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i grasped their tops 
and snapped them off 
made a pile of the 
stems and flowers and leaves 
 
the garden was 
just as it should be 
 
but sure enough 
they grew back 
cackling at me 
with their yellow faces 
 
shovel in her hand 
she looked at me knowingly 
“pull them out by their roots” 
she said 
 
-josina vink 
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Abstract 

This thesis explores and advances the evolving understanding of service design 
in service research. The study problematizes the prevailing view of service 
design as the design of service offerings to improve customer experiences. My 
work shows that this popular narrative does not adequately account for the 
situated struggles of actors when doing service design. As such, a more 
processual, embedded, systemic, and embodied perspective of service design is 
needed. In response, this thesis draws from the service ecosystems perspective 
of service-dominant logic, integrating insights from institutional theory, 
systems theory and design theory, to examine service design from an alternative 
perspective. This inquiry is supported through empirical inputs from a para-
ethnographic study of Experio Lab in Sweden, a qualitative analysis of service 
design methods, and ‘research through design’ experiments. Through 
systematically combining these empirical and theoretical inputs, this work 
challenges the underlying assumptions about service design. Based on the 
development of alternative assumptions, this thesis builds an extended 
understanding of service design that unabashedly situates actors and their 
bodies within the dynamic service ecosystems they seek to design. Through this 
study, I formulate an extended understanding of service design that is referred 
to as service ecosystem design. Service ecosystem design is defined as the 
intentional and collective shaping of social structures, and their physical 
enactments, in order to facilitate the emergence of cocreated value-in-context. 
This thesis presents a process model for service ecosystem design that reframes 
service design from an iterative, linear, and phased process, to an embedded and 
ongoing feedback loop. This feedback loop involves the processes of reflexivity, 
through which actors build awareness of existing social structures, and 
reformation, through which actors’ intentionally reshape social structures 
toward preferred value cocreation configurations. Based on this alternative view 
of service design, this research offers a set of design principles and experimental 
approaches to help practitioners acknowledge and leverage the situated nature 
of their practice. By extending the understanding of service design, this thesis 
has implications for broader conversations about design, service, and systems 
change, and provides a foundation for future research at this intersection. 

Key words: service design, service research, service ecosystems, social 
structures, systemic design, institutional theory, service-dominant logic 
  



vi 

Acknowledgements 

Before I made the trip to Sweden from Canada to start my PhD, I was warned 
that a PhD was going to a long and lonely process. People told me it was likely 
to be especially lonely in a foreign country like Sweden. So, I braced for four 
quiet years of solitude… but, boy, were they wrong! Sure, there were quiet 
moments of writing, especially these last few months, but these four years have 
absolutely flown by, filled with connection and community. It is for these 
relationships and the shared learning that ensued that I most grateful. 

First, I want to thank my supervisory team of Bård Tronvoll, Bo Edvardsson, 
Katarina Wetter-Edman and Birgit Mager. Together you have helped balance 
and propel my explorations throughout my PhD studies. The fact that we didn’t 
always agree enriched my learning and helped me better to articulate my own 
perspective on service design. Bård, I am so grateful for your trust in me and 
support to pursue what I am most passionate about. Your thoughtful feedback 
throughout this process has most certainly elevated the level of my academic 
work. Bosse, I am so appreciative of your dedication to comment on whatever I 
am working on in a timely way, no matter how busy you are. You have been an 
invaluable sparring partner throughout my process. Katarina, I can’t thank you 
enough for your mentorship and willingness to roll-up your selves to collaborate 
with me. Your influence on this work and my future direction has been 
profound. Birgit, your pioneering efforts in service design and commitment to 
building the service design community internationally have inspired me and I 
am grateful for the opportunity that I have had to learn from your work. 

In addition to my supervisory team, I also need to thank the national and local 
teams at Experio Lab, where I have been immersed throughout my studies. Your 
openness and willingness to let me into your world is something that I will be 
forever grateful for. In particular, I want to thank Tomas Edman, in part because 
it was your persuasiveness that got me to make the move to Sweden in the first 
place, and also because your confidence in my work has been unwavering. You 
have made my experience here deeply meaningful and helped me feel at home 
thousands of miles away. Per, I appreciate your boundless enthusiasm and have 
learned so much from you. Olga, thank you for your thoughtfulness, openness 
in relation to your work and friendship over the years. Felicia, your creative 
explorations and our critical discussions have been a powerful fuel for this 
research. Louisa, I have so much respect for you, and I really appreciate the 
opportunity to collaborate. Sofia J., you have been so helpful all along and I am 
so grateful for your warmth. Lisa, your research and now practice continues to 



vii 

inspire me. Jonas, thank you for coninuing to thrust the Experio research team 
forward. And thank you to Ida, Kjersti, Elina, Amanda, André, Sofie, Sofia A., 
Line, Camilla, David and Linda for supporting me and sharing your work with 
me. And to the entire Experio Lab team, past and present, thank you for 
spending time with me, being patient with my Swedish (or lack thereof), and 
letting me learn from you. 

This PhD research reflects a great deal of collaboration with a host of co-authors. 
In particular, it has benefited from ongoing dialogue with a brilliant “partner in 
crime”, Kaisa Koskela-Huotari. Without our collaboration, this would have been 
a very different dissertation. I am so grateful for your willingness to be a 
constant sounding board, and for pushing my thinking further than I could ever 
done on my own. I really appreciate your ongoing encouragement and feedback 
on this thesis. I also want to thank Bård Tronvoll, Bo Edvardsson, Johan 
Blomkvist, Katarina Wetter-Edman, and Maíra Prestes Joly for the 
collaboration on the papers included in this thesis. In addition to these included 
papers, I have been lucky enough to collaborate on a number of other papers 
that have certainly helped advance my thinking, so a big thank you to all of the 
people that I have been able to learn from in the writing process.  

I would also like to thank everyone at CTF for the incredible support over these 
last few years. You have been a wonderful academic home for me. I have 
thoroughly enjoyed all of the meandering conversations on the fika sofa. Special 
thank you to the PhD students past and present who provided so much moral 
support and shared many good times in and out of the university - especially 
Sebastian, Kotiaba, Kaisa, Alex, Chaoren, Jana, Jasenko, Peter, Vassilis, Johan 
H., Johan K. and Jessica. Plus, thanks to Jakob, Antti, Carolina, Per S., Pelle K., 
Anders and Britt-Marie for all your conversations and support. 

I have also had the great benefit of being a part of the Service Design for 
Innovation Network (SDIN), which has involved a number of courses and meet-
ups throughout Europe over the last four years. I would like to thank all of the 
SDIN partners who made this opportunity possible. Plus, huge thank you the 
fellows who have been wonderful friends and collaborators throughout this 
journey. Anna, it has been so fun collaborating with you. Filipe, it was wonderful 
having you in Karlstad. Maíra, thanks for your initative on the book chapter. 
Martina, thanks for many lovely chats along the way. Sebastian, I am so 
appreciative of your constant check-ins and grounding reminders. Vanessa, I 
feel so lucky to have been on this journey with a VIP friend like you and 
thoroughly enjoyed our experiments together. Ana, you have brought so much 



viii 

great energy to SDIN and I love learning from you. Nabila, thanks for giving us 
all the gift of an SDIN baby and your uplifting presence. I would also like to 
thank the group at Maastricht University and the Service Science Factory (SSF) 
for hosting me during my secondment, especially Dominik Mahr and Gaby 
Odekerken- Schröder. 

I am grateful for the generous funding support that I have received to complete 
this PhD. My research has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 
2020 research and innovation programme under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie 
grant agreement No. 642116. It has also received financial support from the 
Region of Värmland and the Swedish Graduate School of Management and 
Information Technology (MIT).  

A huge thank you to Erin McPhee for helping to bring this thesis to life through 
your amazing illustration work. Your work has been extremely valuable in 
bringing out the insights from my research and making them accessible beyond 
the acedemic sphere.  

In addition, I have benefited from a great deal of mentorship and collaboration 
with other scholars. In particular, I would like to thank Professor Steve Vargo 
for the numerous chats and ongoing feedback he has generously given me on my 
work, which has been significantly influential. I would also like to thank 
Professor Ingo Karpen and Professor Elina Jaakkola who provided valuable 
feedback on earlier versions of this thesis. 

I would like to say a big thank you to the service design team at Linkoping 
University for being a wonderful designerly influence on me and letting me visit 
regularly to learn from you. Thank you - Stefan, Vanessa, Ana, Tim, Lisa, Johan 
and Mattias. I would especially like to thank Stefan, as you have being a great 
role model and your support along the way has meant a lot.  

I would like to extend my appreciation to all those who engaged me in their work 
throughout Sweden and showed an interest in mine, including the team at 
Förnyelselabbet and Hanna Lundstedt, Ruth Lund and Fredrik Lindencrona. 
And thank you, Nicola Holmes, for your coaching support which helped me to 
set the boundaries that I needed to get across the finish line. 

In addition, I would like to extend deep gratitude to all of the scholars whose 
work I build on and critique in thesis. Without your research this thesis would 
not have been possible. It is with a great deal of respect and a strong hope of 
mutual learning and ongoing dialogue that I engage critically with your work. 



ix 

I would also like to acknowledge the communities that influenced my thinking 
about service design before I began my dissertation, especially my friends and 
mentors at the Mayo Clinic Center for Innovation, the Provincial System 
Support Program at CAMH, and OCAD University.  Also, to all those near and 
far that contributed to this research through interviews, participation in a 
workshop, answering a survey or providing feedback, thank you.  

And to my friends far and wide that have connected regularly on skype calls, 
came over for adventures and sent along letters, your support means so much. 
Mary Campbell, thank you for visiting, listening and sending along the best care 
package for the final stretch. Natalia Agudelo, I am grateful to you for always 
offering a helping hand throughout my PhD. Manuela Aguirre, you were a big 
reason that making the move to Scandinavia felt doable in the first place. I have 
learned so much from your work and so appreciate your support and enthusiasm 
throughout my process. Joel Heim, your friendship (and the incredible culinary 
benefits that go with it) have made my time here so much more enjoyable. 
Tomas and Katarina, I need to thank you again for taking in Chris and I into 
your family and letting us make your beautiful Swedish farm our favorite 
getaway. The love and generosity you have shown us on weekends and summers 
at the farm has truly enriched our lives and kept us grounded.  

To my family, it is your persistence in good times and in bad that gave me the 
strength to tackle this big project. Thanks to my mom for your relentless support 
across the ocean, to my dad for visiting and even attempting to read a draft of 
my thesis, to my brother for the encouragement that the stuff I am doing makes 
sense even to his work outside of healthcare, and to my sister for bringing your 
family for a long Scandinavia visit and for many understanding phone 
conversations. And big thanks to my mom, dad, Nicholas and Cassandra for 
coming to celebrate with me. It means so much. 

And last but definitely not least, thank you, Christopher, for moving across the 
ocean with me and being by my side through all the ups and downs of this 
journey. You have worn many hats along the way including collaborator, editor, 
counsellor, house keeper, and distractor. For all of these, I am so grateful. I so 
appreciate all the sacrifices you have made to make this work and all the creative 
input you have provided along the way. But most of all, thank you for believing 
in me and in the importance of work. This one is for you. 

Josina Vink Karlstad, May 2019 



x 

Table of Contents 

ABSTRACT ........................................................................................................ V 

TABLE OF CONTENTS..................................................................................... X 

LIST OF APPENDED PAPERS ..................................................................... XIV 

1.0 INTRODUCTION ......................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Background and Motivation ........................................................ 1 

1.2 Overall Aim and Research Questions ........................................ 3 

1.3 Research Approach .................................................................... 5 

1.4 Overview of Appended Papers ................................................... 7 

1.4.1 Paper 1 - Service Ecosystem Design .............................................................. 10 
1.4.2 Paper 2 – Changing the Rules of the Game .................................................... 10 
1.4.3 Paper 3 - Making the Invisible Visible .............................................................. 11 
1.4.4 Paper 4 – Reshaping Mental Models .............................................................. 12 
1.4.5 Paper 5 - Staging Aesthetic Disruption ............................................................ 12 

1.5 Contributions ............................................................................ 13 

1.6 Structure of the Kappa ............................................................. 14 

PART I: APPROACH…………………………………………………...17 

2.0 CONCEPTUAL APPROACH ..................................................................... 19 

2.1 Domain of Literature ................................................................. 20 

2.1.1 Overview of the Domain .................................................................................. 20 
2.1.2 Key Contributions to Service Design in Service Research .............................. 21 
2.1.3 The Dominant Narrative of Service Design ..................................................... 25 
2.1.4 Shortfalls of this Discourse .............................................................................. 28 

2.2 Additional Theoretical Inputs .................................................... 30 

2.2.1 Service-Dominant Logic ................................................................................... 30 
2.2.2 Systems Theory ............................................................................................... 31 
2.2.3 Institutional Theory .......................................................................................... 32 
2.2.4 Design Theory ................................................................................................. 33 

2.3 Conceptual Integration ............................................................. 35 

2.3.1 Recognizing Differences without Contradiction ............................................... 36 
2.3.2 Convergence of Theoretical Perspectives ....................................................... 39 
2.3.3 Epistemological Methods for Conceptual Integration ...................................... 39 



xi 

3.0 EMPIRICAL METHODOLOGY .................................................................. 44 

3.1 Contexts of the Study ............................................................... 46 

3.1.1 Primary Empirical Context of Experio Lab ....................................................... 46 
3.1.2 Secondary Empirical Context of the Global Service Design Community ........ 48 

3.2 Empiricial Approaches and Methods ........................................ 48 

3.2.1 Para-Ethnographic Study of Experio Lab ........................................................ 51 
3.2.2 Qualitative Analysis of Service Design Methods ............................................. 54 
3.2.3 ‘Research through Design’ Experiments ......................................................... 55 

3.3 Evaluation of Empirical Research ............................................ 58 

3.3.1 Validity ............................................................................................................. 58 
3.3.2 Generalizability ................................................................................................ 61 

3.4 Positioning Myself in My Research .......................................... 63 

4.0 EMPIRICAL BASIS .................................................................................... 66 

4.1 Experio Lab in the Swedish Healthcare Landscape ................. 66 

4.2 The Embedded Nature of Service Design ................................ 68 

4.3 Building Awareness of Social Structures ................................. 71 

4.4 Intentionally Shaping Social Structures .................................... 73 

4.5 Altering Actors’ Own Ways of Thinking and Acting .................. 76 

4.6 Service Design as a Collective Endeavour .............................. 79 

PART II: FINDINGS………………………………………………….....83 

5.0 SHIFTING THE ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT SERVICE DESIGN ................. 85 

5.1 From Product to Process .......................................................... 89 

5.2 From Designers to Everyone .................................................... 92 

5.3 From Cognitive to Embodied .................................................... 95 

5.4 From Externality to Materiality .................................................. 99 

5.5 From ‘Out There’ to Ourselves ............................................... 102 

5.6 From Neutral to Political ......................................................... 105 

5.7 Summary of Shifts in Assumptions ......................................... 108 

6.0 CONCEPTUALIZING SERVICE ECOSYSTEM DESIGN ....................... 110 

6.1 Evolution in the Understanding of Service Design ................. 110 

6.1.1 The Prevailing View: Design of Services ....................................................... 113 



xii 

6.1.2 The Transitional View: Design for Service ..................................................... 113 
6.1.3 The Alternative View: Service Ecosystem Design ......................................... 114 
6.1.4 Overview of Changes in the Conceptualization ............................................. 115 

6.2 Conceptual Building Blocks of Service Ecosystem Design .... 116 

6.2.1 Facilitating the Emergence of Value-in-Context ............................................ 116 
6.2.2 Social Structures as Design Materials ........................................................... 118 
6.2.3 Embedded Feedback Loop of Reflexivity and Reformation .......................... 121 
6.2.4 Collective Designing and Designing the Systemic Self ................................. 128 
6.2.5 Contributions of My Papers to Conceptual Building Blocks .......................... 131 

7.0 PRACTICING SERVICE ECOSYSTEM DESIGN ................................... 133 

7.1 An Alternative Understanding of Service Design Practice ..... 134 

7.2 Strategically Leveraging the Situated Nature of the Practice . 136 

7.2.1 Create the Context for Emergence ................................................................ 138 
7.2.2 Focus on the Underlying Patterns ................................................................. 140 
7.2.3 Make the Invisible Visible .............................................................................. 142 
7.2.4 Change the Rules of the Game ..................................................................... 144 
7.2.5 Nurture the Designer in Everyone ................................................................. 146 
7.2.6 See Yourself in the System ........................................................................... 148 
7.2.7 Contributions of My Papers to the Practice of Service Ecosystem Design ... 149 

PART III: DISCUSSION……………………………………………....153 

8.0 LOOKING BACK, LOOKING FORWARD ............................................... 155 

8.1 Summary of the Main Contributions of My Papers ................. 157 

8.2 Implications ............................................................................ 158 

8.2.1 Articulating Shifts in the Assumptions about Service Design ........................ 158 
8.2.2 Offering a Contextual Conceptualization of Service Design .......................... 159 
8.2.3 Identifying Strategies for Service Design Practice......................................... 163 

8.2 Limitations .............................................................................. 164 

8.3 Future Research ..................................................................... 167 

8.4 Conclusion .............................................................................. 170 

REFERENCES .............................................................................................. 172 

  



xiii 

APPENDIX…………………………………………………….……… 197 
EXPERIMENTAL APPROACHES ................................................................. 199 

A1. Relational Material Mapping .................................................. 199 

A2. Giga-mapping ........................................................................ 200 

A3. Social Structure Archaeology ................................................. 200 

A4. Story Unwriting ....................................................................... 204 

A5. Aesthetic Disruption ............................................................... 205 

A6. Fishbowl Improv ..................................................................... 206 

A7. The Iceberg Framework ......................................................... 207 

A8. Re-crafting Artefacts .............................................................. 209 

A9. Tiny Tests .............................................................................. 211 

A10. Design Diaries ...................................................................... 213 

A11. A Day in My Life ................................................................... 214 

A12. Systemic Self Matrix ............................................................ 216 

 

  



xiv 

List of Appended Papers 

Paper 1 

Vink, J., Koskela-Huotari, K., Tronvoll, B., Edvardsson  B., and Wetter-Edman, 
K. “Service ecosystem design: Building the conceptual foundations for the 
design of complex service systems”.  

Paper 2 

Vink, J., Joly, M. P., Wetter-Edman, K., Tronvoll, B., and Edvardsson, B. (2019). 
“Changing the rules of the game in healthcare through service design”. In 
Pfannstiel M. A. and Rasche C. (Eds.), Service Design and Service Thinking in 
Healthcare and Hospital Management (pp. 19-37). Switzerland: Springer. 

Permanent link: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-00749-2_2  

Paper 3 

Vink, J. and Koskela-Huotari, K. “Making the invisible visible: Building 
institutional reflexivity through service design”. 

Paper 4 

Vink, J., Edvardsson, B., Wetter-Edman, K. and Tronvoll, B. (2019). “Reshaping 
mental models–enabling innovation through service design”. Journal of Service 
Management, 30(1), 75-104.  

Permanent link: https://doi.org/10.1108/JOSM-08-2017-0186  

Paper 5 

Wetter-Edman, K., Vink, J. and Blomkvist, J. (2018). “Staging aesthetic 
disruption through design methods for service innovation”. Design Studies, 
55(March), 5-26.  

Permanent link: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2017.11.007 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-00749-2_2
https://doi.org/10.1108/JOSM-08-2017-0186
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2017.11.007


 1 

 

1.0 Introduction 

“When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the 
universe.” - John Muir 

1.1 Background and Motivation 
It was 2012, in Rochester, Minnesota and I was sitting around a boardroom table 
in the prestigious Mayo Clinic surrounded by a group of doctors, nurses and 
administrators. We had just finished prototyping a group medical visit for 
patients with a rare disease in the clinic. These patients were traveling to the 
clinic from all over the country only to be told that there was very little that could 
be done except to manage their pain. After some initial research, our service 
design team had developed a new patient journey for a two-day group medical 
visit. During the group visit, patients had conversations with other patients with 
the same condition that were facilitated by a pain management specialist, as well 
as short individual appointments with the doctor. Our service design team 
carefully crafted every touchpoint in detail and the prototype for the group 
medical visit went off very smoothly. 

A survey of patients that participated in the prototype revealed that all patients 
preferred the group medical visit over an individual one. Some patients even 
said that their pain was reduced by meeting other people with the same 
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condition. Still, in our follow-up meeting in the boardroom that day, the doctor 
in charge reflected and said, “I feel more disconnected from my patients this 
way”. There were also problems with billing and a lack of clarity regarding how 
best to integrate the group medical visit into the existing appointment flow. 
Despite the overwhelmingly positive results from the prototype, there were 
significant contextual constraints holding back the realization of this new 
service. While the team agreed to move forward with the group medical visit, the 
new offering was never fully implemented and ended up slowly fading out over 
time. Sadly, this is not an isolated incident in my experience as a service 
designer, and yet the process we followed reflected how service design is often 
described in popular discourse and academic literature. 

Within popular discourse there is great enthusiasm about the transformative 
potential of service design (Mager, 2016; Miettinen & Koivisto, 2009; Stickdorn 
& Schneider, 2012). As such, there have been significant investments into 
service design by a host of governments, public organizations, private 
companies and communities around the globe (Bason, 2017; Kimbell, 2011a; 
Mager, 2009; Mulgan, 2014; Sangiorgi, 2015; UK Design Council, 2011). Over 
the last twenty years, service design has become a distinct profession that has 
seen significant growth in the number of studios, consultancies, educational 
programs, conferences and professional communities (Sangiorgi & Prendiville, 
2015). Echoing this enthusiasm, academics have hailed service design for its 
contribution to innovation (Blomkvist et al., 2010; Clatworthy, 2011;  
Secomandi & Snelders, 2018) and linked the approach of service design to social 
change (Koskinen, 2016; Penin, 2018; Sangiorgi, 2011). Furthermore, much of 
the academic literature on service design involves stories of successful case 
studies and their outputs (e.g. Bitner et al., 2008), building up the expectation 
of service design and its supporting methods. 

However, amid all the hype about service design, there is growing awareness 
that the dominant discourse is insufficient for understanding the situated nature 
of service design practice (Akama & Prendiville, 2013; Meroni & Sangiorgi, 
2011). Scholars recognize that there has historically been “a lack of critical 
engagement in examining and investigating the complex contexts that 
surrounds service design” (Akama, 2009; p. 1). As a result, research highlights 
actors’ struggles around fully realizing the benefits of service design in practice 
(Almqvist, 2018; Hillgren et al., 2011; Overkamp & Holmlid, 2016; Stuart, 1998). 
Scholars suggest that realizing change through service design is often more 
complex and nuanced than it tends to be portrayed, as practitioners face 
significant contextual constraints (Junginger, 2015; Kurtmollaiev et al., 2018). 
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For example, in the context of healthcare, despite the development of promising 
new service concepts, it can be difficult to overcome the inertia of the historical 
medical model to realize these changes (Dickson et al., 2011; Matthews & 
Matthews, 2015). As such, the dominant narrative of service design needs to be 
adapted to more fully reflect the situated struggles that service design 
practitioners experience, and the resistance they face in service systems. 

One domain of literature that has been a strong contributor to the academic 
discourse on service design is service research (e.g. Kimbell, 2011a; Patrício et 
al, 2011; Wetter-Edman et al., 2014). Within service research, there over 35 
years of history of discussing service design, beginning with Shostack’s (1982; 
1984) seminal work on the service blueprint in the early 1980s. In this domain, 
service design is typically defined as “a human-centered, creative, iterative 
approach to the creation of new services” (Ostrom et al., 2015, p.136 citing 
Blomkvist et al., 2010). While there has been valuable progress made on 
appreciating the complexity of the service systems that actors are designing for 
(see e.g. Patrício et al., 2011; Fisk et al., 2018), I argue that this systemic and 
contextual understanding has been applied more to appreciating the complexity 
of service offerings than it has been applied to the service design processes itself. 
As such, literature on service design in service research risks perpetuating a 
narrative of service design that does not fully reflect the realities of the practice, 
and sets practitioners up for failure in their efforts to drive long-term impact 
(Hillgren et al., 2011; Stuart, 1998). Recognizing that service design is a top 
research priority for service research (Ostrom et al., 2015), there is a great need 
for conceptual and empirical development that advances the understanding of 
service design in this domain (Patrício et al., 2018a).  

1.2 Overall Aim and Research Questions 

Against the above backdrop, the aim of this thesis is: 

To build an alternative understanding of service design in service 
research that better accounts for the situated nature of actors in service 
systems.  

Within the literature on service design, there has been a strong emphasis on 
practice (Karpen et al., 2017), especially methods and tools, such as the popular 
service blueprint (Bitner et al., 2008; Patrício et al., 2008; Patrício et al., 2011; 
Shostack, 1982; 1984). While method development is important for the ongoing 
practice of service design, this focus has resulted in scholars neglecting the 
theoretical underpinning of service design. There is a need to make the implicit 
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theoretical assumptions within existing service design discourse more explicit 
to support ongoing development. It is recognized that the articulation of 
underlying assumptions and alternative assumptions within a particular 
domain of literature can be valuable for developing novel contributions 
(Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011). As such, the first research question in the pursuit 
of the overall aim is: 

RQ1 – What underlying assumptions are getting in the way of a more 
situated understanding of service design, and what alternative 
assumptions are needed? 

Building on a strong foundation of alternative assumptions, there is a need for 
a conceptualization of service design that incorporates the situated nature of the 
practice. However, conceptual development within service design is tricky as 
there are diverse perspectives and a lack of clarity around the existing theory 
related to service design (Patrício et al., 2018a). It is only by making the theory 
explicit that it can be modified, and the consequences of the modifications 
understood (Weick, 1989). In this vein, a conceptual contribution can be 
supported by delineating different perspectives in relation to a particular entity 
and by integrating extant knowledge to create parsimony (MacInnis, 2011). 
Thus, the second research question to support the overall aim is: 

RQ2 – What are the existing conceptualizations of service design, and 
how can a more contextual conceptualization be developed? 

Furthermore, it is recognized that practical utility is an important dimension for 
evaluating the strength of an academic contribution (Corley & Gioia, 2011; 
Stokes, 1997). However, typically there is a gap between theory development and 
its relevance in practice (Brodie, 2017). The utilization of conceptual 
frameworks is complex and requires actively assessing the relevance of 
academic knowledge and translation into useful insights and actions 
(Cornelissen & Lock, 2005). Recognizing the practical nature of service design, 
it is critical that any understanding of service design is informed by, and 
informs, practice. With service design practice spreading at an unprecedented 
pace, there is an urgent need to support the development of strategies for 
practitioners on how to navigate the nuances working within service systems. 
Recognizing that practical relevance requires deliberate academic attention, the 
third and final research question to support this overall aim is: 

RQ3 –What strategies can practitioners employ to better leverage their 
situated positioning in service systems? 
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As shown in Figure 1, these research questions build on each other to achieve 
the overall study aim of developing a more situated understanding of service 
design. The alternative assumptions provide the basis for reconceptualizing 
service design, which then in turn informs service design practice. However, in 
reality there is significant interplay between the explorations related to each of 
the research questions as, for example, a careful study of service design practice 
informs the conceptualization and underlying assumptions. 

 

Figure 1: The relationship of the research questions that together make up the overall aim.  

1.3 Research Approach 

To conduct the investigation related to these three research questions, this study 
applies an approach that is reflexive and abductive. This study is reflexive in the 
sense that it involves a skeptical orientation toward what appear at first glance 
to be unproblematic portrayals of service design in service research. This 
approach involves reflection on how a particular subject matter is being 
interpreted as well as on the process of knowledge production itself (Alvesson & 
Skoldberg, 2009). To support reflexivity, the strategy of problematization has 
been adopted, which involves a systematic questioning of underlying 



6 

assumptions, often at a paradigmatic level, to aid in the construction of novel 
and interesting theory (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011). Problematization requires 
identifying a specific domain of literature to focus on and articulating a shift in 
assumptions within that domain to build theory. This approach lies in contrast 
to the dominant process of gap-spotting, which involves investigating an over-
looked area or addressing a specific confusion within the literature. 

Furthermore, aligned with my research questions, this thesis takes an abductive 
approach that combines empirical and theoretical inputs (Van Maanen et al., 
2007). Based on the early work of Charles Sanders Peirce in relation to inquiry, 
abduction begins with an unmet expectation or surprise and works backwards 
to infer a plausible and meaningful explanation (ibid). In this study, the primary 
surprise that provided impetus for further explanation and analysis was related 
to the situated struggles of actors in service design. Abduction often involves a 
process of systemic combining, where a researcher goes back and forth between 
different empirical and theoretical inputs making inferences and comparisons 
to inform both theory and practice (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Figure 2 highlights 
the process of systemic combining and the key inputs used to answer the three 
research questions set out in this study in order to make a contribution to the 
literature on service design in service research. 

 
Figure 2: Systematic combining of empirical and theoretical inputs within this thesis. 
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To build an alternative view of service design, this study adopts the service 
ecosystems perspective from service-dominant (S-D) logic. The service 
ecosystems perspective offers a processual understanding of service that 
suggests that value is cocreated within multi-actor exchange systems that are 
guided by social structures – shared and enduring norms, rules, roles and beliefs 
(Vargo & Lusch, 2016). The unifying nature of S-D logic’s meta-theoretical 
framework (Vargo & Lusch, 2017) is used to integrate research from systems 
theory, institutional theory and design theory. Together these theories help to 
provide a lens that enables the development of a more processual, systemic, 
embedded, and embodied understanding of service design than what is 
regularly portrayed in existing literature on service design in service research. 

The primary empirical basis for this research is a four-year para-ethnographic 
study that employs participant observation, in-depth interviews, and archival 
analysis within Experio Lab, a network of embedded groups employing service 
design in the Swedish healthcare system. This study is para-ethnographic in the 
sense that the organizational actors of Experio Lab have become active 
collaborators in the study (Holmes & Marcus, 2008). To support the 
development of more generalizable insights about service design practice, this 
para-ethnographic study was combined with a systematic analysis of service 
design methods that included the development of a database of service design 
methods, a survey of service designers, and interviews with service designers in 
six different countries. In addition, to dive further into understanding the 
specific and situated practice of service design in context, this study also 
employed ’research through design’ (Frayling, 1993) experiments to explore a 
number of design approaches that were informed by key learnings within this 
study. 

1.4 Overview of Appended Papers 

This dissertation is a thesis by publication, so this cover manuscript, or ‘kappa’ 
as it is called in Sweden, offers a summary and overall narrative of the 
contributions of my five related articles. Each of these papers capture insights 
from different inputs that were part of my overall research approach. The 
appended papers included in this these are: 

Paper 1 – Service Ecosystem Design: Building the Conceptual Foundations 
for the Design of Large-Scale Service Systems by Josina Vink, Kaisa 
Koskela-Huotari, Bård Tronvoll, Bo Edvardsson and Katarina Wetter-
Edman 
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Paper 2 – Changing the Rules of the Game in Healthcare through Service 
Design by Josina Vink, Maíra Prestes Joly, Katarina Wetter-Edman, Bård 
Tronvoll, and Bo Edvardsson 

Paper 3 – Making the Invisible Visible: Building Institutional Reflexivity 
through Service Design by Josina Vink & Kaisa Koskela-Huotari 

Paper 4 – Reshaping Mental Models – Enabling Innovation Through 
Service Design by Josina Vink, Bo Edvardsson, Katarina Wetter-Edman, 
Bård Tronvoll 

Paper 5 – Staging Aesthetic Disruption through Design Methods for Service 
Innovation by Katarina Wetter-Edman, Josina Vink & Johan Blomkvist 

Each of these five papers offer their own contribution to all of the three research 
questions within this study. However, a few of these papers play a stronger role 
in answering some of these research questions than others. All of the papers 
made relatively equal contributions to identifying the underlying assumptions 
of service design and constructing alternatives (RQ1). On the other hand, Paper 
1, “Service Ecosystem Design”, played the largest role in reconceptualizing 
service design (RQ2). In terms of guiding service design practice (RQ3), Paper 
3, “Making the Invisible Visible”, and Paper 4, “Reshaping Mental Models”, 
made the largest contribution, with substantial input from the ‘research through 
design’ experiments that were conducted but not formally part of any of the 
included papers. Table 1 provides an overview of the five papers including: the 
paper type, the research question, key concepts employed, major theories, the 
target audience, authors, my role, and the status of the paper. In what, follows I 
briefly summarize the content of each of the papers. A full version of each can 
be found in the appendix. 
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Table 1: Breakdown of papers included in this thesis.  

Paper Type Research 
Question 

Core 
concepts 

Theories & 
Perspectives 

Outlet  Authors My Role Status 

Service 
Ecosystem 
Design: Shifting 
the 
Understanding of 
Service Design 

Conceptual - 
integrative 
conceptual 
paper 

How can the 
conceptualization of 
service design be 
extended to support 
its application to 
complex service 
systems? 

Service design, 
service 
ecosystem 
design, 
institutional 
arrangements 

Institutional 
theory, service- 
dominant logic 

To be 
determined 

Josina Vink, 
Kaisa Koskela-
Huotari, Bård 
Tronvoll, Bo 
Edvardsson & 
Katarina 
Wetter-Edman 

I led the 
development and 
writing of this 
article with 
conceptual input 
and feedback from 
co-authors  

Full 
manuscript 
(submission 
ready) 

Changing the 
Rules of the Game 
in Healthcare 
through Service 
Design 

Conceptual - 
integrative 
approach with 
empirical 
illustrations 

How do service 
design practices 
contribute to 
changing institutions 
in healthcare? 
 

Service design 
practices, 
institutional 
work 

Institutional 
theory, design 
theory, service- 
dominant logic 

Service Design 
and Service 
Thinking in 
Healthcare and 
Hospital 
Management 
(Book) 

Josina Vink, 
Maíra Prestes 
Joly, Katarina 
Wetter-Edman, 
Bård Tronvoll, 
and Bo 
Edvardsson 

I led the 
development and 
collaborated with 
Maíra Prestes Joly 
on the writing with 
other authors 
offering feedback 

Published 
January 
2019 

Making the 
Invisible Visible: 
Building 
Institutional 
Reflexivity 
through Service 
Design 

Abductive - 
review of 
service design 
methods and 
interview study 
with literature 
review 

How does the use 
service design 
methods build 
institutional 
reflexivity? 

Reflexivity, 
institutions, 
service design 
practices 

Institutional 
theory, design 
theory 

To be 
determined 

Josina Vink & 
Kaisa Koskela-
Huotari 

I led data 
collection and 
analysis, Kaisa 
Koskela-Huotari 
supported data 
analysis and we 
are writing 
collaboratively  

Full 
manuscript 
(work-in-
progress) 

Reshaping Mental 
Models – 
Enabling 
Innovation 
Through Service 
Design 

Empirical - 
ethnographic 
study of Experio 
Lab  

How do service 
design practices 
reshape mental 
models to enable 
innovation in 
service ecosystems? 

Mental models, 
service design 
practices, 
innovation 
 

Institutional 
theory, service 
dominant logic, 
design theory 

Journal of 
Service 
Management 

Josina Vink, Bo 
Edvardsson, 
Bård Tronvoll 
& Katarina 
Wetter-Edman 

I led the data 
collection, 
synthesis, 
theorization and 
writing process 
and co-authors 
offered feedback 

Published 
January 
2019 

Staging Aesthetic 
Disruption 
through Design 
Methods for 
Service 
Innovation 

Conceptual - 
integrative 
approach with 
empirical 
illustrations 

How do design 
methods spark the 
change necessary for 
service innovation? 

