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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted employees’ lifestyles as well as
organizational service experiences. Disrupted service experiences have led to
changes in employee well-being, behavior, and responses, disrupting existing
organizational structures and leading to diminished effectiveness of workplace and
workforce management. Employee satisfaction at work has become more crucial
post-pandemic for retaining employees in the organization. To thrive in the
postpandemic situation, offering improved flexibility and adaptability in the employee
lifecycle will enable employees to respond and recover faster and better. In this
paper, we analyse the employee service experience problems and disruptive
scenarios that have occurred due to the pandemic. We propose a Rapid Service
Design (RSD) approach to mitigate gradually unfolding challenges, accelerate the
service design process cycle time, and creatively and iteratively respond to service
continuity in pandemic-like disruptions.

Keywords: service design, organizational services, design research, resilience

Introduction

Organizations increasingly innovate on organizational interventions that facilitate
employee happiness. However, situations such as the recent COVID-19 pandemic
had severely disrupted internal organizational services and impacted the overall
employee experience in organizations. To enhance customer services and provide
captivating experiences, organizations have often overlooked the well-being of their
employees. For the workforce, the change in the work environment has also not been
gradual as the change and impact were immediate, resulting in a complete rethinking
of work and workforce management. Early in the pandemic, most of the offices had
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been shut down and non-essential service-providing organizations had to work in
situations where almost all their employees were locked at home or collaborating
remotely over digital mediums such as Cisco Webex or Microsoft Teams.

In the current digital transformation era, IT services are critical for various service
organizations. IT organizations cannot afford to delay or deter their services as they
are essential for the business continuity of their customer organizations. Hence, such
organizations were quick to respond and support adequate connectivity and resource
availability when employees were working remotely. As the pandemic situation
started improving, organizations have requested one-third of their workforce to return
to office premises as part of their business continuity plans (Moorthy, 2020).
However, a majority of the workforce continues to work from remote locations (Bailey
& Rehman, 2022) because of the comfort of home and flexible work schedule.
However, that does not apply to all employees. Senior executives see benefits of
working from the office whereas non-executives prefer working from home
(Fadilpasic, 2021). There is a need for in-depth studies by organizations to identify
the right balance of interventions to enable the process of facilitating a ‘new normal’
hybrid mode of work operations. To expedite this transformation, organizations would
need higher orchestration of their internal processes by empathizing with the different
stakeholders who are beneficiaries of the organizational interventions.

Service design during a pandemic is challenging and must work within unplanned
scenarios and constraints (For example, restricted movement across cities due to
lockdown laws). There is an urgency to respond. At the same time, organizations
want to be creative and innovative in the responses they provide as services, both for
internal services and customer projects. Further, due to limited data on the problem
and shallow knowledge of employee experiences, many of the service design
process phases such as primary user research get restricted. In pandemic-like
scenarios, where the service scenarios are unplanned and there is no certainty to the
range and time of impact, service design projects are constrained by the availability
of time and adequate relevant user research data to respond to. There is a need for
more iterative design exercises to discover problems as they emerge and identify
design solutions quickly. Thus, there is a need to accelerate the total service design
process cycle without compromising the quality of outcomes.

In this paper, we do not discuss participant reviews but focus on conceptual design.
Our contribution is a service design research method motivated by speculative
design approaches. We propose a service design approach aimed at mitigating
service experience disruptions in organizations. We discuss the approach to probing
experience challenges in employee services. But it is not limited to that as our
approach can help service designers and innovators ideate new service design
concepts. Using Research through Design (RtD) (Swann, 2002; Zimmerman, Forlizzi,
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& Evenson, 2007) and leveraging speculative design methods, we discuss a rapid
service design (RSD) approach to shorten the overall process-cycle time of service
design projects and enable quick response to service experience disruptions in the
organization.

