
The Journey to the Interface 
How public service design can connect users to reform
From cleaning the streets to checkouts, from 
looking after our elderly parents to selling  
us holidays, more than 20 million people in the 
UK work in service. The ‘service economy’ now 
accounts for 72 per cent of our gross domestic 
product. Most of us work in service; all of  
us depend on it. But expansion of the service  
sector has not heralded a service revolution.  
Too often people’s experiences of service  
are alienating and frustrating.
 Drawing on the principles and practices  
of the emerging discipline of ‘service design’,  
this pamphlet argues that the common challenge  
that all service organisations face is how to create  
more intimate and responsive relationships with 
their users and customers. Drawing on over 
50 interviews with service innovators from the 

public, private and voluntary sectors, Journey to 
the Interface makes the case for a fresh approach 
to public service reform – an approach that is less 
about competition and contestability and more 
about closing the gap between what people want 
and need, and what service  
organisations do.
 This pamphlet argues that service design  
can offer policy-makers and practitioners a vision  
for the transformation of public services, as well 
as a route to get there. It outlines an agenda  
for action that spells out how service design  
approaches can be applied systemically.
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Engagement and 
co-production will grow  
only out of a deeper, 
richer understanding of 
how services relate in  
practice to people’s 
everyday lives
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About this pamphlet 

This pamphlet grew out of a series of conversations about projects in our 
respective organisations. We realised that many of the organisations we were 
working with – Demos in the public sector and Engine in the private sector 
– faced a similar set of challenges around the provision of great service. This 
led us to explore whether or not there are some common principles of service 
innovation.
 The Journey to the Interface brings together what Demos and Engine have 
learnt from working with service organisations, along with the contributions 
of over 50 professionals from private, public and voluntary organisations and  
a number of independent experts in service design. The purpose of the 
pamphlet is to bring together and organise some of the language and concepts 
of user-centred service. We have couched this work in the context of the 
priorities for public service reform in coming years.
 We hope that the pamphlet provides a useful resource for service 
organisations, as well as a conceptual framework for approaches to reform. 
In that spirit, each of the core chapters (1, 2 and 3) concludes with a set 
of challenges – questions people can ask to test the extent to which their 
organisation is focused on creating deep relationships with their users – and 
some shared language for service innovation. After each of these chapters  
you will find case studies of public service organisations that are putting some 
of the principles described here into practice. And at the end of the pamphlet 
there is a glossary – a ‘shared language of service’ – that summarises  
the new concepts we introduce here.
 Although many of the tools and concepts described here can be applied  
to existing organisations, the transformative potential of service design  
as an approach really comes to life only if it is applied at a systemic level.  
After the concluding chapter, which explores this in more depth, you will  
also find an agenda for action that describes what service design principles  
and practice might might mean for people operating at different levels 
of the system. 
 We welcome your contributions to this work as it develops. Do get in touch.

Sophia Parker
sophia.parker@demos.co.uk

Joe Heapy
joe@enginegroup.co.uk
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Introduction 
The common challenge of service 

From cleaning the streets to checkouts, from looking after our 
elderly parents to selling us holidays, more than 20 million people 
in the UK work in service. The so-called ‘service economy’ now 
makes up 72 per cent of our GDP.1 Most of us work in service;  
all of us depend on it for many aspects of our existence. The  
giving of service and the receiving of it is an unmistakable part  
of everyday life.
 Yet the shift to a service economy has not necessarily heralded 
a service revolution. Many of our interactions with service 
organisations are characterised by profound frustration, hanging 
on the end of a phone, arguing over our consumer rights, feeling 
ignored and misunderstood, worrying about the working 
conditions of those who serve us. Too often as recipients of services 
we feel that someone other than us is benefiting. Too often it  
feels like ‘producer interests’ or profit incentives matter more than 
how we feel.
 Public services are not exempt from this sense of frustration. 
Since 1997, the public sector has expanded. Public service jobs 
have grown, as have the levels of investment being poured into our 
schools, hospitals, cultural institutions and security infrastructure. 
NHS spending will be 90 per cent higher in 2007/08 when 
compared with 1996/97. Schools spending will be 65 per cent 
higher and transport will be 60 per cent higher.2 Yet these 



investments are doing little to shift the stubborn figures which 
indicate that we still have low levels of satisfaction and trust  
in public services overall.
 Two problems lie at the heart of this disconnect between people 
and services. First, people are changing faster than organisations 
are. Decades of expanding choice and growing wealth have left 
people looking for more than simply quality products and services. 
The search for meaning and recognition, autonomy and control is 
a defining part of our collective psyche in the twenty-first century. 
The second problem is that ‘service’ is still seen as a commodity 
rather than as something deeper, a form of human interaction. 
Many large organisations still seek to provide service for the 
lowest cost and maximum profit. This, we argue, eats away at the 
fundamental purpose of service: to provide support and to help 
people live their lives to their full potential.
 This pamphlet makes the case for acknowledging the common 
challenge of service in thinking about how to transform public 
services. Starting here leads to a different diagnosis of the problem. 
It is not that public services need to be more like commercial 
service providers. It is that all service organisations need to find 
new ways of connecting intimately with their users and customers, 
of listening and responding in ways that reassure us all that we 
are being understood. In order to develop our thinking we spent 
time with a wide range of organisations – from all sectors: public, 
private and voluntary – that appear to be making inroads in 
building strong relationships with customers and users.  
Drawing on the interviews, workshops and case studies we 
conducted, we have generated a set of service design principles 
– practical tools and concepts – that offer fresh approaches to 
organisations seeking to close the gap between what they do and 
what people want and need.
 The current managerialist narrative about public service reform 
is out of sync with what people want and need from services at 
precisely the time that a febrile political environment is awakening 
a fresh debate about how people and services should relate to one 
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another. Progressive politicians urgently need to create a vision 
for public services that puts people and places, not targets and key 
performance indicators (KPIs), at its heart. But if people are  
going to believe this vision, equally urgent is the need to refresh 
and renew the approaches that are taken to public service 
transformation.
 In this pamphlet we argue that this common challenge, facing 
all service organisations, leads to two major consequences. First, 
learning how to create deeper forms of satisfaction and wellbeing 
through service is the long-term priority for public service reform. 
Second, a distinctive approach to ‘service design’, which seeks  
to shape service organisations around the experiences and 
interactions of their users, presents a major opportunity for  
the next stages of public service reform: a route to get there.

The search for real meaning
For many people, relative material comfort is no longer enough. 
Twenty years ago, when asked what people looked for when 
making purchases, the most common response was ‘quality of 
product’. In 2004 the most common answer was ‘honesty’.3

 The result of the massive expansion in material wealth is that, 
in Ulrich Beck’s words, ‘people demand the right to develop their 
own perspective on life and to be able to act upon it’.4 The search 
for meaning, for authenticity, amid a world of brands, competing 
messages and demands, now characterises the lives of many people 
in affluent western economies.
 As one of the interviewees for this project put it, ‘we are tired 
of being treated as nobodies with no personality by monolithic 
institutions, we want to be recognised and understood.’  
And as Michael Willmott and William Nelson argued in their 
book Complicated Lives, ‘the self is now something we seek  
to understand and express, not something we simply accept.  
This raises difficult issues for individuals as well as our companies 
and public services who are still struggling to escape the  
historical legacy of mass provision.’5



 As employees and citizens, we’re tired of working and want our 
work–life balance; as consumers we’re impatient of being nameless 
and faceless, fighting for our needs; we want relationships not 
transactions; we want real voice not meaningless choice. Shoshana 
Zuboff and Jim Maxmin have argued that the sheer scale of the 
social and economic shifts of the last century, combined with the 
new possibilities offered by technology, add up to a wholly new 
enterprise model.6 In this model, it is not products or services that 
we value most: it is support. Support that helps people to lead their 
own lives as they wish, and support that helps us to navigate an 
increasingly complex and information-laden world where it is hard 
to know who to trust.

The commodification of service
Imagine signing up to a luxury sports and leisure club. In exchange 
for a significant monthly fee, you are able to attend unlimited 
sessions, use as many large soft towels as you wish, pick and choose 
from a range of treatments and relax in the social area. Imagine if, 
one day, you visit to find a large notice limiting each customer  
to just one towel each. When you go to the reception desk to 
enquire about something, you notice a printout charting profits 
per month over the last quarter. The prices of refreshments have 
suddenly gone up and you notice that a treatment that had once 
lasted a luxurious hour now takes only 40 minutes.
 Good service cannot be reduced to nothing more than an 
efficient operation: its value lies in the less tangible sense that the 
service is supporting you, meeting your needs, working for and on 
behalf of you. The real problem with service is that it is still treated 
as a commodity – as Will Hutton has argued, a commodity ‘to be 
produced at the lowest cost by the most sweated workers’.7 This 
mental model of service has a long and deep legacy that colours 
attitudes in both the commercial and the public sectors.
 This legacy began when the first cars rolled off Henry Ford’s 
production line. Although his business was focused on products,  
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his particular model of mass production – the greatest number  
of goods for the lowest cost and the largest number of people  
– has become a defining feature of how we see service.
 Ford’s model had three characteristics that are particularly 
significant for modern public services. First, costs were lowered 
through standardising the customer or their needs. Second,  
it drew a firm line between production and consumption. Goods 
were created out of the right combination of raw materials, 
machines and people; these goods were then marketed and sold  
to the consumers – whose interests and needs had little impact  
on any activity within the firm. In other words, the value chain 
was linear, and the recipients of the products were placed firmly 
at one end of the chain. Third, this separation of production and 
consumption created demand for managers – professionals whose 
primary role was to match supply and demand in the most efficient 
way, and whose positions were defined through access to expert 
knowledge and insight not otherwise available to the customers.
 For a long time, businesses sought to import this manufacturing 
model of mass production into service provision. More recently, 
as these organisations discerned a shift in consumer expectations, 
there has been a greater emphasis on personalised services and 
products. But when personalisation and manufacturing models 
collide, a very particular form of personalisation is created. This 
differentiation is based at best on ‘mass customisation’ – the 
breaking down of a particular service or product into modules 
which customers can then pick and choose from, or add and 
subtract elements of.
 Despite the best efforts of public service innovators up and down 
the country, our public services continue to be defined by a mass 
production model. This has created a system that works against 
professional desires to provide service in the form of support  
and dialogue to people. Although there are pockets of success  
 
 
 



around the country in genuinely providing service to people, these 
successes are more often thanks to professionals circumnavigating 
the formal system, rather than working with it.
 This government has not been blind to the limitations of mass 
production in creating public services fit for the twenty-first 
century. Since 1997 their approach to breaking out of this 
particular model has been guided by an emphasis on the 
diversification of providers, finding ways of increasing competition 
and contestability and combining them with central targets and 
pressure to perform. The almost continuous re-engineering of 
services that has taken place has been driven in part by a belief 
that creating a market will bring the consumer values of customer 
focus, responsiveness and efficiency into a public sector drowning 
in bureaucracy and paternalism.
 But all the evidence suggests that our commercial service 
experiences are, in general, not much better (and arguably far 
worse) than our public service experiences. According to research 
by the National Consumer Council, 81 per cent of people had  
a bad experience purchasing services last year. Words that came  
up frequently in relation to commercial service transactions 
included ‘distant’, ‘clinical’ and ‘uncaring’.8 There is no guarantee 
whatsoever that introducing private providers and market 
disciplines into the public sector will close the gap between what 
service organisations do and what it is that people are looking 
for. There remains a common challenge of service: that large 
organisations struggle on a daily basis to build genuine and 
meaningful interactions with their customers and users, and 
frequently fail to build any kind of responsiveness, flexibility  
or ability to adapt into their organisational forms.

Why this agenda matters for public service 
organisations
Commercial service organisations that are unable to connect  
with their customers risk losing business and profits. However, 
the risks for public service organisations are far higher. To achieve 
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the desired outcomes, public services need people to get involved. 
The notion of co-production, initially dismissed as jargon that 
featured only in the lexicon of aspiring ministers and seasoned 
thinktankers, has become part of the new consensus about future 
approaches to public service reform. Contrary to Ford’s model, 
co-production demands that production and consumption are 
brought together, so that both can take place simultaneously.  
As Sue Goss has argued:

   Many of the new priorities – ‘respect’, an end to ‘binge drinking’,  
‘recycling’, ‘improved public health’ – cannot be achieved by  
a smart government delivery machine; they require changes in 
behaviour from the public. This means not simply reconsidering 
how to deliver using public or even private resources, but how to 
access the ‘ free’ resources of public energy, engagement and action.9

So a child learning is both consuming an education and producing 
a cohort of lifelong learners. Someone attending a smoking 
cessation course is both consuming a health service and producing 
a healthy population. The idea of co-production demands that 
public servants and politicians focus not only on the internal 
workings and efficiencies of existing services, but also on how 
people engage with those services, and how they can be mobilised, 
coached and encouraged to participate in the ‘common enterprise’ 
of generating positive outcomes.
 In many ways the concept of co-production is not new: our 
children are not the first generation of students who need to be 
engaged in order to learn. More, what has shifted is our 
understanding of the role of the state. The ‘five giants’ of the 
postwar welfare state saw the role of the state as being limited 
to developing systems that would help to avoid crises such as 
destitution, and provide cures and treatments for problems such  
as illness and unemployment. There was a powerful sense that  
with benefits came duties, built into a stable institutional and  
social framework that has now unravelled. In many ways, debates 
over the balance between individual responsibilities and state 



intervention was the leitmotif of twentieth-century politics, 
generating huge debates within political parties as well as cutting 
across party divides. 
 The current emphasis on influencing the behaviour of 
individuals and engaging them in the co-production of outcomes 
could be seen simply as the latest chapter in a very long book. 
However, it also reflects an unsung triumph of New Labour.  
Even if they have not succeeded in transforming public services, 
they have succeeded in turning the tide of public opinion away 
from low taxation. A significant majority of the population now 
positively expects investment in public services. Politicians owe  
it to all of us to respond to these expectations, and frame a new 
story about what public services are for, and why they matter.

