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Service 
Improvements 
Designing services that are accessible,  
usable and valuable 

What is Service 
Design, and why is it 
important?
The same process of designing the look, feel, and 
function of a product, can also be applied to services. 
Service design is critical to ensuring that people, 
especially the most disadvantaged and marginalized, 
actually value the service and use it. The health, 
education, and social services that are the most critical 
to our well-being are too often designed to suit the needs 
of service providers rather than the needs of the people 
for whom the service is intended.

Service Design turns that equation on its head. It’s a 
method that focuses on designing services for people, 
not institutions. The principles of Service Design can 
help you improve the demand for, impact, and use of 
services, by making the experience better for those who 
need it most.

Service Design 101
Like product design, Service Design is an 
interdisciplinary process that uses design thinking1. It 
approaches the design of services from the perspective 
of the users, not by guessing what they might want, but 
by utilizing collaborative co-creation to uncover what 
would make services relevant, accessible and useful 
to them. Creating services that respond to people’s 
needs and motivations, suit their social and cultural 
norms, fit within their daily realities, and are user-friendly 
and desired by their intended clients are all the basic 
principles of service design. 

There are many ways that services discourage uptake in 
their design. Health services that only offer male nurses 

1	 Design thinking is a method of problem-solving that borrows strategic 
steps from a design process that can be applied to other domains, such 
as management, services or health. It originated at the Stanford School of 
Design, which defined the steps as: empathize (with your users), define (the 
real problem), ideate (a number of solutions), prototype (your best ideas) and 
test (with the intended users). See HCD Tool for more information.
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and doctors to women in conservative societies, fixed 
vaccination services for nomadic communities, and 
parent-teacher conferences scheduled during parents’ 
working hours are all examples of Service Design flaws. 
These service elements create barriers, or friction, 
that actively works against the behaviours we seek to 
promote.

Service Design is a tool to increase and sustain positive 
behaviours. In particular, it is used to:

•	 Make an existing service more accessible, in 
particular to underserved populations

•	 Improve equity

•	 Improve the quality of the service and make it more 
appealing to its target users

•	 Simplify the number of steps or tasks required to use 
a service

•	 Digitize components that can be made more efficient 
online (feedback, reminders, etc.) when suitable

•	 Transfer initiative and ownership to citizens

Key Terms
User journey: This is the route a user takes to access 
a service. This includes all the steps they take before 
arriving at the point of service, as well as the experience 
following the service interaction, especially if it’s a 
service intended for repeated use. Designers must 
consider all the elements before and after uptake of the 
service as part of the user journey.

Touchpoint: Each moment at which a user comes into 
contact with the service or the organization providing the 
service, is a touchpoint. A touchpoint also describes the 
moments where the user is expected to do something. 
The Board of a school offering vaccination and a sign-up 
sheet for vaccination are both examples of touchpoints. 

User experience (UX): Everything the end user 
encounters during the service. Service Design uses 
UX to understand interactions between users and 
the service and/or sectoral system. A child meeting a 
vaccinator, a parent speaking to a teacher, and a social 
worker visiting a family are all examples of interactions 
that make up the user experience. By gathering insights 
on UX, designers can help make a product or service 
more usable, enjoyable and accessible to underserved, 
vulnerable and hard-to-reach groups.

Stakeholder map: A stakeholder map analyses a 
service from a systems point of view, with the user in the 
middle. It usually looks like a bullseye target and allows 
you to visualise all the touchpoints and supporting 
mechanisms that support the delivery of a service. 
The first ring around the user contains the touchpoints 
directly associated with accessing the service. The 
next ring shows what those touchpoints need in order 
to function properly. This is a useful analytical tool for 
identifying barriers to high-quality service delivery that 
may be hiding behind the user’s primary touchpoints. 

Behavioural objectives
Service Design is a useful tool for increasing the 
likelihood of social outcomes and the uptake of desired 
behaviours. The list below provides a selection of 
priorities that service design can support. However, 
nearly every strategic priority involves service design in 
some way. 

•	 Educational enrolment and retention, particularly for 
girls

•	 Use of vaccination services, maternal and child 
health services or other health services

•	 Registration process for birth and vital events 
registration

•	 Use of sanitation facilities in schools, communities 
and health settings

•	 Breastfeeding support towards achieving exclusive 
breastfeeding

•	 Nutrition screening and counselling services

•	 Registration/uptake of social safety net programmes

The limits of Service Design
Although Service Design is an important component of 
Social and Behaviour Change, it is not a miracle cure for 
all demand-related issues. Now that we have outlined 
what Service Design is good for, let’s be clear about 
some challenges for which a Service Design approach is 
not always sufficient;

Solving complex social problems: Issues like child 
abuse, low demand for health services, and educational 
disparities are complex and cannot be fully addressed 
by redesigning one service or intervention. Make sure 
you investigate the root causes of the problem, and use 
Service Design in conjunction with other tools to address 
the issue holistically. 
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Communication with communities: A Service Design 
process involves target users and local stakeholders 
but is entirely different from setting up a structured 
dialogue for communication or engagement purposes. 
Participatory Service Design in itself doesn’t offer a 
complete method for getting buy-in from communities. 
To support the design of better services, structures and 
systems like local management committees, feedback 
and social accountability mechanisms and stronger local 
governance and development committees are needed to 
properly engage with communities. 