Aesthetic 
disruption, 
design 
methods, 
service 
innovation 

Pragmatism, 
design theory, 
service 
dominant logic, 
institutional 
theory 

Design Studies Katarina 
Wetter-Edman, 
Josina Vink & 
Johan 
Blomkvist 

Katarina Wetter-
Edman & I 
conceptualized 
and co-wrote the 
article with Johan 
Blomkvist offering 
feedback 

Published 
in March 
2018 
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1.4.1 Paper 1 - Service Ecosystem Design 

In the conceptual paper “Service Ecosystem Design”, my co-authors 
and I synthesize the evolution of literature on service design in service 
research and continue this evolution through the application of the 
service ecosystems perspective of S-D logic, with support from 
institutional theory. We term this extended conceptualization of 
service design service ecosystem design - the intentional, collective 
shaping of institutional arrangements and their physical enactments to 
facilitate the emergence of value-in-context. To explain this extended 
conceptualization of service ecosystem design, we detail its four 
conceptual building blocks (purpose, design materials, processes, and 
actor involvement), comparing it with that of existent literature.  

The core purpose of service ecosystem design is to facilitate the 
emergence of value-in-context. The design materials are the social 
structures — enduring rules, norms, roles, values and beliefs — and 
their physical enactments — symbols, artefacts, interactions and 
practices. The processes of service ecosystem design involve an 
embedded feedback loop of reflexivity (actors’ awareness of existing 
social structures) and reformation (actors’ intentional efforts to shape 
social structures toward preferred value cocreation configurations). 
The actor involvement includes collective designing with all actors in 
service ecosystems. We show how this conceptualization of service 
ecosystem design extends each of the conceptual building blocks of 
service design and helps to better explain the embedded, emergent 
nature of service design in complex service systems. Furthermore, we 
provide a research agenda for continuing the research on each of these 
building blocks. 

1.4.2 Paper 2 – Changing the Rules of the Game 

The book chapter, “Changing the Rules of the Game”, illuminates how 
service design practices support innovation in healthcare by changing 
the social structures, or what are often referred to as “the rules of the 
game”. We highlight that innovation in healthcare requires that actors 
do institutional work—intentionally creating, disrupting, and 
maintaining the entrenched ways of operating within the system. This 
chapter combines a literature review of the antecedents of institutional 
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work with a literature review on the characteristics of service design 
practices to explore how service design practices contribute to 
changing the rules of the game in healthcare.  

Based on this combined literature review, five characteristics of service 
design practices are highlighted—multidisciplinary, experiential, 
participatory, experimental, and reflective—and linked to five 
antecedents of institutional work—institutional complexity, 
experiential legitimacy, social positions, proto-institutions, and 
reflexivity. To contextualize these practice characteristics and show 
how they align with the antecedents of institutional work, we present 
examples from Experio Lab within the Swedish healthcare system. In 
doing so, the chapter provides an explanation for how service design 
practices help enable innovation in healthcare.  

1.4.3 Paper 3 - Making the Invisible Visible 

In the manuscript “Making the Invisible Visible”, we investigate the 
link between the use of service design methods and institutional 
change. To do so, we conduct a systematic qualitative analysis on how 
the use of service design methods helps to build reflexivity – an 
awareness of the multiplicity of institutions internalized by oneself and 
others. We take an abductive approach that combines empirical inputs, 
such as a database of service design methods and interviews with 
service designers, and theoretical inputs, including literature on service 
design, institutional theory, and reflexivity, through a process of 
systematic combining to build an integrative framework for how 
service design builds institutional reflexivity.  

The framework we develop includes the identification of three core 
processes of building reflexivity: revealing hidden institutions, noticing 
institutional conflict, and appreciating institutional malleability. It also 
consolidates six different modes of reflexivity that can help to catalyze 
these processes–temporal, material, corporeal, relational, cultural, and 
cognitive. Furthermore, our findings assemble 18 specific practices for 
building institutional reflexivity that correlate to the core processes and 
different modes that can be supported by the use of service design 
methods. In doing so, this paper extends the literature on actor-driven 
institutional change through greater knowledge of how institutional 
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reflexivity can be built in practice. It also provides a new framing for 
the discourse on service design methods, offering an alternative to the 
current phased, output focused narratives reflecting the new service 
development model. 

1.4.4 Paper 4 – Reshaping Mental Models 

In the paper “Reshaping Mental Models”, my co-authors and I 
investigate how service design practices alter mental models to enable 
innovation. Here, mental models are understood as “actors’ 
assumptions and beliefs about how something works and how to act 
based on that understanding” (p. 78). This research was based on an 
18-month para-ethnographic study of Experio Lab’s efforts to innovate 
using service design in the context of the Swedish healthcare system. 
Our work builds on the recent conceptualization of service innovation 
from S-D logic, which suggests that service innovation is a process of 
changing the institutional arrangements that govern the way that value 
is cocreated among actors (Koskela-Huotari et al., 2016; Vargo et al., 
2015).  We offer a conceptual framework for innovation through service 
design that connects this macro-level perspective on innovation with 
the micro-level view of innovation as reshaping mental models.  

As such, we suggest that “to realize innovation in service ecosystems 
through institutional work, actors must reshape their mental models” 
(p. 80). Through this para-ethnographic study, it is understood that 
service design can facilitate changes in actors’ mental models through 
three practices: sensing surprise, perceiving multiples, and embodying 
alternatives. We describe each of these practices as well as the enabling 
conditions for these practices to occur. In doing so, this article connects 
some of the experiential aspects of service design practices with the 
cognitive changes necessary for innovation. Using the construct of 
mental models, this article shows that innovation “requires that actors 
are not only changing something “out there,” but actually changing 
their own beliefs and assumptions” (p. 91). 

1.4.5 Paper 5 - Staging Aesthetic Disruption  

In the paper “Staging Aesthetic Disruption”, we offer a counter 
narrative to the dominant discussions linking design and innovation. 
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We suggest that popular discourse and academic literature connecting 
design and innovation have overly emphasized cognition and the 
outputs of design methods, failing to recognize the triggers of the 
changes needed to catalyze innovation. Within the article, we explain 
“how design methods spark the change necessary for service 
innovation, a core aspect that is often omitted within the existing 
discourse on service design” (p. 6). To do so, this paper integrates 
research from classic American pragmatism and design to understand 
the role of actors’ bodily experiences when using design methods for 
service innovation. Drawing on Dewey’s (1938) articulation of inquiry, 
we highlight aesthetic disruption - a sensory experience that questions 
an actor's existing assumptions about a situation – as key a source of 
habit change that is staged through design methods. 

Zooming out, we then connect aesthetic disruption on a micro-level 
with the macro-level process of service innovation. Our understanding 
of service innovation is framed by drawing on S-D logic and 
institutional theory. We argue that “since habits are a central 
mechanism by which actors reproduce and conform to existing 
institutions (Gronow, 2012; Hodgson, 2004), the destabilization of 
habitual action is critical when it comes to enabling actors to 
intentionally reshape institutions through divergent action” (p. 13). 
This work contributes to discourse on design and innovation by 
highlighting the importance of actors’ experiences when using design 
methods, and reframing the focus on outputs to a focus on process. In 
doing so, this paper reinforces the aesthetic nature of design in service 
ecosystems, highlighting that it is “through lived and embodied 
experiences that actors build the reflexivity necessary for contributing 
to institutional change” (p. 20). 

1.5 Contributions 

By combining and building on insights from my associated articles, this 
thesis offers three main contributions that relate to each of the 
identified research questions. 

• First, I contribute to identifying and rethinking the underlying 
assumptions about service design in service research (RQ1). The 
articulation of these shifts in assumptions contextualize previous 
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research and create a strong foundation for continued theoretical 
development in service design in service research. 

• Second, I delineate the evolution of the conceptualization of 
service design in service research and contribute to this ongoing 
discussion by constructing an alternative conceptualization of 
service design, termed service ecosystem design (RQ2). This 
conceptualization offers a novel understanding of service design 
that explains how embedded actors can contribute to the 
adaptation of service systems by intentionally reshaping social 
structures. 

• Third, I offer design principles and experimental approaches 
that can aid practitioners in acknowledging and leveraging their 
situated positioning in service systems (RQ3). These principles 
and approaches illuminate how service design practice can 
continue to evolve based on a more nuanced understanding of 
the contextual nature of the practice.  

1.6 Structure of the Kappa 

Following this introduction (Chapter 1), the details of this investigation 
have been structured into three parts: approach, findings and 
discussion. Below are the details of the chapters contained in each of 
these parts. 

Part I: Approach 

• Chapter 2: Conceptual Approach – a description of the domain 
of literature on service design in service research, the theoretical 
lenses employed and the processes of conceptual integration 
utilized in this study; 

• Chapter 3: Empirical Methodology – a summary of the 
empirical contexts of this study, the methods employed, their 
relevance and rigor, and my own position as a researcher; 

• Chapter 4: Empricial Basis – a collection of stories constructed 
through the para-ethnographic study of Experio Lab which 
reveal some of the realities of a situated service design practice,  
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Part II: Findings 

• Chapter 5: Shifting the Assumptions about Service Design – an 
articulation of the underlying assumptions in the literature and 
alternative assumptions put forward through this study (findings 
RQ1); 

• Chapter 6: Conceptualizing Service Ecosystem Design – a 
synthesis of the evolving understanding of service design in 
service research as well as the conceptualization of service 
ecosystem design, its key design materials and core processes 
(findings RQ2); 

• Chapter 7: Practicing Service Ecosystem Design – a description 
of design principles and experimental approaches for leveraging 
the situated nature of service design practice (findings RQ3); 

Part III: Discussion 

• Chapter 8: Looking Back, Looking Forward – a summary of the 
implications and limitations of this research, as well as 
opportunities for future research. 

As highlighted above, Part I: Approach begins with an overview of the 
domain of literature on service design in service research. While such 
an overview is not-traditionally included in a description of a research 
approach, it is included in this cover manuscript within this part 
because this literature provides a direct input into the conceptual 
problematization work of this thesis. Following this discussion, the 
remaining sections in Chapter 2 show how this thesis responds to some 
of the shortfalls of existing literature through the integration of 
different theoretical lenses. Chapter 3 then explains the rationale for 
my approach to the empirical research. Chapter 4 includes stories from 
the para-ethnographic study which provide a glimpse into the 
empirical basis of this research.  

Part II: Findings includes three chapters that each offer insights in 
relation to one of the research questions in this study. Based on the 
abductive approach employed in this thesis, each of these chapters 
interweave both existing literature and empirical examples. Chapter 5 
deconstructs existing literature in relation to the underlying 
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assumptions and offers alternative assumptions based on the included 
papers in this study. Chapter 5 summarizes the evolving understanding 
of service design and advances this conversation through the 
conceptualization of service ecosystem design. Chapter 6 offers 
insights for practitioners based on this alternative understanding. This 
cover manuscript finishes with Part 3: Discussion which includes a 
chapter discussing the implications, limitations and opportunities for 
future research. In addition, the appendix includes details about the 
experimental approaches touched on in Chapter 7 as well as copies of 
the included papers. 
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2.0 Conceptual Approach 

“I would not give a fig for the simplicity this side of complexity, but I would 
give my life for the simplicity on the other side of complexity.” - Oliver 
Wendell Holmes Jr. 

A significant part of the research approach of this study has involved 
conceptualization – a process of abstract thinking that includes 
identifying patterns and underlying properties (MacInnis, 2011). This 
chapter provides an overview of the conceptual approach employed in 
this study. It begins with an introduction to the domain of literature on 
service design in service research that provides the starting place for 
the problematization approach adopted in this study. I then describe 
the additional theoretical inputs that have supported the development 
of a more situated understanding of service design. The chapter ends 
with a description of how these diverse theoretical inputs were 
integrated to develop the conceptualization of service ecosystem 
design. 
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2.1 Domain of Literature 

Identifying a domain of literature to relate one’s study to is central in 
the process of constructing research contributions (Locke & Golden-
Biddle, 1997). The clear identification of a domain of literature is a 
critical first step in the problematization approach and the literature 
within that domain can act as data for understanding underlying 
assumptions (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011). Furthermore, scholars 
acknowledge that conceptualization with regards to a domain can be 
helpful for opening up new and unexplored areas of investigation and 
can offer important insights for both academics and practitioners 
(MacInnis, 2011). While it is challenging to delimit a specific domain of 
literature to relate this study to as it draws from and has implications 
across disciplinary boundaries, this thesis is positioned directly in 
relation to service research because of its multi-disciplinary nature and 
growing interest in service design.  

2.1.1 Overview of the Domain 

Service research first emerged as a distinct subfield of marketing 
through scholars’ assertions that services were different from products 
in the 1950s to 1970s (Fisk et al., 1993). This domain has seen 
substantial growth and massive change over the last quarter century, 
becoming a vibrant academic home for multi-disciplinary research on 
service (Furrer & Sollberger, 2007). The mid-2000s were 
transformational for service research with the birth of service science, 
service-dominant logic and other important new perspectives on 
service (Moussa & Touzani, 2010). These perspectives have 
contributed to a shift from thinking about services as a sector of market 
offerings to recognizing service as the fundamental unit of exchange 
(Edvardsson et al., 2005). Furthermore, these developments have led 
to a more holistic and systemic understanding of value cocreation in 
service systems (Maglio & Spohrer, 2008; Vargo & Lusch, 2017).  

The field of interest and relevance of service research expands well 
beyond the borders of traditional service organizations or even formal 
organizations more generally, having broad societal applicability 
(Vargo et al., forthcoming). Because service research is multi-
disciplinary and broadly applicable, it can be difficult to define specific 
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boundaries around this domain. However, for this study I focus on 
academic literature published in service-specific journals as well as 
literature that significantly relates to or is a key input into these 
discussions that may be published in other outlets.  

The discussion on service design in service research began in the early 
1980s with the introduction of the service blueprint (Shostack 1982; 
1984). Over the years there have been a host of valuable contributions 
to service design discourse in service research. In the last decade, 
service design has consistently ranked among the top interdisciplinary 
research priorities within the domain of service research (Ostrom et al., 
2010; 2015). This has contributed to a growing number of articles on 
the topic of service design as well as a recent special issue in the Journal 
of Service Research (Patrício et al., 2018a). Considering its history and 
the growing interest in service design within this domain, the literature 
on service design in service research offers a valuable foundation for 
contributing to the discourse on service design. 

2.1.2 Key Contributions to Service Design in Service Research 

The approach of problematization typically involves a relatively narrow 
literature review that focuses on in-depth readings of major or typical 
studies within a particular domain (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011). As 
such, Table 2 highlights 28 selected studies that reflect major or typical 
contributions to service design in service research from 1982 – 2018. 
Based on the delineation of this domain, these studies include mainly 
articles published in service-specific journals, but also studies that have 
been influential in service research or build significantly on the 
literature in service research but that are published within other 
outlets.  
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Table 2: Selected key contributions to service design in service research. 

Author(s), 
Date 

Contribution to Service Design in Service 
Research 

Article 
Type 

Shostack, 1982 Introduces the first service design methods (molecule 
modelling and service blueprinting) as professional 
tools for marketers to improve their ability to design, 
manage and modify services 

Conceptual 

Shostack, 1984 Outlines how service designers and managers can 
practically apply the service blueprinting technique to 
create new or manage existing services 

Conceptual 

Bitner, 1992 Develops a holistic conceptual framework explaining 
how the physical environment of services creates 
responses from customers and employees that 
influence behaviour 

Conceptual 

Edvardsson and 
Olsson, 1996 

Provides a framework for new service development that 
is focused on creating the prerequisites for service by 
including the design of the service system, service 
process and service concept 

Empirical 

Edvardsson, 
1997 

Portrays service design as a phase in the new service 
development process that contributes to the quality of 
the service 

Conceptual 

Patrício et al., 
2008                     

Refines the service blueprint to support the integrated 
design of multi-interface services 

Empirical 

Bitner et al., 
2008 

Develops the service blueprint to be more useable, 
replicable, adaptable by providing a workshop guide to 
support application 

Empirical 

Zomerdijk and 
Voss, 2010 

Delineates design principles for experience centric 
services and explores how they are operationalized in 
current design practice 

Empirical 

Clatworthy, 
2011 

Constructs a card-based toolkit to assist cross-
functional teams with designing touchpoints in the new 
service development processes 

Empirical 

Secomandi and 
Snelders, 2011 

Reviews prominent existing literature and clarifys the 
object of service design as the service interface, a 
combination of intangibility and tangibility 

Conceptual 

Meroni and 
Sangiorgi, 2011 

Compiles a series of service design case studies that 
show the inability to completely control services and 
the transformative potential of design 

Empirical 

Kimbell, 2011a Provides a framework distinguishing between different 
approaches to service design, illuminating tensions 
around how design and service are understood and 
describing 'designing for service' an emerging approach 
to service design 

Empirical 

Patrício et al., 
2011 

Develops an interdisciplinary method called "multilevel 
service design" (MSD) that supports the design of 
integrated service offerings across system levels 

Empirical 

Teixeira et al., 
2012 

Builds a model-based method called customer 
experience modelling (CEM) that systematizes the 
holistic nature of customer experiences and 

Empirical 
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demonstrates its value in supporting the service design 
process 

Akama and 
Prendiville, 
2013 

Provides a phenomenological understanding of co-
design as reflexive, embodied and continuous process 
of discovery and actualization 

Empirical 

Wetter-Edman 
et al., 2014  

Compares core concepts for value cocreation from 
service design and service logic and develops a 
framework explaining how actors reconfigure service 
systems 

Conceptual 

Andreassen et 
al., 2016 

Builds a conceptual framework that shows how service 
design can act as an enhancer of customer experience 
and organizational performance 

Conceptual 

Dietrich et al., 
2017 

Proposes a six-step framework for co-designing 
services with vulnerable customers and shows how this 
process is distinct from conventional user involvement  

Empirical 

Grenha Teixeira 
et al., 2017 

Addresses the complexity of technology-enabled 
services by integrating management and interaction 
design perspectives into the development of an 
interdisciplinary service design method 

Empirical 

Karpen et al., 
2017 

Delineating the multi-level conditions for service 
design in organizations including: organisational-level 
service design capabilities, interactive service design 
practices and individual-level service design abilities  

Conceptual 

Anderson et al., 
2018 

Positions service design as a key tool and mindset for 
achieving the goals of transformative service research 
with a specific focus on improving healthcare service 
outcomes 

Conceptual 

Fisk et al., 2018 Delineates the four pillars necessary for designing for 
service inclusion and builds a research agenda for 
achieving the goal of service inclusion by 2050 

Conceptual 

Costa et al., 
2018 

Presents an integrative approach to supporting the 
design of new product-service system solutions for 
value co-creation within manufacturing 

Empirical 

Kurtmollaiev et 
al., 2018 

Describes how the adoption of service design can 
transform an organization's institutional logics through 
the gradual evolution of the material and the symbolic 

Empirical 

Patrício et al., 
2018b 

Develops a method for designing services as enablers of 
many-to-many value cocreating interactions, striving 
for balanced centricity among network actors 

Empirical 

Trischler et al., 
2018a 

Analyses concepts generated by co-design teams, teams 
of professionals and teams of service users, 
demonstrating the value of co-design for user benefit 
and novelty and stressing the importance of team 
dynamics 

Empirical 

Trischler et al., 
2018b 

Analyses diversity on co-design teams revealing that 
minimum separation, maximum variety, and moderate 
disparity are likely to produce the best results 

Empirical 

Yu and 
Sangiorgi, 2018 

Compares service design with existing new service 
development approaches in firms to illuminate the 
contributions of service design 

Empirical 
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Perhaps most prominently, contributions to the literature on service 
design in service research have supported the ongoing development of 
service design methods. The focus on method development has been 
salient since Stostack’s initial contributions that introduce molecule 
modelling and service blueprinting (Stostack, 1982; 1984). Over the 
years, the service blueprint has continued to be a valuable basis for 
ongoing method development with efforts to adapt the blueprint to 
support the integration of multi-interface services (Patrício et al., 
2008) and develop the service blueprinting approach to be more usable 
and replicable (Bitner et al., 2008). New service design methods have 
also been developed, such as card-based methods for supporting new 
service development (Clatworthy, 2011), and model-based methods for 
understanding customer experiences (Teixeira et al., 2012). More 
recently, scholars continue to advance service design methods by 
supporting technological integration and the growing complexity of the 
service system (Grenha Teixeira et al., 2017; Patrício et al., 2011; 
Patrício et al., 2018a). Within this literature, examples of method 
application are often drawn from traditional service organizations, 
such as in healthcare (Patrício et al., 2018a) but increasingly examples 
are also drawn from organizations not traditionally recognized as being 
within the services sector, such as in manufacturing (Costa et al., 2018). 

In service research, service design has been associated with a host of 
positive outcomes. In early literature, there was strong link between 
service design and new service development (Edvardsson & Olsson, 
1996; Edvardsson, 1997). This focus continues to be reflected in more 
recent discussions within this domain (e.g. Clatworthy, 2011; Yu & 
Sangiorgi, 2018). There has also been strong associations drawn 
between service design and service quality (Edvardsson & Olsson, 
1996; Edvardsson, 1997; Stostack, 1982; 1984) as well as service design 
and the improvement of the customer experience (Andreassen et al., 
2016; Patrício et al., 2008; Teixeira et al., 2012; Wetter-Edman et al., 
2014; Zomerdijk & Voss, 2010). Increasingly within this domain, 
service design is also directly linked to service innovation (e.g. Bitner 
et al., 2008; Clatworthy, 2011; Kurtmollaiev et al., 2018). Furthermore, 
service design has been highlighted as a transformative approach 
(Meroni & Sangiorgi, 2011), resulting in proposed connections between 
service design and the aims of transformative service research, 
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including improving wellbeing (Anderson et al., 2018) and supporting 
service inclusion (Fisk et al., 2018). As such, contributions to service 
design in service research have helped to promote the value of adopting 
a service design approach in organizations and beyond. 

Amid these contributions within this domain, there has also been some 
inquiry into the nature of service design. Scholars in this domain have 
studied the object or material of service design highlighting the 
importance of the servicescape (Bitner, 1992), the service interface 
(Secomandi & Snelders, 2011) and touchpoints along a service journey 
(Clatworthy, 2011). Beginning in 2011, there was also a surge in 
research that takes a step back to articulate and assess the overall 
approach of service design (Kimbell, 2011; Meroni & Sangiorgi, 2011; 
Wetter-Edman et al., 2014). This research started to highlight a 
movement away from control within the service design process toward 
creating platforms for ongoing action (Akama & Prendiville, 2013; 
Kimbell, 2011; Meroni & Sangiorgi, 2011). Since that time, there has 
also been a strong emphasis on the importance of co-design, where 
staff and customers are involved in aspects of the service design process 
(Akama & Prendiville, 2013; Dietrich et al., 2017; Trischler et al., 
2018a; 2018b; Wetter-Edman et al., 2014). Furthermore, there has 
started to be recognition of the importance of the organizational 
context in which service design is being adopted (Karpen et al., 2017; 
Kurtmollaiev et al., 2018). In addition to this brief overview, further 
deconstruction of the literature on service design in service research 
can be found in Paper 1, “Service Ecosystem Design”, and Chapter 5 
and 6 of this cover manuscript. 

2.1.3 The Dominant Narrative of Service Design  

As mentioned in the introduction, within the domain of service 
research, service design is often defined as a human-centred, iterative 
and creative process that drives service innovation (Blomkvist et al., 
2010; Meroni & Sangiorgi, 2011). Typically, the focus of this narrative 
is on crafting service offerings to improve the customer’s experience 
(e.g. Patrício et al., 2011; Secomandi & Snelders, 2011; Zomerdijk & 
Voss, 2010). While acknowledging its iterative nature, academic 
narratives of service design often breakdown the service design process 
into a series of phases to support understandability (see e.g. Patrício et 
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al., 2018b; Costa et al., 2018). These linear phased models of service 
design are reflective of much of the popular discourse on service design 
(e.g. Curedale, 2013; Stickdorn & Schneider, 2011), which describe 
service design using some variation of the UK Design Council’s (n.d.) 
double diamond. Figure 3 illustrates the typical double diamond 
framework often applied in service design that moves through the 
phases of discover, define, develop and deliver to identify a problem 
and create a solution. As a result of this overall framing, methods in 
service design within service research are often positioned as a way of 
producing a particular output that helps practitioners get from one 
phase of the process to the next. Within service research, there is 
typically a greater emphasis on the earlier stages of the process such as 
ideation and concept development (e.g. Patrício et al., 2018b; Trischler 
et al., 2018a). 

 

Figure 3: UK Design Council’s double diamond framework. 

Within this domain, prominent ways of portraying service design have 
been through case studies (e.g. Kimbell, 2011a; Meroni & Sangiorgi, 
2011; Yu & Sangiorgi, 2018) and offering examples of the use of a 
particular method in practice (e.g. Bitner et al., 2008; Grenha Teixeira 
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et al. 2017; Patrício et al., 2008; 2011; 2018b). In general, the dominant 
narrative of service design in service research is one of successful, 
universal service design methods that drive positive, output-oriented 
achievements. While this narrative is not exclusive to service research, 
it does show up within the literature in this domain. For example, in 
her seminal article, Shostack (1982, p. 50) states, “molecular modelling 
is a flexible, easily used tool which can help the marketer better 
understand any market entity.”  

Furthermore, in their work on the service blueprint, Ostrom and 
colleagues (2008) show through examples how the service blueprint 
can help bring about profitable new services: “early in its success 
journey, Yellow Transportation used service blueprinting in developing 
new services for its customers—services that would be valued by 
customers and provide growth for Yellow. An important early result 
was Exact Express, a premium service that guarantees on-time delivery 
of shipments within a specified time window. Today Exact Express is 
the company’s most profitable service, and highly valued by its 
customers” (p. 81). These scholars continue in another example to 
show the outcomes of the service blueprint as almost automatic saying, 
“everyone could see their roles in the blueprint, and logical changes and 
improvements ensued” (Ostrom et al., 2008, p. 82). 

This excitement about service design and its associated methods is 
reflected by other articles through statements such as: “by carefully 
designing customer journeys and applying the other design principles 
that we have identified, companies can begin to improve customer 
experiences and better engage their customers” (Zomerdijk & Voss, 
2010, p. 79) as well as “service design serves as a value-enhancer of 
quality in order to enable and enhance the service experience from the 
customer’s point-of-view” (Andreassen et al., 2016, p. 23). 
Furthermore, Grenha Teixeira and colleagues demonstrate the value of 
their service design method stating that, “the end result of this process 
across the different service design levels was a new football-watching 
service that enabled new forms of value cocreation among the 
customer, the service provider, and its partners as well as among 
customers through social networks.” (Grenha Teixeira et al., 2017, p. 
248). These narratives have been important in justifying the value of 
new service design methods and building the profile of service design 
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in service research and beyond. However, they also set up an 
expectation for service design that can be difficult to realize in practice. 

2.1.4 Shortfalls of this Discourse 

In efforts to build the understanding of service design, much of the 
literature has taken on a “sales” undertone that persuasively 
emphasizes the merits of service design and its methods. However, 
there are some hints toward the situated nature of actors in service 
design and the struggles they face in practice. Research suggests that 
results from the application of design principles are different across 
contexts (Zomerdijk & Voss, 2010) and that more work is needed to 
adapt the understanding of service design based on the growing 
complexity of the service context (Sangiorgi et al., 2017). Furthermore, 
scholars highlight that that there can be some resistance when 
practicing service design in organizations (Kurtmollaiev et al., 2018) 
and stress the need for further study into the conditions for service 
design practice (Karpen et al., 2017). In addition, there is growing 
recognition of the need to attend to existing organizational design 
legacies when practicing service design (Junginger, 2015).  

Scholars are calling out the risks of perpetuating market logics through 
service design into other areas, such as government (Kimbell & Bailey, 
2017). Research has also highlights fundamental issues with the 
mismatch between concept development through service design and 
the existing culture of the service system, causing significant problems 
during implementation (Stuart, 1998). However, most of the research 
on service design in service research tends to focus on concept 
development (e.g. Patrício et al., 2011; Grenha Teixeira et al., 2017; 
Trischler et al., 2018a), sidestepping issues with implementation and 
the enduring nature of these concepts in service systems (Hillgren et 
al., 2011). Based on the ground work that has been done on service 
design in service research, the time has come to respond to these issues 
and criticisms by building a more realistic, contextual understanding 
of service design in service systems.  

However, building this understanding requires significant conceptual 
work. Within the literature on service design there has historically been 
a “strong emphasis on methodologies, with less focus on the 
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development of foundational theoretical frameworks” (Sangiorgi, 
2009, p. 418). As a result, within service research “service design is 
described and conceptualized in multiple ways without a clear mapping 
and positioning of the multiple perspectives” (Patrício et al., 2018a; p. 
6). While there has been some limited work done on sorting through 
different conceptualizations of service design (Kimbell, 2011a), more 
needs to be done to build a strong foundation for a realistic 
understanding of this practice. Furthermore, there is recognition that 
the understanding of service design is changing as service design “is 
more than a practice for innovating services or a stage in the new 
service development process” (Kurtmollaiev et al., 2018, p. 70). As such 
there are calls for moving away from an understanding of service 
design that is grounded in new service development (Holmlid et al., 
2017). To build a more contextual understanding of service design, 
there is both a need to deconstruct and to advance existing theory on 
service design in service research. 

In order to build an alternative understanding of service design that 
reflects the situated nature of the practice, there is a need to rethink 
some of the underlying assumptions and dominant conceptualization 
of service design within this domain.  To build a more situated 
understanding of service design in service systems, existing research 
highlights four main imperatives for future research: 

1. Shift away from an object-oriented or product-based view of 
service design (Akama & Prendiville, 2013; Holmlid et al., 2017; 
Zomerdijk & Voss, 2010), 

2. Provide a more relational, dynamic and longitudinal 
understanding of service design in service systems (Stuart, 1998; 
Hillgren et al., 2011),  

3. Acknowledge of the embedded nature of actors in their context 
(Karpen et al., 2017; Kurtmollaiev et al., 2018; Wetter-Edman et 
al., 2014), and 

4. Build an embodied understanding of actors and their aesthetic 
approaches to service design practice (Stephens & Boland, 2013; 
Kimbell, 2011). 
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The incorporation of these four imperatives into research on service 
design in service research can aid in building alternative assumptions 
(RQ1), a refined conceptualization of service design (RQ2), and a more 
honest portrayal of service design practice that can better guide 
practitioners on the ground (RQ3). Therefore, additional theoretical 
inputs are needed to respond to these four imperatives and help inform 
a more situated understanding of service design.  

2.2 Additional Theoretical Inputs 

To build a more contextual understanding of service design, four 
additional theoretical inputs were chosen due to their alignment with 
the aforementioned research imperatives and their complementary 
nature. First, service-dominant logic and its service ecosystems 
perspective has been employed as a meta-theoretical perspective that 
can help with the shift away from the object-oriented and product-
based view of service design by offering an alternative, processual 
understanding of service. In addition, the service ecosystems view 
supports the process of zooming in and out of different levels of 
aggregation in order to understand the situated nature of the practice. 
This view also aids in the reconciliation of diverse literatures. Second, 
systems theory aids in building a more relational, dynamic and 
longitudinal understanding of service design in relation to the 
complexity in service systems. Third, institutional theory provides an 
embedded view of actors that can aid in contextualizing the process of 
service design, and in providing an in-depth understanding of the 
relationship between actors and social structures. Lastly, design theory 
contributes to a more embodied, aesthetic understanding of actors in 
service design and provides an important understanding of how actors 
intentionally shape materials to enable change. To provide the ground 
work for their integration, each of these literatures are briefly 
summarized below. 

2.2.1 Service-Dominant Logic 

Service-dominant logic (S-D logic) offers an alternative worldview for 
thinking about service that lies in contrast to a goods-dominant 
perspective, which focuses on the production of outputs through a 
value chain (Lusch et al., 2008).  Ultimately, S-D logic shifts the 
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thinking from services as a sector or a type of intangible offering in the 
market to service as a perspective on value cocreation (Edvardsson et 
al., 2005). In S-D logic, service is broadly defined as the integration of 
resources for the benefit of another actor (Vargo & Lusch, 2008). With 
this perspective, the applicability of service extends well beyond the 
boundaries of traditional service organizations into actors’ everyday 
lives (Vargo et al., forthcoming). The link between S-D logic and service 
design has been gaining traction over the years (Chen & Vargo, 2010; 
Kimbell, 2011a; Morelli & De Götzen, 2016; Wetter-Edman et al., 
2014). Within service design literature, S-D logic has been leveraged to 
build an alternative understanding of service design that is not 
grounded in a goods-dominant perspective.  

As S-D logic has continued its evolution, the focus has shifted toward 
an emphasis on service ecosystems as the context and unit of analysis 
for value cocreation (Vargo & Lusch, 2016; 2017). A service ecosystem 
is defined as a “relatively self-contained, self-adjusting system of 
resource-integrating actors connected by shared institutional 
arrangements and mutual value creation through service exchange” 
(Lusch & Vargo, 2014, p. 161). A service ecosystems perspective offers 
a systemic, processual and contextual understanding of phenomena 
(Aal et al., 2016; Lusch, 2011; Lusch & Vargo, 2014). Perhaps most 
important for this research, a service ecosystems perspective offers a 
novel approach to theory building based on the integration of research 
across multiple research streams and disciplines (Vargo & Lusch, 
2017). Two of the core theoretical inputs used in this thesis, systems 
theory and institutional theory, have already been integrated as pillars 
within a service ecosystems perspective in S-D logic.  

2.2.2 Systems Theory 

While systems theory has been around for over a hundred years, it has 
been gaining significant interest within the area of business and social 
change within the last decade. Systems theory offers a holistic 
understanding of life that integrates biological, cognitive, social, and 
ecological dimensions to overcome the Cartesian division between 
mind and matter (Capra & Luisi, 2014). Ultimately, systems theory 
recognizes the world as a complex, self-regulating network rather than 
a machine (Capra & Luisi, 2014). Systems research offers the important 
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insight that structure drives behavior within systems and that shifting 
the underlying rules of the system can be a powerful leverage point for 
change (Meadows, 2008). Systems theory also highlights the 
importance of actors’ mental models, or underlying beliefs and 
assumptions, in guiding the behavior of social systems (Meadows, 
2008; Senge, 1990).  

Over the years there have been some shifts in the focus of the systems 
theory discourse. In the 1990s, there was an emphasis within systems 
theory on systems modelling (Godfrey, 2010), systems archetypes 
(Senge, 1990) and understanding the “mess” (Gharajedaghi, 1999). 
This led to the integration of systems theory into organizational 
learning discourse. The 2000s then saw the rise of the “whole systems” 
approach (Gordon & Plamping, 1999), which utilized large group 
interventions to affect change in systems. Over this time period, the 
panarchy framework has become increasingly prominent, which 
describes the dynamic evolution of systems of people and nature within 
and across scales of time and space (Allen et al., 2014; Gunderson & 
Holling, 2002). Most recently, amid a growing interest in change 
within systems theory literature, there has been a stronger connection 
between systems thinking and design, leading to growth in research on 
systemic design (e.g. Jones, 2014; Sevaldson, 2017). In recent years, 
systems theory has also been integrated into service research 
discussions (e.g. Barile & Polese, 2010). 

2.2.3 Institutional Theory 

Institutional theory, which should perhaps be referred to as 
institutional theories, has been taken up across many social sciences 
with varied interpretations of institutions (Czarniawska, 2008). 
Generally, institutional theory is grounded in an interest in social 
meaning and habitual actions by types of actors (Berger & Luckmann, 
1966; Meyer, 2008). In this thesis, I draw specifically on one of the 
most active and vibrant dialogues about institutional theory, what is 
often referred to as new institutional theory in organizational studies. 
New institutional theory in organizational studies grew out of a critical 
response to contingency theory that was dominant in the 1960s and 70s 
(Greenwood et al., 2008). Contingency theory emphasizes efficiency 
and rational decision-making, neglecting the political, cultural and 
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social factors of organizations. In contrast, new institutional theory 
recognized that institutions (entrenched, taken-for-granted social 
structures) enable and constrain actors’ actions, giving stability, 
meaning and predictability to social behavior (Zucker, 1977). In the 
beginning, new institutional theory was focused on understanding 
what made actors in equivalent positions so similar. The emphasis was 
on isomorphism and conformity as a result of pressures from existing 
institutions (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Here legitimacy was brought 
forward as a major driver of behavior (Tolbert & Zucker, 1983). 

