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Citizens expect their governments to be as digital and easy to use as other service providers 
in their lives. However, many public service organisations still have a low level of digitalisa-
tion and try to catch up with people’s expectations set by private companies. Digital public 
services are particularly immature in Germany. While Germany is an economic and political 
world leader, the country is a laggard in the digital transformation of its services to the pub-
lic. This thesis studies a digital transformation project in the city-state of Hamburg, set up to 
create citizen-friendly services and modernise administration. 
 
Public organisations try to create public value as they spend taxpayers’ money. The thesis re-
views different concepts of value creation, co-creation and co-production in public manage-
ment and service management discourse. It evaluates the role of human-centred design ap-
proaches and service design and their contribution to value creation. Building on existing the-
ories, it describes the input and effect of service design on public value creation. 
 
Through a range of qualitative methods, the thesis studies how ‘citizen-friendliness’ is 
achieved in Hamburg’s digitalisation projects and how citizens and their needs are considered 
in the design and development processes of new digital public services.    The empirical re-
search is conducted on two different levels – organisation and service. The research on the 
organisational level examines prevailing principles, mindsets, practices, and methods through 
contextual inquiries and interviews with administrative staff and consultants. Further re-
search on a specific public service undergoing digitalisation is used as an instrumental case to 
gain additional insight into the ways of working and to investigate the benefit of a service de-
sign approach to an organisation and its role in public value creation. Several established 
frameworks are utilised to describe the set-up and maturity of design in the city-state. 
 
The research shows how human-centred design is partially used in Hamburg’s service trans-
formation projects. At the same time, it uncovers how reliant the administration is on exter-
nal capacity and which barriers hinder the creation of genuine citizen-friendly service offer-
ings. Multiple intervention designs are created, and activities carried out to first further in-
vestigate and then facilitate a human-centred design approach to public service transfor-
mation. New approaches to organisational design and service design are proposed to improve 
how public services are developed and the public organisations designing them are set up. 
 
The thesis has both theoretical and practical value. It proposes a new model to describe the 
contribution service design can make to the creation of public value. For the city-state of 
Hamburg, it identifies how a specific service offering can be improved and what organisa-
tional evolution can enable the development of more citizen-oriented offerings in the future. 
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1 Introduction 

Governments around the world are working hard on transforming their services for the digital 

age. Digital is seen as a key to make administrations operate faster, more efficient and more 

cost effective. In 2018, digital service offerings are also expected by citizens. But western 

governments have a weak track record with digital projects and their underlying information 

technology (IT). In the United States, 94% of federal IT projects are over budget or behind 

schedule. 40% of the projects are abandoned and need to be relaunched (Van Dyck 2016). The 

budget of the failing healthcare.gov website, supposed to implement the Obama administra-

tion’s Affordable Care Act, increased from $464 million to $824 million (Levinson 2015). In the 

United Kingdom, the National Health Service stopped the development of a digital patient 

record system after spending almost £10 billion (Syal 2013). In Germany, the Federal Employ-

ment Agency cancelled the development of a unified IT platform after 6 years and an invest-

ment of 60 million euros (Strathmann 2017). Such a waste of public resources and the related 

negative media reports erode public confidence in governments and administrations. 

The use of a public service is a rare direct interaction that citizens have with their state. Peo-

ple’s experience of dealing with authorities can determine the level of trust they have in 

their governments – and in democratic structures (Greenway, Terrett, Bracken & Loosemore 

2018). Good experiences with public services can result in increased engagement, participa-

tion, and transparency (Bason 2017a). For citizens, well designed digital public services prove 

to be simpler, cheaper, faster than their offline alternatives (Greenway et al. 2018). They are 

also more flexible as people can do necessary tasks on their computational devices in their 

own time instead of taking time off to visit a government office during fixed opening hours. 

For governments, the benefits of well designed public offerings, if done right, are higher 

productivity, decreased costs, or increased outputs (Bason 2017a). The application of service 

design – shaping the service with the input of future users through iterative loops – yields the 

promise of producing more useful and usable services. Design methods used in development 

projects enable better service experiences for citizens (Bason 2017b). 

Germany’s digital public services are immature compared to those of its neighbouring coun-

tries and less frequently used (Krcmar, Türkavci, Müller, Scheiber, Boberach, Exel & Baethge 

2018). Multiple key projects launched in the last decade – like the barely used electronic sig-

nature of Germany’s ID card – are considered political and financial failures (Nagel 2018; Kühl 

2017). According to a report from the Standish Group, an international IT research advisory 

firm, only 6.4% of IT projects with a volume of $10 million or higher were successful 

(Thibodeau 2013). A related study highlights that user involvement was the top project suc-

cess factor, while the lack of user input was the top project challenger factor (The Standish 

Group 1995). 
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Earlier than others, political leaders and senior public servants in the city-state of Hamburg 

decided to take a novel approach. They embarked on a learning journey to California’s Silicon 

Valley to see how successful technology companies are developing their offerings. Back home, 

they decided to establish a new digitalisation programme, bring in experts from the private 

sector and utilise design thinking as an approach (Senatskanzlei Hamburg 2015). As a city-

state, Hamburg can operate faster and with reduced complexity as it has control over state-

level law-making and municipality-level service delivery. Such level of authority and the 

city’s openness to utilising design methods made Hamburg an attractive partner for this re-

search-oriented thesis. Many of the results of the thesis are relevant and transferable to 

other government organisations in Germany and beyond. 

1.1 Current state of e-government and digital public services in Germany 

The European Union and its 28 member states coordinate various efforts around e-government 

and better public service provision, including ministerial declarations in 2009 and 2017 (EU 

Ministers for eGovernment 2009, 2017) and related action plans like the ‘EU eGovernment Ac-

tion Plan 2016-2020’ (European Commission 2016). E-government is the application of modern 

information and communication technology (ICT) to transform government and the delivery of 

public services. Katsonis & Botros trace the term back to the 1990s while reviewing the differ-

ent evolutionary waves of government digitalisation (2015). The OECD describes three dimen-

sions of e-government: service provision through the internet, the usage of ICT in administra-

tion, and the transformation of administration through the application of ICT (2003). 

Germany is the biggest economy in Europe (IMF 2018) and is perceived as a political and eco-

nomic leader on the continent and the European Union (Noack 2016, Sauerbrey 2016). How-

ever, in terms of e-government and digital service provision and usage, Germany is not per-

forming well compared to other parts of Europe, and this performance can’t be attributed to 

lack of digital skills in the German population. A 2017 study of the EU found that 82% of Ger-

man internet users shop online and 78% consume music, videos and games, but only 19% are 

users of digital government services (European Commission 2017b). Among the 28 member 

states, Germany is ranked third for online shopping and 23rd for using digital public services. 

The report states the inhabitants of Germany have comparably good digital skills with the 

country ranked seventh. According to the study, 68% of Germany’s citizens have at least basic 

digital skills. It can be assumed the skills should be equally applicable to commercial and pub-

lic online services. 

Another e-government benchmark study conducted for the European Commission in 2017 

looked at penetration and digitisation (European Commission 2017a, 108). Penetration is de-

scribed as internet use when users are submitting completed online forms. The study remarks 

that Germany performs low in penetration with only a third of internet users using e-govern-

ment services. Meanwhile, the country performs well in digitisation. According to the study, 
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three-fourths of services are digitised. 75% of services exist in electronic form, but only 33% 

of people with internet access use them. Regarding penetration, the study does not make 

clear what counts as a ‘submission of completed online forms’. It may include existing paper 

forms being made available through electronic channels which can be filled in on a computer, 

then printed and send via mail.  

It is notable that the study uses the term digitisation instead of digitalisation. Digitisation 

and digitalisation are two related but distinct concepts. According to the US-based global re-

search firm Gartner, digitisation “takes an analog process and changes it to a digital form 

without any different-in-kind changes to the process itself” (Gartner 2015). In contrast, the 

term digitalisation is described as “the use of digital technologies to change a business model 

and provide new […] value-producing opportunities” by Gartner (2012) and as “the process of 

employing digital technologies and information to transform business operations” (Muro, Liu, 

Whiton & Kulkarni 2017). In the context of government service provision, digitisation can 

mean putting paper forms on the internet as electronic files while digitalisation comprises re-

thinking how the service is provided, how it can be simplified including making changes to 

their underlying support processes.  

A third European report issued by the European Commission on the Digital Economy and Soci-

ety Index (DESI) captures five dimensions (European Commission 2018). Two of those dimen-

sions describe the use of internet services and digital public services. In these categories, 

Germany is placed in the lowest performing third. In the European Union, 58% of citizens are 

using government-provided services online. In Italy, the Czech Republic, Greece and Germany 

less than 40% of the citizens use online public services. In the ranking, Germany is placed 25 

out of 28. The second category of digital public services entails multiple indicators including 

the number of pre-filled forms and processes performed completely online. In this category, 

Germany is placed 21 out of 28. 

The German government and its administration publicly acknowledge the country’s low per-

formance in e-government plus digital service provision and usage. Reporting to the German 

chancellor, the National Regulatory Control Council publishes an annual report on bureau-

cracy reduction, better regulation and digital transformation (Nationaler Normenkontrollrat 

2017). At the presentation of the 2016 report, its chairman stated: “E-government in Ger-

many is de facto non-existent” and “in comparison to Austria we are 10 years behind” 

(Deutscher Bundestag 2016). While IT was used inside the administration, citizens would still 

have to go to local government offices for service provision. In 2013, the ‘law for the promo-

tion of e-government’ came into force. It is designed to allow citizens and business to com-

municate with administration through secure digital channels, enable secure electronic signa-

tures and digital case management (Bundesamts für Justiz 2013). Five years later, the practi-

cal impact is little.  
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The Federal Ministry of the Interior, Building and Community (BMI) is the leading body coordi-

nating digital transformation on a federal, state and local level in Germany. On its website, it 

states that e-government would provide citizens and businesses with straightforward and 

time-independent access to government services, making direct interactions with administra-

tion mostly unnecessary. It would also accelerate processes, make services cheaper to run 

and increase efficiency and transparency (BMI 2018). 

The Federal Ministry’s State Secretary and Federal Government Commissioner for Information 

Technology is a project sponsor of an independently produced annual ‘eGovernment MONI-

TOR’. The report covers the usage and acceptance of digital public services in Germany, Aus-

tria and Switzerland. According to the 2017 study, 41% of German internet users have used an 

e-government offer in the previous 12 months – compared to 45% in 2012 (Krcmar, Türkavci, 

Müller, Dietrich, Boberach & Exel 2017). In Austria, the number rose from 67% to 74% in the 

same period. Hence, the usage of e-government offerings decreased in Germany in the past 5 

years to an even lower level while it steadily increased in the neighbouring country Austria. 

The study found that only half of German internet users are satisfied with e-government of-

ferings. Potentials gains include decreased process time, decreased fees and the possibility of 

checking the progress of a task online. The main barriers described by the surveyed partici-

pants of the study were the lack of awareness of such offerings, the necessity of additional 

hardware and transactions only being partially digital (Krcmar et al. 2017). 

According to these studies, German citizens are capable of using the internet and online ser-

vices, but they are lacking useful and usable digital service offerings from their administra-

tion. The German government recognises people’s needs and has created a plan to digitalise 

core services in the coming years. 

In 2014, the Federal Ministry of the Interior published the German government’s agenda on 

‘Digital Administration 2020’. The document explicitly distinguishes digitisation and digitalisa-

tion: “A simple digitisation of the existing paper sphere is not enough […] The goal is to ena-

ble integrated, consistent, single-channel, digital public service provision by utilising modern 

information technology” (Bundesministerium des Innern 2014). In order to achieve the objec-

tive, the Federal government is working together with the IT Planning Council and Conference 

of State Ministers (Die Bundesregierung 2014). The IT Planning Council is tasked with the co-

ordination of a Federal-State partnership related to information technology, the development 

of national IT standards and the controlling of e-government projects (IT-Planungsrat 2018a). 

In August 2017, the act to improve online access to administrative services – or online access 

law – came into force (Bundesamt für Justiz 2017). According to the act, all services that can 

be made digital must become available online by 2022. The act states that they must be dis-

coverable through a Federal service portal and enabled by a unified user account. In June 
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2018, the IT Planning Council published an implementation catalogue that prioritises 575 ser-

vices from a list of 5,980 services in total which relate to 55 life and business events for citi-

zens and companies (Stocksmeier & Hunnius 2018). The document also highlights the specific 

challenges of achieving this in Germany. Most policy and law-making take place on a federal 

and state level, but service delivery mainly happens on a local and municipal level. Less than 

20% of services are both regulated and delivered on a federal level (Stocksmeier & Hunnius 

2018). Both the IT Planning Council and National Regulatory Control Council emphasise Ger-

many’s challenges related to its federalist structure and the resulting fragmentation of pol-

icy-making and service delivery on different levels of national and local government (Natio-

naler Kontrollrat 2017). The split responsibility also leads to a duplication of development and 

implementation of new public services as the more than 11,000 individual municipalities and 

local governments are largely in charge of service provision. In its concluding chapter, the im-

plementation catalogue reiterates the importance of cross-level collaboration between fed-

eral, state and local level to implement the online access law effectively and efficiently (Na-

tionaler Kontrollrat 2017, 264). The IT Planning Council manages a federal information man-

agement kit, FIM, that captures and describes services, related forms and processes. In 2017, 

a cross-government working group established the Federal IT Cooperation, FITKO, tasked with 

coordinating and facilitating the digitalisation of administration (IT-Planungsrat 2018b). It is 

co-owned by all 16 states and Federal government. 

The 2017 online access law describes when public services have to be digitalised. Its 2018 im-

plementation catalogue provides an overview of what services need to be covered. How and 

by whom this is going to be done has not been fully described, as the authors indicate 

(Stocksmeier & Hunnius 2018, 2). This thesis investigates the how and who. It limits the con-

text to a city-state. City-states have particular characteristics that distinguish them from big-

ger, less densely populated states. They are states with only a single municipality which 

brings state-level policy-making and local-level service delivery closer together as fewer or-

ganisational boundaries exist and the governance structure is less complex. The insights 

gained through the research of this thesis are therefore not equally applicable to all states of 

Germany, but there are many findings which can be generalised to other areas. 

1.2 Research and development objectives 

The focus of this thesis is the digital transformation of government-provided services in the 

German city-state of Hamburg. In late 2016, the Free and Hanseatic City of Hamburg created 

a new transformation unit called Digital First based on a Senate decree setting the goal of 

developing citizen-friendly digital public services (Hamburger Senat 2016). The transfor-

mation unit is located at the State Chancellery, the coordinating agency of the Senate. It is 

tasked with coordinating the transformation and digitalisation of about 470 public services by 

2022. It works with the city’s 11 government departments on making their services accessible 
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through ICT, i.e. through the internet, to 1.8 million citizens and other users. The Digital 

First unit and its related programme intend to take a ‘users first’ approach and to explicitly 

measure and evaluate the quality of the experience service user have (Hamburger Senat 

2016). 

The key research questions aim to understand what role service design, design thinking and a 

human-centred design approach may have in public value creation in the context of the Ham-

burg administration: 

A. What is the understanding and comprehension of design practices in the Hamburg 

administration?  

B. How can the application of human-centred design support public value creation? 

The aim of the thesis is to assess the programme’s approach through the engagement with a 

specific service, understand potential challenges and barriers to taking a human-centred de-

sign approach, and then address them through productive interventions. The research in-

cludes capturing prevailing principles, practices, mindsets, and techniques in the administra-

tion, analyse their effectiveness and feedback the insights to the further transformation and 

design of public services in Hamburg. The guiding hypothesis is that public value is mainly 

created as value-in-use for members of the public, as experienced value during the use of 

government-provided service. To enable value creation for members of the public, govern-

ment departments need to engage in research activities to first understand the needs and 

then design for the contexts of their service users. 

The theoretical framework of this thesis focuses on public value as discussed in public man-

agement discourse and value creation as discussed in the field of service management. The 

aim is to link the two mostly separate academic discourses. Furthermore, it explores the con-

tribution service design and human-centred design can make to public value creation. 

The scope includes two empirical streams of work. The first comprises researching current 

practices and underlying beliefs and values in the Hamburg administration. This includes ex-

ploratory, qualitative research through semi-structured interviews. The second stream con-

sists of engaging with a digital service currently under development and applying a human-

centred design approach. Insights and learnings from these pieces of work will inform the fur-

ther development of digital transformation processes and procedures in Hamburg’s admin-

istration.  
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1.3 Research-oriented development project 

The thesis follows a research-oriented development approach as described by Ojasalo, Moil-

anen & Ritalahti (2009). It generates new data and text from practical activities. That in-

cludes identifying problems linked to the two research questions and finding ways to address 

them. Research-oriented development aims at solving real-world problems, creating infor-

mation and producing new practices (Ojasalo et al. 2009). Such practices can be workplace 

practices. In the context of this work, the practices are related to the development of citi-

zen-friendly administration and services in Hamburg. 

In this thesis, the development activities are supported by the analysis of existing theories 

and theoretical data and the two empirical research streams on the organisation and a spe-

cific service. Research-oriented development involves finding opportunities, proposing solu-

tions and implementing these. That relies on building partnerships and collaborating closely 

with others while also collecting data independently (Ojasalo et al. 2009). Furthermore, 

Ojasalo et al. describe five characteristics linked to a ‘learning by developing’ approach: au-

thenticity, partnership, experiencing, research and creativity. Authenticity refers to a project 

being linked to a real-world issue. Partnership relates to collaborating with others, including 

experts, sharing knowledge and evaluating learnings. Experiencing means active participation 

of project partners, working with and not for or writing about them. Research points to inves-

tigation and gathering of reliable data, accumulated with scientific research methods. Crea-

tivity in the development project is needed to come up with new ideas and approaches and 

suggest them to partners. 

As a research-oriented development approach suggests active interaction, sharing writing and 

doing presentations (Ojasalo et al. 2009), this thesis involved organising events, workshops, 

blogging and making preliminary research results available to partners, researchers and prac-

titioners. 

1.4 Key concepts, terms and theories of interest 

This chapter defines the key concepts and terms which form the lens applied in the thesis and 

shape how the creation of public value through service design is depicted in this report. A 

more thorough understanding is built in chapter 2, covering existing theories and theoretical 

grounding.  

Value 

The Oxford Dictionary defines value as the importance, worth, or usefulness of something 

(2018a). In contrast to this popular definition, here, the term value refers to benefit or what 

an entity gains. Lusch and Vargo describe value as benefit or an “increase in the well-being of 

a particular actor” (2014, 57). 
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Value creation 

Customers or service users are the sole creators of value. Therefore, value creation does not 

happen on the provider side, but the user side. Organisations like public service providers can 

only offer value propositions. Users will integrate the organisation’s and other actors’ re-

sources to create value. The creation of value is subjective, experiential and context-specific 

(Chandler & Vargo 2011). 

Service-dominant logic, service logic and customer-dominant logic 

Service-dominant logic, service logic and customer-dominant logic are three distinct, yet re-

lated concepts. They share the fundamental belief that a service provider can not create 

value, but that value is contextually unique and depending on a beneficiary’s view and assess-

ment. This understanding differs from a goods-dominant logic which centres around the no-

tion that value is embedded in the goods and services that a firm produces (Lusch & Vargo 

2014). Service-dominant logic views both customers and suppliers as value co-creators (Vargo 

& Lusch 2004), even though value is defined by the customer. In contrast to that, the concept 

of service logic sees customers as the creators of value while suppliers co-create and facili-

tate the creation of value (Grönroos 2008). The third concept, customer-dominant logic, de-

scribes value not as being produced, but as emerging in people’s lives in their contexts, activ-

ities, practices and experiences (Heinonen & Strandvik 2015). While there are apparent dif-

ferences and essential nuances in the three concepts, these distinctions are slightly less sig-

nificant in the context of the thesis. The thesis largely embraces a customer-dominant logic 

view in which it matters how services are embedded in people’s lives (Heinonen, Strandvik, 

Mickelsson, Edvardsson, Sundström & Andersson 2010) and contextually support the emer-

gence of value for members of the public. 

Public value 

Public value can be depicted from various perspectives. In this thesis, a socio-psychological 

view is adopted instead of a financial-managerial. Public value reflects basic human needs 

and is rooted in individuals’ interpretations (Meynhardt 2009). 

Service design 

Service design is an interdisciplinary practice with the goal to transform and create value 

(Wetter-Edman 2011). It utilises visualisation, prototyping and participation to do so. It in-

volves “planning and organizing people, infrastructure, communication and material compo-

nents” related to a service and aims to increase its quality (Sangiorgi & Prendiville 2017).  

Human-centred design 

Human-centred design is a holistic design approach that puts people at its centre. In contrast 

to user-centred design, it is concerned with stakeholders beyond service users and with more 

than only improving the usage of a system (Winograd & Woods 1997). It considers ergonomic, 
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psychological, sociological and anthropological dimensions, but also addresses human dignity 

in social, economic, political, and cultural contexts (Buchanan 2001a). 

Citizens and users 

Customer is a commonly used term in service-dominant logic and customer dominant logic. 

The two concepts apply a business lens, relate to private markets and companies in competi-

tion with each other. According to the Oxford Dictionary, a customer is “a person who buys 

goods or services from a shop or business” (2018b). The activity described refers to choice. In 

contrast, a person who uses a public service has no choice regarding the public service pro-

vider – with the exception of moving to either a different municipality or even country. In the 

context of the public sector and public services, the term customer is therefore not suitable. 

In the following, the terms citizen and user are used. Citizen refers to “an inhabitant of a 

particular town or city” but also to a “legally recognized subject or national of a state […] ei-

ther native or naturalized” (2018c). The second definition excludes people who are not le-

gally recognised such as asylum seekers or foreigners living, working or studying in the coun-

try. Also, people in prisons have only limited civil rights. In the following, the first, wider def-

inition of a city’s inhabitants is used. 

Due to legal circumstances, all citizens are either directly or indirectly users of public ser-

vices. They live safe lives because of the work of the police and justice system. They enjoy 

livable cities through the activities of public cleansing service, public utility companies and 

energy suppliers. As all inhabitants of cities are beneficiaries of public services the terms user 

and citizens are used synonymously in this thesis. In addition, Saffer argues user being a “gen-

der-neutral, activity-positive term for the person engaged with [a] product or service” 

(2017). Referring to existing theories, the term customer is used in the first part of this the-

sis, where, it is mostly used interchangeably with citizen and user. 

1.5 Structure of the thesis 

The thesis consists of theoretical and empirical parts. Both are complementary and contribute 

to the objectives of this work. The first chapter introduces the topic, research and develop-

ment objectives, and key concepts. It begins with an overview of e-government and digital 

public services in Germany, zooming from a global to local view in the city-state of Hamburg. 

The key research questions and applied methodologies are described, and then the main con-

cepts, terms and theories of interest are presented, and the limitations of the report are dis-

cussed. 

The second chapter provides background to the research and development project by intro-

ducing the case organisations and related organisations who are involved in digitally trans-

forming public services in the city-state of Hamburg. It introduces the service, its purpose and 

users, and describes the goals of the organisation.  
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Chapter three offers an overview of existing theories and builds a theoretical grounding. It 

summarises the discourse in public value management of the last 25 years, describes different 

perspectives on value creation, and identifies how service design contributes to value crea-

tion. Thereafter, it defines human-centred design, differentiates various approaches concern-

ing co-production, co-creation and participation, and relates these to public sector organisa-

tions. 

The fourth chapter gives an overview of design processes, principles and methods of service 

design. It describes techniques and methodologies applied in practice. 

The fifth chapter covers the empirical work. It summarises the findings, documents activities 

and interventions, and describes results. In the chapter, emerging themes from the interviews 

conducted with organisational staff are presented. The distilled themes from this research 

describe how human-centred design practice is understood in the Hamburg administration. 

The section is complemented by data generated through inquiries and observations made dur-

ing time spent at the administration. The next part contains the exploration, mapping and re-

view of the researched and redesigned service, its service users and their needs. Based on 

this synthesis, generative work and proposals are presented. The sixth and last chapter con-

tains a conclusive summary, reflects on the value of the study and the transferability of re-

sults. Finally, it suggests opportunities for further research. 

1.6 Delimitations of the thesis 

The thesis’ objective is to answer the two key research questions presented in 1.2 through 

three major activities: 1. reviewing conceptual models and retracing distinct discourses in ac-

ademic literature, 2. investigating the current organisational practices and prevailing under-

standing of design, 3. engaging with a case service to gather further data and verify models.  

The thesis focuses on how digital government services are created in the German federal 

state of Hamburg. As the chapter on research and development objectives indicates, the first 

research question aims to assess the programme’s approach and understand how services are 

planned and developed, acknowledging that the new Digital First unit’s processes and ap-

proaches evolved and changed constantly throughout the research phase. The mostly inter-

view-based research within a specific department is limited to one of the eleven government 

departments in Hamburg. Therefore, the results might not be generalisable for the other de-

partments in the city as they might operate differently. 

Furthermore, the conclusions are based on the interpretation of qualitative research data 

which are subject to the researcher’s subjective interpretations. Therefore, the findings are 

not generalisable, and other researchers may find other patterns and draw different conclu-

sions using the same data set. Although it is valuable to understand barriers to the adoption 
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of human-centred design in public service transformation, the research does not cover politi-

cal context or funding models. Another beneficial area outside of the scope of the thesis is 

organisational design and related theory. 

The development project and engagement with the case service is confined to one specific 

offering provided by the Administration of Work, Social Affairs, Family and Integration. Due to 

the complexity of the service, the work is limited to the citizen-facing part of the service. 

Further processes and areas of the service related to and used by professional users and or-

ganisational staff were not considered. Within the constraints of time, resources and availa-

bility of staff, various issues around data privacy, legal and policy could not be analysed in 

depth. As part of the user research and usability tests conducted, participants with more se-

vere cognitive, visual or auditive impairments, who are eligible users of the service, were not 

involved due to challenges in recruitment and communication. 

In the design and development process, the thesis follows the double-diamond process model 

developed by the British Design Council (2007). It has an emphasis on the first three phases, 

which are discover, define, and develop. In the develop phase, user research is limited to a 

smaller set of participants. More research took place during the end of the thesis project and 

continued afterwards but is not covered in the thesis documentation due to time limitations 

and reasonability of scope. On the grounds of complexity, a full end-to-end, cross-channel 

version of the proposed future service with development, testing and iteration was consid-

ered outside of the scope of the thesis. Suggestions for the final stage, deliver, where imple-

mentation would happen, as well as results and recommendations, have been shared with the 

external suppliers.  