The search for a narrative: people, places  
and service 
Despite the government’s attempts to engage people in 
conversations about why public services matter – for example, 
through 2003’s ‘Big Conversation’ or this year’s ‘Let’s Talk’ 
campaign – it has in practice put managerialism over vision when 
considering how to improve and transform public service  
provision. Performance management, targets and public service 
agreements became the ‘levers’ – in the rather mechanistic world 
view of new public management – for improvements. Alongside 
the regular spending reviews, commissions such as Gershon and 
Lyons have been set up to consider how to improve operational 
efficiencies and service processes.10 ‘Driving out bureaucracy’, 
inspections, regulation and audits simultaneously indicated that 
this government meant business, and that it believed efficiency 
could be wrought from a combination of digitisation, process  
re-engineering, back-office rationalisation and restructuring.  
 But in all the flurry of activity that has characterised the last 
ten years, we appear to have forgotten that a reform programme 
designed to improve the existing safety net was never likely  
to connect to the challenge of meeting the needs of a society 
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in a state of perpetual change. As Peter Taylor-Gooby has  
argued, ‘the rational incentive-based system that has driven  
New Labour’s approach [to public service reform] risks neglecting 
the relationships that are so very important in forging trust’.11 

 This pamphlet offers some practical tools and insights from the 
small but growing discipline of service design as a first step towards 
re-balancing the emphasis that has been placed on managerialism. 
Service designers do not see service as something that can  
be reduced to a commodity. They focus on how people actually 
experience services, in order to understand how large service 
organisations can create better relationships with their users  
and customers.
 Experiences and relationships are the recurring themes  
of this pamphlet. In chapter 1 we argue that engaging people  
in co-production does not happen through consultations, on 
citizens’ juries or at council meetings: it needs to happen at the 
point of delivery and through conversation and dialogue rather than 
choice alone. Therefore, learning to understand and map  
how people experience the point of delivery, the interface between  
a service and their lives, is essential for creating the conditions  
for co-production. As we discuss, although smart use of data  
is important, spreadsheets are no substitute for people.
 Chapter 2 explores the pivotal position played by professionals 
in building relationships between people and services, and 
understanding how people experience services. We argue that 
two shifts – one in professional identity and one in the shape 
of the organisational hierarchy – need to take place if service 
organisations are to take a relational approach to service design.
 Chapter 3 looks at how service innovators are learning to 
understand these experiences through the eyes of many different 
and equally complex people, and how they can connect such  
a diversity of need to the design and evaluation of services without 
resorting to the mass production model of standardisation. 
It describes how the most successful service organisations are 



complementing the ways they measure overall service performance
with ‘experience metrics’ to build up a much richer picture of  
what really matters to people, and therefore where there is room 
for improvement.
 The fiction writer William Gibson once said, ‘the future’s 
already here, it’s just unevenly spread’.12 Throughout this pamphlet 
you will find a handful of ‘near future case studies’ of the public 
service innovators up and down the country who are demonstrating 
the impact of relational approaches to service reform. By starting 
with experiences at the interface, these case studies demonstrate 
that relational approaches combine personalisation and efficiency, 
at the same time as challenging our current understanding of what 
these terms mean.
 Finally, in chapter 4, we set out the main elements of a different 
approach to reform – led by the service design principles of this 
pamphlet – as it applies to the whole system of public services, 
with different changes occurring simultaneously at different levels. 
In doing this we pose some questions and challenges for politicians 
and policy-makers working on public service reform in coming 
years, and make some suggestions about where they might look  
to learn more about relational approaches to service.
 None of these arguments are about throwing away the positive 
aspects of current approaches to public service management and 
reform. But engagement and co-production will grow only out  
of a deeper, richer understanding of how services relate in practice 
to people’s everyday lives. And in learning more about these 
‘interface spaces’, it is possible that we could also uncover the seeds 
of a renewed sense of legitimacy for public services. People’s level  
of trust in services is far higher when they are asked about their 
local secondary school rather than the education system as a whole: 
we trust that which we know. Learning to have more intimate 
relationships with people and seeing service as support rather than 
as a commodity may not only generate the outcomes we are looking 
for, but also offer the route to securing the legitimacy that public
services in the twenty-first century so desperately need. 
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Service stories 
In order to improve their UK business, BUPA relies heavily 
on the concept of the ‘end-to-end patient journey’. Every 
quarter, senior staff at BUPA Hospitals work with a 
handful of their customers to trace what happens from the 
moment someone begins to feel unwell – often some time 
before that person gets in touch with BUPA. As Alison 
Platt, head of BUPA Hospitals, says: 

   Doing this exercise immediately colours how you think 
you’ll treat that person – the language, the anxiety, the 
bureaucracy.

 
Having traced this, BUPA then maps its own processes, 
technology and interventions to the end-to-end journey. 
Senior staff ask themselves what each interaction looks 
like, what transactions are possible, what information any 
patient really needs. Finally, they add a third line – one 
that looks at behaviours. As Alison says: 

   A call isn’t just a transaction, we need to ask: ‘How do I 
want to make you feel?’

A tangible change that has emerged from doing this 
exercise regularly is that customers calling to discuss their 
hospital visit are now offered a checklist of things that 
other people in similar situations have asked. This was 
introduced after BUPA realised that people often didn’t 
know what to ask when the call finished with the question 
‘is there anything else I can help you with?’ Alison, again: 

   You have to do as much as possible to manage getting 
into people’s shoes – psychologically, emotionally, 
physically.
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Seeing services as people do

Services need to be understood as a journey or 
a cycle – a series of critical encounters that take 
place over time and across channels.

The biggest mistake that large organisations can make is to assume 
that they know what their service users and customers want. The 
common challenge of service – the emotional distance between the 
board and its customers, between local authorities and their citizens 
– is reflected in low levels of trust and satisfaction. People in 
general do not often believe that their needs are met by large service 
organisations in either the commercial or the public sector.
 If the primary cause of dissatisfaction people have with service 
organisations is that they feel misunderstood, ignored, and treated 
as faceless and nameless, then service organisations need to find new 
ways of getting to know their users, in all their messy complexity.

   The attitude here at BUPA about customer research used to be like 
that of the interested spectator – now we use it to drive decisions.

In recent years, public sector organisations have demonstrated 
a growing interest in the tools of the marketing and advertising 
industries in a quest to learn more about how insights about people 



can be used to improve what public services offer and how they  
offer it. The service innovators we met dedicate people and teams  
to worrying about the question of what it is that people need 
and want. They constantly search for ways of gaining more – and 
deeper – insights about their customers. They are alive to the fact 
that these needs, expectations and desires are subject to change 
over time and across circumstances. And – most importantly 
– they constantly strive to connect the insights they gather to 
organisational strategy, product development, communications  
and priority-setting.
 Alongside the focus on contestability and competition, measures 
of customer satisfaction, and the increasing use of segmentation 
techniques are seen as the routes by which public services can  
close the gap between what they do and what people want. In 
this chapter, we begin by exploring the most innovative practice 
around the use of customer insight. However, the service innovators 
we spoke to as part of this project recognised that, while vital, 
customer insight alone will not generate solutions to the common 
challenge all large-scale service organisations face. People, in all 
their complexity and unpredictability, can never be reduced to data. 
In the latter part of this chapter we look at how successful service 
organisations keep a steady focus on experiences – as a means of 
guarding against the temptation to put people into boxes or reduce 
them to a spreadsheet.

Knowing your users, part one
Humans are complex beings. Our organisations are constantly 
trying to catch up. An ongoing commercial research study13 now 
segments all 24 million UK households into 11 groups, 61 types 
and 243 segments. The study describes each household type 
in terms of its values, patterns of consumption, likely financial 
situation and where in the country they are likely to live. This 
level of complexity can easily feel daunting, but if public service 
organisations are going to close the gap successfully between what 
they do and who people are, this complexity needs to be explored  
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and engaged with rather than driven out. Responsive, relational 
models of service must find ways of visualising users and 
understanding their needs, fears, aspirations and preferences.
 Between them, all the local authorities across the country 
probably hold more data than the commercial study noted here.  
The question is how these data are being used. There has been  
a growing interest in segmentation, and in understanding how  
to turn raw data into useful insight that improves and targets 
particular forms of service. For example, the London Borough  
of Hammersmith & Fulham recently cross-referenced detailed 
census data with information about the use of services in 
the borough to target services and communications in each 
neighbourhood. Their Customer First programme has identified 
seven customer types including ‘childfree prosperous young  
adults renting from private landlords’, and ‘older people in  
poorer health with moderate prosperity’.
 Some remain cautious about the value of demographic or 
social class segmentation. Any approach to dividing down large 
numbers of people into subgroups is limited by the assumption of 
homogeneity within each segment. Certainly social class is a likely 
indicator of the types of services someone may or may not use but 
used alone it provides little information about how to design the 
experience of that service for that group. The real richness comes 
from cross-referencing multiple sources of data.

Beyond the basics
The immutable complexity of people needs to be seen as a source  
of insight for innovation rather than a productivity headache.  
New approaches to the design of services use segmentations to 
break down the more complex dimensions of need, belief and 
behaviour that shape peoples’ responses to service. Such models  
are developed more rapidly through smaller-scale qualitative studies
that are designed to inform service re-design and innovation – and 
indirectly to derive customer-value metrics from which performance 
can be measured.



Attitudinal segmentation seeks to understand the meaningful 
distinctions between the values and beliefs of users with respect 
to a particular service. This type of segmentation might identify 
subgroups by statements such as, ‘I’m fiercely independent and want 
to be treated so’, or ‘I’ve paid for this service – I’m entitled’, or ‘I don’t 
want to be a bother’. 
Behavioural segmentation groups the practical reasons why people 
are using a service or channel as the basis for understanding what  
is required. A behavioural segmentation model might group users 
by statements such as, ‘I need help’, ‘I need some support’, ‘I need  
to complain’.

Journey segmentation recognises that there may be many routes 
to a single destination such as achieving a healthy body weight. 
As a nation we need to eat less and do more exercise but simply 
reminding people of the consequences of not doing this is not  
going to have a huge impact. Services need to be accessible, but  
the designers of services also need to have understood the breadth 
of starting points and the complex emotional journeys that people  
will need to be motivated to embark on.

 These responses to the challenge of complexity reveal new 
insights that go beyond ‘what to provide?’ and begin to answer  
‘how to provide?’
 Increasingly service providers are using what they know about 
their users to create segmented service propositions based loosely 
around customer types but inviting customers to self-segment – to 
choose from a small number of similar offers and channels based  
on what they think best matches their own needs. The same  
offer may be packaged in a number of different ways so that  
it is not about the choice of which service but the choice  
of which experience. The customer takes control of the choice.
 Self-segmentation is one response to the realisation that people 
increasingly defy segmentation and do not like to be told who they 
are by big organisations. People exhibit what marketers call multiple 
personas. We can be professionals, parents, pleasure-seekers and 
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NIMBYs all in the same afternoon. Elderly people are no longer 
just elderly. Teenagers are no longer a homogenous group all  
buying the same music and clothes at the same time.
 People are constantly shifting – or are shifted – between 
the segmentation models of different service providers. A bank 
identifies someone as one type of person and a phone company 
identifies them as another. Generally this is not a problem: as 
consumers, people are in control of these relationships and they 
are not looking for their bank to sell them phones or their phone 
company to look after their money. It suits people to be seen and 
treated differently by different providers when each is offering 
different things.
 The frustration begins when an individual wants to be seen as a 
whole person and the system can view them only as a collection of 
isolated segmented subgroups across multiple segmentation models. 
Speaking at Demos, Jim Murphy MP highlighted the difficulty 
government has in seeing citizens as individuals.14 As he pointed 
out, a single mother is viewed as being at least seven different people 
across government agencies, including a parent, an employee, a road 
user, a taxpayer and so on.

The limits of the model
In other words, models of segmentation in the private sector  
do not necessarily translate wholesale to the more complex service 
systems in the public sector. In fact the focus on customer segments 
disguises the system of relationships that impact on people’s 
experiences and outcomes. Used in isolation, customer
segmentation carries the risk of reducing service interactions  
to a series of one-to-one transactions and reinforcing the ‘provider 
knows best’ paradigm. Such use of data and insight works best 
when used alongside some of the techniques and methodologies 
outlined in the next section – techniques designed to prevent service 
designers from reducing real and complex people to statistics or 
segments, and to keep a constant focus on the lived experience of 
the user journey. Data and insight will never replace people.
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   As systems get larger, management levels increase . . . but the 
visibility of the consumer or user is critical. This isn’t to do with 
focus groups, but real involvement and development. The consumers 
need to stay as real individuals, not just statistics.15

Knowing your users, part two
Using customer insight to tailor services – both in terms of what 
is offered and how it is offered – does not necessarily shift the 
stubborn legacy of mass production services. Using data to tailor 
products and services is similar to drawing information out of 
users, re-calibrating and responding. The people represented by this 
goldmine of data are still kept at arm’s length from the operations 
and decision-making processes of the organisation. Similarly,  
for people working in those organisations, insights turn people 
into numbers, making them two-dimensional.

   In the end, your success will depend less on customer segmentation 
and more on your ability to describe the needs of your customer with 
great vividness.16

Many of the service innovators we spoke to have recognised  
the limitations of customer insight models, even at their most 
sophisticated. As a result, they have begun to make the long, slow 
and difficult journey to the interface themselves. Rather than 
sucking data in, they are experimenting with tools and techniques 
that take them to the points at which people actually experience 
services. Making this journey enables organisations to understand 
in much greater richness how people and services relate in practice.
 For public services, we believe these tools and techniques are of 
particular interest. The desire to empower users and involve them 
in co-producing outcomes is now so common it is almost a truism. 
Yet, even with the most determined staff and leaders, the legacy 
of mass production makes it almost impossible for such service 
organisations to escape their own vantage point on services – as 
functional institutions and ‘episodes’ that interrupt people’s lives  
– to look afresh at what they are doing from the eyes of users.
 



 And it is hard to escape these prisms. The mobile phone 
company, Orange, knows from experience that ‘making the journey 
[to see services from a customer’s eyes] is very hard, as people  
have a job within an organisation. Their concern is usually with 
delivering their part of the service, not putting themselves in  
the position of the user. Experiencing services from a person’s  
viewpoint is very difficult.’
 Seeing your services as your users do is not, unfortunately, a 
route to simplifying the picture, but it enables organisations to see 
a different kind of complexity, a complexity that sheds new light on 
how best to prioritise operational, organisational and policy change. 
For service designers, the building blocks of service are not episodes 
and institutions. They are the touchpoints, channels, architectures 
and journeys that describe services from the starting point of the 
interface. It is those concepts that the following sections explore.

The tangible elements of service: touchpoints 
Touchpoints are the people and tangible things that shape the 
experience of services (see pages 28–29). The interest in touchpoints 
 originally grew out of organisations seeking to reinforce their brand 
in ways that went well beyond marketing and mass advertising 
campaigns. In practice, this recognises that as customers of an 
airline, we are more likely to remember something about the brand 
from our interactions with cabin staff, for example, than we are from 
looking at the design work on the tailfin.

   Everything we do should be characterised by obsessive and  
uncompromising attention to detail. We know that any journey is 
made up of many little experiences and that it doesn’t take much to 
turn a happy customer into an unhappy one. We cannot afford this 
and we must not let this happen.17

Although branding may not be the top priority for many public 
service organisations, there is a crucial principle here. Touchpoints 
are the places and spaces where people experience services. The 
extent to which their ‘brand’ invites people in or frustrates them 
determines the extent to which those people are engaged. And 
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the level of dissonance between what an organisation says it cares 
about (for example, personalisation or user empowerment) and 
how people experience that organisation lies at the heart of whether 
or not people trust such services. People become suspicious if 
experiences do not match the expectations created by rhetoric, 
customer charters and organisational commitments.
 The need to map public service touchpoints and explore the 
extent to which they support the commitment to personalisation 
and co-design is illustrated by the comment of one of our 
interviewees about a recent hospital experience he had:

   You get the feeling they don’t want you there, that they think you’re 
the problem . . . they seem to be saying ‘my life running this hospital 
would be so much easier if you weren’t here’. . . . My experience 
is that hospitals perpetuate my anxiety; when I find myself in  
this system I feel helpless. There is nothing you can do to ease  
your anxiety. Information provision is appalling – there’s no  
hand-holding. You find yourself asking several dumb-sounding 
questions to various people behind desks – it seems as though  
the system somehow requires you to do so.

In this comment, it is possible to identify a whole range of 
touchpoints – people, desks, information provision, the hospital 
building itself – that together combine to disempower the person 
needing the service.

The forgotten touchpoint: service environments
Almost all public services have an implicit association with  
a designed and built environment. Some of the most profound and 
emotionally charged interactions with public services happen 
between four walls where furniture, fixtures, fittings and the design 
of information play a significant role in shaping people’s experiences. 
Yet so often, they are treated as neutral spaces where ‘stuff happens’.
 In fact, our behaviour is shaped by the environment. Chris Gerry, 
head of New Line Learning Federation in Kent, told us that 
‘the kids behave differently in here [the school] to out there and  
yet the rules aren’t written up, they’re embedded’.
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 Intuitively it’s impossible to ignore the impact the built 
environment has on people’s sense of self and agency. For example, 
one student participating in a Guardian book about experiences 
of school18 commented that ‘the basic aspects of the buildings 
we are taught in do not promote learning, but instead, enhance 
feelings of negativity’. Spaces are not empty vessels; they are socially 
constructed and as such can communicate powerful messages  
about value, the importance of users and the extent to which 
they can play an active role in service. One of our commercial 
interviewees commented:

   People get psychologically managed by rooms and corridors to adopt 
behaviours that suit the organisations and support its systems – the 
spaces are not configured to the needs of those people. 