The 1990s saw a shift in emphasis in new institutional theory toward 
an interest in interactions between social structures (DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1991). In the late 1990s and 2000s, there was growing attention 
paid to how actors could influence social structures rather than the 
opposite, with a growing focus on the heroic institutional entrepreneur 
(Battilana et al., 2009). Most recently, through the study of 
institutional work, there has been a consolidation of actors’ purposive 
actions that give rise to institutional change (Lawrence & Suddaby, 
2006; Lawrence et al., 2009). Amid this conversation about how actors 
engage in divergent change, the reflexivity of actors has been identified 
as a critical enabler (Suddaby et al., 2016). It is important to note that 
there have also been ongoing discussions in both design and 
institutional literatures that highlight the role of institutionalized social 
structures in design and the ability of actors to design institutionalized 
social structures (e.g. Fezer & Schmitz, 2016; Goodin, 1996; Simon, 
1969).  

2.2.4 Design Theory 

The roots of design research are often traced back to the German 
Bauhaus school in the 1920s, which established a methodological 
foundation for design education (Bayazit, 2004). At this time, design 
was understood as a designer creating the products of the future. When 
the Bauhaus was closed by the Nazi regime in 1933, during the lead-up 
to WWII, its former staff spread out internationally sparking a variety 
of discussions about design across disciplines. Following from this, in 
1959, Buckminster Fuller coined the term “design science” referring to 
a systematic approach to design that would obtain maximum value 
from minimum resources. Simon (1969) then popularized the idea of 
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design science as the study of the artificial suggesting that “everyone 
designs who devises a course of action aimed at changing existing 
situations into preferred ones” (p. 111). Since that time, design science 
has become a well-established discussion within the field of 
information technology (Kuechler & Vaishnavi, 2008; Winter, 2008) 
and has been leveraged in recent contributions to service research 
(Beloglazov et al. 2015; Teixeira et al., 2017). 

During the 1970s, there was increasing influence of systems theory on 
design theory, illuminated by Rittel and Webber’s (1973) discussion of 
wicked problems. This idea was later popularized within design 
research in the 1990s by Buchanan (1992) as he unpacked the nested 
layers of places in which to intervene through design, which included 
the interconnected aspects of visual communication, material objects, 
services and systems.  This work contributed to the popularization of 
design thinking, which has been mainly thought of as a cognitive style, 
and fueled its integration into management literature (Johansson-
Sköldberg et al., 2013; Kimbell, 2011b).  

However, there were also alternative perspectives on design informed 
by studying the practices of designers, specifically architects (Schön, 
1983). Schön (1992) emphasized that the process of designing is a 
reflective practice with the materials of a design situation - where an 
actor sees, moves and then sees again to understand the consequences 
of their actions. In this vein, there is continuing research that adds 
complexity and depth to the concept of design thinking, for example by 
placing an emphasis on aesthetic knowledge and an embodied 
approach to design (Dalsgaard, 2014; 2017; Stephens & Boland, 2015; 
Wright et al., 2008). At the same time, there has also been a continued 
connection between research on design thinking and systems thinking 
in the stream of research on systemic design (Banathy, 1996; Jones, 
2014; Nelson & Solterman, 2012; Sevaldson, 2017). 

In parallel in the early 1990s, service design was just emerging under 
the ‘new design agenda’, with service design becoming an accepted 
design profession by 2000 (Sangiorgi & Prendiville, 2015). The 2000s 
saw a plethora of discussions on different service design methods, 
increasingly acknowledging the complexity of service systems as they 
were developed (Morelli & Tollestrup, 2007; Patrício et al., 2011). 
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There has also been a variety of research on different descriptions and 
dimensions of service design along the way (Sangiorgi & Prendiville, 
2015; Valtteri-Nisula, 2013). Recently there has been a growing 
relationship between service design and service research (Wetter-
Edman, 2009; Wetter-Edman et al., 2014), which has contributed to 
an understanding of service design as an exploratory process of 
creating the conditions for value cocreation (Kimbell, 2011a; Meroni & 
Sangiorgi, 2011). Within research on service design, there has also been 
an increased focus on service innovation (Sangiorgi, 2015; Sangiorgi & 
Prendiville, 2017; Secomandi & Snelders, 2018). 

Connected with the current discussions of service design is research on 
co-design, which discusses partnering with users in the design process 
(Sanders & Stappers, 2008). This stream of literature has been 
influenced by the research on Scandinavian participatory design in the 
1970s (Holmlid, 2009). In contrast to the recent research on co-design 
in service design, participatory design research reflected intense 
discussions related to politics, power and the nature of participation in 
design (Bratteteig & Wagner, 2012; Kensing & Blomberg, 1998; 
Nygaard, 1979).   

Discussions regarding service design and co-design also intersect with 
growing discussions on social design that recognize a process of 
bottom-up design were everybody designs (Manzini, 2015) and 
communities designing themselves (Escobar, 2017). Recently, social 
design is starting to acknowledge social forces and processes as its 
material, making design processes an explicit means of cultural 
production (Koskinen, 2016). Providing depth to the discussion about 
social design and other types of design, there is also an emerging body 
of literature on design philosophy and ontological designing where the 
focus is on understanding “what is design?” and how actors are 
influenced by that which they design (Escobar, 2018; Fry, 2012; Willis, 
2006; 2018). 

2.3 Conceptual Integration 

The process of conceptualization within this study has involved 
delineation, or detailing an entity, and integration, or simplifying 
complexity by drawing connections between differentiated 
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phenomenon (MacInnis, 2011). As such, in what follows I describe 
some of the differences across the four theoretical inputs highlighted 
above and explain my approach to conceptional integration. 

2.3.1 Recognizing Differences without Contradiction 

While there are synergies and common ground between these 
perspectives, I cannot negate the difference between these theoretical 
inputs. Table 3 highlights reflections on what each of these perspectives 
emphasizes and hides. For example, while service-dominant logic 
supports a more systemic perspective, it tends to deemphasize actors’ 
bodies and materiality. Systems theory highlights the importance of 
relationships and adaptation, but tends to hide the role of actors’ 
agency and the importance of making. Institutional theory offers a deep 
understanding of institutionalized social structures, but is not strong 
on micro-dynamics or practical implications. In addition, design 
theory has a lot to offer regarding making and materiality, but often 
ignores macro-level dynamics and invisible influences on actors. 
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Table 3: What each theoretical perspective emphasizes and hides. 

Theoretical 
Perspectives 

Key 
References 

Emphasizes Hides 

Service-
dominant 
logic 

Vargo & Lusch, 
2016; 2017 

• Reconciliation 
between perspectives 

• Actors 
• Value cocreation 
• Social structures 
• Systems 

• Physical 
materiality 

• Actors’ bodies 

Systems 
theory 

Meadows, 2008 
Capra & Luisi, 
2014 
Senge, 1990 
Gunderson & 
Holling, 2002 

• Analysis 
• Flows, relationships 

and dynamics 
• Worldview of 

connectivity 
• Mental models 
• Adaptive cycles 

• Intentional 
change 

• Agency 
• Doing and 

making 

Institutional 
theory 

DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983 
Lawrence & 
Suddaby, 2006 
Seo & Creed, 
2002 
Suddaby et al., 
2016 

• Macro, long-term 
perspective 

• Influence of 
institutionalized 
social structures 

• Embedded nature of 
actors 

• Similarity 
• Legitimacy 
• Importance of 

reflexivity  

• Micro-level 
• Practical 

implications 
• Actor’s 

emotions and 
bodies 

 

Design theory Schön, 1992; 
Nelson & 
Solterman, 2012  
Buchanan, 1992 
Kimbell, 2011a 

• Doing and making 
• Processes of change 
• Materiality and 

artifacts 
• Creativity of actors 
• Practical application 

• Macro 
perspective 

• Change 
mechanisms 

• Invisible 
influences 

These theoretical foundations concentrate on different levels of 
abstraction and bring forward concepts at different levels of 
aggregation. Service-dominant logic has to-date focused mainly on a 
high level of abstraction relevant across scales of aggregation, bringing 
forward an understanding of value cocreation in the context of 
networks of actors and social structures. At the core of systems thinking 
is the idea of recognizing nested systems at different levels of 
aggregation, revealing the relationships within systems and the 
adaptation of systems to their environment. Institutional theory has 
traditionally focused more on the macro-level of aggregation, 
emphasizing the field or societal level, typically with a high-level of 
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abstraction, bringing a well-developed understanding of the macro-
level. Various attempts have been made to position design as a meta-
theoretical perspective; however, much of the conversation has stayed 
at the micro-theoretical-level and been focused on the micro-level of 
aggregation of individual actors and groups. By integrating these 
perspectives, the “blind spots” of some of these theoretical perspectives 
can be filled in by others.  

When taken in concert, these perspectives might be recognized as 
offering a more holistic interpretation of service design in context; 
however, it is important to recognize that these perspectives are 
coming from across disciplines and may be understood to reflect a 
range of ontological and epistemological foundations. Some might 
argue that design and systems thinking reflect a more critical realist 
perspective, in that they recognize the independence of an external 
world while acknowledging the contextual nature of the knowledge that 
actors acquire about the world (Mingers, 2014). However, there is far 
from a consensus on the ontological roots of these theoretical 
perspectives and I tend to interpret these theoretical contributions 
from more of a social constructivist view. This is aligned with the 
ontological foundations of institutional theory and a service 
ecosystems perspective, which acknowledge that reality is socially 
constructed and that there is a need to analyse the processes by which 
knowledge formation occurs (Berger & Luckman, 1966). However, this 
epistemological and ontological pluralism is supported by a dialogic 
paradigm that embraces the complexity and multiplicity of reality, 
while highlighting the importance of a conversation between these 
positions to build collective understanding (Tronvoll et al., 2011). 

I would describe my own ontology as most closely linked to the position 
of feminist scientific studies scholars who recognize that realities are 
multiple and partially-shared, and that knowledges are situated 
(Haraway, 1988; Mol, 2002; Suchman, 2012). While they suggest that 
all knowledge is local knowledge, these scholars also reject 
epistemological relativism (see Haraway, 1988). Such a perspective 
requires that we as scholars are accountable for the position from 
which we create knowledge and recognize what realities our specific 
research methods might “other” or undermine amid the complexity 
(Law, 2004). I also see value in the ontological discussions of another 
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scientific studies scholar, Barad (1996) who suggests that realism and 
social constructivism can co-exist without contradiction. Barad 
articulates that knowledge lies in-between nature and culture, subject 
and object, matter and meaning, necessitating a reflexive and critical 
discourse. Building on Barad’s ponderings, while I position myself in a 
social constructivist camp, I recognize that social constructivism is not 
unconstrained and that there is a need to grapple with issues of 
materiality in the process of knowledge construction. 

2.3.2 Convergence of Theoretical Perspectives 

In this theoretical discussion, there is great evidence of overlapping 
interest between the theoretical perspectives of service-dominant logic, 
systems theory, institutional theory and design theory. In fact, there 
are already existing conversations linking many of these theoretical 
perspectives including thriving discussions on: 

• Service ecosystems: connecting systems theory and institutional 
theory (Lusch & Vargo, 2014; Vargo and Lusch, 2017) 

• Systemic design: connecting systems theory and design theory 
(Banathy, 1996; Jones, 2014; Nelson & Solterman, 2012; 
Sevaldson, 2017) 

• Institutional design: connecting institutional theory and design 
theory (Fezer and Schmitz, 2016; Goodin, 1996, Simon, 1969) 

• Design for service: connecting design and service-dominant 
logic (Chen & Vargo, 2010; Kimbell, 2011a; Morelli & De Götzen, 
2016; Wetter-Edman et al., 2014).  

This research builds on these connections between perspectives and 
across disciplines to develop an integrative conceptualization 
(MacInnis, 2011) of service ecosystem design.  

2.3.3 Epistemological Methods for Conceptual Integration 

In this thesis the meta-theoretical framework of service-dominant 
logic, and more specifically it’s service ecosystems perspective (Vargo 
& Lusch, 2016; 2017), is employed as means to examine service design 
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from a more systemic perspective and to build an alternative 
assumption ground for an extended understanding of service design. 
Furthermore, service-dominant logic offers a unifying perspective that 
supports the reconciliation of multiple dispersed theories (Koskela-
Huotari & Vargo, 2018). Through the meta-theoretical perspective of 
service-dominant logic, this thesis integrates insights from 
institutional theory, systems thinking and design theory to build a 
conceptualization of service ecosystem design that contributes to the 
literature on service design in service research (show in Figure 4).  

 

Figure 4: Conceptual integration to build an understanding of service ecosystem design. 

The process of conceptual integration in this study has been 
significantly informed by the epistemological methods used in the 
theory building process of S-D logic to synthesize numerous research 
streams. In its own theoretical development, S-D logic has employed 
epistemological methods such as: solving tensions and paradoxes, 
conceptual inversions, transcendence, reframing and reconciliation, 
and evidence-based research (Vargo & Lusch, 2017). 
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The conceptual work in this thesis has involved a significant 
exploration of tensions and paradoxes. This has included exploration 
of such questions as: “how can service design be both transformational 
and struggle with implementation?”. I work to encompass these 
apparently contradictory elements by developing an embedded 
understanding of service design that recognizes the simultaneous 
influence of design and non-design processes in service ecosystems 
(see Chapter 6 for more details). 

I have also employed S-D logic’s method of conceptual inversion that 
was initially used to flip the understanding that “services” are a special 
type of intangible good, toward recognizing “service” as overarching 
and seeing goods as an indirect form of service exchange. In this way, 
goods became a special case of service rather than the opposite being 
true. Similarly, in Paper 1, “Service Ecosystem Design”, we flip the idea 
that all service design is focused on crafting service offerings, to see this 
as a special case of the more generic intentional reshaping social 
structures in service ecosystems. 

This study has also utilized the epistemological method of 
transcendence, which involves finding higher-order abstractions to 
capture a broad range of specific phenomena (Vargo & Lusch, 2017). 
One example of a transcending conceptualization done in S-D logic is 
the adoption the generic term “actors”, which helps see all actors as 
fundamentally similar resources integrators, rather than emphasize 
the divide between producers and consumers. Informed by S-D logic, 
this study also adopts the generic term actors (or sometimes 
practitioners when referring to practice) to recognize the fundamental 
ability of everyone to design, rather than differentiating between 
designers and non-design experts.  

The method of reconciliation and reframing that is central to S-D 
logic’s theory building process is also employed in this research. 
Recognizing that different disciplines often use different terms for 
similar phenomena, knowledge synthesis often involves creating a 
robust lexicon that bridges differences in language (Vargo & Lusch, 
2017). This research has uncovered that the theoretical inputs 
integrated in this thesis share phenomena but are often referred to by 
slightly different names with somewhat different connotations. In this 



42 

thesis, I have worked to reconcile these differences through the process 
of transcendence.  

Table 4 identifies three key higher-order abstractions used in this 
thesis that encompass concepts within multiple theoretical 
perspectives. For example, design theory often refers to the concept of 
‘social-materiality’ while institutional theorists discuss the concept of 
‘institutions’.  In this thesis, I refer to the abstraction of ‘social 
structures’, which here encompasses both connotations. In a slightly 
more complex example, institutional theorists attend to ‘reflexivity’, 
design researchers highlight ‘reflection’ and system theorists discuss 
both ‘consciousness’ and ‘double-loop learning’. To transcend the 
differences between these theoretical perspectives, I refer to the 
overarching concept of ‘reflexivity’. Furthermore, while institutional 
theory uses the term ‘institutional work’ to refer to the intentional 
change of social structures by actors, other terms with slightly 
divergent connotations are used in other theoretical perspectives. I 
work to reconcile these terms, further enhancing the understanding 
through adoption of the term ‘reformation’. These abstractions and 
their definitions are discussed in Chapter 6.  
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Table 4: Key conceptual abstractions of related concepts across theoretical perspectives. 

Abstraction Theoretical 
Perspective 

Related 
concept(s) 

Reference(s) 

Social 
structures 

Systems theory Structures, rules Meadows, 2008 

Institutional 
theory 

Institutions Scott, 2014 
North, 1990 

Design theory Social-materiality Kimbell, 2011a 
Kimbell & Blomberg, 
2017 

Reflexivity Systems theory Consciousness, 
Double-loop 
learning 

Capra & Luisi, 2014 
Argyris, 1976 

Institutional 
theory 

Reflexivity Suddaby et al., 2016 
Mutch, 2007 

Design theory Reflection Schön, 1983 

Reformation Systems theory Systems change 
Adaptation 

Meadows, 2008 
Allen et al., 2014 

Institutional 
theory 

Institutional work Lawrence & 
Suddaby, 2006 
Lawrence et al., 2009 

Design theory Transformation 
Social change 

Sangiorgi, 2011 
Koskinen, 2016 

In addition, while not always explicit, S-D logic has also been both 
motivated and informed by empirical evidence-based research. There 
is acknowledgement that S-D logic’s theory building process has been 
in part fueled through “observations of successes and failures of 
practices that could not be adequately explained by existing theory and 
models” (Vargo & Lusch, 2017, p. 54). Furthermore, there is 
recognition that empirical inputs will be increasingly valuable as S-D 
logic strives to further inform practice. As such, in addition to the 
literature and theoretical inputs described in this chapter, empirical 
research has been an important part of this abductive study that has 
greatly informed the iterative process of theory-building and 
conceptual integration. The following chapter describes the empirical 
methodology, and how it has contributed to building a more situated 
understanding of service design.  
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3.0 Empirical Methodology 

“Science is movement between meanings and matter, word and world, 
interrogating and redefining boundaries, a dance not behind or beyond, but 
in “the between”, where knowledge and being meet.” – Karen Barad 

The purpose of building a more situated understanding of service 
design informed key decisions in relation to planning and carrying out 
my empirical investigation. Throughout the study, the main unit of 
analysis was service design processes and their context (which are 
described in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5). Aligned with the service 
ecosystems perspective, throughout this empirical study, I employed 
an oscillating focus (Chandler & Vargo, 2011), zooming in and out of 
service design processes to ensure attention to interactions and 
contextual factors. This study of service design in context was grounded 
through an in-situ exploration in the Swedish healthcare system and 
supplemented by research done in the context of the global service 
design community to understand the potential generalizability of the 
insights. Furthermore, this knowledge was deepened using ‘research 
through design’ experiments to build a specific, embodied 
understanding of how to advance a local service design practice. Table 
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5 provides an overview of the key empirical approaches and context 
choices made in this empirical investigation and the fit of these 
decisions with the overall research purpose and research questions. 
The details of and rationale for each of these decisions are discussed in 
more detail below. 

Table 5. Key decisions in empirical investigation in relation to research purpose and 
questions. 

Key 
Choices 

Decision Fit with Research Purpose and Research 
Questions 

Contexts of 
the Study 

Experio Lab 
in the 
Swedish 
healthcare 
system 

• Complex, notoriously difficult to change 
context of healthcare can help to better 
understand the situated nature of service 
design 

• Healthcare is highlighted as a priority context 
for applying related theories as well as for 
service design and service research more 
broadly 

• Extreme, critical example can help to drive 
more transferable insights for informing the 
assumptions, conceptualization and practice of 
service design 

Global 
service 
design 
community 

• Expertise of service designers offer valuable 
insights related to practicing service design 

• The international community reflects 
application of service design in diverse contexts 
to support the development of more 
transferable insights 

Empirical 
Approaches 

Para-
ethnographic 
study 

• Appropriate for building a more situated, semi-
longitudinal understanding of service design 
processes and their effects 

• Can aid in unpacking assumption of a 
particular cultural group (RQ1) and provide 
examples from practice to support 
conceptualization (RQ2) 

Qualitative 
analysis of 
service 
design 
methods 

• Service design methods offer a proxy for and 
window into service design processes (RQ2) 

• Can help to understand practitioners existing 
strategies for leveraging the situated nature of 
service design practice (RQ3) 

‘Research 
through 
design’ 
experiments 

• Taps into a more embodied and designerly 
understanding of the situated nature of service 
design 

• Offers an approach for further developing the 
strategies of actors to leverage the situated 
nature of service design practice (RQ3) 
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3.1 Contexts of the Study 

Below I briefly describe the primary context of Experio Lab in the 
Swedish healthcare system and the secondary context of the global 
service design community. 

3.1.1 Primary Empirical Context of Experio Lab 

To better understand the situated nature of service design, healthcare 
is a valuable context for empirical exploration because of its strong 
contextual constraints and complexity. The healthcare sector has been 
identified as an important area for study by service researchers 
because, while it is unique in some respects, the sector shares many 
characteristics of service contexts more broadly (Berry & Bendapudi, 
2009). The sector has a significant influence on the quality of actors’ 
daily life but is at the same time deeply troubled (ibid). There is 
increasing awareness of the need for health services to shift from an 
expert orientation toward a culture of cocreation (McColl-Kennedy et 
al., 2012; Sharma & Conduit, 2016). It is recognized that the ability to 
provide high quality care into the future will depend on making health 
systems more resilient and capable of coping with the challenges ahead 
(European Commission, 2014).  

Design has been identified as one promising means for supporting the 
ongoing development of healthcare (Jones, 2013; Park, 2015) and there 
is growing investment in service design, in particular, in healthcare 
organizations around the globe (Mager et al., 2017). As such, service 
design research in healthcare has the opportunity to move beyond 
explanatory research toward action-oriented research with 
transformative potential (Patrício et al., forthcoming). Additionally, 
healthcare is an important area of focus in institutional theory as 
healthcare represents a highly institutionalized context with 
opportunities for meaningful and significant change (Scott et al., 2000) 
that often do not happen without significant resistance (Adelman et al., 
2012; Oliveira et al., 2005; Wang et al., 2015). Furthermore, because 
healthcare services behave as complex systems with interacting 
challenges, healthcare has also been called out as an important 
application area for systems theory (Burton et al., 2018). The Swedish 
context is particularly pertinent as the Swedish health system is 
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regularly cited as a leader in health service development (Anell et al., 
2012) and continues to be at the forefront of participatory design and 
service design (Bjögvinsson et al., 2012; Holmlid, 2009).  

The specific focus of this study has been on the work of Experio Lab, 
the first embedded service design group within a Swedish county 
council. Experio Lab was initiated in 2013 in the County Council of 
Värmland and has grown to become a collaborative initiative with 
embedded groups in seven other regions including: Västernorrland 
Region, Sörmland Region, Västra Götaland Region, Stockholm Region, 
Kalmar County Region, Norrbotten Region and Halland Region. The 
focus of the work of Experio Lab has been on creating services that 
improve patients’ everyday lives, as well as building the capabilities of 
healthcare staff to continually involve patients (see Experiolab.se for 
more information). By involving staff, patients, families and other 
actors in participatory service design processes, Experio Lab has been 
working to shift the culture of care in Swedish healthcare systems. 
Distinguishing features of Experio Lab’s approach include an attention 
to creating transformative experiences for participating actors, the 
integration of Scandinavian participatory design principles and 
building a bottom-up movement to catalyze healthcare transformation.  

While many of the Experio Lab team members are trained designers, 
there are also others with a variety of backgrounds including nursing, 
medicine, ambulatory services, project management, quality 
improvement, communications, and pedagogy. Within this study the 
work of trained designers was a leaping off point for understanding 
service design practice, but the research did not stop there. A 
significant part of the focus was on understanding the service design 
practices of non-designers and service design processes in actors’ 
everyday lives. This included following the journey of a number of 
service design projects, but also involvement in regular healthcare 
operations. Being situated within Experio Lab enabled ongoing 
dialogue with a variety of practitioners throughout the development of 
this thesis. Doing a long-term ethnographic study of Experio Lab 
allowed for an in-depth investigation of the phenomenon of service 
design in a complex context. Throughout this thesis, there are examples 
from Experio Lab’s work and the Swedish healthcare context to 
contextualize the insights developed. 
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3.1.2 Secondary Empirical Context of the Global Service Design 
Community 

Service design established itself as a profession in the 1990s and has 
since grown into a maturing discipline (Sangiorgi & Prendiville, 2015). 
Through a proliferation of service design agencies, educational 
programs, courses, conferences and accreditation programs, the global 
service design community is rapidly expanding. Amid this community 
there are many pioneers that have now accumulated years of 
experience that can offer valuable insights into the practice of service 
design (Romm & Vink, 2019). By learning by doing (Schweitzer et al., 
2016), service design practitioners have built substantial knowledge 
about the application of service design processes in different contexts. 
To immerse myself in the global service design community, I have 
regularly participated in service design conferences, engaged in service 
design groups and conversations on social media, been a member of 
the global Service Design Network (SDN), and engaged in informal 
conversations with service designers from around the globe. As will be 
discussed further in the section on the qualitative analysis of service 
design methods, I also reviewed service design books, conducted a 
survey of service designers and interviewed service designers across 
sectors from six different countries to build an understanding of the 
use of service design methods and the associated service design 
processes in different contexts. My engagement with this community 
has helped to position and compare insights from my para-
ethnographic research of Experio Lab with that of the global service 
design community. 

3.2 Empiricial Approaches and Methods 

The empirical approaches, the specific methods utilized, the rationale 
and the limitations of my empirical study are highlighted in Table 6. 
The primary method of the para-ethnographic study that I conducted 
of Experio Lab was participant observation, with additional insights 
gathered through interviews, archival data and informal conversations. 
Para-ethnography provides a contextual, long-term understanding of 
social and cultural change, but still reflects the perspectives and 
attention of the ethnographer and involved actors as well as the 
particularity of the context. The qualitative analysis of service design 
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methods was done through archival analysis, database development, 
and interviews, as well as the use of abductive coding techniques in the 
analysis. This enabled a strong comparison and integration of theory 
and practice, but also is susceptible to the bias of the researchers 
conducting the analysis and discrepancies between how people say they 
use the methods and what actually happens in practice. The ‘research 
through design’ approach that was employed to investigate the 
practical implications of this thesis was conducted by facilitating 
workshops, creating artifacts, and doing field experiments. This 
approach enabled the integration of tacit knowledge but does not have 
a strong acceptability in the development of theory due to its unclear 
theoretical basis. 
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Table 6: Empirical approaches, methods, rationale & limitations. 

Approach Key 
Reference 

Methods Rationale Limitations 

Para- 
ethnographic 
study 

LeCompte 
& Schensul, 
1999; 
Holmes & 
Marcus, 
2008 

Participant 
observation, 
interviews, 
review of 
archival data, 
informal 
discussions 
with 
practitioners, 
writing 
ethnographic 
stories 

Holistic, in 
natural 
environment, 
contextual, 
long-term, 
understand 
social and 
cultural 
change, build 
relationships, 
connected with 
practice, 
sustained 
contact with 
actors and 
their daily 
lives, practical 
relevance 

Personal 
perspective, 
context 
specific, 
embedded 
view, 
generalizability, 
replication, 
language 
barriers 

Qualitative 
analysis 

Kvale, 
1996; 
Patton, 
2002 
 

Archival 
analysis, 
database 
development, 
interviews, 
abductive 
coding 

Comparison, 
integration of 
practice and 
theory, 
understanding 
meaning for 
actors, 
collection of 
stories, follow-
up questions, 
broader 
generalizability 

Bias of 
researcher, 
discrepancies 
between what 
people say and 
do, methods as 
recipes 

‘Research 
through 
design’ 
experiments 

Frayling, 
1993; 
Friedman, 
2008 

Design 
workshops, 
artifact 
creation, field 
experiments, 
teaching 
design, 
documentation 
of design 
processes 

Tacit 
knowledge,  
knowledge 
embodied in 
products, use 
of the senses, 
contextual, 
practical 
relevance, 
inductive 
inquiry 

Unclear 
theoretical 
basis, 
acceptability, 
systematic, 
ignoring 
explicit design 
theory 

I also recognized during my research process that most discussions 
about research methods and findings do not reflect the performative 
nature of methods. Because research methods are not sufficient in 
dealing with the complexity of the world, they, at least in part, repress 
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the possibility of mess (Law, 2004). Rather than acting as 
observational, methods contribute to “world-making”, which involves 
constructing realities through the representation of realities. In doing 
so, my research also reflects significant overlap between my 
phenomenon of interest (service design), my research approach and 
the findings of this thesis. In many ways, this thesis has been a process 
of designing to better understand design and its most appropriate label 
is perhaps “research as design”. Where research itself is understood as 
a specific type of designing, subject to the same contextual constraints 
as all design is. 

3.2.1 Para-Ethnographic Study of Experio Lab 

As my desire was to understand service design in a way that accounts 
for the complexity of the context, it seemed prudent to borrow an 
approach from sociology and anthropology, which focus on the 
studying humans in society. In fact, some of the existing literature, such 
as recent research within institutional work (see Lawrence et al., 2013), 
has pointed to ethnography as a fruitful avenue for studying the daily 
activities of actors in complex and dynamic contexts over time. 
Ethnographic research is a way to generate theories of cultures, or how 
people think, believe and behave situated in a specific time and place 
(LeCompete & Schensul, 1999).  

Central to an ethnographic approach is the method of participant 
observation, which refers to a process of learning through involvement 
in the day-to-day activities of participants in the research setting 
(Schensul et al., 1999). Here, a researcher uses the culture of the setting 
under study to account for observed patterns in behavior (Van Maanen, 
1979). By maintaining intimacy with the ever-unfolding process of the 
lab members and participating actors, being both an insider and an 
outsider to this context, I could deeply understand a specific view of 
service design in context. In total, I conducted over 400 hours of 
observations of Experio Lab’s work and the Swedish healthcare 
context. While this embedded approach to research aligns well with my 
view of situated knowledge (Haraway, 1988), it does present some 
potential limitations within service research, which has been greatly 
influenced by a positivistic paradigm, and may question the 
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generalizability and “proof” provided through such an account 
(Hammersley, 2013). 

Furthermore, as the term participant observation suggests, I too 
experienced and contributed to service design processes and the 
evolving context of Experio Lab. At times my role oscillated between 
workshop participant, researcher, foreign visitor, designer, and 
advisor. Through this long-term approach, I have been able to build 
trust and benefit from transparency that has enabled me to review 
archival data related to the lab, continually ask questions to 
participating actors, and get immediate input and feedback from 
practitioners during the process of theorization. Aligned with an 
applied ethnographic research approach, I aimed to focus my research 
on problems that were identified by key actors at Experio Lab as 
important and useful to their work (LeCompete & Schensul, 1999).  

In addition to participant observation, I also conducted 25 semi-
structured interviews within the Experio Lab setting with key actors. 
Semi-structured interviews suggest that the interviewer is guided by 
some key questions and also follows up with other questions depending 
on how the interviewees answer (Silverman, 2013). This format 
employs open-ended questions that leave the responses open to the 
discretion of the interviewee and is not bounded by particular time 
constraints (Schensul, Schensul & LeCompte, 1999). Two strengths of 
this format are its flexibility and ability to generate in-depth 
descriptions of a phenomenon (Silverman, 2013). These interviews 
allowed for deep explorations of participants’ perspectives on how the 
process of service design influenced their beliefs, behaviours, and 
context. Furthermore, I employed archival data within my 
ethnographic approach to enhance the comprehensiveness of data 
collection and improve my understanding of the results (Schensul et 
al., 1999). Archival data collected includes presentations, photos, email 
communications, Facebook group messages, newspaper articles, and 
workshop materials.  

Through ongoing analytical exchange with Experio Lab team members 
in my research, this study took on a para-ethnographic approach in 
which organizational actors become collaborators in the study (Holmes 
& Marcus, 2008). While specific to an ethnographic study, para-
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ethnography is aligned with the process of ‘theorizing with managers’ 
that aims to help bridge the theory-practice gap within academic 
literature (Nenonen et al., 2017). In this process, practitioners are 
involved as active participants helping to generate findings that are 
both academically rigorous and practically relevant. A para-
ethnographic approach recognizes that practitioners are capable of 
taking a critical view of their own cultures, especially in contexts where 
actors have some training related to ethnographic methods (Islam, 
2015) as was the case with many Experio Lab team members. While 
ongoing analytical exchange with practitioners fuelled the entire 
ethnographic study, it is important to highlight that the power 
dynamics were such that, as a researcher, I was still largely in control 
of the theorizing process as I led the writing of related papers. 

In addition, at the core of ethnographic work is not only data collection, 
but also the process of writing up the ethnography – building a written 
account of a particular aspect of cultural life within a specific 
community or group (Humphreys & Watson, 2009). Much of the 
analysis and interpretation of ethnographic field work happens in the 
process of writing ethnographic stories (Smartt Gullion, 2016). 
Humphreys and Watson (2009) suggest that these written accounts 
rest on a spectrum between minimally manipulated to highly 
manipulated, highlighting four types of ethnographic forms: the plain, 
the enhanced, the semi-fictionalized and the fictionalized. The stories 
I include in Chapter 4 and Paper 4, “Reshaping Mental Models”, are 
enhanced, in that they provide an account of real events but employ the 
presentational techniques of a novelist, including emotional responses 
and subject perspectives. I employ these techniques because it helps 
the reader better understand the situated and embodied nature of 
service design practice. 

Further information on my approach to data collection and analysis 
within this para-ethnographic study can be found in paper 4, 
“Reshaping Mental Models”. While only one of my papers explicitly 
draws on this ethnographic study, the others have been greatly 
influenced by this fieldwork. Furthermore, an additional paper that is 
not part of this thesis has leveraged some of this para-ethnographic 
work and compared insights from the Experio Lab context with that of 
another organization called Patient Innovation in Portugal (Oertzen et 
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al., working paper). While I recognize the false separation between 
theory and practice, I also see great value in empirical “talk back” 
(Schön, 1983) for shaping the formulation of knowledge. At times, this 
“back talk” felt like a whack over the head, such as in the case with the 
development of the paper on mental models. During this time, I was 
busy focusing my field research on how actors shape context, 
particularly social structures, through service design when a project 
leader at Experio Lab slipped me an image that said “design changes 
your mind” with a picture of a brain changing shape. I quickly realized 
I had been ignoring the individual and cognitive elements of changing 
social structures. It was this sort of empirical “back talk” that helped 
me to recognize one of my blind spots and offered important fuel for 
my research process. 

3.2.2 Qualitative Analysis of Service Design Methods 

Qualitative analysis involves a process of interpretation, which often 
leverages interviews, observations and documents, to find patterns 
about what is meaningful (Patton, 2004). Zooming out of the Experio 
Lab context slightly, a qualitative analysis of service design methods 
was conducted as part of Paper 3, “Making the Invisible Visible”. The 
purpose of this analysis was to understand how the use of service 
design methods might contribute to actors’ awareness of social 
structures (or what is often referred to as reflexivity). The process 
began with a pre-theoretical understanding of service design research 
and institutional theory as well as inspiration from observing the use 
of service design methods at Experio Lab.   

A database of over 150 service design methods was compiled from three 
popular books on service design methods (Curedale, 2013; Miettinen & 
Koivisto, 2009; Stickdorn & Schneider, 2011). To validate this database 
of service design methods, a survey of service designers was conducted. 
The survey was used to exclude methods that had been featured in 
these books that were not aligned with or regularly used in service 
design practice today. By reviewing the descriptions of each of these 
methods, the methods were then sorted into different practices for 
building reflexivity through abductive coding, with iteration between 
empirical material and theory on reflexivity from institutional theory 
to support the process of interpretation and categorization of both 
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(Nenonen et al., 2017). Based on these categorizations and their 
interpreted relationships, a preliminary process model for how service 
design builds reflexivity was developed.  

Next, to validate and revise these categorizations and the preliminary 
process model, semi-structured interviews (Kvale, 1996) were 
conducted with 15 service designers from six countries. The focus of the 
interviews was on how the designers employed representative service 
design methods from each of the categories. These service designers 
were asked to share stories about how these methods were used in 
practice and what resulted from the use of these methods. The 
interview process was modelled off of a previous expert interview 
validation process (e.g. Karpen et al., 2012). The integrative framework 
for how service design builds institutional reflexivity has been 
developed through abductive coding of the interview transcripts, and 
through comparisons with the database and theoretical sources of 
input. For more details on this qualitative analysis of service design 
methods, see the Methodology of Paper 3, “Making the Invisible 
Visible”. 

