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Glossary of Terms and Tools1 

 

Action Plan A detailed plan, outlining actions to achieve one or more outcomes, of a new prototype or service. 

As-is 
The state that something is in at the present time, for example, an as-is process is the current 
state of the business process in an organisation. 

Back Stage 
In a Service Blueprint, the back stage is where all the support process and systems sit, separated 
from the front-stage by a line of visibility. 

Brainstorming A creative approach to come up with lots of thoughts and ideas, usually to solve a problem.  

Bright Spot Things that an organisation is doing really well to help meet their customers’ goals. 

Car Park 
A large sheet of paper hung on the wall during a workshop where items can be parked for later 
discussion.  

Co-Creation Can refer to any action of combined creativity, i.e. creativity that is shared by two or more people. 

Co-Design  An instance of co-creation that refers to the collective creativity of designers and non-designers, 
working together in the practice of design (Sanders and Stappers, 2008).  

Cognitive Walkthrough A usability assessment tool in which one or more evaluators perform a series of tasks and ask the 
end user a set of questions. 

Contextual Interviews  An ethnographic technique to interview, observe and examine the various stakeholders in their 
environment.  

Customer Experience Map A map used to capture customer interactions and behaviours, including bright spots and hot 
spots. 

Customer Journey Map A diagram that represents the whole interaction of the customer with the service, including 
thoughts, feelings and emotions.  

                                                             
1 More information about these tools can be found at:  

 http://www.servicedesigntools.org/ 

 http://www.servicedesigntoolkit.org/ 

 http://www.edwarddebonofoundation.com/ 
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FaceMooc 
A five-week online course for design professionals interested in co-design hosted by Imagination 
Lancaster at Lancaster University, in 2014. 

Fail Point Any point within the service encounter that has the potential to affect customer experience. 

Fishbone Diagram A tool to identify all possible causes for an effect or problem.  

Five W's and Five Why's A tool used to explore an idea, problem or a theme. 

Framing: Research Questions A tool to identify insights and define the existing problem. 

Front Stage In a Service Blueprint, the front stage refers to the parts of the service that are visible to the user 
or customer.   

Hot Spot A hot spot is an area with high importance and low satisfaction. 

I Wish….. (What If….) A tool to pose questions to users and providers of a service to test future scenarios. 

Ideation: Idea Selection  A tool used to determine which ideas generate the highest potential for impact.  

Ideation: Lotus Blossom A tool used to demonstrate how to flesh out important design requirements and the 
characteristics of those requirements.   

Issue Card A tool where each point on a card could contain an insight, a drawing or a description of a 
scenario. 

Mind-map A tool for mapping thoughts, problems and ideas and their connections. 

myCIT www.mycit.ie is CIT’s student portal and all new students receive a myCIT email address.  

Observation A tool to observe users or customers interacting with a service or product.  

Personas A tool used to create a fictional character that represents a typical user or customer. 

Positive Minus Interesting 
(PMI) 

A thinking technique to find the Positive, Minus and Interesting points about a particular situation 
or problem. It is very useful to capture input or feedback from a large group, in a structured way. It 
gives all participants a voice and keeps the agenda moving, without getting stuck in one particular 
area. 

Service Blueprint A map that describes the quality and nature of the service interface, between the user and the 
touchpoints of the service.  

Service Concept: User 
Journeys 

A tool used to map the current service. 

Service Prototypes A tool to simulate a real-world service experience.  

Shadowing A research tool to observe front-line staff or customers, in their day-to-day environment.  

Smart Card 
The CIT Smart Card is an identity card with a contact-less chip built into it, used to gain access to 
key services and act as a personal electronic purse. 
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SPIDER SPIDER was a European project about Service Design that ended in 2015. 

Storyboard 
A storyboard is a representation of a service and its use cases using a series of drawings and 
pictures.  

Swim-Lane 
A flow chart that documents the steps and activities across lanes, which can depict functions or 
departments. 

System Map A map of the various actors and flows of data and materials through a system. 

To-be 
The state that something will be in the future, for example, a to-be process represents the future 
state of the business process within the organisation. 

Touchpoint 
A touchpoint is a contact point with one or more elements of a service offering, for example, 
receiving a confirmation letter. 

User Stories A tool used to gather stories about the experience of existing users, in order to draw out valuable 
insights that could then be used to develop a better experience for new users. 

Wait Point A point where the waiting time is likely to exceed average or minimum tolerable expectations. 

Wall of Pain 
A large blank wall that can be used to post pain-points during a workshop and categorise them 
from low to high. 

War Room 
A War Room, in this case, was a temporary physical space that provided a canvas to capture 
issues, ideas and opportunities for the next cycle of delivery. Those involved in delivering the 
service could co-locate to visually collaborate and problem solve for short 20 minute sprints. 
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Abstract  
 

The silo effect in higher education institutions refers to the rigid reporting structures 

and decentralisation, which have become barriers to providing staff and students with 

essential information and services. Changing the processes and procedures that 

support the delivery of student services in higher education would result in 

improving the experience for everyone, for example, reducing the time spent 

transferring their calls or making them visit several campus buildings to resolve a 

query. Connecting cross-functional teams to define problems and design solutions, 

has proved challenging because of the time-restricted academic calendar and its 

cycles of demanding administrative processing.  

This thesis joins a minimal but vibrant conversation on the use of Service Design tools 

and techniques, to improve the student and staff experience at a higher education 

institution in Cork, Ireland. Service Design can help to conquer the political and 

cultural divides in higher education institutions and reshape a traditional organisation, 

into an innovative, proactive, efficient and user-centred one.  

This research began in March 2013, using a practice-based action research approach 

to deliver organisational change. Seven action research cycles, implemented over 

four years, assessed how a Design Thinking methodology could be used to analyse 

and improve services at each stage of the Student Lifecycle and embed this approach 

as a long-term sustainable change enabler. Each cycle of action improved some 

practice, implemented prototypes and adopted new ideas. The combination of 

knowledge generated from all cycle’s, presents important questions and delivers 

valuable lessons, on how to introduce Design Thinking into a higher education 

institution. 

Although Service Design can help organisations to design and implement new kinds of 

value across many sectors, the transition to using its tools and approaches can be 

difficult. Removing the initial barriers by reducing unfamiliar terminology and using an 

appropriate toolset, allows Service Design to be placed in the context of the 

organisation. Involvement of staff at all levels, from management to front-line, 

ensures that the service is understood in its entirety, and the support is there to 
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implement true change, in a collaborative way. In the short term, quick-wins provide 

incentives to continue on the change journey, while long term evaluation provides 

feedback on improvements, highlighting those service elements that still require 

change.
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Foreword 

The Irish Higher Education Sector  
For a variety of reasons, Irish higher education is now at a point of transition; the 

number of people entering the system is growing and the profile of students is 

changing. There are currently seven universities and 14 institutes of technology in the 

Republic of Ireland. Student numbers at publicly funded universities, institutes and 

colleges totalled 225,628 in 2016/17. To support this there are now over 24,000 staff 

employed across higher education institutions.  

After eight years of spending cuts and increasing student numbers, higher education 

institutions are approaching crisis point. Despite the strong case for higher education 

services, institutions have seen a significant drop in investment in the past decade; 

30% per student in the institutes of technology and approximately 14% per student in 

universities. Third level institutions have tried to bridge the gap in numerous ways, 

one university hit the headlines recently when students protested at the introduction 

of a €450 examination resit fee. Students are being squeezed again and again, and at 

the same time, institutions are struggling to deliver services under current funding 

models.  

There have been two significant reports produced in Ireland in the last decade. The 

“National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030” (also known as the Hunt Report) and 

the Cassells report, “Investing in National Ambition: A Strategy for Funding Higher 

Education”, both explore critical issues in Ireland’s higher education sector.  

The Hunt Report proposed using merger as a tool to address problems of capacity, 

performance and fragmentation by restructuring the sector, merging institutes and 

creating technological universities. On 24th January 2018, as final changes were being 

made to this thesis, the Technological Universities Bill (which will unite the institutes 

of technology into four technological universities) was passed by the Irish parliament 

for approval. The legislation will reinforce the growth of a new type of higher 

education institution, building on the assets and duty of institutes of technology, 

resulting in world class technological universities. A new change approach is required 

to transform these institutions into student-centred efficient universities.  
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The Cassells report emerged from an expert group that was established, to explore 

future funding requirements for higher education, and to pose options for a 

sustainable funding model for the sector. Three options were outlined in the report: a 

mainly state-funded system, increased state-funding with student fees remaining, 

and thirdly, increased state-funding alongside income-contingent student loans. 

University presidents expressed an inclination towards income-contingent loans for 

students, but the institute presidents, however, warned of the dangers of such an 

approach and the impact this would have on participation rates, especially among the 

non-traditional students. The Union of Students in Ireland (USI) have organised 

several demonstrations opposing the student loan scheme. 

In 2016, two significant political developments occurred which create ambiguity, and 

opportunity, for Ireland. The uncertainty that Brexit has created for higher education 

in the UK, could create significant opportunities to attract world-leading scholars and 

researchers for the Irish higher education system. However, the government will need 

to move quickly and create the necessary conditions in order to benefit from these 

likely opportunities. The political changes in the US mean that our quality education 

and training, research and innovation, will now more than ever be hugely important 

for attracting foreign direct investment.  

Service Design for Higher Education  
As most higher education institutions are currently struggling with existing financial 

supports, it is imperative to have the ability to deliver better services with less 

resources. Up until now, services have generally been developed by the administrators 

that deliver them, with little input from students or staff in the design process. 

Continuous improvement is proving to be challenging for institutions as staff struggle 

to keep the lights on and deliver existing services. Student experience is a topic that 

has emerged in recent years with many institutions now focused on student retention, 

engagement and satisfaction.  Student experience is not just about academic 

experience but a holistic view of everything a student encounters across academic, 

social, administrative and support functions.  

As such, the introduction of a human-centred approach to designing and delivering 

services for students and staff can have a positive impact on higher education service 

delivery. Many institutions already employ students as ambassadors and student 
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leaders for various purposes, so why not take the next step and involve students in co-

designing the services that they use daily? Design Thinking will allow institutions to 

move away from being reactive and inward-looking, by means of user-centred design 

tools and techniques to drive innovation, quality and productivity and remove the silos 

of service delivery.  

Thesis Structure 
This thesis is a part of a Professional Doctorate programme and the degree of Doctor 

is awarded in recognition of the successful completion of the approved taught 

modules. Although the thesis is a chronological document and a combination of 

taught modules and individual practice, the action research and reflective practice 

happened throughout the entire journey.  

Module No. Assessment type Assessed by 

DOC7001 Essay and reflective presentation  Supervisory team 

DOC8002 Literature review and reflective 

presentation  

Supervisory team 

DOC8003 Methodology essay  

Pilot project report  

Reflective presentation  

Supervisory team 

DOC8004 Final project report and reflective essay Viva team: internal 

and external examiner 
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Part One | DOC701 | Contextualising Professional Change 

Chapter One | Introduction 
 

1.1 Introduction 
The higher education sector needs to deliver more useful, usable, efficient and 

student-centred services. There is a deficit in consideration of a more holistic 

approach to the actual Student Lifecycle and the supporting of same. The current 

complexity of the processes is tedious for all involved, in particular, front-line staff and 

students, and there is a lack of cross-functional communication. There is a need to 

understand the service, before introducing improvements into the service. 

Students come into contact with a number of touchpoints2 that represent the shop 

window for numerous processes and systems that struggle to support services for 

12,000 students and 1,400 staff in a higher education institute. Staff are overwhelmed 

by the symptoms of inefficient processes, and administration takes a lot of time and 

energy, leaving little room for innovation or improvement. 

Design Thinking can play a pivotal role in how higher education institutions behave 

and function. It can provide a structure to assess and improve existing processes and 

services, develop new services and enable conversations, ideas and change. “Square 

wheels” as demonstrated in Figure 1, are everywhere in organisations, not just higher 

education, and the attitude of “we’ve always done it this way”3 is customary. When 

presented with “square wheel” situations, Design Thinking can help people to self-

identify their own problems. It enables them towards understanding user needs to 

deliver value, functionality and round wheels!  

                                                             
2 A touchpoint is a contact point with one or more elements of a service offering, for example, receiving 
a confirmation letter. 
3 The phrase “we’ve always done it this way” is thought to have emerged from Grace Murray Hopper, a 
pioneering computer scientist who was interviewed for an article in “Computerworld” in 1976 when 
discussing the future of data processing. 
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Figure 1: Pushing the square wheel (Forss, 2014) 

 

An example of a “square wheel” is shown in Figure 2, where a sign on the door of a 

busy department during the first week of term highlights the need for change. A 

number of assumptions can be made about the scenario but the obvious one is that 

the person behind the door is inundated with visitors, phone calls and emails, caused 

by inefficient processes, supporting neither staff nor student. The reality is that 

academic institutions need to change old habits and norms, break down silos and 

become problem-focused, all for the greater good of student and staff experience.  

 

Figure 2: Sign on the door of an administrative office on 17th September 2014 

 

1.2 Background and Context  
Cork Institute of Technology (CIT), is a publicly funded higher education provider. It is 

the largest of Ireland’s network of thirteen Institutes of Technology and currently has 

in the region of 12,000 registered students with approximately 2,000 new entries year 
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on year. CIT’s education, research and training provision spans a wide variety of 

disciplines, from business and humanities through engineering and science to music, 

drama, art and design. CIT’s people are its most important resource and includes 

students, staff and alumni, in addition to the many contributors to the organisation; 

guest lecturers, examiners, researchers, authors, seminar speakers and industry 

collaborators.  

At CIT, each stage of the Student Lifecycle, from prospect to alumni, is treated as 

distinct separate interactions and the flow of the student and their experience through 

the lifecycle, has not been considered from a service point of view, until now. Each 

department works to provide a service to students, at a particular point in time, 

without considering the overall “customer” experience. This research proposes to 

discover how Design Thinking can be used, to design better services for CIT’s 

stakeholders, in a more coherent way. The focus needs to shift to removing 

complexity and uncertainty from existing processes. CIT needs new ideas and a fresh 

approach, where previous attempts to redesign services have failed.  

A simple example, of how this complexity impacts both students and staff, is the 

process of sending login details to new students, containing important information 

such as their student ID, email address and password. Previously, a letter was posted 

to students’ home address, when they had often already left home and moved into 

student accommodation. Prompted by his fellow students, one particular student 

arrived to the Admissions front desk, enquiring about the “login letter” he had not 

received. After a number of visits between the Admissions Office, the IT helpdesk and 

his own academic department, he could not get what he needed. Frustration was felt, 

not only by the student, but the staff trying to help with his query. Eventually it was 

discovered that the office responsible for sending the letters, was able to reprint one 

for the student.  

While it is obvious that staff were unclear about the process of sending login details to 

new students, which resulted in the problem being passed around, it is the human 

interaction that led to misinformation. By analysing this problem from the students’ 

perspective as part of cycle one, the RECAP project, a number of simple 

improvements were accomplished. The login letter became a login email and a 

number of staff working in front-line services, were granted access to check and 
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resend details to students, if necessary. Not only did these changes remove needless 

administrative overheads for staff, but it improved the on-boarding experience for all 

new students. Embracing co-design4 builds trust and collaboration across 

departments and increases the chances of constructive, dynamic, creative 

participation, leading to excellent outcomes. 

The motivation for this Professional Doctorate is to implement solutions, which focus 

on user needs and experience, while involving all stakeholders in the co-design 

process. Design Thinking can help organisations to innovate on a daily basis, enabling 

staff to think outside the box and become more creative in solving small and large 

problems (Liedtka, 2010; Lockwood et al., 2012). The crux of this research, is to 

discover how to embed a new way of thinking, while potentially meeting resistance, 

uncovering the reasons for this resistance and encouraging people to collaborate 

towards a better student experience. 