Broadly, responding to the second research question, one goal of the thesis is to understand 

what contribution human-centred design approaches and service design can make to public 

value creation. In a more narrow sense, it seeks to investigate how related principles, prac-

tises and techniques can help German administration to implement its online access law and 

transform public services digitally. While it only scratches the surface, the findings increase 

the knowledge and understanding on both levels. On the conceptual level, the thesis proposes 

a new theoretical model to the academic discourse in public management, and service man-

agement, and design management which requires more practical validation. 

2 Research and development project 

The focus of the thesis is the city-state of Hamburg and its ongoing digital service transfor-

mation efforts. After engaging with various parts of German government and administration 

on federal and state levels, Hamburg was chosen because of the city-state’s reduced level of 

complexity in governance structures and general interest in taking a human-centred design 
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approach. The subject of work is both the Digital First programme, a unit within a newly es-

tablished Agency for IT and Digitalisation and a service for the recognition of severe disability 

which members of the Digital First team help transform digitally. 

The name and goal of the programme reflect what scholars observe as a global trend in gov-

ernments. A digital-by-default agenda is followed in which the digital service channel be-

comes the preferred channel for service provision (cf. Katsonis & Botros 2015; Clarke 2017). 

The following section gives an overview of the related organisations and provides further in-

formation about their scope of work and goals.  

Hamburg and its digital transformation of public services is the main case of this study. The 

service for recognising severe disability provided by Hamburg’s Administration of Work, Social 

Affairs, Family and Integration (BASFI) and its subagency Versorgungsamt is the instrumental 

case within the Hamburg case. 

2.1 Case organisations 

In Hamburg, various actors are involved in the digital transformation of public services. The 

city operates the ‘Hamburg Serviceportal’ on its official website. It bundles together 80 

online services and transactions for citizens, businesses and administration. About 140,000 of 

the 1.8 million citizens are registered and have an online account. The services are used 

about 1.4 million times per year, for example, to register for a postal vote, to apply for an 

excavation licence or to access a central pupils register. The service platform is operated by 

Dataport, a statutory public body managed by six federal states and a municipality (Dataport 

2017). Dataport is the main IT service provider of Hamburg. All digital services are either de-

veloped or commissioned by Dataport. State-government departments are not permitted to 

bypass the IT service provider. Due to capacity constraints, Dataport subcontracts other com-

panies for development work.  

The 2015 coalition agreement between the social democratic party and the green party out-

lines the ambition of the incumbent government regarding digital transformation 

(Senatskanzlei Hamburg 2015). It states that public services need to be easily accessible and 

user-friendly. Digitalisation is no longer overseen by IT experts but is supposed to become a 

core area of public management. Usability and accessibility are explicitly mentioned as “obvi-

ous design criteria” as the city of Hamburg intends to serve as a role model (Senatskanzlei 

Hamburg 2015). The work is supported by various contracting companies and external suppli-

ers, including large business consultancies like Capgemini or IT provider Microsoft and smaller 

businesses for design and development work, like Innoki and Synios (Bürgerschaft der Freien 

und Hansestadt Hamburg 2018). 
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2.2 Digital First unit in the State Chancellery  

Following the strategy outlined in the coalition agreement, the Digital First unit was created 

in 2016 as the new coordinating function within the state administration. Initially part of the 

Revenue Office, it became part of the State Chancellery within a newly established Agency 

for IT and Digitalisation in early 2018 and was thereby given greater authority. An external 

Chief Digital Officer was hired to oversee the digital transformation efforts in the new agency 

(Senatskanzlei Hamburg 2018). The work is linked to the implementation of the Federal gov-

ernment’s online access law, requiring 470 public services to be fully available online by 

2022.  

The unit’s tasks include creating a framework for digitalising services effectively and effi-

ciently, managing progress, overseeing suppliers and assessing the quality of outputs, and 

supporting the 11 government departments during their service transformation process. After 

phases of initiation, prototyping and piloting, it is expected to facilitate the digitalisation of 

30 to 50 services from 2019 onwards, annually (Körber 2018). In mid-2017, the work on seven 

small to medium-sized services began, comprising service offerings with 120 to 6,000 transac-

tions per year (Digital First 2018a). The Digital First team works with an external innovation 

consultancy, Innoki, to kick off new transformation projects with 4-day design thinking work-

shops. It operates in four steps in which one subteam hands over a project to the next. Ac-

cording to a minor enquiry in the Senate of Hamburg, the greater Agency for IT and Digitalisa-

tion had a full-time organisational staff of 68 in February 2018 and dedicated budgets for de-

sign thinking and user experience. The overall budget for the Digital First programme ac-

counts for 18.6 million euros in 2018. 

2.3 Administration of Work, Social Affairs, Family and Integration (BASFI) and service for 
recognising severe disability at Versorgungsamt 

The Administration of Work, Social Affairs, Family and Integration is one of 11 state-govern-

ment departments of Hamburg. The BASFI has subagencies for the areas of work and integra-

tion, social affairs, families, and central services (BASFI 2018a). It develops policy frameworks 

and provides services to integrate citizens in the labour market. The department is also re-

sponsible for childcare and supporting young people. It assists people independently of eligi-

bility for social benefits. Furthermore, it aids citizens with migration background and disabili-

ties to partake in communal activities and social life in Hamburg (BASFI 2018b).  

The department’s Versorgungsamt (Office for Social Security and Pensions) provides compen-

sation for violent crime victims and war victims, it assesses disabilities and medical conditions 

according to the Disabilities Act and issues disabled ID cards. The services offered by the Ver-

sorgungsamt include the recognition of severe disability, application and renewal of disabled 

ID cards and related procedures for calling in expert opinions. 
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Together with Digital First, the Versorgungsamt works on an end-to-end digital service includ-

ing the exchange of digital health records and documents with doctors, hospitals, and exter-

nal medical assessors. The author of the thesis had the opportunity to spend significant time 

with the teams of Digital First, the Versorgungsamt and its service users between October 

2017 and November 2018 in a hybrid capacity as a researcher, facilitator, and advisor. 

3 Existing theories and theoretical grounding 

To discuss the creation of public value through service design, various decade-long discourses 

need to be summarised and brought together. The four sections of this chapter explore exist-

ing theories and establish the theoretical grounding for the empirical work. Firstly, the chap-

ter describes the emergence of the term public value and then traces the evolution of its 

meaning and interpretation. The second section examines value creation and how it is de-

scribed in several schools of thought. It finds that only recently have the definitions and un-

derstandings of value creation among public management scholars and service management 

scholars have come closer together. The next section explores the characteristics of service, 

design for service, and service design. Next, it investigates how academic literature recog-

nises the contribution of service design to value creation. The final section reviews the role 

citizen participation has for public service organisations and examines models of how citizens 

can be involved in designing services. Beyond that, definitions and distinctions between user-

centred and human-centred design are considered, and examples and challenges related to 

their application in the public sector are discussed. 

3.1 Public value  

In the 1980s and 1990s, the new public management movement brought management theories 

and practices from the private to the public sector. The approach promotes the idea of run-

ning governments like businesses. New public management advocates outsourcing and privati-

sation, reduction of cost and staff, increasing efficiency and automation, competition and 

performance measurement. The goal is to achieve the same outcomes more efficiently and 

effectively (Hood 1991). Public servants are turned into public managers and citizens into cus-

tomers (Moore 1995; 2013). Mirroring the popularisation of shareholder value, Moore in 1995 

coined the term public value (Moore 1995, 21). Whereas the goal of a private company is to 

maximise the wealth of its shareholders under the shareholder value doctrine, Moore pro-

motes the idea that public managers should “seek to produce public value” and “exploit […] 

opportunities to create public value” (Moore 1995). Discussing multiple interpretations, Spano 

describes public value as a “corrective” to new public management as it would shift the focus 

from pure efficiency, cost reduction and increased competition to responding to citizen 

needs. 
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Described as a strategic triangle, Moore argues that public managers need to consider poli-

tics, substance, and administration in order to create public value (1995, 22-23). They need 

to be given political legitimacy from above, ensure feasibility and sustainability below, and 

validate usefulness with the outside – the citizens. In regards to understanding, if something 

is publicly valuable, he highlights one of the public manager’s task as “judging the value of 

their imagined purpose” (Moore 1995). In this model, public value is created by public admin-

istrators and managers, not by citizens, but for them. For value creation, at least four groups 

need to be considered: 1. the individual and beneficiary of public offerings, 2. other people 

who may not directly benefit from the offering, 3. the community as a whole, and 4. future 

generations (Spano 2009, 333-334). Spano acknowledges that “co-makership” and collabora-

tion between different public organisations and private companies as well as a “co operation 

of citizens” are success factors for public value creation (2009). For Nabatchi, public value 

refers to “an appraisal of what is created and sustained by government on behalf of the pub-

lic” (2017). Public value creation requires addressing three key areas: high-quality public ser-

vices, achieved measurable social outcomes and trust generated between citizens and gov-

ernment (Try & Radnor 2007; after Moore 1995). 

Moore seeks an objective way to measure whether public value was “produced by govern-

ment” (2013) and if so, how much. He argues that evaluating the impact and the value cre-

ated in the public sector is significantly more difficult than in the private sector as citizens 

don’t pay directly for service access and usage but indirectly through mandatory taxes. A 

public value scorecard is proposed to measure the financial cost on one side and satisfaction 

of ‘clients of government’ on the other side. He discusses utilising techniques applied in eco-

nomics, statistics and operations research like policy analysis, cost-effectiveness and benefit-

cost analysis (1995, 33–34). But Moore remains vague in terms of practical key performance 

indicators and ways of measuring the satisfaction of citizens. Spano emphasises the im-

portance of understanding and capturing people’s expectations before they use services and 

once the service was provided (2009). In his view, responding to people’s needs is the primary 

focus of public sector organisations when trying to create public value and generate outcomes 

valued by the public. He discusses hypothetical ways to measure public value, such as the 

highest price users would be willing to pay for service access or the minimum compensation 

they would accept for the refusal of access to a service (2009). Moore rightfully remarks that 

government often has a hybrid role of both providing service and imposing obligations (1995, 

37). Therefore, asking offenders how satisfied they are with the law enforcement services or 

requesting feedback from highly taxed citizens about their tax payment service might not be 

most useful.  

Meynhardt reflects on socio-psychological views as an alternative to the financial-managerial 

perspective on public value Moore presents. While Moore tries to find objective ways to meas-

ure public value, Meynhardt acknowledges that it is down to the subjective evaluation of the 
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individual (2009). If people or groups of people perceive no value, there is no value. As value 

depends on individual evaluation, it cannot be created and delivered to them. Public value 

creation is connected to people’s conception and perception of society. It requires a positive 

evaluation of experience with public action. The evaluation happens against basic human 

needs and how well a public organisation addresses them. Meynhardt translates the basic hu-

man needs to four high-level basic value dimensions: moral-ethical, hedonistic-aesthetical, 

utilitarian-instrumental, and political-social. 

Meynhardt concludes that “public value starts and ends within the individual” (2009), but 

goes beyond that. It relies on the relationship between the individual and the society around 

them. Public value is seen as both value for the public and from the public. Value is derived 

from the public’s experience. “Public value creation is situated in relationships between the 

individual and society, founded in individuals, constituted by subjective evaluations against 

basic needs, activated by and realized in emotional-motivational states, and produced and 

reproduced in experience-intense practices” (Meynhardt 2009). Table 1 below compares the 

different understandings of the concept of public value. 

 

Moore (1995) Spano (2009) Meynhardt (2009) 

Public value is created by 

public managers in public 

organisations for citizens. 

Public value is created in 

co-operation between citi-

zens and public organisa-

tions. 

Public value is depending on the 

individual’s evaluation and per-

ception of experience with public 

actions.  

Table 1: Comparison of various definitions of public value 

The purpose of government and public administration is to respond to people’s needs. The in-

stitutions’ actions and activities are individually perceived, interpreted and judged by citi-

zens. Moreover, if actions of public administration do not respond to basic human needs, no 

public value can be created. Therefore, a response to basic human needs is the foundation 

for the creation of any public value (Meynhardt, Brieger, Strathoff, Anderer & Bäro 2017). 

3.2 Value creation  

The discourse about public value creation in public sector management was long disconnected 

from the value creation debate in service management and service marketing of the last 15 

years (cf. Osborne, Radnor & Nasi 2012). Moore’s original description of public value creation 

is deeply rooted in a goods-dominant logic: Public sector organisations are the sole creators 

of value on behalf of the public and its individuals who then become recipients of the created 
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value (Moore 1995). Later, Meynhardt’s psychological perspective on public value creation 

(2009; 2017) is conceptually closer to the understanding of value in service-dominant and cus-

tomer-dominant logic. More recently, Osborne et al. propose a public service-dominant logic 

and public service logic with an attempt to bridge discourses and public service co-production 

to value co-creation (2012; Osborne 2017). Value is understood as benefit for an entity (Lusch 

& Vargo 2014, 57). Value is contextually unique and depending on an actor’s perception. 

Lusch and Vargo describe value as “always uniquely and phenomenologically determined by 

the beneficiary” (2014). It cannot be provided by one entity to another, but only be co-cre-

ated, they claim. The main argument for value always being co-created is that resources from 

multiple actors and sources need to be integrated. One single entity can never provide all the 

required resources to enable the creation of value. The service provider can only present a 

value proposition but not value itself. According to Osterwalder (2005) and Ojasalo & Ojasalo 

(2018), a value proposition describes a bundle of an organisation’s offerings that helps create 

value for an entity. That entity can respond to the proposition, decide to use the organisa-

tion’s capabilities and integrate its resources in a co-creation process. Value is not embedded 

in goods or services but determined by the beneficiaries. 

A goods-dominant view depicts an exchange of value. Goods and services are exchanged for 

money. In contrast to this value-in-exchange perspective, service-dominant logic promotes 

the concept of value-in-use or value-in-context (Vargo, Maglio & Akaka 2008). Value-in-con-

text is used as a term to emphasise the importance of the specific circumstances of value cre-

ation during usage. Context frames the value co-creation process and affects how different 

entity’s resources can be integrated. Context is unique and its heterogeneity limits how enti-

ties can provide their capabilities and resources for service provision (Chandler & Vargo 

2011). 

In goods-dominant logic, a passport’s value is generated once it is safely printed and pro-

duced with all its security features. A citizen exchanges value by purchasing it for some 60 

euros. However, in service-dominant logic, the passport’s value unfolds much later, only 

when it is used for crossing a border. In this context, a citizen needs to integrate the govern-

ment-issued passport with other entity’s resources like facilities and signage at the airport, 

the automated self-service e-passport barriers developed by a security firm, and the boarding 

pass provided by an air carrier. Unused in the drawer, the passport has no immediate value. 

The value co-creation – integrating multiple providers’ resources – happens in a specific con-

text at an airport and is unique to the individual user. One day, the automated barrier might 

not recognise the user with their new haircut and different glasses. In that context, the dif-

ferent resources could not be successfully integrated by the citizen in the value co-creation 

process at the border. If the integration of the automated barrier fails, the user will have to 

integrate other resources, like a border force officer and their capability, to match the pass-

port with the person’s appearance and characteristics. 
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The concept of value-in-achievement goes one step further (Bettencourt, Lusch & Vargo 

2014). It considers value for the user only emerging once the task is accomplished and the de-

sired outcome is reached. It links service-dominant logic with the jobs-to-be-done framework. 

Jobs-to-be-done centre around the belief that people use products and service in order to 

solve problems or reach goals. Successful offerings complement customer jobs. In this con-

cept, the passport has neither value when it is first received, as in value-in-exchange, nor 

when it is shown at the border, as in value-in-use. For value-in-achievement, only when the 

border is successfully crossed, value is created. The service user needs to integrate the con-

textually adequate resources to accomplish their goal. In a situation where the automated 

barrier does not recognise the user’s changed appearance, they will need to integrate other 

resources like the border force officer to get the job done. As no entity can provide all re-

quired resources to create value for itself, there are no self-sufficient value creators acting 

independently. All organisations and individuals are dependent on external resources to get 

the job done (Lusch & Vargo 2014).  

Similar to the value-in-achievement concept and jobs-to-be-done framework, Woodruff de-

scribes desired and received customer value and their link to goal-based satisfaction (1997). 

To him, value is a person’s perceived preference for and evaluation of products and services, 

their attributes and the consequences of usage. Received value requires the person to have 

reached their goal – and how, assessed against desired attributes. In the context of crossing 

the border, a user might assess the interplay of their passport and an automated self-service 

e-passport barrier against goal-based, consequence-based, and attribute-based satisfaction. 

Criteria for users on these three levels could be successfully crossing the border, not losing 

time or arriving late at the gate, and having an automated barrier that scans their passport 

swiftly. Reaching previously set goals are considered, but also the qualities of the offering in 

the moment of usage and following effects. 

The beneficiaries of a service determine value individually, contextually, and phenomenologi-

cally, Lusch and Vargo assert (2014). Phenomenology refers to the study of phenomena as 

they are emerging from individual experiences. These can be action, perception, thought, 

memory, imagination, emotion, desire, or volition (Smith 2003). The concept of experiential 

value or value-in-the-experience describes iterative individual and collective sensemaking 

(Helkkula, Kelleher & Pihlström 2012). Exchanges and interactions between people can 

change the perception of value. Furthermore, the value-in-the experience model suggests 

that users can create perceived value from past, current and anticipated imaginary experi-

ences. This means past experience and preunderstanding influence the perception of experi-

enced value. After hearing from a friend about the benefits of newly automated barriers at 

the airport, a user might want to try it themselves and build certain expectations before us-

ing their passport there. The prospect of being able to cross a border with the newly issued 

passport can be perceived as a value in itself. Also, the socially transmitted experience of 
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others – such as a description of someone crossing a border using the automated barriers can 

lead to the perceived value creation for an individual. “Value-in-the experience can be both 

lived and imaginary”, Helkkula et al. argue (2012). The idea that value is individually and so-

cially subjective intersects with Meynhardt’s description of value creation in the public sec-

tor. In both conceptualisations, value creation is situated in and affected by relationships of 

the individual and social groups. 

A point of concern is who the creator of value is. This is perceived differently through the 

lens of service-dominant logic, service logic, and customer-dominant logic. The role of the 

service provider changes from the sole producer of value to only being a supporter of value 

creation or emersion as customers themselves become solely in charge of it. In service-domi-

nant logic, both customers and suppliers are seen as value co-creators (Vargo & Lusch 2004). 

In service logic, customers are the creators of value while suppliers co-create and facilitate 

the value creation. They are needed as they provide customers with the required resources in 

the value-creation process (Grönroos 2008). Customer-dominant logic describes value not be-

ing produced but emerging when service is connected and integrated into the lifeworld of us-

ers. Lifeworlds include user’s context, activities, practices and experiences. (Heinonen & 

Strandvik 2015). Value is not formed within service but emerges in customer’s lives. This can 

happen through visible interaction or invisible and mental action (Medberg & Heinonen 2014). 

Service or exchange are no longer in the focus, but how service can be embedded in people’s 

lives – shifting the view from the service organisation’s world to the customer’s world (Hei-

nonen, Strandvik, Mickelsson, Edvardsson, Sundström & Andersson 2010). 

The theories of value, how it is constructed and by whom which are discussed here have much 

in common. They describe value as being co-created and unique, perceived subjectively and 

contextually. The co-creation process is interactive, experiential and relational. Going for-

ward, this thesis builds upon the concepts of customer-dominant logic, value-in-achievement 

and value-in-the-experience from the field of service marketing linked with the socio-psycho-

logical perspective on public value creation from the public value discourse. 

Lusch and Vargo suspect that actors like government agencies might try to evaluate the value 

they help create – just like Moore (1995), Spano (2009) and other contributors to public value 

discourse attempt to do – but argue it is mostly done from a biased provider’s perspective re-

flecting organisational goals, objectives and contexts (Lusch & Vargo 2014). Instead of con-

textually unique value, proxies for value like increased efficiency or productiveness might be 

measured and captured. The value-in-achievement approach of jobs-to-be-done offers an al-

ternative way with precise value criteria and value barriers for each job step. Similarly, 

measuring multi-level goal-based, consequence-based, and attribute-based satisfaction can 

be used to reflect the success of responding to user needs instead of organisational goals.  
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3.3 Service design for value creation 

In goods-dominant logic, service is a category of market offerings next to goods. Value is em-

bedded in service and then offered to customers. In a service logic-based view, service is 

seen as a perspective on value creation (Edvardsson, Gustafsson & Roos 2005, 118). Service is 

defined as “the application of specialised competences through deeds, processes and perfor-

mances for the benefit of another entity” (Lusch & Vargo 2014). Service providers offer access 

to operand and operant resources for service users. Operand resources are static, sometimes 

tangible resources that need to be acted upon by other resources. Operant resources are dy-

namic, mostly intangible resources with the capability to act on other resources (Lusch & 

Vargo 2014, 57). In the context of crossing a border, the passport is the operand resource 

while validating the authenticity of the passport through advanced marker detection is an op-

erant resource. As in this case, operant and operand resources are often entangled. A pro-

vider’s operant and operand resources are used and integrated together with other available 

resources by the beneficiary, for example, a border-crossing citizen, to turn service into 

value. (Grönroos & Ravald 2011). 

Service is characterised as interactive, processual, experiential and relational (Edvardsson et 

al. 2005, 118). Service is co-creational and requires reciprocal action from multiple actors, 

connection and communication – either direct or indirect through intermediaries. Edvardsson 

et al. remark that lower-level definitions of service constantly change as they are affected by 

a particular perspective, time, provider, and service. In service-dominant logic, the term ser-

vice is used as a singular to differentiate it from the meaning of intangible products in goods-

dominant logic. Service refers to the application of skills, knowledge and other resources for 

the benefit of another entity. Service helps customers solve a problem or achieve a goal and 

thereby create value (Bettencourt et al. 2014). It is understood as dynamic processes requir-

ing interaction and collaboration through which value emerges. A provider of service is not 

able to provide value, only to propose value. With the relational nature of service and ongo-

ing service-for-service exchange, a longer relationship view on service beyond situational 

value-in-use can be taken (cf. Edvardsson et al. 2005). Such a view is particularly relevant in 

the context of public service where citizens often do not have the option to choose their ser-

vice provider.  

Service logic and service-dominant logic use the singular of service to distinguish the applica-

tion of knowledge and skills from services as intangible products in goods-dominant logic. This 

thesis applies a service logic-based view on service but uses the plural of service to recognise 

the different instances of skill and knowledge application in the public sector. Government 

and administration provide service in various areas like healthcare, law enforcement, educa-

tion, transportation or waste management. As the nature of these service instances is vastly 

different from each other the term services is used to reflect it. 
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Similar to the understanding of service as a way to support value creation in the service mar-

keting and service management discourse, more recent contributions to the public manage-

ment discourse describe service as a contributor of public value creation. Try and Radnor ex-

pand Moore’s strategic triangle and describe the provision of service (figure 1), the achieve-

ment of outcomes and the buildup of trust between citizens and administration as creators of 

public value (2007). Outcomes comprise the achievements of desirable results of a variety of 

actors such as citizens, businesses, public servants and suppliers of public administration. As 

different actors have different and often multiple objectives, measuring the contribution of 

outcomes to public value creation is difficult. The jobs-to-be-done lens and related concept 

of value-in-achievement presented earlier can be linked to outcomes as contributions to pub-

lic value creation. Trust is referred to on several levels and between various actors. In the re-

search Try and Rador conducted, it was found that trust is influenced by experiences and per-

ceptions formed over a long time, but also that the increase of accountability and communi-

cation in a specific context can contribute to increased trust in public administration. (2007, 

665) 

 

Figure 1: Service, trust and outcomes as contributors to public value creation (Try & Radnor 

2007, 659) 

Scholars like Heinonen argue that both goods-dominant and service-dominant logic apply a 

provider-dominant view. In their proposed customer-dominant logic, it is suggested that the 

provider’s perspective on service is significantly different to the users’ (Heinonen et al. 2010, 

543). Not all of the users’ activities and experiences are connected to the provider’s service 

even during the use of the service. Users integrate other actors’ operand and operant re-

sources in parallel to integrating the provider’s. Users’ contexts, activities, practices, experi-

ences and desired outcomes, their life worlds need to be explored and understood which are 
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mostly invisible to the provider (cf. Medberg & Heinonen 2014, 592). Practitioners working in 

the public sector like Jackson argue equivalently (2017). The provider’s view on service is dif-

ferent from the user’s. Governments and administrations shape policies in the form of laws or 

regulations which are translated into processes that become experienceable for people 

through services. Citizens start from the other side. They use a public service instance to 

achieve a certain outcome, may have a vague understanding of underlying processes, but are 

often far removed from a law’s original intention (Jackson 2017). It can be concluded that 

capturing citizens’ lifeworlds as Heinonen and others suggest is required to understand how 

public service and the outcomes of their usage can contribute to the creation of public value. 

For service to respond to citizens’ contexts, needs and capabilities, they have to be con-

sciously designed to do so. Buchanan describes four areas of design, one of them being the 

design of “activities and organized services” (1992, 9). The area covers the logistical manage-

ment of physical resources, appliances and people to reach a certain outcome. Furthermore, 

it involves the creative exploration of making experiences more satisfying and meaningful for 

users by utilising design thinking (Buchanan 1992). Recent definitions of the design of service, 

proposed 25 years later, are similar: “Service design is the activity of planning and organizing 

people, infrastructure, communication and material components of a service in order to im-

prove its quality and the interaction between service provider and customers” (Sangiorgi & 

Prendiville 2017). The term service design and the related role of service designer were de-

scribed as early as at the beginning of the 1980s (cf. Shostak 1982; 1984). Stickdorn, Law-

rence, Hormess and Schneider emphasise the various natures of service design characterised 

by different scholars and practitioners, describing it as a mindset, a process, a toolset, a 

cross-disciplinary language and a management approach (2017). Comparably, in an attempt to 

framing the term design thinking from an academic and practical perspective, Carlgren, 

Rauth and Elmquist describe four categories: principles, mindsets, practices and techniques 

(2016). Stickdorn et al. use the term design thinking and service design almost interchangea-

bly, arguing that both approaches have more commonalities than differences (2017, 20). A 

crowdsourced definition of service design created by hundreds of practitioners describes ser-

vice design as rooted in design thinking (Stickdorn et al. 2017). Characteristics of design 

thinking are user focus, problem framing, visualisation, experimentation, and diversity 

(Carlgren et al. 2016). Similarly, service design is characterised as a “human-centered, col-

laborative, interdisciplinary, iterate approach which uses research, prototyping, and a set of 

[…] activities and visualization tools” (Stickdorn et al. 2017, 27). Others also identify the role 

of visualisation, prototyping and participation in the practice of service design (cf. Wetter-

Edman 2011, 70). Concordantly, both approaches, service design and design thinking, are 

characterised by scholars having a focus on users or humans, utilising visualisation, embracing 

interdisciplinarity or diversity, and applying experimentation or iteration respectively. The 
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attribute of problem framing, presented by Carlgren et al. when characterising design think-

ing, cannot be found in definitions for service design. It can be argued, though, that the ob-

ject of service design is services whose purpose is to solve problems for users and hence, 

problem framing must be equally inherent in service design.  