3.2.3 ‘Research through Design’ Experiments 

‘Research through design’ experiments were conducted to 
collaboratively explore hunches and insights from this research, as well 
as to better understand the practical implications. The ‘research 
through design’ approach was first proposed by Frayling (1993) and 
was said to include materials research and action research that 
communicates the results of contextualized design experiments. 
Frayling originally discussed this type of design research in contrast to 
‘research into design’, which offers historical and theoretical 
perspectives on design, and ‘research for design’, in which the thinking 
becomes embodied in an artefact as the end product. However, many 
of my ‘research through design’ experiments were grounded in 
theoretical perspectives on design, and some resulted in the 
development of artefacts as the key outcome, blending some of 
Frayling’s original categories of design research. 

‘Research through design’ aims to directly integrate tacit knowledge, 
rather than propositional knowledge, as well as reconnect thinking and 
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doing in how design is understood (Frayling, 1993). Much like 
‘theorizing with managers’ or para-ethnography, this way of doing 
research seeks to move away from the stereotype of the practitioner in 
academia as a receiver of knowledge and challenges the hierarchy 
between practice and research (Frayling, 1993). A ‘research through 
design’ approach is grounded in a distinctly designerly way of knowing 
that is focused on the artificial world, employs imagination and 
practicality, and leverages modeling and synthesis (Cross, 1999).  It 
acknowledges that design knowledge rests in all people, as well as in 
the processes of designing and in the materials employed to design.  

‘Research through design’ prompts a debate about what is considered 
research. It is suggested that normal works of practice are not research, 
but also that all works of design cannot be excluded from research 
(Cross, 1999). Cross suggests that to qualify as research there must be 
systemic reflection on the part of the designer and communication of 
reusable results. There has also be a critique of the ‘research through 
design’ approach, suggesting that research is not simply practicing a 
craft connected to a field of research and that the development of 
theory requires more than the tacit knowledge embodied within design 
practice (Friedman, 2008). Friedman (2008) suggests that there is a 
need to integrate explicit knowledge with ‘research through design’ to 
better build design theory, as has been done in this case. 

While many of my ‘research through design’ experiments have taken 
place within the context of Experio Lab in partnership with 
practitioners there, some experiments have been conducted with 
healthcare practitioners outside of the direct Experio Lab context, and 
others have been conducted in the context of teaching in design 
education. The focus here has been on exploring practical approaches 
to build awareness of social structures or intentionally reshape them. 
Table 7 summarizes the main ‘research through design’ experiments I 
conducted during this study, including the approaches employed, the 
different groups that participated and location as well as the number of 
participants and the date. Through this approach I involved 915 
participants in 21 different experiments over the course of my study. 
Some of the most promising approaches coming from these 
experiments can be found in Chapter 7 and further details are in the 
appendix. 
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Table 7: Summary of key ‘research through design’ experiments. 

Experimental 
Design 
Approaches(s) 
Employed 

Participating 
Group  

Location Number 
of 
Partici-
pants 

Date 

Iceberg framework, 
design diaries 

Relating Systems 
Thinking and Design 
Symposium 

Toronto, 
Canada 

40 October 
2016 

Iceberg framework, 
mental model 
mapping, fishbowl 
improv 

Service Convention 
Sweden 

Karlstad, 
Sweden 

200 Decembe
r 2016 

Iceberg framework, 
mental model 
mapping 

Service Management 
course, business 
students, Karlstad 
University 

Karlstad, 
Sweden 

15 January 
2017 

Iceberg framework, 
mental model 
mapping 

County Council of 
Sörmland 

Eskilstuna, 
Sweden 

75 January 
2017 

Iceberg framework, 
mental model 
mapping, fishbowl 
improve, tiny tests 

Radbound Reshape 
Center 

Nijmegen, 
Netherlands 

100 March 
2017 

Relational material 
mapping 

Service Science 
Factory 

Maastricht, 
Netherlands 

5 February 
to May 
2017 

Iceberg framework, 
mental model 
mapping, fishbowl 
improve 

Service Science 
Factory 

Maastricht, 
Netherlands 

12 April 
2017 

Staging aesthetic 
disruption, iceberg 
framework, measuring 
what matters 

Bachelor & master-
level design students, 
Köln International 
School of Design 
(KISD) 

Cologne, 
Germany 

10 May 2017 

Iceberg framework Leadership Health 
Innovation, Meeting, 
County Council of 
Värmland 

Karlstad, 
Sweden 

8 Septembe
r 2017 

Metaphors workshop Academics and 
practitioners, CTF-
Karlstad University 

Karlstad, 
Sweden 

22 October 
2017 

Iceberg framework, 
mental model 
mapping 

Master of Design 
program, Konstfack 
University 

Stockholm, 
Sweden 

14 October-
Novembe
r 2017 

Systemic-self matrix County Council of 
Sörmland 

Eskilstuna, 
Sweden 

50 Novembe
r 2017 

Iceberg framework, 
story unwriting, re-
crafting artefacts 

Service Design for 
Innovation 
Conference 

Karlstad, 
Sweden 

70 January 
2018 



58 

Measuring what 
matters 

Experio Lab, County 
Council of Värmland 

Karlstad, 
Sweden 

6 March 
2018 

Iceberg framework, 
mental model 
mapping, fishbowl 
improve 

Health Innovation 
School 

Nijmegen, 
Netherlands 

50 April 
2018 

Iceberg framework International 
Initiative for Mental 
Health Leadership 
Conference 

Stockholm, 
Sweden 

50 May 2018 

Institutional 
ethnography, 
institutional 
archeology 

Infection Ward, 
Karlstad Hospital 

Karlstad, 
Sweden 

3 July 2018 

Iceberg framework, 
story unwriting 

Near Care 
Conference, Swedish 
Association of Local 
Authorities and 
Regions  

Stockholm, 
Sweden 

150 October 
2018 

Iceberg framework, 
day in your life, 
staging aesthetic 
disruption 

Design for Service 
Transformation 
Course, Linköping 
University 

Linköping, 
Sweden 

4 Novembe
r 2018 

Reverse prescriptions Karlstad Hospital Karlstad, 
Sweden 

31 Decembe
r 2018 

3.3 Evaluation of Empirical Research 

In this section, I deconstruct my empirical research in relation to 
validity and generalizability to position my empirical findings for the 
reader. 

3.3.1 Validity 

While this qualitative empirical study has inevitably been influenced 
my own positioning as a researcher, I have taken measures to support 
validity, or the precision and credibility, of the findings presented. One 
central way that I have done this is by employing several forms of 
triangulation that build on each other to support a more rigorous and 
comprehensive understanding. Triangulation involves researchers 
taking different perspectives in answering research questions and can 
include methodological, data, investigator and theoretical 
triangulation (Flick, 2018). In this study I have employed all four forms 
of triangulation.  
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Methodological triangulation was employed in that I utilized multiple 
methods to understand different perspectives within specific 
approaches and between approaches. Within my para-ethnographic 
research, insights were compared from observations, informal 
conversations, interviews and archival data, with each method helping 
to illuminate and explain the other (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). 
Within the qualitative analysis of service design methods, a database 
was developed and then validated through a survey of service 
designers, which was compared with interviews of service designers, 
observations and experience from practice. Furthermore, to answer my 
research questions, there is also methodological triangulation between 
the para-ethnographic study, qualitative analysis and ‘research 
through design’ experiments, building more rigorous insights in 
relation to the research questions. 

Data triangulation refers to the combination of data from different 
sources, times, places and people (Flick, 2018). Throughout my para-
ethnographic study, I conducted observations and interviews with 
people at different locations of Experio Lab throughout Sweden 
(including Karlstad, Sundsvall, and Eskilstuna) and did so over the 
course of almost four years, often having follow-up conversations as 
different service design initiatives evolved. The data collected through 
my para-ethnographic study was also further triangulated through the 
qualitative analysis of service design methods, which involved drawing 
from general service design methods books, conducting a global survey 
of service designers for validation and completing interviews with 
fifteen service designers from six different countries. Another source of 
data was my own ‘research through design’ experiments, which were 
conducted in different countries, with different groups over the course 
of this study. 

While I was the main researcher driving this study, investigator 
triangulation was also employed in different ways throughout this 
investigation. Due to the nature of the para-ethnographic study, many 
of the organizational actors of Experio Lab also shared their 
perceptions of observations of events and provided feedback on my 
interpretations (Holmes & Marcus, 2008). To support investigator 
triangulation, I regularly presented my research and stories from the 
para-ethnographic process to Experio Lab actors throughout the study, 
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frequently getting feedback from them. Furthermore, a second 
researcher, one of my supervisors, was also involved in observations 
and interviews in the field to a more limited extend, which aids in 
combining different interpretations and perspectives in the study 
(Erickson & Stull, 1998).  

In addition, within the qualitative analysis of service design methods, 
my co-author was actively involved in the data analysis process. In this 
case, we both themed and clustered the service design methods in the 
database, comparing findings and working through differences in 
interpretation. Furthermore, while I conducted the primarily coding of 
the interviews, my codes were cross-checked, interpretations were 
discussed, and the coding was refined together.  In addition, in my 
‘research through design’ experiments, a number of the approaches 
and tools were used by collaborating researchers, and Experio Lab 
team members at other times, which enabled feedback on the 
experimental approaches from different perspectives. More generally 
in the study, the active involvement of my supervisors provided 
skeptical feedback throughout the investigation. In addition, several of 
my included articles have gone through a rigorous peer review process, 
while the others have received critical feedback from other scholars and 
practitioners through my participation in numerous conferences and 
PhD seminars, improving their robustness. 

Theoretical triangulation has also been employed which involves 
“approaching data with multiple perspectives and hypotheses in mind 
. . . Various theoretical points of view could be placed side by side to 
assess their utility and power” (Denzin, 1970/1978, p. 297 as cited in 
Flick, 2018). Because I have employed three enabling theories (systems 
theory, institutional theory, and design theory) along with the meta-
theoretical framework of service-dominant logic, my process regularly 
involved theoretical comparisons in relation to what theory offered the 
most support in understanding the phenomenon being studied. In 
many cases, I have used a combination of theories to support this 
understanding. For example, in Paper 1, “Service Ecosystem Design”, I 
have worked through the process model and core concepts from all 
three enabling theories as well as S-D logic and the resulting 
conceptualization is a reconciliation of these theories. 
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3.3.2 Generalizability 

It is important to discuss issues of generalizability within this research. 
Generalizability refers to the breadth of application of the findings, 
concepts or relationships within a particular study (Schwandt & Gates, 
2018). In qualitative research, generalizability is not often the central 
goal of research. Instead, many qualitative researchers aspire to 
“transferability” where the responsibility for gauging relevance is 
shared with the broader audience (Dahler-Larsen, 2018). In this vein, 
I align with the thinking of Flyvbjerg (2006; p. 228), who says that 
“formal generalization is overvalued as a source of scientific 
development, whereas ‘the force of example’ is underestimated.” There 
is a great deal of learning that can take place through exemplars that 
shows patterns and warnings, placing themselves amid the significant 
middle ground between particularities and formal generalization 
(Dahler-Larsen, 2018).  

This investigation is informed by several empirical explorations driven 
by different methods that enable a range of knowledge development 
from extremely contextual and situated knowledge to more 
transferable insights about service design. Figure 5 shows the different 
research approaches I applied on a spectrum of the type of knowledge 
created from context-specific to transferable. In this research, the para-
ethnographic study of Experio Lab offers a rich example of the situated 
subtleties of service design practice. Because healthcare represents an 
extreme context and critical case (Flyvbjerg, 2006) for service design, 
this exemplar can offer more transferable insights. As such, my claim 
is not that the findings of the para-ethnographic study are themselves 
generalizable, but rather that they shed light on the nuances of service 
design as a phenomenon that have previously been ignored, offering a 
powerful example for triggering a change in perspective on service 
design.  
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Figure 5: Different empirical approaches on the spectrum of knowledge created. 

However, the qualitative systematic analysis of service design methods 
does aims to develop a broader view on the use of service design 
methods across many contexts (countries, sectors, etc.). By comparing 
insights from this wider sample (through the books, survey and 
interviews), I would argue the knowledge developed is more 
transferable. On the other hand, the intention of my ‘research through 
design’ experiments are far from the development of generalizable 
insights, but rather one of understanding specific peculiarities at a 
particular time and space. My claim is not that these approaches offer 
universal, systematic procedures for accomplishing something (hence, 
my avoidance of the term method), but rather reflect the positionality 
of my own practice. As such, in choosing this method I place value on 
the highly-contextual, experiential nature of knowledge, rather than 
generalizable or transferable insights.  

That said, many of my research questions are framed toward more 
general and abstracted understandings of the assumptions, 
conceptualization and practice of service design. The way that I worked 
to develop more generalizable insights is through the combination of 
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my empirical findings with existing theory using a process of 
systematic combining (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Here I have also used 
existing literature as data which enables higher generalizability due to 
the breadth of empirical analysis undertaken in existent research and 
theoretical contributions. 

3.4 Positioning Myself in My Research 

The description of the approach to this thesis is not complete without 
also positioning myself within my research. Qualitative research is a 
distinctly situated activity that locates the researcher in the world and 
recognizes that researchers influence the world through their process 
of meaning-making (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). As such, the research 
presented in this thesis is not a neutral depiction of service design, but 
rather reflects a situated and partial perspective (Haraway, 1988).  In 
empirical research, the separation between the researcher and 
fieldwork is non-existent. As Barad (1996) suggests, in any observation, 
the researcher always makes the “cut” between what is within the scope 
of consideration and what is not. I would argue that this is also true in 
how we make sense of previous research. My local positioning and pre-
existing knowledge significantly contributes to how I form meaning in 
and about the field and interpret existing theory. As shown in Figure 6, 
the findings in this research reflect an interplay between myself as a 
researcher, my materials and interactions, and the context. 
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Figure 6: Interplay between myself as a researcher, my materials and interactions, and 
the context. 

The knowledge presented here must be situated as coming from the 
experiences of my medium-size, white, female body that has a past that 
is not irrelevant. Through this research, Experio Lab members have 
become close colleagues and friends; and I, over the years, have 
developed great admiration for them and their work. Furthermore, I, 
myself, have a background as a service designer with 10 years of 
experience in healthcare in Canada and the United States. The 
knowledge I have gained from these experiences was not left behind 
when I moved to Sweden to become a researcher. Rather, as 
encouraged through the abductive process, this research inquiry has 
become, in some way, a process of making sense of my experiences as 
a designer, and human, struggling to make change in health systems. 

Furthermore, the findings and discussions within this thesis also reflect 
the time, place, and relationships I have inhabited throughout my 
research process. In particular, I am a researcher situated within a 
business school and the possibilities and constraints of this position are 
reflected in this thesis and the related papers. I have benefited a great 
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deal from the extended understanding of service within the business 
community, as well as from ongoing relationships and collaborations 
with business scholars that have sharpened my thinking. While I have 
found a home in the multi-disciplinary field of service research, which 
is increasingly oriented toward societal issues, my research and the 
community of scholars within service research continue to reflect 
elements of the capitalist and neo-liberalist context that we are 
entangled in. 

As this is a thesis by publication, I have made compromises around 
what knowledge I bring forward in this research, how I conduct my 
research, how critical I have felt I can be, and how I position this work 
in order for it to be accepted by my scholarly peers and publication 
outlets. The peer review process has contributed to some language and 
content that would not have been otherwise integrated, such as the use 
of cognitive science in Paper 4, “Reshaping mental models”. While in 
some cases I have chosen to challenge existing assumptions, in other 
cases I have reinforced aspects of existing research that do not fully 
resonate with me personally, such as the use of the term “innovation” 
for discussing change in service ecosystems. Furthermore, at some 
points in this thesis I make general statements about my findings to 
create what can be perceived as an “academic contribution” yet, all that 
I can offer is a particular, situated perspective. 

While I have attempted to have a reflexive approach to my research 
(Alvesson, 2003), which is especially important as ideas about 
reflexivity are core to this work (Johnson & Duberley, 2003), I too only 
have a partial awareness of how existing social structures are enabling 
and constraining this work. Thankfully during this process, I have had 
strong connections with many researchers across disciplines and 
around the globe that have contributed to my thinking and with 
practitioners trying to make change in a variety of spaces. I have 
benefited from close collaborations with co-authors and practitioners 
at Experio Lab as well as the resources to attend a wide variety of 
design, service research and business-related conferences. This has 
helped me to understand some of my blind spots but addressing these 
remain a work in progress. As such, this research is an always 
unfinished product of a social process that is culturally situated, yet 
individually interpreted.  



66 

 

4.0 Empirical Basis 

"There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you." - Maya 
Angelou  

This chapter gives a glimpse into the realities of service design practice 
by sharing stories collected and constructed through my para-
ethnographic study of Experio Lab. What these stories reveal is a 
different set of realities about service design practice than what is 
typically portrayed by the dominant narratives within service design 
literature and popular discourse. To set the scene for these stories of 
struggle and triumph, it is important to position Experio Lab’s work 
within the larger landscape of the Swedish healthcare system. 

4.1 Experio Lab in the Swedish Healthcare Landscape 

The Swedish healthcare system is influence by a myriad of evolving and 
interacting forces. Cost pressures related to increasing patient 
demands and an aging population are contributing to the development 
of more business-like approaches to healthcare management. At the 
same time, technological development is supporting a wave of 
digitization in healthcare services, such as in the form of electronic 
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health records and video calls with doctors. Amid these shifts, there are 
also ongoing tensions between different healthcare professions, such 
as struggles around the relative dominance of physicians and 
subordination of nurses, and between different generations of health 
professionals, such as physicians educated 30 years ago and those 
currently coming out of medical school. There is often a push and pull 
between the treatment goals of medical staff and the managerial and 
bureaucratic goals of administrative staff. Plus, there is a growing 
emphasis on patient involvement and person-cantered care, with 
influence from patient associations, the national nurses’ association, 
the association of municipalities and a new Patient Act that came into 
legislation in 2014.  

Amid this complex, evolving, but notoriously resistant-to-change 
environment, Experio Lab’s efforts are mainly directed at enhancing 
patient involvement and person-centered care within the healthcare 
system through service design. Since Experio Lab’s inception in the 
Region of Värmland (formerly County Council) in 2013, it has grown 
into a national movement (show in Figure 7) with over 50 people 
directly employed as part of eight different labs across Sweden and 
hundreds more involved in service design projects or aligning their 
ways of working with the overall intentions of the lab. Experio Lab is 
gaining a national and international reputation for their service design 
efforts, winning various design, innovation and healthcare awards. 
While the Experio Lab narrative could be crafted into a shiny case study 
of how service design leads to the development of new services, such as 
the new digital service for youth mental health called Hurmårdu.nu 
(how are you now in English), an in-depth look at their process and 
practice of service design reveals a messier but perhaps even more 
powerful narrative. 
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Figure 7: Experio Lab movement across Sweden. 

4.2 The Embedded Nature of Service Design 

A look at Experio Lab’s service design efforts quickly reveals the 
embedded nature of the practice. The story of Lena who supported 
Experio Lab’s ECT project shows how the existing structures and 
constraints within the healthcare system create very real limitations for 
service design practice. 

Lena, a communication specialist from the local healthcare authority, was 
joining the team that delivers electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) to patients 
with serious mental health issues for a day-long service staging of the ECT 
service. The manager of the ECT unit had tried to get patients that had 
experienced ECT to join the day, but none were willing to come. Lena 
understood why no patients joined as soon as the enactment started. It felt 
like forever as they transported the ‘patient’, who was really someone from 
the design team playing the role of the patient, from one room to another. 
The ‘patient’ was exposed to all the staring eyes in the hallway. What if 
someone they knew saw them with the giant ECT unit sign stuck to the back 
of their wheelchair? The sign might as well have said “look at me, I am the 
crazy one!”, Lena thought to herself. The stigma was palpable to Lena but 
throughout the enactment, the group of doctors from the unit engaged very 
little. They were mostly talking to themselves off to the side in a language 
Lena couldn’t recognize. 
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At every step in the ECT journey each person in the group was asked to rate 
the experience of the patient. That was challenging when they didn’t have 
any input from patients who had actually been through the process. After 
the service staging with the team, Lena set out to interview patients who 
had been through the ECT treatment as a way to bring this missing 
knowledge to the group. One patient she met had been healthy his whole 
life and then ‘bam’ – all of a sudden, mental illness struck. He seemed so 
normal. “It could have been me”, Lena reflected. His perspective made 
Lena realize how different the enactment would have been if he was there. 
Lena compared how the doctors rated each step of the process to the 
perspective of the patient, seeing some major assumptions that the doctors 
had made. She realized that they couldn’t get rid of their professional 
perspectives. She worked with the design team to share back her learning 
from the interviews with the ECT unit, but despite the enthusiasm of the 
ECT manager, there was little traction to move forward with continuing the 
process to improve the ECT patient experience. 

In Lena’s story, one can see the role that stigma around mental illness 
played in limiting the involvement of patients, and thus, narrowing the 
diversity of perspectives within the service staging process. It also 
seems that cultural and language barriers influenced the engagement 
of the doctors in the process, perhaps their disengagement was enabled 
by their the professional status. Despite the efforts and intentions of 
Lena and the design team, limited movement was made within the 
clinical team to improve the patient experience. These struggles are not 
an isolated event, but rather a regular pattern in Experio Lab’s work.  
The following story shows how the embedded nature of service design 
plays in Experio Lab’s respectful meetings project (shown in Figure 8). 

The region set a goal for all healthcare meetings to be respectful, but there 
wasn’t really clarity on what that meant. Together a couple of designers, an 
artist and a public health expert, set out to explore the topic and help others 
within the healthcare system reflect on the goal of respectful meetings. 
After a lot of discussion, the team decided they would create an exhibit at 
the biggest hospital in the region. Together with a local company they 
constructed two worlds in virtual reality (VR), one that was meant to 
represent an extremely standardized healthcare environment and another 
that was meant to represent an extremely person-centred healthcare 
environment. In addition to the VR worlds, the team gathered and 
constructed related artefacts from those worlds, like chairs and 
appointment reminders.  They also built visual frameworks for exhibit 
visitors to reflect on their reactions to these worlds, the power dynamics, 
and any potential for discrimination. Plus, they gave the visitors of the 
exhibit an opportunity to write suggestions for healthcare improvements 
through what were called “reverse prescriptions”. 

Then, just two days before the exhibit was set to open, an email came down 
from a clinical lead at the region saying the exhibit would not be moving 
forward. Questions emerged about why such an exhibit would be conducted 
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in an organization that is already supposed to have respectful healthcare 
meetings for all residents every day. An email was also sent from a primary 
care doctor to the design team, asking them what qualifications they had to 
deal with such an issue in healthcare. There were concerns that the exhibit 
might be perceived as outsiders telling medical professionals how to do 
their job. But the managers overseeing the design efforts at the region 
advocated to leadership for the exhibit to proceed and eventually they 
reluctantly agreed. Many patients and hospital staff visited the exhibit. One 
physician who visited the exhibit highlighted the politics of how the exhibit 
adopted the patient perspective and not that of healthcare professionals. 
“What about the effect on service providers?” he asked. A number of rich 
discussions ensued with visitors about the effect of standardization, versus 
patient-centred care, on the patient experience. These reactions and 
discussions were then developed into a report and were shared back with 
hospital administrators and leadership. 

 

Figure 8: Respectful meetings exhibit in the regional hospital. 

The respectful meetings project story shows how intentional efforts to 
build awareness and spark conversation around issues of respect can 
be resisted by other actors. This story also reveal how the intentional 
efforts of other actors to maintain the existing ways of working when 
they feel threatened have the potential to undermine service design 
activity. Furthermore, similar to the ECT story, this example illustrates 
that actors cannot simply step away from their professional roles in 
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service design but rather that their professional roles act as a lens, 
framing their thinking and participation.  

4.3 Building Awareness of Social Structures 

Like the example of the respectful meetings exhibit, where actors tried 
to explore the differences between standardized care and person-
centred care, many service design efforts worked to bring awareness to 
the existing social structures at play within the system. The following 
example of a community project that Experio Lab supported shows this 
process of building awareness of related social structures: 

A small community in rural Sweden was struggling with issues of high 
unemployment rates and youth suicide. Greta’s public health team was 
asked to support the community’s efforts to address these issues. With the 
help of Anders, a designer, Greta facilitated a workshop with service 
providers in the area. They worked on an empathy map of their clients’ 
experience, detailing what their clients might be seeing, feeling, hearing 
and thinking. Mostly service providers wrote down very negative things 
about their clients, like that they weren’t feeling well, that others get what 
they don’t, that others think they are not good enough and that they are 
stuck here. Greta saw it as very much a picture of hopelessness that 
reinforced the culture of negativity that existed within the community. For 
Greta, it also illuminated an ‘us versus them’ dynamic between service 
providers and service users, where service providers take on more of a hero 
narrative for ‘helpless’ service users. After the workshop, it was clear that 
there was a need to gather knowledge directly from youth themselves about 
their experience living and getting services within the community. 

Anders and Greta conducted in-depth interviews with eight youth within 
the community and transcribed their discussions. Then the service 
providers they worked with were each assigned an interview to analyse. 
They were asked to identify some of the surface level issues and some of the 
underlying social pressures that were influencing what the youth were 
describing in their interviews. Following that, Greta and Anders got the 
group of service providers together to map the insights from the interviews. 
Through the mapping they could start to see the influence of the “factory 
mentality” on the community, the “good girl” norms that created gendered 
expectations, the emphasis on urbanism – where this community would 
never be as good as the cities, and the link between the identity crisis of the 
community and the identity crisis of individuals. In reading the interviews, 
some of the service providers also began to recognize problems with the 
rigidity of the services they provided. They were not flexible to meet the 
needs of their clients, but rather forced them into a box, which often created 
more problems. Together the group decided to try and work at the issues of 
community identity and flexible service provision.  

This story shows how the use of service design methods can help to 
build actors’ awareness of some of the social structures influencing the 
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systems they are in. In this case, engaging local service providers in an 
initial workshop and doing empathy maps helped the leaders, Greta 
and Anders, start to understand some of the community dynamics, 
although this activity mostly reinforced existing ways of thinking. 
However, by interviewing youth within the community, analysing those 
interviews with service providers and mapping some of the influencing 
factors, they were able to build awareness among service providers 
about some of the underlying social structures contributing to the 
issues of unemployment and youth suicide. This process of building 
actors’ awareness of existing social structures often contributed actors’ 
efforts to intentionally shift them as shown in the following example 
(depicted in Figure 9). 

Åsa was a nurse working in a local primary care unit. The unit had started 
to explore how they could radically improve the care of patients with 
chronic disease. As part of this project, Åsa went out to interview patients 
with chronic disease in their home in hopes of learning more about their 
experience. When Åsa entered into the house of her first interviewee, Eva, 
she immediately felt at home. She noticed the same framed, Lars Lerin 
painting that she had hung over the couch in her own home. Seeing the set-
up of Eva’s home, smelling the smells, feeling the furniture and hearing her 
stories made Åsa feel like Eva was more of a friend and colleague than a 
patient. The experience challenged some of Åsa’s beliefs about the role of 
healthcare in these patients’ lives. Her team acted as if healthcare was the 
solution for these patients, but in Eva’s living room that day, Åsa realized 
that healthcare was just a small part of Eva’s everyday life.  

Åsa’s experience, and the similar experiences of her colleagues in primary 
care, sparked conversations and questions about their ways of 
communicating with and involving patients during medical appointments. 
Over the course of the project, the primary care staff started seeing patients 
as partners in care. They collaborated with different patient groups to 
prototype alternative ways of interacting including developing a new 
appointment guide, a diagnosis day for patients and conversation cards. 
Some these prototypes started to be used within the clinic but the 
conversation cards were difficult to integrate. The cards were meant to help 
patients with chronic disease steer the conversation by having the patient 
select one or a couple of cards to focus on before their appointment with a 
primary care professional. However, such a shift demanded a drastic 
change in the normal ways of working within the appointment and it never 
really stuck. Still Åsa felt that some of the attitudes towards patients were 
changing within her clinic and another clinic that participated in the 
project. After the project, Åsa also saw some of her nurse colleagues move 
on to other roles where they could champion the more person-centred 
approach to care that they had been reflecting on together. 
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Figure 9: Clinical staff member interviewing a patient in their home. (photo by Doberman) 

Åsa’s story shows how building awareness of social structures can lead 
to actors’ efforts to shift them. However, these efforts are not always 
successful. Some of actors’ intentions to change social structures are 
not realized as their efforts do not seem to fit with the existing ways of 
working and culture of the clinic.  

4.4 Intentionally Shaping Social Structures 

The following story from Experio Lab’s InForCare project (shown in 
Figure 10) highlights how, despite the limitations of being embedded 
and constrained by existing social structures, actors can build an 
awareness of those structures, and intentionally work to change them. 

Carolina and Emelie, a project manager and service designer, listened 
intently to Mrs. Johansson as they walked. Mrs. Johansson told them about 
what it was like being a caregiver for her husband. She never got a break. 
Having looked after her father while he was sick, Emelie could relate to 
Mrs. Johansson’s struggles. Emelie shared a bit about her own experience 
to validate Mrs. Johansson’s feelings. But then she hesitated, thinking, “oh 
no, now I am being unprofessional again because I am sharing too much”. 
Later Carolina and Emelie planned a focus group with healthcare staff 
about their own experiences as family caregivers. When they got to the 
room where the focus group was to be held, there were two staff members 
talking at the table. “Are you family caregivers?” Emelie asked them. “I am, 
but not here”, one of them answered briskly. Emelie was immediately 
reminded of the pressure to separate work and other aspects of one’s life. 
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She wondered if it had to do with the emphasis on evidence-based medicine 
in healthcare and the importance of objectivity in traditional sciences. 
Afterwards, Carolina and Emelie discussed the influence of professional 
norms on participants’ willingness to divulge their caregiving experiences. 

Carolina, who hadn’t had an experience of caregiving like Emelie, was 
learning a lot about the busy life of caregivers. She found their struggles 
hard to hear. Their stories touched her and got her really fired up about the 
topic. She wanted to help family caregivers feel more supported. Together 
they started to envision different ways they could influence the systems of 
support. They wanted to build the economic case for supporting caregivers 
and started to meet with an economist to think about how they might 
calculate more holistically the costs and benefits of supporting caregivers. 
They dreamed about starting a caregivers’ political party for the upcoming 
election that would advocate for monthly stipends for family carers. In the 
end, the election came up too fast to make that a reality, but instead they 
launched a public campaign in the newspapers and through social media to 
help connect caregivers with support. Slowly people started to take notice 
and conversations were sparked within the community regarding the role 
of family caregivers. 

 

Figure 10: Designer walking with family caregiver in InForCare project. (Photograph by 
Felicia Nilsson) 
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Despite impediments related to the social expectations to separate 
work life and home life, Carolina and Emelia managed to work together 
to build awareness about the role of family caregivers and disrupt some 
of the taboos that were keeping these efforts hidden. However, not all 
of the Experio Lab stories about shaping social structure were focused 
on changes. Some efforts, such as those detailed in the story of the Test 
Tube Trip project below (shown in Figure 11), were also focused on 
maintaining some of the existing ways of doing things that were 
considered important. 

Everyone sat quietly around the table as the leader of the lab shook his 
head. The lab leader wanted help to address the errors they were seeing. 
The lab team explained that it was really a problem with those taking the 
tissue samples. The lab was busy enough as it was, but then they also had 
to deal with all these samples that they could not actually analyse because 
the proper procedures were not being followed. They sent memos to the 
frontline staff explaining the errors through the computer system, but 
nothing seemed to change. The project manager brought in to support the 
project insisted that they needed to work together with the other 
departments to address this shared problem. He could sense the tension in 
the room. After a great deal of reluctance, and some heated back and forth 
discussions, the lab leader agreed to a collaborative project.   

A few weeks later, a team from across departments went out to do some 
observations of tissue sampling in the emergency department. They saw 
first-hand some of the constraints that the emergency room nurses were 
working with when doing blood and tissue sampling. For example, when a 
notepad was missing in the patient room the nurse scribbled the patients’ 
blood pressure on the side of her hand as she looked at the monitor. Soon 
the team decided to develop a checklist together to formalize and share the 
proper procedures for blood and tissue sampling. Together, nurses and 
midwives started to share with each other how they took these samples, 
offering each other tips and tricks, and writing the key steps into a checklist. 
One of the team members suggested they role play using the checklist to 
better understand how it works in practice. After they refined the checklist 
through the enactment, they decided to spread their learnings through a 
train-the-trainer model, where they would each hold workshops with other 
frontline staff to go through the checklist and then those who participated 
would do the same with others. 
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Figure 11: Team of midwives and nurses create their checklist for blood and tissue 
sampling. 

This story of the Test Tube Trip shows that intentional efforts to shape 
social structures through service design can also include action to 
maintain or bolster existing social structures. While not every effort has 
such tangible results, this work to enhance the proper sampling 
procedures through the Test Tube Trip project led to a measurable 
reduction in errors in blood and sampling throughout the region in the 
months that followed. 

4.5 Altering Actors’ Own Ways of Thinking and Acting 
Stories from Experio Lab’s work show the importance of actors’ efforts 
to change their own ways of thinking and acting as part of the effort to 
reshape social structures. This can be illustrated through the story of 
Sofia who was part of Experio Lab’s First Line project (shown in Figure 
12). 

Sofia, a social worker from the local youth mental health clinic, was 
involved in a two-year-long service design project. As part of this project, 
the team held a prototyping workshop that brought together youth from 
the local school, teachers, politicians, and a variety of clinical staff. The 
room was humming with excitement as they built out their visions. One 
youth was talking about creating a new subject for mental health in school 
and another had the idea to make a system for teachers to monitor their 
students’ workload and emotions so that they could adjust their homework 
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accordingly. Around the table, the youth were eagerly prototyping their 
ideas with Lego and craft supplies. Sofia had never worked in this way 
before. As a social worker supporting youth in crisis, she was always in the 
expert role. Even when she went to the grocery store, she would sometimes 
be stopped because someone there needed her help. 

However, during the workshop, she was taking a back seat and listening to 
youth’s ideas about how they might better manage their mental health. It 
was challenging not to have the solutions for everything and to let youth 
take the lead, but in doing so, Sofia realized how resourceful the youth 
seemed. She never got the chance to appreciate that in counselling sessions. 
Seeing youth as increasingly capable, opened Sofia up for interactions with 
youth that she had not had before. She started to ask questions differently 
to youth during her counselling sessions and changed how she answered 
the phone. Instead of overwhelming youth with specific questions about 
their eating and sleeping patterns, she left their conversations more open. 
Sofia even started to advocate to her colleagues at the clinic why further 
changes in their ways of working were needed and helped to involve them 
in other service design workshops so that they could experience some of 
these things first hand. (Excerpt from Paper 4, p. 87-88) 

 

Figure 12: Staff at the First Line clinic at a design workshop with youth. (Photograph by 
Olga Sabirova Hӧjerstrӧm)  

Sofia’s story shows how her interactions with youth in the prototyping 
workshops prompted her to think differently about youth, shift her 
ways of interacting with them within the clinic and advocate for other 
colleagues to do the same. The importance of changing one’s own ways 
of thinking and acting can be also be exemplified through the story of 
Edith who participated in one of Experio Lab’s first service design 
projects, called the Patient Journey project (shown in Figure 13). 
However, this story shows how ones work to change themselves and 
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their interactions is not always aligned with the collectives that they are 
part of. 