With any change project, achievable short-term targets need to be set, and once 

accomplished, will motivate people to persist and keep trying. Many authors agree 

that the short-term wins are important to create momentum and celebration 

(Hammer and Champy, 2003; Kanter, 2013; Kotter, 1995). It is this celebration that 

creates buy-in for future change projects. At institutes like CIT, it is important to 

consider current work habits and the culture of “we’ve always done it this way”.  A 

change agent can successfully influence individuals and groups by encouraging them 

to challenge the status quo. At CIT, it’s not just enough to include staff in co-creation4 

and design workshops, they need to understand what the change is about, how it will 

affect their jobs and how it can improve the student experience.  

 

1.3 Action Research 
Qualitative research is highly contextual, as the data is collected in a particular setting 

or relating to a particular set of circumstances, often over long periods of time. Gray 

(2009) highlights that it goes beyond providing a mere snapshot or cross-section of 

events and can show how and why things happen. Qualitative research is a holistic 

                                                             
4 Co-creation can refer to any action of combined creativity, i.e. creativity that is shared by two or more 
people. Co-design is an instance of co-creation, which refers to the collective creativity of designers and 
non-designers, working together in the practice of design (Sanders and Stappers, 2008). 
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and creative process, which will be developed through the researcher’s own practice. 

Service Design tools and methods are well aligned with qualitative research as they 

require intense contact within a real-life setting.  

The nature of research enquiry is exploratory, descriptive or explanatory (Figure 3), or 

a combination of the three and this is determined by the type of research question. 

Exploratory research is when the researcher has an idea and seeks to understand more 

about it. It can involve taking a new angle to look at something. It is mostly used 

where the problem is not clearly defined. Descriptive research requires the researcher 

to provide additional information about a topic and describes the topic in more detail. 

Explanatory research is about making links or connections between variables. 

 

 

Figure 3: Research Purposes (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2010) 

 

This is an exploratory piece of research, as it seeks to identify a problem, simplify the 

nature of it, look for insights and develop a better understanding of the issue.  On the 

journey towards a Professional Doctorate, this research focuses on implementing 

valuable change, and a gap will be filled by addressing the following research 

question: to assess how Design Thinking can be used as an approach to analyse and 

improve services at each stage of the Student Lifecycle and embed this approach as a 

long-term sustainable change enabler in the higher education service system. 

As the author is interested in analysing people’s views, mind-sets and behaviours then 

a qualitative approach is most suited. Qualitative research tends to be subjective in 

nature and involves social researchers that are located in a subjective context; this 

research is collaborative rather than subjective, as the author is jointly focused on 

fostering change, with people across the institution.   
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1.4 The Author’s Role 
As a practitioner of business analysis, the author has helped to facilitate change in a 

number of organisations. Her experience has shown that people fear change and 

some stakeholders resist change, based on these fears. The author realises that a new 

approach is necessary, in an organisation where people and culture are the most 

influential aspects of whether projects are successful or not. The author’s academic 

background in Graphic Design and Computing, has resulted in a unique combination 

of creative and problem-solving skills and a Business Analyst eager to empower 

change through design. On the many change projects the author has led, a traditional 

analysis approach was employed. Requirements were gathered and analysed but the 

focus on co-design did not exist. The authors current role has evolved into one 

focused on identifying, researching and pursuing process improvements, across the 

Institute, with a focus on digital transformation. Facilitating discussions and 

workshops, in order to generate ideas and identify opportunities, is a key step in 

enhancing the experience for both staff and students, whilst aligning people, process 

and technology. Her approach is practical and logical and aims to champion ongoing 

development of and refinement of processes across the institute, by developing and 

coaching a standard set of tools, techniques and methods. Design Thinking allows her 

to understand the needs of the user, with a new lens.  

 

1.5 The Organisation’s Role 
Cultivating an environment of creativity and innovation is a necessary part of this 

research. The culture of the organisation needs to be nurtured into one that questions 

why things are done a certain way and contests inefficient processes. Martin (2009) 

suggests that rather than rewarding employees based on reliability, they should be 

rewarded for being innovative and more importantly, rewarded for failing when trying 

out new ideas. 

Action research is a form of organisational learning, as it is a process of problem-

solving that can help a group of employees, to improve what they are doing or 

appreciate it in new ways (Patton, 2014). It is the ambition of this research, for people 

to participate in an action research cycle and learn to question what they are doing, 

why they are doing it and think more systematically about the policies, processes and 
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procedures that impact them. New knowledge is created when employees continually 

develop themselves, which creates a learning organisation. 

Action learning allows participants to take what they have learned back to their work 

situation and translate the learning into action. This research is focused on educating 

and informing employees about new tools and methods in the hope that they will use 

this new knowledge to look at all aspects of their work within the organisation. It will 

enable them to innovate and change “how we do things around here”5. Organisational 

learning can be described as the bridge between working and innovating (Brown and 

Duguid, 1991). A learning organisation is one that continually facilitates the learning 

of its employees, is focused on action and seeks to understand the internal and 

external situations that affect the creativity and innovation needed to improve their 

products or services. 

 

1.6 The Research Gap 
A great deal of knowledge was gained throughout this research while attending 

seminars and conferences and engaging in online discussion forums. Many university 

change teams exist worldwide and are working on a diverse range of projects, training 

people in new tools and techniques, coaching and mentoring staff and creating 

communities of practice across their institutions. University of Nottingham’s Project 

Transform, University of Strathclyde’s Process Improvement Unit and University of 

Alberta’s Future Technology Map all aim to offer a joined-up series of services to staff 

and students by building internal capacity for continuous improvement. The 

knowledge gained illuminated the need for a transformational approach to change 

across the higher education sector; figuring out the strategic priorities and focusing on 

solutions to support them. 

Very little is known about a Design Thinking approach and the use of Service Design 

tools and techniques to foster creativity among existing staff members and teams 

with the objective of a streamlined student experience. Design Thinking can enable 

CIT to examine the underlying causes of existing process bottlenecks which include 

poor communication, misinformation and information silos, and resolve recurrent 

                                                             
5 The term “how we do things around here” is often used to refer to the existing organisational culture 
and the classic phrase was invented by the McKinsey Corporation. 
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issues in a more innovative way.  This indicates a need to investigate if some of the 

more traditional barriers to change such as top-down support, complex processes and 

risk aversion can be surmounted using a design-based approach. A number of steps 

can be made towards improving the student experience which will lead to incremental 

change over a number of years. CIT staff and students can orchestrate and co-create 

these changes using some design-led guidance and coaching.  

 

1.7 Developing Reflective Practice 
The process of reflective practice seeks to enable insights and support, learning from 

past experience, to improve the present and future situations. Rather than being a 

structured, prescribed activity, it is a creative and active process that requires us to 

think, feel, read, question, talk, watch and ask ourselves and those around us about 

what we are doing and why (Thompson, 2009). Thompson’s model of systematic 

practice is focused around three key questions and was used by the author to 

undertake “reflection-for-action” as a step towards developing the research aims and 

objectives (Thompson and Thompson, 2008). 

1. What are you trying to achieve? 

o The author is starting to identify the key aims and goals of her research. 

2. How are you going to achieve it? 

o Each box in the second tier will contribute to the achievement of that 

aim. 

3. How will you know when you have achieved it? 

o This is the third and fourth tier in the diagram and ensures that the 

goals are achievable. 

In Figure 4, the author uses the first two questions as a basis to clarify and plan what 

she would do and how she would do it during the early cycles of action. Question 

three focuses on how those objectives would be fulfilled.   
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Figure 4: Objectives Tree (adapted from Thompson and Thompson, 2008)
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1.8 Research Aims and Objectives 
The objectives explain how the research question will be answered but also indicate 

the steps involved and the variables to be measured. The objectives address the long-

term research outcomes and reflect the aspirations and expectations of the research 

topic:  

1. To undertake a critical review of relevant literature on the use of Design 

Thinking to influence iterative organisational change within higher education 

and the public sector. 

2. To implement a number of small change projects using Service Design tools 

and techniques, and improve student and staff experience at CIT. 

3. To empower employees with Design Thinking skills. 

4. To develop a process and service improvement plan based around the Student 

Lifecycle. 

5. To identify the conditions for change and create a link between these 

conditions and measures of success. 

6. To establish a design hub to train, support and mentor staff, students and 

external stakeholders in user-centred design methodologies, tools and 

techniques. 

 

1.9 Operationalising the Objectives 
A key element of any research is to turn abstract concepts into recognisable 

measurable chunks. In order to ensure consistency across each action research cycle 

as data was collected and analysed, it was important to develop a set of 

measurements. The outcomes from a Design Thinking process are not easily 

measurable and it is difficult to define variables into quantifiable factors. In pursuit of 

identifying when Design Thinking may be a step closer to becoming embedded in an 

organisation, a number of measures can be used. Delivering measurable outputs in 

the form of Service Prototypes6 in addition to more intangible measures like an 

increase in collaboration or improved student experience were important. The outputs 

                                                             
6 A Service Prototype is a tool to simulate a real-world service experience. 
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from each action research cycle will try to achieve either one or more of the following 

indicators of success: 

1.9.1 Qualitative Measures 

 Designing new touchpoints, co-ordinating existing touchpoints and extending 

touchpoints to more students 

 Adoption of Service Design tools by a number of staff in CIT 

 Increased empathy for students and their experience 

 Placing students at the centre of service improvements 

 Instilling a culture of inquiry and curiosity; questioning why we do things a 

certain way 

 Developing Service Prototypes, for example, online ‘how-to’ videos and pop-up 

helpdesks 

 Enhancing participation in creative and innovative workshops 

 Focusing conversations around process improvement 

 Eliminating non-value-added steps across several areas 

 Better understanding of front-line services by the staff that are delivering 

various aspects of the service 

1.9.2 Quantitative Measures 

 Number of new projects initiated, using a Service Design approach, to improve 

the student and staff experience 

 Number of people that participated in Service Design workshops 

 Number of ideas created in a single workshop and across all workshops 

 Number of Service Prototypes developed 

 Reduction in materials and waste, for example, printing of bank giros, posting 

of login letters, printing of student handbooks 

 Number of people affected by each of the action research cycles  

 Number of students receiving a registration, induction, and orientation 

experience 

 Number of service improvements 
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As Service Design is a new approach, the next step is to ensure that the changes 

implemented become “how we do things around here” rather than once-off projects. 

It is important to embed Design Thinking into the organisation but this cannot happen 

overnight and will take some time. If one performs a task over and again, it does not 

mean that they are performing it correctly. The people performing daily 

administrative tasks need to take a step back and look at why things are done the way 

they are in CIT and question existing procedures.  

Success would result in a more detailed understanding of customer needs along with 

an understanding of the barriers and incentives to satisfying students’ needs. At CIT, 

the impact of Design Thinking and Service Design needs to be measured in stages. 

The challenge will be to develop a set of measurements around something that is soft 

and amorphous. This change programme aims to deliver better enhanced services 

that offer value to the users who engage with the service, not necessarily quantifiable 

in numbers.   

 

1.10 Thesis Layout 
This introductory chapter outlined the background and motivation for the research 

along with an overview of how and why change will be implemented.  

Chapter two presents a review of the literature across a number of key areas. It 

identifies organisational change and culture as two important topics to review as 

background reading. It then delves into the literature on Service Design and Design 

Thinking to discover how they can be used to influence change in a higher education 

environment.   

Chapter three addresses all things methodological and describes the design and 

implementation of the research. The choice of research methodology, the research 

design, ontological and epistemological viewpoints and the methods used to achieve 

the research objectives are all presented. It summarises the research journey and 

presents an overview of the seven cycles of action research including the objectives, 

outputs and learning from each cycle. The methodological limitations and ethical 

considerations are also discussed.  
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Chapter four explores the pilot project, RECAP, the data gathered, actions taken and 

the limitations and challenges that arose during the project. At the end of this six 

month pilot project, the change was critically examined and the reflections all 

informed and refined the research design.  

Chapter’s five to ten give an account of the remaining six cycles of action, and are 

structured in a uniform way to show the rigor that went into this research project and 

the change that came about as a result. This allowed the author to compare and 

contrast the inputs and outputs from each cycle, examine the relationship between 

them and the implications of one cycle on the next.   

Four broad themes emerged from the analysis and these are discussed in chapter 

eleven and finally chapter twelve answers the research questions, discusses the 

contributions to knowledge and practice and the limitations of the research in 

conjunction with some final recommendations for future work. 
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Part Two | DOC702 | Literature Review  

Chapter Two | Literature Review  
 

2.1 Introduction: What is design and why is it Important? 
Design is a major factor in contributing to the transformation of products and services 

for all types of organisations. It allows companies to become more competitive and 

innovative and to deliver value to their customers. Design-led innovation can make 

public services more efficient and effective and at the same time deliver faster, clearer 

services that the public actually want. Design can help to change employee behaviour 

and solve practical problems by shaping the customer experience over time. 

In the current higher education sector in Ireland, there is much inefficiency with regard 

to delivering services to students and staff. The higher education sector endeavours to 

make all the services they deliver more useful, usable, efficient and student-centred 

but sometimes there is insufficient consideration of the whole student experience and 

supporting of the same. The current complexity of the processes can cause frustration 

for those involved, in particular, front-line staff and students, often due to a lack of 

cross-functional communication.  

2.1.1 Design Thinking and Service Design  

Design Thinking is a common set of design practices that applies across many 

disciplines including product design, industrial design, information design and of 

course Service Design.  Design Thinking is an approach to problem-solving that 

requires a natural sense of curiosity, discovery and questioning. It is human-centred 

and empathetic and involves the end-users in the design process with a key role in 

shaping the solution, end product or service.  Service Design is a set of tools and 

techniques that may be appropriate in some design contexts. It is a different 

application of Design Thinking that focuses on the customer experience of a service 

within an organisation. There is an area of overlap between Design Thinking and 

Service Design; both require thinking like a designer and translating ideas into reality.  

In the context of this research, Design Thinking will be used to describe a general 

bottom-up approach to innovation and transformation with the goal of solving 

problems. Service Design will refer to the set of tools and techniques, such as Service 
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Blueprinting7 or Customer Journey Mapping8, which will help to solve those problems 

by creating services that are unified, practical and efficient and of course, user-

centred.  

Both Design Thinking and Service Design offer a new way of communicating and 

collaborating for people that are new to the disciplines. For this research, the 

approach is to see if Design Thinking, the process of thinking more creatively about 

existing problems, can be embedded using a set of tools and techniques, that is 

Service Design. The decision about what tools to use for what problems will come 

from learning and doing and through experience gained as the organisation learns 

from each cycle of action. 

2.1.2 Customer Experience 

Throughout this research the term ‘customer’ will be used in the context of customer 

experience, customer-centric services and co-design with customers. The question 

then arises as to whether students are customers of the higher education system. 

When discussing Service Design, customers are the users of a service and for the 

purposes of this research, students are the customers of those services. This means 

that academic, administrative and technical staff in an institute are the key people 

involved in delivering services. In addition to this there are internal services delivered 

from staff members to other staff members and also to external stakeholders. 

Throughout this thesis, the services discussed are from an administrative perspective 

and not an academic angle. Improving the student experience in this setting means 

improving the processes and systems, providing the right information to students on 

time and responding to student queries and concerns in an efficient manner. 