Background

Disruptions and responses to the COVID-19 pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic had disrupted many services impacting employee health,
workforce readiness, and communication and support culture in organizations
(Strack, et al., 2020). Employee experiences are affected by disruptions through
social stressors such as isolation due to working from home (Zoonen & Hoeven,
2022). Many work-related issues such as high productivity demands, poor support,
and lack of control are known to contribute to employee distress (Marchand, Demers,
& Durand, 2005). It is important to note that many employees experiencing mental
health problems may not have access to adequate help and support (Daly &

Robinson, 2020). Organizations’ early responses to the pandemic scenarios have
also impacted how employees work and the work procedures. Further, newer
challenges are unfolding for both employees and organizations (Spurk & Straub,
2020; Nayal, Pandey, & Paul, 2022).

Many employees in the non-essential service sector have been working from home
for almost two years. However, as the restrictions have been lifted globally,
organizations have begun to look for a hybrid mode of operation that benefits both
employees and organizations (Mint, 2022). The ‘new normal’ of the hybrid mode of
operation impacts the overall organizational structures and work procedures (Spurk &
Straub, 2020). Organizations have the task to reimagine employee work style, their
work environment, team management and collaboration, customer interactions,
secured information management, support function work style, and asset
management to adapt to the ‘new normal’. For organizations to thrive in the
pandemic and post-pandemic scenarios, there is a need for higher orchestration and
coordination within and outside the organization (Deloitte, 2020).

Speculative design and service design research

Dunne and Raby (2013) describe speculative design practice as “world-building”,
prompting speculation in the designers’ mind to challenge how people think about
everyday life. Popularly discussed methods of speculative design approaches are:
Design fiction—design to tell stories about the near future (Bleecker, 2009); Critical
design—reflection on existing values and practices in a culture (Dunne & Raby,
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2013); Discursive design—where designs are tools for thinking and raising
awareness (Tharp & Tharp, 2009); and Design probes—using scenarios and
narratives to generate insights from research and stimulate debate (Auger, 2013).
These methods enable designers to speculate futures by analyzing and critiquing the
current ecosystem: contemporary technologies, products, services, and systems.
Critiques of speculative design methods are beyond the scope of this paper;
however, we explore how speculative design can inform the service design process
to design new or reimagine the current services.

Design fiction is a speculative design approach that enables designers to imagine,
speculate, and articulate alternate visions of design and its related world (Galloway &
Caudwell, 2018). Design fiction enables service designers to narrate stories through
diegetic prototypes—potential objects and services of the future (Pasman, 2016).
The ‘diegesis’ or ‘narrative’ in design fiction “is not limited to text and can include
objects” (Blythe, 2014). It utilizes methods such as ‘storytelling’ to generate
awareness and inquire about concerns and constraints to understand the impact of
emerging products and services of tomorrow (Pasman, 2016; Bleecker, 2009). In
comparison to other speculative design methods such as critical or discursive design,
the use of prototypes or artifacts help the audience concentrate on services and
experiences rather than entire worlds or political trends, or geopolitical strategies
(Auger, 2013; Bosch, 2012). Hence, the use of the design fiction approach is
preferable to service design researchers to speculate about future services and
experiences.

Design fiction can be articulated in the form of narratives, stories, movies, objects,
and semi-working prototypes (Blythe, 2014). The goal is to speculate plausible near
futures by describing prototypes that do not exist. The use of storyboards, scenarios,
and personas in service design is not new and has been used to articulate or
illustrate new service designs and touchpoints. Scenarios help to illustrate findings
from field studies and create design rationale (Rosson & Carroll, 2002). However, it is
often argued that scenarios cannot be considered fiction because they are not
provocative and only discuss designs that are yet to be implemented. Also, scenarios
are not any future reality but rather representations of present action considering
possible and desirable futures (Durance & Godet, 2010) if certain interventions take
place between the current time and the time of the scenario setup. In this paper, we
do not critique the methods of scenario-building or design fiction but leverage both
methods to illustrate future states of employee experience with services and products
in focus.
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Method

In our research journey, we were interested in designing speculative scenarios to
provoke debate and elicit insights into employee needs and further design services in
response to the COVID-19 scenario. In this paper, we aim to investigate the service
design approach to mitigate disruptions to employees’ service experiences while
interacting with their organizations. Utilizing Research through Design (RtD)
methodology to plan our research activities and inform our findings, we investigated
the disruptions to various existing employee experience services due to various
COVID-19 pandemic-instigated organizational changes. Through cycles of Plan-
ActReflect-Refine cycles based on action research (Somekh, 2005), but applied to
service design practice, we reflected and refined our service design journey to
mitigate the disruptions and associated challenges to employee services in an IT
organization. Our proposed RSD method incorporates speculative design
approaches like design fiction to discover challenges and create new services for
unforeseen disruptions in existing service experiences.