Edith, a nurse who had been working for forty years, was one of dozens 
of healthcare providers from across the hospital that were brought 
together every Friday to re-enact the patient experience before, during 
and after treatment. On one particular day, Edith lay there strapped 
down on the stretcher playing the role of the patient. The world blurred 
by as she was rushed through the hospital corridors. She noticed the 
lights passing by overhead and started to count the dots on the ceiling. 
She felt powerless with no control over where she was being taken. The 
experience was not what she expected. She had been through this 
process thousands of times but seeing it and feeling it from this angle 
took her off guard. 

Following the role play, when Edith and her colleagues reflected on their 
own experience, she started to feel ashamed. Edith had thought she was 
pretty good at her job. She had talked a lot about “patient-centred care”, 
but now she realized that she had not fully understood the perspective 
of the patient. Provoked by her experience, Edith started to think 
differently about patient care. She said that: “afterwards it was often 
about being able to stop for half a second and ask myself if it was so 
extremely important to put on that blood pressure cuff now or should I 
let the patient breath a few minutes, show them where the toilets are, 
get a glass of water to create a positive situation, and take in the 
patient’s needs.” Unfortunately, Edith faced resistance in her new way 
of doing things from her team and eventually changed jobs to a new unit 
out of frustration. (Excerpt from Paper 4, p. 88) 

 

Figure 13: Role playing the patient journey in context.  
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From Edith’s story, you can see how the embodied process of role 
playing the patient experience in the hospital prompted her awareness 
of the social structures she was enacting during her interactions with 
patients. This led her to intentionally change some of her own ways of 
working and interacting with patients to align with a more person-
centred approach. However, despite her efforts, her new approach was 
not well aligned with that of her team and the hospital at large.  

4.6 Service Design as a Collective Endeavour 

As the story of Edith reveals, there are a multitude of other efforts going 
on in the healthcare system aside than those within service design 
projects. This includes design efforts by her colleagues and manager as 
they resisted her proposed changes. Furthermore, the following story 
of Jon shows how shaping social structures can also take place in the 
mundane day to day activities of actors in the healthcare system. 

It’s just a regular day for Jon. He stuffs his backpack in the locker in the 
hospital basement, tears off his street clothes, puts on his scrubs and 
doctor’s badge, and grabs his stethoscope on his way out. Before his rounds, 
he spends a few minutes copying and pasting information from the 
electronic health record of the patients he is about to see that morning, 
making up his own patient chart. He hates the way that the standard print-
outs structure his conversations with his patients. He gives a hearty laugh 
as he struggles to get the make-shift chart printed on the printer in the 
hallway and an administrative secretary comes out to help. As he enters 
into the first patient’s room in the infection ward, he opens the hallway 
door, carefully washes his hands with the antibacterial soap from the large 
pump and then opens the next door where Berta is stretched out half asleep 
on her bed. Jon greets her, introduces himself and struggles for a second to 
find the best place to sit, finally perching himself on Berta’s walker so he 
can be at her eye level. Jon gives Berta the status update on her condition 
and suggests to her that she might be able to go home later in the week. 
When he double checked her understanding of their conversation, he could 
tell she was having major problems with memory. But today in the infection 
ward, that was not the issue to attend to.  

After he left the appointment, he wrote up Berta’s planned discharge date 
on the magnet board in the hallway. When he did, he rewarded himself with 
a chocolate – the one that the discharge nurse had taped on the board to 
encourage doctors to set discharge dates early to enable her planning. Just 
as he finished, a counsellor came into the hallway, looking past the nurses 
to Jon to ask if it was okay if she entered into another patient’s room. Jon 
noded. After finishing up his rounds and taking a late lunch, Jon met with 
a few outpatients. One patient was struggling after getting a tick bite and 
wanted two months off work. Jon couldn’t be sure that what she was 
describing was really from the tick bite, nor that it was enough for her to be 
fully off of work. He debated with her over the time she needed off, 
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disagreeing with her proposal and suggesting that perhaps part-time might 
make more sense. Leaving the patient and her mother waiting, he went 
back to his office with his computer to complete the necessary forms for the 
social insurance agency. He couldn’t remember the password for the 
agencies system and spent fifteen minutes asking around to his colleagues 
for the password until finally he found someone who had it written down. 
Jon was stressing about the fact that his patient had been waiting so long, 
feeling the vibrations of the ticking of the clock on his scrubs. Knowing the 
agency would need the decision to sound very objective for his patient to 
get any time off, Jon choose his words carefully as he filled out the form 
and returned to the patient, apologizing for the delay. 

Jon’s story reveals how service design also shows up in the everyday 
activities of healthcare actors. For example, Jon’s initiative to make his 
own patient chart that structures his conversations with his patients 
demonstrates a subtle act of going against the institutionalized ways of 
working. Furthermore, his in-the-moment of struggle to figure out 
where to sit in the patients’ room to be at eye level shows his efforts 
work toward a more equal relationship between doctor and patient. 
That said, this story also shows that Jon is not the only one 
intentionally shaping the world around him. The discharge nurse who 
decides to leave chocolate on the whiteboard to incentivize doctors to 
set discharge dates is also working to shape these normalized ways of 
working to improve patient care. However, the story also reveals that 
their efforts are embedded within existing systems, structuring time 
frames, language used and what is focused on during appointments. 
This example demonstrates how service design is practiced by non-
designers and reveals that service design is far more pervasive than 
regularly recognized.   

4.7 Summary 

Experio Lab consists of hundreds of stories like these of people working 
from inside the systems of health and care in Sweden to increase the 
involvement of patients and family members in these systems and 
improve their experience. These stories show people become aware of 
some of the social structures influencing their lives, such as shared 
beliefs about patients or the professional norms of service providers. 
This awareness leads toward more intentional action among those 
actors involved, often to change aspects of the healthcare system, 
including their own actions. However, such processes are not easy nor 
straightforward as actors are constrained by the existing social 
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structures, such as the stigma around some health issues or 
professional norms around not talking about your own experiences. 
Still, some actors manage to change some of their own ways of working, 
like service providers changing how they interact with patients and 
influencing others to do the same. However, at other times actors end 
up feeling stuck in existing ways of working or shifting to a different 
place within the healthcare system so that they can more effectively 
make these changes. Figure 14 shows this collective effort to intentional 
reshape social structures in healthcare while being intimately 
intertwined with them.  

 

Figure 14: Shaping social structures through service design at Experio Lab. 

These stories from Experio Lab’s work offer an alternative narrative 
about the realities of service design in practice.  Rather than provide 
more shiny success stories, this para-ethnographic research offers a 
nuanced perspective on service design as an embedded practice that is 
significantly influenced by contextual factors. Furthermore, this 
ethnography highlights the prominent role that social structures play 
within the practice and hints at the processes by which actors alter their 
context. In addition, these stories help to show that service design 
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happens well beyond the confines of a particular service design project. 
This ethnography suggests that a more collective understanding of 
service design is needed that does not negate the role of individuals 
within this overall process. In the findings chapters that follow, this 
empirical basis helps to inform shifts in assumptions, the development 
of a more contextual conceptualization, and strategies for practice. By 
combining this grounded understanding of service design from Experio 
Lab with additional theoretical and empirical inputs, a more situated 
understanding of service design is developed. 
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5.0 Shifting the Assumptions about Service Design  

“Your assumptions are your windows on the world. Scrub them off every 
once in a while, or the light won't come in.” ― Isaac Asimov 

In this chapter, I highlight my findings in relation to the first research 
question (RQ1): what underlying assumptions are getting in the way of 
a more situated understanding of service design, and what alternative 
assumptions are needed? I begin by summarizing some of the 
underlying assumptions in the literature on service design in service 
research and describe six shifts in assumptions that I have contributed 
to through my research. Through this process I present a set of 
alternative assumptions that are foundational for building a more 
embedded and systemic view of service design in service research.  

Being greatly influenced by traditional perspectives in design and 
marketing disciplines, service design literature in service research has 
inherited a set of assumptions about design upon which the 
understanding of service design has been built. The understanding of 
design has been dramatically influenced by the economic structures 
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within and for which design functions (Julier, 2013). These 
assumptions tend to reflect a goods-dominant logic that recognizes 
value as embedded in tangible manufactured outputs and sees that the 
purpose of exchange is to distribute these outputs (Vargo & Lusch, 
2004). Through a process of problematization (Alvesson & Sandberg, 
2011), I work to identify and challenge the mostly implicit or weakly 
articulated assumptions, that not only underlie the position of others 
but have also influenced my own understanding of service design. As is 
often the case in problematization, the identification of underlying 
assumptions has been supported by adopting an alternative theoretical 
worldview and looking at the debates and critiques within related 
fields, such as in design literature. 

Through the process of problematization, I have identified six 
pervasive underlying assumptions about design that are getting in the 
way of a more situated understanding of service design in service 
research. These assumptions have potentially detrimental implications 
for the conceptualization and practice of service design. I argue that 
they contribute to a narrow understanding of service design that often 
lacks nuance around the situated struggles of designing in service 
systems. Table 8 summarizes these assumptions and provides evidence 
of how these assumptions play out in extant literature on service design 
in service research. In what follows, I discuss each of these underlying 
assumptions in more detail along with the alternative assumptions that 
I have contributed to through my papers. Based on the alternative 
theoretical view of the service ecosystems perspective, with input from 
systems theory, institutional theory and design theory, along with my 
empirical studies, I show how the papers in this thesis contribute to 
shifting the foundational assumptions in the literature. 
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Table 8: Underlying assumptions about design and evidence from extant literature. 

Underlying 
Assumption 

Evidence in Existing Service Design Literature Reference 

1. The value 
of design is 
its outputs. 

“objects, or pieces of "evidence", play a critical role of 
verifying either the existence or the completion of a 
service” 

Shostack, 1982, 
p. 51 

“the dimensions of a servicescape act like a package, 
similar to a product’s package” 

Bitner, 1992, p. 
67 

“in product design, modelling materials such as clay 
and wood are used to explore and solve problems in 
an iterative process of understanding, exploration 
and solution. In service design, we believe that the 
same effect can be achieved through modeling touch-
points” 

Clatworthy, 
2011, p. 26 

“the service interface materializes an exchange 
relation between providers and clients, and that the 
design of the service interface, perhaps more than 
anything else, is the design of the service itself” 

Secomandi & 
Snelders, 2011, 
p. 33 

2. Design is 
an activity 
done by a 
few. 

“process design is management’s responsibility” Shostack, 1984, 
p. 139 

“service blueprinting provides a common platform for 
everyone—customers, employees, and managers—to 
participate in the service innovation process” 

Bitner et al., 
2008, p.87 

“the findings from this study emphasize the 
importance of skilled designers for some elements 
and the need for a company-wide understanding and 
implementation of experience design for others” 

Zomerdijk & 
Voss, 2010, p. 
78 

“a multidisciplinary service design team that included 
the research team and professionals with 
competences in service marketing, service design, 
interaction design, and software engineering” 

Grenha 
Teixeira et al., 
2017, p. 245 

“a codesign approach allows selected customers to 
become members of the service design team” 

Trischler et al., 
2018a, p. 76 

3. Design is a 
cognitive 
technique. 

“a typical TRIZ problem-solving process 
comprises three stages: problem definition, 
problemresolution, and solution evaluation” 

Chai et al., 
2005, p. 50 

“design thinking, with its tools and techniques for 
enabling interpretation of users and their context . . . 
can be employed to enhance process…” 

Andreassen et 
al., 2016, p. 24 

“the practice of reframing; this can be defined as 
designers’ efforts to view a problematic situation in 
new and interesting ways” 

Karpen et al., 
2017, p. 396 

“service concept is the key driver for service design 
decisions at all planning levels” 
 

Grenha 
Teixeira et al., 
2017, p. 242 

“close collaboration between in-house professionals 
and lead users fostered novel ideas” 

Trischler et al., 
2018a, p. 85 
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4. Social 
structures are 
an externality 
of design. 

“a complex mix of environmental features influence 
internal responses and behaviours. Specifically, the 
dimensions of the physical surroundings include all of 
the objective physical factors that can be controlled 
by the firm to enhance (or constrain) employee and 
customer actions” 

Bitner, 1992, p. 
65 

“the prerequisites for the service are the end result of 
the service development process. The goal (the right 
prerequisites) is described by means of a model with 
three basic components; service concept, service 
process and service system” 

Edvardsson & 
Olsson, 1996, 
p.148 

"a new service designed with the customer in mind 
yields ideal specifications for the processes, 
participants, physical facilities and information 
systems. However, these specifications may not 
match the current service culture and may challenge 
various closely held beliefs and normative values" 

Stuart, 1998, p. 
473 

“In some services, such as retail centers, much of the 
employee-customer interaction falls outside of the 
direct control of the center owner, who can apply 
these principles only indirectly through tenants, 
franchisees, or outsourced services” 

Zomerdijk & 
Voss, 2010, p. 
77 

“the MSD [multi-level service design] method adopts 
the Maglio et al. (2009) concept of service system as a 
configuration of people, technologies, and other 
resources.” 

Patrício et al., 
2011, p. 186 

“customer knowledge that was not successfully 
captured through observations concerned, a) the 
social context in which the experience occurred and 
b) value co-creation activities outside the service 
provider’s sphere” 

Trischler et al., 
2018b, p. 814 

5. Actors are 
separate from 
the systems 
they design. 

“the service system includes the resources available to 
the process for realising the service concept.” 

Edvardsson & 
Olsson, 1996, 
p. 150 

“research into organisational conditions that enable 
service design for meaningful customer experiences is 
surprisingly limited" 

Karpen et al., 
2017, p. 384 

“designers’ ethnographic and empathic research 
provided users’ contextual and personal experiences 
while their visualization of the whole user experience 
journey across different channels or services offered a 
holistic perspective on service systems.” 

Yu & Sangiorgi, 
2018, p. 43 

6. Design is 
politically 
neutral. 

“design is transformative and betterment-oriented in 
nature” 

Karpen et al., 
2017, p. 388 

“a successfully designed service will be user-friendly 
and relevant to consumer entities, while also 
providing sustainable and competitive advantage for 
the service entities.” 

Anderson et 
al., 2017, p. 102 

“the framework outlines how co-design might be 
applied so that vulnerable consumers can become 
empowered participants during the service design 
process” 

Dietrich et al., 
2018, p. 665 

“prototyping can optimize firms’ resource and process 
configuration to facilitate users’ engagement with the 
service.” 

Yu & Sangiorgi, 
2018, p. 51 
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5.1 From Product to Process 

 

Figure 15: Underlying assumption #1 – the value of design is its outputs. 

As a result of its development within the industrial economy, design 
has historically been equated with products and seen as instrumental 
(Dilnot, 1982). While service research more generally has shifted away 
from a goods-dominant perspective in recent years (see Vargo & Lusch 
2004; 2008), this view still tends to be reflected in the conversation 
about design. The underlying assumption that design is a output was 
reinforced in foundational service design research that highlighted the 
importance of physical evidence to show the existence of a service 
(Shostack, 1982; 1984) and stressed the importance of physical 
elements of a service environment as a package for service delivery 
(Bitner, 1992). In the context of service, design has been framed as a 
means of modifying physical surroundings or touchpoints along the 
customer journey (Clatworthy, 2011; Zomerdijk & Voss, 2010).  

While some scholars view the "identification of touchpoints as an 
object of service design is a clear step away from the imposition of the 
goods-centered paradigms of the past" (Secomandi & Snelders, 2011, 



90 

p. 20), I would argue that this still reflects an emphasis on outputs 
coming from the service design process. From my perspective, the 
assumption that the value of design is in its outputs is also reflected in 
the prominent focus on designing service interfaces, which is seen as 
“the design of the service itself” (Secomandi & Snelders, 2011, p. 33).  
The emphasis on outputs has furthered a propagation of types of 
design, in which service design is recognized as distinct from product 
or graphic design, rather than offering a unified view of design. This 
emphasis on design as a physical output, informed by the industrial 
model focused on profit maximization (Vargo & Lusch, 2004), locks 
design into being something that adds value at the end of a production 
process (Heskett, 2017) and facilitates overconsumption (Papanek, 
1973).  

 

Figure 16: Alternative assumption #1 – the value of design is its process. 

Through the alternative worldview proposed by S-D logic and with 
support from institutional theory, I challenge the narrow emphasis on 
the outputs of design. Aligned with a long history of research stressing 
the importance of design as a verb as opposed to a noun (Dilnot, 1982), 
my work aims to recognize the value of the design process itself. In 
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paper 1, “Service Ecosystem Design”, we show that all design, 
regardless of the form, involves a collective process of changing the 
social structures in service ecosystems. This change in assumption 
repositions all design as a means of shaping service ecosystems and 
suggests that the physical forms created through design are simply 
physical enactments or carriers of social structures (Scott, 2014). This 
is aligned with Latour’s understanding of artefacts as complex 
assemblages (Latour, 2018) and recent discussions about social-
materiality amid the service design process (Kimbell, 2011a; Kimbell & 
Blomberg, 2017).  

The assumption that design is a social process is also reinforced in 
paper 2, “Changing the Rules of the Game”, which reframes innovation 
through service design from a novel output to a social process of 
creating, disrupting and maintaining social structures. Similarly, paper 
4, “Reshaping Mental Models”, also contributes to this shift, 
reinforcing the value of actors’ enactment of service design practices to 
contribute to innovation as a process. This opens up for a more 
processual, rather than output-focused perspective on service design, 
which encompasses traditional outputs, such as touchpoints or service 
interfaces, as inputs into a longitudinal design processes, rather than 
an end in and of themselves. 

This alternative assumption that the value of design is its process can 
be exemplified through Experio Lab’s worked with the First Line clinic 
to improve the experience of youth with mental health issues. In this 
project, a new website was created to support youth in monitoring their 
mental health and to connect them to counselling services. This app, a 
physical touchpoint, is often pointed to as the contribution of design. 
However, when interviewing actors who participated in the project, it 
became clear that much of the transformation happened in the process. 
For example, as discussed in Chapter 4 (p.76), when one of the 
councilors at the local clinic participated in co-design workshops with 
youth, she started to see youth as more resourceful and capable, which 
sparked changes in the ways that she interacted with youth at the clinic. 
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5.2 From Designers to Everyone 

 

Figure 17: Underlying assumption #2 – design is an activity done by a few. 

As highlighted by Willis (2018), our understanding of design is “over-
determined by the model of professional design as the model of all 
designing” (p. 2).  I concur with Willis’ (2019) argument that “research, 
thinking, and theorization of design that cannot or is not willing to de-
valorize “design as a service profession within the current economic 
status quo” simply contributes to the continuation of unsustainability” 
(p. 3). Early literature on service design in service research reinforces 
a firm-centric perspective, suggesting that “process design is 
management’s responsibility” (Shostack, 1984, p. 139). In this vein, 
many empirical studies focus on the activities of consultancies and 
firms when inquiring into service design (e.g. Zomerdijk & Voss, 2010; 
Yu & Sangiorgi, 2018).  In literature on service design, design is often 
portrayed as a phase of new service development within a firm 
(Edvardsson, 1997) or as the use of a particular method (e.g. Bitner et 
al., 2008). By limiting our conception of design to professional 
activities carried out by specialised firms or within corporate 
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organisations, we reinforce the sentiment that design is an exclusive 
activity. 

While some highlight that these tools provide “a common platform for 
everyone—customers, employees, and managers—to participate in the 
service innovation process” (Bitner et al., 2008, p.87), I would argue 
that it is still quite a narrow, select group of actors that are invited to 
join. While the professional design team is increasingly expanded to 
include multidisciplinary contributions (Grenha Teixeira et al., 2017), 
the range of those included in the service design process is still rather 
limited. Even when the approach of co-design is employed it simply 
“allows selected customers to become members of the service design 
team” (Trischler et al., 2018a, p. 76), maintaining a degree of 
exclusivity. This view of design as a time-limited, firm-driven activity 
reinforces a hierarchical power dynamic in service and fails to 
recognize the ongoing design activities that take place before the efforts 
of designers or managers come into play (Junginger, 2015). This 
restrictive understanding of design that emphasizes the expert 
designer over diffuse design (Manzini, 2015) limits the potential for 
coordinating large-scale design processes and ignores the agency of all 
actors to contribute to reshaping the service systems they inhabit 
(Pierri, 2017). Furthermore, such a notion reflects a coloniality of 
design as a means of controlling and disciplining perception and 
shaping of the world (Tlostanova, 2017). 
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Figure 18: Alternative assumption #2 – design is a fundamental aspect of all social life. 

Another alternative assumption that service ecosystem design 
advances is the understanding that design is an ongoing and inherent 
aspect of all social life. Within design research there has long been 
recognition through the often-cited definition of design from Simon 
(1969, p. 111) that “everyone designs who devises courses of action 
aimed at changing existing situations into preferred ones”. Amid the 
recent growing recognition that everyone designs (Manzini, 2015), it is 
recognized that the designer is not the main actor, but often takes on 
the role of an enabler (Kaya, 2010).  

While previous literature in service design frames design as an 
invitational activity, paper 1, “Service Ecosystem Design”, suggests that 
design is an ongoing, collective process done by all actors. This does 
not mean that all actors have the same level of skills in design, but 
rather that all actors intentionally shape social structures through their 
actions. Paper 5, “Staging Aesthetic Disruption”, also contributes to 
this shift. In this paper we do not speak specifically about service 
designers but rather the involvement of all actors in situations that 
might spark aesthetic disruption. Recognizing that design is an 
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ongoing part of social life expands the possibility for changing service 
ecosystems through design, beyond the confines of a particular method 
or workshop as the key catalyst for change.  

In the Region of Värmland, it is generally thought that the Experio Lab 
team, made up mostly of professional designers and managers, does 
the primary design work in the healthcare system. Perhaps this 
understanding is extended to other actors when the team hosts co-
design workshops and invites others to join. However, the example 
from Chapter 4 (p.79) detailing the everyday ways that the doctor in the 
infection ward was designing his interactions with patients shows how 
inherent design is in actors’ regular lives.   

5.3 From Cognitive to Embodied 

 

Figure 19: Underlying assumption #3 - design is a cognitive technique. 

Underlying the literature about service design in service research is the 
assumption that design is a cognitive technique. This assumption 
seems to have been influenced by conversations about design thinking 
within the public discourse and business literature. Popular 
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representations of design thinking (e.g. Brown, 2008; Martin, 2009) 
have tended to depict design as process of problem solving that 
happens within actors’ heads. This popular discourse on tools and 
techniques for design thinking has directly influenced some of the 
discourse on service design in service research (Andreassen et al., 
2016). The emphasis on mental techniques has been further reflected 
in the development of service design methods that emphasize problem-
solving (Chai et al., 2005) and to some degree those that focus more on 
influencing expert design decisions (Grenha Teixeira et al., 2017) or the 
generation of ideas (Trischler et al., 2018a).  

Even some more nuanced representations of design thinking have 
emphasized a cognitivist perspective on design (Cross, 2006; Dorst, 
2011; Kolko, 2010), highlighting framing as the core activity within the 
design process. This focus on framing has also been taken up within 
service research in discussions of service design capabilities (Karpen et 
al., 2017). However, design thinking has been increasingly criticized for 
a superficial understanding of the practice of design and for 
downplaying the role of the body (Kimbell, 2011b; Jahnke, 2012; 
Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2014; Tonkinwise, 2011).  Much of the 
literature on service design and design more generally, except in rare 
cases (e.g. Stephens and Boland, 2014), ignores actors’ bodies and their 
situated practices within the design process. In doing so, this research 
fails to recognize the triggers of change amid the service design process 
and risks perpetuating a hallow version of service design that is 
inadequate for driving meaningful change in service ecosystems. 
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Figure 20: Alternative assumption #3 - design is an embodied experience. 

Building on the growing body of work taking a pragmatist perspective 
of design practice (Dalsgaard, 2014; Rylander, 2009; Stephens & 
Boland, 2014; Buchanan, 2015; Steen, 2013), my work reflects an 
understanding that design is not simply a cognitivist process that takes 
place in the mind, but rather that design is an embodied experience. In 
Paper 5, “Staging Aesthetic Disruption”, we draw on Dewey’s (1938) 
understanding of inquiry to show that that one trigger for change in the 
design process is the experience of aesthetic disruption. It is the 
experience of an unsettling situation, taken in through one’s senses that 
destabilizes habits and enables actors to contribute to changing service 
ecosystems. We argue that overly cognitivist narratives of design risk a 
hallowing out of the sensual and bodily experiences staged through 
design methods that catalyze change.  

Furthermore, in Paper 4, “Reshaping Mental Models”, we show that 
mental models can be reshaped through the reflective and aesthetic 
practices of service design. By describing the practices of sensing 
surprise, perceiving multiples and embodying alternatives, we 
reinforce that actors’ bodily experiences when designing are 
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intertwined with, and inseparable from, actors’ cognitive processes. 
This shift is also reflected in Paper 3, “Making the Invisible Visible” 
which highlights the corporeal mode of reflexivity in addition to the 
overly dominant cognitive mode of reflexivity, which again shows the 
role of the body, the senses and emotions in catalyzing actors’ 
awareness of social structures. This shift in assumption helps us 
overcome the pervasive mind-body dualism that is propagated within 
research about design in the field of service research, the business 
discipline more generally, and in popular discourse.  

This altered assumption can be illustrated by the story of the patient 
journey project shared in Chapter 4 (p.78). In the patient journey 
project, a nurse was role playing the patient journey in the hospital, 
with all of the relevent materials, and got to viserally feel what the 
journey might be like from the patient’s perspective. These physical 
prompts through the senses, such as having breathing tubes in your 
nose or being strapped down on a stretcher, helped to elicit some of the 
changes in thinking toward person-centered care that came about 
through the project. 
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5.4 From Externality to Materiality 

 

Figure 21: Underlying assumption #4 – social structures are an externality of design. 

Within conversations about design, there is a general portrayal of social 
structures as externalities of design.  This externality is mostly reflected 
by an absence of discussion about social structures in the literature on 
service design in service research. For example, in Bitner’s (1992) 
comprehensive sketch of environmental features of the servicescape, 
there is little discussion of the role of these social structures. 
Furthermore, in Edvardsson and Olsson’s (1996) work to identify the 
prerequisites of service, the emphasis is on the service concept, service 
process, and service system while there is no mention of the important 
role of social structures in relation to these components. Scholars point 
out that with this exclusion, new service concepts focusing on the 
process, facilities and information, are often poorly matched with the 
current culture of the service system, causing major problems with 
implementation (Stuart, 1998).  

Further evidence of this omission can be found in empirical studies that 
show actor interactions as outside of the scope or control of the service 
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design process (Zomerdijk & Voss, 2010). In addition, while some 
service design literature is moving toward a focus on service systems, 
social structures are not yet recognized as important design elements 
in those systems (Patrício et al., 2011). Still, it is recognized that 
existing service design methods do not often capture the social context 
(Trischler et al., 2018c). However, in the service research discourse 
more broadly, scholars increasingly highlight the important role of 
social structures, often referred to as institutions, in guiding resource 
integration and value cocreation in service systems (Edvardsson et al., 
2011; Vargo & Lusch, 2016). By assuming social structures are external 
to the service design process, research fails to offer practitioners 
actionable insights on how to cope with and reshape these important 
social forces influencing their design process. 

 

Figure 22: Alternative assumption #4 - social structures are the materials of design. 

In my work, social structures, the entrenched, widely-shared norms, 
rules, roles and beliefs, are not portrayed as externalities of the design 
process, but rather are recognized as having a central role in the 
process of designing. This is aligned with growing recognition of the 
role of socio-materiality in the service design process in design 
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literature (Akama, 2015; Kimbell, 2011a; Kimbell & Blomberg, 2017). 
In Paper 1, “Service Ecosystem Design”, we describe a shift in what is 
considered to be the central design materials from interfaces and 
touchpoints to social structures. Through the perspective of service-
dominant logic, we argue for a more all-encompassing understanding 
of design materials, recognizing social structures as the universal 
building blocks of service ecosystems (Vargo & Lusch, 2017). This does 
not negate the important role of artefacts but encompasses them as 
physical enactments of social structures.  

This new assumption that social structures are design materials is also 
hinted at in paper 2, “Changing the Rules of the Game”, where we make 
clear that to enable innovation in healthcare, service design works to 
create, disrupt and maintain social structures through specific 
practices. In addition, in our paper “Making the Invisible Visible”, we 
suggest that service design methods can aid actors in apprehending 
these taken-for-granted social structures so that they can intentionally 
shape them. By working with others and making things visible and 
tangible, service design methods can aid actors in recognizing the 
invisible social structures that are shaping their lives and work to more 
intentionally and explicitly shape them.  

Exemplifying this shift in assumptions is Experio Lab’s Chronically 
Engaged project (p. 72) that focused on rethinking the service for 
people with chronic disease in primary care units in Karlstad and 
Eskilstuna. While many staff and patients work to prototype new ways 
of interacting, such as through the development of a new brochure or 
conversation cards.  Within this process, it was really the new roles and 
norms of patients and staff that were being explored. Through the 
contextual interviews that staff conducted in patients’ homes, they 
began to see patients more as friends and partners, shifting the very 
social structures that make up their situation.  
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5.5 From ‘Out There’ to Ourselves 

 

Figure 23: Underlying assumption #5 – actors are separate from the systems they design. 

The service design process is often portrayed as an unconstrained 
creative process where actors can think outside the box and take on the 
perspective of customers. As such, an underlying assumption within 
literature on design is that actors are separate from the systems they 
design. While there is increased recognition of the need to design for 
complex service systems (Grenha Teixeira et al., 2017; Patrício et al., 
2008; 2011), mainstream research on service design still describes 
designers, managers and other actors involved in the design process as 
somehow removed from the constraints of the contexts that they are 
designing for. This is perhaps a remnant of early conceptualizations of 
service design that discuss the service system as something that is 
simply made up of resources (Edvardsson & Olsson, 1996) and see 
service design as a phase that is removed from implementation 
(Edvardsson, 1997). 

Scholars acknowledge that research on the conditions that enable 
service design have been surprisingly limited (Karpen et al., 2017), 
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reflecting a unembedded view of actors within the design process.  
Rather it is often suggested that designers can somehow develop a 
holistic understanding of service systems (Yu & Sangiorgi, 2018), 
without direct acknowledgement of their bias and limitations. As such, 
this false dichotomy between those designing and what is being 
designed contributes to a superficial understanding of design practice 
that is not fully reflective of the struggles and possibilities experienced 
by practitioners. This portrayal of design hinders the translation of 
research insights into practice, leaving actors on the ground feeling 
stuck and uncertain of how to deal with the contextual barriers at play 
within their design context. 

 

Figure 24: Alternative assumption #5 - actors are entangled in the systems they design. 

In addition, my work forwards the assumption that actors are 
entangled in the systems they design. This research highlights an 
inhabited view of social structures (Barley, 2008; Binder, 2007; Hallett 
& Ventresca, 2006) where it is understood that social structures only 
exist because actors enact them. In paper 4, “Reshaping Mental 
Models”, we show how actors’ own mental models and associated 
routines uphold the existing structures. It is only by reshaping their 
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own mental models that actors can contribute to changing the social 
structures within their service ecosystem. This paper contributes to 
challenging the view that service design involves shaping things that 
are ‘out there’. Alternatively, it suggests that service design involves 
reshaping oneself as we are inseparable from the systems we seek to 
change.  

Furthermore, paper 5, “Making the Invisible Visible”, explicitly 
highlights that because actors are influenced by social structures, they 
need to build an awareness of these social structures in order to work 
toward actively changing them. This work reinforces that even when 
actors are working to become aware of social structures, they are 
entangled in, constrained and partially blinded by those social 
structures. By challenging the notion of ‘designing something out-
there’ and offering an understanding of design ‘from the inside-out’, 
this research more fully recognizes the constraints experienced by 
practitioners when designing and offers what I would argue is a 
humbler understanding of design that starts with actors themselves. 

This shift in assumption from ‘out there’ to ourselves can be seen in 
Experio Lab’s Test Tub Trip project discussed in Chapter 4 (p. 75). The 
project arose because there were high levels of errors in blood and 
tissue sampling. At the time the project started, there were memos 
being sent back and forth between the lab and the front-line staff, 
blaming each other for the errors that were emerging. It seemed that 
for everyone, the problems in the system were because of someone else. 
Slowly through the process of this project, ownership over the 
problems was built by all actors and actors started to see their own 
actions as part of what was creating problems in the system. As one way 
to address this, staff started teaching each other tips and tricks they use 
when taking blood and tissue samples and developed a checklist for 
themselves around how to do so effectively, consciously reshaping their 
own ways of working. 
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5.6 From Neutral to Political 

 

Figure 25: Underlying assumption #6 – design is politically neutral. 

Most studies in service research ignore the political implications of 
design furthering the underlying assumption that design is politically 
neutral, or even inherently positive for everyone. It is often assumed 
that designing for customer experiences (Andreassen et al., 2016; 
Zomerdijk & Voss, 2010) and engaging people in the design process 
(Dietrich et al., 2017) works toward the common good. Scholars have 
even developed mathematical equations for optimal service design 
(Pullman et al., 1999). The notions of optimizing the firm’s resources 
and the user’s experience through service design are echoed elsewhere 
(Yu & Sangiorgi, 2018).  In a recent review on service design, scholars 
suggested that “design is transformative and betterment-oriented in 
nature” (Karpen et al., 2017, p. 388). Furthermore, because of its ability 
to support user-friendly services and sustainable advantages for 
organizations, service design has been directly linked to the uplifting 
goals of transformative service research (Anderson et al., 2017). 

http://www.emeraldinsight.com/author/Dietrich%2C+Timo
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Service research increasingly acknowledges that existing social 
structures influence actors’ interactions and behaviors (Edvardsson et 
al., 2014) and that there is a dark side of actors’ agency as they can 
influence service systems for their own benefit and others’ detriment 
(Mele et al., 2018). However, there has to-date not been adequate 
recognition of the implications of this within the service design process. 
Alternatively, within the design discipline, there has been an ongoing, 
albeit somewhat peripheral, discussion about the politics of design for 
several decades (e.g. Ehn & Badham, 2002; Heskett, 2017; Nygaard, 
1979; Papanek, 1973). There is increasing acknowledgement that 
design activities are infused in the social and economic structures 
within which design functions (Julier, 2013), that design may be a 
means of furthering neo-liberalism (Kimbell & Bailey, 2017), and that 
design carries with it legacies of colonization (Tunstall, 2013). 
However, this critical look at the social structures being reproduced 
through design and the power dynamics at play have not received any 
attention within the literature on service design in service research. By 
assuming design is politically neutral or inherently positive, service 
research risks forwarding a version of service design that is removed 
from all forms of political and ethnical contemplation, increasing the 
potential to do great harm through service design. 
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Figure 26: Alternative assumption #6 - design is inherently political. 

While literature on design in service research and business more 
generally is almost entirely silent on the political aspects of design, my 
research highlights an alternative assumption that design is inherently 
political. This is aligned with a long history of work in design theory 
recognizing the political implications of design (Nygaard, 1979; 
Papanek, 1973) and more recent work that highlights design’s colonial 
undertones (Escobar, 2018; Tunstall, 2013; Tlostanova, 2017). By 
proposing the understanding that design is enabled and constrained by 
existing social structures in Paper 1, “Service Ecosystem Design”, this 
view on service design recognizes the political dimension of both 
reproducing and reshaping existing social structures. This view 
recognizes that social structures have an intrinsic relationship with 
power that is bi-direction as social structures guide the possibilities of 
actors and actors can also affect social structures to influence political 
opportunities (Lawrence, 2008). Furthermore, the research agenda in 
Paper 1 highlights the political understanding of service design as a 
fruitful and critical area for further study based on the inherent 
connection between social structures and power in service ecosystems.  
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Furthermore, our paper “Making the invisible visible” starts to unpack 
the political implications of service design methods by showing that 
while methods can help to illuminate taken for granted social 
structures, they are also reflective of the social structures of a particular 
culture. This paper highlights the inherent power dynamics in the use 
of methods. Chief among them are the reproduction of potentially 
problematic social structures through the use of methods, and the 
politics of reshaping social structures toward the preferred future of 
particular actors.  