 

 

 

                                                             
7 A Service Blueprint is a map that describes the quality and nature of the service interface between the 
user and the touchpoints of the service. 
8 A Customer Journey Map is a diagram that represents the whole interaction of the customer with the 
service, including thoughts, feelings and emotions. 
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2.2 Research Question 

To assess how Design Thinking can be used as an approach 

to analyse and improve services at each stage of the Student 

Lifecycle and embed this approach as a long-term 

sustainable change enabler in the higher education service 

system. 

This review seeks to research the existing literature to answer the following questions: 

 Can innovation become a core activity in a public sector organisation? 

 Can Service Design tools and methods help an organisation to innovate? 

 How can individuals at varying levels of the organisation become involved and 

energised in order to effect positive change? 

 How can Design Thinking as a new approach assist in shifting an existing 

institutional culture? 

 Who in the organisation needs to lead and implement the design process as a 

new way of working? 

 Can co-design get people to collaborate collectively, and be practised at many 

different levels and for different purposes? 

For this literature review, as there is a dearth of knowledge and research on 

innovation in higher education, academic research focused on innovation in the public 

sector will be used for comparative purposes. There is some academic discourse on 

Design Thinking from organisations such as the Design Management Institute (DMI), 

Service Design Network (SDN) and ServDes, a Service Design and innovation 

conference. This discourse is perhaps not explicitly in higher education, but they are 

experts with knowledge and experience in implementing Service Design in the public 

sector. This is something that is currently being discussed a lot across the European 

Union and this author is contributing to this conversation by addressing this gap in 

higher education while sharing the results among the design and public sector 

community. 

2.2.1 What this review will do 

This review focuses on a number of areas which are deemed to directly influence 

whether Design Thinking can be used as an approach to analyse and improve services 
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at each stage of the Student Lifecycle. As the research was conducted in action 

research cycles, the literature review cultivated new learning at each stage. 

Knowledge was gathered by reading books, journal articles and conference papers, in 

addition to attendance at online courses, webinars and conferences, and networking 

with the existing design community both in Ireland and worldwide, through social 

media, blogs and websites. 

Due to limitations on time, this review focuses on the key enabling conditions for 

change across several action research cycles. This review does not delve deeply into 

the area of organisational change but it does conduct enough research to understand 

how to use the learnings from the change experts, Kotter, Kanter et al. Similarly, 

because organisational culture is such a diverse and large topic, this research focused 

on organisational culture in relation to Design Thinking. Innovation is considered to be 

an important aspect of change but again, the area is large and so authors that 

deliberate innovation in relation to Design Thinking were analysed. The research 

takes a glimpse at the area of business process improvement but is considered a 

separate area as this research is trying to move one step further from traditional 

business process improvement.  

 

2.3 Research Strategy 
When setting out on this research journey an abundance of contextual reading was 

done in the area of Service Design, primarily because this was a new area for the 

author. In order to implement the first action research cycle, some research was 

undertaken on Service Design as a methodology and how it could be used in a higher 

education organisation like CIT.  

Interestingly, after the first action research cycle, the review of literature evolved in 

the direction of studying organisations, change and employee engagement and how 

to motivate organisations to embrace new ways of working. The reason for this was 

due to a number of obstacles discovered during cycle one, including the reluctance of 

employees to steer away from their current ways of working.  
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Figure 5: The literature review process 

 

During each action research cycle, a contextual review of the literature was performed 

with appropriate breadth and depth across six themes. As a result, the literature 

review focuses on the key areas that need to be addressed and the critical factors for 

Design Thinking to become a core practice in the public or higher education sectors.  

Whether Service Design tools are exclusively used within an individual project or as 

part of a larger process, Design Thinking and in particular co-design has the potential 

to open up conversations.  The exchange of knowledge between users of a service and 

the ‘makers’ of that service creates an opportunity to co-define the right problem or 

challenge in a collaborative way and make sure the outcome is truly relevant. Co-

design can assist CIT in improving the efficiency and effectiveness of service 

operations while at the same time, delivering value to the end users. 
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This chapter is the first step on a practice-based research investigation to ascertain if 

higher education can use Design Thinking to:  

 Transform existing services;  

 Enhance the staff and student experience; and  

 Make sure the right tools are in place to support staff and students in an 

institute. 

The research areas that were reviewed as part of this study include Innovation and 

Culture with a particular focus on the public and higher education sectors. The areas 

of Service Design, Change Management, Design Thinking, including co-design, were 

all reviewed, as well as how to embed Design Thinking in an organisation and the role 

of Design Leadership in addressing the research question. 

 

2.4 Service Design 
The emergence of Service Design in 1984 as a tool to be used by organisations was a 

significant step in realising that services should be subject to the same precise analysis 

as other business operations. Service Blueprinting enables organisations to develop 

new and improve existing services by exploring all the fail9 and wait10 points of that 

service (Shostack, 1984). Indeed Gloppen (2009) acknowledges that there is little 

research on Service Design as a strategic resource for service organisations. 

Preliminary research has found that there is a lack of realisation by management that 

Design Thinking can help them to problem solve and innovate and deliver true 

change.  

Service Design looks at the design of a service from the user perspective and can be 

used to create new or improve existing services (Moritz, 2005). User experience and 

the involvement of users in the co-design process is paramount to what Service 

Design stands for (Holmlid, 2009; Moritz, 2005). Service Design is a holistic integrative 

approach that uses a wide range of tools and methods to deliver more value primarily 

                                                             
9 A fail-point is any point within the encounter that has potential to affect customer experience.  
 
10 A wait-point is a point where the waiting time is likely to exceed average or minimum tolerable 
expectations. 
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to the end user but also creating a more efficient and effective organisation in the 

process. 

Service Design and in particular, Service Blueprinting, can help organisations and 

critically higher education, to better understand, assess and improve the services 

provided to both staff and students (Ostrom et al, 2011). Service Design and Design 

Thinking can support any institute in becoming more focused on the student 

perspective, but it will also engage employees in creating new, or improving existing 

service offerings. Higher education is a service. A service is an interface with a 

customer. In any higher education institute, there are many services provided at 

various stages of the Student Lifecycle, from prospect to alumni.  

It is vital to understand that Service Design comes with a set of prescribed tools as 

outlined by Stickdorn and Schneider (2012) and a methodology needs to be in place to 

guide the designer and participants through the stages of a typical process. There 

exist many toolkits that enable groups to work together to create solutions from the 

Collective Action Toolkit from FROG Design, Double-Diamond from the Design 

Council, Stanford d.School Methods and the HCD Kit from IDEO. Although a 

methodology and toolkit are not essential for designing a new service, they do provide 

a framework for being more open and collaborative and can be used in conjunction 

with existing practices.    

In order to take the design process from initial information and insight gathering, 

through to defining the right problem and delivering a solution to fix this problem, 

there are a number of key elements. Many authors agree that a service is made up of a 

series of touchpoints and an evolving attitude that is user-centred at its core 

(Stickdorn and Schneider, 2012;  Moritz, 2005; Bitner et al., 2008). 

Traditional improvement methodologies such as Lean, Systems Thinking and Nudge, 

are more focused on operational improvement, while uniquely Service Design involves 

the user in any embedded innovation.  Whicher et al (2013) indicate the high-level 

differences between these different methods where Service Design occurs at the 

“interface with the user” and Lean and Co-production focus on more efficient 

operations. Snook et al; (2014) emphasise the key differences as process driven versus 

experience driven. The involvement of the user in the design process is also a 
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fundamental difference and Carr (2012) argues that Lean is too systematic and 

unfeeling, focused on eliminating waste and cutting disparity.  

 

Figure 6: Innovation methods table (Whicher et al., 2013) 

 

Sangiorgi (2011) observes that Service Design can be considered as a means for 

“societal transformation” as it involves staff, the public and the organisation in a co-

design process which can introduce a “human-centred design culture”. The culture of 

an organisation and its influence on improving services will be discussed in more detail 

in section 2.6. 

At present, in the public sector, Bailey et al., (2014) have found that a great deal of 

Service Design happens without any professional or practical design input, which 

perhaps needs addressing. Service Design has the power to unleash creativity and 

innovation in the higher education sector, essentially because it is a co-creative 

process and focuses on students as customers. There are a number of challenges with 

introducing a new methodology and Service Design does not happen in isolation. It 

involves changing mind-set, reframing problems, changing existing work practices, 

encouraging more collaborative cross-functional activities and ultimately cultivating a 

more human-centred creative culture. Indeed, (Martin, 2009) points out that an 

organisation needs to build skills to change organisational processes and norms over 

time and “sow creativity across traditionally administrative functions”. 
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The problem with Service Design seems to be the difficulty in selling it to the 

organisation and designers themselves find it difficult to explain what Service Design 

really is. Brown (2009) observed that he spent far more time explaining and justifying 

to clients what design was rather than really doing it. Kimbell (2011) acknowledges 

that even those that support the application of Design Thinking have difficulty 

explaining it. Non-designers feel uncomfortable with the flexible non-linear approach 

that Service Design brings (Marino, 2011). Martin (2007) maintains that many business 

leaders find the lack of structure and predictable outcomes hard to deal with and they 

have difficulty understanding the language of design. The word design can often bring 

a sense of mystery to a process and the challenge then is to encourage employees not 

to be afraid of design and eliminate the perception that they have to be highly 

creative people to use design tools and techniques. Bailey (2012) questions whether a 

service designer is required to be design trained and argues that the tools and 

methods available are not unique to designers and most people can embrace them 

effectively. Kimbell (2010) stresses that Service Design is chaotic, communal and 

evolving. She observes that service designers do not always have a precise 

understanding of organisational culture, and the importance of employee buy-in 

when designing customer experiences. Building in-house capabilities in service design 

tools and techniques is therefore vital to embedding design in any organisation, as 

these in-house designers will have direct knowledge of how things work. 

 

2.5 Organisational Change 
A widely recognised belief when delivering any kind of change is the vital importance 

of creating a vision, selling that vision to all ranks of the organisation and clearly 

communicating the vision while drumming up some excitement (Kotter, 1995; Kanter, 

1984). This vision should be easily understood and will motivate people towards the 

change effort. Kotter (1995) cautions that without a sensible vision, a transformation 

effort can easily dissolve into a list of confusing and incompatible projects that can 

take an organisation in the wrong direction or nowhere at all. By their nature, Service 

Design tools allow people to work towards a vision that is user-centred. Certainly a 

vision is important but what many organisations lack are leaders at all levels that can 

make this vision a reality. Basadur (2004) believes that leadership towards change is 
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about enabling people to think collectively and become more innovative and 

proactive rather than reactive. He believes that leadership is less about personality or 

behaviour styles and indeed Martins and Terblanche (2003) recognise the importance 

of creativity and innovation in the change process and emphasise that embedding a 

fresh and creative culture is paramount to achieving real change. 

Change needs to be driven from the top, but likewise it is imperative that there is buy-

in from stakeholders at all levels of the organisation (Kotter, 1995; Kanter, 1984; 

Burke, 2013). It is not adequate to include staff in a co-creation and design process; 

they need to appreciate what the change is about, how it will influence their day-to-

day jobs, and how it has the potential to transform the student experience. It is 

important to understand the end goal and how their ideas should be at the forefront 

of this change process. In order to create buy-in, it is clear that there is a link between 

Service Design practices and organisational change, and co-creation activities are an 

effective mechanism for embedding change. Co-design engages communities to work 

collectively towards the right solutions. Junginger (2007) describes that product 

development or service development and design can be a vehicle for organisational 

change. Junginger and Sangiorgi (2009) indicate the potential of Service Design to 

foster internal change within an organisation and they stress the importance of a 

human-centred approach that involves the people on the inside of the organisation.  

It has conclusively been shown that organisation silos have a huge impact on change 

and are a constant stumbling block as iterated by (Von Stamm, 2008; Beckman and 

Barry, 2007). Where there is an existing issue of organisational silos, individual 

departments can focus on their cog in the wheel and not the entire process as a whole. 

It seems clear that a lack of integration across organisational departments in 

providing a streamlined cohesive service to users is one of the main hurdles to jump 

when effecting change.  Departments are often focused on fire-fighting immediate 

operational issues and do not always get the opportunity or the time to be innovative 

or experiment with diverse ways of working. Mulgan (2007) blames these silos as the 

main barrier to dispersing tacit knowledge and points out that because power and 

money are organised in this silo structure, innovation is stomped on. Similarly Trkman 

(2010) argues that these horizontal silos create inefficiency and are an obstacle to the 

flow of information across the organisation. Thomson et al., (2012) are encouraged 
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that good Service Design approaches can drive action across silos, allow new ideas to 

prosper and catalyse change. Beyerle et al., (2011) point out that there is no shortage 

of change projects in many organisations but there is no collaboration between them 

as a result of organisational boundaries. 

Various authors have considered the culture matter such as Strebel (1996) who 

observes that many employees do not seek or welcome change as it is disruptive and 

interfering. Afshar (2014) highlights advice from David Bray, CIO of FCC, who 

recognises the importance of putting culture first and insists that 80% of the focus 

should be on people and 20% on technology; not the other way around. Liedtka 

(2010) asserts that you need people at every level on-board and eager, not just those 

at the top of the chain. Kotter (1995) substantiates this and believes it is important to 

“make the change stick” by fostering a new culture. A new culture will develop over 

time through small consistent innovations; this can take years and must not be 

rushed. The culture of the organisation can influence how change is perceived and 

adopted, which will be discussed further in section 2.6. 

Kotter (1995) points out that if change is needed within a specific department, then 

that department manager is fundamental. He emphasises that if these individuals are 

not “new leaders, great leaders, or change champions, phase one can be a huge 

challenge”. Both the authors experience and the existing literature demonstrate that 

it can sometimes be necessary to implement a small change project in order to 

convince a department manager of the potential of such a change initiative. 

What many authors do not seem to consider is how to influence change from the 

bottom-up with background support from the top. The possibility of instilling ideas in 

the minds of those making decisions so they can alter their own approach to culture 

and change, and make design-related decisions, is not something that is widely 

discussed. This research will address this gap in the literature. 

With any change initiative, achievable short-term targets need to be set, and once 

accomplished, will motivate people to persist and keep trying. The celebration from 

quick-wins will create buy-in for future change projects. It is important to consider 

current work habits and communication styles of individuals and groups, and 

attempting to change these to leverage more sophisticated alternatives. 
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Hammer and Champy (2003) propose that process re-engineering must be an all-or-

nothing organisation-wide strategy and cannot be carried out in small careful steps. 

Based on the existing review of change projects in higher education, incremental 

change, along with participation from all stakeholders is imperative, particularly when 

the culture of an organisation is resistant to change. Other authors disagree with 

Hammer and Champy and harmonise that the short-term wins are important to create 

momentum and celebration and any significant organisational improvement.  Kotter 

(1995) highlights that “commitment to produce short-term wins helps keep the 

urgency level up. Renewal efforts take years, not months. The number of change 

efforts grows each year”. Jenkins (2008) asserts that a whole cultural revolution is 

needed and short-term successes do not encourage people to think creatively in the 

long-term. Is it then more important to focus on reshaping the culture of an 

organisation rather than delivering quick-wins as a means towards change? Perhaps it 

is the quick-wins and sharing the stories of success that will contribute to reshaping 

the existing culture. Service Design has the potential to transform an existing culture 

by exposing needs, behaviours and wishes. Service Design can take people away from 

too much rational and analytical thinking and allow people to explore ideas and 

intuition and experiment like never before. Service Design and Design Thinking, 

according to the Design Council (2011) can introduce disruption into an organisation 

and stimulate innovation.  

According to Gouillart (2014), in order to implement change and transform processes 

in an organisation, employees and external stakeholders need to be jointly engaged in 

designing the new model of the business. He stresses that many conventional change 

approaches run out of steam because of their internal and top-down character. Bailey 

et al., (2014) also concur with other authors and claim that it is far easier to do “small 

scale repurposing of services” rather than large scale organisational change. 