The objective of service design is transformation on a lower or higher level – from the individ-

ual to society – and the creation of value (Wetter-Edman 2011). Therefore, the practice and 

activity of service design focuses not only on single service interactions and immediate out-

comes but contribute to a longer-lasting benefit for the user. Wetter-Edman remarks that 

both design thinking, which emerged from management debates (cf. Carlgren et al. 2016), 

and service-dominant logic, which emerged from the service marketing discourse, are con-

cerned with value creation (Wetter-Edman 2011, 98). Service design practice is seen as a way 

to realise service-dominant logic and therefore as an enabler of value creation (cf. Wetter-

Edman 2011; 2014). Linking existing design practice with the theoretical academic model, the 

‘design for service’ framework is presented and combines a service logic view with a design 

proposition concerned with experience and context (Wetter-Edman 2014, 95). It looks at ex-

isting service systems, captures their value co-creation activities and assesses value-in-con-

text mechanics. The framework also considers actors and their approaches to resource inte-

gration and expands the understanding of value co-creation to incorporate public and private 

resources. 

Beyond the application for service, the term design is described by Bason as “a systematic, 

creative process that combines different elements to achieve a particular commercial or soci-

etal purpose. The process is visual and experimental, with human experience and behaviour 

at its core” (2017b, 50). The impact of service design projects can range from service interac-

tion design to service design interventions to organisational transformation (Junginger & San-

giorgi 2009, 4346). Service interaction design impacts artefacts and behaviours. Service de-

sign interventions influence norms and values, while organisational transformation affects 

fundamental assumptions and prevailing paradigms (cf. Sangiorgi 2010, 32). Design for service 

expands from designing experiences delivered through artefacts to creating new, more holis-

tic value relations that compass artefacts and people (cf. Kimbell 2013, 25). 

In sum, service is a perspective on value creation. It is characterised as interactive, proces-

sual, experiential and relational. Service design is concerned with design for service, with the 

objective of transformation and value creation. As a practice, it utilises visualisation, proto-

typing, and participation and is inherently collaborative, interdisciplinary, and iterative. Its 

scope reaches from influencing the individual to larger groups and shaping service interac-

tions to organisational transformation. Service design understands actors, experience and 

context and is considered successful when value is created. Public value is created for users 

through provided service, achieved outcomes and generated trust. Service design supports all 
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three. It shapes the service offering and influences intended outcomes by taking a human-

centred approach. It enables the buildup of trust by being participatory, interdisciplinary and 

collaborative. In more recent contributions to the public management discourse, public sector 

organisations are seen as providers of public services rather than public goods. A public ser-

vice-dominant approach for public value creation (Osborne et al. 2012) and more recently 

public service logic (Osborne 2017) has emerged to which service design can contribute. This 

thesis asserts that Sangiorgi and Wetter-Edman’s framework of design for service is equally 

applicable to the public service-dominant logic as it is to service-dominant logic. 

3.4 Service design scope 

Service design is described as a holistic activity (cf. Moritz 2005; Wetter-Edman 2011; Stick-

dorn et al. 2017) and as a “mediator between organisations and clients” (Moritz 2005, 150). 

Among many things, it deals with resources, operational context and constraints in the organ-

isation, it also recognises and responds to the wider landscape beyond organisational bounda-

ries. According to Moritz, service design contributes to strategy, reshapes processes, supports 

culture change and talent development (2005). Therefore, it overlaps with organisational de-

sign and change management. This overview model (figure 2) illustrates how service design 

looks equally inwards and outwards, how value emerges for stakeholders inside and outside of 

the organisation, and how there is a reciprocal influence on both sides. 

 

Figure 2: Service design overview model (Moritz 2005, 152-153) 

Moritz describes four levels of design: design of features, of client experiences, of processes 

and systems, of strategy, philosophy, policy or ideology (2005, 33). Others, before and after, 

have described different areas of design and levels of complexity they deal with (cf. Bu-

chanan 1992; Di Russo 2016). Junginger and Sangiorgi argue that service design projects gain 
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different levels of depth, can reach far into the organisation, and can have various outcomes 

and impacts (2009). Service design can ‘scale up’, ‘reach out’, and also ‘deepen in’ (Sangiorgi 

2009). Thereby, it stretches far beyond service interfaces. The impacts and outcomes of ser-

vice design can range from low to mid and high level effects. Low-level impacts include ser-

vice interaction design where artefacts and behaviours are changed, but norms and values are 

unaffected. On a mid-level, service design interventions in redesign processes can question 

and change norms and values. The effect can be organisational change if the value is demon-

strable, but fundamental assumptions remain the same. On a high level, service design can 

lead to organisational transformation, altering deeper assumptions held by people who make 

up the organisation. To achieve that, co-creation with multiple key stakeholders and collabo-

ration over a longer period of time is required (Junginger & Sangiorgi 2009). 
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Table 2: Comparison of areas, levels, and impact levels of design and service design 

A mapping of areas, levels, and impact levels of design indicates how far service design activ-

ities can reach and where their boundaries might be (table 2). If service designers can over-

come organisational resistance and evidence value, service design projects can lead to organ-

isational transformation. Designing transformative services may not actually be possible with-

out a redesign of the organisation providing the service (cf. Hill 2012).  

Human-centred design practitioners in governments have described the transformative power 

of service design in similar ways. In the public context, service design encompasses designing 

services end-to-end, from front to back, and in every channel. This includes the “user-facing 

service, internal processes, supporting policy or legislation and organisational, financial and 

governance structures of the service” (Downe 2016). It is acknowledged that services will 

shape government and its organisational set-up, not the other way round (Foreshew-Cain 

2016). 

As service design goes both inwards and outwards, it means applying its principles, processes 

and methods not only to the service but also to the servicing organisation. As service is the 

application of specialised competences, i.e. knowledge and skills (cf. Vargo & Lusch 2004), 

service design must include understanding the knowledge and skills in the service providing 

organisation to improve the service offering. This cannot be limited to the knowledge and 

skills in service operation but needs to expand to the knowledge and skills in service design 

and development, moving from designing for service to designing for the design of service (cf. 

Hara 2003). Service design has to be applied to the design of services, therefore, it needs to 

operate on multiple levels. As service design is strategic design by nature, it has to be equally 

concerned with the matter, e.g. a service, as with the meta, e.g. the organisation providing 

the service, including the organisational design, operating model, processes and skills of staff 

(cf. Hill 2012). Hill argues: “Strategic design must be […] able to perceive how the entire or-

ganisation operates (this is a system) and move freely across the intersection of its elements, 

and to have the agency to suggest and enact a reorientation of the organisation” (Hill 2012, 

121). Similarly, Brown and Martin discuss how design thinking practices need to be applied 

both to the outputs and activities of an organisation as well as to the organisation itself, de-

scribing cases where “every aspect of the organization had to be redesigned for the new ser-

vice” (2015). Furthermore, other service management scholars have identified understanding 

organisation and employee issues linked to successful service as a research priority, next to 

leveraging service design (Ostrom, Parasuraman, Bowen, Patrício & Voss 2015).  
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3.5 Human-centred design for public services 

Governments spend large parts of their annual budgets directly or indirectly on service provi-

sion. About 70% of Germany’s federal budget of 2017 was allocated to labour and social af-

fairs, education, healthcare, families, inner security, justice and consumer protection (Bun-

desministerium der Finanzen 2016). However, in public management discourse, public ser-

vices are often not understood as services (Osborne et al. 2012, 136). Public organisations and 

scholars predominantly hold a goods-dominant view and describe goods and services as units 

of output (cf. Nabatchi 2017). A holistic service-for-service exchange perspective for public 

service organisations emerged only recently with the presentation of public service-dominant 

logic and public service logic (cf. Osborne et al. 2012; Osborne 2017). New Public Manage-

ment and prevailing public value theory depict citizens as receivers of service and value, but 

do not suggest engaging with them in a direct, individual and qualitative way (cf. Moore 1995; 

2004). 

Citizen participation can make public services better, more effective, and improve their out-

comes (cf. Fledderus, Brandsen & Honingh 2015). The term co-production in relation to public 

service delivery and as a manifestation of citizen participation was established in the 1970s, 

popularised in the 1980s and regained importance in the 2000s and 2010s (cf. Pestoff, Brand-

sen & Verschuere 2012). Co-production has multiple meanings and can be seen through vari-

ous lenses – ranging from individual service relationships to connections between organisa-

tions (cf. Ewert & Evers 2012). The common goals are to increase the focus on end-users, 

make services more effective and to improve service outcomes (Ewert & Evers 2012). Differ-

ing definitions of co-production position it in the governance, planning/design or the produc-

tion of public service provision itself. Scholars describe co-production in varying ways, as con-

cerned with deciding what to do, how to do it or doing it (cf. Alford 2014). In face-to-face 

service provision, a government agent cannot deliver the service without active engagement 

and participation of and interaction with the citizen who requested the service. This is differ-

ent to the delivery of finished public goods or products – where no citizen participation is 

needed (Whitaker 1980). Through the interaction, the service user becomes a co-producer of 

the desired transformation or outcome (Whitaker 1980). 

Beyond that, citizen participation can refer to various activities: lobbying of interest groups, 

submitting inputs via public consultations, voting in elections, attending town hall meetings. 

All of these are ways to influence policy decisions and represent an “upward flow of policy 

making” (Best 1973, 138). Administrations may use forms of citizen participation as a sym-

bolic act, to obtain citizen approval but not fundamentally change policies, appreciate input 

or acknowledge suggestions (Terkessidis 2015, 13). Other scholars mirror the notion that citi-

zen participation in public service delivery can decrease uncertainty for users, but may in-
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crease perceived uncertainty for public service organisations (Fledderus et al. 2015). How-

ever, citizen participation can be used to improve services and make them more effective 

through reciprocal transformation and by doing so increase the success of related programmes 

(Whitaker 1980, 245). In this model, citizens are providing information that leads to the itera-

tion and improvement of existing public human-to-human services. Feedback forms and user 

satisfaction surveys in contemporary digital self-service have a similar function. Co-creation 

and co-production are separate, sequenced activities at different stages of service develop-

ment and delivery. They both involve a government organisation and an external party (cf. 

Alford 2014). Co-creation relates to the planning and design of a service instance. Co-produc-

tion is concerned with the service provision itself. Co-creation can be optional, co-production 

cannot. While some scholars describe co-production as an add-on, others have argued for a 

long time it is unavoidable, even though the degree of user contribution might vary (cf. Whit-

aker 1980; Alford 2016). Whitaker categorises three broad activity types of co-production of 

public service: citizens requesting assistance from public agents; citizens providing assistance 

to public agents; and citizens and agents interacting to adjust each other’s service expecta-

tions and actions (1980). A service logic or service-dominant approach to public service con-

siders citizen engagement and user involvement at all stages from policy-making to service 

provision (cf. Osborne et al. 2012, 142). 

Human-centred and user-centred design are approaches increasingly used for policy making 

and service design in the public sector around the world since the 2010s (cf. Junginger 2017; 

Bason 2017b). Both design approaches have been discussed in relation to human-computer in-

teraction. The International Organization for Standardization offers requirements and recom-

mendations on human-centred design for interactive systems in section 210 of its ISO 9241 

standard. There, it advises how hardware and software components of computer-based inter-

active systems should be designed and developed to make them more usable and useful for 

users. The documentation of the standard contains a note that the term human-centred de-

sign is used instead of user-centred design to reflect a broader application to stakeholders 

who might not be direct users of the system, acknowledging that both terms are often used 

synonymously (ISO 2010). Winograd & Woods characterise human-centred design as problem-

driven, activity-centred, and context-bound (1997). In their report from a working group con-

sisting of academics and practitioners, they look at different meanings of the term human-

centred design – a closed interpretation concerned with the usability of technology and a 

wider interpretation concerned with how it is integrated into other user activities. In the 

wider reading, the attribute problem-driven refers to understanding people’s routines and sit-

uations and the difficulties emerging from these. There, human-centred design being activity-

centred relates to capturing people’s goals and task contexts. The third characteristic con-

text-bound deals with the circumstances and situations people are in and how these allow 
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them to act. All three attributes are connected, related and overlap. The closer interpreta-

tion assigns fixed roles to people such a user, operator or consumer which neglects fluidity. 

While still linked to technology, this wider interpretation of a human-centred design approach 

suggests using empirical research to understand human activity and investigate how com-

puter-based systems can better be integrated into evidenced human behaviours and, moreo-

ver, to develop generalised concepts and techniques related to specific reoccurring contexts 

(Winograd & Woods 1997). The ISO standard goes further by arguing that this design approach 

increases effectiveness and efficiency, but also people’s well-being, user satisfaction, acces-

sibility and sustainability (2010). Other definitions of human-centred design imply a link to 

human rights and human dignity (Junginger 2017, 18). 

User-centred design is described on a similar broad scale to human-centred design. For Kim-

bell, user-centred design zooms in on one object and tries to improve its usefulness, usability 

and desirability instead of reinvestigating what is value means to a person (2010). There, it is 

argued that user-centred design is rather about value-in-exchange. Ylirisku and Buur present 

a wider interpretation and see the approach – in combination with design thinking – moving 

from situational problem-solving to understanding and addressing wider societal needs (2007). 

It puts people at the centre of attention and elevates them from being helpers to co-develop-

ers in the process (Ylirisku & Buur 2007). Holmlid traces interaction design and experience de-

sign back to the 1990s and argues that interaction design became the main user-centred de-

sign discipline (2009). It is questioned whether interaction design, experience design, and 

user-centred design should be differentiated. The term was coined in 1988 by psychologist 

Don Norman in his book ‘The Design of Everyday Things’. The original edition had dedicated 

an entire chapter to user-centred design and saw it as an approach “based on the needs and 

interests of users with an emphasis on making products usable and understandable” (1988). 

25 years later, the revised version does not mention the term even once (Norman 2013). In-

stead, human-centred design is presented as a process to assure what is designed matches the 

needs, capabilities and behaviours of the people it is designed for. Other authors also revised 

their definitions. Stickdorn and Schneider iterated the principles of service design (cf. 2010; 

Stickdorn et al. 2017). The first principle ‘user-centred’ suggests the experience of a service 

must be seen through the eyes of service users (2010, 34). In 2017, the revised principles re-

fer to ‘human-centred’ design, which more broadly refers to stakeholders, including service 

providers, customers, users, and non-customers. The changed language and increased scope 

integrate everyone who is affected by the service and has some experience with it, even if 

indirect. For some scholars and authors, the term user-centred design has expanded while 

others abandoned it and adopted the phrase human-centred design instead. The shift reflects 

mainly three things: 1. The focus is not limited to the better use of specific products, ser-

vices, and systems; 2. More stakeholders than the immediate service users need to be consid-

ered; 3. A social dimension, human capacity and impact on other people need to be factored 
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into design considerations. This broader sociological angle is reflected in more recent addi-

tions to the discourses in both public management and service management (cf. Meynhardt et 

al. 2017; Heinonen et al. 2010). 

Principles laid out in the ISO standard describe the nature of human-centred design process as 

generating an understanding of people, tasks and environment, involving them throughout the 

design and development process, doing ongoing user-centred evaluation, having an iterative 

process, considering the whole experience and working with a team that has multidisciplinary 

skills and perspectives (2010). Norman describes four different activities in the human-cen-

tred design process: observation, ideation, prototyping, testing (2013). These are part of an 

iterative cycle. 

In various definitions of human-centred design, collaboration is attributed (cf. Winograd & 

Woods 1997; Junginger 2017). The concept of co-production in the context of public service is 

seen as a form of citizen participation. Service design is described as both collaborative and 

participative (cf. Wetter-Edman 2011; Stickdorn et al. 2017). An important differentiation to 

make: collaboration is distinct from the concept of cooperation. In cooperation, various ac-

tors get together, work together and, once the joint task is done, disband as intact and un-

changed units. Collaboration, in contrast, means actors themselves are changed in and as a 

result of the process; actors actively welcome transformation (Terkessidis 2015, 14). Public 

organisations learn and evolve through the engagement and interactions they have with citi-

zens and other actors. Furthermore, service design is characterised as co-creative (Stickdorn 

& Schneider 2010), a term that emerged in the public management discourse only recently 

(cf. Alford 2014; Osborne 2017). It acknowledges an earlier and stronger involvement of citi-

zens not only in the phase of service provision but also planning and design. 

Junginger proposes a framework to describe creation and co-creation in public organisations 

and categorise their design practices (figure 3). It visualises the choices to either design for, 

design with or design by. The visual nine-box grid provides an overview of what design possi-

bilities there are and how external experts, citizens, the organisational staff are involved 

(2017, 48ff.). In the nine possible configurations, each of the three different parties are ei-

ther included or excluded. Different situations, organisational settings and mindsets lead to a 

preference for one possibility over the others. A human-centred approach to designing for 

public service is described as design with or by citizens where organisational staff and exter-

nal experts might be involved to various degrees. Design with citizens can either be led by ex-

ternal experts and exclude organisational staff, led by external experts and include both or-

ganisational staff and citizens or not rely on external support but be led by organisational 

staff. Design by citizens can exclude organisational staff when citizens design for organisa-

tions and organisational staff outside-in. In another configuration, citizens lead the design 



 36 

 

work but involve organisational staff. When design work is done jointly by citizens and organi-

sational staff, they co-create and produce. Both parties have ownership of what is being cre-

ated. The matrix of common design practices in public organisations allows for the location 

and categorisation of existing practices of governments and administrations around the world. 

Furthermore, it can be used to compare an as-is and to-be state. 

 

Figure 3: Common design practises in public organisations (Junginger 2017, 51) 

Government and administration have various tasks, among those are recognising societal is-

sues, drafting responding policies, implementing these policies by shaping processes and 

providing service instances. In the larger service-logic understanding of service as value-ex-

change process, policy-making can be seen as an activity that is part of service that govern-

ment provides. In a democratic environment, laws and policies should be made in the interest 

of most people. Government and administration have to address wider societal needs. While 

someone who committed a crime might not want to be imprisoned, a large group of society 

will desire that outcome. Iterative process cycles are common now as steps of policy-making, 

implementation and enforcement in many countries. An iterative policy cycle approximately 

reassembles the human-centred design cycle. It includes investigating a socially relevant 

problem, formulating a policy by analysing a problem, understanding the context, setting 
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goals, selecting instruments, and implementing and evaluating impact and effects (cf. Jan-

sen, Van Oers, Kok & de Vries 2010). Although the idealised cycle appears similar, the policy 

design process often does not involve citizens, utilise quantitative data or make use of socio-

logical techniques and methods (cf. Junginger 2017; Bason 2017b).  

The latest wave of digitalisation in government and administration has brought a new view on 

culture, leadership, and governance. Katsonis and Botros retrace and specify the different 

phases. In the 1990s, initiatives under the label e-government were linked to New Public Man-

agement and driven by efficiency and market-orientation. In the 2000s, Government 2.0 com-

prised of evidence-based policy-making and public value creation. In the 2010s, digital gov-

ernment involved a government-as-a-platform approach, embraced co-design and co-produc-

tion and relied on collaborative user input (2015). Stimulated by cost-saving programmes and 

reviews initiated after the global financial crisis in the late 2000s, public organisations looked 

for ways to improve their public offering while managing cost (cf. Junginger & Sangiorgi 

2011). At the same time, new technologies like broadband, insight-driven decision-making 

through big data, and cheaper and more flexible cloud computing became available (Katsonis 

& Botros 2015). New behaviours in the public like using mobile devices required a response 

from the government and administration. Shifting to a digital-by-default approach and focus-

sing on the digital channel as the primary one led to lower costs for service operations (Kat-

sonis & Botros 2015). As part of the new digitalisation phase and the application of modern 

agile software development practices, design methods promised to empower organisations to 

operate faster, increase its effectiveness and enable better service experiences for citizens 

and businesses (Bason 2017b, 4-5). The digital government approach increases skill develop-

ment inside of government and promotes collaboration and innovation internally. 

Human-centred and user-centred design practices are applied in internal digital service teams 

within Denmark’s Danish Agency for Digitisation, Italy’s Digital Team, Australia’s Digital 

Transformation Agency, at 18F, part of the United State’s General Services Administration or 

the United Kingdom’s Government Digital Service (Mergel 2017). Multidisciplinary teams work 

in agile development cycles following a design, build, test approach (Mergel 2016) similar to 

the human-centred design approach discussed earlier. In 2018, the UK Government employed 

800 trained designers. About 10% of them are service designers (Kane & Jordan 2018). These 

experts research service users’ contexts, needs and capabilities before developing services 

and reinterpret policies, map current systems and identify key stakeholders (Kane & Jordan 

2018). The UK’s Government Transformation Strategy, a policy paper published by the Cabi-

net Office in 2017, explicitly names “user-centred, design-led” approaches and sets trans-

forming services for citizens as a 2020 goal (Government Digital Service 2017). Specific design 

techniques used in the context of government can include design ethnography, research 

probes, prototyping, co-design techniques or collaborative ideation (Bailey & Lloyd 2016). 

Other scholars documented the application of further human-centred design approaches like 
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persona tools to understand and represent users of a public service, visualisation and mapping 

techniques to capture service ecosystems and user journeys, and observational techniques to 

identify touchpoints people have or might miss with public service (Trischler & Scott 2015). 

Different scholars wonder if those who apply human-centred design approaches can succeed 

beyond improving individual service interactions. Service designers might not be prepared for 

dealing with more substantial organisational challenges and operating in complex policy con-

texts (Junginger & Sangriori 2011, 480). More generalist civil servants might have to be 

trained accordingly. However, if applied well, human-centred design techniques and practices 

can address fourth-order design issues on a system or environmental level (cf. Buchanan 

2001b, 12). As design for public sector innovation is still new, the interaction between design-

minded practitioners and government officials may not be friction-less (Bason 2017b, 6).  

Governments are providing thousands of different kinds of service to the public. In a growing 

number of countries, in-house designers and design-minded public servants are applying hu-

man-centred approaches and let citizens participate in the process of (re-)designing these 

services (cf. Mergel 2017; Jordan & Dribbisch 2018a). The government organisations employ-

ing them and encouraging this way of working seem to understand the contribution human-

centred design can make to public service improvement and public value creation. On which 

level of complexity, as described by Buchanan (1992), the designerly public servants are oper-

ating might not have been researched substantially and neither their direct impact. For the 

context of the thesis and Hamburg as its subject, it can be concluded that human-centred de-

sign is already an established approach in administrations to create citizen-friendly services 

as the city-state intends to do. 

4 Development process and methods 

Designers and engineers have been developing endless variations of design processes since de-

sign became an established profession in the 20th century. In a time when design is used to 

shape everything from single artefacts to related experiences to systems and behaviours up to 

large-scale systems (Di Russo 2016, 42), activities, goals and results do differ, but the under-

lying processes are likely to be similar (Dubberly 2004, 4). The high-level approaches of both 

diffuse design and expert design are comparable (Manzini 2015). Even when everyone can de-

sign and everything can be designed, the process determines the quality of the outcome. In 

the purest design process archetype, an input is followed by analysis and synthesis which then 

leads to an output (cf. Dubberly 2004). 

Design processes are “a sequence of unique actions leading to the realization of some aim or 

intention” (Koberg & Bagnall 1991). They help reduce risk, set expectations, and increase re-

peatability (Dubberly 2004, 6). From both a human as well as a business perspective, increas-

ing the likelihood of success, limiting uncertainty, and allowing improvements are desirable 
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goals. In addition to problem-solving, Manzini describes sense-making as a core capability of 

design and design processes (2015, 35). It refers to the social construction of meaning which, 

again, is linked to the creation of public value as Meynhardt describes it; being what the pub-

lic values (cf. 2009, 206). Therefore, the recognition of functions of design and consequent 

adaptation of design processes can induce improved outcomes. 

This chapter introduces and compares service design principles, processes and methods. It 

also details the multi-level scope of service design. The approaches discussed in the following 

sections are then used in the development project and its related qualitative research. They 

are explicated and their application is documented in chapter five. The process and methods 

support the research regarding the understanding and comprehension of human-centred de-

sign practices in the Hamburg administration and how the application of human-centred de-

sign approaches can support public value creation. 

4.1 Service design principles 

As expounded in chapter three, service design as a practical approach to developing services 

is described by scholars and practitioners in similar ways. Stickdorn et al. characterise it as 

having six central principles of being human-centred, collaborative, iterative, sequential, 

real, and holistic (2017, 27). The first principle, human-centred, emphasises that all people 

involved in the creation, delivery, and usage of the service are considered. That includes or-

ganisational staff, suppliers, service users and non-users. The second principle highlights that 

service design is collaborative in its nature. The main stakeholders concerned with the service 

are actively involved in its design. Chapter 3.5 shows nine configurations for stakeholder en-

gagement in the public sector (figure 3). Service design is not linear, it is explorative and it-

erative. That means designing services includes experimentation, evaluation, and potential 

repetition with variation to determine the most usable, feasible, and viable implementation. 

Service design being sequential refers to services being “visualized and orchestrated as a se-

quence of interrelated actions” (Stickdorn et al. 2017). As services stretch through time and 

space – and even though users might interact with them in their own way – orders of use need 

to be considered. Polaine, Løvlie and Reason remark that service design differs from other 

design fields like product or interaction design as it is concerned with multiple touchpoints 

used at different points in time (2013, 44). The fifth principle, real, refers to service design 

being bound to pragmatic reality. User needs have to be discovered in the real world, service 

prototypes need to be tested in the real world, and service outcomes must be measurable in 

the real world, too. Lastly, the principle of being holistic describes the comprehensiveness of 

service design. It is connected to the business, its operations and processes, and linked to a 

wider ecosystem of actors. Furthermore, its impact on all service stakeholders is acknowl-

edged. 
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Similarly, Wetter-Edman specifies five characteristics of service design in three areas (2011, 

69) based on attributes found in academic literature. The areas cover how, who, and what. 