The political nature of service design is illuminated by the Respectful 
Meetings project discussed in Chapter 4 (p. 69). Here, efforts to unpack 
and reflect on the different approaches to patient care through an 
exhibit in the hospital sparked considerable push back from clinicians 
and healthcare management. This shows how service design is not 
something that is neutral or necessarily beneficial for all but has major 
implications on the distribution of power within the system. 
Furthermore, the questions from one physician at the exhibit around 
how the exhibit focused on the patient-perspective while downplaying 
the perspective of healthcare staff shows how service design methods 
have a political orientation ‘baked into them’. 

5.7 Summary of Shifts in Assumptions 

Table 9 summarizes the underlying assumptions within the literature 
and the alternative assumptions that I contribute to establishing 
through my papers. To build a more situated understanding of service 
design in service research, I argue that there is a need for the following 
shift in assumptions: 1) from product to process, 2) from designers to 
everyone, 3) from cognitive to embodied, 4) from externality to 
materiality, 5) from ‘out there’ to ourselves, and 6) neutral to political. 
Table 9 also highlights which of my papers contribute to these shifts 
and the theoretical underpinning of these alternative assumptions. 
While I show that my papers make important contributions to shifting 
these assumptions in service research, they are simply one part of a 
larger transformation, albeit not always mainstream, that is happening 
across disciplines in this direction. The six alternative assumptions 
about design presented here lay the ground work for the development 



109 

of a more embedded and systemic conceptualization of service design 
that I will outline in the following chapter. 

Table 9: Contributions to the shifting assumptions about service design. 

# Shift Underlying 
Assumption 

Alternative 
Assumption 

Contributing 
Papers 

Theoretical 
Underpinning 

1 From 
product to 
process 

The value of 
design is its 
outputs. 

The value of 
design is its 
process. 

Paper 1 - Service 
Ecosystem Design, 
Paper 3 – 
Changing the 
Rules of the 
Game, Paper 4 - 
Reshaping Mental 
Models 

Service-
dominant logic 
Institutional 
theory 
 

2 From 
designers 
to 
everyone 

Design is an 
activity done 
by a few. 

Design is a 
fundamental 
aspect of all 
social life. 

Paper 1 - Service 
Ecosystem Design, 
Paper 5 - Staging 
Aesthetic 
Disruption 

Design theory 
Service-
dominant logic 

3 From 
cognitive 
to 
embodied 

Design is a 
cognitive 
technique. 

Design is an 
embodied 
experience. 

Paper 5 - Staging 
Aesthetic 
Disruption, Paper 
4 - Reshaping 
Mental Models, 
Paper 3 – Making 
the Invisible 
Visible 

Design theory 
Institutional 
theory 

4 From 
externality 
to 
materiality 

Social 
structures are 
an externality 
of design. 

Social 
structures are 
the material 
of design. 

Paper 1 - Service 
Ecosystem Design, 
Paper 2 – 
Changing the 
Rules of the 
Game, Paper 3 - 
Making the 
Invisible Visible 

Institutional 
theory 
Design theory 

5 From ‘out 
there’ to 
ourselves 

Actors are 
separate from 
the systems 
they design. 

Actors are 
entangled in 
the systems 
they design. 

Paper 4 - 
Reshaping Mental 
Models, Paper 5 – 
Making the 
Invisible Visible 

Institutional 
theory 
Systems theory 
 

6 From 
neutral to 
political 

Design is 
politically 
neutral. 

Design is 
inherently 
political. 

Paper 1 - Service 
Ecosystem Design, 
Paper 3 – Making 
the Invisible 
Visible 

Institutional 
theory 
Design theory 
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6.0 Conceptualizing Service Ecosystem Design 

“Design, in this sense, does not transform the world. Rather it is part of the 
world’s transforming itself.” – Caroline Gatt & Tim Ingold 

This chapter explores the second research question (RQ2): what are the 
existing conceptualizations of service design, and how can a more 
contextual conceptualization be developed? It begins with a summary 
of the evolving understanding of service design in service research. 
Then then I contribute to advancing this discussion by detailing the 
building blocks of an extended conceptualization of service design that 
I term “service ecosystem design”. This chapter builds substantially on 
the work of Paper 1, “Service Ecosystem Design”, and is supplemented 
with insights from my other papers. 

6.1 Evolution in the Understanding of Service Design 

Over the last 35 years, new understandings of service design have 
emerged that challenge and extend the dominant narrative of service 
design in service research described in Chapter 2. To position my 
contributions in this maturing area of research, I describe the evolving 
understanding of service design by delineating between three horizons 



111 

of service design: 1) the prevailing view – design of services; 2) the 
transitional view – design for service; and 3) the alternative view – 
service ecosystem design.  

The three horizons framework developed here is adapted from research 
on systems transformation from the field of futures studies (Curry & 
Hodgson, 2008; Sharpe et al., 2016). It also builds on Kimbell’s (2011a) 
research which differentiates between the “design of services” and the 
“design for service” conceptualizations of service design. As shown in 
Figure 27, the design of services horizon emerged first and has been 
historically dominant, but it has since fallen out of fit with the evolving 
understanding of design and service within the literature. That said, 
there continues to be some aspects of this understanding that remain 
relevant. The transitional view, design for service, has come about over 
the last decade, reflecting an updated understanding of design and 
service. This transitional view offers a bridge between the design of 
services and service ecosystem design, integrating some aspects of 
each. I argue that the extended view of service ecosystem design, which 
I develop in this thesis, has been growing in fit over time as the 
understanding of design and service within a systemic context 
continues to evolve. 
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Figure 27: The three horizons of service design. 

Over the last several decades our understanding of service design has 
evolved from the design of services to design for service through the 
increased integration of service-dominant logic (Kimbell, 2011a; 
Wetter-Edman et al., 2014). As such, the focus of service design has 
shifted from expert designers and managers, who design new service 
offerings by shaping interfaces and touchpoints, to a co-design process 
with service providers and service users that aims to create the 
conditions for value-in-use. In recent years, service-dominant logic (S-
D logic) has continued its development toward an emphasis on service 
ecosystems as the context for value cocreation (Lusch & Vargo, 2014; 
Vargo & Lusch, 2016; 2017). Despite some promising advancements 
recognizing the increased complexity of the service context (e.g. 
Patrício et al., 2011; Sangiorgi et al., 2017), a service ecosystems 
perspective has not yet been fully reflected in the understanding service 
design. As such, my contributions within this thesis are to advance an 
alternative horizon of service design, termed service ecosystem design. 
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6.1.1 The Prevailing View: Design of Services 

As described in chapter 2, the prevailing view of service design, labeled 
design of services, first emerged within the literature through 
Shostack’s foundational article on service blueprints (1982). In this 
view, service design is focused on the development of services as a 
category of intangible market offerings (Edvardsson et al., 2005). This 
traditional view has applied a goods-dominant logic to service design, 
appropriating models from manufacturing and product development, 
and applying them to the development of services (Edvardsson & 
Olsson, 1996). Within this first horizon, service design is focused on 
crafting service offerings to improve the customer experience (Patrício 
et al., 2011; Zomerdijk & Voss, 2010). In this view, service design is seen 
as a means of shaping the physical environment in which services are 
delivered (Bitner, 1992) or the touchpoints users interact with 
(Clatworthy, 2011). In the design of services view, the firm is the key 
actor who is responsible for designing services that improve the user 
experience (Shostack, 1984; Andreassen et al., 2016). Furthermore, the 
design of services tends to be carried out through an expert driven 
approach where managers or designers take on the lead role 
interpreting the needs of customers (Sanders & Stappers, 2008). 

6.1.2 The Transitional View: Design for Service 

In contrast to the design of services horizon, a transitional horizon of 
service design has emerged in the last decade, which has been labeled 
design for service. This perspective is mainly reflected in design 
literature with some hints in existing service research. This shift in 
horizon relates to an increased integration of service-dominant logic 
(e.g. Morelli & Götzen, 2016; Wetter-Edman, 2009; 2014; Wetter-
Edman et al., 2014). The design for service view recognizes service as 
the fundamental unit of exchange (Meroni & Sangiorgi, 2011). Design 
for service is distinct from the design of services horizon in that design 
for service does not see service as an end-product to be designed but 
focuses instead on creating the conditions for value cocreation 
(Kimbell, 2011a; Meroni & Sangiorgi, 2011). This process happens by 
actors reconfiguring socio-material configurations to create a platform 
or proposals to support the actions of related actors over time (Kimbell, 
2011a; Sangiorgi et al., 2017). Furthermore, it is recognized within this 
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view that design is an iterative process that includes designing in use 
(Akama & Prendiville, 2013). In the design for service view, service 
design is done through co-design – a partnership between designers, 
service providers and service users throughout the design process 
(Sanders & Stappers, 2008; Steen, 2013; Steen et al., 2011). While the 
importance of context is noted, the focus of the service design process 
is on the experience of users and the value users obtain when using a 
service (Wetter-Edman et al., 2014). I label this the transitional horizon 
because it reflects only a partial application of service-dominant logic, 
based on early developments (e.g. Vargo & Lusch, 2004; 2008), and 
there has continued to be a need for a more contextual and systemic 
understanding of service design (Akama & Prendiville, 2013; Meroni & 
Sangiorgi, 2011). 

6.1.3 The Alternative View: Service Ecosystem Design 

I argue that the understanding of service design is evolving toward a 
more dynamic and holistic understanding, called service ecosystem 
design, which I contribute to and further develop in this thesis. In this 
horizon, there is emphasis on value-in-context, which acknowledges 
that value is cocreated by multiple actors (Lusch & Vargo, 2014) and 
that value determination is guided by the social structures influencing 
actors (Siltaloppi et al., 2016; Vargo & Lusch, 2016). The key purpose 
of service design in this view is facilitating the emergence of cocreated 
value-in-context (Paper 1). Here, social structures – the shared rules, 
norms, roles and beliefs – and their physical enactments, are the 
central design materials (Paper 1, 2 & 3). The key processes of service 
ecosystem design involve an embedded, ongoing feedback loop of 
reflexivity and reformation (Paper 1, 2 & 3). In service ecosystem 
design, certain actors are not prioritized, but rather all actors are 
critical to the process of collective designing (Paper 1; Paper 5). 
Collective designing is distinct from co-design, or how it is normally 
described in service research, in that it is not about inviting diverse 
actors into carefully orchestrated workshops or join specific design 
teams (e.g. Trischler et al., 2018a), but rather acknowledging that all 
actors are already participating in a continuous process of 
reconfiguring invisible social structures (Akama, 2015).  This work 
builds on recent research on service systems design that focuses on 
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reconfiguring networks to enable both firms and users to reach their 
goals with balanced centricity (Patrício et al., 2018b). This research 
advances the thinking about the complexity of service contexts by 
integrating knowledge of service ecosystem dynamics into the 
understanding of the process of service design itself. 

6.1.4 Overview of Changes in the Conceptualization 

To unpack this shifting understanding, I identify the conceptual 
building blocks of service design according to each view, loosely 
inspired by Whetten’s (1989) work on identifying contributions to 
theory development. Whetten suggests that underlying each theory is 
an explanation (why), a description about the factors considered as 
part of the phenomenon (what), their relationships (how), and 
boundary conditions (who, when and where). To understand the 
changing conceptualization of service design I focus on four building 
blocks: purpose (why), design materials (what), processes (how) and 
actor involvement (who). Table 10 highlights the different 
understandings of the four conceptual building blocks of service design 
across the three views of service design.  

In particular, the table highlights that the purpose shifts from 
developing new service offerings in order to improve the customer 
experience, to facilitating the emergence of value-in-context. The 
design materials shift from touchpoints and interfaces to social 
structures and their physical enactments. The processes shift from a 
phase in the new service development process to an embedded 
feedback loop of reflexivity and reformation. Actor involvement shifts 
from an expert-driven approach led by managers and designers to 
collective designing by all actors. In the section that follows, I describe 
each of the conceptual building blocks of service ecosystem design in 
more detail (further information can also be found in Paper 1). 
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Table 10: The changing conceptual building blocks of service design. 

Conceptual 
Building 
Blocks of 
Service 
Design 

Prevailing View 
– Design of 
Services 

Transitional 
View - Design 
for Service 

Alternative 
View - Service 
Ecosystem 
Design 

Purpose Develop new 
service offerings to 
improve the 
customer 
experience 

Create the 
conditions for 
novel forms of 
value cocreation 

Facilitate the 
emergence of 
value-in-context 

Design 
materials  

Touchpoints and 
interfaces 

Socio-material 
configurations 

Social structures 
and their 
physical 
enactments 

Processes  A phase in new 
service 
development 

Iterative process 
including 
designing in use 

Embedded 
feedback loop of 
reflexivity and 
reformation 

Actor 
involvement  

Expert-driven 
approach led by 
managers and 
designers 

Co-design with 
staff and service 
users 

Collective 
designing by all 
actors 

Representative 
references 

Shostack 1982; 
1984 
Edvardsson & 
Olsson, 1996 
Edvardsson, 1997 
Clatworthy, 2011 
Secomandi & 
Snelders, 2011 

Meroni & 
Sangiorgi, 2011 
Kimbell, 2011 
Akama & 
Prendiville, 2013 
Wetter-Edman et 
al., 2014 

Papers 1- 5 in 
this thesis 

6.2 Conceptual Building Blocks of Service Ecosystem Design 

Through the empirical and conceptual work related to my papers, I 
develop an alternative view of service design that I term service 
ecosystem design – the intentional, collective shaping of social 
structures and their physical enactments to facilitate the emergence of 
value-in-context (Paper 1). The conceptualization of service ecosystem 
design can be better understood by unpacking each of its conceptual 
building blocks (why, what, how, & who). 

6.2.1 Facilitating the Emergence of Value-in-Context 

As highlighted above, the purpose of service ecosystem design is to 
facilitate the emergence of value-in-context. From the service 
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ecosystems perspective of S-D logic, the underlying purpose of 
exchange is value cocreation (Lusch & Vargo, 2014). Within this 
perspective, value can be understood as a change in the viability or 
wellbeing of an actor and the service ecosystem (Vargo et al., 2008; 
Lusch and Vargo, 2018). In particular, the service ecosystems 
perspective stresses a systemic understanding of value creation and 
highlights the importance of the context through which value-in-use is 
created and determined (Akaka et al., 2013; Chandler & Vargo, 2011; 
Vargo et al., 2008). Here the focus is on value-in-context, which 
suggests that “value is not only always co-created; it is contingent on 
the integration of other resources and actors” (Lusch & Vargo, 2014, p. 
23). Value is cocreated in the sense that changes in viability only 
happen through the integration of resources among multiple actors 
(Vargo et al., 2017). Value is never created through the efforts of one 
individual actor, but rather depends on a variety of resources accessed 
through exchange (Vargo & Lusch, 2004).  

This perspective further suggests that value is phenomenologically 
determined by each actor within their social and cultural context 
(Akaka et al., 2015; Chandler & Vargo, 2011; Edvardsson et al., 2011; 
Vargo & Lusch, 2008). This means that value can be perceived 
differently by diverse actors in different contexts (Vargo et al., 2017). 
In particular, this view highlights that value determination is guided by 
the social structures within a particular context (Siltaloppi et al., 2016; 
Vargo & Lusch, 2016). These social structures frame the understanding 
and evaluation of resources in exchange (Koskela-Huotari & Vargo, 
2016; Lusch & Vargo, 2014). Furthermore, it is important to highlight 
that value is an emergent property (Vargo et al., 2017) that can only 
come into existence through ever-unfolding uncertainty within the 
evolving dynamics of a service ecosystem. Value comes into view 
through the interaction between the complexity and self-organization 
of a multitude of actors, resources and social structures in service 
ecosystems (Vargo & Lusch, 2017). As such, in service ecosystem design 
actors can only facilitate the emergence of value-in-context, but never 
fully control the outcomes. 
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6.2.2 Social Structures as Design Materials 

In service ecosystem design, social structures and their physical 
enactments are understood as the central design materials. At its 
essence, service ecosystem design involves embedded actors reshaping 
their context in order to enable necessary and desired forms of 
exchange. Central to the understanding of context within a service 
ecosystems perspective are social structures. Social structures can be 
simply understood as the rules of the game in society (North, 1990). 
They are rationalized myths about what is considered appropriate 
conduct within given situations (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Recognizing 
social structures as the central materials of service ecosystem design 
necessitates a more in-depth understanding of the materiality of social 
structures. When employing anything as a design material, it is helpful 
to understand its properties – or its characteristics and behaviours in 
various conditions – based on the structure of the material. Social 
structures are complex design materials that have several tensions 
inherent in their properties. Below, I briefly outline five tensions in the 
properties of social structures: in/visible, dis/abling, in/forming, 
un/shared, and un/inhabited. A slash is used to highlight that each of 
these tensions reflect the simultaneous presence of opposing 
characteristics. For example, “in/visible” is intended to capture both 
the visible and invisible nature of social structures. 

6.2.2.1 In/visible 

Social structures are institutionalized in that they are widely-accepted, 
repetitive social behaviours (Greenwood et al., 2008). They are taken 
for granted, and alternatives become unthinkable (Meyer & Rowan, 
1977; Zucker, 1983). Social structures are to a large degree invisible, in 
that they reflect regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive elements 
(Scott, 2014). However, these elements are also, by necessity, 
physically enacted and instantiated through symbols, artefacts, 
activities and interactions, making them partially visible to actors 
(Raviola & Norbäck, 2013; Scott, 2014). In this way, seeing social 
structures as design materials does not negate the role of physical 
artefacts, but rather sees artefacts less as objects and more as “complex 
assemblies of contradictory issues” (Latour, 2018: p. 20) or what I refer 
to as physical enactments of intertwined social structures. The invisible 
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aspects of institutionalized social structures depend on physical 
carriers to exist (Scott, 2014) and these physical enactments are 
inseparable from the invisible aspects. Figure 28 uses an iceberg 
metaphor to capture the intertwined invisible and visible dimensions 
of social structures as design materials. 

 

Figure 28: The in/visible nature of social structures. 

6.2.2.2 Dis/abling 

Social structures are dis/abling in that by their nature they both enable 
and constrain actors. By creating patterns of socially acceptable ways 
of behaving, social structures provide consistency and meaning for 
actors’ interactions (Scott, 2014). By giving meaning to exchange and 
establishing a social order for actors (Greenwood et al. 2008), social 
structures enable collaboration and guide how actors cocreate and 
determine value (Vargo & Lusch, 2016). As such, it is argued that 
institutionalized social structures are the ‘building blocks’ for society 
(Ostrom, 2005). However, at the same time, social structures can 
constrain actors by biasing their attention toward the status quo, even 
if social structures are inaccurate within a given environment (Bettis & 
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Prahalad 1995; Leonard‐Barton, 1992). Furthermore, social structures 
involve typifications that identify categories of actors and their 
appropriate activities (Berger & Luckmann, 1967). In this way, social 
structures guide what is considered “normal”, giving advantages to 
those actors that comply and discriminating against those that do not 
(Bromseth & Sörensdotter, 2014). As such, social structures can be 
seen as disabling for actors both in how they live their lives and in the 
process of innovation. 

6.2.2.3 In/forming 

Another tension in the properties of social structures is that they are 
simultaneously informing actors thoughts and actions while being 
formed by actors. Social structures create a pressure on actors to 
conform to existing ways of acting (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Tolbert 
& Zucker, 1983). However, there is also increasing acknowledgement 
that actors influence social structures through actions that are both 
highly dramatic as well as the mundane aspects of everyday 
adjustments (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). As such, there is a recursive 
relationship between actors and social structures as social structures 
offer templates for actors’ actions, and actors’ actions affect those 
templates (Lawrence et al., 2009). In recognizing social structures as 
design materials, we must not ignore the effects of social structures on 
actors while they are shaping them. 

6.2.2.4 Un/shared 

By their very definition, social structures are patterns shared and 
constructed by multiple actors (Berger & Luckmann, 1967). They are 
common understandings of what is appropriate and meaningful 
behaviour with widespread social impact (Zucker, 1983; Meyer & 
Rowan, 1977). However, just because they are shared, does not mean 
they are universal. Actors experiencing pressure from the same social 
structures may respond differently (Scott, 1983). Literature on 
institutional logics also highlights that different types of systems, such 
as the market and the family, uphold different social structures 
(Friedland & Alford, 1991; Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). Furthermore, 
actors around the globe may be influenced by different cultures with 
different understandings around what is appropriate (Lincoln & 
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McBride, 1987). As such, there can be tensions and conflicts between 
the social structures influencing actors (Seo & Creed, 2002). 

6.2.2.5 Un/inhabited 

On one hand, social structures are perceived by actors as uninhabited 
in that they are external to actors and considered objective truths 
(Meyer and Rowan, 1977). They are often understood as ‘the 
environments’ to which actors respond (Zucker, 1987). In this way, 
social structures are enduring and resistant to change as they are seen 
as inevitably self-reproducing (Greenwood et al., 2008). However, it is 
recognized that social structures are not something ‘out there’, but 
rather subjectively formed by actors as they construct reality (Scott, 
2014). In this way, social structures are populated, or inhabited, by 
actors doing things together (Hallett & Ventresca, 2006). As actors 
enact social structures, or social structures are diffused, they are 
reinterpreted and reformulated during the process of enactment by 
actors (Czarniawska, 2008). In this way, while social structures create 
stability, they are also ever-changing through the ongoing interactions 
of actors. 

6.2.3 Embedded Feedback Loop of Reflexivity and Reformation 

The processes of service ecosystem design happen through an 
embedded feedback loop of reflexivity and reformation. To put these 
design processes in context, I first describe the more pervasive non-
design feedback loop that they are embedded within. Figure 29 shows 
the difference between non-design and design. Non-design involves a 
feedback loop where reproduction, a process whereby actors 
unintentionally enact existing social structures, leads to reinforcement, 
a process whereby social structures inadvertently influence actors. 
Without any awareness of actors, this non-design feedback loop 
continues with reinforcement leading to reproduction, creating 
stability and upholding the status quo in service ecosystems. However, 
the design feedback loop occurs in service ecosystem design, first 
through reflexivity, defined as actors’ awareness of the multiplicity of 
social structures internalized by themselves and others, which then 
leads to reformation, defined as a process of intentionally shaping 
social structures toward preferred value cocreation configurations. 
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Here, reformation can lead again to reflexivity or this can over time 
lead to actor’s reproduction of alternative social structures.   

 

Figure 29: Non-design verses design in service ecosystems. 

Furthermore, these two feedback loops of design and non-design are 
happening simultaneously, where non-design processes are 
influencing design processes and vice versa. Social structures are 
always influencing the thoughts and actions of actors (Scott, 2014). 
Fundamental to the conceptualization of service ecosystem design is an 
understanding that actors are embedded in and being influenced by 
existing social structures through the process of reinforcement. These 
underlying structures of the service ecosystem drive the behavior of 
actors (Meadows, 2008). While mostly invisible to actors, this process 
is deeply reliant on the “thinging of things” (Willis, 2006), or how 
artefacts influence human thoughts and activities (Fry, 2012). As such, 
the conceptualization of service ecosystem design recognizes that 
design is fundamentally an embedded activity. The embedded nature 
of design is demonstrated in the story of Experio Lab’s ECT project (p. 
68). Even while the team was working to build awareness about the 
patient experience, doctors were reproducing their dominant status by 
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talking amongst themselves, and the stigma of the patient was 
reinforced through the sign on the back of the wheel chair.  

Acknowledging the importance of the processes of reflexivity and 
reformation in service ecosystem design, a closer look at this design 
feedback loop is needed. Figure 30 zooms into this design feedback 
loop to show that reflexivity is actually a process of making the invisible 
visible and reformation involves a process of using the visible to shape 
the invisible. 

 

Figure 30: Process model for service ecosystem design. 

6.2.3.1 Reflexivity 

Fundamental to service ecosystem design is reflexivity, an awareness 
of the multiplicity of institutions internalized by themselves and others. 
While social structures are often taken for granted, actors can become 
sensitive to, and partially apprehend, social structures (Suddaby et al., 
2016). Reflexivity allows actors to critique their social context and 
understand that it is possible to change it (Voronov & Yorks, 2015). 
Paper 3, “Making the Invisible Visible” highlights that reflexivity is 
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made up of three core processes: revealing hidden structures, noticing 
structural conflict, and appreciating structural malleability. These core 
processes of reflexivity are shown in Figure 31. Revealing hidden 
structures is a process of bringing into consciousness social structures 
that would otherwise remain tacit or taken-for-granted. Noticing 
structural conflict is a process of perceiving multiple social structures 
as overlapping and offering contradictory prescriptions for action. 
Appreciating structural malleability involves a process of seeing social 
structures as impermanent and susceptible to change.  

 

Figure 31: The core processes of reflexivity. 

These core processes of reflexivity can be seen in Åsa’s story from 
Experio Lab’s chronically engaged project (p. 72). By going out into 
patients’ homes to do contextual interviews, the nurse started to 
appreciate the everyday lives of patients with chronic disease that she 
was not previously aware of (revealing hidden structures). She then 
started to realize that there was a tension between the patients’ 
experience and her clinical team’s belief that healthcare is the solution 
(noticing structural conflict). By working with her colleagues and 
patients within the clinic to prototype new ways of working, she started 
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to recognize that some of these structures could be change 
(appreciating structural malleability). 

Paper 3, “Making the Invisible Visible, also illuminated six 
interconnected modes of reflexivity: temporal, material, corporeal, 
relational, cultural, and cognitive. Each of these modes of reflexivity 
offer different catalysts for building actors’ awareness of social 
structures as shown in Figure 32. Temporal reflexivity is actors’ 
perception of social structures through an experience of duration 
between events. Material reflexivity involves actors’ discernment of 
social structures through engagement with visual and physical 
artefacts. Corporeal reflexivity involves actors’ apprehension of social 
structures through their bodily experiences and emotions. Relational 
reflexivity involves actors’ appreciation of social structures through 
interactions between actors. Cultural reflexivity involves actors’ 
interpretation of social structures through the customs and social 
behaviors of a particular group of actors. Cognitive reflexivity involves 
comprehension of social structures through actors’ reflections on their 
inner thoughts. 

 

Figure 32: The six modes of reflexivity. 
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In particular, Paper 5, “Staging Aesthetic Disruption”, dives further 
into understanding corporeal reflexivity. In doing so, it highlights 
aesthetic disruption, a sensory experience that challenges actors’ 
existing assumptions, as a key catalyst for building reflexivity. Here 
actors experience an unsettling situation that destabilizes their 
habitual action, helping them become more aware of existing social 
structures. In addition, Paper 4, “Reshaping Mental Models”, shows 
the links from the corporeal and relational modes of reflexivity to the 
cognitive mode of reflexivity. This paper shows how embodied and 
relational activities can help actors to recognize their own mental 
models, which are closely linked with existing social structures, and 
understand that they can alter their mental models.  

In the Experio Lab stories we can see examples of the different modes 
of reflexivity. In particular, in the story of Experio Lab’s project with a 
small community struggling with suicide and unemployment, 
discussed in Chapter 4 (p. 71), shows the relational mode of reflexivity 
at play. Here when service providers analyzed the interviews of youth 
in the community, it helped to build a greater awareness of some of the 
underlying patterns of identity and service rigidity that are 
contributing to some of the larger issues that the community is facing. 

6.2.3.2 Reformation 

With partial awareness of the social structures influencing them, actors 
can contribute to intentionally shaping social structures toward 
preferred value cocreation configurations. As illustrated in Figure 33, 
reformation is a process of institutional work, which involves actors 
purposefully creating, disrupting and maintaining social structures 
(Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). While intentionally creating and 
disrupting social structures is critical to altering service ecosystems 
toward preferred configurations, doing intentional maintenance work 
is also important to build the legitimacy of the changes and to ease the 
transition of actors (Koskela-Huotari et al., 2016). Paper 2, “Changing 
the Rules of the Game”, further shows how specific service design 
practices contribute to creating, disrupting and maintaining social 
structures. Doing institutional work includes crafting symbols, physical 
materials and actors’ relations to advance desired social outcomes 
(Hampel et al., 2017). As all artifacts and interactions are entangled in 
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institutionalized social structures, shaping these more visible 
components of service ecosystems influences the invisible elements of 
social structures. As such, all design, regardless of the output, involves 
an invisible process of shaping social structures (Fezer & Schmitz, 
2016).  

 

Figure 33: The different processes of reformation. 

One example of reformation can be seen in the Experio Lab story of the 
InForCare project (p. 73). The project team worked to create greater 
levels of support for family caregivers and more appreciation for the 
work caregivers are doing through their new campaign. They also 
worked to disrupt some of the taboos regarding talking about family 
life at work, as well as the current ways that economic costs and 
benefits of caregiving work is understood. The team worked toward 
these changes while consciously maintaining the role of the family 
caregiver itself. In this way, the team was purposefully working to 
reshape the social structures around family caregiving to increase the 
well-being of caregivers and the community more generally. 
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Together reflexivity and reformation make up an ongoing, cyclical and 
non-linear process of designing in service ecosystems. Reflexivity and 
reformation create a balancing loop that supports the ongoing 
adaptation and self-adjustment process of service ecosystems. A 
balancing feedback loop is a concept from systems thinking that 
suggests circular causality in that each process has an effect on the next 
and works to move the system from its current state toward a desired 
state (Capra & Luisi, 2014). It is also important to note that despite the 
intentionality of actors in the reformation process, the adaptation of 
service ecosystems reflect emergent properties of many nested and 
interacting design and non-design processes and overlapping service 
ecosystems of different scales. 

6.2.4 Collective Designing and Designing the Systemic Self 

Service ecosystem design makes an important conceptual shift in the 
understanding of who is involved in the service design process. 
Traditionally, there has been an emphasis on professional designers 
and the actors that they interact with (Willis, 2018). Within this 
professional realm, co-design — a process of joint inquiry and 
imagination between designers and users to explore and define 
problems and solutions (Sanders & Stappers, 2008; Steen, 2013)—is 
increasingly recognized as a core part of service design (Trischler et al., 
2018a). Still, co-design is often understood as a process that takes place 
within a defined time period with a select group of people (Sanders & 
Stappers, 2008). It often takes on the form of a collaborative workshop 
or the integration of diverse actors on service design teams (Trischler 
et al., 2018a).  

Service ecosystem design moves beyond the common notion of co-
design, and instead taking cues from some of the foundational ideas of 
the Scandinavian participatory design movement, which leans toward 
an emphasis on collectives (Bjögvinsson et al., 2012). Recognizing that 
design is a fundamental part of human nature (Nelson & Stolterman, 
2012) and that everyone designs (Manzini, 2015) suggests a very 
different understanding of who designs than one centered on 
professional designers, even if professional designers are increasingly 
inviting other actors to the table. Instead, I use the term ‘collective 
designing’ to capture the notion that within service ecosystem design 
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all actors are involved in an ongoing process of designing in their 
everyday lives and that this process is intimately intertwined with the 
design processes of many other actors.  

This thinking lies in stark contrast to the notion that design is a 
momentary activity with a limited number of participants. Collective 
designing encompasses the sentiment of Latour (2018, p. 21) that “all 
designs are “collaborative” designs – even if in some cases the 
“collaborators” are not all visible, welcomed or willing”. It also reflects 
S-D logic’s generic multi-actor orientation that suggests a move away 
from the pre-assigned roles of actors (e.g. producers and consumers), 
toward an acknowledgement that all actors’ play similar roles in value 
cocreation (Vargo & Lusch, 2011). Furthermore, it captures the notion 
of ‘design-after-design’, which highlights the open and distributed 
process of designing-in-use (Redström, 2008). 

Through their intentional actions and interactions, all actors are 
shaping social structures toward preferred value cocreation 
configurations. These value cocreation configurations are influenced 
by individual actors but are only realized as outcomes of the emergent 
properties of collective action. The notion of collective designing does 
not in any way negate the important role of individual actors, but rather 
suggests that individual actors are themselves made up of assemblages 
of social structures. Recognizing that social structures are inhabited by 
actors suggests that actors are a part of the materials they seek to 
redesign. This brings us to the somewhat counterintuitive insight that 
designing service ecosystems involves designing ourselves, or what I 
refer to as ‘designing the systemic self’. The concept of the systemic self 
is borrowed from work on critical reflective practice by Ekua Andria C. 
Walcott, Akua Benjamin and Jana Vinsky. Our systemic self includes 
our thoughts and actions that are influenced by and influence the social 
structures we are a part of. It is our systemic selves that hold the current 
structures in place and make systemic transitions so challenging. 

Figure 34 highlights the relationship between collective designing and 
designing the systemic self. When you zoom-in, you can see an 
individual reconfiguring their relationship to an enactment of social 
structures, when you zoom-out you can see the collective process of 
shaping social structures through the interactions between actors. 
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Based on panarchy theory from systems research (Allen et al., 2014; 
Gunderson & Holling, 2002), we understand that design processes of 
smaller scale systems influence those of larger scale systems and vice 
versa. 

  

Figure 34: The relationship between collective designing and designing the systemic self. 

The process of designing the systemic self is highlighted in part by 
Paper 4, “Reshaping Mental Models”. Here the mental models of 
actors, the assumptions and beliefs about how a system works, are 
understood as a micro-level reflection of social structures. These 
mental models are something that can be reshaped through deliberate 
practices to enable collective reformation. While the process of 
designing the systemic self is critical, it must again be highlighted that 
actors are intertwined and embedded in the service ecosystems they are 
designing. As such, it is impossible, to change oneself without changing 
the collective and vice versa. While an actor may alter or try to alter 
their own enactment of social structures, they remain susceptible to the 
pressures of reinforcement.  
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For example, after the patient journey project by Experio Lab (p. 78) 
one of the nurses that participated started to change her way of 
providing patient care. She began leaving time before putting the blood 
pressure cuff on, started to show the patients where the washrooms 
were and get them a glass of water (designing her systemic self). 
However, within her unit the nurse started to face resistance as she 
worked to change things. The processes of collective designing 
undertaken by her colleagues, her manager, the hospital as a whole, 
and society at large, were not aligned with her new ways of doing 
things. There was a need to further adjust hospital policies, culture and 
practices. This example highlights the intertwined nature of the 
individual and the collective as designing entities. Both are integral and 
interwoven in service ecosystem design. 

6.2.5 Contributions of My Papers to Conceptual Building Blocks  

While Paper 1, “Service Ecosystem Design” plays a key role in 
discussing and detailing all of the conceptual building blocks of service 
ecosystem design, all of the papers in my thesis contribute in some way 
to this conceptualization. Table 11 shows which of the building blocks 
each of these papers contribute to and briefly describes their key 
contribution. Here, you can see that most of the papers are focused on 
detailing the processes of service ecosystem design. Paper 2 focused on 
reformation, whereas Paper 3, 4 and 5 focus on reflexivity. The 
emphasis on reflexivity is in part due to a lack of previous research in 
this area, where as there is much more focus on reformation in existing 
literature. Paper 4, “Reshaping Mental Models” also makes a 
contribution to understanding actor involvement by exemplifying the 
processes of designing the systemic self.  
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Table 11: Contributions of my papers to the conceptual building blocks. 

Paper Contributions to 
Conceptual 
Building Blocks 

Description of Contribution 
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Paper 1 – 
Service 
Ecosystem 
Design 

X X X X Provides an overview of the 
conceptualization of service ecosystem 
design and describes all of the conceptual 
building blocks. 

Paper 2 – 
Changing 
the Rules of 
the Game 

  X  Details the process of reformation 
showing how service design practices 
contribute to creating, disrupting and 
maintaining social structures. 

Paper 3 – 
Making the 
Invisible 
Visible 

  X  Delineates the process of reflexivity, 
identifying its three core processes and 
the six modes of reflexivity. 

Paper 4 – 
Reshaping 
Mental 
Models 

  X X Focuses on the process of cognitive 
reflexivity through examination of actors 
altering their mental models and shows 
examples of how actors can reshape their 
systemic self. 