(Sangiorgi, 2011) outlines the transformative role of Service Design and the concept of 

“transformational change” where Service Design is the facilitator of change within an 

organisation. She points out that making small improvements with regard to an 

existing service does not necessarily have a transformational impact. Therefore this 

research is seeking to determine if those small quick-wins that are attempting to 

embed Design Thinking within the organisation will eventually lead to transformation. 
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This will be done through a number of action research cycles in collaboration with 

multiple departments by empowering those involved in the research as well as 

evaluating outcomes and incremental impact.  

Again, this author, along with many others refers back to the organisational culture, 

and the attitudes and behaviour of the employees and management providing the 

service, as having a huge impact on an organisations interaction with its customers 

and employees. Bailey et al., (2014) acknowledge that public service change 

necessitates people being involved in the change from the start; these people being 

the public, citizens and users of a public service. This would in turn lead to users 

adapting the change and embracing the new way of doing things. Jenkins (2008) 

backs up this argument by expressing that design leaders need to focus on reshaping 

a traditional organisation into a more modern one and at the same time create an 

environment that is favourable towards design, not opposed to it. He believes that the 

main roadblocks usually encountered in the process of setting up a design 

competence arise out of existing attitudes and behaviours within the organisation. He 

stresses that these anti-change attitudes “will squeeze the life out of design if they are 

allowed to continue unchecked”. So how then can one transform an existing 

organisation to becoming design-friendly and reshape the existing cultural standards? 

Change is constant and an organisations ability to be proactive to change rather than 

reactive will determine its success and agility. It is these observations of the existing 

literature that define the research question and sub-questions such as how can Design 

Thinking influence the existing culture and help an organisation become collaborative 

and innovative. 

Burnes (2004) asserts that there are a range of approaches to change and that an 

important component in achieving effective change is to choose the most appropriate 

method for the type of change being undertaken and the conditions in which it is 

being implemented. Anderson and Ackerman Anderson (2014) examine different 

types of organisational change: developmental, transitional and transformational. 

They describe developmental change as the simplest form in that it is an 

improvement to something already being done, transitional change as introducing 

something new and requiring employees to let go of old ways of doing things. Finally 

transformational change requires a change in people, culture and mind-sets and often 



DOC 702 | Literature Review  

27 
 

fails because of employee resistance. Maddock and Morgan, (1998) highlight that 

there is a tendency to underestimate the influence that culture can have on 

transformational change. They emphasise the importance of moving away from 

traditional approaches and bureaucratic practices. 

Although up until now the use of design as a way to transform public sector 

organisations has been on the small scale, there are examples of large scale 

transformational change such as the Helsinki Design Lab and Nesta’s Creative 

Councils project. The issue that is identified by Bailey et al., (2014) is that designers 

are not always in a position of power that is required to effect real change. Valkama 

and Anttiroiko (2009) highlight that in order to transform a public sector organisation, 

it needs to move from a traditional functionally organised bureaucracy to a user-

centric collaborative one, in essence a profound change. In defining public sector 

change, Kattel et al., (2013) dispute that without changing the core tasks, change 

cannot be described as ground-breaking, but incremental;  they maintain that simple 

organisational change does not equate transformation.  

However, much of the literature seems to overlook the possibility of small incremental 

change being delivered from the bottom or middle of the organisation and the impact 

this approach could have on the journey towards organisational change. Overall, there 

is not enough existing research on using Service Design as a bottom-up approach 

towards transforming an organisation into an innovative, progressive, efficient and 

user-centred one. This research is also unique in that it has the perspective of an 

inside-out designer and the potent effect this has on implementing a Service Design 

approach. External designers often bring a fresh outlook to an existing problem but it 

is an inside-out approach that can bring experience and knowledge which has the 

power to force lasting change. 

 

2.6 Organisational Culture in the Public Sector 
Organisational culture is central to the running of an organisation. As it is intangible 

and vague, the type of culture that exists in an organisation can often be difficult to 

define. It is based on tradition and can be very powerful in determining how people 

work, interact with each other and make decisions. In order for innovation to occur, 

the existing culture must first be understood. A strategy and structure needs to be put 
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in place that allows behaviour to change in a positive way. Improving communication 

across departments can be a first step in the right direction. Organisations need to 

shift their attitude towards a culture focused on innovation. 

Lundy and Cowling (1996) describe culture as “the way we do things around here” and 

Beckman and Barry (2007) concur that culture represents the behaviours that people 

develop and reveal over time.  Changing behaviour has a direct influence on any 

culture. The focus should move towards thinking and behaving differently. At the 

same time Kotter (1995) acknowledges that an individual’s actions within a team or 

organisation, influences the broader behaviour and how collaboration, conversations 

and connections take place. 

The public sector is often considered to be a risk and change-averse culture and one 

that is not supportive of creativity and innovation (Jenkins, 2008; Kattel et al., 2013). 

Bureaucratic and hierarchical in make-up along with internal politics provides a strong 

influence on what goes on, and can be hard to crack. Flexibility and a willingness to 

adapt are not key characteristics of the public sector and are very dependent on 

individual leaders and managers. There is a need to deliver public services in a better 

way by means of a user-centred approach. 

Martins and Terblanche (2003) reveal that organisational culture forms an essential 

part of the general functioning of an organisation and this is a contributing factor as to 

whether creativity and innovation can occur. They propose that culture influences the 

degree to which creativity is encouraged, sustained and applied and the conflicting 

power of culture in an organisation is that it diminishes efficiency. Matthews et al., 

(2012) indicate that past practices, hierarchical structures and silos within an 

organisation can present as barriers to change and innovation. Indeed Battarbee et al., 

(2014) refer to an “unsympathetic culture” that is neither focused on customer 

experience nor nurturing an empathic mind-set which can help to foster a new culture. 

Stuart (1998) argues that empirical research has overlooked the influence of 

organisational culture and internal politics on the introduction of new products or 

services. It is obvious to this author that culture plays a momentous role in the success 

of innovation in any organisation. Service Design can support culture change when 

employees participate and interact in the change process. Using workshops to co-

define existing problems and creatively solve them with other colleagues can instil a 
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desire for change and release ideas and energy within individuals. Fox and Brewer 

(2010) identify that the level of innovation will only increase if there is a supportive 

culture that rewards and encourages new ideas. They also insist that innovation must 

come from the bottom and middle and not just top-down initiatives. On the other 

hand, Kanter (2013) notes that many leaders stifle innovation; these leaders do not 

take risks, do not allow time for new ideas to be implemented and blame problems on 

the people at the bottom of the organisation. The evidence in CIT indicates that when 

front-line staff are given time to innovate, they feel valued which results in a shift in 

the values and norms of the organisational culture. Service Design as a tool can allow 

employees to explore problems in their own area without requiring top-down or 

external support. Service Design could be a powerful mechanism to counteract the 

existing hierarchical top-down approach to change. Indeed it can provide an effective 

means of realising bottom up innovations which fundamentally will give the 

organisation a chance to maintain progress and focus, so these projects do not run out 

of steam. Recognising the importance of a bottom-up approach, this research seeks 

to explore Service Design tools and techniques as a method for inspiring a new 

cultural pattern. 

Kanter (2013) encourages the use of open Brainstorming11 to look for the small quick-

wins rather than magic bullets; any action is superior to none. Furthermore, Brown 

(2009) highlights that staff at all levels should be trained in the tools of Design 

Thinking. He believes that changing culture to one focused on innovative activities 

and attitudes can be done through the introduction of new tools, setting expectations 

up-front and measuring the innovation that is required. He favours workshops as a 

method to expose people to Design Thinking and reveals that pilot projects will help 

market the benefits of Design Thinking within an organisation. This was validated in a 

recent pilot project in the author’s organisation where it was shown that small 

innovations can have a positive impact and lead to more change. In conjunction 

Tushman (1997) maintains that the older an organisation is, the more it develops 

traditions, hearsays and descriptions of “how things are done around here”. He also 

                                                             
11 Brainstorming is a creative approach to come up with lots of thoughts and ideas, usually to solve a 
problem. 



DOC 702 | Literature Review  

30 
 

concedes that management need to promote continuous improvement while at the 

same time allowing time for new ideas and experiments to flourish. 

There seems to be little agreement in the literature on the type of culture needed to 

improve creativity and innovation, however, Martins and Terblanche (2003) identify 

the dimensions that influence the degree to which creativity and innovation take 

place: 

1. A strategy that encourages creativity and innovation in the implementation of 

new products and services.  

2. A flexible structure that encourages teamwork and collaboration across 

existing silos. 

3. Support mechanisms in place that encourage new ideas such as time, 

information, resources and technology. 

4. Employee and management behaviour that encourages innovation, idea 

generation, risk taking and support for change. 

5. Open communication between individuals, teams and departments. 

It can be argued that many of the problems that exist in public sector organisations 

are associated with their tiered structure, bureaucratic nature and management style 

(Basadur, 2004; Claver et al., 1999) which leads to inaction, rigid methods and a lack 

of new ideas.  Higher education institutions have a similar set of characteristics that 

are commonplace and analogous to these types of organisations. Service Design 

offers the potential to address these problems and this research seeks to articulate 

the value of a design-led approach to innovation.  Service Design can overcome 

existing barriers by establishing trust and building relationships, encouraging a culture 

of openness and developing a shared understanding of the current situation (Yee et 

al., 2015). According to Seddon (2008), “command-and-control thinking” turns 

organisations into top-down chains of command where work is planned in silos, 

management make decisions and those on the lower rung of the ladder do the work. 

There is an obligation to find better ways of meeting the needs of customers, 

increasing efficiency and improving outcomes. On the other hand Christensen and 

Overdorf (2000) identify that managers need to assess the abilities and disabilities of 

the organisation and the types of innovation and change the organisation is capable 
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of handling. This means assessing the existing resources, processes and values and 

how each of these affect the organisations aptitude for change.  

It is claimed that many existing public services lack the ability to be agile and 

efficiency is often defined in terms of a financial return rather than a customer 

experience (Boyle and Harris, 2009; Claver et al., 1999). Mulgan (2007) describes this 

as “doing the same thing, only trying to do it more cheaply”. He also uses the term 

“core economy” to describe the core users of a service and a failure by organisations 

to use this “core economy” to co-create the service.  

Evidence so far suggests there is a strong link between culture and change and it can 

be assumed that in order to implement any positive change, there has to be a shift in 

the organisational values. Influencing change in individual departments can involve 

identifying a sub-culture that perhaps does not exist organisation-wide. Every 

organisation will have a different path to changing mind-set and figuring out what 

that path is can be a brave encounter. Mulgan (2007) observes that “human beings are 

rational and without licence from the top, few people in hierarchical organisations will 

be willing to take risks”. He wonders whether creative tools can encourage innovation 

in a sustainable way, but at the very least they may help an existing culture to become 

more open and willing to see things in new ways. 

The National Strategy for Higher Education (2011) reminds us that institutions need to 

be “internally adaptive in order to be externally responsive” and in order to achieve 

more engagement with the wider community a “change in culture and internal 

business processes of institutions is required”. Many higher education institutions in 

Ireland have a strong management rather than leadership culture. It is leaders that will 

play an important part in shaping a new culture based on their own desire for 

continual improvement. It is these leaders that will be able to empower and cultivate 

employees to a new era of change and innovation. Further discussion on leadership 

and in particular design leadership will continue in section 2.9. 

Changing mind-set and culture to stimulate creative thinking among the front-line 

employees will build and foster a more innovative approach to “how we do things 

around here”. Harnessing new ideas can make the organisation more effective and 

better equipped to fix problems before they happen. 
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2.7 Innovation in the Public Sector 
This section investigates the use of a design approach to innovation in the public 

sector and is based on research by practitioners primarily in the UK government rather 

than academic papers. Academic inquiry into innovation in the public sector is a 

developing space, and the gap between practitioners and academic researchers is 

closing. 

What organisations need most is innovation that happens every day. The small 

disruptive ideas that solve a particular problem in a particular situation will foster a 

culture of innovation that could eventually lead to big breakthrough innovations. This 

research examines whether design can be an enabler for innovation to become a core 

activity in the higher education sector. There is no one simple definition of what 

innovation is but it can be considered as a new idea, product or process that leads not 

only to improvement but doing something different rather than doing the same thing 

better. According to West and Farr (1990), innovation is something novel and unique 

which results in change.  However Martins and Terblanche (2003) note that change is 

not always innovative as it does not always involve new ideas and transformation. 

They regard innovation as generating and implementing new ideas to solve a problem 

or improve practice.   

Innovation is not seen as a core activity in many public sector organisations and there 

is a different process of innovation suitable for public and private sectors and the 

diverse range of organisations in both. The inflexible nature of public sector 

organisations is often the main cause of the lack of innovation as mentioned by 

Mulgan and Albury (2003). In fact Borins (2002) proposes that public sector innovation 

is a figure of speech due to an absence of competitive pressure to modernise. Mulgan 

(2014) observes that design can bring flair and creativity to otherwise dull and 

changeless services but must be used in conjunction with project frameworks and 

other skills, which can compel people to see issues and prospects in a renewed way.  

Von Stamm (2003) observes that creativity is associated with our thinking, and 

innovation associated with our behaviour. In order to allow people to think and 

behave differently in any organisation, the barriers to the collective creativity and the 

focus on current concerns needs to be removed or at least reduced (Beckman and 
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Barry, 2007; Brown, 2009). Many initial innovations will be small quick-wins that are 

focused on incremental change, and this is a good place to start. Rather than just 

encouraging people to think of new ideas, transferring those ideas into practice is 

what fosters real change. 

Many people have ideas and a voice but do not get an opportunity to act on their 

creativity as a result of day-to-day forces. In order for creativity to flourish, it needs 

the right leadership to foster an environment which will allow people to ideate, 

experiment, take risks and explore their hidden talents (Boyle et al., 2010; Droll, 2013; 

Snook and Design Managers Australia, 2014). Gouillart (2014) agrees that it is the 

leaders that need to support and encourage more experimentation. She predicts that 

co-creative transformation will attract change agents across an organisation to come 

together in a process of continuous innovation.  Likewise McPhee (2009) points out 

that innovation needs a supportive setting in which to grow. 

2.7.1 Innovation in Higher Education 

In higher education, an environment needs to be cultivated where people know it is 

acceptable to take risks, experiment and unleash their capacity for innovation. Many 

authors have questioned how the capacity for innovation can be enhanced by creating 

both a physical and psychological environment to do so (Droll, 2013; Mulgan, 2007). In 

the 2009 Better Practice Guide from the Australian National Audit Office, McPhee 

(2009) reminds us that in order for innovation to prosper, it requires dedicated 

resources to test and trial new ideas. Indeed Harris and Albury (2009) complain that 

current methods of innovation are no longer good enough because they do not 

include actors in the co-creation process, such as front-line workers and customers. 

Similarly Ostrom et al., (2011) emphasise that higher education needs to be viewed 

through a “service lens” where an organisation focuses on the value being delivered to 

the student, and the role of the student in co-creating that value. 

In order for creativity to become acceptable in the higher education sector, steps need 

to be taken towards alleviating, and in the long term, removing the barriers to change, 

and subsequently allowing space for innovation to happen (Peter and Paul, 2001). The 

evidence indicates that this innovation should be borne out of co-creation activities 

encompassing both employees and customers of the organisation. 
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Innovation in the public sector can lead to more efficient organisations and better 

services for the public. Campbell (2014) contends that the public sector is traditionally 

risk averse, and it can be an enormous challenge to create new ways of working and to 

inspire employees to cultivate new ideas, and most importantly, turn those ideas into 

reality. Other authors concur that the public sector is static, complex and risk averse 

and needs a change in mind-set (Boyle and Harris, 2009; Droll, 2013; Yee et al., 2015).   