In our design journey, we conducted think-aloud group discussions and collective
ideation with eight service design researchers across all the design journey phases:
data collection, insight mapping, analysis, and ideation of new service concepts. We
leveraged their tacit knowledge of experience challenges as employees of the
organization. We compiled descriptive data gathered through these discussions. We
also engaged in secondary research through available company reports and design
documents of previous internal service design projects on employee services. We
also conducted informal discussions with managers in the business units of the
organization. With pertaining communication and accessibility issues due to the
pandemic, our primary research relied on the convenient sample population.

Service Design Journey

In the IT organization, we observed that various employee services were disrupted
due to the sudden movement of the workforce to remote locations. A majority of
office communications and activities shifted from physical spaces to digital platforms.
Our 8-membered service design team had various difficulties in designing employee
services in the disruptive scenario. The pandemic-hit service scenarios were new to
the current generation of employees and designers. Also, there was low availability of
knowledge on user issues and challenges. The problem areas were gradually
unfolding with time and new challenges were emerging as the design inquiries
progressed. The number of secondary resources available was insufficient to deduce
the right insights for design consideration. Further, the collection of primary user data
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was difficult as communications and interactions with employees were already a
challenge in the pandemic scenario. Also, employee services and overall user
experience were severely impacted leading to high attrition and reduced employee
engagement across the organization. This instigated the service design team to
undergo a shorter and quicker service design exercise such that the problem context
could be quickly studied, and new designs could be rapidly ideated, validated, and
made ready for implementation. Based on these challenges, we embarked on the
service design journey illustrated in Figure 1 to mitigate service experience
disruptions.

DISCOVER
Understand problem

context and current
user expefences

VALIDATE
Service idea validation
and ennchiment, and
challenge detailing

IDEATE
Generale new service
ideas for future
narratives DEFINE
Speculate fulure
SEMICE EXDENENnCE
SCENanos

Figure 1. Outline of the service design journey in the project

EMPATHIZE
Understand senice
experience disruptions

1. Discover: Understanding the current context of employee services

To begin the service design journey, service designers had to familiarize themselves
with the problem context and user problems. We listed the various services being
catered to employee experience in IT organizations (Table 1). To do this, we referred
to our previous work on the design of organizational services with a multidisciplinary
team of stakeholders including leadership roles, various HR roles, administration,
technical implementation teams, and designers (Lobo, Das, & Mahamuni, 2020).

Employee journey phase Description of employee services adapted from (Lobo,
Das, & Mahamuni, 2020, p. 764)

1. Attracting the right talent Services to proliferate awareness of the
organizational work culture, benefits, and
opportunities for associates’ career progression

2. Talent selection Services to identify and assess candidates efficiently
for further selection
3. Joining and Onboarding Services to facilitate onboarding of selected
Associates associates to the organization
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4. Training for induction and project Services to help new associates to learn and train to
assimilation become project ready

5. Daily operations Services and resources to ensure smooth
functioning of day-to-day work

6. Engagement Services for continually engaging associates with
activities to motivate them for maintaining higher
productivity

7. Retention Support services for issues such as grievance

redressal, compensation, and growth management,

Table 1. Phases of employee journey in an organization

2. Empathize: Mapping the service experience disruptions

The next task in our service design journey was to identify the various disruptions to
employee experiences and understand the challenges faced by the organization. The
organization under study is a large IT consultancy company with a presence in
several countries across the globe. We focus our study on the disruptions and impact
of organizational services for its IT professional workforce based in India. For user
research, we gathered information from both primary and secondary sources. As we
had limited access to employees during the pandemic and the service design project
had a time constraint, we identified research participants through convenient
sampling and subsequently conducted semi-structured interview sessions. The
participants included IT employees as service users and decision makers such as the
HR department as service providers. We also had informal discussions with leaders
of business unit teams in the IT organization to understand the current experiences
of their associates and teams located in the India geography. Since the problem area
under study was continuously evolving, we engaged in periodic secondary data
collection for updated information on service disruptions and employee experiences
from recently published company reports, employee stories, and testimonials
available in internet sources. Table 2 illustrates the key service disruptions and
associated challenges in employee services along the phases of the employee
journey in an IT organization.