Paper 5 – 
Staging 
Aesthetic 
Disruption 

  X  Zooms in on the process of corporeal 
reflexivity by explaining how aesthetic 
disruption triggers changes in awareness 
of actors’ assumptions. 
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7.0 Practicing Service Ecosystem Design 

“Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed 
until is it faced.” – James Baldwin  

This chapter consolidates findings from this study related to the third 
research question (RQ3): what strategies can practitioners employ to 
better leverage their situated positioning in service systems? In this 
chapter I translate key insights from the conceptualization of service 
ecosystem design into design principles in order to guide practitioners 
on how they might strategically leverage the contextual nature of the 
practice. Furthermore, I highlight experimental design approaches 
from my ’research through design’ experiments that may inspire and 
inform practitioners about how they can carry out these principles in 
their own context. To begin, I briefly summarize the characteristics of 
service design practice, informed by the conceptualization of service 
ecosystem design. 
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7.1 An Alternative Understanding of Service Design Practice 

The conceptualization of service ecosystem design highlights the 
embedded, collective, ongoing, embodied, and emergent nature of 
service design practice. These characteristics represent important 
nuances in how we understand service design that differ from the blunt 
narrative of service design as an approach that is human-centred, 
iterative and creative. Below I briefly describe each of these qualities of 
service design practice: 

• Service design practice is embedded in that it is influenced by 
existing social structures, happens simultaneously with non-
design processes and is part of other connected design and non-
design processes within the local and global context.  

• Service design practice is collective in that social structures, the 
key design materials, are shaped by groups of actors rather than 
by individuals. Additionally, individual actors are themselves 
made up of the collective through their systemic-self.  

• Service design practice is ongoing in the sense that there is no 
clean slate or starting point, and there is no time-limit for how 
long it will go on. Rather actors over their lifetime play small, but 
important roles in the long history of service design and the 
(hopefully) long future ahead. 

• Service design practice is embodied in the sense that it is not just 
made up of decisions that happen within actors’ heads. It 
involves insights gained through one’s senses, actions, and 
interactions that happen through the movement of actors’ bodies 
with support from physical artefacts. 

• Service design practice is emergent in that actors cannot control 
the whole process or its outcomes. The process and outcomes of 
service design are influenced by, and come about through, a web 
of interacting and self-organizing actors and resources within 
service ecosystems. 

It is important to note that service ecosystem design is not a new 
approach to service design practice, but rather an alternative way of 
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understanding service design. As such, service ecosystem design 
already exists in practice as demonstrated by the stories from Experio 
Lab in Chapter 4. The practice of service ecosystem design extends 
well-beyond the typical service design project into actors’ everyday 
lives. Service ecosystem design is happening on a grand scale as social 
movements work to shape collective beliefs regarding issues such as 
race, class, and gender. Service ecosystem design is happening in the 
more mundane, local moments when parents are consciously raising 
their children in relation to the prevailing social norms of the society 
they live in. However, just because it is already happening does not 
mean the practice is obvious, deliberate or effective. In that way, this 
alternative understanding of service design does have the potential to 
inform the strategies of practicioners. 

To form a more strategic practice, there is a need to build the 
knowledge and ability of actors to intentionally adapt social structures 
and recognize their own agency in influencing the service ecosystems 
that they are a part of. While the understanding of service ecosystem 
design widens the scope of service design significantly, not limiting it 
to activities done by professional designers, it is does not negate the 
value of professionally-led interventions, if these are understood as a 
catalyst within the continuous and collective process of shaping social 
structures. Trained designers have specialized knowledge and skills 
that can be valuable in boosting collective efforts. However, the role of 
working as a collective catalyst for more intentional and strategic 
service ecosystem design is no means the sole domain of a trained 
designer. In fact, there are many activists from diverse backgrounds 
who provide powerful examples of how this can be done. 

While service ecosystem design happens in actors’ everyday lives, this 
alternative understanding also has the potential to influence the 
approach of deliberate service design projects. With this 
understanding, the focus of a particular service design project might 
shift from designing a new service offering to building the enabling 
structures (Malmberg, 2017) that support actors’ ongoing intentional 
adaptation of a particular set of social structures over time. Here, the 
intention is to move beyond simply building an awareness of design to 
supporting the ongoing ability of actors to design (ibid). Below I 
describe some principles and approaches that could be used to inform 
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service design projects or ongoing service ecosystem design efforts in 
people’s everyday lives. 

7.2 Strategically Leveraging the Situated Nature of the Practice 

Recognizing the realities of an embedded practice, this section begins 
to discuss how practitioners can strategically leverage the situated 
nature of the practice. Table 12 outlines key insights from the 
conceptualization of service ecosystem design, six guiding principles 
for practitioners derived from these insights, and experimental design 
approaches to support their enactment. Where methods exist to 
support the enactment of these principles, I have highlighted them as 
examples. I have also included new design approaches that I have 
experimented with using ’research through design’ and in my own 
practice (marked with “this study”).  Further descriptions of these 
experimental approaches as well as supporting templates can be found 
in the appendix. 
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Table 12: Insights from the conceptualization, derived design principles, key questions and 
experimental design approaches. 

Insights from the 
Conceptualization 
of Service 
Ecosystem Design 

Design 
Principles 
for 
Practitioners 

Key Questions 
for 
Practitioners 

Experimental 
Design 
Approaches 

The purpose of 
service ecosystem 
design is to facilitate 
the emergence of 
cocreated value-in-
context 

Create the 
context for 
emergence. 

What 
relationships 
make up the 
context of value 
cocreation? 

Relational material 
mapping (Aguirre 
Ulloa & Paulsen, 
2017) 
Giga-mapping 
(Sevaldson, 2011) 

Social structures and 
their physical 
enactments are the 
central design 
materials 

Focus on the 
underlying 
patterns. 

What social 
structures are 
influencing the 
systems you are 
in? 

Social structure 
archaeology (this 
study) 
Story unwriting 
(this study) 

Intentional change 
requires reflexivity – 
revealing hidden 
institutions, 
exposing conflict and 
appreciating 
malleability 

Make the 
invisible 
visible.  
 
 

How can you 
build awareness 
of hidden social 
structures? 

Aesthetic disruption 
(this study) 
Fishbowl improv 
(this study) 
 

Reformation 
involves creating, 
disrupting and 
maintaining social 
structures  

Change the 
rules of the 
game. 

How can you 
reshape social 
structures to 
enhance value-
in-context?  

Iceberg framework 
(this study) 
Re-crafting artefacts 
(led by Felicia 
Nilsson, this study) 

Design is an ongoing 
collective process by 
all actors 

Nurture the 
designer in 
everyone. 
 

How can you 
mobilize the 
design power of 
the collective? 

Tiny tests (this 
study) 
Design diaries (this 
study) 

Service ecosystem 
design involves 
actors’ awareness 
and reshaping of 
their systemic-self 

See yourself in 
the system. 

How is your 
systemic-self 
shaping social 
structures? 

A day in my life 
(this study) 
Systemic-self matrix 
(this study) 
 

Before moving forward with describing these design principles and the 
associated design approaches, I must call out that these are not 
universal prescriptions for practice. Rather these are based on local 
and evolving knowledge of practicing service ecosystem design in 
Sweden, Canada and the United States. The intention of sharing these 
principles and approaches is not to formalize a standard practice of 
service ecosystem design, but rather to open up some of my practice-
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related insights for others to critique, and for further exploration. This 
section is not meant to be a tool kit that will guarantee successful 
results. On the contrary, I have found that the practice is messy and 
hard and that these approaches have not always worked in the way that 
I intended. Still, I highlight here principles and approaches that have 
helped me in navigating this embedded process and building self-
consciousness as I do this work. 

It is important to mention that as noted in Paper 3, “Making the 
Invisible Visible”, these approaches are far from neutral and 
themselves enact particular social structures. Thus, attention must be 
paid to how these approaches might contribute to, or bias, the type of 
social structures that are identified and the ways in which these social 
structures may be altered. They too have inherent politics and reflect 
an embedded design process that is most certainly reproducing social 
structures that I am unaware of. Furthermore, in my descriptions of 
these design principles and design approaches, I am rarely explicit 
about when, where and how to use these approaches, as I do not believe 
there must be a structured, systematic process to follow. Rather I hope 
that sharing these ongoing, local experiments might help others in 
some way amid their situated struggle of service design. With that 
major caveat in mind, below I explain each of these design principles 
and briefly describe the experimental design approaches. 

7.2.1 Create the Context for Emergence 

The conceptualization of service ecosystem design highlights that 
facilitating the emergence of value-in-context is the core purpose of 
service design, and design more generally. The concept of value-in-
context highlights that changes in actors’ wellbeing, or the viability of 
a system, are facilitated through exchange amid a self-organizing web 
of actors and resources. Key to this understanding is that the social 
structures within a particular context influence actors’ perception of 
resources and determination of value. As such, the focus of design 
shifts from ‘delivering value’ to creating the context for value to emerge 
(Figure 35). To appreciate the interdependences within a particular 
context, it may be valuable to analyse different relationships within a 
given context by adopting an oscillating focus. An oscillating focus 
enables an actor to zoom in and out of different levels of aggregation, 
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such as the micro-level (e.g. individuals and dyads), the meso-level (e.g. 
groups and organizations) and the macro-level (e.g. communities and 
societies) (Chandler & Vargo, 2011). As shown in Table 13, the key 
question for practitioners related to this guiding principle is: what 
relationships make up the context of value cocreation?  

 

Figure 35: Design principle 1 - create the context for emergence. 

Creating the context for the emergence of value is more complex than 
the dominant focus on designing touchpoints or service offerings and 
thus, alternative approaches are needed to grapple with this 
complexity. There are several existing design approaches that have 
been developed to help practitioners better understand the complexity 
of a context. In particular, one that I have employed in this study is the 
approach of relational material mapping developed by Aguirre Ulloa 
and Paulsen (2017). This approach uses strings on peg boards to 
physically map the different types of relationships and power dynamics 
between different actors at both a service-level and a system-level. 
Another approach that can be used to unpack the complexity of a 
particular context is giga-mapping, which involves visually detailing 
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different relationships across scales to frame a particular system 
(Sevaldson, 2011).  

7.2.2 Focus on the Underlying Patterns 

The conceptualization of service ecosystem design stresses that social 
structures and their physical enactments are the central design 
materials. While social structures have invisible components, they also 
have visible components as they are enacted through physical artefacts 
and actors’ interactions. Because these social structures are the glue of 
social life and coordinate actors’ actions, they are the key mechanism 
for changing service ecosystems. As such, the second design principle 
is ‘focus on the underlying patterns’ (Figure 36). This principle means 
that practitioners can use physical enactments in a particular situation 
to unpack the hidden social structures at play by exploring patterns 
across these enactments. For example, in a doctor’s office a certificate 
on the wall, a stethoscope, and doctor-patient interactions may 
perpetuate the dominant, institutionalized role of the doctor. The 
question to consider related to this design principle is: what social 
structures are influencing the systems you are in? While intertwined in 
our everyday lives, it is challenging to unpack these taken-for-granted 
social patterns. As such, I have been experimenting with approaches to 
help build an appreciation of the influence of social structures.  
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Figure 36: Design principle 2 – focus on the underlying patterns. 

One approach to understanding the underlying patterns within a 
particular situation is what I call social structure archaeology, 
developed in collaboration with Experio Lab designer Felicia Nilsson. 
Social structure archaeology involves two parts: 1) observation with 
specific attention to social structures and how they are being physically 
enacted, and 2) exploring the role of artefacts in relation to social 
structures through re-creation. An observation guide and example re-
creation done through this approach can be found in the appendix. 
Another way that I have worked to help others unpack the underlying 
patterns is through the approach of story unwriting.  This approach 
involves reading a narrative outload to a group and having them 
unpack the physical elements of the story, before discussing some of 
the social structures that might be at play within the story. An excerpt 
of a story and how it was used is again included in the appendix. Both 
of these approaches involve explicitly deconstructing physical 
enactments to make inferences about the underlying social structures 
or entrenched patterns of actors’ social interactions. 
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7.2.3 Make the Invisible Visible 

The conceptualization of service ecosystem design highlights that 
reflexivity (building an awareness of social structures) enables 
intentional change in service ecosystems. By making the norms, rules, 
roles and beliefs enacted by yourself and others more visible (or 
tangible), it is easier to reflect on them and to critique them. Figure 37 
shows the important principle of ‘making the invisible visible’. The key 
question related to this design principle is: how can you build 
awareness of the hidden social structures? To guide the process of 
building reflexivity, three core processes were identified – revealing 
hidden structures, exposing structural conflict, and appreciating 
structural malleability. This research also identified six modes of 
reflexivity that have different catalysts: temporal, material, corporeal, 
relational, cultural and cognitive. Paper 3 highlights existing service 
design methods that support these different catalysts. In order to build 
reflexivity, the research on these different catalysts highlights the 
importance of practitioners leveraging various prompts, such as 
change over time, provocative artefacts, diverse perspectives, and 
sensing discomfort.  
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Figure 37: Design principle 3 -  make the invisible visible. 

To support the process of building reflexivity through different 
catalysts, I have been experimenting with the approaches of aesthetic 
disruption and fishbowl improv. The approach of aesthetic disruption 
involves staging an unsettling or disruptive experience that prompts 
actors to reconsider their own mental models. Experimentation with 
this approach has involved public interventions on the street as well as 
experiences constructed within a particular healthcare team. In 
addition, while improv is increasingly being used in service design, 
fishbowl improv leverages the role of the audience to iteratively 
identify the social structures that are being enacted, and how they 
change as the improvising situation evolves.  Generally, when working 
with this approach, I have moved from improvising typical situations 
in the present to improvising possible future situations to support a 
comparison. These approaches leverage the material, corporeal and 
relational catalysts of reflexivity in order to build an awareness of 
invisible social structures. 
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7.2.4 Change the Rules of the Game 
Reformation is a core process for realizing change in service 
ecosystems and it involves purposefully creating, disrupting and 
maintaining social structures. The design principle ‘change the rules of 
the game’ shown in Figure 38 reinforces that realizing meaningful, 
long-term change in service ecosystems requires reshaping social 
structures. It is important for practitioners to be intentional about 
which social structures they want to change and how. It is also critical 
to remember that to have the legitimacy to create new structures and 
disrupt old ones, there is a need to actively maintain some existing, 
strategically important structures. In reformation, identifying which 
existing social structures you want to maintain and bolster is just as 
important as identifying those that you want to alter. This research also 
suggests that social structures are reshaped through symbolic, material 
and relational means, reflecting a diversity of ways one can 
intentionally change the rules of the game. As such, the key question 
related to this design principle is: how can you reshape social structures 
to enhance value-in-context? Furthermore, it should be highlighted 
that the process of reformation is an ongoing process that needs to be 
continually fueled by reflexivity, as there are always unintended 
consequences to attend to when reshaping social structures.  
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Figure 38: Design principle 4 – change the rules of the game. 

To support the process of reformation while integrating reflexivity, I 
have employed a number of approaches, including the iceberg 
framework and re-crafting artefacts. I have adapted the commonly 
used iceberg metaphor to create the iceberg framework, a tool to help 
people surface underlying social structures and discuss how these 
social structures might need to be changed to realize their preferred 
future. Using the framework, people are encouraged to unpack a 
particular situation and together prioritize how to create, disrupt and 
maintain social structures to improve or transform the situation. A 
copy of the iceberg framework can be found in the appendix. I have 
also learned from the work of designer Felicia Nilsson how re-crafting 
artefacts can be valuable in reshaping social structures. In particular, 
Nilsson’s work with the stethoscope (shown in the appendix) has 
provided a powerful, tangible example of how modifying artefacts can 
support a dialogue about changing the social structures within a 
particular situation. While the iceberg framework offers a more 
portable, two-dimensional way of exploring reformation, re-crafting 
artefacts explicitly taps into the role of physical materials as 
enactments of social structures in order to create a more visceral 
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experience and tangible prompt for intentionally shaping social 
structures. 

7.2.5 Nurture the Designer in Everyone 
The conceptualization of service ecosystem design reinforces that 
design is an ongoing, collective process undertaken by all actors in their 
everyday lives, rather than something that happens within designated 
projects or workshops. The acknowledgement of collective designing 
reinforces the value of actors connecting with others who have shared 
interests to collaboratively change the system. The design principle 
aligned with this insight is ‘nurture the designer in everyone’ (Figure 
39). The key question related to this design principle is: how can you 
mobilize the design power of the collective?  To do this, I suggest that 
building the knowledge and ability of actors’ to become aware of, and 
intentionally adapt, social structures is a worthy goal. One starting 
place for thinking about how to build this ability can be found in work 
on design capabilities (Karpen et al., 2017; Malmberg, 2017; Malmberg 
& Wetter-Edman, 2016). These capabilities could be reassessed and 
refined with attention to social structures as design materials. For 
example, this could mean focusing on nurturing the ability of actors to 
conduct experiments to better understand the implications of altering 
particular social structures.  
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Figure 39: Design principle 5 – nurture the designer in everyone. 

To support the process of nurturing the designer in everyone, I have 
employed the approach of tiny tests. Tiny tests encourage people to 
experiment with changing how they enact social structures in their 
everyday life. The goal is to get people to intentionally do something 
that diverges from existing social structures, and reflect on their 
learnings. This helps people realize the ways in which they are already 
designing, or how they can more intentional shape the social structures 
around them. Another approach which I have employed in this process 
is using a design diary that helps people document their reflections in 
relation to their ongoing awareness and shaping of social structures. 
This can help people to better understand and articulate their 
contextual constraints and their own role in service ecosystems. An 
example of a mini, zine-style design diary can be found in the appendix. 
Both the tiny tests approach and the design diary are ways of helping 
collectives acknowledge and leverage their designerly abilities to 
intentionally shape the world around them. 
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7.2.6 See Yourself in the System 

The conceptualization of service ecosystem design argues that the 
design process involves actors’ awareness and reshaping of their 
systemic-self. The systemic-self is the part of actors that enacts social 
structures. Knowing that you are a part of the service ecosystems you 
design means that any process of reformation also includes changes in 
how you enact social structures. It is easy to think about how other 
actors need to change, but harder to make those changes yourself. 
Thus, the last design principle is ‘see yourself in the system’ (Figure 
40). It can be very hard to recognize the ways in which we ourselves 
enact social structures, so we often need input from others with diverse 
perspectives to support this process. The key question for practitioners 
to reflect on in relation to this design principle is: how is your systemic-
self shaping social structures? To explore the challenging process of 
understanding our own role in shaping social structures, I have been 
experimenting with two approaches that I call a day in my life and the 
systemic-self matrix. 

 

Figure 40: Design principle 6 – see yourself in the system. 
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To help myself and other people see ourselves in the system, I have 
experimented with visualizing and deconstructing a day in our life. 
Here, I ask a small group of people to draw a storyboard of a typical day 
in their life. The storyboards are then rotated around the group so that 
other people can help to identify some of the social structures we are 
each enacting. Taking a different angle, another way I have worked at 
this same goal is by using the systemic-self matrix. The aim of using 
the matrix is to have people reflect on the ways they are enacting social 
structures in relation to a particular system, and to identify how they 
may change their enactments within a future system. Both of these 
approaches to ‘seeing yourself in the system’ involve zooming in on 
one’s own enactments and zooming-out to appreciate how these 
enactments contribute to the structure of the collectives of which 
people are apart. 

While in this chapter I have mostly highlighted experimental design 
approaches that I have explored using ’research through design’, 
existing service design methods can also be adapted to support the 
enactment of these principles. It is important to remember that no one 
particular approach is a silver bullet, and that these approaches were 
adapted to the particular contexts in which they were used. 
Furthermore, these approaches reflect different levels of fidelity, as 
some have been refined over years, whereas others have only been used 
once or twice. Many of these approaches have been adapted from more 
well-known service design methods to explicitly focus on social 
structures as design materials. While these experimental service 
ecosystem design methods shed some light on possible strategies for 
enacting the six design principles, they require further experimentation 
and development with attention to the necessary conditions and any 
potential unintended consequences. There is also a need for further 
evaluation of their usefulness and applicability to other contexts.  

7.2.7 Contributions of My Papers to the Practice of Service 
Ecosystem Design 
All of these experimental approaches were developed using the 
‘research through design’ approach, which was not directly explored in 
any of the papers in this thesis. That being said, these approaches were 
informed by, and in turn informed, the insights within related papers. 
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Table 13 highlights the connections between each of the exploratory 
design methods used and the specific learnings from different papers 
in this study.   

Table 13: Experimental design approaches and their connections to specific learnings from 
this study.  

Experimental 
Design 
Approach 

Description Specific 
Learning  

Connected 
Paper(s) 

Social structure 
archaeology  
(p. 200) 

Doing ethnography with 
attention to visible and invisible 
components of social structures 
and then re-creating artefacts 
from the situation that uphold 
existing social structures to 
support reflection 

Artefacts are 
physical 
enactments or 
carriers of social 
structures 

Paper 1 – 
Service 
Ecosystem 
Design 

Story unwriting 
(p. 204) 

Developing a narrative and then 
reading the story out loud, first 
to unpack the physical elements 
of the story, then a second time 
to identify the unwritten rules, 
norms, roles and beliefs 
illuminated within the story 

Stories can help 
actors detach from 
a situation so that 
they better 
recognize the 
hidden social 
structures 

Paper 3 – 
Making the 
Invisible 
Visible 

Aesthetic 
disruption  
(p. 205) 
 

Staging unsettling or disruptive 
experiences that prompt actors 
to reconsider their own mental 
models 

Experiencing a 
tension through the 
body and the senses 
can be a useful 
trigger for 
reflexivity  

Paper 5 – 
Staging 
Aesthetic 
Disruption 

Fishbowl 
improv  
(p. 206) 

Improvisation in front of a 
group that moves from a typical 
situation toward possible future 
versions of the same situation, 
with the audience unpacking the 
changes to the “rules of the 
game” along the way 

Experiential 
practices related to 
prototyping can 
support a group in 
the development of 
proto-institutions 

Paper 2 – 
Changing 
the Rules of 
the Game 

Iceberg 
framework  
(p. 207) 

Using a framework to map out 
the physical enactments and 
invisible social structures of a 
situation and then determine 
what social structures should be 
created, disrupted and 
maintained 

Creating, disrupting 
and maintaining 
social structures is 
essential for 
changing service 
ecosystems 

Paper 2 – 
Changing 
the Rules of 
the Game 

Re-crafting 
artefacts  
(p. 209) 

Physically re-crafting a 
representative artefact to 
explore the relationships 
between that artefact and 
related social structures 

Material reshaping 
is an important 
means in the 
reformation of 
invisible social 
structures 

Paper 1 – 
Service 
Ecosystem 
Design 
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Tiny tests  
(p. 211) 

Simple experiments carried out 
in an actors’ everyday life to 
explore what diverging from 
existing social structures feels 
like 

Rehearsing new 
ways of being is a 
valuable way of 
appreciating the 
malleability of 
social structures  

Paper 3 – 
Making the 
Invisible 
Visible 

Design diaries  
(p. 213) 

Using prompts to write down 
ongoing reflections related to 
shaping social structures and 
the implications 

Recording 
reflections over 
time can help to 
reveal hidden social 
structures and 
forgotten reflections 

Paper 3 – 
Making the 
Invisible 
Visible 

A day in my life 
(p. 214)  

Participants draw a storyboard 
of a typical day in their life and 
then pass the storyboards 
around the group, allowing 
other people to identify the 
invisible social structures 

Social structures are 
not something ‘out 
there’ but rather are 
enacted by actors in 
their everyday lives 

Paper 4 – 
Reshaping 
Mental 
Models 

Systemic-self 
matrix  
(p. 216) 

Using a matrix, actors unpack 
current social structures within 
a particular system and how 
they are themselves enacting 
them, before exploring possible 
future social structures 

To realize change in 
social structures 
actors must change 
their own 
enactments 

Paper 4 – 
Reshaping 
Mental 
Models 
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8.0 Looking Back, Looking Forward 

“At the end of all our exploring/ will be to arrive where we started/ and 
know the place for the first time.” – T.S. Eliot 

The aim of this thesis is to build an alternative understanding of service 
design in service research, one that better accounts for the situated 
nature of actors in service systems. To build this understanding, the 
unifying view of S-D logic and its service ecosystems perspective was 
adopted, bringing together research from systems theory, institutional 
theory, and design theory along with insights from field work. Experio 
Lab’s work doing service design in the Swedish healthcare system was 
the primary context for my empirical studies, offering rich insight into 
the practice of service design in a complex context. The understanding 
I developed through para-ethnographic research was supplemented by 
a broader analysis of service design methods, as well as a variety of 
‘research through design’ experiments. Through this research, I have 
been able to formulate alternative assumptions (RQ1), develop an 
alternative conceptualization (RQ2), and identify strategies for actors 
(RQ3) based on a more situated understanding of service design. Table 
14 summarizes the findings in relation to the three research questions.
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Table 14. Summary of findings in relation to the overall aim and three research questions 

Overall 
Aim 

To build an alternative understanding of service design in service research that better accounts for the situated nature of actors in service 
systems.  

Research 
Questions 

RQ1 – What underlying assumptions 
are getting in the way of a more situated 
understanding of service design, and 
what alternative assumptions are 
needed? 

RQ2 – What are the existing conceptualizations of service 
design, and how can a more contextual conceptualization 
be developed? 

RQ3 –What strategies can 
practitioners employ to better 
leverage their situated 
positioning in service systems? 

 

Summary 
of 
Findings 

This thesis contributes to shifting the 
underlying assumptions about service 
design in service research: 

1. From product to process 
2. From designers to everyone 
3. From cognitive to embodied 
4. From externality to materiality 
5. From ‘out there’ to ourselves 
6. From neutral to political  

This thesis describes the three horizons of service design: 

• design of services  
• design for service 
• service ecosystem design 

It also conceptualizes service ecosystem design and 
delineates its core building blocks:  

• Purpose: facilitate the emergence of value-in-context 
• Design materials: social structures and their physical 

enactments 
• Processes: embedded feedback loop of reflexivity and 

reformation 
• Actor involvement: collective designing by all actors 

This thesis identifies the 
following design principles 
along with experimental 
approaches: 

1. Create the context for 
emergence. 

2. Focus on the underlying 
patterns. 

3. Make the invisible visible.  
4. Change the rules of the 

game. 
5. Nurture the designer in 

everyone. 
6. See yourself in the system. 
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8.1 Summary of the Main Contributions of My Papers 

Each of my papers contributed to answering the three research 
questions in this thesis.  Table 15 summarizes the contributions of each 
of my five papers in relation to the three main contributions.  

Table 15: Summary of the main contributions of my papers. 

Papers Main Contributions 

Shifting the 
Assumptions 

Building an 
Contextual 
Conceptualization 

Identifying 
Strategies for 
Practice 

Paper 1 - 
Service 
Ecosystem 
Design 

• From product to 
process (#1), 

• From designers to 
everyone (#2), 
from externality to 
materiality (#4), 

• From neutral to 
political (#6) 

Constructs an overall 
process model for 
service ecosystem 
design 

Develops 
principles for how 
the core building 
blocks of service 
ecosystem design 
inform service 
design practice 

Paper 2 - 
Changing 
the rules 
of the 
Game 

• From product to 
process (#1),  

• From externality to 
materiality (#4) 

Explains how service 
design practices 
contribute to the 
process of 
reformation 

Highlights specific 
characteristics of 
service design 
practices that can 
be used to support 
reformation 

Paper 3 - 
Making 
the 
Invisible 
Visible 

• From cognitive to 
embodied (#3), 

• From externality to 
materiality (#4),  

• From neutral to 
political (#6), 

Identifies the three 
core processes of 
reflexivity and six 
modes of reflexivity 
 

Provides a new 
frame for thinking 
about service 
design methods 
and guidance on 
how to use service 
design methods 
build reflexivity  

Paper 4 - 
Reshaping 
Mental 
Models 

• From product to 
process (#1),  

• From cognitive to 
embodied (#3), 
from ‘out there’ to 
ourselves (#5) 

Identifies the 
practices for 
reshaping mental 
models to contribute 
to cognitive 
reflexivity and 
reshaping the 
systemic-self  

Identifies the 
necessary 
conditions for 
specific practices 
to reshape mental 
models 

Paper 5 – 
Staging 
Aesthetic 
Disruption 

• From designers to 
everyone (#2),  

• From cognitive to 
embodied (#3), 

• From ‘out there’ to 
ourselves (#5) 

Describes how 
aesthetic disruption 
supports the 
development of 
corporeal reflexivity 

Explains how 
staging an 
uncomfortable 
experience can 
build actors’ 
reflexivity 
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While each paper has specific, more focused contributions, together 
they advance the domain of service design in service research through 
both theoretically- and empirically-driven developments. Although 
some preliminary conclusions have been drawn in the five papers 
connected to this thesis, and within this dissertation itself, this research 
also opens up a host of new questions. To provide some preliminary 
closure on this ongoing research exploration, I outline below the 
implications and limitations of this research as well as opportunities 
for future research. 

8.2 Implications 
This thesis has three main implications for the evolving body of 
literature on service design in service research. First, by contributing 
to shifts in the assumptions about design, this research sheds new light 
on existing service design literature. Further, it offers a foundation for 
a continued conceptual development in service design, one that is more 
explicit about its positioning. Second, by conceptualizing service 
ecosystem design and articulating a new process model that focuses on 
social structures as the central design materials, this thesis builds a 
more situated understanding of service design, which has been 
neglected in previous research and public discourse. Third, by 
articulating design principles for practicing service ecosystem design 
and offering experimental design approaches to support the enactment 
of these principles, I demonstrate possibilities for how practitioners 
might contribute to a more intentional adaptation of service 
ecosystems. 

8.2.1 Articulating Shifts in the Assumptions about Service Design 

As the literature on service design has been primarily focused on 
methods for practice (Karpen et al., 2017; Sangiorgi et al., 2009), there 
has been a need to better articulate the theoretical foundations of 
service design to support ongoing development (Patrício et al., 2018). 
Scholars recognize that theoretical underpinnings can be better 
understood and advanced by articulating the often implicit, underlying 
assumptions within a particular domain of literature (Alvesson & 
Sandberg, 2011). To make the theoretical underpinning of service 
design in service research more easily understood, I articulated six 
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underlying assumptions about design within the literature in Chapter 
5. I then showed how I contributed to shifting these underlying 
assumptions by highlighting alternative assumptions. The articulation 
of these underlying and alternative assumptions offers a foundation for 
the ongoing development of interesting research questions that are 
based on problematization (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011).  

By articulating and evidencing the existing assumptions within the 
literature, and by offering alternative assumptions, this research helps 
to enhance the reflexivity of service design researchers, exposing some 
of the conditions under which knowledge development is taking place. 
In particular, this research contributes to “deconstructive reflexivity”, 
which involves unsettling dominant discourse by highlighting the 
contradictions and conflicts (Johnson & Duberley, 2003). It offers an 
alternative perspective by “centering the marginal and marginalizing 
the central” (Linstead, 1993, p. 58). As such, the goal in articulating 
these alternative assumptions is not to establish a final truth in regard 
to assumptions about service design, but rather to build consciousness 
of the theoretical underpinnings of this domain. By doing so, this 
research supports ongoing dialogue and the thoughtful continuous 
unsettling of the theoretical foundation that we stand on as this 
research advances and its applicability broadens. 

8.2.2 Offering a Contextual Conceptualization of Service Design 

To make sense of, and advance, the investigation of service design in 
service research, I developed the three horizons of service design, based 
on a framework from future studies (Curry & Hodgson, 2008; Sharpe 
et al., 2016) and building on the work of Kimbell (2011a). The three 
horizons of service design categorize the literature into three different 
theoretical perspectives on service design – design of services, design 
for service and service ecosystem design. In doing so, this shows how 
these views shift over time in relation to their fit with the evolving 
understanding of service and design. This research offers a way of 
understanding the positioning of existing literature on service design 
in relation to different theoretical perspectives. It also facilitates 
analysis of this literature and the diagnosis of problems within one 
perspective or another, such as the lack of integration of context in the 
design of services and design for service perspectives leading to 
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realization problems. Furthermore, by articulating the emerging 
perspective of service ecosystem design, the framework offers 
direction for how the theory on service design in service research might 
continue to evolve.  

Within the literature on service design, there has been growing 
recognition of the complex contexts in which service design occurs 
(Patrício et al., 2011; 2017; Sangiorgi, 2017) and the contextual 
constraints of the practice (Junginger, 2015; Kurtmollaiev et al., 2018). 
However, this understanding of context has not be adequately 
integrated into the understanding of the process of service design itself. 
Furthermore, while service design was initially applied to touchpoints 
at the organizational-level, there has since been a broadening of scope 
as service design is now regularly applied to service ecosystems 
(Patrício et al., 2018a). Without any significant adjustment in the 
understanding of service design, there continues to be major challenges 
around realizing the benefits of service design in service systems 
(Almqvist, 2018; Hillgren et al., 2011; Overkamp & Holmlid, 2016; 
Stuart, 1998). Through the integration of multiple theories using a 
service ecosystems perspective, an extended understanding of service 
design has been developed, in which the shaping of social structures is 
recognized as the very core of service design.  

In this thesis and the related papers, I introduce the conceptualization 
of service ecosystem design and develop an alternative process model. 
Service ecosystem design is understood as the intentional and 
collective shaping of institutional arrangements and their physical 
enactments in order to facilitate the emergence of value-in-context. In 
this conceptualization, social structures and their physical enactments 
are recognized as the central materials of design and the contradictory 
properties of social structures are described. The embedded feedback 
loop of reflexivity and reformation in service ecosystem design is 
delineated. Furthermore, I highlight the importance of both designing 
the systemic self and collective designing when zooming in and out of 
service ecosystem design. This conceptualization helps to answer calls 
for further explanation of how the principles of emergence, 
participation and interdependence play out in service design in service 
ecosystems (Sangiorgi et al., 2017). 
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To understand the contribution and implications of the 
conceptualization of service ecosystem design, we can compare this 
model to existing theories about design and systems change. The 
process model for service ecosystem design is distinct from 
conventional frameworks describing the design process, such as the 
popular double diamond model (UK Design Council, n.d.). The double 
diamond suggests that design can be broken down into phases, 
including: discovering the problem (divergent process), defining the 
problem (convergent process), developing the solution (divergent 
process), and delivering the solution (convergent process). While the 
double diamond presents a more linear, output-focused framework of 
design, and tends to ignore the role of social context, the service 
ecosystem process model sees design as an ongoing and cyclical 
process of shaping social structures, all while being embedded within 
them. 

From classical design literature, the process model of service ecosystem 
design is perhaps most closely aligned with Schön’s (1983) discussion 
of design as reflective practice and Simon’s (1969) understanding of 
design as altering existing situations toward preferred ones. For Schön, 
design is a process of an actor understanding a situation through an 
attempt to change it, and then changing the situation through an 
attempt to understand it. While Schön (1992) highlights that design is 
a social process and articulates the importance of actors’ 
institutionalized roles in the design process, the emphasis in his 
descriptions of design remain on the physical dimensions. The service 
ecosystem design process model more clearly articulates this process 
with specific attention to social structures. In addition, while Simon 
(1969) does place an emphasis on social structures and offers a broad 
understanding of who is doing the designing, he focuses on problem 
solving and downplays the important role of artefacts and actors’ bodily 
experience in his understanding of design (Huppatz, 2015). The 
articulation of service ecosystem design extends this work by 
integrating these physical, experimental elements of the design process 
and offering a clear process model. 

We can also compare the service ecosystem design process model to 
existing frameworks characterizing systems change from systems 
theory, such as the popular conceptual model of panarchy (Allen et al., 
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2014; Gunderson & Holling, 2002). Panarchy is a framework for 
understanding the ecosystem dynamics of both nature and people. It 
suggests that all ecosystems move iteratively, adapting through phases 
of growth, conservation, release and reorganization. While valuable for 
understanding the dynamics of renewal and collapse across scales, the 
panarchy model fails to account for the unique aspects of social 
systems, particularly the reflexivity and intentionality of actors in 
reshaping these ecosystems as highlighted in the conceptualization of 
service ecosystem design. 