2.7.2 Barriers to innovation 

A small but growing body of literature has been written by design consultancies based 

on projects implemented across public sector organisations. In many cases they have 

identified similar barriers to innovation and propose the use of Design Thinking as an 

innovation tool in the public sector. Although these are not academic papers, they 

provide valuable insight into current work being done in the public sector. A study of 

papers by Snook, Design Managers Australia, IDEO, the Design Council and NESTA 

reveals the following barriers: 

 Silo mentality: Mulgan (2007) proposes that high walls in organisations divide 

people and departments and Snook (2014) identify that Service Design needs 

to deliver innovation across silos but is often prevented because of separate 

department budgets.   

 Bureaucracy and culture: Culture, internal politics and agendas as described 

by Snook (2014) along with miscommunication can unsettle collaboration 

efforts and stifle innovation, also highlighted by Fox and Brewer (2010). 

 Human-related barriers such as incentives, education, training, management 

and leadership indicated by Droll (2013) are all important internal factors. A 

lack of innovative leadership is an intangible impediment. Human issues often 

outweigh any physical or tangible barriers. 

 Risk-averse and rules-based: These types of organisations are usually 

reluctant to take risks and are reliant on certainty and stability (Snook, 2014). 

Traditional and conservative is favoured. Public servants tend to be nervous 

about experimentation and trying out ideas. Management encourages the 

status-quo (Fox and Brewer, 2010), innovation evaporates because of too 

many rules (Mulgan, 2007) and employees do not always understand the value 

of innovation. 
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 Co-creation: Boyle et al., (2010) mention the mechanisms that need to be put 

in place to support co-production which has been described in other literature 

as trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. The fact that there is no defined 

process or incentive for introducing new ideas, contributes to a lack of desire 

to co-produce. 

 Targets and measurement: Innovation can often be difficult to measure and 

the public sector is often operating in a reactive way to problems and issues, 

rather than having agreed innovation goals. 

 

 

Figure 7: Barriers to Innovation (Mulgan and Albury, 2003) 

 

Furthermore those same authors and design consultancies reflect on how to 

overcome barriers to innovation and introduce a new way of working: 

 Culture: Setting up the right conditions for change (Snook, 2014) by fostering 

an open mentality and new behaviours (Mulgan, 2007; Seddon, 2008) before 

bringing design into an organisation, needs to be the first priority. 
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 Leadership: Leaders need to be put in place that will actively pursue 

innovation and be open to new ways of working (Liedtka, 2011). She stresses 

the importance of encouraging managers to embrace uncertainty.  

 Allies: Finding allies and like-minded thinkers who understand Design 

Thinking and are passionate about it will help to build momentum and refocus 

energy (Carnegie, 1995; Liedtka, 2011). 

 Non-stop change: Creating an attitude of continuous improvement and 

iteration which has been trialled, tested and altered (Mulgan, 2007) will allow 

for iterative incremental enhancement of services (Snook, 2014).  

 User-centric innovation: Focusing on customers, citizens, students so that 

those delivering the innovation can consider the organisation from the 

outside-in (Droll, 2013; Seddon, 2008). Understanding what the customer 

wants and designing services that work for customers will turn the focus to 

outcomes rather than processes. 

 Innovation framework: Creating a framework that will allow design-led 

innovation to be introduced and embedded within an organisation will 

eventually lead to a new culture of creativity. 

 Creating space: Creating space for design to operate within is vital and will 

eventually lead to design becoming embedded in the organisation (Design 

Council, 2013; Snook and Design Managers Australia, 2014). 

 Measurement and outcomes: It is imperative to provide measures of 

improvement and generate successful and meaningful outcomes as this will 

qualify the process to continue (Hughes et al., 2011; Snook and Design 

Managers Australia, 2014).  

Certainly in order for innovation to prosper in any organisation, it is necessary to 

strengthen the incentives for innovation by providing opportunities and skills to 

employees and management. This means having the right leadership in place to 

foster creativity and aligning the culture with new methods over time. 
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2.8 Design Thinking 
Design Thinking can be described as a tool to generate unique solutions that tackle 

everyday problems resulting in more meaningful products or services for the end-

users (Battarbee et al., 2014).  It allows a group of people to collectively explore a 

number of opportunities and encourages them to be open-minded (Brown, 2009). 

Beckman and Barry (2007) define Design Thinking as a problem-solving process that 

involves actors from many disciplines using tools, methods and language that are 

diverse from normal everyday business function. 

Design Thinking can be practised by everyone across the organisation, from front-line 

staff to senior management, as a problem-solving approach. Bailey (2012) suggests 

that employees do not need to understand the whole concept of Design Thinking or 

all the tools that are available to them, they just need to be able to apply the use of 

some tools in some projects with the hope that “the dissemination of Design Thinking 

goes viral within the organisation”. Employees need to be empowered to use the tools 

themselves without supervision from the designers. 

What is clear from numerous authors is that Design Thinking can release new energy 

and creativity but many employees may be too buried in day-to-day tasks and 

entrenched in old familiar ways for it to be successful (Bailey, 2012; Brown, 2009). 

Many managers recognise the rational, logical and familiar tools of business thinking 

and so Design Thinking can present itself as chaotic and messy, but it can be applied in 

a systematic way without “sucking the life out of the creative process” (Brown, 2009; 

Liedtka, 2010). In the same token, while trying to embed Design Thinking as a new 

tool for higher education, it is imperative not to lose any of the innovation, 

imagination and inspiration that this process brings by trying to put too much 

structure on it.   

Design Thinking can play a vital role in the effort to achieve organisation-wide change 

and many authors agree that an organised, consistent and efficient approach is 

required if design methods are to be employed in daily work practices (Bailey, 2012; 

Brown, 2009). A number of authors contend that selecting the right people for a 

design activity is an important feature for success (Von Stamm, 2008; Matthews et al, 

2012). They stress the importance of choosing people who are motivated by change 

and want to be involved, but also people that have integrity and respect within the 
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organisation. Change champions or design champions will be the vehicle for 

transformation and the agents of change (Battarbee et al., 2014; Liedtka, 2011). They 

will not let barriers get in the way, and they will seek out opportunities to bring the 

organisation on a new journey of design innovation. Therefore it is imperative, that in 

order to instil this new way of working in a higher education institution, suitable 

resources are employed along with the right people involved and energised.   

Resistance towards adopting a Design Thinking methodology may transpire for a 

number of reasons but if employees can appreciate the benefits then it may prove 

easier. Much of the existing literature does not demonstrate how to entrench design 

tools within an organisation, where employees prefer the familiarity of their current 

way of doing things, even if that current approach lacks efficiency. Buchanan (2007) 

suggests that an organisation needs more than enthusiasm to embed design as a 

discipline of thinking and making. The tangible benefits will have to be clear to actors 

at all levels of the organisation if Design Thinking is here to stay. However, Gouillart 

(2014) posits the view that it is the compelling enthusiasm derived from using Design 

Thinking along with bottom-up and outside-in techniques, that motivates senior 

management to steer a different course.  

Changing the relationships between the main actors involved in delivering a service, 

and those using a service, will help to build better service capabilities. Empathy will 

assist in discovering the moments of truth for all actors along the journey (Battarbee 

et al., 2014). Unless employees walk in the shoes of their customers, they will never 

gain a true understanding of their experience, and their thinking will be based on 

assumptions. Empathy involves immersing oneself in the experience of the user, 

observing the user and engaging with the user. In his book, Brown (2009) maintains 

that what makes Design Thinking different is the emphasis on the needs of people 

and observing their experience rather than coming up with a solution we think they 

want. He believes there are design thinkers in every organisation and we need to seek 

them out, foster them and free them up to be creative people and potential change 

champions. Kotter (1995) emphasises a “see-feel-change” approach rather than an 

“analyse-think-change” approach and suggests that in order to change behaviour, we 

should focus on people’s feelings rather than thoughts; this is precisely what empathy 

does. Battarbee et al (2014) also believe that when an organisation allows itself to be 
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motivated by an understanding of people’s needs, it can “unlock the creative capacity 

for innovation”. This sort of attitude needs to be supported and fostered and it needs 

enthusiastic champions to “keep empathy alive”. 

The degree of empathy that an inside-out Service Designer brings is vast and unique 

as they can intimately understand existing experiences while working alongside the 

actors inside and outside the organisation (Boyle et al., 2010; Snook and Design 

Managers Australia, 2014). Designing change from the inside of an organisation yields 

a greater chance of embedding that change along with the tools that delivered it and 

many authors  suggest building a “designerly mind-set” and to make use of “hooks” 

inside the organisation in order to infuse a human-centred design ethos from the 

inside (De Lille et al., 2012; Sangiorgi, 2011). Indeed, both Schraeder et al., (2005) and 

Martin (2009) acknowledge the importance of leading by example in public sector 

organisations and underline the need for a leader who will cultivate and champion 

Design Thinking right across the organisation.  What is missing from the existing 

literature is how to engage senior management to influence the use of Design 

Thinking tools among front-line managers and staff. A gap therefore exists in the 

existing literature which demonstrates how to recruit change champions, instil a 

culture of Design Thinking and win over senior management, all while keeping the 

lights on in a higher education institute.  

The term Design Thinking can sometimes create mystery and uncertainty, and rather 

than trying to sell Design Thinking as a new approach, the focus should be on the 

benefits it brings; the outcomes should speak for themselves. Human needs are 

fundamental to Design Thinking and these needs should drive innovation. Having the 

right people involved is essential, people who understand the need for change, and 

can be empathetic towards the users. This authors approach does not just concentrate 

on using design as a once-off change enabler but embedding design as a stepping 

stone towards real change. 

2.8.1 Design Thinking and the Public Sector 

Design Thinking enables government agencies to put people at the heart of the 

design process. The European Commission has acknowledged the necessity of design 

as a driver of change at national and local levels of public service. Droll (2013) 

recognises that design should be at the core of the public sector and the European 
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Design Leadership Board established in 2011 provides recommendations on how to 

develop design as a vital part in guiding how national, regional or local public services 

operate (Thomson et al., 2012). 

Unlike Ireland, there are a number of design initiatives being implemented in the UK. 

Organisations like The Design Council and FutureGov are currently working with many 

local and national government agencies to help them transform their services using 

design. The Design Council (2013) created the Public Sector Design Ladder (Figure 8) 

in order to demonstrate that design can be applied at different levels and it can be 

used as a “diagnostic tool and roadmap for progression”.  

 

  Figure 8: The Public Sector Design Ladder, Design Council (2013) 

 

Some examples of how Design Thinking can be adopted in the public sector include 

Lewisham Council. A project was initiated with the aim of embedding Service Design 

within the council among employees as a new way of working.  A “learning by doing” 

approach was used where front-line staff were equipped with tools and techniques in 

order to discover and fix real problems (Design Council, 2013). As a result of this 

project, staff morale at the council improved, cost savings were introduced and 

customers received a more efficient service. This reinforces the earlier argument that 

if those inside the organisation are observing and improving the services, the benefits 
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will be greater and more long-term. This can be further illustrated using the example 

of the redesign of the UK government’s digital services by engaging with users to 

deliver simple and fast services online. The aim of the Government Digital Service 

(GDS) was to streamline the services they delivered online and merge the websites of 

all government agencies into one portal making them easier to use, faster and well-

defined. This included 24 ministerial departments and 331 agencies and public bodies. 

The GDS team continue to refine the user experience and diffuse design throughout 

government agencies. 

Indeed one that has to be mentioned, as it was the inspiration for research at CIT, is 

the JISC Enrolment Project in conjunction with the University of Derby. They used a 

Service Design approach to improve the student experience from pre-entry to 

“readiness for learning”. Baranova et al., (2010) discovered that rather than assuming 

they knew what the student wanted, they “actively sought their input as end-user 

designers and co-producers of their own student experience”. They continue to use 

Service Design as a methodology at Derby to focus on student retention throughout 

the delivery process. At the University of Derby, Baranova et al., (2010) found that 

Service Design was a powerful tool to engage not only the front-stage and back-

stage12 staff involved in the service delivery but also management. It was a 

transformative way to make everyone see the complexity of these processes, from the 

student perspective, and seeking student input in redesigning these services was a 

new approach, that could add value to both the university and the student experience. 

2.8.2 Embedding Design Thinking 

Cooper et al., (2013) suggest that in order for design to be truly successful, it must 

focus on both process and outcomes and embedding design in any organisation 

requires an expansive approach that looks at the whole situation and includes a broad 

range of stakeholders.  Lockwood et al., (2012) agree that an organisation needs to 

cultivate and encourage positivity and creativity by delegating the process of 

problem-solving to a wide group of employees. They stress that using Taylorist13 

principles to organise work will not lead to new and better processes and services. 

                                                             
12 In a Service Blueprint, the front-stage refers to what the customer can see and comes into contact 
with, the back-stage is where all the support process and systems sit, behind the “line of visibility”. 
13 Frederick Winslow Taylor's philosophy (1909) focused on the belief that making people work as hard 
as they could was not as efficient as optimizing the way the work was done. 
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Instead an organisation needs to move from one focused on tasks, to a more holistic 

organisation that requires creativity and combined brain power. Martin (2009) backs 

up these views and stresses that reliability will bolster any innovative efforts across an 

organisation.   

In any forward thinking organisation it is necessary to bring people together to 

engage and enable them to think collaboratively and open up conversations. Indeed 

Junginger (2014) stresses the importance of recognising and understanding the 

“design legacies” or the way that design currently exists within an organisation. She 

describes design legacies as the practices that are learned and handed down across 

the organisation, from top-down and from one employee to another. In order to pave 

the path for co-creation and co-design the existing legacies must be identified and 

dealt with. Design champions, or change champions that use design approaches, can 

add value and credibility to any project. These champions can weed out the existing 

legacies, ensure employees do not revert to their old ways of working and expose 

people to a new way of working. 

When selecting the right people to become champions, much of the literature advises 

selecting people who are credible, motivated and already have some desire for change 

(Kotter, 2012; Mumford et al., 2002). Matthews et al., (2012) use the term “design 

interpreter” as a necessary human force to inspire and blend opportunities across the 

organisation. Kimbell (2011) agrees with the importance of professional designers, 

interpreting the existing culture and then trying to embed a new culture. Clay (2013) 

asserts that one needs to surround themselves with people that are supportive of 

change and “get it”. He suggests that one cannot be a lone change champion and 

connecting with like-minded “intrapreneurs” within one’s own organisation will save 

time and energy. Designers play an important social role when delving into 

multidisciplinary project teams that may have historical nuances. One needs a 

community of Design Thinking supporters to work together and make sure the good 

ideas come to fruition. Tjendra (2013) strongly believes that several elements are 

necessary to establish and embed a design culture including top-down advocates, 

front-line employees who are empowered and fired-up, and a process champion who 

has a strong design motivation. 
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Design Thinking is an enabler and a skillset that can be applied to challenges within 

any organisation. The challenge is to enable non-designers to participate and facilitate 

design-led change without the need for a designer. Therefore, in order to ensure 

design is embedded in a sustainable way it is necessary to create design champions 

who can propose and apply design methods in a positive way. Employees and 

managers need to be trained to apply design tools in their own environment, which 

will lead to some incremental improvement in an existing process or service. There is 

modest research on this topic and little existing evidence on how to embed design as 

an approach among public sector employees.  