Employee journey Disruptions Impact

Increase in job losses and pay cuts. Job safety is a concern. Building
Pre-placement visits and sessions awareness and trust of

1. Attracting the right ~ May not occur, instead, digital candidates in an organization for
talent platforms are used to connect with benefits such as
college students. flexibility/convenience at work,

and job stability.
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2. Talent selection

The transition of in-person
interviews to audio/video
conference calls. The current
screening process is not effective
for selections over digital
communication.

Difficult to assess the personality
traits of candidates and select
the right talent.

3. Joining and
onboarding
associates

Candidate joins work from home
instead of the office/workplace
setting; socializing with new joiners
may be difficult without inperson
interaction.

Acculturation of employees into
the organizational culture is
difficult. Essential to train
existing managers or buddies for
remote onboarding.

4. Training for
induction and
project assimilation

Knowledge transfer is slow due to
a lack of in-person interactions with
office seniors; reduced informal
learning from peers.

Required time for employees to
become project-ready gets
extended.

5. Daily operations

Expressing thoughts exclusively
over calls become difficult. More
time and effort are spent on
communication; blurred lines
between work and home; limited
access to required infrastructure.

Declined productivity due to
distractions at home, employee
distress due to workload and
poor work-life balance, reduced
networking and learning from
colleagues.

Apart from tangible challenges
such as unavailability or
inaccessibility of adequate
resources, employees face
intangible challenges which

Employees expect an increase
in trust, transparency, empathy,
and humane support.
Organizations need to build a

6. Engagement _ high level of motivation and
reduce the capacity to work such  discipline in employees for
as emotional and cognitive fatigue, managing personal schedules
compassion fatigue, and physical  and work prioritization.
fatigue.
Poor engagement leads to Expectation mismatch between
employee resignation. High an employee and the

. attrition due to feelings of organization. Demotivating effect
7. Retention

stagnancy and lucrative offers
from competitor business
organizations.

on team productivity and
organizational culture.

Table 2. Employee journey and service experience disruptions

3. Define: Speculate future service experience scenarios

We leveraged design fiction to create future service experience scenarios along the
employee journey phases. We created a mapping template (Table 3) to record the
current context of two primary stakeholders: (1) service user: employees, and (2)
service provider: IT organizations. For each employee journey phase, we listed the
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various challenges, expectations, trends, constraints, and concerns for both
stakeholders. In groups of 2 or 3, we used the ‘think-aloud’ technique to speculate
future experience scenarios with a time horizon of three years from the current time.
This scenario-building exercise was intended to redesign existing services or
introduce new services that solve the current employee experience gaps created by
the service disruptions discussed in Table 2. The challenge was to be empathetic to
the needs and concerns of both the service user and the service provider. Table 3
highlights an example mapping for the employee journey phase “Daily operations”.

User journey phase: Daily Operations

Challenges, expectations, trends, constraints,

and concerns:

Service User:
Employee

Service Provider:
IT Organization

Speculative future scenarios of
service experience

* Blurred lines
between work
and home—
difficulty focusing

* Lack of “me” time

» Change in fithess
routine—from
office gym to
exercise at home

* Anytime, anywhere
seamless support for
infrastructure becomes
essential

* Need to diligently track
associate’s work,
productivity remotely

* New ways of
measuring the work—
focus on outputs and
outcomes than hours

spent

* Scenario 1: All employees work from
their location of choice but maintain
standard work timings for all office
work instead of having flexible timings
for each employee.

» Scenario 2: Productivity of
employees is analyzed and monitored
based on their project outputs and
individual outcomes (such as learnings,
experiences, value impact) instead of
work hours spent on the project.