Designing to reach the most vulnerable: Service 
Design can help create more equitable societies by 
making services more culturally, physically and financially 
accessible. Co-creative Service Design can be one of the 
tools used to give vulnerable groups a voice in the design 
process, but it can never be the only instrument. Consider 
how wider sectoral systems strengthening interventions 
can promote more equitable societies, and how services 
can be designed to support them.

Case studies and examples
You may have seen UNICEF’s Caregiver Journey to 
Immunization. This is an example of a user journey 
with multiple touchpoints. This helps public health 
professionals understand the journey to vaccination as 
something much larger than simply moving a caregiver 
from point A to point B (usually the health clinic or 
vaccination site). There are a number of practical and 
emotional steps that must be taken before a caregiver 
decides to go to a clinic. There are also a number 
of touchpoints at the vaccination site and after the 
vaccination service. These are all crucial parts of the 
journey that should be seen as opportunities to improve 
Service Design.

Below is a list of touchpoints that exist before, during, 
and after vaccine uptake with resources to help you 
reduce any friction around these key moments.

Additional examples of service 
improvements:
ZIMBABWE Providing peer-led community-based 
support for adolescents undergoing antiretroviral therapy 
for HIV led to improved treatment adherence and 
reduced viral load

ZAMBIA Strengthening community-based action groups 
led to improvements in maternal and neonatal health 
outcomes, including through increased skilled birth 
attendance at delivery

GHANA Use of a simple, objective checklist improved 
teacher training outcomes

GLOBAL The use of home-based records improves 
maternal and child health outcomes, including increased 
immunisation completion and ANC attendance and 
reduced likelihood of pregnancy complications

MEXICO Increasing access to electronic payments 
increases savings and reduces reliance on loans

Key principles
There are a number of Service Design principles2, but the 
four below are fundamentals you should keep in mind. 
Make sure your service is:

1.	 Easy to access. For example, a caregiver who wants 
to send their child to school must be able to identify 
and access a school within a reasonable distance of 
their home.
	O Designed to accommodate multiple 
populations, especially underserved groups. 
The service should fit within its users’ reality. 
No user should be excluded from a service 
on account of their ability, identity, or lack of 

2	 15 Principles of Good Service Design

Pre-vaccination Vaccination Post-vaccination

Making an appointment at the clinic 
(if applicable)

Interaction between the caregiver and 
the medical staff 

Positive reinforcement for the child 
and caregiver

Transportation to the clinic Interaction between the child and the 
medical staff

Explanation of what to expect

Experience in the waiting room 
(queue, paperwork, cleanliness, 
child-friendly, interaction with staff) 

Pain management Payment and follow-up

Check-in to the clinic Reminders for the next appointment



4UNDERSTAND | SBC programmatic approaches   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

resources. For example, services that are overly 
digitized, while more efficient, may exclude those 
with lower technological literacy or access.

2.	 Encouraging the right behaviours from users and 
service providers. The service should encourage 
safe, productive, and mutually beneficial behaviours 
from users and providers. The user should never be 
exposed to harm. For example, users should never 
be asked to provide data without knowing how it will 
be used. Staff should never be incentivized to provide 
poor service - for example, provider evaluations that 
consider the volume of patients seen each day could 
potentially erode the quality of each interaction.

3.	 Actionable for all users. A service should always 
direct users to a clear outcome, regardless of 
whether they are eligible for the service. No user 
should be left behind or stranded without knowing 
how to continue or where to get support. In other 
words, the service should have no dead ends.

Service design is already beginning to take hold in 
sectors like public health and engineering. It has 
contributed to innovations in new products and 
improved the design of spaces, processes and systems. 
However, it remains an untapped resource across 
all development sectors despite the tremendous 
opportunities it offers to improve the lives of children. 
Consider how you can use service design to improve 
services, processes or systems in your work.

More information

Organizations
•	 Nairobi Design Institute

•	 IDEO.ORG

•	 Frog

•	 GRID IMPACT

Books 
•	 John Thakara, 2017: How to Thrive in the Next 

Economy: Designing Tomorrow’s World Today

•	 This is Service Design Doing

•	 Good Services: 15 Principles of Good Service Design

Online resources 
•	 UNDP’s Design Thinking for Public Service 

Excellence

•	 Service Design Tools: Resources

•	 Design methods for developing services

•	 Blog: Practical Service Design 

•	 McKinsey’s perspective on the value of design in 
global public health