There is unprecedented capital investment going into the  
re-design of public service environments at the moment, across 
schools, hospitals and other public buildings. While such high 
levels of investment are welcome, there will be a return only if the 
construction of new buildings grows out of a focus on how spaces 
can be designed to empower users. This is not about re-creating 
modernised versions of old buildings. We need to turn the focus  
to how these buildings relate to the services enacted within them, 
and communicate to people that they are in control.
 In turn, this requires that public services considering new 
builds start with architectures, rather than architecture. This is 
a term borrowed from the world of web development. It means 
the complex and dynamic arrangements of objects, dialogues, 
information, content, processes and navigation that they work 
with online. By focusing on architectures, service providers start by 
considering customer behaviour first, and built architecture second.
 For example, many shops and leisure venues create a range of 
personas to imagine the needs and preferences of people using a 
space. From this they are able to explore how to respond – through 
the design of the environment – to the various motivations of their  

30/31
People



customers. ‘Service blueprints’ are developed alongside building 
blueprints. In this way organisations can design environments that 
are both instructional and inspirational to a diverse group of users.

Greater access through the proliferation of service channels
In the past, the customers of services tended to stick to a single 
channel. People booked holidays by sitting in front of a desk in  
a travel agents, they bought bread from a baker and got their milk 
from the doorstep. Public services have in recent years begun to 
expand the number of ‘ways in’. Andy Carroll, a strategy manager  
at the Pensions Service, told us that ‘we’ve made a huge investment 
in moving from a local paper-based organisation to a national 
contact organisation’. The goal for the Pensions Service is to move 
away from office-based services, instead supporting people over  
the phone, or via one of the 2500 outreach workers who are  
now working to support such a major ‘channel migration’.
 The story of the Pensions Service is mirrored all over the public 
sector. To access health support people can attend a medical drop-in 
centre, go online or call NHS Direct – which now receives 600,000 
calls per month – in addition to making an appointment with their 
general practitioner (GP). This trend is likely to grow: last year,  
the Cabinet Office published Transformational Government where 
they argued:

   Over the next decade, the principal preferred channels for the 
delivery of information and transactional services will be the 
telephone, internet and mobile channels – as well as increasingly 
important channels within the digital home . . . government will 
innovate its services to take swift advantage of new technologies  
as they emerge.19

In this proliferation of channels, of ‘ways-in’ to services, there 
are two key questions all service organisations need to address. 
First, how can they understand the different channel needs and 
preferences of a diverse set of users; and second, how can they 
understand the different interactions and relationships between 
different channels. Any attempt to create an ‘integrated channel 
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strategy’ (as set out in the Budget earlier this year) needs to start 
with people’s experiences and preferences for different channels, 
rather than efficiencies alone.
 Today, it is no longer possible to assume how a user will access 
and use a service once many channels are available for them to do 
so. Therefore every channel needs to some degree to accommodate 
every kind of user and must be joined-up so that users can move 
easily between them. Orange, for example, uses a single customer 
account, which enables them to provide a consistent experience 
regardless of whether customers decide to call up, go online  
or visit a store on the high street.
 This is important because channels are not simply new routes  
for delivering services. They remain ways of engaging users, of 
drawing them in, of helping people to look after themselves. 
Therefore individual channels and the relationships between  
them need to be mapped onto people’s lives. As a member of the 
Transformational Government team told us, ‘solutions need to be 
about services, not IT’.
 To make this real, the government is going to need to do more 
than ‘promote responsible channel choice by telling people how 
much the use of more efficient channels saves, and what that saving 
could achieve in terms of reinvestment elsewhere in the public 
services’.20 Building the functionality of e-government must not 
distract government or users from the more difficult challenges  
of improving services. Technology is of course part of this, but it  
is by no means the only part.

The interaction of different touchpoints: journeys
Greg Nugent from Eurostar told us:

   Mapping the customer journey brings together services, products  
and experiences . . . it’s the only way you can see how they interact 
and how the brand adds up to more than the sum of its parts.  
Doing the journey made people admit where it was going wrong, 
because they could see it all in front of them.



Earlier in this chapter we noted that often service experiences  
are treated as ‘episodes’ – interruptions to people’s everyday lives.  
By starting with people and asking them to describe their experiences
– as BUPA does, in the example that began this chapter – the focus 
shifts from looking at episodes, to thinking about journeys: how all 
the touchpoints and channels come together over a period of time 
and interact with people’s lives, needs, interests and attitudes.
 When someone enters prison, they are assessed seven times  
in the first three days – for level of risk, for health, for learning and 
development and so on. Each of these assessment touchpoints could 
be perfectly designed;  however, for many prisoners it is frustrating 
to provide the same information time and time again. It serves to 
disempower them, to leave them as little more than a figure on an 
assessment sheet. Focusing on individual touchpoints and exploring 
the extent to which they ‘live the brand’ of user empowerment is a 
vital part of a relational approach to public service transformation. 
However, equally important is the need to understand the 
interactions between different touchpoints and channels. Equally, 
if the information taken about these different needs is not pulled 
together by the organisation, how can it ever provide an integrated 
service to the prisoner?
 Services need to be understood as a journey or a cycle – a series  
of critical encounters that take place over time and across channels. 
This is key to integrating the organisation of services around their 
user, and to combining distributed organisational resources to  
create experiences and outcomes.
 The concept of ‘service journeys’ is familiar to designers. As a 
technique it was pioneered and trialled extensively in Scandinavia; 
it has been used to design everything from aeroplane cockpits to 
financial trading systems and is increasingly being applied to services 
in the public and private sectors. As a method, it enables people 
to create a rich picture of how service experiences play out in the 
context of everyday life. The objective here is not to understand and 
optimise operational processes but to determine the best experiential 
journey for the users of a service.
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As the example of BUPA demonstrates, mapping a user journey  
is a far more powerful way of understanding where services could  
be improved and how engagement could be better encouraged than 
any kind of large-scale customer satisfaction survey.
 But journeys can be used for more than simply identifying 
problems or points in the service where there is room for 
improvement. As the users of services are given more choice, and  
are empowered to make decisions that may previously have been 
made by experts, it will become more important to include tools 
to help people manage the uncertainty associated with choice. 
Talking about ‘equipoised choices’ in healthcare, Bernard Crump, 
chief executive of the NHS Institute for Innovation and 
Improvement argued: 

   We need tools to help what need to be sophisticated and paced 
conversations about decisions to be made – these decisions don’t  
lend themselves well to the seven-minute outpatient model . . . we 
need to surround that consultation with tools to help people decide 
what to do.
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A service journey is often characterised by a series of choices,  
which in some instances may have life-changing consequences. 
Well-designed service journeys should first anticipate and design-
out the likely errors that users could make when using services 
– many of which can be put down to poor information design  
– and reduce the negative effects of any errors that are made.  
When possible, service users should be able to undo choices and  
re-choose without incurring penalties. Another strategy to reduce 
the uncertainty of choosing is to provide the means for users to 
simulate choices – to play out scenarios and to experiment with  
the options available. Through the simulation of future journeys the 
likelihood of making the right choices increases, and the risk and 
inefficiencies associated with making the wrong choices are reduced.

The new building blocks of service
 Insights, segmentation, touchpoints, channels, environments, 
journeys. It is these, not data, functional institutions and episodes, 
that constitute the building blocks of services from a user’s 
perspective. If the commitment to creating user-centred services 
is going to add up to any more than hollow rhetoric, then service 
organisations need to become experts in the methods, tools and 
ways of seeing service that ensure they can genuinely make the 
journey to the interface, and see their services as their users do.
 The picture of service is no less complex from the interface as  
it is from a systemic perspective. What is different, however, is that 
the interface focuses on how people and services relate, not simply 
the shape of existing services. In tackling the common challenge 
of service that this pamphlet is focused on, we need to recognise 
that generating positive outcomes requires engagement, and real 
engagement comes through experiences. Therefore, being able 
to map and shape those experiences is the only way that public 
service organisations will be able to create strategies for genuine 
improvement and ultimately the transformation of services.
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•  How are you segmenting your users? What combinations of data 
do you use to create insights?

•  Who is responsible for ‘user intelligence’? How are they connected 
to the management of your organisation?

•  Are you genuinely looking at your services from the vantage point 
of the interface?

•  Can you map all the touchpoints of your service? Do you know 
how people feel about these touchpoints?

•  How do the different channels of online, phone and face to face 
interact for different kinds of service users?

•  How are you ‘designing in’ deliberation, dialogue and 
opportunities for co-creation to the touchpoints and channels  
of delivery?

A shared language of service 
 Journeys
 Channels
 Segmentation
 Proposition
 Touchpoints
 Architectures
 Service environments
 Personas 
 Definitions on page 104–106 
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Luton and Dunstable Head and Neck 
Cancer Services

The multidisciplinary team meeting at the Head and Neck Cancer 
Clinic starts at 8.30am where some patients’ cases are discussed 
by the team to make decisions on treatment and care. At the same 
time patients start to arrive at the clinic waiting room. This is an 
anxious time for patients and sometimes parts of the clinic process 
heighten that anxiety rather than reduce it. The way the chairs are 
arranged in the waiting room leaves patients facing a wall full of 
official notices or looking directly at others; the number of different 
professionals that seem to be around can be bewildering as are some 
of the processes. This often leads to a feeling of helplessness, and 
thinking ‘if only the experience could be different’:

   You have to get there early to claim a seat otherwise you’re standing 
. . . by the time the consultants arrive at the clinic it is already busy 
as the clinic shares its waiting area. There are patients and carers 
standing all over the place, waiting quietly to be seen.

The consulting rooms at the clinic are much like a dentist’s; the 
patient sits in the chair and stares upwards, surrounded by an 
average of seven members of staff, and it is in this situation that 
most patients are given their diagnosis.
 Across the NHS patients are rarely involved in healthcare 
improvement beyond mechanisms such as focus groups and 
questionnaires. Luton and Dunstable Hospital Head and Neck 
Cancer Services has been taking an innovative approach to the 
ongoing re-design of their service, which is putting patients and 
staff right at the centre of the process.
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 The project has been sponsored and supported by the NHS 
Institute for Innovation and Improvement and is co-produced 
with the service design consultancy, thinkpublic, anthropological 
researchers from University College London and, importantly, 
patients and staff from the hospital. The objective has been not  
to solve any specific problem of service delivery, but to achieve  
an improved experience of the service by involving staff and patients  
in the process of re-design. To do this, a range of techniques has 
been used to help patients and staff describe their experiences  
with a specific focus on the touchpoints.
 A project team was brought together that comprised patients, 
carers, healthcare staff, researchers and improvement leaders. The 
core project team knew that the initial engagement with patient 
carers and staff would be critical, so in the build-up to the project 
they engaged with their audience through a range of communication 
media including posters, leaflets and a low-tech newspaper to create 
interest. Patients and staff were invited to become involved in 
examining the service in ways that were unfamiliar to most of them.
 A participatory design project like the one at Luton and 
Dunstable is not something that staff can be coerced or targeted 
to get involved in. Vital to its success is that those who take part 
are willing and energised participants. As a subtle mechanism of 
recruitment onto the project, all staff were invited to keep log books 
and to note their own thoughts, frustrations and ideas about the 
service they were providing. Deborah Szebeko, a member of the 
service design team, told us: 

   We had a strong sense that patients wanted to get involved because 
they felt that they wanted to give something back to the service. Staff 
were excited to work with patients in a way that was different from 
their usual relationship with patients.

 Insight was generated in a number of ways including further 
work with the log books and patient interviews. The patients 
and staff mapped a set of touchpoints that they felt formed their 
experience of Head and Neck Cancer Services and re-played their 
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emotional journeys through the service. These touchpoints then 
formed the key focus for re-design. Many of the touchpoints that 
were identified can be re-designed very easily and would make  
a huge difference to the patient experience. For example, staff  
moved weighing scales out of sight of the waiting room – they 
hadn’t noticed how embarrassing patients found it to be weighed  
in front of everyone.
 Film was also used as a way to encourage involvement – literally 
handing over the lens through which the service was viewed  
to patients and bringing their lived experiences to life for others. 
Patients found this process to be an incredibly powerful way 
to share their stories and be heard. When patient’s films were 
shown during working sessions it immediately created a shared 
understanding and a new empathy for the deeper needs of patients. 
The effect was to connect and energise the group towards a common 
purpose – to improve the patient, carer and staff experience.  
As Deborah told us: 

   While we did have some concerns that re-living and sharing these 
types of experiences might be difficult for patients, the majority  
felt that it was invaluable in helping them to move forward  
and in building relationships with other patients, carers and staff.

Many patients suggested that the project methodology of 
filmmaking that they had been invited to work on should become 
part of the patient journey itself – an example of how handing 
control over to users in the context of a designed methodology 
becomes an aspect of service in its own right:

   We’ve had one patient working closely with us and visiting our 
studio to edit his film; he has helped bridge a gap and get staff on 
board with film. He is extremely passionate and just really wanted 
to help; he has taken time off work to get involved with  
the project. He also feels he is learning new skills.



In this example, service design, service delivery and insight 
generation happen simultaneously and collaboratively at the 
interface. As one patient of the service said:

   I enjoyed meeting everyone – feeling I was eating properly for the 
first time, possibly because I was in company.

This type of participatory design intervention led the team 
to conclude that the principle of building continuous service 
improvement mechanisms into the everyday experience for both 
patients and staff – rather than being an independent activity – can 
add an incredible amount of value to the service. And importantly,
it helps to improve communication between patients and those  
staff who are providing care.
 Through mapping user journeys, patients articulated clearly that 
this clinic represented a ‘pinprick’ in comparison to their whole 
journey, which involved many other departments and hospitals – as 
well as touchpoints outside of the formal system. This demonstrates 
the wider challenge for health services in working together across 
the whole patient journey.
 The process so far has opened up a new dialogue between staff 
and patients. The project – which now has its own active blog 
– has connected people with the same interest in improving the 
touchpoints of the service and has given ‘permission’ and a structure 
to make small but significant changes happen. Lynne Mahar at the 
NHS Institute for Innovation and Improvement commented: 
‘The process so far has challenged traditional views and experiences 
of service improvement, giving patients and staff a new energy 
and commitment for change.’ Together they are trialling how the 
clinic’s space is used; instead of the consultants having rooms, 
which patients move in and out of, patients now have rooms 
and staff move to see them. The clinic is now building a closer 
relationship with neighbouring Mount Vernon Hospital, which 
provides radiotherapy, to build a better understanding of the 
wider patient experience.

42/43
Case study

 The project is still work in progress but staff appear to be more 
motivated to work with patients. Patients are calling staff to 
arrange times to meet; they appear to be mobilised and active in 
co-designing and trialling ideas. The perceived risk expressed by 
some staff that involving patients in this way would unfairly raise 
their expectations and lead to disappointment has not transpired. 
As one member of the team pointed out: 

   Patients and staff are not asking for gold taps, in fact most of their 
suggestions are quite achievable with a little budget. I would say one 
of the most important things is providing space for relationships to 
build and supporting that with communication.

 The experience of connecting patients and staff in this way  
has proved to be extremely valuable in changing beliefs about what  
they can achieve. This combination of experience and belief has  
led to positive action, resulting in change that will actually  
improve experiences.



Service stories 
Peter Gilroy, now chief executive of Kent County Council, 
told us that ‘the quality of interactions is my obsession . . .
relationships are the glue that hold everything together’. 
In his previous job, as strategic director of Kent Social 
Services, his first step towards achieving 3-star status was 
to work on improving the experiences of his staff working at 
the council: ‘If we can’t look after our staff, they are 
not going to look after our customers.’ He produced a 
ten-point plan that focused on two dimensions: people’s 
work ‘on the job’ and their quality of life overall. 
Training and career progression was a major focus, as was 
work–life balance and staff health. But Peter’s approach 
went beyond simply making life better for his frontline 
professionals: he took that focus and used it to demand that 
people re-imagined the shape of the organisation: 

   I wanted to create a paradigm shift to show that the front 
of our business was more important . . . you’ve got to take 
very seriously the behavioural and care aspects of the 
workforce – and I don’t mean of your senior people, your 
priority must be the front of the business . . . transformation 
isn’t just about things, it’s about behaviours and mindsets.

 
High expectations are rewarded with recognition and 
validation for good work. Kent has regular ‘Oscar’ 
ceremonies for frontline staff, and employees from any 
area of the council can qualify for exchange trips around 
the world if they have performed excellently. Under Peter’s 
leadership, Social Services reached 3-star status and Kent 
is now one of four 4-star councils – suggesting that his 
determination to put the frontline centre stage reaps powerful 
benefits not only for the people working there but also for 
the citizens of Kent.
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2 
Professionals and practitioners

Find ways of enabling professionals and people 
to work together: create spaces for simultaneous 
empowerment. 

