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Introduction 
 
 
This paper considers service delivery system design as a systematic means of linking the service concept and 
customer perceived service quality. Few firms design the services that they deliver with any degree of precision. 
The literature in this area offers some guidance but few techniques. One method that has proven more promising, 
that of diagramming the ‘cycle of service’ has been expanded and examined here, in the context of Anglian 
Water Service Ltd.  Service improvement often occurs in an organic and unstructured way.  Rathmell (1) first 
noted in 1974 that ‘new services happen’ rather than being formally developed. Systematic,  customer focused 
approaches are required to enable consistent, reliable delivery of  high quality service.  Parasuraman et al.’s 
(P.Z.B.) (2) research findings have clearly shown that reliability is the most important aspect in customers’ 
assessment of  service delivery. Frequent system failure causes poor reliability and the loss of  customer goodwill 
with the result that services are frequently at the top of the list of consumer dissatisfaction surveys.  In this 
context it almost seems inevitable that: 
 
            Examples of good service are so few and far between that they seem to be the product of genius - a 
brilliant flash that can never be duplicated 
Shostack, G.L., “Designing service that deliver”, Harvard Business Review, Vol.64, Jan-Feb, 1984, pp.133 (3) 
 
Design appears as a  lacuna in the literature (4). This void is particularly apparent from the point of view of 
failing to provide methods for service design. The current gap may be representative of intangibility inherent in 
services and the need for cross functional coordination. The blurring of functional boundaries leads to the 
conclusion that design cannot be considered the responsibility of one function (for example engineering) but 
requires input from the three dominant functional areas of operations, human resources and marketing.  
 
Authors in the service management field have interpreted design in a number of different ways. To date there is 
no single  definition of the concept of service design. What is clear is the need to consider design as a process , 
both in itself and in the activities that it is instrumental in developing. The understanding arising from this 
process needs to indicate both the customer’s and the providers’s logic (4). After reviewing the literature in this 
area  nine recurring themes appear to form important aspects of the design process: 
 
1. Adoption of  a loose-tight approach - being sufficiently prescriptive and yet flexible at the same time 
2. Creating and making explicit the potential for win-win events 
3. Design from the perspective of customers - both at the technical and functional quality levels (1) 
4. Managing the service evidence (3) 
5. Using customers as a productive resource 
6. Developing a solution system - not focusing on isolated events (5) 
7. Managing the internal customer 
8. Maintain a focus on efficiency and enabling control of the elements that ensure reliability 
9. Creating a feedback and correction loop  - staying close to the customer and facilitating appropriate  recovery  
 
One of the most challenging aspects of design is that of  adopting a loose-tight approach (4).  The development 
process should specify what is to be delivered and how this should occur and yet leave sufficient  flexibility  for 
the  front line to be empathetic in the delivery process. In service businesses where it is recognised that 
consumers have difficulties in evaluating the product,  the benefits to both parties needs to be clearly identified. 
The literature indicated the need to create and make explicit the benefits for both parties - a win-win scenario. 
Lovelock and Young (7), writing at the time of the introduction of the automatic teller machines (ATMs), 
showed that benefits only accidentally accrued to both  parties: for customers the offer of greater convenience 
and for the bank the need for fewer staff. It does seem likely that the success of ATMs was not the result of good 
design but rather that of happy chance which led to clear benefits accruing to both parties.  
 



Looking at another example, the benefits appeared more one sided when the Post Office (U.K.) tried to 
encourage the public to use post codes. The public perceived benefits mainly accruing to the Post Office, in 
allowing them to increase  automation. It has taken time for the public to see value in terms of better deliveries 
and therefore be prepared to use post codes. 
 
Although the need to design for customers may appear to be an obvious conclusion, it is frequently overlooked. 
This appears to be particularly the case in the means or the ‘how’ of delivery . See Grönroos’ discussion of  
functional quality  (1). Reference to Hospitals, for example, shows that the procedures and layout are primarily 
for the convenience of the Doctors and not patients. In the case of  Utilities, procedures such as meter reading are 
normally at the company’s rather than the customer’s convenience. 
 
