measuring, and redesign. The human-centered design process
model can be applied to problem framing, information gathering and interpretation,
solution ideation, development, and evaluation in developing an existing service or in
designing a new service solution. Human-centered design thinking captures unexpected
insights and produces innovative solutions that more precisely reflect what consumers
want [6].

In the old days, products were first designed for enterprises and then marketed and
sold to consumers. Today, most products are still not designed and produced in the
backyard of the true customer and end user. In addition, social media are changing the
definitions of communities, friends, family members, and colleagues. Still, in the field
of product and service development, the common practice is to rely on usability testing
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and skip the earlier co-design and development phases, such as rough prototyping based
on the assumptions of the users’ needs and indescribable aspirations. As a totally subjec‐
tive and a psychologically researchable phenomenon, the user experience was ignored
until the humanistic paradigm change in design research [7].

Jordan [19] stated at the turn of the 21st century that we are moving from one
economic era into another. His main statement is that the consumer demands associated
with the previous layer or economy will not disappear during the change. For example,
in the case of digital services such as cloud services, this is a question of the trust and
confidence in not only the digital transfer of knowledge but also in the emotionally and
socially significant contents of human life.

When experience is the key element in understanding customer behaviour, it is in this
paper evaluated and compared in relation to the definitions of user experience and value,
user-centered design, and user interaction widely used in the disciplines of service design,
design research, and human-computer interaction [1, 5, 33, 42]. There are more and more
design practices where the role of the user is proactive and the role of the designers inac‐
tive. This refers to situations where users take the initiative in adjusting their environment
and applying do-it-yourself design tools that are available to them. According to von
Hippel [51], reflective design conversation based on interpreting user data and projecting
design ideas against it is likely to happen when the most advanced users within specific
practices start improving their equipment. Still, there exist challenges on the method of
development of human-centred design practices: the development of interaction opera‐
tions models that are able to structure, focus, and standardize collaborative procedures in a
way that still accommodates the relevant aspects of design [22].

According to Sangiorgi [44], value is no longer conceived as embedded in tangible
goods created on an assembly line but as value of social, cultural, or semantic use. The
end users, customers, and individuals are social creatures. They do not live in a void,
but neither are they steady members of certain consumer segments for the rest of their
lives. Acting socially is valuable for humans, but social value captured in the design
process requires knowledge of more institutionalized traditions or regulations inside
various user communities. The other possibility is to concentrate on how people are
committed to acting together, as groups and communities [33].

5 Learning

The aim of the SINCO environment is to support experiential learning. In Kolb’s [23]
experiential learning model, learning is seen as a set of circumferential cycles; the
learning event is constantly evolving and deepening the process. This coincides with the
iterative service design process through four phases: concrete experience (feeling),
reflective observation (watching), abstract conceptualization (thinking), and active
experimentation (doing) [23].

The service design approach can be used to redesign pedagogical and mediation
processes in cooperation with researchers and participants in various settings [29]. This
research gap between simulation pedagogy and service design research was recognized
at the University of Lapland, and cooperation between the Faculty of Education and the
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Faculty of Art and Design started in 2012 with the MediPro project, a simulation-based
pedagogy in education and services for first aid. This research project investigated tech‐
nology-supported service processes and developed a pedagogical model to support
teaching, studying, and learning processes and technology at the simulation-based
learning environment. Service design helped in the recognition, understanding, and
development of the immaterial processes and resources related to learning and producing
know-how [27].

In recent decades, participatory and collaborative design approaches have gained
increasing support and interest in many areas and fields. Different methods of co-devel‐
opment can be used to convert tacit knowledge to explicit knowledge and, in that way,
they can foster creative learning [37]. The goal is to form a common space where infor‐
mation is shared and a new understanding of the participants is created based on their
experiences and knowledge [40].

In the service design process, prototyping most clearly represents an activity stem‐
ming from industrial design. The starting point of the development of SINCO was the
analogy of a product mock-up crafting and workshop culture in industrial design.
Emphasis put on the aspect for students or other user of the laboratory to feel that the
SINCO laboratory, with all its technological tools and equipment, was made for the use
of all. As an environment, SINCO also needed to support the experiential learning of
design thinking principles and service design methods through doing.

In service design, simulations are often called service prototypes. The goal of a
prototype is not to complete the design but to learn about the strengths and weaknesses
of the idea and to identify new directions [6]. Service designers find service prototyping
central to their work because it is collaborative, makes services visible, and helps
communicate the service concept suggestions [2]. Prototypes represent product and
technological and social interactions [25]. Service design methods also allow designers
and users to enact or perform service experiences before they have been established in
an organization [14]. According to Coughlan, Fulton and Canales [8], prototyping is a
powerful means to facilitate organizational development and change.