The characteristics are 1. interdisciplinary, 2. visualisations and prototyping, 3. participation, 

4. designing transformation and 5. value creation (Wetter-Edman 2011, 64–69). Interdiscipli-

nary implies that multiple disciplines, not just designers, are involved and collaborate with 

each other in the design of services. The characteristics of visualisations and prototyping re-

fer to activities and techniques service design practitioners apply. Visualisations refer to vis-

ual sense-making and the rending of understanding while prototyping is visualisation that also 

involves people and artefacts. The testing of prototypes is reflected in the third characteris-

tic: participation as various internal and external stakeholders take part in the design pro-

cess. The fourth attribute describes the transformative character of service design in various 

levels as also described by Junginger & Sangiorgi, ranging from changes regarding core pro-

cesses of a service system to changes in surrounding culture, mission, and paradigm (2009). As 

previously exhibited in 3.3, service design is concerned with value creation, described by the 

fifth characteristic. The five attributes can be mapped against the principles suggested by 

Stickdorn et al. as shown in table 3. Although there are not only direct matches, there are 

significant overlaps between the attributes. 

 

Characteristics of service design 

(Wetter-Edman 2011) 

Principles of service design 

(Stickdorn et al. 2017) 

Themes of design thinking 

(Carlgren et al. 2016) 

Interdisciplinary Collaborative Diversity 

Participation 

Visualizations and 

prototyping 

Real  Visualization 

Sequential 

Iterative Experimentation 

Designing transformation Holistic Problem framing 

Value creation Human-centered User focus 



 41 

 

Table 3: Overlaps in characteristics and principles of service design, and themes of design 

thinking 

As established in chapter two, service design utilises design thinking approaches (cf. Stickdorn 

et al. 2017, 20) which overlap in their characteristics. Design thinking is portrayed in five 

themes: user focus, problem framing, visualisation, experimentation, and diversity (cf. 

Carlgren et al. 2016). For comparison, the themes are also added to table 3. A conceptual 

model of design thinking proposed by Carlgren et al. and illustrated by Schmiedgen (2016) can 

be utilised beyond related managerial debates (figure 4). It helps to understand how princi-

ples relate to lower-level activities. 

 

Figure 4: A conceptual model of design thinking (Schmiedgen 2016; after Carlgren et al. 2016) 

The model distinguishes three levels, established and borrowed from other discourses like, for 

example, total quality management. The three-level conceptual model helps to understand 

and capture the interrelation of high-level guiding rules, mid-level ways of thinking and work-

ing, and low-level techniques. On level one, principles relate to the general approach an or-

ganisation is taking, unconnected from any one project. Principles are enacted through prac-

tices an embodied in mindsets. As a real-world example, the UK Government published its ten 

design principles in 2014 (Government Digital Service 2012). They contain fundamental rules 

like “Start with user needs”, “Iterate. Then iterate again”, or “This is for everyone”. On the 

second level, practices describe ways of working in an organisation. Practices are linked to 

the principles but can vary significantly from project to project depending on the context in 

particular parts of the organisation. Practices also depend on people’s skills and experiences. 

An example of human-centred design practice in government is the 2-hours/6-weeks routine 

at the UK Government Digital Service (Reichelt 2014). It asks that members of digital service 
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teams and the management team above have “exposure hours” of user research, regular time 

spent observing citizens using versions of public services. Practices influence and are influ-

enced by mindsets. Mindsets are attributes or ways of thinking. They embody higher-level 

principles. The user research practice of exposure hours may over time shift how British civil 

servants think about co-design and co-creation of public services. Equally, their “users first” 

mindset may alter user research practices in the organisation (Williams 2015). Both mindsets 

and practices support and are supported by specific techniques. A method such as visualising 

systems and a related concrete tool like a service blueprint can assist the development of 

mindsets. They are also the concrete manifestation of practice (cf. Stickdorn et al. 2017, 37). 

As the three-level conceptual model helps to distinguish guiding rules, ways of thinking and 

working, and low-level techniques, it is utilised in chapter five to categorise research find-

ings.  

4.2 Service design process 

Incorporating high-level service design principles and characteristics, the service design pro-

cess describes the order and sequence of service design practices, the mid-level ways of 

working. The processes of mechanical engineers, software developers, business managers, 

and designers have large similarities, but these groups are often unaware of each other’s 

practices (Dubberly 2004, 7). Dubberly who collected more than one-hundred process models 

developed between the late 1930s and mid-2000s emphasises the resemblances of many pro-

cess models. Comparing them, he argues each have steps, are focused on a goal, and suggest 

iteration and convergence. He separates the process models from the activities they describe. 

Most process models, Dubberly concludes, have between three to seven steps or phases (Dub-

berly 2004, 82). One of the most detailed models consists of 229 steps which industrial de-

signers should follow, proposed by Archer in 1964 as a checklist of a systematic method (cf. 

DRS 2016). While Archer’s model was rigorous and highly prescriptive, contemporary practi-

tioners and scholars hold the view that process models need to suit many different contexts 

and problem areas and therefore have to be adaptable (Stickdorn et al. 2017, 83). 

 One of the most prominent and oft-quoted design process models is the double-double devel-

oped by the British Design Council (2007). Its visual representation mirrors the shape of two 

linked rhombuses and represents two instances of divergent thinking and convergent thinking. 

In creative processes, the phase of diverging allows the generation of choices, the phase of 

converging reduces and decides (cf. Brown 2009, 67). The first part is concerned with the 

problem, the second deals with finding suitable solutions. Developed in 2005 and based on in-

house research, the double-diamond is divided into four distinct phases: discover, define, de-

velop and deliver (Design Council 2007). The first instance of divergent and convergent think-

ing contains a discover and a define phase. In these, an understanding of the problem is 
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gained and the area of focus is defined. At the end of the first diamond, a design brief is cre-

ated and the problem is reframed. The second diamond consists of a develop and a deliver 

phase – to explore, select and implement solutions. A similar model was proposed by Banathy 

in 1996 for designing social systems. There, the first diamond transcends and envisions alter-

native images while the second diamond transforms through design by exploring alternative 

solutions (1996, 75). Most representations of the Design Council’s double-double process 

model indicate a linear design process. An earlier, rarely issued version includes an illustra-

tion of small iterative loops for exploration and testing (depicted in its original form instead 

of redrawn in figure 5). It is complemented with a description of a prototype-test-refine cycle 

(2007, 10). In summary, activities in the first diamond support identifying the right problem 

while in the second diamond they help respond to human needs (cf. Norman 2013, 221). 

 

Figure 5: Double-diamond design process model by British Design Council (2007) 

A third and more advanced double-diamond-shaped process model for service innovation, in-

tegrating foresight and service design, is presented by Ojasalo, Koskelo & Nousiainen (2015, 

202). It depicts all its four phases as divergent and convergent: 1. map & understand, 2. fore-

cast & ideate, 3. model & evaluate, 4. conceptualise & influence (figure 6). It transitions 

from sensing and seizing. It suggests a holistic, adaptable, and iterative approach. 
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Figure 6: Service innovation process model for foresight and service design (Ojasalo et al. 

2015, 202) 

In its first phase, the service innovation process model proposes to map changes in business 

contexts and to recognise and forecast user needs and wants. In the second stage, the find-

ings are used to stimulate the generation of new ideas and forecast alternative futures. In 

comparison to the four stages in the double-diamond model, more progress is made before 

the beginning of the third phase. While the Design Council model names a problem definition 

and therefore a synthesised understanding as the output of phase two, the model by Ojasalo 

et al. already progressed into solution space by proposing new ideas. In phase three of the 

combined foresight and service design model, new solutions are generated by zooming in and 

out, communicating and evaluating drafts of varying detail. The fourth and final phase is con-

cerned with conceptualising a new service offering and affecting the future.  

As service design and design thinking share many attributes, the related processes do also and 

have comparable phases. The design thinking process, as presented by the Hasso Plattner In-

stitute of Design at Stanford University (figure 7), consists of five sequential steps: empa-

thise, define, ideate, prototype, and test (2010). The empathise phase is about understanding 

people and the context of the work. The define step is concerned with framing the problem, 

similar to the second phase in the double-diamond process model. The phase ideate focuses 

on generating a broad range of possible ideas. The fourth phase is intended for generating ar-

tefacts and turning the ideas into concrete prototypes which happen in tandem with the last 

phase of testing. A transition between the two is suggested as they are intertwined. A proto-

type requires testing to be validated or invalidated. Even though the visual representation 

does not suggest iterative loops, a process guide remarks that iteration is a fundamental of 

good design (Hasso Plattner Institute 2010). Despite the waterfall-like appearance, it is noted 
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that the process model should be seen as a customisable framework that requires modifica-

tion depending on the problem area and the design modes can be used in different orders. 

 

Figure 7: Design thinking process model by Dschool Stanford (Hasso Plattner Institute 2010) 

An alternative design thinking process model is used by the Potsdam-based School of Design 

Thinking since 2007 (Hasso-Plattner-Institut 2018). It consists of six instead of five steps and 

visually represents an iterative approach by depicting loops of repetition (figure 8). Its last 

three phases of ideate, prototype, test mirror the Stanford model. The first two, though, split 

the emphasis stage into a understand and observe phase. In the step understand, teams are 

supposed to set the problem space and form an outside view by engaging with different 

stakeholders in the observe phase. The step point of view deals with reframing the problems, 

informed by the knowledge accumulated in the first two phases. It equates the step define in 

the Stanford model. 

 

Figure 8: Design thinking process model by School of Design Thinking Potsdam (Hasso-Platt-

ner-Institut 2018) 

In the context of government and public service delivery, design and development teams have 

created similar process models. The UK Government Digital Service established its Digital by 
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Default Service Standard in 2014 (Scott 2014) and presented a related visualisation of a four-

stage process (figure 9). The related practice combines human-centred design and agile soft-

ware delivery approaches for digital service development. The first phase, Discovery, deals 

with understanding service users, their needs and contexts, what user journeys look like, 

which services are already addressing similar needs and what related policies exist. The stage 

includes carrying out user research and analysing policies, laws and business needs (Govern-

ment Digital Service 2016a). The second phase, called Alpha, is concerned with building and 

testing prototypes as well as demonstrating the technical feasibility of the service to be built 

(Government Digital Service 2016b). Based on validated prototypes, phase three, named 

Beta, deals with developing a working version and continuously iterating it based on ongoing 

user feedback and screening of established key performance indicators (Government Digital 

Service 2016c). Live, the fourth phase, is about launching and operating a service that is con-

stantly improved based on user feedback, analytics, and conducted user research (Govern-

ment Digital Service 2016d). 

 

Figure 9: Digital service development process by UK Government Digital Service (Scott 2014) 

Comparing and mapping the stages of the five design and development process models (table 

4) highlights their different weighting of activities in the problem or solution space. Further-

more, it points out how holistic they are. Although all five involve investigating context, 

stakeholders and their needs, described in various nuances and degrees of detail, only two 

encompass implementation and delivery. The Design Council’s double-diamond process model 

and digital service development process of the UK Government cover explicitly the realisation 

and launch of what has been designed throughout the various phases. 
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Double-diamond 

design process 

(Design Council 

2007) 

Service innova-

tion process 

(Ojasalo et al. 

2015)  

Design thinking 

process 

(Dschool Stan-

ford 2007) 

Design thinking 

process 

(Dschool Pots-

dam 2018) 

Digital service de-

velopment process 

(Government Digital 

Service 2014) 

Discover Map & under-

stand 

Empathize Understand Discovery 

Observe 

Define Define Point of view 

Develop Forecast & 

ideate 

Ideate Ideate Alpha 

Model & evaluate Prototype Prototype 

Conceptualize & 

influence 

Test Test Beta 

Deliver / / / Live 

Table 4: Comparison of phases in five design and development process models 

As this thesis investigates how service design can contribute to public value creation, the un-

derlying process needs to consider implementation and launch of an offering to provide a ben-

efit for citizens. Therefore, the thesis follows a discover-define-develop-deliver approach, 

similar to the double-diamond design process model. Described as overlapping and not mutu-

ally exclusive, Stickdorn et al. name four comparable core activities as part of the service de-

sign process: Research, ideation, prototyping, implementation (2017, 92–93). The develop-

ment project, described in chapter five, follows an analogue process and similar steps. 

4.3 Design process phases and methods in theory and practice 

Service design is referred to in various ways. It is seen as a practice (Wetter-Edman 2011), ac-

tivity (Sangiorgi 2017), design field (Segelström 2010), mindset, activity process, and as a 

toolkit (Stickdorn et al. 2017). As service design is a practical discipline, it requires methods 
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and related tools to be practised. Some methods are directly linked to the principles and 

characteristics of service design already discussed, like visualisation or prototyping methods. 

Many methods are borrowed from other disciplines like ethnography, sociology, psychology, 

human-computer interaction, or industrial design (cf. Polaine et al. 2013, 48). 

Researchers and practitioners in various design areas have been exploring and discussing de-

sign methods for several decades. A dedicated ‘Conference on Design Methods’ was organised 

as early as 1962 by the London Royal College of Arts’ Department of Design Research, leading 

to the so-called design methods movement in the 1960s and 1970s with the ambition to codify 

and systemise the design process to turn it into a veritable science (cf. Langrish 2016; Dub-

berly 2004, 7). Today, there is a vast number of different methods and tools used for service 

design (Moritz 2005). By analysing various sources, Alves and Nunes extracted a total of 164 

service design methods and tools (2013). A method refers to a structured and formalised prac-

tice or systematic process performed with a certain degree of accuracy and efficiency, often 

following a prescribed sequence. A tool is an instrument of any kind used to fulfil a task or 

achieve an outcome (Alves and Nunes 2013). As service design needs to be adaptive to the cir-

cumstances it is applied to, the tools and methods need be repurposed, adapted or recom-

bined (cf. Stickdorn et al. 2010 148; Moritz 2005, 185). New approaches should be explored 

(Polaine et al. 2013, 48), especially as designers are capable and supposed to design their 

own tools and ways of working. This responds to the McLuhanian idea that people shape their 

tools and in return, the tools shape them (Culkin 1967). 

The Discover phase is for generating a genuine understanding of the wider service area, 

stakeholders, and circumstances. To do that, primary and secondary research needs to be 

conducted (Nessler 2018) to collect rich data. This can happen as exploratory research 

through ethnographic methods (Kimbell 2011) by shadowing or observing how people behave 

in the real world. Techniques like user interviews help to learn about people’s experience 

(Marsh 2018). Furthermore, stakeholder maps are used to capture characteristics of the vari-

ous stakeholders, their relevance and influence (Stickdorn & Schneider 2011). In addition, 

desk research and qualitative data gathering, for example through surveys, increases the 

sources and kinds of gathered information. Using mixed methodology, method and data trian-

gulation leads to richer data sets and reduced subjectivity of individual researchers (Crouch & 

Pearce 2013, 64; Stickdorn et al. 2017, 108-109). As Discover is a diverging phase, the output 

is mostly unstructured research findings. 

The Define phase is about sense-making of data accumulated in the first phase and making 

the research actionable. This can include clustering and affinity diagramming to allow the 

generation of insights and themes. (Marsh 2018) It is useful to state issues and user needs 

from multiple angles and describe user needs on various levels. Tools supporting such are job 

maps (Bettencourt et al. 2014) and activity-centred mapping (Norman 2013). Visualisations 
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like user journeys and experience maps can support making user research data more apparent 

and accessible (Segelström 2010). Personas and other types of user profiles used as compact 

research summaries can help increase empathy and comprehension of users’ context, pains 

and wants (Moritz 2005). 

In the Develop phase, new concepts are developed, prototyped, tested and iterated (Holmlid 

& Evenson 2007). Prototypes can have a number of manifestations from paper-based to code-

based, as storyboards or scenarios (Stickdorn et al. 2017). They can be tested in formal usa-

bility tests, through guerilla testing, or in highly co-creative activities like card-sorting (Marsh 

2018). The goal is to quickly understand which ideas work and which don’t to identify desired 

and feasible solutions and test research-based hypothesis as soon as possible (Brown 2009). 

Eventually, new concepts are finalised, implemented and launched in the Deliver phase. In 

the context of public digital services, it means making sure they are compliant with regula-

tions, laws and policies and are securely built. Implementation can be supported by tools and 

methods like A/B testing and ongoing remote or lab-based usability testing. This can be com-

bined with continuous monitoring of quantitative performance data to spot changes in user 

behaviours. Due to limitations in time, the Deliver phase and the activities described above 

are not part of the thesis, as noted in the delimitations section of the thesis. 

The research and design activities conducted as part of the thesis and described in the next 

chapter followed the double-diamond approach. The researcher applied the previously men-

tioned approaches for the Discover, Define, Develop and Deliver phase. The various stages of 

the research and design process took place on two levels in parallel as suggested in chapter 

3.4: organisation and service. The research on the organisational level started earlier and led 

to the identification of a service beneficial to investigate and engage with. A range of tools 

and methods were used throughout, partially the same on both levels. Figure 10 below gives 

an overview of the different methods and tools applied. 
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Figure 10: Visualisation of this study’s research and design process and applied tools and 

methods 

The visualisation describes and gives an overview of the stages of the process on both levels 

(figure 10). The next chapter summarises the findings of the investigation into the meta and 

the matter, as Hill distinguishes the levels (2012) – the research into the organisations tasked 

with designing services as well as one of the services it is supposed to transform. 

5 Empirical findings, interventions and results 

Chapter 5 of this thesis is a report and discussion of a research project carried out for almost 

a year, starting with interviews of staff and ending with a proposal of how to increase human-

centred design capability. It is followed by a new theoretical model in 5.6, describing how 

service design contributes to public value creation. As it is not practical to separate research 

and its subsequent analysis and sense-making, subchapter 5.1 covers mostly set-up of the Dis-

cover phase related to the organisation and 5.2 focusses mainly on the related analysis in the 

Define phase. Correspondingly, 5.3.1 encompasses the research for the case service and 

5.3.2. includes the gained insights. These are followed by the Develop phase for the service in 

5.3.3. Subsequently, subchapter 5.4 contains provocations, interventions and probes for the 

organisation as short loops of prototyping to research further and gain additional insights. Af-

terwards, 5.5 zooms out and covers ideas for the organisation, describing its Develop phase.  

The author’s first interaction with representatives from the city-state of Hamburg took place 

in April 2017. The city’s chief information officer attended a talk of the thesis’ author during 

the annual congress of the German government’s IT Planning Council. The encounter led to an 

invitation to a strategic management off-site in October 2017 at the Baltic Sea with an ex-

change on ways of working and introductions to the departments’ heads of IT, members of 
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the Digital First teams, and the chief of Senate Chancellery. The primary activities took place 

between January 2018 and November 2018. The organisational research with the Digital First 

programme started in February 2018 and the engagement with the Versorgungsamt in May 

2018. The last research workshops were run in November 2018. Further work including the 

creation and testing of advanced prototypes took place but is not covered in this report. 

 This chapter describes the approach taken, summarises the research conducted, and docu-

ments the activities, interventions and concepts created.  

5.1 Capturing the current state of human-centred design practice 

Hamburg’s digital transformation agenda aims to create citizen-friendly services. To under-

stand the level of citizen- and human-centredness in the operation of the Hamburg admin-

istration and what its staff’s comprehension of design practice is, a range of research meth-

ods were used in the Discover phase. The research was conducted to answer the first of the 

two key research questions of the thesis: What is the understanding and comprehension of de-

sign practices in the Hamburg administration? 

Over a period of eleven months, the author spent one or two days in Hamburg on nine occa-

sions to conduct the research. As mixed methodologies for data collection yield richer results 

and reduce bias (Crouch & Pearce 2013; Stickdorn et al. 2017), semi-structured interviews 

with staff, contextual inquiries, observations and desk research were used as methods. 

Understanding the organisation and staff is fundamental to recognising how to improve the 

service provided (cf. Ostrom et al. 2015; Moritz 2005). Therefore, a stakeholder mapping ap-

proach was followed to identify the people involved in shaping digital services in Hamburg. 

Stakeholder maps are a visual analysis technique to identify key constituents of a project and 

to plan research and design activities (Martin & Hanington 2012). Stakeholders can be identi-

fied by role or by name. The maps are first created as speculation and further refined based 

on additional research findings. They help locate key actors, their roles and relationships to 

each other and to the project. After identifying the key actors and building a rapport, they 

were approached for an interview. These can be categorised as subject matter expert inter-

views (Kumar 2012) as the respondents are involved in designing, developing, and providing 

service to citizens (and therefore contributing to their value creation). Beyond that, as de-

scribed in chapter 3.4 and 4.3, the research is concerned with investigating both the matter – 

the service – and the meta – the design of the design of services. On the higher level, the re-

spondents are providing service to each other. It is recommended to conduct interviews with 

multiple experts to get a full picture on a given subject (cf. Kumar 2012, 83). Interviews are a 

form of qualitative survey research through conversation (Martin & Hanington 2012, 102). 

They are exploratory and generative in nature. 
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Semi-structured interviews, as one variant of the method, balance structure and openness. A 

series of semi-structured interviews share the same questions which might be followed by dif-

ferent supplementary questions. Additional probes are useful when the interviewer senses 

there might be more to be disclosed. Open refers to questions leading to non-binary answers. 

In contrast to ethnographic interviews, semi-structured interviews have a particular and more 

narrow topic focus. The analysis of the interview is facilitated by the partial structure. Equiv-

alent interview time is spent with each respondent (Gillham 2005, 70). 

Desk research included the analysis of documents published by the administration either pro-

actively or per public request through minor enquiries in the Hamburg Senate, articles from 

the local press, and internal presentations and documentation shared by the administration 

with the author. Throughout the nine on-site visits, a mix of observations and contextual in-

quiries were applied as techniques. Observations are an ethnographic method which gather 

baseline information in an unfamiliar area via the semi-structured or casual recording of phe-

nomena (Martin & Hanington 2012, 120). At two locations, at the department’s Versorgung-

samt and Digital First programme office, observations were recorded through notes, photo-

graphs, and sketches in one board meeting and two ‘jours fixes’, team’s weekly meetings. In 

addition, shorter ad-hoc contextual inquiries of up to 30 minutes were conducted. Contextual 

inquiries are a hybrid of ethnography and interviews. Respondents are questioned in their 

work environment which combines the advantages of in-depth conversion and observation 

(Marsh, 166). It is done for the benefit and ease of the interviewee but also to understand the 

context of their work, their set-up and how matches their statements. The contextual inquir-

ies were done in addition to the more formalised semi-structured interviews, mainly captured 

through handwritten notes rather than being formally codified. 

Semi-structured interviews with civil servants, public servants, and contractors were one of 

the key research activities used to examine the level of comprehension of human-centred de-

sign in the Hamburg administration (table 5). Overall, 11 interviews were conducted in Ham-

burg, Berlin, and London between July and September 2018 (cf. app. 2). All but one of the 

interviews were held face to face, one interview had to be done over the phone. Three took 

place in public locations, seven in people’s offices. The people interviewed in their offices 

have an open door policy but did not mind closing their office door for the time of the inter-

view to support an open conversation. They were assured that their name, role and position 

would not be recorded and that their data would be treated with confidentiality. The inter-

views were primarily between 60 and 70 minutes in duration, with one interview shorter and 

one longer. Eight of the respondents identified as male, three as female. The gender distribu-

tion was not deliberately chosen by the interviewer but reflects the gender balance in the or-

ganisations and specific roles. All but one of interviewed civil and public servants were men. 

The other two female interviewees were contractors. Most of the internal staff have mid-

level to senior expert roles. A few respondents work in head-of or senior management roles. 
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Organisational affiliation Employment status Number of interviews 

Department Civil servant 2 

Public servant 1 

Central Digital First team Civil servant 2 

Contractor 2 

Public servant 1 

External provider Contractor 3 

Summary 11 

Table 5: Overview of interviewed people, their organisational affiliation and employment sta-

tus 

In table 5, the term civil servant refers to people employed by a government department 

while public servants work in the wider public sector, including government-owned busi-

nesses. Contractors are hired by government organisations for short-term to mid-term dura-

tions to achieve a specific outcome. As the focus of the thesis laid on the City of Hamburg 

and the services it is providing, eleven of the people interviewed work in or for the Hamburg 

administration.  

The interviews were recorded with the consent of the respondents. Afterwards, for the De-

fine phase, they were transcribed and then analysed by codifying through simultaneous read-

ing and listening to the audio recording, as suggested by Marsh (2018, 209). The interview 

transcripts spread over 196 pages. In the process of codification, 27 different codes were as-

signed, with most interviews producing between 30 to 40 coded quotations. The software At-

las.ti was used to codify the 11 interviews. Several sections and answers in the interviews 

were given multiple codes, like ‘practice’ and ‘misuse’. Some codes were derived from theo-

retical models discussed in the previous chapter like the levels of design thinking proposed by 

Carlgren et al. (2016): principles, practices, mindsets, techniques. These were the codes with 
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the highest number of designations as well as the code barriers. Other codes are based on 

data like culture, change, or goals. After this, thematic clustering and affinity diagramming 

were used as techniques for synthesis. 187 discrete pieces of data relevant to the research 

were marked in the interview transcripts, coded and transferred to individual sticky notes and 

grouped (figure 11). When transferring the pieces of data from digital transcripts to physical 

sticky notes, the 27 codes were clustered and condensed to 12 themes (cf. Marsh 2018, 213). 

The titles of the most-used codes like mindset, practice, techniques/tools and methods were 

kept in the theme descriptions, while other codes were merged and new got new theme ti-

tles. The themes are listed in table 6. The consolidation of the codes into fewer themes al-

lowed to understand the staff’s topics of concern better and to clarify the concentrate the 

insights during the Define phase.  

 

Themes Roles Mission Mindset Benefit Practice Change 

Barriers Challenge Ideas Triggers Misuse Techniques 

Table 6: Themes used for coding 

 

Figure 11: Clustered data pieces from interviews with civil servants, public servants and con-

sultants 

5.2 Reviewing emerging patterns, barriers, challenges and opportunities 

For the analysis of the interviews, statements were compared to data gathered with other re-

search methods like observations, desk research or contextual inquiries. The research with 

triangulated methods provided a rich picture of the current state of human-centred practice 
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in the Hamburg administration. In the analysis of the diverse data, various patterns emerged. 