In an attempt to use existing change management practices to guide a design-led 

approach in a large complex organisation, Lin et al., (2011) discovered the importance 

of nurturing personal ownership of the design process by creating an engaging, 

interactive and fun experience. They emphasise that employees need to believe in the 

need for change before they can get on board, they need to see and feel the need. 

Otherwise design-led projects that do not engage employees, will end badly due to a 

lack of enthusiasm and ownership, disinterest and even opposition. Many authors 

have come across a silo approach where employees are not encouraged to think 

outside their own specific activities and in order to change this, Design Thinking will 

need to “permeate to the core” while encouraging initiative and risk-taking (Parker 

and Heapy, 2006; Wechsler, 2012).  

2.8.3 Co-Design 

Co-Design is a collaborative process which brings a group of people together to define 

a problem and develop a solution to solve that problem in a collective way. Rather 

than being a rigid methodology, its aim is to be inclusive and participatory where 

people are welcome at any stage of the design process. Co-design is the creative 

collaboration (Steen et al., 2011) that happens during a design-led change project and 

is critical to understanding a service from multiple viewpoints.  It is the co-design 

facilitator’s job to galvanise the participants while managing the expectations of the 

group. The facilitator or co-designer will generally lead the way for open discussion of 

ideas with freedom from constraints. In a co-design environment, everyone is equal 

and everyone’s ideas count. People are encouraged to think differently, communicate 

and share. Sanders and Stappers (2008) see co-design as the fusion of designers and 



DOC 702 | Literature Review  

44 
 

non-designers working together in an innovative way while Steen et al., (2011) 

highlight that it is essential to acquire a combination of the various viewpoints in order 

to understand all aspects of a service, from both user and customer perspective. 

There are many benefits of co-design which primarily centre on the fact that, the 

more involved people get, the more motivated they become to get involved. 

Dervojeda et al., (2014) highlight benefits such as increased customer satisfaction, 

improved innovation practices, processes and skills. They stress that bringing 

together many multi-disciplinary experts can result in flawless services. Intriguingly 

what co-design does best is the integration of ideas from unexpected sources which 

increases the knowledge of the system for all participants. This exchange of ideas 

across silos should be cultivated to produce radical changes and shifts in people’s 

assumptions and expectations. In a report from the European Commission (Droll, 

2013), the main barriers to innovation in an organisation are attributed to a lack of 

tools and methods and a lack of collaboration, co-creation and co-design, which 

enriches communication and continuous dialogue between participants across the 

organisation. Boyle et al., (2010) stress that the benefits of co-design are often lost as 

they can be difficult to capture and account for, and span several departments. Many 

benefits are qualitative and related to experience rather than just distinct numbers.  

In spite of the many stated benefits, co-design poses many challenges for the people 

steering it. Getting people to engage in creative thinking, in addition to continuously 

motivating participants throughout a project, can be difficult. Despite that, Fong 

(2003) strongly believes that bringing normally disjointed stakeholders together is an 

important journey towards knowledge creation. Building relationships and gaining 

trust are fundamental to the success of any design-led project. Steen et al., (2011) 

recommend associating the benefits of co-design activities with the project 

objectives. It takes time to build connections and relationships with people involved in 

the co-design process but using this approach will lead to a more inter-connected 

changing system (Anderson and Ackerman Anderson, 2014). Knowledge is power and 

when teams work together to solve problems or issues, this knowledge can lead to 

innovation. 

Co-design involves taking risks, and making allowances for failure can release new 

value. Employees should feel comfortable with a risk-taking approach, in addition to 
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placing their trust in the co-design process. Many authors agree that co-defining the 

problem is an essential part of the co-design process (Gloppen, 2009; Seelig, 2012; 

Stickdorn and Schneider, 2012). Too often those involved in the co-design process are 

in a hurry to deliver a solution, without spending time as a group defining the problem 

first. It is necessary to outline the right problem to solve; digging deep to understand 

and uncover the root cause to a set of symptoms is core to what Service Design is 

about (Stickdorn and Schneider, 2012).  

Co-design can effectively break down the barriers of miscommunication across 

organisations in order to provide successful outcomes for any type of project. 

Albinsson and Forsgren (2005) identify that active involvement from all stakeholders’ 

results in a stronger contribution than traditional requirements gathering, as it 

includes the whole relationship between stakeholders and a service. Cruickshank et 

al., (2012) refer to a knowledge exchange where everyone with an interest can offer 

something beneficial and innovative, allowing the problem to be framed in a way that 

is applicable for all involved. Gouillart (2014) agrees that real transformation can be 

achieved by jointly engaging employees and customers in a co-design process.  

Akama and Prendiville (2013) articulate that co-design is not just about collaboration 

using a set of tools and techniques, but an openness to take-on all the influences, 

challenges, fears and risks that come with a change project in a culturally stuck 

organisation. They argue that design researchers have a duty to tell the ‘swampy’ 

(Schön, 1983) stories of what really happens when trying to change and design 

existing services. Indeed Akama (2009) points out that Service Design ‘stories’ do not 

document the complex realities and tend to oversimplify the human-centred and 

operational issues that are forefront in undertaking any design project. 

Empathy is an important first step in co-design as it allows the designers and non-

designers to gain a deep understanding and feeling of people’s needs and issues. In 

understanding these requirements, stakeholders become more open to solving design 

challenges that are truly meaningful for the users. Battarbee et al., (2014) suggest that 

we improve our capability to obtain and process information when we are empathetic. 

People behind the delivery of a service, in particular those at the front-line, need to 

spend time observing things in minute detail. Stanford University’s d.School advise 
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that in order to design for a particular group of people, you must empathise with who 

they are and what is critical to them. 

It appears that the methods of co-design could be yet another tactic to embed Design 

Thinking as a bottom-up approach in a higher education institute and given the 

current pressure to improve the student experience, the potential impact of Design 

Thinking should be explored. Co-design can help to re-shape the existing culture by 

bringing people together to focus on the right problems in a collaborative effort. 

While traditionally process re-engineering was done by a small core group, there is 

now an opportunity to see if co-design can open the door to new possibilities and 

more effective process improvement.  

 

2.9 Design Thinking Leadership 
Both Kotter (1995) and Carnegie (1995) acknowledge that a good leader is one who 

implements change and builds on existing relationships; coaching, mentoring and 

helping people to achieve what they are competent to do. In an organisation that is 

traditionally slow to adapt, a design leader is one who can drive design-led change 

through empowerment and vision and cultivate creativity by embedding Design 

Thinking throughout an organisation (Miller and Moultrie, 2013). A change initiative 

can have a lasting impact when directed by a radical leader, who can empower those 

around them with a clear direction for the future. 

Higher education institutions are currently under pressure to change, from both 

internal stakeholders, and external industry sponsors (Fullan and Scott, 2009; Kezar 

and Eckel, 2002). Every institution has a unique culture, practices and traditions, 

which influence improvement and success (Kezar and Eckel, 2002) and competent 

leaders are required in higher education to deliver continuous improvement and 

innovation (Fullan and Scott, 2009). Organisations of this kind can become more 

effective by using design techniques to influence change (Brown, 2009) but the 

complexity and changeability of them makes it difficult to garner a clear path 

(Cameron, 1978). 

Facilitation, communication, good interpersonal skills and empathy are just some of 

the qualities required for a leader embarked on integrating Design Thinking into an 

organisation. Sherwin (2012) from Frog Design admits that it takes more than a 
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“secret sauce” to make great things happen and lists traits like bravery, curiosity, 

passion and the ability to apply steady constant pressure, as necessary abilities. 

Building trust and a common concern can influence people to collaborate, ideate and 

define the real problem before focusing on a solution to ultimately create more value 

(Carnegie, 1995; Cooper et al., 2013). Co-creation includes building the human bridges 

across departments and realigning the connections between people (Roser et al., 

2009). Mulgan (2007) recognises that humans are sensible and are generally not 

willing to take risks unless authorised from the top. 

In many organisations, creativity and innovation are not thought highly of in terms of 

delivering value (Mumford et al., 2002) so design leaders need to plant the seed of 

Design Thinking to encourage stakeholders at all levels to adopt design processes in 

some way (Thomson et al., 2012). It takes actions rather than words to create this type 

of influence. If people can see the benefits of these actions then they are likely to 

come on board and work together to create change. Communication is central to 

turning intention into action and encouraging people to take risks; communicating, 

being open, and sharing thoughts and feelings, takes time and patience (Buchanan, 

2007; Lin et al., 2011). Kanter (1984) declares that people’s attitudes are limited by the 

category in which they have been placed by the organisation.  Carnegie (1995) insists 

that “you make them want to come along. You ride, you go and you just suck 

everybody else with you”. Employees need to understand how Design Thinking can 

help them in their everyday jobs and make their lives easier. Leading a Design 

Thinking initiative requires incremental and continuous underpinning using 

champions and advocates to spread the word. Without realising it, organisations like 

CIT, crave a repository of design thinkers that can spread the goodwill across projects 

and capitalise on opportunities in every area of the organisation. In Mulgan's (2007) 

Four Horizons of Effective Leadership (Figure 9), he emphasises that organisations 

need to focus on the four horizons at the same time.  What the literature does not 

seem to advise is how to find time to take people away from the day-to-day fire-

fighting and focus more on long term change when many public sector organisations 

are under resourced. 
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Figure 9: The Four Horizons of Effective Leadership (Mulgan, 2007) 

 

Matthews et al (2012) observe that design leadership is more than a leader with 

design skills or training, but someone who has an understanding of the day-to-day 

business and who can “synthesise opportunities across the organisation”. Gloppen 

(2009) reiterates this and adds that design leadership is about helping to turn business 

strategies and visions into actual solutions. Miller and Moultrie (2013) insist that it is 

the design leader who needs to encourage all within the organisation to embrace the 

design process as a new way of “how we do things around here”. Jenkins (2008) 

concedes that the real test for design leaders is to restyle the organisation into one 

that is conducive to design, not hostile and suspicious of it. He stresses that it is 

necessary to embark on a whole cultural transformation but often this is not possible 

in busy public service organisations that are struggling with resources and funding. 

This research will demonstrate that management need to create the space and time 

for design-led change if long-term benefits are to be realised. 

Leaders can encourage more experimentation, and by using Design Thinking as a tool, 

they can develop value for customers at every touchpoint. The difficult part is getting 

people to believe the message and that can only come from a credible design leader, 

someone who has earned trust and a reputation for delivering change, based on the 

needs of the participants. Liedtka (2010) underlines that designers, managers and 

leaders need to work together, helping each other to innovate and build expertise and 

competency to create a modern organisation. Indeed Lockwood et al., (2012) propose 

that a united bottom-up approach to creativity is more important than a top-down 
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method and this can happen when leaders explore and take advantage of people’s 

creativity. A leader must inspire people to think laterally and explore options in order 

to develop innovative services. Gloppen (2009) describes Service Design leadership as 

a versatile and multifaceted problem-solving method which has the power to bring 

value to all aspects of business. 

Design leadership can facilitate change and create opportunities which allow 

organisations to deliver more cohesive services. The purpose of a leader is to motivate 

and energise employees to visualise the future. Design leaders can ensure that design 

is used to empower people to focus on turning that vision into reality (Best, 2006). 

When it comes to Design Thinking, a leader needs to inspire colleagues to start with a 

blank sheet of paper. Rather than trying to fix something that exists but never really 

worked, Design Thinking will allow people to explore all possible options and to “resist 

reliability” (Martin, 2009). 

Design Leadership enables people to jointly create a vision and support them in using 

design tools to implement that vision. If we look at the perspective of using Service 

Design tools to innovate with regard to existing services, then a leader will enable and 

motivate a group to make small improvements and build on these improvements in an 

incremental fashion; it is keeping up the momentum that is important. This can be 

difficult in a higher education environment, as the academic year runs in cycles and 

different services are delivered at different stages of each cycle. A full year can pass by 

before a service needs to be delivered again, in which time the short term memory has 

been wiped and pain-points from the previous year have been erased. 

Flexible collaboration between leaders, designers and front-line employees within an 

organisation will require a new mind-set and outlook that is focused on delivering 

benefits and value for customers through design-stimulated service innovations. 

There is a dearth of literature available on design leadership and the area lacks 

research especially in the public and higher education sectors. It is important to note 

that this research strives to demonstrate how design leadership can be used to effect 

change from any area of the organisation by generating interest, delivering valuable 

outcomes and instilling a sense of trust in the design process.  
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2.10 Conclusion 
There is a shortage of literature in existence on the use of Design Thinking as a change 

enabler and the area lacks research and real-world examples in the public and higher 

education sectors. On this research journey, it is proposed to address this gap, 

through small incremental change projects that will deliver student-centric services. 

The purpose of this literature review is to identify a number of subject areas that are 

likely to impact whether Design Thinking can be embedded in an organisation like 

CIT. It was necessary to research how other organisations in the public sector have 

tried to be innovative, while getting buy-in from staff at all levels in order to create 

real lasting change.  

The review focused on six key areas, and realised that in order to introduce Design 

Thinking and Service Design as methods for change, a leader first needs to create a 

vision for that change. Communicating that vision and getting employees on board is 

not an informal task, and the existing culture is a contributing factor to how much 

innovation can occur. Organisational culture plays a fundamental role in the 

performance of any organisation. Design Thinking can help to break down the barriers 

to change and integrate opportunities across the organisation. Design Thinking is a 

process that focuses on the user and allows a team to come up with a unique solution. 

2.10.1 Flaws, Inconsistencies and Gaps 

To date the literature has tended to focus on organisations that have strong and 

progressive leadership and understand the power of Design Thinking. Management 

support for any change initiative has been identified throughout the literature review 

as significant but it is not clear at what level management need to support such an 

initiative. Having an understanding of all types of problems especially those at the 

front-line and those that affect the student experience is a necessary first step. The 

key problem in higher education is that many managers are under huge pressure to 

leap from one operational cycle to another, with little time in between for iterative 

improvement. Most studies have emphasised Design Thinking as a tool to effect 

change but have not explained how Design Thinking can be used as a bottom-up 

approach to influence management thinking. The literature does not explain how to 

get senior management on board who have little or no experience of Design Thinking 

as a methodology. Influencing management to make design-related decisions is a big 

step towards embedding Design Thinking in an organisation. 
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Many authors including Tjendra (2013) tell you what you need to embed a design 

culture including top-down advocates, front-line employees who are empowered and 

fired-up, and a process champion who has a strong design motivation, but the 

discussion about how to do this in a higher education public sector organisation is 

missing. How can you gain top-down support and fire-up front-line employees at the 

same time? There is modest research on this topic and little existing evidence on how 

to embed design as an approach among public sector employees. 

Many authors discuss the need to create space for staff to be innovative but this has 

not been investigated in enough detail in the higher education sector. There is not 

enough space for innovation evident in the higher education sector and this author 

can see this as a significant barrier. Design Thinking is becoming increasingly 

important to many organisations but it is a growing area and the relevance and 

success of these tools is not understood in every situation, especially in higher 

education. 

The literature does not visibly reveal how to reshape the culture of an organisation by 

delivering quick-wins.  These quick-wins can help to set out on a path towards a new 

and improved culture that includes a purpose and trust in a new way of doing things. 

“One change always leaves the way open for the establishment of others” 

(Machiavelli, 2002).  

2.10.2 Based on these gaps, the following needs to be investigated as part of this 

research  

This research will investigate whether Service Design can be embedded within an 

organisation as a change enabler and in particular using a bottom-up approach. Using 

a number of action research cycles, the author will assess the best way to influence 

change using Design Thinking. A number of experiments will be conducted to 

investigate if employees can adapt to a new way of working that will enhance their 

capacity for innovation if a physical and psychological environment are established. 

The author will explore how to win over both senior management and front-line staff 

in adopting a new design-based system of incremental and steady improvement. 