Richard Elliot, former manager of a drugs action team in Bristol, 
found himself dealing with a tangle of 44 different funding streams, 
nine planning grids and 82 different objectives. By his estimation,  
he and his team spent little more than 40 per cent of their time 
actually working to tackle drug issues. Unsurprisingly he resigned, 
writing that ‘monitoring has become almost religious in status,  
as has centralised control . . . the demand for quick hits and early 
wins is driven by a central desire analogous to the instant  
gratification demands made by drug users themselves’.21

 Richard’s story is echoed in a wider complaint about the impact 
of targets of professional autonomy and identity. Public service  
professionals and practitioners are growing increasingly vocal  
about the unintended consequences of targets, arguing that their 
cumulative impact adds up to disengaging, frustrating and  
alienating experiences for service users. Practitioners recognise that 
many people approach a service organisation and are made to jump 
through a set of complicated hoops in order to meet an apparently  



straightforward request. The agents they are interacting with are  
not doing what seems obvious to meet the request, because they  
are instead driven to focus on doing whatever they need to do in 
order to meet the target. Those who work at the frontline of public 
services argue that this runs entirely counter to why they took their  
jobs in the first place, and that targets from central government  
undermine their professional autonomy. Their frustrations stem  
in the main from the sense that the system prevents them from 
providing the support they want to give as professionals.
 But this is not a straightforward story about ‘oppression by target’. 
At the start of this pamphlet we described the notion of mass  
production services, a model where one of the most distinctive  
features is a particular form of professional identity. This identity  
is characterised by access to expert knowledge and insight not  
otherwise available to people and users: the primary job of the  
professional is to match supply and demand in the most efficient 
way through acting as gatekeepers to services. The impact of this 
on people’s experiences of services is just as profound as the target 
culture about which professionals complain: such models of  
professionalism create an unequal distribution of power. Sitting  
in the consulting room as a patient is a very different experience  
from sitting in that same room as the doctor.
 Over the years organisations have tried to improve the quality 
of interactions between staff and customers through introducing 
behaviour guides – such as requiring staff to look customers in the 
eye, wishing them a good day with a pleasant smile. These are all 
important, but only if they stem from a deeper, more profound shift 
in how staff and customers understand their relationship. In this 
chapter we explore the place of people-facing professionals in  
organisations that are innovating services. Drawing on our case 
study organisations we argue that two themes need to be put at  
the heart of approaches to reform. The first is the task of shifting 
notions of professional identity from being about expertise and 
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knowledge to being about building capacity to cope. The second  
is to ‘design in’ a focus on the frontline, the interface space between 
people and services.

The zero-sum game of professional and  
public autonomy
Ninety-one per cent of people with long-term health conditions  
report a desire for a greater say in decisions about their treatment.22 
Every week, 52 million Americans go online to find out about 
health.23 Parents overwhelmingly see other parents, not  
professionals such as health visitors and parent practitioners,  
as the experts.24 In searching for meaning and recognition, people  
are looking for greater autonomy and an understanding that they 
want the right to make decisions about their own lives, as the  
people who best know the social, cultural and economic context  
of such decisions.
 The rhetoric of user-led public services put forward by this 
government risks polarising professional and user empowerment as 
if it were a zero-sum game. For example, in autumn 2005, the Prime 
Minister made a speech in which he argued that ‘public service 
reforms [in health and education] must be driven by the wishes of 
the users not the producers’.25 There is a sense that if users need 
to be put at the heart of public services, then providers, producers, 
departments, agencies and councils must step back, cede power and 
stop pursuing their own interests and preferences.
 Yet advocating user empowerment in this way will not resolve the 
tension that characterises debates about the place of people-facing 
professionals in public services. Relational public services require 
dialogue, empathy and understanding. Over 30 years ago, Ivan Illich 
wrote passionately about the need to go beyond existing models of 
professional–user relationships. In Deschooling Society he argued 
that ‘good institutions encourage self-assembly, re-use and repair. 
They do not just serve people but create capabilities in people,  
support initiative rather than supplant it.’26 Far from seeking to set  



user interests and producer interests at odds, future approaches 
to reform need to focus on how people and service staff can work 
together to create outcomes.
 When Richard Duvall founded the online bank Egg, he set out 
to create a bank that could ‘dance with its customers’ – a bank that 
could respond to changing needs, expectations and preferences. 
Similarly, the most successful service organisations are finding ways 
of recognising people’s professionalism through being experts  
in designing support collaboratively with people. Professional  
expertise continues to exist, but it is deployed differently: rather 
than solving problems or telling people what to do, this expertise  
is used to uncover needs and help people navigate a complex  
network of possible support.

The professional as expert but not as we know it

   The collective good is made up of millions of different, sometimes 
intimate decisions and experiences about the way people lead their 
lives. These decisions depend on relationships – more or less equal, 
more or less deep, more or less extended, but always a two-way 
exchange between public and professional.27

The tension – that on the one hand, professionals feel  
disempowered by targets, and on the other, dominant models of 
professional identity keep the power on the side of the service  
organisations, not the users, will not be resolved through setting 
staff and users against one another. The challenge, instead, is to 
focus on how professionals and people can work together to create 
outcomes. Service innovators have focused on creating spaces where 
professional and personal autonomy can grow simultaneously.  
They have done this through fostering a form of professional  
identity, vested less in expert knowledge and more in capabilities  
to provide deep support to individuals, to motivate them to help 
themselves. As Charles Leadbeater has argued, ‘professionals  
should serve people in a way that builds up distributed capacity  
for coping’.28
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 If outcomes are more likely to be achieved when reform to public 
services starts with the experiences and interfaces between people 
and services, it is clear that frontline workers are an essential part  
of the jigsaw puzzle. Despite expanding options for ‘self-service’, 
many of the most complex problems people face go beyond the 
boundaries of DIY service. However, the insights put forward  
in this chapter apply just as much to the fleeting interactions 
between people and service professionals as they do to longer-term 
relationships. Relational approaches to reform are not all about 
forming long-term relationships over time; instead they are about  
a set of qualities – empathy, recognition and understanding  
– and a consequent focus on dialogue. As one participant from  
a local authority said to us: ‘We aspire to create relationships with  
our customers but at the moment we barely give them a one night 
stand. What’s important isn’t the length of the relationship but the 
extent to which I feel understood and listened to at that moment.’

Putting the frontline centre stage
Chapter 1 has already described how hard it can be for large 
organisations to genuinely see their services from their users’  
perspectives. Equally, making the case for empowering staff to work 
collaboratively with users is far easier than creating organisations 
where all the surrounding systems and processes align with those 
professional values and expectations. A common theme in all the 
organisations we met is that an unerring focus on creating highly 
satisfying customer experiences has to be sponsored from the top. 
Similarly, such a focus can sometimes lead to short-term losses in 
order to make long-term gains. For example, in 2005, BUPA  
processed £90 million of ineligible claims. It did so because its 
frontline staff had worked with the customers and decided that,  
for whatever reason, there was a good case to process the claim.  
By doing this, BUPA is effectively communicating to its staff that 
listening to the customer is more important than enforcing the rule 
book. Customer satisfaction and loyalty, rather than immediate 
profit, is an important part of BUPA’s long-term commercial 
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position and the management communicates this effectively to 
staff and customers alike when it goes ahead and deals with those 
ineligible claims.
 The remainder of this chapter outlines how successful service 
organisations have taken a simple principle – that professionalism 
needs to be rooted in empathy, support and dialogue – and  
threaded it through every layer of their business, from individual 
accountability, to shared values, to organisational systems, benefits 
and processes. It is this ‘Russian doll’ approach that ensures that 
this is about far more than simply overlaying old models of service 
with new indicators of customer service. Instead these organisations 
demand a lot from their people-facing professionals; but in return 
they put the frontline – the interface – centre stage and shape  
the organisation around the pursuit of high-quality interactions 
between people and services.

Accountability for experiences: defining  
professionalism for individuals
Recruiting for empathy
first direct, judged to be the number one bank in terms of customer 
service, explicitly hires ‘empathetic people’ – and interestingly, many 
former nurses and teachers can be found on the payroll. John Lewis 
Partnership speaks of the importance of recruiting partners who  
are experts – but as Patrick Lewis, their supply chain manager 
pointed out, ‘we need to be careful that people are experts in  
customers not products’. They recruit predominantly on attitude 
rather than experience; this is reflected not only in how they bring 
in new recruits, but also by the fact that many of their senior  
positions are filled through internal promotions.
 Large organisations need to find new ways, not only of  
encouraging, but of making inevitable a focus on the extent to which 
staff respond to and support people seeking service. The dialogue 
and conversation that sits at the heart of relational approaches is 
about more than listening. It requires staff to be empathetic, to have 
an ‘intuitive unity’ with people that is driven by their recognition  
of the emotional, social and cultural context of service experiences.



Guardians of the customer experience
Many of the organisations we met over the course of this research 
had introduced performance frameworks that evaluated every  
member of staff on the basis of their contribution to positive 
customer experiences, in addition to some other more traditional 
measures of job performance.
 For example, at Virgin Atlantic staff are appraised on the extent 
to which they perform as guardians of the customer experience.  
Angus Struthers told us: 

   Staff have to remember that they are not just working for Virgin  
Atlantic, but they’re working for the passenger and they have got to 
be able to put themselves in the shoes of the passenger, and ensure 
that passengers receive the kind of experience they would like to 
receive, as corny as that may sound.

And as Alex Popple at MSN UK said:

   We’re incentivised around doing things that are ground-breaking  
. . . everybody is supposed to have an objective around improving  
the customer experience.

Open and shared professional values  
and behaviours
The most successful service organisations have understood that they 
cannot simply legislate for how staff relate to customers through 
performance frameworks. These organisations have also focused  
on how to keep relational values alive, to stop them from ossifying 
in company mission statements or job descriptions that get buried 
in human resources folders. They are experimenting with new ways 
of distributing capacity for holding staff to account on responding 
to people’s needs. They are permanently looking for new ways  
of fostering a sense of mutual accountability.
 BUPA and Tesco have invested considerable company time  
in working with staff to develop the values that guide relationships 
with customers. For example, at BUPA Hospitals, the senior  
management team worked with all staff to answer the question:  
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‘If you were doing your job brilliantly, what would it look like?’  
Significant organisational time was put aside to consider the  
question. The result is not a fixed set of job descriptions, but rather 
a series of excellence profiles for all staff, ranging from catering  
managers to consultants, that represent a shared set of values  
to which people can be held to account. Everyone is able to access 
any excellence profile they wish through a central system. Rather 
than defining a specific set of activities, the profiles are aspirational 
and are firmly grounded in the organisation’s mission to ‘take care  
of the lives in our hands’.
 Similarly, about five years ago, Tesco held a series of day-long 
seminars for literally thousands of staff. The purpose of these  
sessions was to start a conversation about what Tesco stood for,  
and what it should stand for. The results were boiled down into  
two simple, memorable lists: ‘four things we do for customers’ and 
‘six things we do for each other’. In developing these lists, Tesco 
successfully created a shared agenda, used and owned by staff  
up and down the country.
 Pret a Manger uses its recruiting process to remind staff of its 
values and encourage them to own them. Every applicant who wants 
to work at Pret is invited to an ‘experience day’ – a day where they  
go and work in the store to which they have applied. At the end  
of the day, the rest of the staff vote on whether or not the applicant 
met the criteria of customer focus that all Pret employees are held 
to account on. If fewer than 90 per cent of staff believe that this  
is the case, then the person does not get offered the job.

Experiences at the interface drive organisational 
priorities too
The story of Peter Gilroy’s ten-point staff plan outlined at the  
start of this chapter illustrates another common theme from the 
organisations we spoke to over the course of this research. All had 
high expectations of staff. But they also tried to provide a lot in 
return, both in terms of recognition and support. As Peter Simpson, 
former commercial director at first direct, said, ‘people are people – 
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the only difference between a person working here and a person not 
working here is that we’re paying one of them’.
 Another important characteristic of these organisations is that 
they sought to learn from their staff – about how organisational 
systems and processes stood in the way of being able to provide 
support, or about which rules worked against positive experiences 
between services and people. Good service organisations treat their 
staff as the ‘eyes and ears’, able to advocate powerfully for how  
things can be improved for users or customers.

Training and celebrating
The organisations we spoke to spent disproportionate amounts  
of time and money on supporting staff to achieve more. For  
example, Pret spends virtually nothing on advertising. Instead, 
they take the 6–7 per cent revenue that would normally be spent 
on marketing activities, and reinvest it in training and fun. Pret 
staff are offered free English lessons and regular parties. For Pret, 
as with many other good service organisations, they do not believe 
it is possible to ask staff to focus on empathy and relationships 
with customers without building in a people-centric culture to the 
organisation itself.
 Similarly, Peter Gilroy in Kent fought hard to invest 2 per cent 
gross every year on training and research – despite widespread  
concerns about deficits. He remained firm, however, arguing that 
such investments always bring better returns. He backed up this 
investment by insisting on regular celebrations of and rewards  
for staff success. The awards celebrations they hold, which senior 
staff are expected to attend, celebrate staff who have been judged  
excellent by users. High-performing teams and individuals are 
rewarded by funding for study trips around the world. As Peter 
argued, the total cost of these activities adds up to little more than 
a single national advertisement for a new post, and yet they are key 
to empowering, enthusing and ultimately retaining his staff, who 
he regards as his most valuable asset. In his words, the training and 
mentoring schemes, as well as the parties, became ‘part of the ether, 
part of the gold dust’ that have contributed to the organisation 
improving its services so successfully in recent years.P
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 Such anecdotal evidence about the impact of training is  
supported by larger-scale studies. Bassi Investments charted  
the performance of a share portfolio of companies with high  
investments in training over five years, against the ‘Standard & 
Poor’s 500’ (a US equivalent of the FTSE 100). The findings were 
clear: the US firms that made the largest investments in employee 
skills made the largest returns (16.3 per cent per annum) compared 
with the average return (10.7 per cent) across the index. In other 
words, investors received a 52 per cent higher return over five years 
from shares in companies that make high investments in training.29

Quality of work
Professionals should be paid fairly for their work, but not at the 
expense of the working conditions themselves. Increasingly, we  
are recognising that control over working time and conditions,  
self-management and forms of democratic control over the  
workplace are as important as the traditional trade union agenda 
of pay and conditions. Research in the UK has found, for example, 
that autonomy ranks higher than hours and pay as a factor in  
determining job satisfaction.30

Building lateral capacity
Ask most people-facing staff who they could learn from most and 
the response will usually be other people doing their jobs elsewhere. 
For too long, public service workers have been trapped within their 
own zones of practice – whether that’s the classroom, the district or 
the GP’s surgery. The continuous process of professionals learning 
how to respond, and taking on a mantle of  ‘solutions-assemblers’ 
or ‘advocates’ as part of the shift in professional identity described 
above (see page 48), can be sped up and supported by a focus  
on fostering lateral connections through the development of  
communities of practice or ‘action learning groups’.
 Organisations that seek to facilitate and support such lateral  
networks are effectively communicating to their staff that they  
recognise that knowledge, ideas and expertise are not located in  
the central office, but instead at the frontline. In spelling out and  
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backing up this message, organisations can demonstrate their  
support for staff from whom they are demanding high levels of 
empathy and entrepreneurialism in meeting people’s needs. One 
respondent said to us: ‘Organisations need to give people mirrors  
to compare themselves to others. This is the only way you’ll  
overcome the temptation of command and control.’
 There are two further benefits to fostering peer networks of  
people-facing staff. First, innovation no longer happens in isolation, 
but instead through teams. Encouraging people to work together 
and experiment with fresh approaches to meeting people’s needs  
can increase staff satisfaction and create more positive service 
experiences. Second, finding ways of sharing knowledge can create 
efficiencies and prevent people from inventing the same wheel  
many times over.