As described in the previous section, the 187 pieces of data were transferred from digital 

transcripts to physical sticky notes and thereby clustered, reducing 27 codes to 12 themes. In 

the following, they are described in summarised sections. 

Prevailing ways of thinking in administration – mindsets 

Respondents were asked to describe the citizen- and user-centredness of the Hamburg admin-

istration. They explained how civil servants and people in the administration are reluctant to 

involve citizens in the development and design of their services and how they prefer to work 

“on the quiet”. Without a specific prompt, several people gave a score of two out of ten to 

rate the level of citizen-orientation or described the administration as being in an “initial 

phase”. Respondents explained the heritage of German administration in the Prussian-style 

bureaucracy of the 1800s where citizens were petitioners making a request to a higher au-

thority that may have been granted or denied. More recently, the roles had switched and the 

function of a service provider or servant to the public had emerged. Still, administrative staff 

had been trained to follow and execute, not to question or innovate. “Nebulous” phases or 

periods of uncertainty might be difficult to deal with for staff. Clear, detailed, predeter-

mined documentation would be preferred. Safety-thinking and focus on legal certainty were 

prevailing, respondents stated. And there would be little reason to change the status quo as 

the government monopoly in public service provision did not require it to become more ser-

vice-oriented. Moreover, after years of working in administration, members of staff had 

gained the impression that they know what the citizens want, understanding their higher-

level needs, and maintaining an outside perspective. Respondents argued, they would be “cit-

izens too” and “internal users are also users”. Conducting citizen surveys would not fit the 

classical self-image of departments or were largely unknown in the administration.  

Emerged practice, its tools and methods, and drivers – triggers / practice / techniques / roles 

Interviewees suggested that the mindset described above has changed slightly with Hamburg’s 

latest digitalisation initiative that introduced a human-centred design approach through de-

sign thinking workshops. The Digital First programme, related automation and business trans-

formation work have been triggered by shifting demographics, including a significant portion 

of civil servants who are soon to retire, financial constraints, skills shortages in the labour 

market, and the passing of the online access law, participants stated. In summer 2017, a half-

day design thinking introduction workshop presented the approach to the so-called ambassa-

dors of the Digital First programme who act as digitalisation advisors, “sales people” and co-

ordinators of change. Since then, 4-day design thinking sprints are used as kick-offs for all sig-

nificant service transformation projects. Within that period, a diverse group of people – con-

sisting of ambassadors, process specialists, software developers, caseworkers, legal experts 
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and decision makers – conduct ad-hoc user research, reexamine the service, develop proto-

types and test concepts with users. Citizens, individuals or employees of companies, are par-

tially brought in to provide input or feedback. The sprints are seen as co-creation sessions be-

tween the departments providing the service and the Digital First, facilitated by external 

coaches. The facilitators act as moderators, questioners, and sparring partners. They encour-

age the challenging of existing processes and procedures as multiple interview respondents 

emphasised. As it was consistently highlighted by almost all of the participants, the ambition 

is digitalisation in the sense of broader business transformation – in contrast to a narrowly 

scoped digitisation of existing paper-based processes. They valued the critical approach in-

stead of replicating the paper forms one to one and simply “electrifying” them, a term sev-

eral people used. This approach is supported by top management, including the State Secre-

tary and Chief of Senate Chancellery of the city-state. 

The Digital First unit initiates digital service transformation projects and brings in external 

design thinking experts to facilitate kick-off workshops. Representatives from the respective 

department providing the service actively participate, but do not steer the design thinking 

sprints. The departments are seen and see themselves as implementers, subject matter ex-

perts and project coordinators. Software developers are not employed in-house. Instead, 

most of the technical and IT public servants work for the spun-off public body Dataport. Data-

port is described as a platform provider, guided by Digital First and the service-managing de-

partment. At the same time, the government-owned organisation is the only company that 

can be contracted, giving it some leverage. It plays a marginal or no role in the initial design 

thinking sprints. The sprints are a way to first describe existing processes and subsequently 

question them through which Digital First promotes a new user-centred way of working. 

In the first year, between summer 2017 and summer 2018, 6 design thinking workshops for 

service digitalisation were run. The workshops took place outside of the regular offices, in a 

city-owned training centre. The civil servants highlighted the advantages of having no distrac-

tions like calls or meetings. One person stated that “everything was unfamiliar” about it: 

“The change of perspective, as mentioned; one is stuck in their role, knows the Disabilities 

Act up and down, all the processes, but simply trying to assume the role of an applicant or 

another user was unfamiliar”. Asked to describe the setup of the workshops, the respondents 

specified the first day being spent on gathering user input through interviews and observa-

tions – either face-to-face on the street, in the training centre or remotely. The wishes and 

expectations of citizens were captured through these techniques, interview participants said. 

For a service related to getting parking permits, the workshop group conducted ethnographic 

research and contextual inquiries with clipboards on the street. Intermediate artefacts and 

outputs of the semi-formalised design thinking workshops included stakeholder maps, per-

sonas as archetypical user profiles, process diagrams, summarised user needs, user stories as 
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short descriptions or users’ desired outcomes, and digital prototypes of multiple possible solu-

tions in various degrees of fidelity. Later, so-called click dummies, mid-fidelity-level proto-

types of digital service concepts, were sent around to users who workshop participants had 

talked to earlier in the same week. When starting the workshops, BPMN (Business Process 

Model and Notations) maps were created as a graphical representation for specifying business 

process models. Later, these were abandoned as they proved to be useless, an interview par-

ticipant reported. The focus shifted to case and workshop documentation, service journeys 

and process maps instead. In addition, for professional users of the service to recognise se-

vere disability a mixed quantitative-qualitative survey was used with closed questions, an 

online-prototype, and open feedback fields. Interviewees reported that users were later in-

vited to join review sessions in which the development team shared demos and asked how the 

latest service version would match their initial expectations. Interactive, task-oriented usa-

bility tests would be conducted with the first public release of the digital service, an inter-

viewed person told. No usability tests would take place between the initial design thinking 

workshop and the first release of the service as the intermediate versions of the service 

would not be suitable for testing, interviewees said. The attendees of the design thinking 

workshops spent a comparably long time in the problem space and with understanding the 

service context in further depth, they stated. The workshop facilitators affirmed the same 

but also explained how early on solutions were brought up by the administrative staff in the 

workshops. 

Due to related costs for running design thinking sprints with external coaches, smaller, low-

volume and less-complex services like applying for a fishing license are excluded. Design 

thinking workshops would be “far too expensive and far too oversized if it’s about relatively 

trivial processes”, an individual said. Another interviewee suggested that instead of conduct-

ing user research and prototyping potential solutions, two team members should spend an af-

ternoon drafting a concept by applying common sense. Another person said: “I see this as be-

ing inconsistent. Either it is handled consistently and involves users in all kinds – and the 

same is expected of departments, or there is the risk of statements like ‘Yes, I think, I know 

what the user wants’. But the user wanted something entirely else and as a result, [the ser-

vice] is not being used”. Another reason for this behaviour is that partially software solutions 

are already being procured which could not be changed in any case, an interviewee disclosed. 

Investigating user needs and exploring responding solution would be too late. 

In addition to the design thinking workshops, a user experience and interface designer was 

brought in to support the development of a shared platform enabling all future digital ser-

vices, several people mentioned in the interviews. Describing the remit of the hired designer, 

the work was mainly concerned with visual styles, interface components and interaction de-

sign patterns on the screen. While looking to replace the previous platform, the person’s work 

did not include any user research or usability testing of the existing platform in the first six 
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months of their work, respondents stated. In another work stream, usability tests took place. 

A collaboration with a university in Hamburg was initiated. Throughout their semester, stu-

dents tested prototypes for an asbestos notification service, trailing new research methods. 

Such work is supposed to continue, an interviewee told, but needs to be timed with students’ 

semesters. 

Perceived change in administration – change 

When asked about the observed change since the Digital First service transformation efforts 

started, the people interviewed mentioned several themes: change, mindset, practice, tech-

niques. The initial half-day design thinking introduction workshop had an ice-breaking effect 

for the Digital First team members who are on first-name terms across hierarchy levels since 

then – uncommon in German administration. In the flat hierarchy, old leadership styles would 

not be needed. The workshop also introduced them to the usage of sticky notes which are 

used as a tool for activities such as creating project plans, one respondent mentioned. Before 

the Digital First transformation, none of the civil or public servants would have approached a 

citizen on the street, while afterwards a new openness to approaching users had emerged. An 

earlier scepticism towards the direct involvement of users had disappeared and was replaced 

with design thinking workshops being welcomed with open arms. Multiple people stated that 

the interest in workshops and demand for them from departments had increased significantly. 

Previously, user surveys of any kind were uncommon with only interest groups and represent-

atives ever providing inputs. User-friendliness had become an important matter through the 

establishment of the design thinking workshop as common practice. Development projects 

would no longer ignore users, their needs would be assessed ahead of a project start. Further-

more, ‘users first’ stickers on people’s computers would express the changed mindset. At 

first, the duration of four days had been seen as a barrier to engage while now, an interest in 

working in a more user-oriented way had emerged, one person commented. The collabora-

tive, multi-disciplinary approach had led to a new way of thinking while previously one indi-

vidual had created a proposal which was then “nodded through” by some others. In the con-

text of the Digital First initiative, mistakes and failures are allowed and accepted by top man-

agement, one interviewee asserted, different than in other parts of the Hamburg administra-

tion. This was enabled by top administrative leaders explicitly hiring experts from the private 

sector who had not worked with government and administration before. It caused anxiety and 

insecurity for civil servants, they admitted, but also brought in new ways of working and 

thinking. 

Understood goals and vision of the digitalisation initiative – mission 

Asked about the goals and measures of success, the interviewees gave a wide range of differ-

ent answers. One person explicitly talked about the creation of public value in that a state is 
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not an end in itself but taxpayers’ money needs to be spent to create value for the public. 

There might be a qualitative and a quantitative perspective, a respondent argued. Each 

would benefit a different stakeholder group, they stated: Creating a few excellent services 

for users vs. creating hundreds quickly to claim a political achievement. One interviewee 

mentioned that the best administration is invisible or hidden in the background, that digital 

services would not have to be used to get served and that user-centredness would lead to 

leaner organisations. The example given was an immediate transfer of child benefits to eligi-

ble parents’ bank accounts after giving birth – instead of letting them apply via an online 

form. The respondent continued that digitalisation would happen in steps, moving from out-

side to the inside, starting with the citizen-facing parts as otherwise, projects would become 

too big. As part of the work, user involvement should be a “conditio sine qua non”, an indis-

pensable condition. As a result, processes would be simplified, lead time reduced, citizens 

more satisfied, and quality increased, interview participants said.  

In the Discover phase, further data points than interview statements were used to investigate 

the mission from various stakeholder’s viewpoints. According to internal presentations, the 

Digital First programme’s vision is to “create an innovation climate that enables the develop-

ment of modern digital applications and supports the connection of involved citizens, busi-

nesses and institutions”. It plans “to make technical innovations usable for the development 

of Hamburg as a leading digital city” (Digital First 2018b, 2). Its mission is to “develop a ser-

vice that supports the departments of Hamburg in providing cost-efficient, secure, low-

threshold public services to citizens and businesses in a modern and intuitive way by utilising 

common innovation processes”. Here, the term service refers not to a citizen-facing offering, 

but to activities around service transformation for city departments. It relates to the service 

of designing services. The goals of the programme described in a draft document from Febru-

ary 2018 include cost-efficiency, security, innovation, support and user-friendliness. Accord-

ing to the programme’s description, user-friendliness refers to services that are simple to use 

and easy to understand (Digital First 2018b, 3). A related poster found in the Digital First pro-

gramme office contains four guiding principles: communicate digitally, act proactively, auto-

mate processes and reduce data inputs (figure 20). In the interviews, multiple respondents 

mentioned the Digital First principles, too. 

In addition to the interviews and documents, the observations and contextual inquiries added 

further useful data points which allow a comparison of the approach taken in Hamburg to the 

themes of design thinking, characteristics and principles of service design (Wetter-Edman 

2011; Stickdorn et al. 2017; Carlgren et al. 2016). There was good evidence for interdiscipli-

nary working, participation, collaboration and diversity found in the team set-up of the Digi-

tal First programme and involvement of multiple stakeholders in co-creation sessions during 

design thinking workshops. For visualisation, prototyping, experimentation and iterative 

working some evidence was found, but in service transformations of more than one year, it is 
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in almost all instances limited to four days. After those four days used for project kick-off, 

the approach is mostly abandoned. Little to no further prototyping, experimentation or itera-

tion takes place afterwards. 

Furthermore, the spaces and offices contain no visual artefacts related to the projects ongo-

ing. None of the material described as outputs from design thinking workshops is exhibited in 

the buildings. There was some evidence for a holistic approach, a broader problem framing 

and the goal to design transformation. Some of the design thinking sprints led to a full re-

framing and rescoping of a service, respondents stated, while others argued that many pro-

jects would focus on citizen-facing parts of service but neglect underlying backend and sup-

port processes. The core principles of the Digital First programme can be seen as linked to 

transformational change. The aspects of value creation, user-focus and a human-centred ap-

proach were mostly found in mission documents and interview statements. Notably, these as-

pects of creating value for people were missing from the guiding principles and core aims of 

the Digital First programme. 

Challenges to integrating human-centredness, iteration and agility – challenges / misuse / 

ideas 

The integration of design thinking with continuous user involvement into agile development 

practices was a topic brought up by multiple people in interviews and other forms of survey-

ing. They described it being a problem that 4-day design thinking workshops are the only time 

user-involved iteration would happen. After the sprint, a design thinking approach in its wider 

and deeper sense would not be followed, a few people stated. “[Design thinking] has its 

hype, but simply running one design thinking workshop is not enough […] I am worried that 

people believe one design thinking workshop is conducted and the world is better off. But 

nothing else. If this happens all too often, the approach will not lead to better outcomes. 

[Design thinking] is not being practised, not rigid and consequent, therefore, will disappear 

again”, one person voiced. Although the value of iteration loops is understood and develop-

ment time would be the same, the false certainty of selecting one concept for development 

after a workshop would be preferred over iterating with users consecutively and building ser-

vices in incremental steps. It was described as a perceived achievement and emotionally sat-

isfying to have an agreed concept – even though it might not be the right one for the user. In-

corporating an agile approach, which is focussed on testing feasibility quickly, in the slow, 

political context of administration is considered difficult, people argued. Moreover, true agil-

ity may occur in individual project teams, but not on a programme level, a respondent chal-

lenged. The phrase “not consequent” was used individuals to describe how the proclaimed 

user-centredness would be carried out on an operational level. An ongoing involvement of us-

ers beyond kick-off workshops would be required. Multiple people acknowledged that while 
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an agile, iterative way of working was the goal, a so-called waterfall approach of one disci-

pline handing over an output to the next one would still be followed. Partially, that would be 

rooted in the dependency on other organisations being involved, including suppliers. A review 

of how human-centred design practice like design thinking can be better integrated with agile 

software development approaches such as scrum was suggested by people, but did not take 

place. More broadly, a  person said that changing the way of working takes longer than they 

had expected but expressed confidence in their eventual success, arguing that many small 

steps would be required to change their immediate surroundings and people’s mindsets. A 

dedicated digital appointee per department, who could investigate the opportunities and im-

pact of larger organisational transformation projects in each part of the administration, 

would be beneficial. 

Blockers and impediment to effective service transformation – barriers / misuse 

In the interviews, contextual inquiries, and observations of internal team meetings, a number 

of blockers and barriers were recognised: 

• German data privacy law and its interpretation within the administration  

• Political decision-making and influence 

• Technical challenges 

• User involvement 

A significant impediment is German data privacy law and its interpretation within the Ham-

burg administration, mentioned by six respondents in the interviews. As important the protec-

tion of data privacy is for services, legal teams and privacy experts would interpret it differ-

ently and data protection officers tighter than in other federal states and their more liberal 

legal colleagues. One person described how even apparently simple tasks for users turn into 

complex processes as data protection or a department’s commissioner in charge would re-

quire it. Often, only a written form of user consent would be accepted and no fully digital 

service could be created. 

The second kind of blocker and barrier described with equal frequency is political decision-

making and stakeholders exerting a political influence. In one service transformation project, 

the implementation of a radically simplified user-centred service proposition was stopped at 

the highest political level. Although it was objectively the better approach for citizens, there 

was no willingness on a political level to make a significant change to the status quo and to 

spend political capital for it. It resulted in a deep running shock and lowered confidence in 

what could be achieved by the Digital First programme, as multiple people described it. Even 

several months later, there was confusion about why this decision was made resulting in a de-

gree of anxiety about proposing bold service transformation in the future. Stakeholders at a 
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higher level of power were said to slow things down, but also lower-level civil servants were 

practically blocking progress in individual design thinking sprints, even though the second 

group of people could be isolated and removed from workshops. It was found to be a common 

experience that coordination on various organisational and political levels took several 

months. External and embedded consultants in particular found the “long battle” involved to 

be more arduous than expected. Moreover, top-level stakeholders would intervene in the de-

sign of services in a detailed manner, even participating in design thinking workshops. These 

micro-management behaviours were perceived as a lack of trust in the team. The participa-

tion of members of the top management irritated some public servants and resulted in them 

being less engaged in workshops when their superiors were in the room. Due to a high degree 

of hierarchy in the administration, other lower-ranked participating civil servants would be 

less likely to participate and express their views. Beyond that, a strong orientation towards 

results in politics as well as budget management and allocation would make it more difficult 

to work in a human-centred, agile, and iterative way, people argued. 

A third obstacle is technical challenges, limited development capacity, and the lack of people 

to work on continuous iterations and improvements. Suppliers would not have the required 

capability, knowledge and people with an appropriate skill set to develop services in the de-

sired iterative, fast and agile way. After running design thinking sprints in late summer 2017, 

testable versions of the digital services were supposed to be available by the end of the same 

year so they could be thoroughly iterated with further citizen input. 12 months later, the ser-

vices were still not in that development stage, one interviewee pointed out. As the imple-

mentation of the online access law demands hundreds of services to be made digital by the 

year 2022, services are less likely to be improved services once they are released, it was 

found. 

A fourth emerging pattern is challenges related to user involvement. In one transformation 

project, users for were excluded for political reasons, an interviewee reported. For another 

service, the department in charge managed the recruitment of workshop participants instead 

of the external workshop facilitators or the Digital First team. It resulted in citizens being 

largely underrepresented in the design thinking workshop. People described an inertia, inhibi-

tion, and even fear of involving citizens in the service development process. A fear voiced by 

some people was that user involvement could lead to angered citizens if the wishes they ex-

pressed were not fulfilled or addressed. There was an understanding that the stated user 

wants had to be granted at face value instead of recognising underlying needs. Although citi-

zens were understood as the key beneficiaries of services, it was argued that these user 

groups would not be needed or that recruitment of citizens with certain characteristics is dif-

ficult. The perceived difficulty of finding certain user groups for input sessions was mentioned 

by multiple respondents. On the other hand, one person commented that user involvement 

could be used as an alibi or false hallmark of good digitalisation to suggest that the opinion, 
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needs and wants of the public were considered when they haven’t been. People interviewed 

witnessed user research methods being applied in an incorrect manner, with leading ques-

tions being asked in user input and feedback sessions. Because of this, user statements might 

have been utilised to support the agenda of the administration or a selection bias in the prior-

itisation of identified user needs can lead to favouring a departments’ set agenda and ne-

glecting core needs of citizens. In other instances, users were invited to join presentations of 

developed solutions and asked to comment, but not try out and experience the digital proto-

types as they “would not be far enough developed”. A different aspect mentioned by an in-

terviewee was that involving users and responding to their wants and needs can lead to a dis-

placement of decision-making. To the interviewee, a wide-spread indecisiveness of civil serv-

ants might benefit from citizen input guiding decision-making. It might lead to faster and bet-

ter decisions, they stated. 

Opportunities and value of taking a human-centred approach – benefit 

In the interviews, the respondents were asked about the specific value of taking a human-

centred approach. Individuals talked about opportunities ranging from a positive effect on 

service interaction design to implementing service design interventions and causing organisa-

tional transformation and public value creation. These responses reflect the various levels 

and layers of potential impact of service design projects described by Junginger & Sangiorgi 

(2009). On the level of service interaction design, an interviewee suggested improved ergo-

nomics and usability would be the result of a human-centred approach. People mentioned 

clearer language and less officialese so citizens would find it easier to understand and use 

public services. On the level of service design interventions, the result of taking a human-cen-

tred approach can be significantly simpler, clearer, and more user-friendly services with lean 

processes, a person suggested. One person argued for a causal relationship between improved 

services, fulfilled citizen needs, public value creation, and improved democracy which rein-

forces society and its trust in government. Beyond that, user research statements, outputs, 

and artefacts are seen as powerful items to push back against top-level demands and pre-

scribed solutions suggested by politicians. Also, users would be more likely to discover ser-

vices, use them, and get to their desired outcome if they are developed in a user-centred 

way. User-centredness would help citizens to eventually prefer to use an online service over 

another channel. It would help administrative staff to get novel insights and look at aspects of 

a service not previously taken into consideration. Reaching dead-ends would be less likely and 

exploring new paths more likely, a person mentioned. Developing something that is not useful 

or beneficial to the public would not happen any longer when taking a human-centred ap-

proach, an individual working in the administration believed, or the lack of benefit would be 

realised earlier. Additionally, work would “be more fun” when citizens are involved, it was 

mentioned. The outcomes and results of projects would be that user needs are met and also 
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development goals are clearer. Service users would no longer have to “read seven sheets of 

information and study law to use a service”.  

Further findings and reflections on gained insights 

Reviewing emerging patterns, additional discoveries in the gathered data were made. All in-

terviewees associated with the Digital First programme team shared coherent narratives, it 

was found, and their views had a high degree of similarity. The team members stated they 

are inspired by their mission and appeared to be intrinsically motivated by the type of work. 

Shortcomings were expressed by respondents who are not associated with the programme 

unit. They described how the value of the Digital First initiative still has to materialise as af-

ter ongoing work for one and a half year no service had launched yet. A person described it as 

a ‘bubble’ with pretty presentations, English catchphrases suggesting modernity but too few 

tangible outcomes. Another person recognised a too narrow technical perspective on digital 

transformation, not considering the impact on staff and also deeper organisational change. 

Members of the Digital First team used the term ‘service design’ specifically and without a 

prompt. For them, it referred to the visual appearance of a digital service, not associated 

with the broader meaning found in academic literature and used by service design practition-

ers as exhibited in 3.3 and 4.1. The term design is used to describe influencing symbols and 

actions, similar to the first and third order of design presented by Buchanan (2001b). Design is 

perceived as a more narrow activity, not referring to change of processes or changing envi-

ronments and systems. Notably, the compound term ‘design thinking’ seemed to be associ-

ated with a broader scope, able to affect systems and environments. However, it is only used 

in relation to workshops and therefore perceived as a method, not as a more holistic practice, 

mindset or set of principles. It was also noticed that the abbreviation MVP, for a minimum vi-

able product is referred to as the first public release of a digital service after several months 

of development without much or any user input. In literature though, it is described as a 

learning vehicle, something to “rapidly assemble and immediately elicit customer feedback”, 

to correct assumptions in fast build-measure-learn cycles and lead to pivots and iterations 

(Blank 2013). Another difference in usage was observed for prototypes. In Digital First con-

text, prototypes are not be discarded but to constitute live services, multiple people stated. 

While there are different levels of fidelity and applications of prototypes at the distinct 

stages of the service design (Holmlid & Evensson 2007), prototypes are explicitly “built to be 

thrown away” (Stickdorn et al. 2017). The various deviations in meaning can be seen as an-

other indicator for agile, iterative, and human-centred ways of developing digital services not 

being fully recognised or implemented. 

Examining the accounts on how human-centred design is implemented in Hamburg at the 

point of research, a model of possible relationships between a design function and the larger 
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organisation that it supports, developed by Junginger (2009) is instrumental in its visualisa-

tion. The model describes four key relationship types: separate, peripheral, central and inte-

grated (figure 12). 

 

Figure 12: Possible relationships between a design function and a larger organisation 

(Junginger 2009, 24) 

In the set-up of Hamburg’s administration, characteristics of both the 

separate and peripheral relationship type can be found. Design thinking 

and design methods do not have a continuous presence, but they are 

applied to specific services. To better reflect Hamburg’s specific struc-

ture, an adopted model was developed (figure 13). This distributed type 

represents the discovered fragmentation and isolation of the different 

design functions outside and inside of the administration. The lower left 

dot on the outside of the organisational circle represents the external 

innovation consultancies that help organise, run, and summarise the 

kick-off design thinking workshops at the beginning of a service trans-

formation project. These are not connected to the other design-related 

activities. The external user experience and user interface designers 

supporting the development of the new service platform which will host 

all newly developed services are represented by the upper right dot. 

They are regularly spending time in the Digital First office, but are 

hired only temporarily as contractors with their work being independent 

of other design work. The single dot inside the organisational circle reflects a member of the 

Figure 13: Type of relationship between design functions and the Hamburg administration 
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transformation team who has formal expertise with usability testing and initiated the collabo-

ration with a university in Hamburg. The university students started testing pre-release ver-

sions of a service. Their work took place independently of the external innovation consultants 

and the contracted user experience designers focussing on the technical platform. The organi-

sational circle only represents the Digital First programme team at the Agency for IT and Digi-

talisation. No other Hamburg department seem to have any design capability and is therefore 

not depicted in the visualisation. 

5.3 Applying a human-centred design approach to a case service 

For a period of six months, the researcher engaged with one specific service to further inves-

tigate both key research questions. The engagement allowed them to collect additional data 

points and gain more insights into the comprehension of human-centred design in Hamburg 

administration. Moreover, it allowed exploration of the second key research question on how 

human-centred design approaches can support public value creation. 

One of the first seven services the Digital First team choose for its digital service transfor-

mation initiative is the service for recognising severely disabled people. From a list of seven 

initial projects, it has the greatest number of users and the highest volume of transactions 

per year. When discussing potential services to engage with as part of this research project, 

the Digital First team quickly discarded smaller services for applying for permits to fish in the 

city lake (120 transactions p.a.) or to fell a tree (6,000 permits p.a.). The service for recog-

nising severe disability is used by about 30,000 applicants per year. Digital First’s head of pro-

gramme suggested engaging with a high-impact service as part of the thesis research to make 

better use of the engagement. At that time, in April 2018, the work of the central Digital 

First team on this particular service had started a few weeks earlier while other services had 

progressed significantly further. The service for the recognition of severe disability is based 

on the German Disabilities Act (SGB IX) that came into force from June 2001. Many related 

procedures, processes, and forms originate from the early 2000s. In late 2017, a first digital 

service for the recognition of severe disability was launched on the Hamburg service portal, 

part of the official website hamburg.de. 