Table 3. Example mapping of current challenges and speculated future scenarios

We also created future employee personas that represent our users in the
speculated future service scenarios. Figure 2 is one example of the different
futuristic personas created by the service designers based on current challenges and

future expectations.
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Male, 33 years,
Anurag is a very friendly employee and mentors a team of Married (2 kids),
two junior developers in his team. He is quite skilled and Bachelor of Engineering,
dependable and responsible for client deliveries, He lives vath Technical Lead,
his wife and two kids and has recently moved to his 12 years of work experience
hometown and he desires to make sufficient time for his
famuly. Even with working from home due to delivery pressure
he finds less time to be more active with home life, though he
makes active atternpts to be available for home chores andto
his lads for play and learning. He also makes attempts foran
exercise regime, He has set up an cffice-like space at home Job skills t t . t
that he and his wife shares. He spends carefully as he has
financial responsibilites, loans and children’s education related Career growth ambition | } 4 @
expenses to take care of. He desires a well paying career to
support his family, He is currently worried about his job Risk tite | | \
stability asthe chient is affected by the current market ®
situation. Social/Extroverss i ) @
Goals: Financial responsibilities at home - A good and well Work-life balance =% @ )
paying career ?
Weork-habits: Organized - Disciplined - Skilled Family responsibilities | t t o
Frustrations: Work-family time clashes - Irresponsible
conduct and time delays from juniors Financlal responsibilities | ’ ? ®
Free time: Activities with children - Movies - Online courses Stress | } K] |
Social media: Twitter - Less on Facebook - News

Figure 2. Example of future employee persona

4. |ldeate and validate: Probing for continuous research, ideation, and
validation

Using the future scenarios and personas discussed in the previous section and
exemplified in Table 3 and Figure 1, we created prototypical narratives to ideate and
articulate future user-service interactions. Each of the speculated future scenarios
was articulated as a narrative through the storytelling method. We created two story
characters: employee scenario (Figure 3) and organization (Figure 4) to articulate
the speculated future world and highlight the key service experiences in it. The intent
was to create speculative service ecosystems and highlight future employee
experiences.
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State: Getting acquainted with the
remote working process, Aurag opts o
work fraom his hometown of Kharagpur
whare he lives with his parents, spouse
and two kids, Aurag has been
appointed as the Lead Tech role and he
handles a client based in US. He has 2
onsite team members and 7 of his other
t=am mermbers and his supervisor are
based in Pune

Images: Microsoft Stock Image Library

Work: Anurag has a dedicatedwork
spaceat home and has preset his office
workhours on 3 dayto-day basls
depanding on his engagements and
acthvities at homa. The virmual
workplace system enables himeo login
o all necessary servers, communicate
and collaborate with colleagues through
multimedia calls and interactve virtual
roams. The virtual system sends him
timzdy nudges and reminders based on
his plan for the day. Depending on the
task assigned, Anurag plans his work
and specifies his self declared
deadlines,
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Well-being: Anurag also subscribes to 3
coworking studio for a break from
working at home. He is interested In
data science and uploads a system
assisted customized learaing plan on
the unified calendar. This helps him
prioritize and schedule all other tasks
automartically, Anurag regularly
subscribes to live yoga sessions and
automatically logs his fitness count
through his health wearwatch. Anurag
also shares his ‘cRbusiness” hours with
his wife which helps her to sync and
plan her personal schedules,

Figure 3. Example scenario map of future employee services

State: ABC provides unified snd cross
device communication enabled with
virtual collaboration tools, ABC also
ancaurages physical interactions
through local offices, coordinated
events and 3™ part collaborations

Images: Microsoft Stock Image Library

Digital Workspace: ABC provides

Anurag access to thetr propriotary
virtual workspace which he can login o
and continue to work from multple
devices seamiessly. Anurag is also given
the flexibility 1o preschedule his day as
wed| his wesks based on tasks at work
and home, This haips his supervisor to
allocate work, arrange team meetings
and presentations. Anurag is assisted
with customized Iearning plans, health
plans etc

Physicsl Services: ADC's nearest local
office provides Anurag with a meeting
space, studio, and exhibiton space to
arrange client meetings and work from
location, Dunng & device breakdown
Anurag can exchange his device fram
the local office. ABC also provides
Anurag muldtiple services through 3¢
partners: gym, sports facilites lbrares,
learning services and lab facilites,
furniture renting and biaing 1c, courier
services. A unified card based service
system helps ABC to track Anurag's
purchases and availed facilities