Learning from people-facing professionals

  Our success is built on insights from individuals on the frontline.

Chapter 1 discussed the importance of opening out the channels  
by which data and insight can be used to drive organisational  
priorities and development. Alongside gathering insights from  
users and customers directly, the service organisations we spoke  
to created the time, space and expectation that staff insights would 
also drive the process of priority-setting and problem-solving for 
the organisation.
 For example, John Lewis Partnership holds weekly ‘consultation 
half-hours’ where staff are able to share insights about what’s  
working well and what is working less well in each of the stores. 
These are discussed at the individual store level as well as at the 
national office. Last month, Peter Gilroy sent out a message via  
payslips to all his employees, asking them each to ‘take five’ – to 
think for five minutes about new ways that Kent could generate 
income for its work.
 Insights about service improvements are valuable by-products 
of interactions between professionals and users, and organisations 
need to ensure that they develop the mechanisms and channels 



that are able to capture and use these insights. Just as setting  
up communities of practice underlines to staff that they are the  
ones likely to have the best ideas, creating these opportunities for  
feedback – and demonstrating that this feedback can have an  
impact on strategy – is a crucial part of creating a culture that puts 
activity at the interface centre stage.
 Relational approaches to service put frontline professionals  
at the centre stage, alongside users, as key characters at the interface 
between people and services. This has implications both for the 
professionals themselves and for the way in which the frontline  
is connected to the rest of the organisation. For the successful  
service organisations that feature in this report, professionals – their 
roles and identities – play a crucial role in focusing on experiences  
and engaging people. The challenge, in their terms, is to create  
the space and capacity for people and professionals to grow their  
autonomy simultaneously – and to shape an organisation that 
actively supports this.
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•  What are the key aspects of professional identity in your  
organisation?

•  Do your job descriptions, recruitment strategies and performance 
frameworks reflect a firm commitment to improving user  
experiences of service?

• How have you invested in training and recognition for your staff?

• How are you connecting frontline professionals to each other?

•  What are the natural points of common interest and social  
contact?

•  Which aspects of organisational routine offer opportunities for 
garnering staff feedback?

•  What connections to organisational structure and strategy  
need to be made in order for staff ideas to flow into corporate 
priorities?

• Where does your organisation learn its collective lessons?

A shared language of service

 Guardians of the customer experience
 Mutual accountability
 Excellence profiles
 Communities of practice

 Definitions on pages 106–107
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Birmingham OwnHealth

Pfizer Health Solutions is working with NHS Direct and two 
primary care trusts (PCTs) in Birmingham to create an innovative 
approach to service. Launched earlier this year, Birmingham  
OwnHealth will support up to 2000 people with diabetes, heart 
failure and/or cardiovascular disease. It draws on health  
prevention models used in the USA where the focus is less on  
efficiency of existing services, and more on changing projections  
and trends. John Procter, who leads the Pfizer Health Solutions 
team working on the scheme, argues that there is a need to invest  
in the value of health, and move beyond simply looking at the costs.  
He sees the work in Birmingham as an opportunity to demonstrate 
what this looks like in practice: 

   Innovative partnerships such as this one can play a crucial role  
in helping the NHS shift from being a ‘sick’ care system towards  
being a patient-centred ‘health’ care system. It will deliver benefits  
to all – individuals and their families, clinicians and healthcare  
professionals, and the wider NHS.

At the heart of Birmingham OwnHealth is the ambition to reduce 
the number of ‘non-scheduled’ visits to secondary care – by far the 
most expensive element of health services – through enabling  
people to better manage their conditions and prevent them from 
escalating: 

   Programmes like this don’t save money immediately – but they  
do reduce the growth of trends over time . . . it’s as much about  
what you don’t spend as what you do.
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Birmingham OwnHealth has innovated in terms of the channel 
they use: it is a service delivered entirely over the telephone, on the 
basis that phones are in people’s homes and part of their everyday 
lives, even if they are not very mobile. To make the service as  
accessible as possible, it is offered in two languages (English and 
Punjabi) and all supporting patient information has two versions 
– one for high literacy and one for low literacy.
 The scheme’s success also rests on how the frontline  
professionals are trained: the focus is on their professional role  
and interactions with the patient and the need to build relationships 
with the people they are supporting and the surrounding services 
that each patient may wish to access. Rather than using their  
clinical expertise to instruct people, the NHS Direct nurses are 
trained to use that expertise to guide people to reach their own 
conclusions instead:  

   It’s totally different to an inbound system that uses algorithms  
. . . it’s about coaching and support and conversation.

This alternative model of professionalism is supported by  
the design of the scheme’s knowledge management and needs  
assessment system – a digital platform developed by Pfizer Health 
Solutions. In the first conversation, the care manager will ask some 
simple questions – for example about diet, exercise and so on – and 
the system will highlight areas where the patient needs to do some 
work. Together, the care manager and the patient will talk in order 
to understand which issues are relatively straightforward to tackle, 
and those where the patient feels they need more support to tackle. 
They then set some targets – not based on system performance but 
instead on the goals that the patient feels they can achieve through 
the conversations and coaching offered by the nurses. The ultimate 
goal is for each individual to begin to have a positive impact on their 
health and wellbeing through taking action built on the confidence, 
knowledge and understanding they have gained through working 
with their care manager. In time people will eventually graduate 
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on capacity to self-manage, rather than a pre-defined set of  
outcomes that may mean different things to different individuals.
 Birmingham OwnHealth has also begun to knit together the 
whole range of local services for their users. They are mapping what 
they call the ‘local service ecology’ – noting the locations for specific 
services to help guide users towards what they are looking for. In 
time this map will help the PCT in collaboration with GP surgeries 
to ensure that services are evenly distributed. Staff work with people 
from specific GP surgeries to enable them to build up relationships 
and provide regular feedback on the patients on the scheme to help 
ensure continuity across different service channels.
 John talks about how hard it can be to measure the impact  
of their work, particularly for the handful of patients at risk  
of developing cardiovascular disease who are not yet suffering  
but are highly likely to have an ‘incident’ in the next ten years.  
Using Prochaska’s model of behaviour change,31 he says, ‘moving 
someone from pre-contemplation to contemplation to action over 
the course of the year or more may represent real progress towards 
prevention, but there’s nothing in it that can be reflected on a  
balance sheet’. Yet, as he rightly points out, the savings generated  
by reducing the impact from these kinds of diseases, even by  
1 per cent, are far higher than any figure saved through rationalising  
existing services.
 It’s early days yet for the scheme but John tells us that local staff  
in the PCT are already excited: 

   Birmingham OwnHealth is not about replacing services at a local 
level, it’s about enhancing and improving what’s already there. 
We’ve learnt that you should just start somewhere, anywhere, and 
let the rest of it grow and develop over time . . . it’s the hardest thing 
to get started, but once you have it’s possible to see what else could 
grow from it.
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3  
Measuring success

Find ways of measuring experiences as well as 
systems: life is more complicated than a key 
performance indicator.

Seeing service as a delivery mechanism rather than a transformative 
experience has led to a particular form of information gathering and 
system measurement. Existing targets have tended to focus energy 
on underperformance in operational efficiency, at the expense  
of underperformance in the transformation of people’s lives.  
Being able to assess the quality of the experience is as important  
as knowing the efficiency of the operations: both are necessary 
forms of measurement. As Patrick Lewis from John Lewis 
Partnership told us, ‘you’ve got to run the organisation at a more 
complex level than that of KPIs’.
 Chapter 1 explored the sorts of insights successful organisations 
gather from their customers and users. The insights these 
organisations seek to collect go beyond demographics and even 
attitudes – they are also interested in what people think about 
something, how they felt about a particular experience or product. 
What this reveals, therefore, is that by gathering information about 
customers and what matters to them, service organisations also 
begin to gather a form of feedback, which itself provides measures  
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of success. Rather than this success being measured at a systemic 
level (such as progress against targets), such insights represent the 
measurement of success from an experiential perspective – from 
the vantage point of the user themselves on the service they are 
accessing. This matters because, when it works, users themselves 
experience success directly, with obvious consequences for their 
sense of satisfaction and trust.
 In other words, successful service organisations have found  
ways of measuring success and improvement at more than the 
systemic level. The information flow between users and the 
organisation is far more dynamic, and customer insights are treated 
as a form of measurement for assessing performance at the same  
time as determining priorities. The service innovators we spoke  
to understand that unless they can see what is working and what  
is going wrong from the perspective of the user, they have little hope 
in engaging that person, or (in the case of commercial organisations) 
keeping their custom.
 Measuring impact and success by experience metrics can  
be revealing. Take, for example, the civil justice system. In recent 
research for the Department for Constitutional Affairs, as many as 
a third of people felt that the experience of sorting out the issue was 
at least as stressful as the issue itself. A further third felt that both 
were equally stressful. And the knock-on effect of these experiences 
on other issues that relate to other public service provision is telling 
as well: respondents highlighted illness, as well as employment 
and relationship issues as side effects of their problems and the 
experiences of trying to resolve them.32

Don’t let a key performance indicator get in the way 
of doing what’s right: measuring experiences

   There are tensions between the need to look at a single  
customer view and the overview. We need to do both.  
The two together can be very revealing, and can expose  
deep structural problems.
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Not only do measures of experience add a richness to existing 
approaches to system measurement, in some cases they illuminate 
the unintended consequences of targets and efficiency metrics. 
A number of people we interviewed as part of this project spoke 
of the detrimental impact system measures can have on people’s 
experiences of service, and warned against placing too much value 
on a ‘single view’ of performance information. For example, one 
representative of John Lewis Partnership said to us that he ‘doesn’t 
let a KPI stand in the way of doing what’s right’. This was supported 
by the views of many of the local authority representatives we  
spoke to. As one respondent said:
 
   The problem is the monitoring. Targets are increasingly driving 

provision. Councils are now learning sophisticated ways of ‘playing 
the game’, pouring resources into those things on the boundaries of 
target levels. This distorts the relationship with customers.

The actual experiences of people, rather than the detached 
measurements of customer satisfaction and proxy measures of 
performance such as waiting times, should be used as drivers for 
service transformation. The trick is to measure performance in  
ways that illuminate the quality of the experience rather than 
focusing solely on operational performance. Organisations need  
to measure what users value, as well as what organisations and 
service systems value.
 The public sector has already begun to adopt many of the 
customer research techniques that are used in the private sector. 
Focus groups are used to test ideas and support service planning. 
Some service providers are commissioning mystery shopping 
research to directly assess the quality of customer service. Pret’s 
mystery shoppers assess not only the range of products on offer, 
but also the quality of service. They have turned apparently soft 
measures of human interaction into harder metrics: did the barista 
look you in the eye and smile? Did they tell you how much change 
you were receiving?
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 The government has until recently advocated a unified  
cross-service measure of customer satisfaction as a means of 
adding experiential measures to the system metrics already in 
place. However, the problem with satisfaction as a measure is 
that it is highly subjective if viewed from the perspective of the 
users. People bring different expectations – often shaped by their 
own circumstances and backgrounds – to service experiences; 
all satisfaction measures is the extent of the gap between those 
expectations and perceptions. Expectations and perceptions are 
highly individual and changeable.
 So, more needs to be done to identify ways of measuring actual 
service experiences. The service organisations we spoke to are 
pioneering a number of experience metrics, all of which could  
be applied to public service organisations as a way of enriching  
the means by which system performance is understood.
 Tesco has developed a management and measurement tool that 
they call the Steering Wheel. The wheel is based on the theory  
of the balanced scorecard that prompts businesses to consider not 
only the financial performance, but the impact on the bottom line  
of the happiness of employees, the efficiency of operations and  
the satisfaction of customers. Tesco has five customer-value metrics 
derived from customer research – a notably small number – that 
they believe are the five aspects of the supermarket experience that 
are most important to customers: the aisles are clear, I can get what 
I want, the prices are good, I don’t want to queue, the staff are great. 
Tesco believes that things need to be simple if they are to be applied 
at every level of the organisation, from boardroom to stockroom.
 Alex Cheatle from TEN UK, a lifestyle management and 
concierge business, explained:

   We measure ourselves based on what they [our clients] want.  
We ask each member, exactly what/when/how do you want? and 
our system then tracks everything we do against that expectation, 
using time tracking and feedback loops. We haven’t come across  
a single call centre that can deal with this level of complexity.



This form of measurement – in customer terms, not universal 
standards set centrally and sometimes arbitrarily based on what 
users might judge to be good – can be called my-metrics.  
My-metrics are also an important part of Birmingham OwnHealth, 
the case study described at the end of chapter 2.
 Paul Bello from Orange described the current high point of 
success measures in the commercial sector as the propensity to 
recommend. ‘Would you recommend this service to someone else?’ 
has become the only question worth asking customers for some 
organisations in assessing success. The theory is that most customer 
surveys are inherently inaccurate as questions can be asked in 
ways that lead to positive responses. But ask people if they would 
recommend a plumber, for example, and they are forced to put  
their own reputation on the line.33

 The current approach to inspecting schools and hospitals  
at periodic intervals is one of the most stressful elements of any  
public service manager’s job. Staff sickness increases in schools 
around the time of Ofsted inspections as school staff feel under 
tremendous pressure to perform against the criteria set  
by the system. Chris Gerry, head of New Line Learning Federation  
in Kent, might therefore be regarded as a glutton for punishment  
in deciding to invite Ofsted in on a much more regular basis.  
He supplements their inspections with his own feedback system. 
Every month students are asked to provide feedback on teacher 
performance against a number of metrics that the students 
themselves were involved in devising. These metrics are focused on 
things like whether the lessons were boring or engaging, whether 
homework was marked on time, and so on, rather than student 
grades. As Chris puts it, ‘we know that the best way of creating 
lifelong learners is to engage them’, so measuring the success or 
otherwise of this engagement is crucial.
 What Chris is doing is measuring service experiences as they 
unfold. Not only does this provide him with a much more constant 
flow of information and feedback that enables him to pinpoint in 
more detail where work is needed, it also reduces the levels of stress 
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associated with measuring success. Feedback is not used to punish 
people; it is used to prioritise the activity of Chris and his senior 
colleagues. It creates an atmosphere of continuous improvement. 
Furthermore it makes small-scale experimentation and innovation 
less risky: teachers at Chris’s school can get almost immediate 
feedback on the impact of any changes they make to their teaching 
practice – all the data is available for everyone to see and use.

Feedback, measurement and information at  
the interface
Closing the gap between the interface and the boardroom
User insights can be challenging, demanding and uncomfortable  
for organisations. However, the most innovative service 
organisations see beyond this. They view their service users as  
a resource or specialist network to draw on for development ideas. 
For example, BUPA seeks out the things that are not working  
about its service. As Alison Platt, head of BUPA Hospitals said,  
‘the challenge is always to get people to believe that the service  
on offer can be improved’. As well as investing significant time and 
money in following user journeys and evaluating how touchpoints 
and channels can be improved, BUPA’s customer intelligence team 
focuses on the four elements of BUPA’s service that customers like 
least. These are identified through focus groups and customers 
are then invited to work with senior management to make a plan 
of action to tackle these issues. Progress is assessed and fed back. 
What is significant is the dynamic nature of the flow of information 
through BUPA. This process is repeated quarterly, so that, like at 
Chris’s federation of schools, the feedback loops between action  
and learning are much tighter.
 It is not only users whose shared wisdom and insight is being 
used to drive service improvement. John Lewis Partnership, 
among others, also treat their staff as the ‘eyes and ears’ of their 
organisation. They are the people closest to customers, and from 
their interactions in store they can offer deep insights into how to 
improve performance from the perspective of people’s experiences. 
Staff are encouraged to share what they learn about customers and 



their responses to products with colleagues locally, and their views 
are fed back to product development teams. BUPA also worked to 
underline the importance of employees providing feedback as they 
developed their excellence profiles. Alison Platt told us: ‘We had to 
get away from the culture of “I just want to do my job”. Well actually, 
feedback is your job.’
 Service innovators do not ask only people-facing staff to offer 
insights back to the organisation. They also ensure that managers 
and senior staff have a direct line to the interface. This is not about 
‘visits’ or ‘inspections’; to be effective these organisations have looked 
for ways of putting the customer squarely on the board’s agenda. 
As one respondent told us, ‘they’ve got to feel it’. BUPA involves all 
senior staff in the work around user journeys. In addition, every 
week the directors take on ten customer complaints and have  
to sort them out. This is about real exposure, not visits.

