
Designing for Services - Multidisciplinary Perspectives: 
Proceedings from the Exploratory Project on Designing 

for Services in Science and Technology-based Enterprises, 
Saïd Business School

Edited by Lucy Kimbell and Victor P. Seidel
University of Oxford 2008



 Service design: time to bring in the professionals? · Bruce Tether 7

Service design: time to bring in 
the professionals?

Bruce Tether

Who designs services and who should design services? 
Two years ago, the UK Design Council commissioned a survey 
on the use of design in UK firms. Asked about the importance 
of various factors to their competitiveness, the difference 
between manufacturing and service firms was stark. Whereas 
nearly half the manufacturers recognized design as crucial to 
their competitiveness, this was true of only one in ten financial 
and business service firms and one in eight consumer serv-
ice firms. Manufacturers were also significantly more likely to 
recognize creativity, R&D and innovation as crucial to their 
competitiveness. Service firms, by contrast, tended to place 
slightly greater emphasis on financial management, opera-
tions management, communications, and human resource 
management. When asked about the role played by design in 
their firm, 40% of manufacturers claimed design was integral, 
compared with one in ten of the service firms; by contrast, 
only one manufacturer in ten claimed design had no role to 
play in their firm, whereas a third of the service firms consid-
ered this was the case.

Another stark difference emerged in the role played by 
design and designers in new product and service develop-
ment. Amongst the manufacturers, nearly two-thirds claimed 
design was used throughout the process, with designers play-
ing a leading role. This behaviour was very rare amongst the 
financial and business service firms, where only one in eight 
consumer service firms claimed this was the case. Meanwhile, 
the vast majority of financial and business service firms – and 
over half the consumer service firms – claimed design and 
designers had no role to play in their new product and serv-
ice development processes; an approach shared by just one 
manufacturer in eight. 

The role of design and designers appears to differ sharp-
ly, therefore, between manufacturing and service firms. We 
should note that this is not due to underlying differences in 
their competitive model – more than half the businesses in all 
sectors claimed to be competing on added value, with less than 
a third competing on price or cost. Also, there do not appear 
to be substantial differences in the interpretation of what 
design is. A majority of businesses in all sectors recognized 
design was more than aesthetics: two-thirds of both manu-
facturing and service firms considered design to be “about 
products working well to meet clients’ needs”, and over half of 
both manufacturing and service firms perceived design to be 
“a creative process that enables ideas to come to life”. Mean-
while, a quarter of manufacturers and a third of service firms 
recognized design as a “strategic business tool”. 

It seems the main barrier to using design (as well as cre-
ativity- and innovation-related practices more generally) in 
service firms was the perception that it was not relevant: half 
the service firms expressed this opinion. This aside, the more 
important barriers were the cost of these activities and the lack 
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of clear tangible rewards. The lack of clear tangible rewards 
was identified by about a fifth of service firms, twice the cor-
responding proportion amongst manufacturers.

Silent design, the undertaking of design activities by those 
not trained as or recognized to be designers, appears to be the 
dominant approach to design in service firms in the UK (Gorb 
& Dumas 1987). 

When we consider that three-quarters of the UK economy 
is due to services, and that this share is growing whilst man-
ufacturing output is essentially stagnant (and declining as a 
share of economic activity), then the findings of the Design 
Council’s survey give cause for concern – at least to the design 
community, if not to consumers and policymakers. Also nota-
ble here is that the productivity of services is lower than the 
productivity of manufacturing activities: we produce more 
wealth per hour worked in manufacturing than we do per hour 
worked in services.

One of the reasons design is much more widely used by 
manufacturers is that manufactured products are tradable at 
a distance: production and consumption occur in different 
places, so increasingly products are being produced in low 
cost locations like China and imported to the UK and other 
advanced economies. To survive and prosper in a high cost 
location such as the UK, manufacturers have to add more 
value, and they do this through product differentiation and 
innovation (including the development of complementary 
services), in which design usually has a significant role to 
play.

By contrast, the production and consumption of servic-
es has traditionally occurred in the same place – think of a 
haircut, you can’t outsource that to China! This means that 
customers of many services have been stuck with a choice 
amongst a set of local, cottage industry, providers, all of which 
have similar costs. But increasingly services are tradable. The 
European Commission is seeking to enhance trade and foreign 
direct investments in services through the Services Directive, 
the objective of which is to achieve a genuine internal mar-
ket in services by removing legal and administrative barriers 
to the development of service activities between member 
states. Meanwhile, powerful information communication tech-
nologies are increasingly facilitating the decomposition and 
recomposition of services, both by function and location of 
where service activities are undertaken. It may very well be 
that the next decade or so sees dramatic change in the eco-
nomics of services, and companies and governments would be 
well-advised to be prepared and get ahead of the curve.   

In my view, design, design processes and design thinking 
have great potential to make a significant difference to the 
development of new and better services. But there are sever-
al difficulties to be tackled, primarily on the supply side. One 
is the variation in understanding what design is and what it 
can provide. By contrast, there is little confusion as to what 
architecture is, and what architects do. 

A second related difficulty is that design tends to be what 
economists call a complementary asset: that is, design is an 
activity that tends to enhance the value of other assets (such 
as marketing and engineering departments) and in turn  to 
be enhanced by these same assets. As such, attempting to 
identify the “contribution of design” to a company’s bottom 

line can be difficult, and attempts to do so can be seriously 
misleading. A third problem is that, to my knowledge, whilst 
there are an enormous number of design students in the UK 
(perhaps too many) few are focused on services as economic 
activities. It seems here that private design consultants – such 
as Bill Hollins, IDEO, live|work, the Engine Group and Radar-
station, are leading the way and developing new insight and 
understanding through working closely with clients. Much of 
the knowledge they produce is however proprietary. A chal-
lenge for academia is to pool this knowledge, test it, and make 
it more widely available. This project on Designing for Serv-
ices in Science and Technology-based Enterprises has been a 
valuable contribution to that broader exercise.
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