In the city of Hamburg, about 241,000 people are considered disabled. Therefore, the service 

for recognising severe disability might be used by 13% of the population. In 2017, the Ver-

sorgungsamt received 28,989 applications for assessing disabilities and medical conditions. 

The department sent 30,000 official letters notifying people of decisions and issued 24,700 

disabled ID cards. The service is based on the Disabilities Act (SGB IX), a federal act which is 

executed on a municipal level. The law regulates rehabilitation and participation of disabled 

people in Germany. Related paper forms look similar and contain similar fields in all parts of 

the country. In Hamburg, the department offers the service through various channels, includ-

ing telephony, face-to-face, paper, and online. The phone service is available through the 115 



 67 

 

number, a central public administration’s customer service telephone number. A centralised 

call centre in Hamburg handles the incoming calls during weekdays in the daytime. Its call-

centre agents can respond to general requests related to disability services. More complex re-

quests are forwarded to the department and answered within 48 hours. In 2017, about 50,000 

calls related to disability services were received. Hamburg’s Versorgungsamt provided a face-

to-face service about 30,000 times in the same period. Its citizen centre is open two days per 

week. 

The user-facing part of the application service is mostly paper-based. In July 2018, 7.3% of 

the applications were submitted through an online application form. The digital form was 

launched in November 2017 and the digital take-up increased continually from 2.15% in Janu-

ary to 7.4% in June. The internal goal is to receive 15% of the applications online by the end 

of 2018. There are two types of applications: first-time applications for the recognition of se-

vere disability which accounts for about 45% of the filings and follow-up applications which 

account for about 55% of submissions. Claimants’ degree of disability is diagnosed by assigning 

a number between 20 and 100. People are recognised as severely disabled if the degree of as-

sessed disability is 50 or above. They are also given specific markers if they have significant 

visual, hearing or walking impairments. Severely disabled people can be entitled to tax reduc-

tion, subsidised public transport, subsidised insurance and reduced TV license fee. To offer 

the service for the recognition of severe disability, the department employs 60 caseworkers, 

10 internal medical assessors, 12 people in its legal department and 10 registrars. It also 

works with 70 external medical assessors to review claimants’ medical records and docu-

ments. The average processing time per claim was 117 days in 2017. Parts of the non-user-

facing procedure has been digitalised in phases since 2006. The underlying backend system 

used by the department’s caseworkers is computer-based and used by five other federal 

states in Germany. 

From 26 February to 1 March 2018, a design thinking kick-off workshop, as described by inter-

viewees in section 5.2, had been taken place before the researcher was made aware of the 

service. The researcher was given access to the 29-page documentation document summaris-

ing the 4-day workshop. The design thinking sprint was organised and run by an external inno-

vation consultancy the Digital First team had worked with previously. (Employees of the spe-

cific firm were interviewed as part of the research subsumed in the 5.2.) The workshop 

agenda lists a half-day introduction to design thinking, an understanding phase, and empathy 

interviews on the first day, further interviews and their synthesis on the second day, and ide-

ation, low-fidelity prototyping and testing on the third day. The agenda of the fourth day in-

cludes iteration, process visualisation, development of final prototypes, planning of next 

steps and closing. Apart from minor stylistic differences, the design process model presented 

in the documentation is nearly identical with fig. 7, the design thinking process model devel-
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oped by the Potsdam-based School of Design Thinking. The challenge of the workshop is de-

scribed as follows: “Design an optimal way to give people with disabilities access to disad-

vantage compensation in the easiest and fastest way possible”. As part of the exploration, 

four perspectives were considered by the workshop participants: people with disabilities as 

applicants, caseworkers in the department, treating physicians in medical institutions, and 

expert medical assessors. The concluding documentation lists 12 applicant insights and goals, 

11 of insights and goals of caseworkers, 8 of physicians, and 10 of assessors. 23 core needs are 

identified. One of the key pain points identified is the long processing time, currently 105 

days on average. As part of the ideation, the workshop participants decided to focus on an 

‘inbox for diagnostic findings’, a non-citizen-facing process of the service. Applicants need to 

provide medical records and diagnostic findings from their doctors and clinicians or release 

them from their medical confidentiality so they can submit the documents to the depart-

ment. According to the report, the workshop’s ideation and subsequent prototyping phase fo-

cussed entirely on expert users – the treating doctors. Paper-based mockups and simple pro-

cess diagrams depict possible interactions between the department’s caseworkers and doctors 

in two iterations. The solution proposed at the end of the workshop is a mobile scanning app 

to allow physicians to share diagnostic findings and medical records with the Versorgungsamt 

faster. 

The report and additional conversations with the administrative staff of both the Versorgung-

samt and Digital First disclosed that focussing on the expert users was perceived as the most 

effective approach to responding to the design challenge of giving eligible citizens access to 

disability benefits. Furthermore, as there has been an online version of the citizen-facing ap-

plication process of the service available since late 2017, the people involved considered im-

provements to the service front-end as not necessary. As part of the research project, this as-

sumption was questioned by the author. In a meeting in May 2018, a contradictory hypothesis 

was proposed to the service leadership team. As the design thinking sprint documentation in-

cluded more insights and needs of end users than of any user stakeholder group, it was argued 

that there are significant service improvements possible by responding to these needs and 

acting upon the insights. Moreover, it was suggested that focussing on the neglected side of 

the service offering would more suitable for the constraints of the current research 

timeframe and prevent interference with the ongoing work on the non-citizen-facing side. 

The proposal was accepted by the attendees of the meeting: the director of the Versorgung-

samt, the digital transformation lead of the disability service, the IT director of the depart-

ment, and the Digital First ambassador and project manager. 

5.3.1 Discovering the service users and reviewing the existing service offering 

In June 2018, one day at the BASFI’s Versorgungsamt was spent with various experts to gain a 

deeper understanding of service provision and to map the service front to back. One-on-one 
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meetings were organised that included hybrid interview-workshops for service blueprinting 

with the officer formerly responsible for case management, the lead in-house medical asses-

sor, the digital transformation lead, and the director of the Versorgungsamt. Four weeks 

later, a second round of sessions with the business coordinator (‘Fachleitstelle’), an adminis-

trative clerk, and a senior caseworker took place. The seven workshops informed the first 

version of a service blueprint, visualising the service for recognising severe disability. Service 

blueprinting is a workshop-based visualisation technique to create an overview of all pro-

cesses related to the service provision, focussing on the user of the service. Furthermore, it 

represents points of contact, physical evidence part of the offering, and underlying business 

support processes (cf. Shostack 1982; Bitner, Ostrom & Morgan 2008). The output, a service 

blueprint, helps depict service as a process and an experience, furthermore, it supports the 

developmentation and design of future iterations (Bitner et al. 2008). The technique was cho-

sen as it is collaborative, co-creative, and multidisciplinary. It is highly flexible, adaptable, 

and can be used to create an image of the organisational structure of a service (Segelström 

2010). 

In the previously run design thinking workshop, a large process diagram was created by a Digi-

tal First ambassador. The process diagram contains similar steps as the service blueprint but 

represented in a single swimlane flow. It does not differentiate physical evidence, user ac-

tions, onstage/visible contact employee actions, backstage/invisible contact employee ac-

tions and support processes (Bitner et al. 2008). It does not contain any reference to process 

time either. In contrast, the service blueprint created reflects the activities of six different 

actors involved in service provision: the applying citizen, the caseworker in the Versorgung-

samt, a registrar in the department, an internal medical assessor, an external medical asses-

sor, and the applicant’s medical specialist, clinicians and general practitioners holding their 

medical records. Over a period of eight weeks and two visits, the service process visualisation 

was iterated and refined in co-creation sessions with the administrative staff. During that 

time, the service blueprint remained attached to the wall of a highly-frequented main meet-

ing room in the Versorgungsamt (figure 14). A prominent sticky note was attached to the top 

of the map stating: “This visualisation contains errors. Please highlight and correct – 

thanks!”. During that time, no edits were made or comments were added. The administrative 

staff only contributed through moderated feedback and iteration sessions. In these sessions, 

people were engaged and collaborated with a high degree of interest. At the end of the re-

search phase, the service team at the Versorgungsamt insisted the service blueprint should 

not be removed, but remain on the wall of the meeting room. 
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Figure 12: One version of the co-created service blueprint with annotations after a feedback 

session 

The design thinking workshop documentation provided by Digital First lists twelve insights for 

applicants and seven core user needs. These were reviewed and further explorative user re-

search was suggested since the initial workshop had only included 3 to 4 hours of user inter-

views. As an online application service existed already, a two-part format of interview and 

usability test was developed. Usability testing is a method in which a researcher observes us-

ers accomplishing specific tasks using a service with the intention to recognise potential is-

sues during usage (Marsh 2018, 75). The tests can be moderated or unmoderated and take 

place face-to-face or remotely (Marsh 2018). A participant screener was used to identify peo-

ple who spoke German, had German citizenship, were familiar with using a computer or mo-

bile device, and were eligible applicants of the severe disability status. As the service is 

based on federal law, the service is provided in an almost identical way everywhere in Ger-

many. Current paper-forms only contain minor differences unrelated to the underlying policy. 

Six interviews and five moderated usability tests were conducted in Hamburg, Berlin, London, 

and remotely throughout summer 2018. The interviews were recorded as audio only. Later, 

notes and quotes were extracted from the audio recording. For the usability tests, a record-

ing application, Silverback, was used to capture a combined video of the user, all screen in-

teractions including mouse clicks, and audio comments. 

At the Versorgungsamt in Hamburg, participants were recruited with a poster in the waiting 

area during the department’s consultation hours and approached face-to-face. The poster put 

up by the researcher read: “Today, we’d like to find out: How might we improve the online 

application for severe disability status?” (figure 15). A dedicated room for the test was pro-

vided by the department. In London, German citizens with severe disabilities were recruited 

through a Facebook group (figure 15). The interview-test sessions took place in a user re-

search lab of a UK government department. Four interviews and tests were solely conducted 

by the researcher. One session in London was assisted by a native German speaker. 

Each session had a duration of 60 to 75 minutes. The first five minutes were used to build a 

rapport with the participant, followed by a semi-structured interview of 20 minutes about the 



 71 

 

background of the person, life circumstances, medical history, and motivations and expecta-

tions of the application process. 

 

Figure 13: Recruitment artefacts used in Hamburg and London for finding research partici-

pants 

Afterwards, the participants were told: “In Hamburg, the application for getting recognised 

as a severely disabled person is now available online. Please find it and file it.” They were 

provided a computer with a mouse and internet connection. No further guidance, tasks or in-

formation were given. Participants were asked to speak out loud during the test and express 

their thoughts, observations and considerations verbally. At times, users were asked to not 

progress immediately but share their expectations before interacting with an element on the 

screen. The fundamental research questions were: “How easy is it for users to discover the 

online application form?” and “How easy is it for users to use the form?”. 

The purpose of usability testing is to improve the usability of a service, not to document 

every single issue. The focus is on insights instead of statistics. About 85% of the issues of a 

screen-based service can be identified with five test participants (Nielsen & Landauer 1993). 

The people involved were between 32 and 67 years old and included participants with bipolar 

disorder, paraplegia, carcinosis, diabetes mellitus, a stroke and postural deformity (figure 

16).  
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Figure 14: Participants during an interview and usability test 

The key findings were summarised in a 123-page report shared with all key stakeholders at 

the Versorgungsamt, BASFI, and Digital First. Reports with different levels of detail and in-

cluding an executive summary are a useful method to communicate research findings and pre-

sent results of the research conducted (Marsh 2018, 229). The report lists three top issues. 

Further problems, errors, and issues were grouped into seven categories derived from the re-

search findings and flagged in three severity levels. The various levels were colour-coded in 

the report. They differentiated grave issues that prevent usage entirely or severely, serious 

issues that impacted usage significantly, and medium issues that obstructed users or confused 

them. The usability report describes 24 issues discovered in the test sessions of the currently 

available online application service. Each issue has a short description and illustrating image 

from the online service. 15 related quotes from the test participants were extracted from the 

video recordings and added to the report. Moreover, from each of the five tests, short video 

edits of five to seven minutes length were created to summarise the main findings of every 

session. Video is a powerful way of sharing how products and services are experienced by us-

ers. As service stakeholders’ time and attention span are very limited, videos are supposed to 

be kept as short as possible and only contain the most important findings (Marsh 2018, 234). 

The videos were shared with all key stakeholders in the involved organisations. Two of the 

videos were watched together with two senior managers of the Versorgungsamt. Their re-

sponses and reactions were recorded in writing. 

In addition to the empirical evaluation of the existing service through experiments with test 

users, a heuristic evaluation of the service was conducted. Heuristic evaluation is a non-for-

mal usability review with a number of expert evaluators (Nielsen & Molich 1990). It is done by 

comparing digital service interfaces against a set of rules or guidelines (Nielsen & Molich 

1990). Ten widely and internationally used heuristics, initially proposed by Nielsen in the mid-

1990s, were used (Nielsen 1994; 1995). The heuristic evaluation uncovered eleven major is-

sues, mostly not exposed in the usability test before. For the report, only one single evalua-

tor, the researcher, performed the heuristic evaluation. Individual evaluators find about 20 to 

51% of usability problems with an interface (Nielsen & Molich 1990) so that the study can only 
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be seen as complementary. As a method and data triangulation reduces the subjectivity of in-

dividual researchers and leads to better insights (cf. Crouch & Pearce 2013, 64; Stickdorn et 

al. 2017, 108-109), a second evaluator, an accessibility engineer, reviewed the service inter-

face against the international WCAG 2.1 standard, the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines, 

specifically regarding the accessibility of the service for disabled users. This third evaluation 

of the existing citizen-facing application service was both done heuristically by an expert and 

automatically through computerised procedures. It revealed an additional seven significant 

issues. It was concluded with three recommendations and suggestions for follow-up activities 

to increase the accessibility of the service for disabled users. 

The extensive three-part research report contains six closing proposals to improve and iterate 

the service. It is suggested that acting upon these will help the department to reach its target 

of 15% online applications. The findings were shared with key stakeholders in the Versorgung-

samt, BASFI, and the Digital First programme in two presentations. Additionally, a digital copy 

of the report was shared electronically together with the five short video edits. 

5.3.2 Synthesising needs of service users 

Based on the user interviews conducted, statements extracted from the usability tests, and 

the reviewed insights and needs from the previous design thinking workshop, the needs of ser-

vice users and eligible citizens were synthesised. The various items of the diverse data 

sources were re-read and re-listened to, similar issues were grouped together, connections 

between and within these groups made, and issues were prioritised, as suggested by Marsh 

(2018, 219). To make user needs easy to communicate and convey, two formats were chosen: 

personas and user/job stories. Both formats are quickly comprehensible and condensed repre-

sentations of user research findings. 

Personas are fictional, archetypical profiles of service users based on gathered qualitative 

and quantitative data (Marsh 2018, 235). In addition to the qualitative data from the inter-

views, tests, and previously synthesised data from the design thinking workshop, quantitative 

data from the German Federal Statistics Office on social benefits for disabled people was 

used (Statistisches Bundesamt 2017). Three personas with different disabilities, backgrounds, 

skill sets, and of different age were created, reflecting the statistical data. A visual template 

for the archetypical users was designed to describe their characteristics, goals, needs, moti-

vations, kind and assessed degree of disability. In addition, high-level journeys and para-

phrased statements from the interviews and usability tests were placed on a second part of 

the template. The personas were presented to the key service stakeholders and put up in the 

main meeting room of the Versorgungsamt (figure 17). The first profile was placed in August 

and was still attached to the same highly visible board during all subsequent visits in the fol-

lowing four months. Apparently, it was not moved or removed at any point during that time. 
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Figure 15: A persona representing an archetypical service user attached to a movable wall in 

the department 

As a second format to communicate users’ contexts and expected outcomes, user stories in 

the jobs-to-be-done format – or job stories – were written (Marsh 2018, 221, Stickdorn et al. 

2017, 131). User stories are commonly used in digital service teams internationally to develop 

services in an agile and user-centred way (Mergel 2016). The format was chosen as the stories 

are comprehensible for a broad range of stakeholders, summarise the research, and make it 

actionable for the design and development phase. Often, they are used to close the Define 

stage of a service design project and bridge to the Develop stage. The jobs-to-be-done format 

of such stories follows the three-part structure of situation–motivation–goal. Jobs-to-be-done 

as an approach centres the view that services are used by people to solve problems or reach 

goals (cf. Bettencourt & Brown 2013). Job stories are a practical tool linked to the value-in-

achievement concept discussed in chapter 3. Quantitative success metrics can be attached to 

the stories to track how well later developed solutions are performing (cf. Ulwick 2005). 

Three key stories for service users were written for the pre-service, in-service, and post-ser-

vice stage of the application for recognition of severely disabled people. More granular stories 

would need to be composed for the Development and Deliver phase, and technical implemen-

tation. 
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5.3.3 Drafting and prototyping an improved service concept 

The synthesised user research findings of the user profiles and job stories provided the input 

for an alternative service concept. Three of the specific findings highlighted in the report 

were related to the service scope, the findability of the service and its degree of digitalisa-

tion. These were addressed with priority. There was strong evidence established that service 

users do not only want a letter of an administrative decision about their disabled status but 

the (currently separately requested) severely disabled pass. Based on this insight, the service 

scope was broadened in the new concept. Small technical changes that significantly improve 

the discoverability of the online service were proposed. Responding to a perceived incom-

pleteness of the digital service users described in the tests, ways to mitigate and bypass a 

current requirement to print and sign the application by hand were explored. Specific possi-

bilities were discussed with an engaged legal professional at the Versorgungsamt. Together 

with a designer from Hamburg who is not currently associated with the administration, a com-

pletely rearranged service flow was drafted in a co-creation workshop. The logic and order of 

questions, the language used, how different user roles are reflected, and what happens after 

submitting the application was re-considered. Due to a narrow time frame, geographical dis-

tance of the researcher, and limited availability of the administrative staff, this approach was 

taken instead of running a co-design workshop with a mixed group of staff from the Ver-

sorgungsamt and Digital First. Afterwards, a schematic version of the new service flow was 

drawn, key screens designed and illustrated photographically. Accompanied by the three 

high-level job stories, a large-scale poster was printed with visualisations to explain the pro-

posed iteration and improvement of the service. 

A two-hour feedback workshop was organised and attended by eight key stakeholders of the 

service from Versorgungsamt, BASFI, and Digital First (figure 18). After giving a brief synopsis 

of the previously discovered research findings, they were shown the proposal of the iterated 

service flow, its main characteristics, and the three related job stories. Afterwards, they 

were asked to review the alternative approach and provide feedback. Within 20 minutes, the 

eight attendees added 27 questions, concerns, remarks, and ideas on sticky notes to the 

poster and discussed the most significant ones. 
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Figure 16: Key stakeholders providing feedback to an alternative service flow, scope and 

proposition 

The feedback included notes about economic implications, interaction details, gaps and 

branches in the flow, or related projects. In the workshop, the group put forward a potential 

solution for eliminating the printout of the filled online form which is currently required, 

which was perceived as a breakthrough in the workshop. The feedback was reviewed and in-

corporated in the next version of the flow. Legal, technical, and user validations of the iter-

ated service flow were authorised. For the validation cycles, a code-based prototype was cre-

ated. A usability test of the advanced prototype with service users is intended to be con-

ducted immediately after the completion of this report. 

5.3.4 Reflecting on the engagement with the case service and Versorgungsamt 

The engagement with the Versorgungsamt and the work on the service for recognising se-

verely disabled people generated additional data points and subsequently insights into the 

practice of digital transformation in Hamburg. According to the interviews conducted, BASFI 

is considered the most engaged department in the Digital First initiative. It is the public pro-

vider of two of the seven initial services the programme is supposed to transform in its first 

year. The analysis of the interview findings already suggested that the design thinking work-

shops are a largely isolated activity and little to no interactions with service users take place 

after the initial project kick-off. This could be confirmed during the 6-month engagement 

with the case service. After the 4-day sprint in the last week of February 2018, the prototype 

developed was not refined or enhanced. The single follow-up engagement with expert users 

initiated by the Digital First team was a survey sent to medical assessors in early summer. It 

included the original workshop prototype and related questions. As the scope of the backend 

service evolved in the months after, further prototypes may have been useful to validate the 

iterated proposition and test the latest assumptions with affected users. 

While design thinking is primarily understood and used as a workshop method at the beginning 

of a transformation project, a general commitment and interest in a human-centred approach 

were found. The leadership team the Versorgungsamt and leading people at BASFI were open-
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minded, enabled and supported any research and design activities proposed. They showed a 

high degree of curiosity about service design and human-centred practices and its outputs. 

During a usability test conducted in the Versorgungsamt, two senior managers from the Ver-

sorgungsamt came by and observed the test for a couple of minutes. Afterwards, they re-

served significant time in the late afternoon to watch video recordings and discuss findings. 

Later, one senior manager was keen to receive the videos so they could share them with 

other people in the department. Unsolicited feedback was provided on three individual occa-

sions. In face-to-face conversations, the person described the approach taken and methods 

used as ‘constructive’. After receiving the user research report and the videos, they wrote in 

an email: “Thank you for the summary and special thanks for your work! This way, you have 

provided us with many important clues and evidence that we need to address now. I find the 

methodology very convincing and pragmatic. From our side, we will, of course, promote this 

(hopefully, that is fine with you)”. Weeks later, a member of the team had transferred the 

various findings from user research report into a spreadsheet, filed with additional catego-

ries, the severity of the problem, associated cost, time frame for implementation, and re-

quired change. It shows that the findings were taken seriously in the department and that re-

sources were allocated to assess and address the issues uncovered. The external software 

supplier who had developed the online service was contacted to get an estimate of the re-

lated cost and to estimate its availability for implementing changes. 

In conversations, a key senior manager demonstrated an ambition for bigger service transfor-

mation. They highlighted how service-related affirmative actions and disability compensations 

such as benefits for blind people, housing benefits, tax benefits, reduced radio and TV license 

fees could be automated in the future. That would relate to one of the specific goals set out 

in the four Digital First principles. Mapped against a digital maturity model developed by the 

public sector design consultancy FutureGov (figure 19), the current version of the service for 

recognising severely disabled people must be considered as ‘paper online’ as existing paper 

forms were translated into a digital form without significant changes. The suggested changes 

can be seen as stage three in the model, as ‘digital for service improvement’, leading to a full 

online application. The expressed ambition for process automation and automated benefits 

put forward by the senior manager relate to change on level four or five of the digital ma-

turity model – digital for service transformation and digital for organisational transformation. 
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Figure 17: Digital Maturity Model by FutureGov (Unsworth 2017) 

In regards to human-centred design practice, most of the formats, activities and methods car-

ried out and applied in the six months were new to the administrative staff. They had not ob-

served usability tests of their current digital service offering before. Most of them had not 

taken part in the initial design thinking workshop. The artefacts created during the process – 

user profiles, a service blueprint, and alternative service flow – were considered precious ob-

jects not to be removed from the main meeting room in the department. At the same time, 

the parallel workstream concerned with the backend service processes related to expert users 

such as caseworkers, doctors, clinicians, and medical assessors did not produce any similar 

artefacts. Based on observations, the work seem to have mainly progressed through meetings 

and documented with spreadsheets and presentations. Also, the initial design thinking work-

shop did not generate any physical artefacts. Therefore, useful findings from the initial user 

research carried out in February 2018 were contained in a digital document which was not ac-

cessible to the wider organisation.  

Some of the concerns expressed by respondents in the interviews, described in section 5.2, 

could not be confirmed: The recruitment of service users was relatively easy. In the Ver-

sorgungsamt, citizens attending the department’s consultation hours were willing and inter-

ested in taking part in the study. Equally, the online recruitment of Germans with severe dis-

abilities took less than two days. Most of the participants stayed much longer than intended 

at the beginning of the session. No evidence for another concern regarding the setting of 

heightened expectations of citizens could be found either. Interview and test participants had 
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little expectations of the administration and were instead surprised such evaluation was tak-

ing place while not assuming issues would be fixed immediately. The mere idea that public 

service organisations were validating services to improve their quality was welcomed by the 

test participants. Capturing the current struggles users have and being able to instigate po-

tentially significant changes that help improve the experience of applying citizens led to the 

view in the department that public value can be created through the applied service design 

approach. The hypothesised causal relationship between increased subjective service quality 

through applying a human-centred design approach and the creation of public value, ex-

pressed by a Digital First team member, was mirrored by other members of Versorgungsamt 

staff. 

Overall, it was found that members of the leadership team at BASFI and its Versorgungsamt 

were very engaged in the collaborative process. Furthermore, they were interested in other 

activities and responded to interventions described in the next section. 

5.4 Cultivating a holistic view on service creation 

Responding to the patterns, barriers, challenges and opportunities, identified, a multitude of 

activities were carried out to further investigate the comprehension and test the ambition to-

wards a human-centred design approach in the Hamburg administration. 

Enhancing guiding principles 

In its first year, the Digital First programme established four guiding principles. These are in-

cluded in various presentations given by administrative staff internally and externally. In the 

Digital First office, a poster summarises the principles (figure 20): communicate digitally, act 

proactively, automate processes and reduce data inputs. From the interviews and further 

conversations with the administrative staff, it became apparent that their impact on service 

experiences is not universally understood. As a form of intervention design, five new poster 

prototypes were created by the researcher (figure 20). They utilised the original and official 

guiding principles and added a hypothesis what those might mean in the context of public ser-

vice design: 

Services that create less work – reduce data inputs 

Services that are available online – communicate digitally  

Services that anticipate needs – act proactively 

Services that lead to the goal faster – automate processes 

While the objective to address the needs of users was stated multiple times by various people 

from the Digital First team, Agency for IT and Digitalisation and the State Chancellery, no 
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core principle expressed that goal. Correspondingly, a fifth principle and service-related hy-

pothesis were added: 

Services that are useful and understandable – respond to user needs  

The poster prototypes were presented to the programme director and put up in their well-fre-

quented office with the intention to provoke and stimulate a discussion. 