Closing the gap between information and users
Paul Hodgkin is a practising GP who has a sideline in an  
exciting new social enterprise. In 2005 he founded the website  
www.patientopinion.org.uk. It is a brilliant example of how service 
innovators are creating new channels at the interface that bring 
together feedback, service measurement and user information 
simultaneously. The website invites people who have recently 
experienced hospital treatment to swap stories. Other people 
preparing to go to hospital can use the site to help them make 
decisions about where to go for their treatment; the information 
is far more accessible and immediate than any star rating or 
performance report. Paul also sells full access to the information 
on the site to primary care trusts, to enable them to get a better 
feel for system performance from a different perspective. In effect, 
looking at the website gives the trusts continuous access to ‘collective 
wisdom across the system’. Patient Opinion’s strapline is ‘this is our 
NHS . . . let’s make it better’.
 Like Chris Gerry’s feedback tools, it is not possible to separate 
out insight, measurement, feedback and information on Paul’s 
website. Chris’s and Paul’s work illustrates a wider pattern that  
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we detected across other successful service organisations we spoke  
to.  Increasingly, feedback, insight and ideas are things that are  
not only gathered, but also offered back to users of services. 
Service innovators are looking for ways to open up and break down 
the barriers between customers and organisations. They see every 
interaction between a person and the service as an opportunity to 
learn something new.
 Requesting and sharing information and insight on a regular 
basis offers an effective new channel of honest dialogue that can 
benefit service organisations and users in equal measure. Presenting 
system information and measurement back to users in accessible 
and usable ways is an important element of building trust and 
putting people in control. For example, if district-level data suggests 
that crime is going down, but a person knows that burglaries have 
gone up on their street, they are unlikely to believe the figures. 
Providing street-level data on crime would help people to close the 
gap between service experiences and system measures. It would give 
people the confidence that their local police force had enough data 
and insight to target specific problem areas. Improved technology 
should make this kind of ‘very local’ information and insight 
gathering possible in a way it would not have been 20 years ago.
 These organisations are pioneering an approach that combines 
service delivery, service design and insight generation at the point 
of the interface, to inform policy and ongoing system re-design. 
There is much that can be learnt here for future public services. 
Politicians and policy-makers are searching for a new way of looking 
at performance that takes in trust and satisfaction. It seems unlikely 
that ever more fine-grained system measurements (eg customer 
satisfaction, value added) will provide the solution. Instead, we need 
to look at how experiences are measured and assessed, and put  
these insights alongside some of the more abstract measures already 
in existence.
 Adding in experience metrics and reducing feedback loops will 
help to tackle the deep problems of mistrust and dissatisfaction. 
There is an additional benefit too. As this chapter has outlined, 



smaller feedback loops are a key element in creating a culture  
of experimentation and innovation. The service innovators we  
spoke to learnt from getting it wrong, but they learnt quickly  
and were able to adapt and improve quickly thanks to their deeper 
understanding of the impact of particular decisions and approaches. 
For these organisations, a formalised service design development 
methodology mitigates the risk of failure by managing incremental 
levels of service prototyping. Involving users at every stage also 
enables service designers to spot flaws not just in terms of 
operational systems, but also in terms of the experience of users.
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•  How are you measuring the experience of different kinds  
of users?

•  How frequently are you assessing performance against  
experience metrics?

•  Is your organisation ready to use feedback, even if it is negative?

•  What access do your users and staff have to performance 
information? Is it presented in an accessible format that 
communicates to people at their level of interest?

• Are you benefiting from the collective wisdom of your customers?

A shared language of service 
 Experience metrics
 My-metrics
 Collective wisdom
 Prototyping

 Definitions on pages 107–108



Young people in Kensington  
and Chelsea

‘It’s unusual to find good working relationships at this level,’ says 
Isobel Rickard, who lives in Lincolnshire but spends her working 
week running housing management services for Kensington and 
Chelsea Tenant Management Organisation. She is pioneering  
a new approach to tackling anti-social behaviour that stands out
from the rest.
 For one thing, her view of ‘rolling out’ is not about determining 
how things should be and telling others to deliver services 
differently: ‘It’s hard to sit round as managers and say it needs  
to happen – it needs to come from the bottom up.’ Instead, Isobel  
is working with the council’s Youth and Education Welfare Services, 
and the local police, to build the crucial relationships estate by 
estate. Together they are creating estate-level partnerships, based 
on trust and a shared sense of purpose, which take in voluntary 
organisations, registered social landlords and the numerous other 
agencies that play some part in tackling anti-social behaviour: 
‘you’ve got to look at the whole picture’.
 You get the sense that much has been learnt from the 
perspectives of different professions on the same sets of issues. 
This understanding has been crucial to orchestrating the integrated 
service that Isobel and her team are working to create. The Tenant 
Management Organisation (TMO) got involved in training  
the community police support officers, and they have played a huge 
part in some of the local successes. The TMO also works very 
closely with the youth service, which provides outreach work  
in some of the problem areas. This has created a sense of  ‘common 
endeavour . . . bringing all those people together made it possible 
to see how they could all make some changes.’
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 An important turning point was the success of the collaboration 
between the police and the TMO in pinpointing and closing 
down a number of crack houses in the borough. In one area this 
joint working saw the successful removal of five major dealers 
and massive reductions in crime – car theft by 50 per cent, street 
violence by 60 per cent and burglary by 30 per cent. ‘The police 
found that there was a huge pay-off in working with us, and that’s 
really important. There’s got to be a pay-off; everyone’s got to  
get something out of it.’

However, it is not just partnerships that have made the model  
so successful. Isobel has also stressed the importance of giving  
a voice to young people, so often demonised in discussions of 
anti-social behaviour. For example the TMO, youth service and 
police carried out a consultation exercise on one estate to gain  
a better understanding of the perspective of young people. The 
result was a series of activities delivered by all the different agencies, 
which enabled staff to get to know the kids by name and build 
relationships with them. This is about involving young people in 
designing services. ‘We have to fit around them even if we don’t 
always agree,’ says Isobel. ‘They need to know the estates, know 
where the trouble will be.’
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 Although this approach may sound like common sense, Isobel  
has clearly fought hard: ‘Selling the idea of financing bad behaviour 
will always be hard.’ Nevertheless, she has stood firm. She sees  
anti-social behaviour orders (ASBOs) as impossible to enforce 
 – ‘so what’s the point?’ – and as a result there are only three ASBOs 
in the borough. ‘There’s so much money out there being spent  
on anti-social behaviour but it’s all going on the punitive stuff.  
Why don’t we put some into prevention as well?’ This belief does 
not stop intervention, far from it: ‘Of course we intervene as soon  
as we identify a problem – but we’re not heavy handed, we let  
the voluntary workers do their work first.’
 Working at an estate level has enabled the teams to see the 
importance of improving relationships on estates, building the 
capacity to manage and co-exist peacefully, rather than simply  
trying to tackle or contain anti-social behaviour. It is an approach 
that has been applied across the TMO’s estates – for example  
a recent exercise at World’s End saw older people gathering in  
hoods and baseball caps while young people tried getting about  
with canes and walking frames.
 The professionals involved and the attitudes they bring with 
them really matter: ‘The quality of individuals in tackling this 
stuff is paramount.’ This does not necessarily mean working only 
with experienced or fully trained staff: the TMO has introduced 
a graduate trainee scheme, taking on people with no housing 
experience and giving them the opportunity to study for an MA 
in housing while working. Four young people have been trained 
through the scheme in the last two years – and one has just  
become an area manager.
 What’s also striking about Kensington and Chelsea’s approach  
is the emphasis it places on regular feedback, which is regarded  
as crucial and is firmly focused on operations. Every week 
the agencies involved – registered social landlords, the police, 
environmental health, the TMO, mediation services, victim support, 
the youth offending team and the domestic violence team – meet 
for a quick-fire exchange of information. This is vital, according to 
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Isobel, ‘so that nothing’s happening that no one knows about’. The 
meetings offer a way of exchanging information early and making 
connections. They also enable staff to track particular young people, 
wherever they are and whoever is dealing with them. In the past, 
says Isobel, the partnership was ‘good at doing things initially, but 
not very good at following through’.

Isobel is adamant about the need for this meeting to be kept to staff 
at an operational level and has resisted the temptation to use the 
gathering for training sessions or other activities: ‘As soon as things 
go up into the strategic level then things stop happening – and these 
meetings have done more for anti-social behaviour than anything 
else in the last three years.’
 It is clear that the TMO’s approach is having a dramatic impact, 
not only on the lives of the young people but also on the overall 
quality of life on the estates where this approach is being used. For 
Isobel , this is all that matters: ‘Performance indicators have no 
relevance or meaning at all to what’s actually going on here – we’d 
spend so much time counting that we wouldn’t be able to do 
anything! It’s very hard to measure how many people haven’t gone 
on to be in gangs.’
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4 
The politics of service design

If applied systemically, service design can 
offer a vision for the transformation of public 
services, as well as a route to get there.

The principles of the previous chapters could be used to great 
effect to improve existing service organisations. But only if they are 
applied systemically will service design principles have the potential 
to transform public services as we know them. Service design 
approaches help to close the gap between what people want and 
need, and what organisations do. It helps to generate a shared, single 
view of system priorities that connects actual experiences with  
the setting of those priorities. Service design focuses minds on the 
deeper purpose of service – to generate deep forms of satisfaction 
and wellbeing. And it builds the capacity of organisations and 
groups of organisations to adapt and morph as people’s needs 
change. In these terms, service design can offer a vision for 
transformation, as well as a set of tools and a model of change  
for bringing it about.
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 Current models of service have created a distinctive set of 
building blocks for public services – functional institutions, 
episodes and abstract system or output measurements. The 
approach taken to reform is itself driven by these building blocks: 
they produce an agenda that is focused on very particular models 
of the core elements that any political party in power would need 
to address in thinking about public services. For example, a view of 
services as commodities encompasses the following assumptions:

•  Efficiency is seen to be primarily about increasing the capacity of 
the existing system to do more. It is about operations, driving out 
bureaucracy and tightening existing processes and supply chains. 
For example, the Gershon review of 2004 indicates that cuts of 
£20 billion are going to be achieved through a combination of 
cutting ‘inputs’ (mainly jobs) and increasing ‘productive time’.34

•  Personalisation is equated most often with consumer models of 
mass customisation, where particular services are modularised  
and people are able to choose – but not always co-design 
– services. For example, the education white paper of 2005 made 
proposals about school choice, and the creation of ‘choice advisers’ 
to help parents navigate a complex and hard-to-read system.35 
Patients can now choose from a range of treatment centres (not 
all state-run) for where they access their treatment.

•  Devolution to the frontline is accompanied by checks and 
measures to ensure that the local authorities and service 
organisations are responding to an agenda that remains  
predominantly set by the centre. Peter Taylor-Gooby has  
characterised this kind of devolution as a ‘principal–agent’  
relationship.36 For example, inspections are carried out by  
semi-independent organisations such as Ofsted on behalf of the 
centre, and local authorities continue to be measured primarily  
against systemic targets. Limited metrics of customer satisfaction  
have been introduced as a counterweight but, in the main, central  
targets still drive assessments of performance.
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Service design re-frames the central tenets of any 
reform agenda
The language and frameworks that we use determine the parameters 
of the debate, and limit the kinds of organisational and service 
innovations that we can imagine. Service designers do not see 
service as something that can be reduced to a commodity: they 
understand it instead as being a form of support, a kind of 
scaffolding to help people live their lives as they wish. By offering  
a fresh set of building blocks – the touchpoints, journeys, channels, 
service environments and architectures that together form the 
drivers for change in every service organisation we spoke to – service 
design re-frames the ways in which the main elements of reform  
can be understood.
 In focusing on the interaction between people and services, 
rather than services alone, service design enables policy-makers 
and practitioners to see new possibilities. Far from simply offering 
incremental improvements to existing services, these possibilities 
could add up to radical new models of service, organisations  
and value.

Efficiency
Systems thinkers, health economists and others have for a long 
time argued that we need a wider view of efficiency than current 
models allow for. It is not that achieving operational efficiency is not 
desirable: it’s just that it is not the whole picture. Two further forms 
of efficiency that service design focuses on include:

•  designing out waste. It has been estimated that between 30 per  
cent and 70 per cent of any organisation’s time is spent on ‘failure  
demand’ – the cost of getting it wrong the first time.37 These 
costs are measurable not only in terms of time, but also in staff 
morale. Finding that the system works against being able to focus 
fully on meeting people’s needs has obvious implications for levels 
of staff motivation and satisfaction.



•  harnessing and unleashing the untapped resources of users’ time,  
energy and motivation. By focusing on relationships and  
experiences, good service design enables policy-makers to  
create services that engage people, services that invite them  
in to participate in the creation of positive outcomes.

Service design maximises existing resources and brings new 
resources into the equation, as well as seeking to minimise costs.

Challenges

•  How can prevention be measured meaningfully – the things that 
don’t happen – for example, a teenager resisting pressure to join a 
gang, or someone eating healthily?

•  Can we develop efficiency metrics that consider efficiency over  
a lifecycle rather than through specific service episodes? We have 
developed lifetime costings for everything from photocopiers to 
weapons to cars and washing machines and yet we do not do the 
same for vital public services.

•  Can politicians find the courage to tell a story about efficiency 
that extends beyond the current political cycle? Can they make 
the case for investing in public services for the long term, rather 
than a story that simply focuses on getting the most out of them 
in the here and now?

Personalisation and co-production
Choice has become the primary mechanism by which this 
government is seeking to personalise services. It is seen as a means 
of enabling greater user autonomy, and a way of engaging people  
in the creation of outcomes.
 Of course it is true that the freedom to choose is a crucial part 
of feeling in control. But making stressful, potentially life-changing 
choices requires that those decisions are surrounded by dialogue, 
useful and accessible information, recognition and support.  
Being asked to choose from a menu of options, none of which 
appear to reflect your needs and the kinds of social and cultural 
contexts you are operating within, can be as disengaging  
and frustrating as a situation where there is no choice at all.
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 Service design helps policy-makers and service providers to 
counter this ‘choice bias’ through opening up new mechanisms and 
channels for engaging people not only in choosing between services, 
but also in shaping those services in the first place:

•  Service designers use methodologies that start with people, 
not existing services or institutions. The lifestyle management 
company TEN UK begins by asking its customers three simple  
questions: Who are you? What do you want or need (and when,  
how and where)? How can we help? The organisations,  
partnerships and forms of support flow from a deep  
understanding of what those support needs are in the first place.  
For good service designers, the unit of service is always the  
person, not the institution, patient, disease, or, worse still,  
the bed. Service design offers both a conceptual framework  
and a set of tools for politicians and policy-makers seeking  
to create deeply personalised services.

•  Service designers focus on a specific kind of engagement:  
engagement at the interface. Deliberation has to take place at the  
point of delivery to create the kind of engagement required for  
co-production – that where people are mobilised, coached, and  
encouraged to participate in the ‘common enterprise’ of generating  
positive outcomes. The current emphasis on ‘public engagement’  
in policy-making circles fails to see and reinforce the vital 
connection between engagement for co-production and  
experiences. Whether it is the setting up of foundation hospital  
boards, the creation of community representative posts on local  
strategic partnerships, or the current education bill’s emphasis  
on parental involvement in school governance (rather than their  
children’s learning), too often such engagement is seen to happen  
in town halls, school gyms or conference centres, away from the  
real action of service experiences. In contrast, service design offers  
a powerful set of tools by which experiences can be shaped  
to meet the goal of genuine engagement.
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By starting with people themselves, not organisational norms or 
institutional parameters, and by focusing on engagement at the 
interface, service design shapes an agenda for personalisation that  
is about co-design and co-creation rather than mass customisation.