Livework

Figure 4. Example scenario map of future services from an organizational perspective

For each future persona, we re-articulated the speculative scenarios into multiple
scenes and ideated fictional process changes, digital and human interactions, and
touchpoints involved in the service experience. These narratives helped us create
future service experience journeys for each persona. Figure 5 exemplifies and
illustrates narrative scenes to highlight a futuristic “Day in a Life” illustrating the
future persona’s interactions with the fictional service ecosystem.
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; SCENARIO CONTEXT: Aawog wovks ramecaly from Aame and ives i 0 Twin bedroom howse ot Kharagour with Ais
H H wife and two kids. Nta, s wife, alve works tely fram hame for 0 / Ay
Day ln Anurag S L'fe wxsmnb‘mw;ugp‘m:cmz:mtwumo'vaw:allofhwng‘co!ﬁauwmwvst‘o

net s aivsaly warks weth Amaran Alevo®

5200 PM: i g twdizees thas his ADC jrosthrasw

eard Bt been redeemed for o white, e n

3t 1 and upon leaming that Anuragwoo ld

word Ve roem, delaps ber call by buall an hee

Images: Microsaft Stock Image Lbeary

Figure 5. Example fictional narrative of future service user experience

In subsequent exercises, we used these narratives as probes to discover new
challenges as they might have unfolded with time. We used the collected information
to enrich the speculated narratives further. These narratives were also used as
triggers to generate service design ideas and critique their value impact in the
speculated world. Clustering the new service ideas, we observed four emerging
design themes:

(1) Expand workplace virtualization and borderless interaction as the ‘new normal’
(2) Support employees to sustain well-being behavior

(3) Enable higher workforce flexibility within the constraints of information security
(4) Enable work ecosystem for decentralized decision-making

For each of the above themes, service designers articulated design questions such
as “How do we enable effective remote working?”. Catering to the design question,
service ideas were re-articulated, refined, and enriched. The fictional narratives were
refined again and enriched with new service ideas for the next cycle of challenge
probing, service-idea ideation, and user validation. With each iterative cycle, the
future narratives and the service ideas were challenged and refined by analysing
them against the dimensions of employee engagement (Bedarkar & Pandita, 2014;
Kahn, 2010): physical engagement, cognitive engagement, and emotional
engagement. We used this as a proxy method for quick idea validation and selection.
Select service ideas were further detailed into service-system designs which included
artifacts such as user journeys, human touchpoint journeys, designs of digital

Bhaskarjyoti Das, Ravi Mahamuni, Sylvan Lobo

Rapid Service Design for Service Continuity in Pandemic-like
Disruptions
Link6éping University Electronic Press



s E Rv D Es COPPE | UFRJ Universidade Federal Do Rio De Janeiro

DAD | PUC-Rio Pontificia Universidade Catélica Do Rio De Janeiro

2023

touchpoints, and recommendations for policy and process changes. We presented
the service concepts to senior leadership to validate and discuss future business
impact. The concepts were further prioritized for piloting based on their
implementation feasibility and the immediate business requirements of the
organization. Further study on these service design pilots is not within the scope of
this paper.

Discussion

The RSD approach highlighted in this paper leverages speculative design
approaches to focus on three primary objectives for mitigating disruptions in
employee service experiences: (1) Creating future scenarios and speculation of
preemptive strategies, measures, and actions; (2) Strategizing technology
development to mitigate pandemic and other emergencies; and (3) Creating holistic
value and experience involving all stakeholders: customer, employees, organization,
environment, and society. To realize these goals, we speculated the future working
scenarios along the employee lifecycle starting from hiring till retirement. Using these
speculative scenarios as probes and triggers for further design inquiry and ideation
respectively, we detailed the challenges in current employee experiences and
ideated new services to mitigate the challenges. Since the challenges were unfolding
gradually with time and new constraints were being either introduced or removed by
law, we undertook repetitive cycles of probing for researching and triggering new
ideas.