 
Techniques for Design 
 
 
During the 1980's there was increasing interest in the development of design techniques. The most well known of 
these appears to be that of Service flow charting. Shostack (3)  pioneered this approach  in which  each task, the 
relationship between tasks and potential failure points are documented for a specific service. The use of  this  
technique, which has been referred to as ‘an engineering type of approach’ (1) develops an understanding of the 
service that is dominated by the provider’s perspective. Consequently the primary emphasis is internal. This has 
lead to criticism from a number of sources. See for example Grönroos (1). Customers’ experience appears to be 
inadequately  considered by the blueprinting approach: 
 
            Years of conditioning and familiarity with a service operation tend to distort one’s perceptions. 
Understanding the reality of the customer’s experience can be just as important as being an expert in your job 
tasks 
Albrecht K., “At  America Service”,  Dow Jones-Irwin, Illinois, 1988 (8) 
 
Furthermore one of the frequently quoted uses of blueprinting is to facilitate control and enable incremental 
improvements to be made, following a manufacturing paradigm. Through this industrialising or prescriptive 
approach the creation of sensitive encounters will almost certainly be damaged. The need for a service approach 
to service design has led us to look for a different approach. 
 
An alternative method 
 
Albrecht and Zemke(6)  first suggested the use of a ‘cycle of service’ as a means of moving away from the 
perspective of the service provider to that of the customer. The cycle merely consists of plotting the customer’s 
‘moments of truth’ in sequence. By further refining and expanding upon this technique, one of the authors 
(Mahesh) has developed a method for design, audit and improvement of service delivery systems, which he has 
tested, refined and successfully applied to service organisations in a diverse number of industries: Information 
Technology, Hospitality, Medical Systems, Engineering, Financial Services, Catering Supplies and Utilities.. The 
method is described here through a recent example of how it was applied in Anglian Water Services (A.W.S.).  
 
Following privatisation of the company in 1989, Anglian Water’s top management has initiated a series of steps 
to improve customer service. A strategic review led to redefinition of job roles and a process oriented 
organisation structure. All customer-contact  roles - from telephone operators to field engineers - were grouped 
under a Customer Services Directorate (C.S.D.). The rest of the organisation was restructured along process lines, 
each process viewing the C.S.D. as its internal customer. 
 
The Customer Services Director and his team of over 300 staff have sat through 2-day ‘Service Excellence’ 
workshops in groups of not more than 30 to 35 at a time. A feature of these workshops was the application of the 
new methodology for service delivery design. The participants were first asked to form into groups of seven. 
These groups then carried out the process described below: 
 
1. Identification of a customer profile: Each group picked a specific customer type to work with, e.g., an old age 
pensioner, a single mother, the institutional customer and the first time buyer. 
 
2. Profiling the customer type: Using their own ‘feel’ for the customer, the ten determinants identified by P.Z.B. 
(2) and past company surveys, the groups profiled each customer type. Most groups even sketched the customer 
to facilitate the movement from a general profile to a flesh-and-blood profile. 
 
3. Plotting the current cycle of service: One member from each group was asked to role-play the customer profile 



that they had developed, and reel off  moments of truth (M.O.T.s) that such a customer experiences with Anglian 
Water. Another member played the role of scribe and noted down the M.O.T.s in sequence along a circle drawn 
on a flip-chart. The rest of the group contributed by throwing suggestions at the ‘mock customer’. The reality of 
what was happening at the customer’s interface point,  became very clear. 
 
4. Identifying the most frequently recurring negative moments of truth: The group members were then asked to 
view the cycle of service plotted by them and identify those M.O.T.s that were negative, and of those, the ones 
that were occurring most often. Instances like, ‘waiting for a reply and getting irritated’, ‘unable to get through 
on the telephone’, ‘having to explain my problem to different staff members at each step’, being told, ‘that’s how 
we do it here, we cannot do anything further about it’ and ‘seeing unexplained charges on the bill’ were 
identified. The group members were asked to mark these with red pens. 
 