Challenges

•  By starting with people, it will not always be the case that a  
single organisation can meet that person’s needs. What cultural,  
professional and technological environments and incentives are  
needed for genuine partnership working? What forms of  
governance can be developed to enhance a sense of collective  
endeavour across services and between services and citizens?

•  How can the many ‘ways in’ to services – the range of channels  
– be designed to engage and enhance people’s experiences of  
services, as well as simply being seen as a route to more efficient  
delivery mechanisms?

•  What kinds of data sharing and people-centred knowledge  
management systems are needed to underpin these more fluid,  
federating forms of support? Where are the opportunities to 
learn from the most innovative technological developments in  
this area?

Devolution
The commitment to devolving power from the centre to the local 
has been part of the reform agenda since 1997. More recently,  
the notion of ‘double devolution’ – where power is devolved from 
the town hall to the neighbourhood – has become popular in 
policy-making circles, further emphasising a commitment to create 
flexible, responsive services appropriate for specific communities 
and localities.
 Devolution and frontline empowerment was certainly a crucial 
characteristic of all the innovative service organisations we visited; 
 however, it was a very different kind of devolution that we 
uncovered. For organisations like John Lewis Partnership or BUPA 
or places like Kensington and Chelsea, the relationship between the 
centre and the local or the frontline is characterised by trust and a 
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sense of mutual accountability: each holds the other to account for 
the part they play in the ultimate goal of great service.  
When applied systemically, service design approaches focus on 
the ways in which mutual accountability can grow; they shift the 
emphasis away from the notion of a principal–agent relationship:

•  The frontline is held to account for customer satisfaction, loyalty  
and the provision of good service, defined by customer  
measures and my-metrics, rather than system goals alone.  
These expectations are ‘designed in’ to innovative service 
organisations in every possible way – through appraisals and 
performance frameworks, through the stories told to keep the 
ethos of the organisation alive, through the clear sponsorship  
of a customer focus from the very top, and in the particular  
forms of success that are celebrated.

•  Service designers seek to create more intimate relationships  
between services and people. In order to achieve this they create  
channels for information to flow upwards as well as downwards  
– forms of feedback and insights – which are then used to drive  
priorities and focus. Part of this is designing in ways in which the  
frontline can hold the system or the organisation to account  
for the part they need to play in creating great service. Staff are  
expected to challenge those systems and processes that are not  
supporting them in their drive to develop intimate relationships  
with customers – and this kind of challenge is actively sought  
out and encouraged. By demanding a focus on the interface, every  
element of the system is held to account for the part they have to  
play in maintaining that focus. Service design approaches seek to  
build in systems of mutual accountability flows to achieve this.

Service designers treat the centre and the frontline as playing  
an equally crucial but different role in achieving the ultimate  
goal of great service. But part of great service is shortening  
and strengthening the feedback loops from the shop floor  
to the boardroom, from the neighbourhood to the Whitehall 
department. Service design is a collaborative and recursive process 
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that bridges the gap between the activities of policy-making and 
the day-to-day activities that are currently called delivery or 
implementation.

Challenges

•  How can ‘evidence-based’ policy-making learn to take the insights  
of practitioners and frontline professionals as seriously as the  
views of ‘experts’, academics and management consultants when  
making decisions?

•  What kinds of channels and feedback loops between the centre  
and the frontline can be designed in to the early stages of policy  
formation? How can these approaches add up to more than  
consultation alone? How can policy itself be ‘co-produced’?

•  How can the lateral capacity of the public service system be 
enhanced? How can we grow spaces where frontline professionals  
and practitioners can work together, in order to create a system  
that is able to learn from itself?

Service design offers a model of change and a route 
to transformation

   Is there, to use a phrase from a recent Audit Commission document, 
some ‘quantum leap’ – perhaps it’s the introduction of market 
disciplines; perhaps reorganisation (shared services), or new 
techniques for managing customer relations or information flows.38

The treatment of services as commodities not only determines how 
the elements of the reform agenda are framed; it also shapes the 
ways in which government and others approach change itself.
 Markets have been part of the public service reform narrative 
for over 20 years now, most recently expressed through the 
commitment to opening up service provision to a more diverse set  
of providers from all sectors. Improvement, in these terms, is 
wrought through increasing contestability, competition and 



consumer choice. Contractual management, regulation and  
objective inspection, and performance frameworks are used to  
drive up standards.
 Regardless of whether this emphasis is right or wrong, what 
underpins it is a more fundamental belief: that change to public 
services will come about through grafting alternative models and 
innovations onto existing institutions. Successive administrations 
have sought to harness the potential of such innovations from 
other sectors. From meritocracy and professionalisation in the 
mid-nineteenth century, to mass production, to Thatcher’s focus 
on privatisation, agency-based delivery and contract-based 
management, and from new public management to consumer 
models of choice, public services now represent a hybrid of different 
approaches to change applied at different periods over the last  
150 years.

Building adaptive capacity alongside managerial capability
Service design is less interested in taking the models of one  
sector and overlaying them onto existing models of service. Instead, 
through harnessing user participation, feedback, insight generation 
and connecting these things to organisational or system design 
and development, service design’s model of change is focused on 
creating a system able to continuously adapt, reconfigure and, most 
importantly, learn from itself.
 We have already argued that engagement and ultimately 
participation are vital to co-producing the outcomes that this 
government is looking to achieve. In that sense, successful and 
meaningful participation is a goal in itself. However, for service 
designers, participation brings additional benefits as a process of 
learning and change as well as an outcome.
 As the team at the Luton and Dunstable Head and Neck Cancer 
Unit discovered, participation offers the opportunity of embedding 
experiences in the process of continuous change, rather than having 
an intermittent relationship between disjointed consultation 
exercises and a permanent managerial revolution. Service design
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offers tools and techniques to build that adaptive capacity, from the 
generation of particular kinds of data and insights, to the means of 
connecting these to organisational design and development.
 The challenge for policy-makers is to focus on building this 
adaptive capacity, alongside the current goal of developing better 
managerial capabilities. While the Capability Reviews announced  
by Gus O’Donnell in October 2005 may shed some insights into 
‘how well the service is performing and not by its own measure 
but by independent, credible, objective assessment’,39 they will 
not provide government with the tools it needs either to measure 
adaptive capacity, or to develop it.

Investing in ‘in-between spaces’ as well as existing institutions
The Prudential took a bold and innovative step in providing  
Richard Duvall and his team with the space to come up with the 
concept of the online bank Egg. They realised that their particular 
model of banking was in decline, and that in the future they would
need to find an innovative business model in order to keep their  
customers and maintain their profit margin. But, equally 
significantly, they realised that they would find it almost impossible 
to come up with this fresh model within the constraints of their 
own organisation. They saw that the power of existing institutional 
patterns and norms would work against the kind of transformative 
innovation they were looking for. So instead they set Richard the 
challenge of coming up with something completely new – through 
setting him free from all the organisational routines and 
requirements. The results speak for themselves.
 Similarly, Paul Hodgkin believes that his website 
www.patientopinion.org.uk would not have been devised and 
developed within the constraints of the NHS. Just like John Proctor 
in our case study about Birmingham OwnHealth, Paul believes 
that the most exciting innovations need new platforms and business 
models in order to learn how such spaces might grow. Although he 
sees the website as a resource that helps the system as well as 



individual users, he believes creating it as a social enterprise was an 
essential factor in the success of his innovation – both in terms of 
the service he offers, and the business model that underpins it.
 It is striking how many of the examples and case studies  
we found in the course of our research emerged out of these 
‘in-between spaces’ – partnerships and collaborations set up at 
arm’s length from the major public service institutions that are in 
operation. This pattern is mirrored in innovation literature. Many 
markets are characterised by a handful of large stakeholders, and 
a larger number of small enterprises, whose innovations are tested 
and developed at a manageable scale, before the successful ones get 
incorporated and integrated into the larger organisations of that 
sector.
 In order to strengthen the system’s ability to learn from itself, 
there is real merit in investing in these in-between spaces alongside 
strengthening the feedback loops between insights and 
organisational development. They are a means of experimenting, 
learning and innovating on behalf of the wider system. Much 
could be learnt from investigating and seeking to understand these 
collaborative models in more detail and government, both local  
and central, urgently needs to create opportunities for the 
development of these spaces.
 There are many opportunities for focusing existing innovation 
funds towards investing in these in-between spaces, whether that’s 
the Invest to Save Budget looked after by the Treasury,40 or the 
‘next practice projects’ sponsored by the Innovation Unit at the 
Department for Education and Skills.41 But in creating spaces 
beyond organisations to experiment with new models of service,  
we should not assume that they need to be fully funded by 
government.
 We also found that these collaborative ‘in-between’ partnerships 
enable new forms of incentives for user focus to be designed in 
to the ways in which services are shaped and offered. It is notable 
that many of the organisations that had successfully closed the 
gap between what they were offering and what people want and 
need had partnership, subscription or social enterprise business 
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models. Alongside the commitment in the 2006 Budget to explore 
the impact of the voluntary sector’s role in economic and social 
regeneration, looking at alternative business models for service
organisations could provide a rich seam of insight about how public 
services can grow and form themselves around the needs of users 
and citizens.
 Service design demands that the unit of service is the person, 
and that service is devised in collaboration with them in order to 
fit around their everyday lives. Too often, the power of institutional 
norms and practices stands in the way of this approach, regardless 
of sector. Therefore the most likely places to grow capacity for the 
kinds of user-centred approaches service design advocates appear 
to be those ‘in-between’ spaces. It is in these spaces that small 
organisations are really beginning to define very different notions  
of service and value. The challenge for policy-makers in these terms 
is two-fold: first, to find innovative ways of investing in these spaces 
without legislating for everything that takes place within them;  
and second, to learn more about how the lessons learnt in these 
spaces can be ‘scaled up’ to a system-wide approach.

Challenges

•  How can we strengthen the connections between people’s  
experiences of service and system priorities in order to drive 
greater adaptive capacity? What kinds of metrics are necessary? 
How can these metrics be built into existing patterns such as  
inspections, spending reviews, target setting and so on?

•  How can the capacity of the system to continuously adapt  
to the dynamic, uncontrollable and unpredictable nature of 
human activity be put at the forefront of the debate, rather  
than managerial capability alone?

•  How can the government invest in these ‘in-between’ spaces 
without legislating for everything that takes place within them?  
Beyond the straightforward deployment of existing innovation  
funds, what other kinds of business models and partnerships  
might help to grow these spaces to learn about what works?



•  How can the lessons learnt from ‘in-between’ spaces be used to  
inform changes to institutional models and relationships? How 
bold are politicians willing to be in taking these lessons to focus 
future efforts on public service transformation rather than  
incremental improvements alone?

The politics of service design: a vision as well as a 
route to transformation
A year into the third term of a Labour government, we are at  
a point where the terms of the debate around public service reform 
are in flux. Many principles developed in 1997 – national standards, 
devolution to the frontline, user focus, contestability – remain 
central. More have been added since, most notably the idea of ‘invest 
and reform’ and a growing interest in what contestability actually 
looks like in practice, alongside the commitment to greater choice  
as a means of empowering users.
 Where this debate goes next, however, is still an open question. 
Efficiency is clearly a crucial element of any agenda, as an ageing 
population and increased expectations place more demands on  
our public service infrastructure than ever before, while at the  
same time current levels of investment look unsustainable in the 
long term.
 But there is a growing consensus across the whole political 
spectrum that managerialism cannot be the sole solution to  
the transformation of services. The question remains: what are  
the elements of a reform agenda that can reconnect the activities 
and priorities of government with the priorities and concerns  
of the electorate? The opportunity for a powerful story about  
the importance of service to people’s lives is there for the taking;  
as Cameron’s Conservatives begin to tackle public services, the 
question remains: which party will be the first to seize it?
 The recent local elections should be seen at least in part as a kick 
against incumbency: voters rejected councils that were perceived to 
have lost sight of the bottom line of service – where user needs and 
experiences, not targets, drive provision. There can be real and felt 
differences between system success and the quality of experiences, 
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and citizens are looking for this to be recognised by the politicians 
they elect. People are tiring of being told that services are improving 
when their experiences of those same services remain impersonal, 
and not on their terms. As one campaigner put it, ‘people were 
telling us, make this real for me’.

   The risk element of efficiency (achieving CPA ratings) means that 
you might get the 3-star CPA ratings but the residents may not 
think the service is 3-star.42

At the heart of the problem with current approaches to public 
service reform is that the measures in place risk driving a wedge 
between ‘system priorities’ and people’s experiences of services. 
Managerial approaches to service create self-sustaining frameworks 
of determining priorities that do not do enough to take account  
of feedback from the interface – whether that’s through citizens  
or frontline professionals.
 Service design provides a way out of this conundrum.  
Through its focus on the interface between people and services,  
and the way its methodologies use insights from the interface  
to drive priorities and organisational change, it offers progressive 
politicians an opportunity to create a single and unified picture  
of the system and what needs to happen next. It is through that 
shared agenda that trust and legitimacy can grow.
 The transformation of public services will never emerge from a 
simple shift in language and warm words about the importance of a 
user focus alone. Driving reform from the interface out has to grow 
from a deeper, richer understanding of how people see services. It is 
from the vantage point of the interface that it is possible to generate 
a genuinely shared set of priorities and actions that can be used to 
align every stakeholder across the broad system of public services, 
from ministers and permanent secretaries to hospital porters. 
Service design can help politicians, policy-makers and service 
providers make that long and difficult journey to the interface.
 



 But service design has more to offer than a set of methodologies. 
The discipline of service design itself grew out of an understanding 
that services add up to far more than commodities. The value of 
service lies in the intangible sense that they are supporting you, 
understanding you, on your side. This is in line with the repeated 
findings of research which show that people see public services  
as crucially important, not just in managerial terms, but also in far 
deeper terms that are about how the state relates to people’s lives, 
and the kinds of values that shape the society in which we live.
 It is often said that rational argument is not the most effective 
way to move agendas on. It is time for politicians to grasp a new 
narrative of service that is braver and altogether more ambitious. 
The battle to regain trust and legitimacy, alongside the need to 
create a sustainable and viable service infrastructure for tomorrow’s 
challenges as well as today’s, will not be won through speeding 
up and intensifying current approaches to reform that, ultimately, 
continue to treat services as commodities.
 There is a parallel here in the recent debates that have been 
kickstarted about the importance of happiness and wellbeing over 
and above productivity. A similar debate needs to be led now, and 
urgently, about how and why public services are so much more than 
goods to be provided at the lowest cost. The challenges of the future 
rely on service infrastructures having a whole range of resources 
– including money, but equally crucial are the resources of trust  
and legitimacy.
 Trust grows out of relationships, which in turn rely on believing 
people are acting in your interests and telling you the truth. What 
is needed now is a new story about public services that is rooted in 
relationships and experiences, in people and in places. The current 
narrative and its focus on narrowly defined versions of efficiency, 
personalisation and devolution is out of sync with this. Service 
design has both the philosophy and the methods that could refocus 
the debate, and provide politicians with the elements of a more vital, 
vivid and practical agenda for transformation.
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An agenda for action
Service design could focus and refresh many current efforts to 
improve public services. But its potential needs to be grasped at 
multiple levels of the system, at the same time, in order to have a 
powerful effect. Its core revolves around empowering users to play 
a more active part in shaping what they experience, and therefore in 
orchestrating more of the ‘moving parts’ – including people – in a 
given system to also enhance outcomes.
 Government therefore needs to seize this agenda rhetorically 
and organisationally, and find ways to develop and spread service 
design approaches within the existing framework of services, rather 
than trying to impose them from without or implement them solely 
through existing levers of control.
 The opportunities are therefore as follows.