Impact on the service design approach

We observed that service disruptions in employee services could be primarily
categorized into (1) predictable disruptions invoking planned service recovery
scenarios (For example, short-time unavailability of service touchpoint), and (2)
unpredictable disruptions due to unplanned service environment changes (For
example, the transition of service delivery to digital mediums when physical
accessibility is barred). Whereas the service experience disruptions emerging due to
the former disruption category are often planned to be mitigated through service
recovery plans as part of the initial service design, service disruptions of the latter
category need a complete redesign of the service in the new emerging environment.
The COVID-19 pandemic was one such unpredictable situation where service
disruptions, challenges in employee experiences, and changes in service
environments gradually unfolded with time and there was no previous knowledge
available for the situation. The service design approach is critical in this scenario
where new services must be put in place quickly so that the employee services and
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intended user experiences do not cease to exist. This demands a rapid service
design approach with shorter design process cycles and flexibility to adapt to
unforeseen circumstances. Further, in such a desperate and urgent situation, service
designers cannot afford to lose being empathetic to all the primary stakeholders:
employees, the organization, human touchpoint, and society and environment
(Mahamuni, Meroni, Khambete, & Punekar, 2019). Any undertaken service design
exercise must be creative and innovative to empathize and solve employee and
organizational challenges quickly, efficiently, and effectively.

Use of speculative design

The incorporation of speculative design approaches in the service design process
has immense opportunities. It helps service designers quickly assess the current
context of services and service experiences, predict the future service environment
diligently, and facilitate innovators to curate new services creatively. Although
technological solutions need several months to be developed and implemented,
human touchpoint solutions are relatively easier to pilot, validate, and implement.

The speculative design approach helps service designers work with less information
(both quantity or quality of user context data) and leverage speculative design
methods such as design fiction to ideate future scenarios, curate new services for
future scenarios, and probe user views and future-experience validation. This offers
opportunities to observe failure points of service design faster and reduce the overall
service design process cycle time.

Rapid Service Design Approach

In service design practice, projects roughly undergo the design process illustrated in
Figure 6. The service design cycle comprises various phases of domain
familiarization, in-depth user studies, creative ideations, service detailing, and
prototyping and validation. The design outcome of such iterative processes is service
specifications consisting of service policies, business processes and models, service
touchpoint ecosystems, service interactions, and servicescapes. However, such
rigorous design exercises require adequate time and resources, and may not be
viable for situations when service providers have an urgency to respond and expect
service designers to conceptualize solutions faster so that they can be quickly
validated, enriched, and made ready for implementation.
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Figure 6. In-practice service design process challenges due to disruptive scenarios

Reflecting on our service design journey, we see opportunities for the service design
journey discussed in this paper to be adopted and utilized in other problem domains
and user contexts in service design. We propose a Rapid Service Design (RSD)
approach (Figure 7) to inquire and build solutions for unforeseen service disruptions
with gradually unfolding service challenges and user experience problems.
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Figure 7. Proposed rapid service design approach for mitigating disruptions

Designers and non-designers alike can utilize the proposed RSD approach,
especially in situations with time constraints for planning and responding to disruptive
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scenarios. The next section exemplifies how innovators can leverage the proposed
approach for different use cases.

Example Case

Europe's vegetable farmers have predicted food shortages due to an energy crisis.
With deteriorating climate conditions, energy prices have increased from the
pandemic recovery coupled with the war between Russia and Ukraine (Rao, 2022).
We choose this disruptive scenario to exemplify, based on two criteria: (1) the extent
of the impact of service disruption is unpredictable and could last for 3 years or more;
(2) user experience and service delivery challenges that have not been foreseen or
known are unfolding with time. For this given problem, a group of innovators can use
the RSD approach (Figure 7) to undergo quick service design journeys to mitigate
the food shortage scenarios.