In addition, we can return to models of change from pragmatism, and 
particularly Dewey’s (1938) theory of inquiry, to understand the value 
of the conceptualization of service ecosystem design. For Dewey, 
inquiry involves an iterative process of first experiencing an unsettling 
situation, destabilizing habitual action, and then finding a new balance 
through a different way of acting and reasoning. While Dewey’s theory 
of inquiry helps to account for changes at the micro-level, it does not 
explicitly discuss how inquiry connects to structural changes in social 
systems, despite acknowledging the cultural conditions at play. The 
service ecosystem design model builds on the understanding of inquiry 
in the process of reflexivity and complements it with an understanding 
of how actors intentionally shape social structures.  

Furthermore, we can also highlight the contribution of the 
conceptualization of service ecosystem design in relation to the existing 
discussions of institutional work that have been prominent in 
organizational studies, as well as in service research. Research on 
institutional work highlights actors’ intentional efforts to create, 
disrupt and maintain social structures (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006, 
Lawrence et al., 2009). However, this research in institutional theory 
often ignores how actors are able to do institutional work while being 
influenced by the very institutions that they wish to change (Holm, 
1995; Seo & Creed, 2002). Furthermore, institutional work is often 
seen in contrast to stability and conformity, rather than accounting for 
all of these ongoing processes within an organizational field. In 
contrast, the process model of service ecosystem design incorporates 
the important process of reflexivity, rather than simply reformation, 
which is the focus of institutional work. In addition, by including the 
ongoing processes of reproduction and reinforcement the model also 
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shows how these processes are embedded within other non-intentional 
processes of actors. Furthermore, by emphasizing the role of physical 
enactments within these processes, service ecosystem design offers 
more practical insights for practitioners.  

Linking this back to existing conversations within service research, the 
conceptualization of service ecosystem design responds to the calls for 
more research on service design, particularly in the context of complex 
service systems (Ostrom et al., 2015; Patrício et al., 2018). The 
conceptualization of service ecosystem design significantly expands the 
current conversation about service design to a conversation about 
design more broadly, as all design, regardless of the output, works 
toward reshaping social structures. Furthermore, this 
conceptualization also contributes to ongoing discussions about actors 
in service ecosystems (Tronvoll, 2017; Vargo & Lusch, 2017), 
emphasizing the role of all actors in service ecosystem design and 
helping to offer a bridge from the theoretical discussions of S-D logic 
to practice. The conceptualization of service ecosystem design also has 
the potential to advance the conversations related to transformative 
service research regarding how actors might use their agency to alter 
social structures in order to enhance individual and collective well-
being (Blocker & Barrios, 2015; Edvardsson et al., 2012; Skålen et al., 
2015). In addition, this conceptualization can help to strengthen the 
understanding of why service design can be a means to realizing such 
transformational goals (Anderson et al., 2018; Fisk et al., 2018).   

8.2.3 Identifying Strategies for Service Design Practice 

Through the conceptualization of service ecosystem design, this thesis 
advances an understanding of the embedded, collective, ongoing, 
embodied, and emergent nature of service design practice. This 
research highlights the role of all actors in shaping social structures and 
explains the relevance of service ecosystem design well beyond 
designated workshops and projects. To support actors in better 
acknowledging and leveraging their situated positioning, this thesis 
identifies six design principles that help to build a much-needed bridge 
between research and practice (Brodie, 2014). These design principles 
and the associated key questions do not provide a detailed prescription 
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for actors, but instead offer guidance in navigating the messy dynamics 
of intentionally shaping social structures in service ecosystems. 

In addition to the principles, this thesis offers up a variety of 
experimental design approaches coming from my ‘research through 
design’ experiments that have been useful to me in enacting the design 
principles. There are a host of existing service design methods (see e.g. 
Curedale, 2013; Miettinen & Koivisto, 2009; Stickdorn & Schneider, 
2011), and these methods can help to build an awareness of social 
structures, as demonstrated in Paper 3, “Making the Invisible Visible” 
paper, as well as intentionally alter social structures as discussed in 
Paper 2, “Changing the Rules of the Game”. However, the 
conceptualization of service ecosystem design invites the development 
of a new generation of approaches that are more explicitly constructed 
to deal with social structures as design materials. Such methods would 
have it as their main goal to aid actors in becoming aware of and 
intentionally shaping social structures. While approaches described in 
Chapter 7 and detailed within the appendix are far from comprehensive 
or fully refined, the spectrum of approaches starts to outline 
possibilities that could be further developed through ongoing practice 
and research.  

8.2 Limitations 

To contextualize the implications of this research it is important to 
highlight the limitations of this study. In what follows, I briefly outline 
some of the most important factors that influenced the interpretation 
of my findings and the ability to answer my research questions. These 
factors include: being embedded in a specific context, the 
performativity of the chosen methods, my personal and cultural bias, 
the unifying nature of my theoretical lens, as well as time constraints. 
While many of these factors can be also understood as strengths within 
this research and have been integral to knowledge development within 
this thesis, below I outline the ways in which each of them limits this 
research, the potential effects of these limitations and the rationale for 
my choices. 

First, as noted in Chapter 3, most of my field work has taken place 
within the context of Experio Lab’s work in the Swedish healthcare 
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system. This has been limiting in the sense that the context has been 
almost exclusively healthcare, which shares many characteristics with 
other service contexts but also has some unique aspects, such as the 
fact that users often do not want to be there, and the highly emotional 
and vulnerable nature of care (Berry & Bendapudi, 2009). In this way, 
while this acts as a critical case and valuable example, it is not clear how 
transferable some of the findings developed in this thesis are outside of 
the healthcare context. Furthermore, in studying Experio Lab’s work, 
many of the actors I observed and interacted with were professional 
designers, while the conceptualization of service ecosystem design is 
suggested to apply well beyond the confines of conventional design 
practice. As such, the full understanding of collective designing may be 
limited by taking professional service design practice as a starting 
point. However, both the context of healthcare, because of its highly-
institutionalized nature and complexity, and professional service 
design practice, because of the reflexive and aesthetic capabilities of 
actors, were valuable in revealing nuances within the research that 
might not have been otherwise visible. Furthermore, while some 
outside perspective was obtained through the systemic analysis of 
service design methods, taking Experio Lab as the primary context of 
this study enabled the development of an in-depth understanding, but 
potentially limits the generalizability of the findings without adequate 
comparison. 

There were also limitations related to the study design of my empirical 
research. The approaches and methods that I chose, such as para-
ethnography through interviews, observations and so on, were 
performative in the sense that they performed certain aspects of reality 
while hiding others (Law, 2004). For example, a para-ethnographic 
approach is well suited to developing a deep understanding of a context 
through a particular perspective, but some of the findings will also 
reflect my own bias as an ethnographer, or the bias of my Experio Lab 
colleagues who participated as partners throughout the para-
ethnography. Furthermore, my sampling strategy reflected 
purposefulness around which actors might be able to offer the most 
reflection in relation to service design. However, these individuals were 
identified within a relatively convenient sample. Throughout the 
process of my research, I was regularly sharing my findings with my 
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colleagues and thus, it is inevitable that some of what I heard in 
interviews and saw in observations was performative in relation to my 
research approach and findings.  

In addition, personal and cultural bias are not secondary to the findings 
and conclusions laid out in this thesis. I have an educational and 
professional background in business and service design from Canada 
and the United States, before moving to Sweden to do this PhD 
research. As such, my personal bias is toward a very Western view of 
design, actors, healthcare and service ecosystems. I also experienced 
language barriers in conducting ethnographic research and my 
interpretations of Swedish ways of doing things are certainly through a 
North American lens. Furthermore, this thesis is being completed 
within the business department at Karlstad University, which brings its 
own language, requirements and culture. While I have attempted to be 
reflexive about some of these assumptions throughout this research, 
inevitability some of this perspective has remained hidden and is 
enacted through the pages of this thesis. While there is important work 
happening, particularly around decolonizing design (e.g. Schultz et al., 
2018; Tlostanova, 2017; Tunstall, 2013), more needs to be done to 
critique, refine and challenge the service ecosystem design 
conceptualization with attention to the ways in which it reproduces a 
colonial interpretation of design, actors, service ecosystems and so on. 

With this in mind, it is important to note that while the unifying 
perspective of service-dominant logic has been a strength in supporting 
the integrative conceptual contribution of this research, it has also been 
performative in the sense that it creates an overall narrative about 
reality, or what Law (2015) refers to as enacting a “one-world world”.  
Law argues that creating one overall narrative from a Western 
perspective emphasizes one view of reality and discounts a variety of 
indigenous realities, relegating them beliefs. While this is far from the 
intention of S-D logic, by providing a unifying perspective that is built 
on processes of transcendence and reconciliation of diverse 
perspectives, S-D logic may inadvertently contribute to minimizing the 
diversity and conflicts within this dialogue. This was not a critical issue 
when S-D logic was first introduced, as it was offering an alternative to 
the dominant perspective at the time. However, as S-D logic builds 
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momentum and acceptance, this should be an important 
consideration.  

In many ways, I have felt that the service ecosystems perspective of S-
D logic has contributed to further democratizing and supporting the 
inclusivity of service design. However, by basing much of the content 
and approach of my thesis on this perspective, and using it to develop 
an overall narrative of service design, I have reproduced aspects of a 
colonial research practice that has the potential to undermine 
indigenous realities. My interest is in creating a platform that 
recognizes diverse service design practices and realities. However, 
further interrogation is needed to understand the ways in which the 
broad conceptualization of service design does and does not support 
such an effort. To fully embrace the reflexive approach set out in this 
thesis, the unifying narrative of service ecosystem design drawn from 
service-dominant logic, and its related assumptions, also need to be 
challenged. 

Lastly, it is important to highlight that time constraints have been a 
significant limitation in this research. The last three and half years have 
given me a great deal of time to develop an in-depth understanding of 
Experio Lab’s work; however, such a time period is not long enough to 
fully understand the longitudinal effects of the service ecosystem 
design processes I have observed. Furthermore, the time limitations 
have meant that the ‘research through design’ experiments that I have 
done have not been fully evaluated. Most of these experiments have 
been one-off processes over short periods of time. There is a need for 
longitudinal experimentation amid a specific collective to really 
understand the implications and consequences of this work, and better 
align these approaches with the orientation of collective designing. In 
the following section, I highlight how this time limitation and the other 
limitations outlined above might be overcome through further 
research. 

8.3 Future Research 

While this research builds a platform for a situated understanding of 
service design, and contributes knowledge related to how actors shape 
service ecosystems, there are many unanswered questions. Thus, there 
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is a significant need for future research on service ecosystem design. I 
see the possibility of developing a research program related to service 
ecosystem design with a number of distinct, but related projects to 
better explore its dimensions and implications. Overall research 
directions for such a program could include: interrogating the 
assumptions of service ecosystem design, extending the 
conceptualization of service ecosystem design, as well as developing 
and learning from service ecosystem design practice. Below, I describe 
the potential opportunities for future research and related questions in 
each of these areas. 

One key direction for further research is continued interrogation of the 
assumptions in service design literature presented here, and other 
related assumptions. First, there is a need to critique the assumptions 
of service ecosystem design from diverse, especially non-Western 
perspectives, including with attention to decolonizing design. There is 
also an opportunity to problematize other underlying assumptions that 
are getting in the way of a more processual, situated, embedded, and 
dynamic understanding of service design to refine the understanding 
of service ecosystem design. I see great value in applying insights from 
science and technology studies (e.g. Law, 2004) to challenge the 
approach to theorizing and field work used in service design research, 
and this research more specifically. It is important to highlight that this 
thesis is in no way a presentation of the final understanding of the 
related assumptions. On the contrary, there is a need to continue to 
employ a reflexive approach with new inputs and alternative voices to 
support the ongoing evolution of the underpinnings of service design. 

While an initial conceptualization of service ecosystem design is 
sketched out in this thesis and Paper 1, “Service Ecosystem Design”, 
this is just the first iteration. There is a need to continue the exploration 
around specific ideas nested within this conceptualization, such as the 
nature of social structures as design materials. A great deal of further 
study is needed in relation to each of the core processes of service 
ecosystem design. Related research questions might include: “what are 
the conditions that enable actors’ reflexivity and reformation?” and 
“what is the role of artefacts in the process of reformation?”. 
Furthermore, I see great promise in deeper exploration into collective 
designing, including the differences between collective designing and 
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the existing approach of co-design. In addition, while designing the 
systemic self is highlighted as fundamental, more research is needed 
around what this entails for actors. There is also a great need to extend 
the understanding of the political implications of service ecosystem 
design. Furthermore, future research should explore the applicability 
of the conceptualization of service ecosystem design across cultures 
and different sectors, and should identify differences in how service 
ecosystem design occurs across these contexts. 

While some initial principles and approaches that relate to practicing 
service ecosystem design have been drawn out within this thesis, there 
is a great need to support the ongoing development of the practice, as 
well as learning from service ecosystem design in practice. To more 
fully flesh out and challenge the understanding of service ecosystem 
design, there is a need to learn from diverse enactments of service 
ecosystem design around the globe. To support the development of 
service ecosystem design, one valuable avenue may be building service 
ecosystem design literacy – actors’ abilities to become aware of, and 
intentionally shape, social structures. However, further research is 
needed to more fully understand the components of service ecosystem 
design literacy and the infrastructure needed to support it. In addition, 
further research could support the development other practical 
approaches, including those with a more longitudinal focus, with the 
explicit purpose of building reflexivity and encouraging reformation. 
Along this same vein, there is a need to further evaluate the use of the 
identified approaches in order to understand how they influence 
already existing service ecosystem design practices.  

Future research could also experiment with the use of the service 
ecosystem process model as a guiding framework for service design 
efforts and consider the development of a coherent methodology or 
methodologies for practicing service ecosystem design. There is also a 
need to conduct a longitudinal assessment of service ecosystem design 
practice (e.g. for 8-15 years) across levels of aggregation (micro to 
macro) to better understand the interactions between design and non-
design processes in service ecosystems over time. Plus, there is 
important work that needs to be done to further articulate the possible 
roles of a professional designer in service ecosystem design and, 
perhaps more importantly, understand the service ecosystem design 
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practices of actors who are not professional designers. Lastly, critical 
to the development of service ecosystem design in practice is the 
creation of strategies for more appropriately dealing with the political 
dimensions of the practice. 

Through inquiry related to these future research directions, there is 
potential to build service ecosystem design into a more coherent, 
valuable and robust perspective on service design.  By challenging and 
strengthening the understanding presented here, service ecosystem 
design could be developed into a research program that influences 
design research, professional design practice, design education, social 
change efforts, and even people’s everyday lives. 

8.4 Conclusion 
With increasing acknowledgement of the importance of the situated 
nature of service design, there is a need to build a more nuanced 
understanding of service design that better accounts for both the 
contextual constraints faced by practitioners and the potential for 
transformation. This thesis integrates research from systems theory, 
institutional theory and design theory, as well as insights from field 
work done primarily at Experio Lab in the Swedish healthcare system, 
using the integrative perspective of service-dominant logic to build a 
more situated understanding of service design. First, this thesis makes 
explicit some of the underlying assumptions about service design in 
service research and presents a set of alternative assumptions that 
reflect a more contextual and systemic perspective on design. Second, 
I introduce the conceptualization of service ecosystem design, a 
perspective on service design that recognizes social structures as the 
key design materials, and I provide a process model for the intentional 
adaptation of social structures. Lastly, I offer preliminary design 
principles and experimental design approaches that could be adapted 
by practitioners to better leverage their situated positioning within 
service systems. In doing so, this thesis offers a platform for ongoing 
theoretical development related to service design from a more 
processual, systemic, embedded, and embodied perspective. 

Returning to where I began this cover manuscript, it is my hope that 
this thesis can also inform a more strategic approach to situations like 
the one I described. Rather than focusing solely on crafting the 
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touchpoints of the patients’ group medical visit, the perspective of 
service ecosystem design would suggest a focus on reshaping the social 
structures that were holding in place the individual appointment 
model. This would mean exploring issues around billing, working with 
the care team on their changing roles, exposing existing beliefs about 
privacy and the doctor-patient relationship early on, as well as zooming 
out to understand the existing norms around appointment flows within 
the clinic. By making visible these important invisible aspects, the care 
team, and related actors within the clinic, could then prioritize what 
structures they need to change and how. Furthermore, the service 
ecosystem design perspective would likely decenter my own role as a 
designer and help me better tap into the ways in which the care team, 
the patients and a broad range of related actors are already shaping the 
social structures guiding these appointments. Adopting this 
perspective would mean a move away from a quick-fix group 
appointment model toward putting in place the support for ongoing 
adaption of appointment models by a broad range of actors within the 
clinic over the long-term. 
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Experimental Approaches 

In what follows, I describe each of the twelve experimental approaches 
discussed in Chapter 7 in more detail, offering some examples of how 
they were used and supporting materials as applicable. 

A1. Relational Material Mapping 

One approach that I have found useful in understanding value-in-
context for specific situations is that of relational material mapping 
developed by Aguirre Ulloa and Paulsen (2017). This approach 
leverages the vocabulary that we have for tangible objects to better help 
us understand relationships between actors across levels of 
aggregation. The typical use of the approach begins by the participants 
assigning qualities to a range of types of string. For example, yarn 
might be called “cozy” and “soft” whereas steel wire might be labelled 
“cold” and “flexible”. The participants are then given two transparent 
peg boards, with one representing the service-level and the other 
representing the system-level. Under the peg boards participants place 
photos or drawings of the different actors involved at each of the levels 
and place a peg above each of the pictures to represent the actor.  

The participants then use the different types of strings, imbued with 
the different qualities assigned to them, to represent the relationships 
between actors on each of the peg boards.  Additionally, participants 
can connect the string at three different heights on the peg to show 
power relations. The qualities previously assigned to each of these 
types of string help participants determine what string is used when 
representing different relationships. The result is a material picture of 
the different inter-relationships between actors at different levels of 
aggregation as interpreted by participants. Figure 41 shows examples 
of this tool in use during a healthcare innovation project I worked on 
in the Netherlands. I have found that making these relations tangible 
helps participants understand and make sense of the inter-
relationships between actors’ in new and helpful ways, providing 
valuable input into service design processes. 
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Figure 41: Example of relational material mapping developed by Aguirre Ulloa and 
Paulsen (2017) 

A2. Giga-mapping 
Another approach for supporting the process of understanding value-
in-context is giga-mapping. Giga-mapping is a designerly approach to 
dealing with complexity that involves “super extensive mapping across 
multiple layers and scales, investigating relations between seemingly 
separated categories and so implementing boundary critique to the 
conception and framing of systems” (Sevaldson, 2011, p. 1). The process 
of giga-mapping attempts to keep as may influences in play as long as 
possible in order to support an intentional process of drawing system 
boundaries. The main catalyst for the process is a design artefact, or 
map, that leverages an actors’ ability to visualize as a way to support 
reflection on the complexity of inter-related systems. The map is 
intended primarily to communicate the complexity to its creators, as 
opposed to outsiders (Sevaldson, 2011). Giga-maps can take on many 
different forms with different emphasis, such as hierarchy, time and 
space (ibid).  I have found that mapping the complexity of systems in 
this visual way can help build an appreciation for the different 
influences on value cocreation and inform where arbitrary systems 
boundaries might be drawn. 

A3. Social Structure Archaeology 

The approach of social structure archaeology was developed with 
Experio Lab designer Felicia Nilsson. The method includes two 
interdependent parts, observation and object re-construction. The first 
part involves conducting observations with a specific attention to social 



201 

structures as well as how they are being physically enacted and shaped 
by actors. Figure 42 shows an example of a template with prompts that 
I used to support the process of note taking while doing observations. 
For example, when doing observations in the infection ward of the 
hospital, I recorded what I saw when a physician filled out the long-
term disability application form for one patient in the ‘Physical 
Enactments’ section of the template. In relation to the ‘Inferences 
about the Invisible’ section, I took notes about the perceived power of 
physicians in regulating who is fit for work and who is not. I also made 
a note about the positivist nature of the disability system after seeing 
the physician’s exaggerated descriptions of the physical evidence in 
order for the patient to receive disability pay. This later lead to 
reflections about the appropriateness of doctors taking on this role in 
the system, and questions about the influence of the welfare system on 
the healthcare system. 
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Figure 42: Field notes template for social structure archeology. 
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The second part of social structure archaeology is to explore the role 
of artefacts in relation to social structures within a particular setting 
through re-creation (show in Figure 43). Based on our observations in 
the infection ward of the hospital, we created detailed notes and 
drawings of our observations and interactions. Then, together we 
analysed our notes and drawings with a focus on the prominent and 
symbolic objects that contributed to how norms and rules were being 
enacted within the ward. To support the process of reflection, we 
reconstructed the infection ward using paper, glue and markers. Based 
on our interpretations, we built out objects that we felt had an 
important role in what we observed. The reconstructions of the objects 
were not intended to fully reflect reality but rather our own 
interpretations of them in relation to the social structures they enacted. 
For example, we made the oversized washing pump take up the entire 
corridor between the hallway and the patients’ rooms because of the 
emphasis it received. The clock on the wall was also well-beyond its 
typical size to show its prominence and the influence of highly 
institutionalized time schedules within the ward. To encourage 
reflection and contextualize the paper recreations, we also wrote poems 
about each of the objects we reconstructed. 

 

Figure 43: Re-creation of the infection ward using the social structure archeology 
approach. (Photograph by Felicia Nilsson) 
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A4. Story Unwriting 

Story unwriting was another approach that I developed and used in 
collaboration with researchers Vanessa Rodrigues and Katerina 
Wetter-Edman to help groups of actors build awareness of the social 
structures within a particular context. The approach involves 
developing a narrative inspired by real events or based on an interview 
with a specific actor. Then, the story is read out-loud to a group several 
times. The first time the participants are asked to unpack the physical 
elements of the story that one could experience through their senses, 
perhaps through the perspective of one of the characters in the story. 
Then, when the story is read the second time, the participants are asked 
to listen “between the lines” for the unwritten rules, norms, roles and 
beliefs illuminated within the story. Next, the participants pair up or 
work in groups of threes to discuss their perspective on the story and 
the invisible social structures that they uncovered. Having a specific 
story and discussion around it can often help actors get at some of the 
more abstract social structures at play related to the service ecosystems 
they are a part of. 

This story unwriting approach was first experimented with in a 
workshop done with healthcare service providers and designers within 
the Karlstad Hospital. Here is an excerpt from that story: 

The room was silent, except for the tick, tick, tick of the clock. Despite the 
snowstorm outside, the office was overheated and stuffy. The neurologist 
removed her jacket and placed it slowly on the desk in front of her, as if she 
was stalling. She gave Richard what seemed like a half-hearted smile before 
for she began. Richard looked pale and was staring blankly at the doctor’s 
files, when she finally spoke.  

“Richard, I am afraid I have some bad news.” Richard didn’t look up. Julie 
screeched her chair as she moved closer to Richard and took his sweaty, but 
cold hand in an attempt to reassure him.  

“After all the assessments, we have a diagnosis”. Julie squeezed Richard’s 
hand a bit tighter. “From the blood tests and imaging we did, we can rule 
out other causes for your memory loss. We think you have Early Onset 
Alzheimer’s.” Richard continued staring, but with each word, Julie seemed 
to sit straighter and straighter in her chair.  

By reflecting on that story, participants started to uncover possible 
unwritten rules, such as “healthcare happens in the doctors’ office”, 
“disease is individual” and “the family caregiver is secondary”. I have 
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found that sometimes a story is an easier way to get at these hidden 
social structures as it distances participants from the situation allowing 
them to see things that they might not otherwise. 

A5. Aesthetic Disruption 

This research highlights the need to attend to actors’ experiences in 
order to trigger the process of reflexivity. This practical process of 
designing for aesthetic disruption is discussed in an additional paper 
not included in this thesis (Vink et al., 2017) and the conceptual 
foundation is described further in Paper 3, “Making the Invisible 
Visible”. The focus here is not on creating desirable experiences, or 
even about improving a user’s experience, as is often talked about in 
design. Rather, the goal is to stage unsettling or disruptive experiences 
that prompt actors to reconsider their own mental models. The aim is 
to have an experience that challenges one’s assumptions and beliefs 
about how something works. In doing so, this helps actors partially 
apprehend some of the invisible social structures within their context. 
The approach of staging aesthetic disruption has been tested out in 
master’s courses for design students at both Linköping University and 
Köln International School of Design (KISD).  

In Figure 44 you can see an example of staging aesthetic disruption 
done by a group of students at KISD. In the example, students were 
attempting to prompt reflection about the mental model of “not in my 
backyard” with regards to harm reduction programs for people with 
drug addictions. The group created a needle repository in a very public 
space with bold and visible indications of how such an intervention was 
helping to address community issues and engaged passersby in 
conversations about the needle repository and their own beliefs in 
relation to harm reduction. This project was conducted by Vanessa 
Espinosa Ureta, Abigail Schreider, Juan Camilo Torres Jiménez.  
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Figure 44: Examples of student projects at KISD to stage aesthetic disruption. 

A6. Fishbowl Improv 

Another experimental approach developed to facilitate reflexivity was 
fishbowl improv. In this approach, a number of people are asked to 
improvise different scenarios in order to understand the differences in 
social structures and the implications of altering social structures. I 
tested this out in a number of different workshops, such as the one 
shown in Figure 45, with a focus on the doctor-patient relationship. 
First, I asked one or two participants to improvise their version of what 
a doctor’s visit looks like together in front of the group. After 
improvising the scenario, I work with the group to unpack the invisible 
social structures or “unwritten rules of the game” that are at play during 
this doctor visit.  Workshop participants call out unwritten rules like 
“the patient is the disease” and “patients go to the doctor”. Next, 
everyone writes down a headline about an innovation in the doctor-
patient relationship that might be seen in a newspaper in the year 
2020. Inspired by participants’ future headlines, together we identify 
which of the rules of the game we would need to create, disrupt, or 
maintain to realize this desired future. Based on these changes to the 
invisible social structures, the participants improvise the new scenario 
and the group reflects on the implications together. This process of 
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improvisation leverages the corporeal mode of reflexivity which taps 
into actors’ senses and body to better understand social structures. 

 

Figure 45: Fishbowl immprov during designing the invisible workshop in Nijmegen, 
Netherlands. (Photograph by Radboud REshape) 

A7. The Iceberg Framework 

One key approach that I developed to prompt reformation was the 
iceberg framework. The iceberg framework offers a guide for mapping 
a particular situation within a service ecosystem and thinking about 
how it could be intentionally reshaped. The iceberg metaphor is often 
used to illustrate visible and invisible elements. In adapting this 
metaphor and combining it with a futures orientation, the goal is to 
help people to surface underlying social structures and engage in a 
dialogue about which social structures might need to be changed in 
order to realize their preferred future. Figure 46 shows the template for 
the iceberg framework used by participants to capture both the 
experiential elements and the invisible social structures (e.g. rules, 
norms, roles and beliefs) influencing a particular situation or 
challenge. First, above the water, participants write down the 
experiential elements of a situation that they could see, hear, feel, and 
so on. Next, they write down the invisible social structures influencing 
the situation including the rules, norms, rules and beliefs. Participants 
then discuss which social structures they need to create, disrupt or 
maintain in order to realize their preferred future and how they might 
start to do that.
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Figure 46: The iceberg framework template. 

The use of the iceberg framework can be facilitated in a variety of ways 
as shown in Figure 47. For example, this approach was used in a 
workshop with leadership of the County Council of Värmland in 
Sweden in relation to their goal of moving care closer to home. First, 
county council leaders created a storyboard of the existing experience 
of a patient’s follow-up appointment after a heart attack, and a 
storyboard of what they could imagine a future experience being like if 
care was brought closer to home. Next, these leaders were encouraged 
to unpack the invisible social structures that were contributing to the 
current and future experiences that they had visualized in the 
storyboard. This led to a discussion about what rules, roles, norms, and 
beliefs might need to be altered, in order to realize their preferred 
future of care closer to home. For example, their vision might require 
disrupting the norm that patients go into the clinic for care, and might 
require new roles for digital health service providers. 
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Figure 47: Various uses of the iceberg framework. 

The iceberg can be completed based on a particular story or journey, or 
it can be based on a common problem within a system. It can also be 
used to map out a system in the present and a preferred future to enable 
comparison. In addition, it can be used more as a lens within a design 
process. For example, it has been used as a template for synthesizing 
and analyzing interviews collectively in one Experio Lab project. By 
working through the layers of the iceberg together, actors help to make 
the invisible aspects of the service system more visible when designing. 
This can facilitate critical conversations not just about how they might 
change actors’ experience, but also about how they might contribute to 
shifting the underlying social structures that enable those experiences. 
It is important to note that greater specificity around what is being 
analyzed (e.g. a specific story or interview), combined with a greater 
diversity of participants, tends to make the approach more fruitful and 
revealing. 

A8. Re-crafting Artefacts 

This research has highlighted the role of artefacts, or human made 
objects, in enacting social structures. As such, one important way for 
actors to alter social structures is through artefacts. To help actors 
understand the role of artefacts in service ecosystems, and the 
implications of possible modifications to these artefacts, I explored an 
approach developed by my colleague, Felicia Nilsson, which has been 
named re-crafting artefacts. To experiment with this approach, we 
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hosted a workshop focusing on the stethoscope, a common object in 
hospitals and symbol of healthcare. At the workshop, the participants 
were asked to redesign the stethoscope to fit a new paradigm of 
healthcare where the patient is seen as the expert of their own body and 
illness.  

Participants were given a large variety of materials in which to 
construct their alternative stethoscopes, including components of the 
current model and materials that resembled nothing like a stethoscope. 
This activity forced participants to reflect on the role of the stethoscope. 
It became clear that the stethoscope was a symbol of expertise, but it 
also contributes to the enactment of one active and one passive role in 
care interactions. This process also forced participants to consider 
what sort of rules, roles, norms, and beliefs they wanted to uphold 
within the healthcare system and how different shapes and materials 
might contribute to their enactment. Participants were also asked to 
role play the use of their stethoscope or stethoscope alternative in 
action, which contributed to a better understanding of the implications 
of the modifications. There were a large variety of different artefacts 
created in the workshop, including the three-way stethoscope with 
visual signals shown in Figure 48. By rethinking the common and 
symbolic artefact of stethoscope, it encouraged participants to reflect 
on the social structures that the stethoscope currently enacts and how 
they wanted to reshape them. 
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Figure 48: Remaking the stethoscope workshop led by Felicia Nilsson. (Photograph by 
Kristoffer Andrén) 

A9. Tiny Tests 

To encourage collectives to experiment with intentionally reshaping 
social structures and learning from the process, one approach that I 
have employed is tiny tests. Tiny tests are intended to be simple 
experiments in actor’s everyday life to test out what it might be like to 
act in ways that are divergent from existing social structures. I have use 
tiny tests as a take away assignment for participants in a number of 
workshops that I have facilitated. This helps to encourage large groups 
to explore the implications of shaping social structures after the 
workshop. Figure 49 shows an example of a template that a participant 
might use to document the steps for carrying out the tiny test as well as 
their learning goals. A tiny test could be something such as a doctor 
wearing their plain clothes in a clinic for a day, or talking about 
something that is taboo during a lunch time conversation. The 
intention is for actors to reflect on their ongoing role in the service 
design process and what happens when they intentionally reshape 
particular social structures in their everyday lives. 
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Figure 49: Tiny test template. 
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A10. Design Diaries 

Another approach for facilitating reflexivity while doing reformation 
work is the documentation of experiences in a service design process 
through a design diary. Several designers at Experio Lab kept a design 
diary during over the course of one project. This helped to facilitate 
ongoing reflections about their actions, the contextual constraints they 
experienced, and their efforts to catalyze intentional change. This 
design diary can be crafted with specific prompts relating to shaping 
social structures and the implications of doing so. A lighter version of 
a diary is a tool that I created for practitioners, including those that 
wouldn’t identify themselves as designers, called the “Designing the 
Invisible Pocket-Book” (see Figure 50). This pocketbook was intended 
to support reflection on the relationship between social structures and 
their design practice. The pocket-book offers prompts for thinking 
about the invisible social forces at play and how practitioners are 
themselves entangled in these social forces. Further, drawing on 
institutional work, the pocket-book encourages practitioners to reflect 
on how they are making, breaking and maintaining these invisible 
social forces through their practice. This tool can be used to support 
individual reflection during systems change work or in the context of a 
workshop to spark a collective dialogue about how social structures are 
showing up when designing. It can also support the development of an 
individual practitioners’ design diary.
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Figure 50: Designing the invisible pocket-book - a mini-design diary. 

A11. A Day in My Life 

The purpose of the a day in my life approach is to get actors to unpack 
their daily lives in order to better understand the ways in which they 
are enacting social structures. While the aim is to support individual 
reflection, the activity requires a small group. First, all of the 
participants are asked to draw pictures of a typical day in their life in 
the form of a story board on the template shown in Figure 51, or on a 
plain piece of paper, shown in Figure 52. Next, each participant holds 
up their story board and verbally describes their typical day using the 
storyboard. Once everyone has shared their typical day to the group, 
the participants pass their papers clockwise for someone else to help 
unpack some of the rules, norms, roles, and beliefs that are being 
enacted in that person’s day under the related pictures. The group 
keeps passing the papers along to the next person adding on to the 
notes of the previous person about what social structures are being 
enacted until each person gets back their original storyboard. Then 
participants are given time to read and reflect on the notes and share 
any insights back with the group about social structures they do not 
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normally consider they are enacting. For example, when I completed 
this exercise, I learned that one norm that I enact is that I was always 
write from left to right. This raised questions how such a writing norm 
structured my thinking. 

 

Figure 51: A day in my life template. 

 

Figure 52: Student at Linköping University doing the ‘day in your life’ activity. 
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A12. Systemic Self Matrix 

The last experimental design approach is the systemic-self matrix. The 
systemic-self matrix is intended to help actors reflect on the ways in 
which they are currently enacting social structures and to think about 
how they might change their enactments in the future. A template for 
the systemic-self matrix is shown in Figure 53. I facilitated a workshop 
using the systemic-self matrix with Vanessa Rodrigues in Eskilstuna, 
Sweden with a group of healthcare professionals. Here, we started by 
first asking participants to think about clothing and the formal and 
unwritten rules in relation to what they could or did wear to work. 
Using the template, shown in Figure 53, we then asked them to write 
down the social structures in relation to clothing for their workplaces. 
People shared reflections, such as different clothing expectations for 
different genders and different professional roles, as well as what colors 
and patterns were the general norms.  

Next, each individual was asked to reflect on the ways in which they 
were enacting or reshaping those rules in relation to clothing, and 
shared their reflections about how they were currently conforming to, 
or diverging from, the norms and rules by pointing to their different 
garments. We then asked them to imagine a future system were the 
rules were quite different, such as a system in which everyone is asked 
to dress like a clown in the healthcare system for healing benefits. They 
constructed the rules and imagined how they might enact them 
individually. Using the insights they gained from the discussion about 
clothing, we then asked them to go through the same process again, 
this time focusing on something more relevant.  This second time, we 
asked them to focus on the patient discharge system that they were 
trying to collectively reshape, in order to help them recognize their 
individual roles and responsibilities in enacting different social 
structures. 
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Figure 53: Systemic-self matrix template. 



In/visible

Service design has been hailed for its ability to drive innovation and 
transformation. As a result, there are growing investments in service design by 
organizations, governments, and communities around the globe. However, the 
popular narrative of successfully crafting new service offerings through service 
design is not fully reflective of the situated struggles actors face in practice. 
In response, this study builds an alternative understanding of service design, 
called “service ecosystem design”, which offers a more systemic and contextual 
perspective of the service design process. In this view, social structures – the 
shared and entrenched rules, norms, roles, and beliefs of actors – are seen as 
the central materials of service design. This research offers a process model for 
how actors can intentionally shape social structures to create lasting change 
within service systems. In addition, it offers design principles and experimental 
approaches for bringing this process to life.
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