The Treasury should:
•  in the lead-up to the 2007 Comprehensive Spending Review, bring 

together a diverse working group to explore broader definitions of  
efficiency and public value; this group could help to build a critical  
mass of opinion about richer, long-term understanding of how  
to measure the impact and value of public service activity 

•  support all key service departments and local authorities in developing 
new metrics that focus on quality of experiences, to go alongside 
operational and customer satisfaction measures; in particular,  
general duties of wellbeing, such as those now carried by local  
authorities, should be accompanied by regular surveys and  
feedback systems involving direct user feedback focused on 
quality and on user confidence, both in themselves and in service 
providers

•  use the Varney review of service delivery channels to focus on how 
alternative ‘ways-in’ to service can bring about better engagement  
and more positive experiences of public services; shared services and  
new information and communications technology interfaces offer  
great new flexibilities and economies of scale – a new 
infrastructure for more cost-effective services; but users and  
citizens must play an integral part in spelling out what  
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•  create dedicated seed funding for local authorities and partnerships 
to reinvest in the development of ‘in-between’ spaces wishing to 
model new kinds of user-centred and user-led services; this could 
include a proportion of annual underspend or preventive savings; 
at a time when public services will need to do more and more, for 
less money, it is just as important to invest in social innovation as 
it is in technological innovation.

The Cabinet Office should:
•  focus public service leadership training on system leadership  

– the ability and skills to lead that which you do not directly  
control – which requires trust and legitimacy as well as  
financial resources

•  build on the Capability Reviews to investigate the extent of ‘upwards’ 
flows of information between the frontline and existing Whitehall  
departments in order to assess how policy-making can become  
a collaborative process that bridges the gap between policy  
development and implementation

•  invest in training and development to help civil servants become 
specialists in systems and service design: systems thinking, futures  
thinking, design methodologies and journey mapping45

•  in collaboration with other overarching service organisations,  
including the voluntary and private sectors, set up a service design  
school that brings together a multitude of disciplines and offers  
training for public servants and practitioners;46 give this school  
a research and development function and ensure that its  
activities in this area adhere to service design principles as well  
– participatory approaches, collaboration, multidisciplinary  
teams and prototyping solutions

•  integrate the focus of e-government with the priorities mentioned 
above: customer responsiveness, new feedback loops, co-design  
and co-development of user pathways, and so on

•  work with individual spending departments and with the Local  
Government Association and the Improvement and Development 
Agency to establish the scope for using shared audit and feedback 

dimensions of services matter to them, and how different  
channels can work together over time, to guide any further  
development of the public service infrastructure

•  work with local authorities to explore alternative business models for  
offering services in the ‘in-between spaces’ between existing  
institutions and organisations; for example, studying local networks  
of provider organisations, and the ‘add-on’ services that can  
emerge beyond their formal function, would uncover many  
opportunities for service innovation not noticed by national 
performance reviews; these studies should build on the review  
and pilots of third-sector involvement in service delivery that  
are already underway

•  experiment, as Egg did, with much more flexible and intensive  
neighbourhood-based service models, possibly via the National  
Programme for Neighbourhood Renewal; this approach would  
replace all targets and measurements with a single goal for five  
years: to meet every person’s need; this approach could be piloted  
in a small and already high-performing area

•  work with local authorities and local strategic partnerships  
to map comprehensively the unintended consequences of existing  
targets – and use these insights to refine and develop targets  
for the future

•  encourage the Lyons Inquiry of local government funding to  
maintain its focus on ‘place shaping’;43 accelerate the  
development of tools and methods that create shared purpose  
across diverse groups of people working in public, private and  
voluntary sectors – users and practitioners – which in turn  
requires new forms of strategic leadership at local authority level  
(see Local authorities below)

•  through the Lyons Inquiry, find new ways of emphasising mutual  
accountability, for example enabling local authorities to  
commission the support they feel they need from central  
government rather than being told which consultants they have  
to use44



systems which encourage local integration of different improvement, 
innovation and performance management regimes.

Delivery departments should:
•  deploy existing innovation funds to support and foster lateral 

networks of practitioners and frontline providers – and commission  
these networks to develop responses to long-term issues on behalf  
of the system; these networks, not independent experts or  
consultants, are the people with the expertise required to tackle  
the most difficult issues

•  make it a requirement that all civil servants at all grades visit  
the frontline at least once every six months; senior civil servants  
should be required to resolve at least ten customer complaints  
every year

•  develop new feedback channels for frontline staff to shape service  
mechanisms and infrastructure, for example through the greater  
use of online discussion forums, or through consultations that  
happen before decisions are made, not after

•  worry less about citizen engagement through new structures and  
forums, and more about engagement at the point of delivery: make  
this the focus of public engagement activity and communicate  
that clearly as a priority for the centre as well as for local  
government and local service organisations.

The Audit Commission and other inspection bodies should:
•  further develop the system’s capacity for self-regulation alongside  

ongoing audit and inspection, for example by offering training to  
leaders of service organisations and reporting on the capacity of  
local authorities to respond to user feedback and mobilise wider  
networks of users and service organisations for service re-design

•  work with local authorities and HM Treasury to review metrics  
(see Treasury above)

•  devise new approaches to auditing the governance of the partnerships 
through which outcomes and objectives will increasingly be achieved  
in recognition of the fact that often such outcomes will emerge 
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from the combined efforts of a number of local bodies, irrespective 
of their formal responsibilities for particular elements of service 
provision

•  be aware that as local councils focus increasingly on ‘place shaping’  
rather than service provision alone, their ability to commission  
services on the basis of public value will be critical to their ability to  
create a service infrastructure that can generate long-term  
positive outcomes; the Audit Commission and other inspection  
and regulatory bodies must develop new ways of assessing this  
capacity to commission services that are fit for purpose and  
maximise people’s life chances

•  hold central government to account to the same extent as local  
government is held to account: they are both players in a single  
system that needs to be focused on great service and support 
where people need it; central government cannot be seen as  
hovering ‘above’ the system – it is part of it

•  place a requirement on themselves (the Audit Commission and  
other inspection bodies) to see their audience not only as service  
organisations, but also as citizens looking for feedback and  
information on services; being given accessible, usable information  
is a crucial step in building trust and in empowering people to  
make decisions

•  invest in technological innovations to make the provision of the  
information real-time: it is only in this way that citizens will really  
be able to use the information provided to navigate services.

Local authorities should:
•  set up a team responsible for looking after customer experiences – and  

give it the power to report directly to the senior team of the local  
authority, so that customer experiences and insights play a central  
role in setting priorities

•  create, in collaboration with citizens, a set of personas based on  
sophisticated forms of segmentation combined with journeys,  
touchpoints and relationship maps



•  add to existing requirements to measure customer satisfaction  
through developing richer metrics of experience; for example,  
measure the success of services in inviting, encouraging and  
enabling people to participate; use the findings of this research to  
shape strategic plans and prioritisation

•  use personas and other service design techniques to drive the strategy  
around shared services – to ensure that back-office integration  
does not simply create greater efficiencies but also focuses on  
offering better experiences that suit the needs and attitudes of  
different citizens

•  experiment with multidisciplinary teams that include users and 
professionals as the team at Luton and Dunstable did

•  prioritise the development of ‘very local’ data – for example about 
crime and grime, ‘greening’ and so on – that is presented  
accessibly so that people can see what service improvements mean  
for them at a neighbourhood or street level, as a means of  
fostering trust and greater faith in the system

•  focus on developing career structures and compensation packages  
which incentivise and focus progression on innovating to create  
great service experiences, engaging people in the design of  
services, working collaboratively with users

•  commission services on the basis of a consistently applied,  
collaboratively developed ‘public value’ framework – which does not  
simply seek out the services offered for the lowest cost, as if they  
 were commodities – but instead focuses on building public trust  
and engagement through the provision of positive and engaging  
experiences – whichever sector is delivering the service

•  support the development of expert user groups and networks,  
across local communities, and link them together through local  
consultation and information strategies.
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Service delivery organisations (eg schools, hospitals) should:
•  develop forms of governance that, by their nature, drive greater 

engagement; for example, schools could devolve 1 per cent of 
their budget to parents in order to encourage them to collaborate 
more,not only with the school but also with each other to 
determine how best to invest that budget47

•  focus on mapping their users’ journeys – not only from the point at  
which that person comes into contact with the institution but  
from the point at which a child is interested in learning, or from  
when someone feels unwell

•  use these maps to prioritise activity and management decisions;  
use them to shape a strategy for key partnerships and collaborations 
that need to be put in place – so that working together is about 
working smarter not harder

•  work with users every quarter to review the things that are working  
least well and engage those users in helping to identify  
solutions or approaches that can be prototyped and reviewed

•  give staff permission to experiment and fail – but make sure 
that something is learned every time, and manage the risks of 
experimentation through shortening and tightening feedback 
loops, and strengthening a culture of openness

•  treat expenditure on support to user-led support and development 
groups as an investment: the more spaces and places created for  
user involvement in service design and delivery, the more  
resources that are released into the system.



A shared language of service
Journeys
Services don’t happen in a vacuum and focusing on touchpoints alone 
would not enable service providers and service designers to see how 
each of those touchpoints interact with people’s wider lives. For  
example, a service design approach for a hospital would start, not at  
the point the patient enters the hospital, but instead at the point at 
which someone started to feel unwell. Tracing the person’s journey  
over time enables service providers to reflect on the effectiveness and 
appropriateness of each intervention and service touchpoint in the 
context of that person’s wider life.

Channels
Recent years have seen the expansion of the ways in which people can 
find services. Rather than visiting a GP, people now have the option  
of calling NHS Direct, visiting a drop-in medical centre, or checking 
out their condition online. Understanding the interaction between 
these channels, when each is used, as well as what each one looks like,  
is another important element of being able to see the service from a 
person’s perspective.

Segmentation
The problem in public services organisations and local authorities lies 
less with a paucity of data and more with how that data are used.  
A range of techniques and increasingly powerful data sources are  
available  that can help an organisation to take raw data and turn it  
into insights about its users. The sophisticated segmentation approach 
that Tesco uses goes well beyond mapping the demographic and social  
status of its customers; it also maps preferences, attitudes and beliefs. 
This in turn enables Tesco to tailor its offer ever more accurately to  
its customers.

Proposition
The notion of a proposition puts the onus on the provider to ‘package 
up’ a service that is useful, useable and desirable and to place it into the 
market without any assumption that the audience knows the value of 
the service on offer or how to access it. The assertion of a proposition 
states the purpose of a service in terms of the benefits to users.  

Designing a service proposition extends beyond the content of the  
offer to an understanding of how its audience would like to engage with 
and use a service – and the emotional journey that each user will need 
to take in order to benefit from it.

Touchpoints
Touchpoints are the tangible elements of service – everything that a 
person accessing the service sees, hears, touches, smells and interacts 
with. Recent trends in branding have focused less on logos and design, 
and more on these touchpoints and how every single touchpoint can 
‘live the brand’ of any organisation. In public services, given the current 
focus on personalisation, the ‘brand’ might lead to the question: ‘Does 
every touchpoint of my service empower the user to work with us to 
achieve the desired outcome?’

Architectures
Service designers see services not as static but as dynamic architectures 
of dialogues, systems, procedures, resources and so on – through which 
people have experiences and achieve outcomes. Touchpoints, journeys 
and channels tell us that we need to see these experiences as users  
do – as a series of critical encounters that take place over time.  
Using design techniques to visualise this complex picture often  
represents a turning point for organisations focused on improving  
their services: it helps people to see where the priorities are and  
where the service can be improved.

Service environments
The idea of a service environment extends beyond the built  
environment to encompass any space and place in which service takes 
place. Increasingly, websites and the tiny screens on mobile phones are 
spaces within broader service environments. Seeing the building in 
which service takes place as a service environment can be a valuable 
 conceptual step to make. Many schools, for example, don’t see  
themselves as service providers and therefore don’t see their schools  
as service environments – this may become increasingly necessary as 
the role of a school extends to offer other services.
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Personas
In designing new services, many organisations will use their customer 
insights to create a series of personas – or archetypes – and experiment 
with how they might interact with the service or the architectures of 
the service environment. This helps to refine and improve what’s being 
offered. Creating ‘real ’ people can really animate discussions and enable 
service providers to engage emotionally as well as rationally with their 
users. The methodology of personas can also be used to better  
understand the experiences and needs of staff.

Guardians of the customer experience
Service innovators invest in the design of people’s jobs – and the  
systems that surround them – to ensure that frontline staff are free 
and supported to act as guardians of the customer experience. This role 
isn’t limited to frontline staff. As one contributor from Orange told us: 
‘Even the engineers maintaining the network and the finance guys who 
determine the tariffs we offer have an effect on our ability to deliver a 
great service to customers – they need to be aware of the impact of  
their job on customer satisfaction.’

Mutual accountability
Instead of devolution being accompanied by a series of incentives, 
checks and balances to ensure that every part of the system is  
encouraged to focus on the key issues as set by government, mutual  
accountability demands that those at all levels of service hold each 
other to account for achieving the principal goal of high-quality and 
effective service to users – accountability flows in both directions.  
In this collaboration, frontline staff are not held to account on the  
performance of the system primarily, but instead, on the satisfaction  
of users and the quality of the experience. Similarly, frontline staff have 
a range of channels by which they can hold the centre to account on 
the effective design of large-scale systems and processes to support an 
unstinting focus on successful experiences for users.

Excellence profiles
Beyond job descriptions – excellence profiles describe service roles 
in terms of aspirations, values and behaviours that can guide staff to 
deliver quality service. To be excellent means to understand in very 
practical ways what it means to do your job well. They are designed to 

enable organisations to distribute the responsibility for holding people 
to account on offering excellent service through being treated as an 
open resource freely accessible to anyone in the organisation.

Communities of practice
Communities of practice bring together people with shared expertise  
or experiences from across conventional organisational boundaries. 
Such communities learn together through action and in doing so build 
the capacity of all the organisations involved to innovate locally.  
Supporting such lateral learning opportunities releases the potential 
for knowledge to be shared across organisations and silos and supports 
the shift towards creating systems that can learn from themselves.

Experience metrics
Experience metrics are derived through research with users and help 
organisations to design and measure the performance of a service 
against what people – rather than their organisation – value.  
Experience metrics are not measures of high-level outcomes but of the 
quality of the experience at the interface (see also My-metrics).

My-metrics
There isn’t a single debate about public service reform where targets  
are not criticised for creating unintended consequences. However, 
arguably, it is not the targets themselves, but what they are focused  
on that is the cause of the problem. Some of the most successful cus-
tomer-focused service organisations create targets with and for their 
users. These my-metrics are then used to assess the performance of the 
service as an important counterpoint to other operational measures.

Collective wisdom
In his book, The Wisdom of Crowds: Why the many are smarter than the 
few, James Surowiecki explores the science of engaging communities 
of interest, rather than individual experts in creating new insights and 
knowledge.48 The collective wisdom of crowds is already exploited by 
software businesses that have recognised that they alone can’t keep up 
with the rate of change in technology and have implemented platforms 
and principles – not solutions – and engaged their community of users 
to determine, build and refine what is needed.
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Prototyping
People’s needs are complex; services need to be able to respond to that 
complexity rather than seek to drive it out. Trying to get everything 
right first time at scale is a terrifying prospect in this context. Instead, 
as the founder of the online bank Egg said, ‘I learnt most from getting 
it wrong, wrong and wrong again’. Prototyping – an approach that  
informs every design-led project – at a small scale is a means of  
managing risk and learning from doing. Storyboards are examples of 
very early prototypes.

Relationship maps
Services are configured from touchpoints, systems and resources  
but they are brought to life by the dynamic relationships between 
individuals, communities and organisations – and influenced by the 
wider social context. Mapping the critical relationships between people 
that animate an existing service allow those designing it to understand 
which are working, which are not – and why – and to begin to identify 
the important journeys and procedures that have, over time, come  
to drive the quality of these relationships. Through this process,  
opportunities emerge to make change happen.

Moments of truth
Service designers work with users to understand the critical moments 
of truth of a service experience – the moments shape peoples’  
perceptions and responses. These moments of truth can be as simple as 
the confirmation that an application for a benefit has been successful 
– or as complex as the experience of a victim of a violent crime hearing 
the sentencing of their attacker. Many of these moments of truth are 
un-designed – a resident seeing yet more graffiti on a wall in their street 
might decide that the local council has given up on dealing with  
anti-social behaviour in their neighbourhood. The points at which a 
person most depends on a provider are often the very points at which 
the provider performs least well – and it’s at these moments that  
someone, disheartened and frustrated, may walk away from that  
service never to return.
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