Given the initial problem brief, innovators collect information about current challenges
of food shortages and related user challenges from newspapers and journalist
reports, company press releases, and other secondary sources. These reported or
observed service disruptions (For example, restaurants are not able to meet user
demand on online delivery platforms) are mapped and discussed. Further, the
innovators engage in unstructured and informal interviews or discussions with service
users to understand the primary perspectives. With adequate information on current
disruptions and user challenges, innovators leverage group discussions and
‘thinkaloud’ brainstorming techniques to collectively speculate future personas and
create fictional service-experience narratives. These narratives describe future
services, user experiences, and service interactions (human-human or human-
machine). Since food service disruptions are expected to last for at least 3 years,
future scenarios are speculated with a time horizon of 3 years or more. Based on
compiled service challenges (For example, restaurants operating customer services
with limited raw vegetables availability and high food prices) and speculated fictional
future narratives (For example, ease of procuring food dishes of choice), new service
requirements are identified, and fictional service concepts are ideated (For example,
bid pricing system for food dishes).

With new information being revealed over time about problems and the impact of
current service disruptions, the ideated future service concepts and their service
experience narratives are further validated and enriched. This iterative cycle is
repeated till the service concepts are detailed for stakeholder buy-in and ready for
design presentation or piloting, to begin the implementation journey. The level of
detailing or the number of iterative cycles required in the service concepts is decided
by the innovators in consultation with implementation teams.
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Reflections

Service design aims to facilitate creative service ideas as interventions to improve
the experiences of involved stakeholders. It is critical to meet the stated and latent
intents, concerns, and constraints of the various users in the service system. The
objective of the research discussed in this paper was to solve employee experience
disruptions using service design principles and methodologies. Due to the urgency of
service design outcome delivery, we approached the problem by critically extracting
quality data from limited primary user communications and secondary resources, and
reducing the time required in each service design process phase.

We utilized speculative design methods in our service design journey and conducted
iterative exercises of collecting problem information, designing fictional narratives of
the future, and using the narratives to ideate services. These narratives, enriched
with service ideas were then used as probes again to detail the challenges and
services, leading to the enrichment of the narrative itself. We observed that such an
approach could reduce the overall time in the service design process cycle for
outcomes. Future service scenarios and employee service designs could be shared
with the service providers in the organization in a short time from a few weeks to a
month excluding the pilot of the designs. The RSD approach intends to equip
innovators with a method to quicken their service design journey so that they do not
struggle when engaging with unforeseen service disruption problems. Some key
takeaways from our RtD journey are:

(1) The use of speculative methods in design research and ideation act as
triggers for innovators to discover new user challenge areas and understand
the experience gaps in current services. Innovators can leverage the evolving
fictional narratives of a future state to detail the experience requirements and
fine-tune the service ideas to realize future service scenarios.

(2) Innovators can leverage the idea of disruption and gradual development of
events to inform future scenarios and gradually add details to challenges and
ideas iteratively instead of finding detailed challenges first and then getting
into detailed ideation. The latter has been reflected to be time-intensive in
organizational service design practice (Lobo, Das, & Mahamuni, 2020).

(3) Service designers were the primary actors in the service innovation journey
discussed in this paper, where the intent was to solve employee experience
and service problems as part of the project brief received from third-party
(service providers in this case). However, service providers of employee
services in the organization such as Human Resources, Organizational
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Leadership, and others can leverage the RSD approach and undergo the

process themselves to manage their future innovations.

(4) Although the approach discussed in this paper highlights the case of
responding to internal service disruptions in the organization, the same could
be extended to customer-related service design projects where the challenge
areas are not clear, problems unfold with time, and there is limited time and a
greater urgency to execute design interventions.

Conclusion

The design case discussed in this paper highlights the experimental nature of our
work. We primarily aimed our research on investigating the use of speculative design
in service design research. We intended to explore service design approach
conceptualization, without the restriction of participant studies. The approach is
developed by studying the case of redesigning current employee services to mitigate
internal organizational service disruptions that have impacted employee experiences
in an IT organization. However, we believe our approach can be used and examined
for service design projects in other domains and problem contexts where there is an
urgency for service design outcomes. The process of iterative research and design
discussed is based on a well-known design-thinking approach. Thus, the RSD
approach can be integrated with existing knowledge of design processes and
methods for the design of new services. Through this work, we hope to expand the
research on the usage of speculative design to inform service design approaches.
We also highlight the need and opportunities for research on rapid service design
including strategies and methods to drive service design project outcomes faster in
organizations.
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