A few weeks later, the communication manager of the Digital First programme indeed re-

sponded to the intervention by creating a set of four new posters, adopting the perspective of 

potential citizen value (figure 20). The posters partially resemble the visual style of the prov-

ocation prototypes and state: 

Digital First so that you don’t have to apply for something 
– act proactively 

Digital First so that you can spend time on things that matter 
– automate processes 

Digital First so that you can date us online – act proactively 

Digital First so that you don’t have to enter everything again 
– reduce data inputs 

Notably, the posters refer to only three of the four original guiding principles, leaving one 

out. They also neglect the notion of responding to user needs proposed by the additional fifth 

provocation poster. The new posters replaced the provocation posters on the director’s wall, 

while they remained on a nearby cupboard (figure 20). 

 

Figure 18: Original Digital First poster, provocation prototypes and the Digital First response 

Establishing service quality standards 

In the office of Digital First’s ambassador team lead, a different poster of the Australian gov-

ernment’s Digital Service Standard was found stuck to the wall. Being asked about it, the 
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team lead articulated the need for clear standards, an orientation for building digital ser-

vices, and also a general appreciation of such reference point. In parallel, the National Regu-

latory Control Council had advocated for a Digital Service Standard for Germany and urged 

the German government to establish one (2018, 39). It has been argued that these things help 

to create cost-efficient, user-friendly and digital offerings nationwide (Nationaler Normen-

kontrollrat 2016, 4). A German Digital Service Standard would accelerate the development of 

user-centred digital services and lead to a new quality of collaboration between administra-

tion on federal, state, and municipal level (Nationaler Normenkontrollrat 2018, 38). As of late 

2018, no Digital Service Standard has been established in Germany. 

One of the first standards of this kind was established in 2014 in the United Kingdom (Downe 

2018). All online government services are assessed against it and must meet its 18 criteria be-

fore they can be published (Government Digital Service 2018). The UK standard takes a holis-

tic approach and covers the areas technology, security, team setup, ways of working, service 

scope, usability, accessibility, open standards and open source. 

Through desk research, similar service standards from Australia, British local government, 

Canada, Finland, and the United States were found. They contain between 9 and 18 standard 

criteria. Mostly, they replicate each other and cover similar topics. All criteria from the six 

different standards were translated into German, accumulating 82 different but partially sim-

ilar points. Each was printed on an A5 card with a reference to its origin. A 90-minute work-

shop to discuss a possible Hamburg service standard was requested and prepared. Invited by 

the head of the programme, six attendees from the Digital First programme team with diverse 

backgrounds in technology, legal, management, and communication joined the workshop (fig-

ure 21). After a short introduction to the topic, they were split into two groups. Each group 

was given three foreign standard sets of about 40 unsorted criteria. They were tasked to 

group similar points and discuss them in their group for 40 minutes. Additionally, coloured 

stickers were handed out to assign each criteria card to one of the four categories: 

Green: Should adopt criteria as is or in a similar way 

Amber: Need to understand better or discuss further 

Red: Should not be considered for Hamburg 

Blue: Should be considered additionally 

For potential additional standard points, empty cards were provided (figure 21). No blue or 

red stickers were used, no additional criteria were added and none were entirely discarded in 

either of the two groups. If any other colour than green was used, the groups had to write 

down an explanation and their reasoning. The two groups shared their individual discussion 

with each other. Out of 82 criteria, five received amber stickers and required further consid-

eration. These were related to using open standards, testing services with ministers or senior 
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responsibles, setting up interdisciplinary teams, building upon existing services, and making 

all source code available. Some 17 cards related understanding user needs, working in human-

centred ways, making sure users succeed first time and similar were universally marked green 

and hence should be considered for adoption by Hamburg. The notion of applying and de-

manding a human-centred design approach was not challenged by anyone but described as an 

‘obvious hygiene factor’. The workshop participants were in favour of such a standard, 

showed no resistance, and discussed the five yellow-marked criteria in a balanced and con-

structive way.  

 

Figure 19: Members of the Digital First programme team review six international service 

standards 

A few months later, a second 90-minute workshop with a similar setup was suggested. Be-

tween the first and the second workshop, a Digital First design and development process with 

‘quality gates’ had been drafted and published internally. A quality gate is a mandatory 

check-in point as part of service development processes in which a service team’s completed 

work is compared against set standards or other requirements. In Hamburg, six quality gates 

are installed by the central Agency for IT and Digitalisation to assure a high quality of services 

developed by departments. For each gate, a number of documents and checklists were cre-

ated by the Digital First team. The workshop participants were asked to bring these docu-

ments along. Incorporating the discussions and feedback of the first standards workshop, a 

draft of a Hamburg Service Standard was presented. A bright red poster showing 14 standard 

points, covering the previously debated areas, was put up in the workshop space. In the work-

shop introduction, it was argued that the four Digital First principles support their work on a 

strategic level, and quality gates support their work on an operational level. In addition, the 

Hamburg Service Standard would be a tool on a tactical level, linked to principles and embed-

ded and enforced through the quality gates. This view was not challenged by any of the work-

shop attendees. Afterwards, the eight participants with diverse professional backgrounds got 

the task to separate into three groups and to map how the 14 criteria would relate to the 

quality gates (figure 22). Each of the three groups was given two non-consecutive quality 
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gates to review. They had to describe which standard point is assessed at which gate, what 

progress is expected, and how it is evidenced and measured. 

 

Figure 20: Members of the Digital First programme team map a Hamburg service standard 

draft against the quality gates of the Digital First development process 

Although the Digital First team members had spent significant time working on the definition 

of the quality gates prior to the workshop, various assessment criteria needed to be discussed 

by the participants in the larger group. The prototype of the Hamburg service standard was 

seen as a holistic summary. At the end of the discussion, the participants reflected on their 

current practice and raised concerns about their current ways of working. One person argued 

that the workshop had highlighted that no iteration happens after the initial 4-day design 

thinking sprint. Afterwards, a development offer had to be put forward and a “sink or swim” 

approach taken, describing service teams were developing what whatever designs draft they 

had at the time without further citizen input and ongoing concept validation. Furthermore, 

the kick-off design thinking workshops were described as kind of a “theatrical performance” 

and in reality, all relevant data about users had to be gathered before running the sprint. 

Other attendees challenged that view. Another workshop participant predicted that working 

in an agile and iterative way might prove more difficult than expected as suppliers did not 

have the required skill set. 

Five of the 14 standard points are directly or indirectly related to core principles and charac-

teristics of service design described by scholars and practitioners. Those standard criteria re-

late to understanding user needs, making the service easy to use, making the service accessi-

ble and usable for everyone, working in an agile and user-centred way, and iterating and im-

proving the service steadily. The workshop participants considered these criteria only rele-

vant in the third quality gate at the end of a design and before a validation phase. In the pre-

ceding initiation and planning phases, the criteria linked to a human-centred design approach 

were merely considered. Only for the quality gate at the end of the planning phase, an “anal-

ysis of target groups” was expected of service teams. For the next quality gate, between the 

implementation and operation of a service, it was suggested to review if user needs had been 
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addressed while ensuring accessibility was only seen as a technical challenge and usability 

was not considered at all at the later stage of service development. The physical outputs and 

discussions during the workshop provided further evidence that human-centred design activi-

ties are perceived as somewhat isolated instead of being omnipresent and ubiquitous. Service 

design characteristics and principles described by Wetter-Edman and Stickdorn et al., like 

‘collaborative’, ‘participation’, ‘visualisations’, ‘prototypes’, ‘iterative’, ‘human-centred’, 

represented by the five specific service standard points were not seen as transcending and 

universal elements necessary for all stages of the Digital First process. In that regard, the dif-

ferent kinds of data point show a high degree of consistency – as the similar statements were 

found in the interview transcripts and practices observed during the engagement with the 

case service.  

Persuading with words 

Accompanying the facilitation of workshops on service standards, the creation of provocative 

posters, and the practical work on the case service, three longer articles were authored and 

published. Their purpose was to explain the specific work, put it in a theoretical and practical 

context, and compare it to similar activities taking place in foreign governments where hu-

man-centred design practices are well-established. Moreover, no articles covering these top-

ics in the context of German public service were found in German language. The three texts 

were first published on the platform Medium.com and shared with the staff of the Hamburg 

administration (figure 23). In six months, each of the articles was read between 270 and 410 

times. While individual readers of stories cannot be identified, the Chief Digital Officer of the 

City of Hamburg did subscribe to the online publication and were therefore notified about 

newly published articles. 

In addition to online articles, a physical newspaper, a special German edition of the existing 

publication Service Gazette, was created. Apart from articles already made available on Me-

dium.com, further texts from other human-centred design practitioners also working for gov-

ernments were commissioned. The newspaper was widely distributed and circulated in the 

Hamburg administration. Months after their publication, issues of the Service Gazette were 

still laid out in the offices of leading personnel of the both the Digital First team and BASFI. 

Asked about the purpose and value, the civil servants described the Service Gazette as tool 

show alternative ways of working and thinking. The newspaper sat next to copies of 

Behördenspiegel, a well-established monthly newspaper for German civil servants (figure 23). 

Another Digital First ambassador proactively gave feedback on how useful and insightful he 

found the publication’s content. Furthermore, after having received a Service Gazette copy, 

the State Secretary and Chief of Senate Chancellery sent a follow-up message, expressing 

gratitude for the newspaper which he “had read with great interest”, requesting additional 

30 copies for further distribution among their subordinates (Krupp 2017. Pers. com.). 
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Figure 21: Articles and publications created to stimulate discussion and change mindsets in 

the Hamburg administration; newspaper re-discovered on a civil servant’s desk months later 

Another intervention design and persuasion activity was a public service design conference 

organised for German civil servants from Hamburg and other parts of German administration, 

held in Berlin in July 2018 (figure 24). Organised with two co-runners, it was set up as an in-

teractive half-day congress. It included talks, workshops, and discussions on human-centred 

design practice in government. Speakers included administrative staff from other German 

government institutions who already utilise service design-related tools and methods in their 

work on public service improvements. Moreover, experienced human-centred design practi-

tioners from industry-leading private sector firms and consultancies ran workshops, introduc-

ing civil servants to specific tools and methods. Three people from BASFI, two of them in 

leading positions, travelled from Hamburg to Berlin to participate in the conference. They ac-

tively contributed to the discourse by sharing their experiences and asking the speakers ques-

tions (figure 24). During the workshop track of the conference, one person from BASFI at-

tended a workshop on understanding user needs and creating journey maps, while another 

went to a session about exploring hacks for bureaucratic culture and how to integrate human-

centred design into daily work routines. People working in the Digital First team were invited, 

too, but had other obligations and therefore were not able to attend. 

 

Figure 22: Civil servants from the Hamburg administration attending a dedicated public ser-

vice design conference organised in July 2018 
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Additional probing artefacts included eight user research design and research method cards. 

They explain the purpose, value and effort of a particular method with the intention to lead 

to application. The card sets were handed over to administrative staff. No measurable effect 

or evidence of usage could be seen. No questions were asked regarding the presented meth-

ods. 

 

The range of invention designs, probes, and prototypes created and tested during various 

months generated further data points that mostly match the insights accumulated through 

the interview-based research and the engagement with the case service. There are general 

interest and awareness of human-centred design. However, it is not part of the everyday 

practice in the context of Digital First service transformation. While the Digital First team is 

diverse in regards to specialisation, with people with backgrounds in technology, manage-

ment, public policy, law, and communications, an experienced representative of human-cen-

tred design is missing in the ongoing discussions taking place in the transformation pro-

gramme. Human-centred design remains an external capacity, temporarily bought and 

brought in via contractors and consultants to support distinct and isolated activities. Human-

centred design and related characteristics of service design have not been adopted on a 

higher level like principles, everyday ways of working or mindsets. Currently, they remain 

tools and methods instead of forming a part of a holistic approach. 

In BASFI and Versorgungsamt, awareness of human-centred design approaches was found to 

be low, while interest and level of participation were high. During the time of engagement 

with the department, the perceived value grew, evidenced by process artefacts not supposed 

to be removed and actions taken based on research-informed recommendations. The human-

centred design capability in the department is marginal. One part-time project advisor had 

undergone dedicated usability training more than ten years ago but not applied the acquired 

skills since then. They had not made any recommendations suggesting that studies should be 

performed studies or tests should be conducted. 

Having built a reasonable understanding of the comprehension of human-centred design in the 

Hamburg administration through the broad range of activities carried out over almost one 

year makes it possible to analyse and respond to it. Capturing the status quo allows for the 

formulation of an improved future state and the drafting of a strategy and action plan to 

reach it. The following section maps the current situation against established frameworks and 

describes how to progress. 

5.5 Proposing an approach for increasing human-centred design capability 

The human-centred design capability of Hamburg administration was found by the varied re-

search data to be low. The city relies exclusively on external capacities. The digital maturity 

matrix, developed by public sector consultancy FutureGov (Unsworth 2017) and applied in 



 87 

 

5.3.4, is helpful as a representation model. Even though it seems applicable for reviewing and 

recording the digital evolution of service transformation projects, it is less suitable for the 

description of design capability in an organisation as its scope is broader. Junginger’s model 

for characterising the relationship between design functions and the larger organisation 

(2009) applied in 5.2 is appropriate for depicting where design is located, outside or inside an 

organisation. While it allows describing where design is, it does not capture how mature it is, 

even though there might be a correlation. The design management staircase, a model that al-

lows describing design maturity, was put forward by Kootstra (2009). The framework de-

scribes four steps: 1, no design; 2, design as project; 3, design as function; 4, design as cul-

ture. For each step, it distinguishes five factors: awareness of benefits, planning of design, 

design resources, design expertise, and design process (figure 25). Acknowledging that no two 

organisations will ever be the same, the four-tier, five-factor model was developed to repre-

sent all main aspects of design (management) capability in a single coherent framework 

(Kootstra 2009). Its structure allows a higher degree of detail and specificity which makes it 

suitable for describing the current state and the desired next state of human-centred design 

capability in the Hamburg administration. Albeit the model has been developed for private 

sector businesses, the factors and tiers are equally applicable to large public organisations. 

 

Figure 23: Design management staircase model with four tiers and five factors (Kootstra 2009, 

12) 

Level 1 describes some or no design activities, where design is either not repeated, defined or 

managed. The research findings show that Hamburg does use design thinking workshops re-

peatedly and as a kick-off sprint for any medium to large volume service. There is some de-

sign project management capability in place to make sure design thinking workshops take 

place. Level 2 is characterised by only limited use of design and low grade of integration into 



 88 

 

other business processes. Tier two organisations share experience with design only to a lim-

ited extent within the institution, the responsibility for design is controlled on an operational 

level. Organisations on level 3 have a defined role for design, link design to both innovation 

and development, integrated it with other organisational processes, and a dedicated person 

or department to manage and coordinate different design specialists, parts of the organisa-

tion and senior management. 

Furthermore, in tier three institutions, design is used permanently and proactively. Design as 

a function is identified with process quality and quick project turnarounds (Kootstrat 2009, 

13). Given the data accumulated and presented in the previous sections, the administration 

of Hamburg and its Digital First transformation programme can be labelled a level 2 organisa-

tion. Design is used ad-hoc on a limited basis with no personnel seconded to manage the dis-

tinct and unconnected design activities, executed by outside entities. 

 

The five factors in the design management staircase model are described as indicators of 

good design management (Kootstra 2009). All factors – awareness, process, planning, exper-

tise, resources – are represented in the four steps. The factor awareness refers to how the 

benefits of design are understood on different levels of the organisation, including the senior 

management level. A lack of awareness of the benefits design may bring to projects can lead 

to barriers to adequate use of design. Process as a factor describes how well the design activ-

ities are managed and timed, how they are linked to other core processes, and how much of a 

formal setup for such activities exist. Planning relates to the internal and external endorse-

ment of design in business plans with related objectives and fundamental principles. The 

fourth factor, expertise, captures the experience, expertise, and level of skills of staff in re-

gards to design as well as the variety and quality of methods and tools applied in design activ-

ities. Design resources as the fifth factor describe how much an organisation invests in design 

– through hiring, providing a suitable space, and supplying the necessary hardware and soft-

ware tools 

In organisations on level 2 of the staircase, only some specialists are aware of the benefits of 

design – something that was evidenced by the specific usage of design terminology in the ad-

ministration, for example. Such organisations do not have a consistent design process, do not 

apply design to all projects in a coherent way. Not running design thinking workshops for all 

service transformation projects and not having any other design activities after the 4-day 

sprints scheduled can be seen as indicators for Hamburg operating on such lower maturity 

level. Planning on level 2 is limited to objectives and plans existing on project level only, and 

also lacking integration into other activities and missing a wider-reaching set of goals. Spe-

cific objectives and coherent measures of success linked to design activities were not found 

through the interviews or other research methods. 
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Regarding expertise and resourcing, only some basic design skills can be found in level 2 or-

ganisations; tools are applied inconsistently, leaving significant space for improvements. Fur-

thermore, only limited resources are provided for design activities. Evidence for this can be 

found in the fact that Hamburg only sporadically utilises university students to conduct usabil-

ity tests and that, according to interviewees, research methods were applied in wrong ways. 

Stakeholders in multiple parts of the Hamburg administration, in the Digital First programme, 

in the Agency for IT and Digitalisation, and the departments learned about the benefits of de-

sign activities by experiencing them. Mostly, that happened through participation in design 

thinking workshops. For some people, engaged in the researcher’s work on the case service, it 

happened by seeing the outputs of design activities like service blueprints, service flows, user 

profiles, or videos of usability studies. Several people named potential benefits of a more 

structured service design approach. With the proclaimed goal of taking not only a digital-first 

but also a users-first approach, a higher maturity level of human-centred design needs to be 

achieved. To do so, design needs to become an interconnected internal function instead of a 

range of distinct external projects. 

In the following, a range of changes is suggested to assist the evolution of design in the Ham-

burg administration. A supporting framework for facilitating change in public sector organisa-

tions was presented by British innovation foundation Nesta (Christiansen 2018). Originally de-

veloped to steer public sector innovation labs, it has been adopted by the researcher to fit 

the context of human-centred design maturity within a service transformation programme 

(figure 26). It covers four areas. One is about governance structure and comprises decision-

making, funding, and mandate. A second area covers impact and assessment, including how 

work is documented and communicated, and how design is held accountable. A third area 

considers activities and resources – what is done, by whom, and what is needed for it. The 

fourth area, attitude and skills, deals with the people who do the work, their skills, mindsets 

and also environments, and what methods and tools are used in their work. 
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Figure 24: Systemic change model for public sector innovation labs (Christiansen 2018) 

Altering the governance structure  

For the Hamburg administration to progress in its design maturity, evolution needs to happen 

in all four areas. In the area of governance structure, design requires a mandate from the 

city’s Chief Digital Officer to enhanced in its human-centred approach. For that, the benefits 

and costs must be described and presented in a business case to secure funding for building 

internal design capability. The current funding model that exclusively relies on external ca-

pacity must be reviewed. A shift from outsourced design-related services seen as capital ex-

penditures to in-house staff and therefore operational expenditures is necessary. As activities 

like design thinking workshops have been anchored in the Digital First development process as 

core activities for most service types, the dependency on external capability needs to be re-

duced, thereby also reducing costs. A senior designer should be brought in who should partici-

pate in the board meetings of the Digital First senior programme team on a regular basis to 

provide input on key strategic decisions from a design management angle. 

Moreover, currently fragmented design activities need to be connected. The Digital First de-

velopment process model demands an iteration that adds further design activities to all 

stages of the process to reflect a continuously human-centred, iterative, and agile way of dig-

italising public services. The Hamburg Service Standard proposed in 5.4 needs to be enacted, 

published, and enforced. Various of the standard points related to human-centred design 
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practices and make user research, user involvement, usability and accessibility tests, cross-

channel design, and multidisciplinary teams mandatory. Through in-house senior design ex-

pertise and additional design activities carried out, the perception, understanding, and posi-

tioning of design is likely to change and be enhanced. 

Improvements to impact and assessment 

Developing all future digital services in Hamburg according to the Hamburg Service Standard 

will measurably enable better services. One standard point demands key performance indica-

tors for every service and requires anonymous service performance data to be collected. It 

should encompass not only quantitative indicators but also qualitative and experiential ones. 

With a mixed data set indicating the health of public services, the impact of design activities 

carried out will become measurable more easily. Besides, other contextual quality metrics for 

human-centred design should be explored (cf. Winograd & Woods 1997). 

Furthermore, each service applying the standard should be represented on the Hamburg ad-

ministration’s intranet. Progress should be documented continuously and made accessible for 

other civil servants. So far, online process documentation has been published there by the 

Digital First programme. It will allow good practice to be spread and help administrative staff 

new to the Digital First process and Hamburg Service Standard learn more about it quickly. 

Additionally, such documentation and up-to-date progress information can reduce anxiety for 

teams in departments, increase transparency for them as well as management, and lead to 

clarity about how to work well.  

Increase in activities and resources 

Once an in-house design capability is established, the range of design activities can be ex-

panded. At the same time, the cost can likely be reduced as the expenditure for designers as 

civil or public servants will be lower than for contractors with high day-rates. With hundreds 

more public services to be digitalised in the next few years, more design capability will be 

needed while the budget will be limited. Therefore, civil servants should be taught a basic 

understanding of design and fundamental human-centred design skills. Similar offerings exist 

in other countries like the United Kingdom where staff can take free 1-day training courses in 

‘research and design in government’ and an ‘introduction to service design’ (HM Government 

2018). The way that design work is communicated through the organisation needs to be al-

tered. Currently, the documentation of design thinking workshops, containing many useful 

user insights, process representations, and prototype sketches, are only sent around digitally. 

No outputs from a whole year of workshops were visible in the offices at the time of observa-

tional research. In the future, all empathy-building artefacts and outputs from the design pro-
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cess should be accessible in corridors of both the departments and the Digital First pro-

gramme office, including user profiles, user journey maps, service blueprints, concept story-

boards, and prototype compilations. 

In the building, visitors should get an immediate idea what work is going on, what services are 

being transformed and who are they developed for. Once a month, one-hour long research 

and design show & tell sessions, open to all interested civil servants in the Hamburg admin-

istration, should take place to share progress, discuss findings, and feed-back learnings and 

insights. Moreover, the in-house designers should guide the work of contractors, answer ques-

tions from departments on how to meet the research and design-specific points in the stand-

ard. As part of this work stream, the cooperation with the university around usability testing 

should be continued as it reduces workload during certain periods of the year, in semesters, 

and introduces future talent to meaningful work in the public sector. Additionally, a low-

budget in-house usability lab should be set up to allow regular testing of prototypes. 

Changes to attitudes and skills 

To evolve design as part of the digital transformation initiative, human-centricity has to be 

endorsed from top to ground level in the Agency or IT and Digitalisation and its Digital First 

unit, not just in the abstract but in the concrete. Already, the ambassadors are advocating 

and promoting design sprints and explaining the value of user involvement to service teams in 

departments. With a broader range of design activities to offer, gaps in the current process 

can be filled and the message to departments sharpened. Intro-level design training for Digi-

tal First staff should be made mandatory enabling them even better to communicate the ben-

efits of design. Core human-centred design competencies, mindsets, and skills like divergent 

and convergent thinking, open-mindedness, holistic thinking, tenacity, facilitation, digging 

deep, reframing, visual thinking or willingness to fail should be taught in such training (cf. 

Kramer, Agogino & Roschuni 2016). Equally, design needs to be understood by the top man-

agement levels as a holistic problem-solving activity rather than asan aesthetic and cosmetic 

concern. 

On a foundational level, ‘responding to user needs’ has to be added as a fifth guiding princi-

ple of the service transformation work as suggested in the previous section – to reflect the 

ambition and sincerity of the scheme. Depending on the budget available and approved busi-

ness case, two to three people should be hired as in-house design staff. Person one should 

have a substantial user research background ranging from exploratory discovery research to 

usability testing in addition to workshop facilitation. User research before, during and after 

design thinking sprints as well a co-facilitation of the workshops can be done by the person. 

Other critical skills needed in the programme are interaction design, service design, and de-

sign management. Ideally, these competencies and skills would be split between two people 
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given the volume of services in the transformation backlog. Person two as a hybrid interac-

tion/service designer would be able to support the development of multiple services at once, 

shaping the service proposition, creating service flows, and building prototypes. Person three 

as a more senior design leader with design management experience should steer the work of 

the small team, develop processes and training formats, operationalise the high-level trans-

formation strategy, and communicate the work of the team. As part of their work, design ac-

tivities have to be reviewed, further service design-related methods and tools around user re-

search, synthesis, co-creation, prototyping, testing, and visualising likely need to be added to 

the portfolio of regularly applied techniques (cf. Stickdorn et al. 2017; Marsh 2018). 

To enable good design work, the team needs a collaborative design space with whiteboards 

allowing quick drafting of ideas and concepts. Such space can also be used for co-design ac-

tivities with departmental staff, citizens, and other stakeholders as discussed in 3.5 (cf. 

Junginger 2017), similar to a co-lab the Australian government has opened (Pankhania 2018). 

Access to regular and large-scale printers to prepare workshops, as well as other material like 

sufficient sticky notes and more physical prototyping material, is necessary. Also, the corri-

dors in the Digital First office need to be modified to support ongoing exposition of the most 

recent work. Similar to the integrated people/places/process approach promoted by the HPI 

School of Design Thinking (2018) focusing on multidisciplinary teams, flexible spaces, and an 

iterative method, an evolution in one single area will not lead to substantial change. It re-

quires the combination of factors and contributors for the Agency for IT and digitalisation and 

its Digital First programme to reach the next level of design maturity. 