There is limited research of this type being done in the higher education sector and 

therefore it is worthy of a doctoral level investigation. The literature does delve into 

innovation in the public sector but as the higher education context is different, the 
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research topic is novel and worthy. It will discover how to create space for innovation 

while keeping the lights on in order to manage day-to-day administration and 

operational activities. 

Designing change from inside the organisation seems to yield the best results, but this 

has not been demonstrated in the higher education sector, and thus it is important to 

explore if it can be done, and how best to do it. The best way of embedding change is 

to get senior management shouting about the change from the top, this is what the 

literature says but can this be done in a higher education context? Many authors 

suggest that the right people need to be involved for change to happen, those that are 

energised to deliver change and want to make a difference. What the literature does 

not clearly establish is how to free up those people from their daily operational duties 

so that they have time to focus on change initiatives and continuous improvement. 

Change champions are not difficult to find in an organisation of this size but it is hard 

for them to give structured time to a sizeable change project. Can these change 

champions encourage senior management to change course and try to instil a Design 

Thinking culture in order to help higher education institutions find new solutions to 

old problems? 

To date the research has tended to focus on the characteristics required for change to 

become embedded, things like personal benefits to those involved, having a strong 

champion, making sure the ideas for change are relevant to the people involved. Even 

though many authors have written about the conditions necessary for organisational 

change, this research will use Service Design and its co-creation methods as a means 

of creating those characteristics. Therefore this research will discover if Service Design 

can be a highly effective approach to release those distinct qualities required for 

organisational change in an existing environment. Change involves making the 

transition to new mind-sets, practices and behaviours and a new approach needs to 

now be considered in the context of higher education.  

Service Design as a tool has the ability to help an organisation to achieve quick-wins 

while building a community of like-minded “intrapreneurs” (Clay, 2013) along the way. 

There are many existing problems in organisations of this type that do not necessarily 

require large scale change but need a group of people to come together with the same 

goal in mind, which is defining the right problem and then solving it. The phrase 
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“we’ve always done it this way” comes to mind and one key aspect of this research will 

be to see how those employees who are entrenched in the day-to-day firefighting and 

paper-pushing, can be released in order to deliver small incremental change. 

Furthermore this research will investigate if Design Thinking can survive if it is only 

being practiced to solve short or medium term problems, and not a strategic focus of 

the organisation. What is clear is that delivering quick-wins will help to deliver 

credibility to Design Thinking as a new tool.  

Overall the literature is somewhat sparse in showing how Service Design tools and 

Design Thinking methods can impact organisations in a positive way by delivering 

small process and policy changes that do not disrupt day-to-day operations and do 

not require enormous financial investment. This research will seek to contribute new 

knowledge in this area. 
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Part Three | DOC803 | Proposed Project Design 

Chapter Three | Project Design 

3.1 Introduction 
The primary focus of this research is the practice of change agency to transform an 

organisation from inside-out using a number of small steps in the form of action 

research cycles. Change agency promotes innovation and communicates new ideas 

and behaviours to the wider organisation. It is focused on developing the need for 

change on the part of individuals and departments and then helping them to diagnose 

their problems and innovate with regard to solutions for those problems. 

This chapter will address the choice of research methodology which guided decisions 

made along the research journey, such as what to study and the information and data 

required to make those decisions. The choice of methods considered by the author, in 

order to achieve the research objectives, was also examined. At each stage of the 

research, information gathered and lessons learnt influenced further action and the 

fostering of meaningful change. 

This research was exploratory in nature and the primary objective was to explore a 

problem through a number of different settings in order to provide insight and 

understanding. The knowledge that was discovered from this research was how 

Design Thinking can help to make the services delivered by higher education 

institutions more streamlined and efficient. This research had a human focus and was 

concerned with understanding actor’s behaviour in their own natural setting which 

makes it qualitative. Candy (2006) believes that there are three key features of 

research: 

 The research must tackle a series of questions or problems. 

 There must be a set of circumstances or a situation where these problems can 

be addressed. 

 The research methods must be defined that will answer the research question. 

 

3.2 Research Problem 
At CIT there are many disparate actors, systems and processes involved in service 

delivery and there is an internal perception by many staff that too often employees 
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work in silos with little or no understanding of the personal impact of the student 

journey.  Traditionally in large organisations, the focus is often on delivering technical 

solutions to existing problems while ignoring the importance of people and processes 

(Bailey et al., 2014). Service Design brings together people, processes, technology and 

culture to create a more holistic experience (Junginger, 2014). A major challenge of 

this research problem is the existing organisational culture and how change can be 

accomplished in the current setting. Changing the culture of an organisation is a 

monumental task and not only requires strong leadership and support but a fresh 

approach and an original toolkit (Martin, 2009; Sangiorgi, 2011). An existing mind-set 

of “we have always done it this way” could hamper any new ideas if not handled in the 

right way. Another problem observed from the author’s existing practice within the 

organisation, was the lack of space and time for pursuing continuous improvement, 

when the goal is always to keep things ticking over. Employees are stretched to even 

perform their daily activities, leaving little time to experiment with new tools and 

prototype new ideas.  

This research problem was sufficiently challenging and worthwhile and provided 

insights that have the potential to impact on practice across the higher education 

sector. It is likely that many third level institutions, both in Ireland and around the 

world, experience many of the same administrative and operational issues (Fullan and 

Scott, 2009; Kezar and Eckel, 2002).  

3.2.1 Research Question 

Initial research conducted in 2013 involved a pilot project, RECAP, which used Service 

Design tools and techniques to review a section of the Student Lifecycle and 

implemented a number of quick-wins to improve the existing induction experience for 

part-time students. This initial project led to the authors desire to seek out more 

knowledge and real-life application of Service Design starting with a literature review. 

It also paved the way for further research in the author’s organisation and preceded 

the development of the following research question: 

To assess how Design Thinking can be used as an approach to analyse and 

improve services at each stage of the Student Lifecycle and embed this approach 

as a long-term sustainable change enabler in the higher education service system. 
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3.2.1.1 Sub-Research Questions 

1. How can Design Thinking influence existing culture in higher education? 

2. How can leadership support, or hinder, the design process as a new way of 

working? 

3. In what ways can Service Design tools and techniques help an organisation be 

collaborative and innovative? 

In order to understand the research design, the Kipling questions (Trafford and 

Leshem, 2008) were used to help define the research objectives: 

 What is it that you want to discover? 

o To discover how Design Thinking can be used as an approach to 

improve the student experience. 

 Why do you want to investigate it? 

o Up until now, the silo-based approach to solving problems did not 

consider the student experience as part of the solution and this new 

methodology or way of thinking could help to simplify CIT’s processes 

and communicate better as an organisation. 

 When is the investigation to be conducted and over what period? 

o A pilot project began in April 2013 and a number of action research 

cycles followed this cycle in order to assess the sustainability of this 

approach. 

 How do you intend to investigate the topic? 

o Small innovations delivered using short project cycles will help to build 

trust and embed Design Thinking. 

 Where is the topic located and where is it to be investigated? 

o Design Thinking will be used as an approach in one institute, CIT, and 

across all four campuses and a number of services and departments.  

 Who are the respondents from whom data are to be collected? 

o Students and staff at CIT. 
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3.3 Research Paradigms 
In discussing research, one often talks about qualitative and quantitative 

methodologies but it is also necessary to deliberate paradigms; the beliefs and 

perceptions about the nature of knowledge and its existence. Researchers will often 

identify with one paradigm over another; this often depends on the research question.  

A paradigm is a way of thinking about the world and it comes from our background 

and experience; how we see the world and not how the world is. It is based on 

ontological, epistemological and methodological belief systems. A paradigm is a 

mental image of the way things are and comes from people’s backgrounds and 

experiences. All of us think we see the world as it is; we see the world as we are 

(Covey, 2014). 

A researcher’s ontological and epistemological assumptions influence: 

 Selection of the research topic; 

 Construction of the research question; the researchers background, its 

influence on the topic and how this influences the practice-based change 

through day-to-day projects and tasks; 

 How the research will be conducted; the strategy used to undertake the 

research and how the research will be completed in a structured way; 

 What methods will be used; the tools that will be chosen to collect data; and 

 The design of the research; which involves a critical thinking process to decide 

how research will be undertaken. 

Researcher bias can mean that our own observations are not always accurate so it is 

important to find ways to ensure these opinions and beliefs are as close as possible to 

reality. 

3.3.1 Ontology 

Ontology is related to one’s beliefs about reality. Epistemology and methodology are 

driven by ontological beliefs.  

 What is true? 

 What exists? 
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 What is real? 

Generally a researcher develops a plan to conduct research based on what the 

researcher wants to know, to understand something and answer a research question. 

There is more than one way to interpret a situation so this research is aligned with a 

qualitative or constructive paradigm; reality is constructed in the context. The author 

is a relativist and believes in the importance of talking to people to get a better 

understanding of their story; closely linked to empathy in Design Thinking. Largely 

subjective meaning is sought, rather than the truth, which means the researcher’s 

views are usually based on personal feeling, taste and opinion. Reflective practice will 

be undertaken with regard to the values and objectives the author brings to the 

research and how these affect the research project, discussed in part six, chapter 

thirteen. 

3.3.2 Epistemology 

Epistemology refers to how we get to know what we know and is more philosophical 

in nature than methodology. The author’s role as a business analyst within the 

organisation naturally understands that people are the most important aspect to re-

engineering an existing process or implementing a technology solution, and the 

experiences, perceptions and realities of the large diversity of stakeholders is 

extremely significant. Leveraging collaboration and participation from all those 

involved in using and delivering a service, results in a more holistic experience for both 

the service users and staff at the front-line. 

 

Figure 10: Author’s relationship with the research topic 
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3.4 Methodology 
Methodology refers to the way we go about discovering knowledge and the way 

research is organised is influenced by ones ontological and epistemological beliefs. 

Methodology is the connection between our philosophical view (on ontology and 

epistemology) and method (perspective and tool) (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2010). The 

author criss-crosses this bridge throughout the research process and recognises how 

the choice of methodology serves as a strategic and flexible guide throughout her 

research experience (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2010). Research is a holistic process and 

everything from the selection of the research topic to understanding one’s own belief 

systems will have an impact on the methodology. 

3.4.1 Research Approaches 

Theory is a set of ideas meant to explain a particular topic and there are a number of 

approaches to using theory. Trafford and Leshem (2008) describe the options 

available to the researcher as analysis of theory through deductive approaches, the 

advancement of theory through inductive approaches or a mixture of inductive and 

deductive styles.  

Logic provides researchers and designers with the reasoning to draw a necessary 

conclusion. Deductive logic is the process of drawing an essential conclusion from a 

set of foundations which are given to be true. The researcher starts with a statement 

or question and the research aim is to answer that question. Inductive logic generates 

a conclusion from a set of data, primarily used where little research exists on a topic. 

Both deductive and inductive logic allow the researcher to declare something to be 

true or false at the end of the process. Martin (2009) describes abductive logic as “the 

logic of what might be”. Furthermore, Kolko (2009) observes that abduction can be 

thought of as the theory that makes most sense based on previous experience, 

observations and data gathered.  

As this research will involve a number of interventions and then making sense of the 

meaning of the outcomes, abductive logic is most suitable as it allows for the 

generation of new knowledge, understanding and insight. Dorst (2010) maintains that 

when discussing Design Thinking, the basic reasoning pattern is abduction as the 

researcher is attempting to create value for others (Figure 11 and Figure 12). 
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Figure 11: Abduction (Dorst, 2010) 

 

Figure 12: Abduction in relation to this research 

 

Abduction is most often associated with solving existing problems. Using Design 

Thinking to effect change in an organisation means that the researcher is not just 

solving an existing problem but trying to reframe that problem and define the right 

problem to solve. Abductive logic is necessary for innovation to occur where creative 

and intuitive thinkers can use their feeling and perception to deliver valuable 

outcomes. The American philosopher Charles Sander Peirce who coined the phrase 

abduction believed that new ideas did not come from traditional forms of logic and he 

posited that new ideas resulted from a thinker examining data. A researcher that is 

using Design Thinking to create change is constantly looking for new insights, 

challenging why things are the way they are and suggesting new domains. Brown 

(2009) concludes that designers use the tools of abductive reasoning to seek a balance 

between consistency and validity, between discovery and manipulation and between 

instinct and analytics.  

3.4.2 Action Research  

There are four main qualitative research methodologies: Survey, Case Study, 

Grounded Theory and Action Research. Other research methodologies such as 

Ethnography, Case Studies and Grounded Theory were not considered suitable for 

this research project as they are primarily concerned with inquiry and observation over 

time, studying a group, event, process or institution but not instigating any action or 

change. Blaxter et al., (2006) define action research as an ideal methodology for those 
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conducting research in their own organisation and working with people in order to 

solve a particular problem. It involves observing what is going on around you and then 

reflecting and observing one’s own actions and how they influence the research 

outcomes. Shani et al., (2007) describe action research as the combination of existing 

organisational knowledge, an inquiry process and behavioural science knowledge, all 

coming together to solve real-world issues. Coghlan and Brannick (2014) say that 

action research has a few broad characteristics namely that it is a collaborative 

sequence of events and research in action with the end goal being to solve a problem. 

The author chose action research as the research was focused on generating solutions 

to tangible and intangible problems (Koshy, 2005). As an agent of change, it allowed 

the author to generate meaningful outcomes and improvements while being 

participative and collaborative. It added some deliberate reflection to practice and 

action that was already happening and therefore increased the learning of the author 

and the organisation.  

Each action research cycle involved a number of participants and the results of each 

cycle are not just based on the author’s views, opinions or interpretations but based 

on all those that contributed to each cycle of change. The function of the author in the 

context of this action research was to assume many different roles during the research 

project such as planner, leader, designer, change agent, observer, listener, facilitator, 

synthesiser, reporter, innovator, communicator, influencer and co-creator. 

3.4.3 Insider Research  

When a researcher is inquiring from the inside, they are immersed in the action and 

the situation that is generating knowledge (Coghlan and Brannick, 2014). Coghlan and 

Holian (2007) describe insider research as an employee in an organisation taking on a 

research role in addition to their day-to-day functional role. It is certain that the 

insider will have an awareness and understanding of the organisation from their time 

there.  

Developing one’s own practice and the practice of the organisation in which one is 

immersed is the main focus of action research. Practice-based research is a unique 

examination in order to gain new knowledge by means of practice and the outcomes 

of that practice (Candy, 2006). Practitioner research or insider research is when an 

individual takes on a dual role; a practitioner and a researcher. It looks to make 
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collaborative change by means of participation and action. The researcher is inside the 

situation and will have an influence on the outcomes whereas traditional research is 

generally conducted from the outside. There are three essential parts that provide 

depth to insider research as described in Figure 13, the people, the organisation and 

the researcher on the inside. The insider has an awareness of the people; their 

behaviours, personalities and styles, along with an understanding of the complexity of 

the organisation’s culture, procedures and processes. This allows the insider to 

undertake research that is relevant to the needs of the organisation.  

 

Figure 13: Key elements of Insider Research (Galea, 2009) 

 

McNiff and Whitehead (2009) identify that there are two aims of insider research; the 

personal aim of the researcher who wants to improve their own learning and the social 

aim of stimulating other people’s learning and refining their behaviours. If action 

research is primarily concerned with improving learning rather than behaviour then 

this research will focus on improving learning in a number of ways. By facilitating both 

organisational and individual learning and linking both professional and personal 

learning, the focus was to transform the organisation and the researcher, and 

positively impact all participants in some way, even if that was just an exposure to new 

tools and techniques. 