5. Projecting the cycle of service that would be experienced by a customer in six months time, when Anglian 
water is perceived by its customers as an excellent water company: The group members were then asked to 
identify one of its members to play the role of a customer six months hence, when Anglian Water’s efforts to be 
an excellent water company had started to bear fruit. A similar exercise to step 4 was repeated but this time the 
‘ideal’ cycle of service was plotted around a smaller circle concentric to the earlier one and drawn on the same 
paper within the earlier cycle. Service organisations that have developed a clear service concept  should use it as 
the vision that group members have in mind while plotting this ideal  cycle of service. This is a very effective 
method of making service employees internalise the ‘service concept’ in a practical manner.  
 
6. Identifying the moments of truth that will delight customers: The ideal cycle almost always has several positive 
MOTs that group members have incorporated as examples of what their customers ought to be experiencing. A 
discussion was encouraged at this stage to mark these out in green pen. Figure one offers an indication of what 
emerges at this stage. 
 
7. Eliminating the red markers and delivering the green: Group members were now asked to develop action 

plans on how to eliminate the recurrence of the red M.O.T.s identified in Step 4 and also deliver the green 
M.O.T.s identified in step 6. At this stage, participants were asked to use the ‘fish-bone’ diagram method to 
identify what needed to be done to eliminate the ‘red’ and deliver the ‘green’. Albrecht and Zemke’s (6) 
definition of service delivery systems was recalled at this stage and the participants asked to,  identify the 
resources and apparatus  - physical and procedural  required by front-line and support staff, ensure that the 
systems were customer and employee friendly and to design self corrective feedback loops. 
 
8. A time bound plan for installing improved service delivery systems: At this stage, the participants had reached 
a point when all they had to do was to find champions for each set of action plans identified and get 
commitments from the champions as to when they would complete their tasks. 
9. The spirit of service delivery: By ensuring senior management participation, and a cascade of workshops to get 
all customer-contact people involved in such detailed exercises, A.W.S. has managed to communicate to the 
front line the spirit of what service delivery is all about.  
Two recent examples might help to illustrate this claim: 
 
i. An irate customer rang one Friday afternoon last winter with a complaint that one of the crew members, 



digging to lay water pipes, must have damaged a gas pipe resulting in no heating and no hot water. With a family 
of two  children and a distraught wife, what was he to do on a winter night, was his question. The customer 
service representative, having assessed the possibilities on the spot, instantaneously responded to the suggestion 
that the customer and his family move into a hotel for the night - at A.W.S.’s expense and give  A.W.S. the time 
to inform the right people in British Gas and have the gas pipe repaired the next morning. The customer was 
delighted by this customer friendly response by  an empowered front-line employee, and by the time the family 
returned home the next morning, everything was in order. 
 
ii. A lady had begun washing her hair when the water suddenly stopped. She spotted some A.W.S. workmen on 
the road  outside, went out with a towel around her head and complained. The crew member immediately 
apologised, promised to turn the water on until she had finished washing her hair, and recommence work 
thereafter. The sensitivity and spontaneity of the front-line staff was what the customer recalled when she was 
talking about A.W.S. four months later. 
 
In these two instances, what was delivered to the customer were responsiveness,  spontaneity  and courtesy.  In 
designing service delivery systems, one must remember that these are not delivered through mechanistic models, 
but through sensitive organisational process interventions. The method described in this paper attempts to 
combine the rigour of a systematic process that ensures reliable, first time service, and the loose-tight sensitivity 
required for sensitive, customer-friendly service delivery  by front-line staff. 
 
 
Implications for service organisations and directions for further  research 
 
 
Service organisations that wish to adopt the method described in this paper must appreciate both the sequence 
and the sensitivity of the process steps. A good facilitator is required to guide an organisation through this 
process, supported by visibly involved top management. A significant part of this process lies in the adoption of 
a loose-tight approach. It is only at Step 7 of the process that participants begin to design systems that are geared 
to designing reliability and consistentcy of service, incorporating all the elements that form a predictable part of 
every service. The rest of the steps, before and after, are meant to help organisational members appreciate - and 
develop committment for - the empowered roles that they have to play in the unpredictable, process part of 
service delivery (9). 
 
Researchers might wish to probe further into the manner in which this method addresses the problem of 
delivering service elements of  responsiveness, empathy and spontaneity. There are clear implications for a 
redefinition of what is meant by service standards, thus leading the way out of a managerial trap that scholars 
operating from a manufacturing paradigm have led service management into. 
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