Prototyping enables collaborative work with stakeholders when designing product
service systems and multi-channel services. Already at the concept design phase, stake‐
holders’ participation helps facilitate realization of the ideas. The service design process
is constructed in a way that the values of the experimental, and in some cases “funny,”
learning experiences are turned into concretized features of managerial value—in short,
how company representatives see some service design constructions used in their
everyday practices [21].

6 Citizen Engagement

Service design provides tools for user engagement in public services [38]. User-led
design, engagement of users, and co-design are emphasized when designing for new
social innovation [36]. As Murray, Caulier-Grice, and Mulgan [36] noted in their
study, “Open Book for Social Innovation”, designers and design agencies like John
Thackara, whose Doors of Perception network tries to cross-pollinate ideas, share
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emerging practices to stimulate creativity and, thus, create new innovation just in the
area of design but also in other fields, casting a wider net. The book also mentions
IDEO, Thinkpublic, and Participle and Live|Work that re-design services with users
and producers. The innovative design methods used in service design enable user
participation in service development [46]. This is one of the reasons why service
design increasingly plays a larger role in the public sector.

Policies and reports recognize the role of design and design research methods when
designing user-driven public services [35] and when furthering the role of service design
in public service development [45]. The co-production of services [4, 15], where users
participate in service production, is an increasingly important subject. Service design
provides tools for citizen engagement and new radical service innovations. Jäppinen
[17] presented service design as a means to include citizens in service development.
Blyth and Kimbell [3] tied together design thinking and big society, proposing that a
designer’s methods can influence the resolution of social problems and can have an
effect on policymaking.

Pestoff [39] recognized both economic and political reasons for European govern‐
ments to include citizens in governance and the development of public services.
Aging populations, growing democracy at regional, national, and European levels,
and the recent global economic crisis have all affected public finances. The response
to these phenomena has resulted in some general trends: the promotion of greater
volunteering, the growth of new and different ways to involve users of social serv‐
ices as co-producers of their own and others’ services, and the spread of new tech‐
niques for the co-management and co-governance of social services. In the last
instance, the third sector plays a more prominent role in the development of user
councils or other forms of functional representation at the local level to engage users
in a dialogue about public services. These actions represent a major social innova‐
tion in the provision of public services.

The themes that are closely connected with service design, such as design research,
value co-creation, user experience, learning, and citizen engagement, open up novel
possibilities and challenges. The fifth theme of citizen engagement especially inspires
service designers in the public sector to co-innovate with users. They help to develop
novel and fresh service design tools that systematically contribute to discovery phases
[26, 28].

However, in the public sector, there are open questions as to who is responsible for
implementing the ideation and how it may be done: how does one accomplish co-
production? [18] According to Juninger [20], there are also unsolved questions related
to social issues, such as questions concerning social inclusion in public management. In
the public sector, “services remain first and foremost instruments for policy-implemen‐
tation”, claims Juninger [20].

In conclusion, based on our case study, we propose a contextual framework for
service design that might also be applied as a practical tool in social engagement: a
compound of human-centered design and its research, value-co-creation, user experi‐
ence, learning, and citizen engagement. In response to Juniger’s concern, overcoming
the distrust of social inclusion and social justice in the public sector is possible. In the
fields of public service and digital business, there are similarities in their large-scale
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focus and dispersed stakeholder networks, not to mention problems in identifying serv‐
ices’ end-users. The practical and constructive research conducted in design research,
value co-creation, user experience, and learning allows them to confidently enter the
field of citizen engagement.

7 Conclusion

The theoretical landscape of service design is multi-level and multidisciplinary.
According to constructive design research and service design thinking, it is also
programmatic. In today’s turbulent society, one essential role of service design is to
bridge the gap between societal change and business. In service design, the fundamental
question is how the scalability of service design tools fit, on a conceptual and theoretical
level, with service design thinking in ‘minor’ constructions, such as SMEs’ development
in Finland, and major global constructions, such as population aging.

The earlier research conducted on design, co-creation, user experience, and learning
now bears witness to a joint service design core that is human-centered and has a social
scope of objects in service design. Whether the objects of design are focused toward
public safety or digital services, the social nature of human activity remains of central
importance [1, 30, 47]. However, thinking about our global society or the omnipresent
digital world does not mean that social systems can ever be totally global. Distinct
historical and cultural backgrounds are evidence of the diversity of social and systems
that have been present throughout history. This diversity is not going to disappear, even
in the digital age. On the contrary, service design has the potential to engage its attention
toward human-centered perspectives in all the fields that it enters.

This research paper provides some insight into the theoretical frameworks that are
connected to service design debates. This is a meta-level model of how service design
is situated in design research discourses. It also outlines the theoretical background for
this multidisciplinary approach from a constructive and generative research point of
view. In forthcoming research, the aim will be to concretize the service design value
and proceed with a visualization of more complex systems like digital and information
technologies. The focus will be on building innovative programs that boost service
design thinking within public organizations and business corporations.
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