In the light of the various proposed changes, it is necessary to acknowledge design legacy in 

organisations. Junginger points outs that as “flawed and poorly suited” as design practices 

might be in organisations, design legacies always exist in one way or the other and make it 

difficult for service designers to bring change to organisations (2014). One is the organisa-

tional purpose as it may encourage or discourage specific ideas. Others are existing organisa-

tional design approaches and practices. Junginger hints that these are not always apparent 

(2013; 2014). The research conducted and summarised in this thesis report may not have re-

vealed all existing approaches and practices, so incoming design staff should research them 

further and respond to them. As the Digital First programme is still a relatively new pro-

gramme which continues to evolve, it has significantly less legacy than most other public sec-

tor organisations, which makes the facilitation of change towards a more human-centred de-

sign approach much more manageable. Initiating change within well-established departments 

of the Hamburg administration and understanding the design legacies there might prove more 

difficult and demand additional investigations. 
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5.6 Developing a new model for service design for public value creation 

In the 1990s, Moore’s strategic triangle (1995) described how managers who want to create 

public value depend on gaining legitimacy and support from an authorised position higher up 

in the organisation but also need to secure or build operational capacity further down (Moore 

& Khagram 2004). Without political legitimacy granted from above, and operational feasibility 

and sustainability ensured from below, no public value can emerge. All three factors are in-

tertwined. As documented in chapter 5.2, reasonable evidence for this was found in the Ham-

burg administration. Through interviews with administrative staff and external partners, 

blockers and barriers were identified that prevent to get work done which benefits the pub-

lic. These included lack of sponsorship from senior political leaders or them practically stop-

ping the implementation of service concepts that directly responded to citizen needs. An-

other obstacle was technical capability and development capacity to deliver outputs to citi-

zens in reasonable timeframes. Real-world evidence for the relevance and accuracy of 

Moore’s strategic triangle model was found: lack of legitimacy and support and missing opera-

tional capability represent two of the three primary barriers to successful citizen-centred 

work in Hamburg as the research discovered. 

In the late 2000s, Try & Radnor expanded Moore’s strategic triangle and described service, 

trust, and outcomes as contributors and creators of public value (2007). The provision of ser-

vice, the achievement of outcomes for citizens, and the buildup of trust between the admin-

istration and the people are connected and interdependent. Notably, the tagline of the Gov-

ernment Digital Service working on digital transformation in the United Kingdom is “trust, us-

ers, delivery” – expressing a similar focus on gaining the trust of the public, focussing on ser-

vice users, and delivering something that results in practical benefit and outcomes for people 

(2011). 

Service design is a practice concerned with value creation (Wetter-Edman 2011). Service de-

sign addresses all three public value contributors described in Try & Radnor’s model. It shapes 

services from the level of service interactions to service interventions to organisational trans-

formation (Sangiorgi & Junginger 2009). Service design focusses on people’ needs and their 

desired outcomes, can address service users’ jobs-to-be-done (Stickdorn et al. 2017, 113), 

and therefore support value-in-achievement (Bettencourt et al. 2014). By being human-cen-

tred (Stickdorn et al. 2017) and participatory (Wetter-Edman 2011), and designing with peo-

ple instead of for them (Junginger 2017), it generates trust with internal and external stake-

holders. Service design is directed at designing for service and seen as a way to realise service 

logic (Wetter-Edman 2011). Applied in the context of the public sector and through the lens 

of public service logic (Osborne 2017), service design realises public service logic and is a con-

tributor to public value. Public value is grounded in basic human needs and is rooted in indi-

viduals’ interpretations (Meynhardt et al. 2017). Service design helps to uncover people’s 
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needs, their mental models and then designs for them, responding to their needs (Stickdorn 

et al. 2017, Young 2008). 

To reflect the contribution of service design to public value creation, an enhanced model is 

proposed (figure 27). It expands the work of Try & Radnor which was built on Moore’s strate-

gic triangle. Service design is seen as a contributing practice that improves service, strength-

ens trust, and orientates towards outcomes. Service design applied in the public sector is a 

way to realise public service logic. Value creation is one of the characteristics of service de-

sign. When applied to a design object affecting a significant group of people, service design 

can contribute to the creation of public value. Public value reflects basic human needs. Ser-

vice design uncovers and responds to people’s need and therefore supports the creation of 

public value. 

 

Figure 25: Service design contribution to public value creation (Jordan 2019 after Try & Rador 

2007 after Moore 1995) 

The model responds to the second key research question of the thesis about how the applica-

tion of human-centred design can support public value creation. Service design incorporates 

human-centredness as a core principle. The model can be used together with a public value 

scorecard proposed by Meynhardt which captures utilitarian-instrumental, political-social, 

and hedonistic-aesthetic values (2015). It rates how useful, how decent, how much of a posi-

tive experience there is, how profitable, and how politically acceptable an output of public 

investment is. Service design is capable of influencing all of these factors. Some initial evi-

dence for this was found during the engagement with the case service, but it requires a long-
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term study following the entire development process, launch, and impact assessment of a 

public service to gather sufficient data. Therefore, the model presented responds to the sec-

ond research question on a conceptual level but requires further validation on a practical 

level. 

6 Conclusion 

After two decades, the digitalisation of public services is still in an early stage in many West-

ern countries. Even in countries with a high degree of digitalisation like Estonia where almost 

all services are available online in some form, digital transformation is only now entering a 

stage in which human-centred design is used to improve their usefulness and usability (Enn 

2018). In Europe, Germany is ranked low regarding usage of digital public services. The 2017 

online access law is supposed to change that within five years as it demands 575 services to 

be available online nationwide by 2022. Triggered by the enactment of the law, numerous ini-

tiatives on federal, state and municipal level have been set up in all parts of the country to 

transform public services for the 21st century.  

The digital transformation approach taken by the city-state of Hamburg is a more considered 

one with a strategy paper agreed in the city senate already in 2016, anticipating the federal 

law. This chapter summarises and evaluates the 20-month engagement with Hamburg, the 

process and results, reflecting on the key research questions of the thesis. Moreover, it re-

views the value and contributions of the study and proposes opportunities for further re-

search. 

6.1 Summary 

The purpose of the thesis is to explore how service design as a human-centred design ap-

proach can contribute to public value creation and to study how it is happening in practice. It 

is done in the context of the implementation of the online access law, taking place through-

out all of Germany. Hamburg represents one of many federal states and municipalities where 

digital transformation projects and programmes are set up to improve public services. Three 

major activities undertaken as part of this study respond to two main research questions. A 

literature review was conducted to build a theoretical framework on public value creation 

through service design. Exploratory qualitative research was conducted to understand the or-

ganisations involved in Hamburg’s digital service transformation and their approaches. As an 

instrumental case, an engagement with a specific service was initiated to understand current 

development approaches in a more detailed manner and to gather evidence for the validity of 

the theoretical framework. 
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The first research question “What is the understanding and comprehension of design practices 

in the Hamburg administration?” aims at the desire to investigate and capture how digitalisa-

tion of public services takes place. Hamburg has been of particular interest as its senate deci-

sion and foundational strategic policy paper for the Digital First initiative demands the devel-

opment of citizen-friendly services and “user-friendliness as much as possible” (Hamburger 

Senat 2016) while the national law does not make any similar demands. Senior political lead-

ers of the city-state claimed that “digital first means users first”. The subsequent research 

activities aimed at understanding how user-centredness is translated from policy to delivery 

and operations. One objective was to find out how citizen-friendliness in state-law links to 

principles, mindsets, practices, and tools and methods used by staff in the administration. 

That included recognising design legacies – practices that are handed down from one person 

or team to another over a more extended period (Junginger 2014). 

Investigating the question, desk research and stakeholder maps were used to create an over-

view of the different stakeholders involved and identify the relevant one to engage with. Dur-

ing multiple visits to Hamburg, contextual inquiries and semi-structured interviews were used 

to understand the structure, ways of working and thinking, and perceived role and value of 

design. The members of the Hamburg administration that the researcher interacted with were 

notably open to sharing, discussing, and engaging in all proposed activities. Every person ap-

proached was supportive of the research and spoke frankly about barriers, challenges, and 

opportunities under agreed anonymity and confidentiality. None of the activities proposed 

were rejected. Despite busy schedules, workshops in both Digital First and the Versorgung-

samt were attended by many team members who participated in the activities with interest. 

In the first few months, the researcher was even offered the role as a Digital First ambassador 

and asked to look after a digitalisation project himself and to coordinate the transformation 

of a service with a department and suppliers. Such immersive research approach would have 

yielded extensive research data and may have generated comprehensive insights into German 

administration and how digitalisation is done in the public sector. The offer can be seen as a 

sign of trust in the researcher and came unexpectedly. The researcher had to decline the pro-

posal as such an integrated set-up would have demanded a continuous presence in Hamburg 

which was not reasonable while only researching in part-time. 

The research uncovered an understanding of human-centred design as technique with related 

methods and tools, utilised in service transformation projects regularly. The term design is 

mainly associated with the visual appearance of something. Moreover, although design think-

ing is perceived to have a more profound impact on changing underlying business processes, it 

is considered a workshop format only. The administrative staff acknowledged that more user 

involvement would be favourable during service transformation projects and agreed on the 

goal of creating citizen-friendly, useful, and usable services. During interviews, contextual 

inquiries, and forms of conversations, the lack of specific skills was brought up by multiple 
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people. Notably, design-related skills were not mentioned by any member of administrative 

staff. The responses to the subsequent design interventions were mixed. Some were adapted, 

some were challenged, some were ignored. Printed newspapers and articles were spread, 

shared, and commented. Stickers with messages like ‘users first’ or ‘You ≠ user’ were placed 

on people’s work computers. Posters presenting alternative views on the guiding principles 

were disputed with counter proposals. The user research method cards created did not re-

ceive any attention, it seems, even though an interest in more and alternative ways of user 

involvement was expressed. At the same time, artefacts from design work on the case service 

were deemed precious and valuable by the service team and service owner. They were kept 

in the office and meeting room even after fulfilling their original purpose. Individuals shared 

photographs of the design artefacts on social media platforms through their personal ac-

counts. Dedicated events and workshops organised outside the Hamburg administration were 

attended by a few people of the administration, substantiating an interest in human-centred 

design approaches. 

The second research question “How can the application of human-centred design support 

public value creation?” has been approached conceptually through the study of existing aca-

demic papers, articles, book chapters, and further written material. Besides, it was ap-

proached practically by engaging with the case service. In academic literature, service design 

has been discussed in the context of the public sector by several scholars (Junginger 2009; Ba-

son 2017a; Trischler & Scott 2015; Wetter-Edman & Malmberg 2018; Osborne et al. 2012). Ser-

vice design and designing for service has also been attributed with realising service-dominant 

logic and characterised as value creating (Wetter-Edman 2011). Lately, the concept of public 

service logic has emerged and describes public service organisations co-producing services 

and co-creating value (Osborne 2017). What has been discussed less in the academic dis-

courses in service management, public management, and design management is the contribu-

tion service design can make to public value creation. It was found that service design is ca-

pable of supporting the creation of public value. Service design is human-centred, responding 

to people’s needs, and designing services around them (Stickdorn et al. 2017), whereas public 

value is grounded in basic human needs (Meynhardt 2009; 2015). Furthermore, service, trust, 

and outcomes are creators of public value (Try & Radnor 2007). Service design contributes to 

service improvements, the buildup of public trust, and improved outcomes for citizens. In re-

sponse to the second research question, a new model building on previous concepts presented 

by Moore (1995) and Try & Radnor (2007) is proposed to describe and depict the contribution 

service design makes to the creation of public value. Some evidence for the validity of the 

model could be found through the practical part of the study. More research is suggested, and 

opportunities for further research are outlined in one of the following sections. 

Over time, the three areas of work – one conceptual and two practical activities – began to 

overlap and partially merge. The qualitative interviews exposed the barriers and blockers to 



 99 

 

offering good human-centred services in Hamburg and proved the practical validity of Moore’s 

conceptual strategic triangle, used as a foundation of the new proposed model. The engage-

ment with the case service allowed to study the new model in response to the second re-

search question while also collecting further data on the topic of the understanding of design 

of the first research question. At the same time, the research on the organisational and ser-

vice level proved to be complementary. By working on these two different levels, not only the 

current understanding of design could be researched, but also the interest and curiosity of 

civil servants regarding the potential value of design verified. Besides, the work on the case 

service led to a perceived practical benefit for the Hamburg administration. The resulting in-

creased trust in the researcher subsequently enabled additional research activities. 

6.2 Value of the study and transferability of results 

The study has both theoretical and empirical value. On a scientific level, the study traces 

back and compares multiple views on public value in the public management discourse with 

those on value creation in the service management discourse. The two distinct discourses 

came together rather recently in the newly established public service-dominant logic (Os-

borne et al. 2012) and public service logic (Osborne 2017). Grounded in a literature review, 

the study argues how service design applied in the public sector supports the creation of pub-

lic value. So far, the role of service design in the context of public value creation has re-

ceived little attention. The proposed model, built on the work of Moore (1995) and Try & Rad-

nor (2007), offers a new framework to the discourse in design management, service manage-

ment, and public management. The effect of service design on public value creation under a 

public service logic lens can be considered an appealing research area that deserves further 

attention. 

On a practical level, the study findings are in line with Moore’s strategic triangle (2012). It 

was found evidence in Hamburg that the creation of public value is relying on top-level sup-

port and operational capability. The study applies and then modifies Junginger’s relationship 

model of design functions and larger organisations (2009). It also combines models on design 

maturity (Kootstraat 2009) and systemic change (Christiansen 2018) to facilitate the advance-

ment of human-centred design in a public service organisation. The set of tools and models 

and their combined use are likely to have practical application in other contexts, too. 

On a practical level, this might be the first study researching and evaluating how service de-

sign and human-centred design approaches are applied in a part of the German administra-

tion. Other papers, theses, and book chapters have examined the role of service design in the 

public sector in Australia (Trischler & Scott 2015), Denmark (Bason 2017a), Italy (Rizzo, 

Deserti & Cobanli 2016) Singapore (Dribbisch 2017), the United Kingdom (Bailey & Lloyd 

2016), and United States (Junginger 2017). The timely completion of the study can inform the 

nationwide execution of the online access law which is likely to gain further traction in the 
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coming years until the implementation deadline in 2022. The study results gained from the 

engagement with the case service and from the investigation of a service transformation pro-

gramme are likely to be relevant for other municipalities and state-level governments in Ger-

many. First examples of the outputs which have been transferred are described in the follow-

ing section. 

Beyond that, the study follows a holistic service design research approach as instigated by 

Moritz (2005) and Ostrom et al. (2015), researching the design of services and the design of 

the design of services. While there is limited novelty in the way the user research methods 

and tools are applied individually, the multi-level research approach with intervention designs 

might be worth transferring to other contexts of evaluating service design transformation pro-

jects. 

The specific research findings on barriers and blockers to linking a citizen-oriented policy – 

described in the Senate’s strategic paper – with a human-centred design approach on an oper-

ational level are likely to be found in other contexts, too. A potential recurrence in other cit-

ies, countries, and contexts is probable and should be investigated. The transferability of 

other study outputs is discussed in the following section. 

6.3 Impact assessment and opportunities 

An immediate impact assessment at the end of a study is difficult. Too few data points are 

available, and more time may lead to additional measurable effects initiated by this study. 

Therefore, further research opportunities are described in the next section. Some practical 

results of the almost year-long interaction with the city-state of Hamburg have been rec-

orded, however, and additional opportunities are described. 

As the recognition for severe disability service is based on Federal law, the research findings, 

new service concept and prototype could be useful input for digital transformation in other 

parts of the German government, specifically on a state and municipal level. Artefacts cre-

ated by the researcher during the engagement with the case service were shared and subse-

quently used by a practitioner working on the same service with councils in the southern state 

of Baden-Württemberg. In early December 2018, the user profiles and alternative service flow 

created in the study were used in a workshop to discuss service transformation. “The expec-

tations of Hamburg’s users are identical to the expectations of our users”, one workshop par-

ticipant stated. As the underlying policy and law are the same and paper forms in different 

parts of the country have been almost identical for decade, it might be beneficial creating 

and sharing a user-validated and legally reviewed digital service pattern with other munici-

palities. Such could save time and money, reduce duplication of work, and increase the qual-

ity of service across the country. A collaboration with the existing IT Planning Council, its 
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Federal IT Cooperation unit, FITKO, and input into the federal information management kit, 

FIM, supposed to document service processes nationwide is recommended. 

 

Figure 26: Civil servants in the state of Baden-Württemberg work with some of the study’s 

outputs 

In the interviews with Hamburg’s administrative staff, one person suggested other municipali-

ties and federal states could adopt services developed in Hamburg, expressing confidence in 

their work. This has been initiated by sharing the design outputs with the municipalities and 

state government of Baden-Württemberg (figure 28). More collaborations have been sug-

gested. 

In comparison to other digital transformation programme teams, the city of Hamburg is some-

what reluctant to share progress publicly and proactively. While digital service teams in the 

Australian, British, Italian, and US government, maintain public blogs on which they share up-

dates several times per month, Hamburg stays quiet. Updates are instead enforced legally 

through minor enquiries in the city parliament. Unusually, one member of the Digital First 

programme team shared a series of five pictures from two internal workshops the researcher 

conducted on the social media platform LinkedIn (figure 29). They contained a service flow, 

user profiles, prototypes, and the proposed Hamburg Service Standard. The images were ac-

companied by the questions “How can service design support the design of better public ser-

vices? How can we better understand user needs and integrate them in our services? This is 

what we discussed to today”. As the photographs were of high quality, people were able to 

review the content and started discussing the political challenges related to enacting the 

Hamburg Service Standard on the social media platform publicly. Moreover, the post received 
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a public endorsement through likes from senior people of the Hamburg administration includ-

ing c-level executives, heads of IT, and heads of programme as well as senior executives from 

Germany’s federal government. Apart from the unusual openness and public affirmation from 

senior managers, the language of the post deviates from the expressions used in most of the 

conducted interviews and indicates a more holistic understanding of the term service design 

and how services should respond to user needs. The post might indicate a further evolution of 

mindsets in the Hamburg administration. 

 

Figure 27: A civil servant’s public social media blog post about the workshops conducted 

Furthermore, the person stated they plan to get involved in a new cross-municipality working 

group in the beginning of 2019 and specifically to share the work for the BASFI on the case 

service. The focus of the working group will be on ‘service design in process management’ 

(KGSt 2018). The description of their activities suggests a broader and more holistic under-

standing of service design than found in the interviews previously. There, service design is de-

scribed as an enabler for designing services in a user-centred way and improving quality, 

linked to interdisciplinary ways of working and feedback loops (KGSt 2018). The initiators of 

the working group also attended the Public Service Lab event, co-organised by the researcher 

as an intervention in summer 2018. Furthermore, they received copies of the printed Service 

Gazette publication, designed as an intervention in summer 2018, in which one article co-au-

thored by the researcher describes service design has a holistic problem-solving approach to 
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improve service for citizens (Jordan & Dribbisch 2018b). A correlation is possible, but the 

emergence could be entirely coincidental. 

Another request for 45 copies of the Service Gazette publication came from the Federal Chan-

cellery in November 2018 after the researcher had the opportunity to converse with Ger-

many’s Minister of State for Digitalisation and hand over a copy of the printed matter. Conse-

quently, the Head of Digital State reached out to the researcher and asked for additional cop-

ies for distribution in a digital cabinet meeting to discuss next steps in implementing the 

online access law and digitalising 575 services. A week later, German Chancellor Angela Mer-

kel held a significant speech in parliament, arguing that digitalising services in a user-cen-

tred, agile way “is not a nerd project” and requires a new approach (Merkel 2018). Any im-

pact of the researcher on the content of the speech would be laudable but is most unlikely. 

However, the speech highlights a shift of narratives. While state laws and senate policy pa-

pers in Berlin and Hamburg explicitly describe and demand a user-centredness and citizen-

friendliness, the federal online access law does not prescribe how the digitalisation of ser-

vices has to happen (cf. Bundesamt für Justiz 2017; Der Senat von Berlin 2015; Hamburger 

Senat 2016). The Federal law only demands services to be accessible for guaranteeing compli-

ance with other existing Federal and EU law and eliminating channel shifts when digitalising 

public services. It is to be seen how the practice of digital service transformation evolves in 

Germany and what role service design and human-centred design approaches will have. 

Working with the case service produced a usability report of 123 pages, which led to a new 

stream of work in the Versorgungsamt, investigating how the identified issues can be solved 

by whom in what time frame and at which cost. One person involved commented on the use-

fulness of the report as it allowed readers to instantly recognise the problems users face. The 

implementation of the recognised changes requires multiple external parties to participate. It 

needs to be seen if, how, and when the recommendations are followed. It is noteworthy that 

even if the design problem might be significant, the ‘designer’s share’ and possible contribu-

tion might be comparably small. The design educator Papanek described and depicted the 

‘designer’s share in design problems’ as a small corner of a triangle less of 5% of the solution 

(1984, 57). Similarly, multiple scholars raise doubts about the impact of service design and 

service designers. Wetter-Edman argues, “it has proven difficult to fully integrate this holistic 

view of service in service-providing companies and organizations” (2011, 12). Junginger ques-

tions service designers’ ability to recognise organisational design legacies and articulate be-

yond issues of service design (2015). Instead of only designing better services, they should link 

their activity to design work of the larger organisation (Junginger 2015). Should the recom-

mendations made in 5.5 be followed, incoming in-house design staff should pay attention and 

invest time in understanding design legacies and shaping organisational design. 
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6.4 Opportunities for further research 

This study focusses on the application of human-centred design and its contribution to public 

value creation in the context of the city-state of Hamburg. As described in 1.6 and 6., the 

empirical study was limited to a research period of several months and only included one of 

eleven departments of the city. A longer and broader study with more entities would allow a 

comparison of different departments and research into a potential change of principles, 

mindsets, and practices over time. Such long-term study could include investigating further 

prevailing design legacies in the administration (Junginger 2015). Utilising the data from the 

interviews and contextual inquiries in Hamburg, a comparative study including additional in-

terviews with civil servants of digitally more mature service teams from countries like Den-

mark, the United Kingdom or United States (Mergel 2017) might be valuable. 

This study explores three of the twelve service research priorities described by Ostrom et al. 

(2015): understanding organisation & employee issues relevant to service; leveraging service 

design; understanding value creation. A more comprehensive study would allow an in-depth 

examination of these areas, for example, it could help capture the capability of the various 

actors in higher fidelity or research which human-centred design skills would be most useful 

to acquire for civil servants to develop better and more citizen-friendly services (cf. Kramer 

et al. 2016). These could include cultivated mindsets, specialised disciplinary skills, essential 

skills for human-centred design, and skills necessary to perform contextualised tasks (Kramer 

et al. 2016) for civil servants and public servants working on the implementation of the Sen-

ate strategy. 

Furthermore, a broader study would also permit expansion into other areas described by 

scholars. A study that covers the implementation of changes to the case service, a here un-

covered Deliver phase, would allow investigating two further service research priorities de-

scribed by Ostrom et al. (2015) in the context of the Hamburg administration: enhancing the 

service experience; measuring and optimising service performance & impact. The link be-

tween understanding value creation and enhancing the service experience, both designated 

research priorities, should be of particular interest as this study covered it mostly on a theo-

retical level. Concrete metrics and measures for service outcomes could provide useful indi-

cators for assessing public value creation through service design and would be of high signifi-

cance for service research. These could be linked to the four signs of value creation pre-

sented by Bason (2017b, 168-173): signs of better service experience, signs of increase of 

productivity, signs of better outcomes, signs of increased democratic engagement. 

A theoretical research area, as mentioned in 3.3 and 5.6, that requires further study is the 

contribution of service design to public value creation which has been recognised by scholars 

only recently (Mergel, Kattel, Lember & McBride 2018). While the contribution of service de-
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sign to value creation in the private sector under a service(-dominant) logic has been dis-

cussed by scholars (Wetter-Edman 2011), its application in the public sector and contribution 

under a public service logic lens (Osborne 2017) demands further research. Another study 

could include the utilisation of a public value scorecard proposed by Meynhardt et al. (2017), 

applied to measure the impact of human-centred service design approaches in public service 

transformation projects, as the scorecard explicitly covers usefulness and quality of citizen 

experience related to public sector investments. 

Additional theoretical analysis could cover the overlap and differences of basic human needs 

described as the foundation of Meynhardt’s public value definition (2009) and the taxonomy 

of fundamental human needs put forward by Max-Neef (Cruz, Stahel & Max-Neef 2009). The 

socio-philosophical angle of Max-Neef (1991) and socio-psychological view of Meynhardt seem 

to partially overlap and deserve further examination as service design researches and ad-

dresses human needs (cf. Stickdorn et al. 2017). To expand the body of research around ser-

vice design and public value creation through the lens of public service logic, such future re-

search is recommended. 

In recent years, research into human-centred policy design (Junginger 2017), service design in 

policy making (Buchanan 2001b, Junginger & Terrey 2017), and the implications of design in 

policy making (Bailey 2017) has been conducted. In the case of Hamburg, the policy intent, as 

formulated in the Senate strategy, explicitly prescribed the outcome to be citizen-friendly. As 

the research suggests, the current implementation of the policy appears to be less citizen-

friendly than initially intended. Therefore, future research projects into the link between 

policy intent, policy-making and policy implementation (cf. Junginger 2017, 172), their suc-

cess factors and barriers can focus on this area. Such studies would connect the various re-

search streams suggested above. 

Finally, as the Hamburg service transformation project Digital First is part of the nation-wide 

implementation of the online access law to provide public services online to German citizens, 

further studies would be valuable. Such could concentrate on the implementation of the law, 

how it is done in different parts of the country and the federal system, what efforts lead to 

satisfying and unacceptable outcomes, and what the response of the public as primary service 

users is. 
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Appendix 1: Interview guide 
 

Introduction 

Please introduce yourself. 

Where do you work? 

What are your background and role? 

 

Questions for public servants 

How does/did the digitalisation of services take place? Please describe the process. 

How  

 

Questions for external consultants 

What projects did you work on? 

How did you work? Please describe.  

How was the set-up of different roles? Please describe. 

How would you describe the attitude and perspective on user-centred design in the Hamburg 
administration? 

How would you describe  

How were knowledge and experience transferred to the Hamburg administration? 

What were the challenges in the working with the Hamburg administration? 

What are challenges in implementing user-centred practices in the Hamburg administration? 

How do you review the approach of Hamburg administration in regards to service transfor-
mation and digitalisation? 

What has changed since you started working with the Hamburg administration? 

How do you measure the success of your work? 
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Appendix 2: List of interview dates 

Interviewee’s organisation Interview date 

Innovation consultancy 5.7.2018 

Innovation consultancy 16.8.2018 

Public IT supplier 20.8.2018 

Management consultancy 20.8.2018 

Public IT supplier 21.8.2018 

Hamburg department 17.9.2018 

Digital First 17.9.2018 

Digital First 18.9.2018 

Hamburg department 18.9.2018 

Management consultancy 18.9.2018 

IT consultancy 28.9.2018 
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Appendix 3: Service blueprint of as-is recognition of severe disability service 
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Appendix 4: Personas with goals, needs, journeys and research quotes 
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Appendix 5: To-be flow and prototype of recognition of severe disability service 
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Appendix 6: Poster of Hamburg service standard 

 

 