Action research is different from professional practice in that it identifies reasons for 

the action whereas professional practice does not always question the reasons and 

motivations (McNiff and Whitehead, 2009). Costley et al., (2010) explain that as an 

insider, the researcher is in a unique position to study a situation or problem in depth 
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but also has the insider knowledge which puts them in the crucial setting to 

investigate and make changes. Both the researcher and the organisation will go 

through a learning process throughout the time of the research project.  

3.4.4 The Researcher as an Agent of Change 

The change agent in this case is the author that facilitated a change process using a 

number of tools and techniques. If the need for change comes from the researcher’s 

practical experience and knowledge as opposed to the collective organisation’s 

experience then the following challenges ensue: 

 Institutional hierarchies and decision-making that is politically based; 

 Difficulty engaging individuals, teams and the organisation in the change 

process; 

 The importance of the researcher allowing the organisation to find its own 

answers rather than being the one with all the answers; this is essential for 

change to stick; 

 Trying to internalise new culture in the organisation; 

 Being inclusive of the divergent interests of all stakeholders; 

 Gaining support from middle and front-line managers; 

 Realisation of the complexity of cross-departmental change; and 

 Securing time and resources to deliver the change, in addition to allowing time 

for creativity and innovation to take place. 

Social situatedness is a concept developed by Vygotsky in 1962 and results from the 

interaction between the researcher, the situation and the context. All three will affect 

the way a piece of research is conducted. The author’s position within the 

organisation, their relationship with the participants, the culture of the organisation, 

and the background to the research problem all had an impact on the research 

undertaken and the outcomes achieved. 
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3.5 Research Design  
The research was undertaken over a period of four years and the pilot project began in March 2013 as outlined in Figure 14. It was through learning 

about the possibilities of Service Design from the pilot project that the author realised the research possibilities and decided to enrol on a 

professional doctorate programme in January 2014.  

 

Figure 14: Timeline of research  
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3.5.1 Research Timeline 

Tables one to seven set out the objectives, outputs and learning that resulted from 

seven cycles of action research. It provides a high level overview of each cycle and how 

one cycle influenced the next cycle. It also highlights the rigor of the authors own 

learning and interaction with peers at conferences and events. Each cycle will be 

discussed in separate chapters but the following section is intended to set the overall 

scene.  

March 2013 to 

October 2013 

RECAP Pilot Project 

Objectives To improve the induction stage of the Student Lifecycle for 

new part-time students. 

Outputs While improvements were focused on the part-time student, 

many positively impacted the whole student population. 

Changes included many artefacts such as a new campus map, 

a “QuickStart Guide”, “how-to” videos and extended opening 

hours of key services for part-time students.  

Learning for next 

cycle 

Service Design tools and techniques were introduced and had 

a positive impact on student experience. What was lacking 

was a framework to help organise, improve and deliver 

services around the students and employees; a Student 

Lifecycle. It was clear that more ownership of key services was 

required by business owners.  

Literature 

reviewed and 

researched 

Topics: Service Design tools and methods, Double-Diamond 

design process. 

Authors: Shostack, Moritz, Sangiorgi, Bailey, Bitner et al;  

Organisations: Design Council, Service Design Network, JISC, 

Stanford d.School. 

Author 

interactions and 

publications  

The author presented at: 

 Service Design Network Conference, Cardiff, 

November 2013. Presentation title: “Normally…..We 

Assumed….Nobody Told Us” 
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 HEAnet Conference, Athlone, November 2013. 

Presentation title: “An Innovative Approach: Service 

Design in Higher Education” 

Table 1: Cycle one objectives, outputs and learning 

 

November 2013 to 

May 2014 

Student Lifecycle 

Objectives To identify the stages of the CIT Student Lifecycle which 

could be used as a tool to help CIT organise and deliver 

student-centred services. 

Outputs The primary output of this cycle was a map of the student 

journey from prospect to alumni, which could be used as a 

framework to analyse and improve the student experience 

and to influence CIT’s strategy and prioritise projects.  

Learning for next 

cycle 

For the first time the CIT student journey was mapped from 

prospect to alumni, including all the touchpoints, 

opportunities and emotions that are part of that journey. It 

was realised after this cycle that there was a need to refine 

internal processes, identify issues and opportunities across all 

stages and engage staff in co-design projects to do so. It was 

also necessary to revisit the cycle one to formally look at 

induction for all students as one streamlined service. 

Literature 

reviewed and 

researched 

Topics: Embedding Service Design, employee engagement, 

organisational culture, customer journey mapping, user 

experience. 

Authors: Brown, Martin, Smith and McKeen, Junginger, 

Beckman and Barry. 

Author 

interactions and 

publications  

The author presented and published a conference paper at 

ServDes 2014, Lancaster University, UK. Presentation title: 

“Transforming Student Services in Higher Education”.  

Table 2: Cycle two objectives, outputs and learning 
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May 2014 to 

September 2014 

RIO: Registration, Induction, Orientation  

Objectives To increase the number of students receiving a streamlined 

registration, induction, and orientation experience at CIT.  

Outputs Many of the outputs from this cycle were in the form of 

insights and observations from the existing induction process 

for full-time undergraduate students. Photographs, informal 

interviews, feedback from Student Leaders and queries 

captured by front-line services were all analysed.  

Learning for next 

cycle 

There are a number of factors that need to be in place in order 

to streamline services across silos; management support, a 

business owner or lead, better communication between all 

stakeholders and a focus on improving the back-stage 

processes, which in turn will improve the student experience. 

Literature 

reviewed and 

researched 

Topics: Organisational change, Design Thinking, design-led 

change, design leadership, change champions, public sector 

innovation. 

Authors: Gloppen, Buchanan, Hammer and Champy, Kotter, 

Kanter. 

Author 

interactions and 

publications  

The author recruited a student Intern to work on various 

projects and attended a number of seminars including a one-

day Design Thinking Master Class at University College Dublin 

and “Winning by Design”, a seminar hosted by Logitech in 

Cork.  

Table 3: Cycle three objectives, outputs and learning 

 

November 2014 to 

September 2015 

Magnifeye  

Objectives To map the back-stage processes of the induction phase of 

the Student Lifecycle, identify the right problems and develop 

some solutions.  
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Outputs The outputs included a central repository for documentation 

of all backstage processes and scripts, definition of problems, 

weaknesses, opportunities, quick-wins for September 2015 

and recommendations for September 2016.  

Learning for next 

cycle 

Service Design tools can be effective across a broad range of 

projects. Some tools work better than others and it is figuring 

out what works for different scenarios is part of the learning 

process. 

Literature 

reviewed and 

researched 

Topics: Co-design and co-creation, public sector culture, 

culture and innovation, design for growth. 

Authors: Liedtka, Martins and Terblanche, Mulgan and 

Albury. 

Organisations: Snook, IDEO, Design Council, NESTA, EU 

Commission. 

Author 

interactions and 

publications  

The author attended FaceMooc, a five-week online course in 

co-design hosted by Lancaster University and used the 

Magnifeye project as an example project for the course. A 

proposal for funding to host a Service Design Master class in 

Cork was submitted to Irish Design 2015.  

Table 4: Cycle four objectives, outputs and learning 

 

October 2014 to 

March 2015 

Service Design Master Class 

Objectives To provide formal Service Design training to CIT staff as a step 

towards embedding this new way of thinking and doing 

across the organisation.  

Outputs An introduction to Service Design tools and techniques for a 

broad range of stakeholders. The event created a buzz in CIT 

and an interest among staff who could see the practical 

application of Service Design to their everyday work 

problems. 
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Learning for next 

cycle 

It heightened employee’s awareness of the need to co-design 

services, with the users of that service. It was also realised 

after this cycle that ongoing support and guidance would 

need to be provided to the various departments that were 

interested in exploring new tools and techniques. The setup of 

a unit to guide and mentor process change initiatives was 

needed. 

Literature 

reviewed and 

researched 

Topics: Process improvement, Lean improvement, internal 

collaboration, design facilitation, customer experience design, 

design-led organisations. 

Organisations: St. Andrews University, Central Statistics 

Office, Philippe Collumbe from Where To From Here.  

Author 

interactions and 

publications  

The author attended the SPIDER14 Public Sector Service 

Design Conference, Cardiff, January 2015.  

Table 5: Cycle five objectives, outputs and learning 

 

May to August 

2015 

 

Exam Paper Submission Project 

Objectives To engage more stakeholders and project managers in using 

Service Design as a tool to transform a broad range of services 

and to transform CIT’s existing exam paper submission 

process.  

Outputs The first output from this phase was the final Service Blueprint 

highlighting the fail and wait points of the existing process. All 

the data that was gathered and analysed was summarised in a 

report sent to senior management.  

Learning for next 

cycle 

It is better to report on the first phase of a project (discover 

and define phases), present it to management and then wait 

                                                             
14 SPIDER was a European project about Service Design that ended in 2015. A toolkit was developed as 
an output from the project. http://www.thespiderproject.eu/  

http://www.thespiderproject.eu/
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until the requirements are satisfied before moving on to the 

design phase; the change is more likely to stick.  

Literature 

reviewed and 

researched 

Topics: Bottom-up change, role of the designer, measuring 

outcomes, design-led organisations. 

Organisations: Interviews with universities that have 

implemented Process Improvement Units: Universities of 

Sheffield, Strathclyde and Edinburgh, University College 

Dublin, Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland.  

Author 

interactions and 

publications  

The author presented and published a literature review paper 

at Ireland International Conference on Education (IICE-2015), 

and the same paper was selected for publication (with 

amendments) in International Journal for Cross-Disciplinary 

Subjects in Education (IJCDSE), Issue Volume 6, Issue 4.  

Table 6: Cycle six objectives, outputs and learning 

 

March 2016 to 

March 2017 

Service Design Hub 

Objectives To build internal capability for designing user-centred services 

across CIT. 

 Outputs Senior management acknowledged that a central resource for 

process improvement was important for transformation of 

services across the Institute. The author presented a proposal 

for such a hub to a Senior Staff breakfast in April 2016. 

Learning for 

further work 

Top-down leadership, support and buy-in are necessary for an 

initiative like this to gain the recognition it deserves, which in 

turn could have a waterfall effect on the rest of the 

organisation.   

Literature 

reviewed and 

researched 

Topics: Public sector innovation labs, internal Design Thinking 

capability.  

Organisations: Alberta CoLab, Lab @ OPM, Y Lab, Nesta, 

Mind Lab. 
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Author 

interactions and 

publications  

The author published two journal papers:  

 Iterations Design Research Journal, title: “Moving 

Towards User-Centred Services in the Public Sector”. 

 Swedish Design Research Journal, title: “Using an 

Action Research Approach to Embed Service Design in 

a Higher Education Institution”. 

The author also attended the SPIDER Public Sector Service 

Design Conference, Dublin, June 2016 and a Design Thinking 

seminar in UCC, Cork. 

Table 7: Cycle seven objectives, outputs and learning 

 

 

3.5.2 Research Methods and Tools  

The following sections are divided into “before”, “during” and “after” the action 

research cycles; the preparation that went into each cycle, the research methods and 

tools used within each cycle (Figure 15) and the steps taken to document the cycles at 

the end. Figure 16 shows the participation across all departments in CIT throughout 

the seven cycles. 
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Figure 15: Matrix of action research methods and Service Design tools used across the action 
research cycles 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

R
E

C
A

P

S
tu

d
e

n
t 

Li
fe

cy
cl

e

R
IO

M
a

g
n

if
e

y
e

S
e

rv
ic

e
 D

e
si

g
n

 M
a

st
e

r 
C

la
ss

E
xa

m
 P

a
p

e
r 

S
u

b
m

is
si

o
n

S
e

rv
ic

e
 D

e
si

g
n

 H
u

b

Action Plan ● ● ●

Co-Creation ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

Cognitive Walkthrough ●

Contextual Interviews ● ● ●

Customer Experience Map ●

Customer Journey Maps ●

DeBono's Positive Minus Interesting ● ●

Fishbone Diagram ●

Framing Research questions ● ●

I wish…..(What If….) ●

Idea Generation ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

Ideation Idea Selection ●
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Figure 16: Project participation and workshop attendance by CIT staff and students
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3.5.3 Pre-cycle: Preparation 

For each cycle, careful consideration was given to a number of factors in order to ensure each project got off to a good start. The 

activities done in advance and in support of each cycle were critical to determining the success and outcomes of each cycle. This 

involved setting up a core project team, a governance group in some cases, setting the scope of the work and outlining any risks or 

issues that would be faced along the way, including other tangible and intangible influences, some of which are exampled below.  

Influence  Requirement  Example 

People Getting the right people into workshops who can 

validate or reject findings means that the research is 

not solely dependent on the author’s own 

discoveries. Identification of key stakeholders and 

including them throughout the various cycles was 

critical and resulted in active involvement from many 

people right from the start, to co-define problems 

and co-design solutions. 

The project team for cycle one, RECAP, was handpicked by 

the project sponsor and the author as it was necessary to 

have key staff from the Admissions area. For the second 

cycle, RIO, anyone involved with registration, induction and 

orientation was invited to a workshop and interviewed, 

whereas for cycle six, the Exam Paper Submission project, 

an open invitation was sent to over 800 academic staff in 

order to yield a cross-section of stakeholders from various 

departments.  

Environment A collaborative project space, plenty of light and air, 

with the ability to move tables, was required in order 

to provide flexibility and space for collaboration in 

each workshop. Plenty of blank walls, whiteboards, 

large sheets of paper, post-its and markers are key 

When planning and organising the fifth cycle, the Service 

Design Master Class, a number of city centre spaces were 

researched by the project team. As the organisers wanted 

to create some publicity for Service Design in Cork and the 

design challenge was a “take-away coffee” experience, it 

was necessary to find a central location like CIT’s 
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attributes of Design Thinking and became the norm 

for those participants attending workshops. 

Wandesford Quay Gallery, where participants had easy 

access to interact with and observe members of the public.  

Time Carefully choosing the location and time of 

workshops helped to ensure that essential 

stakeholders attended each event. Moreover it was 

vital to have more than one workshop and a variety of 

time slots to choose from. It was realised after the 

first cycle, through discussion with various managers 

that two to three hour workshops seemed to be the 

maximum amount of time people were willing to 

contribute from their day.  

RECAP’s focus groups for part-time students were 

organised in the evening after working hours to enable the 

attendance of those students working a 9-to-5 day. For the 

Exam Paper Submission project, three workshops for 

academic staff were organised on different days at the end 

of term when the lecturing schedule was complete.  

Tools Selecting the right tools for each project and trying 

them out beforehand with a sample group, proved 

that certain tools suited certain groups of people and 

certain contexts. 

At the start of cycle four, the Magnifeye project, the Fact 

and Root Cause tool from the SPIDER project was adjusted 

to suit the needs of the IT Services team and elicited 59 

insights and an understanding of the frustration 

experienced by staff at the front-line.  

Workshops Each workshop was carefully planned and the agenda 

was designed to get participants to think more 

critically about the problem that needed to be solved. 

As participants were giving up valuable time to 

attend a workshop, it was important to wisely plan 

The agenda for the first two-hour workshop for cycle two, 

the Student Lifecycle was as follows: 

Create a Student Journey Map or Lifecycle 

 14:15 – 15:00 

o List all possible touchpoints 
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the purpose and outcomes of each workshop, and 

design the agenda based on that. It was also 

necessary to set the end-time of the workshop a bit 

later than expected as occasionally people switched 

off before the end of a two-hour session. 

 15:00 – 15:30 

o Group the touchpoints into steps of the 

student journey 

o Label each step 

 15:30 – 16:00 

o Persona15 walkthrough  

Seeking 

advice and 

guidance 

Although the research was always considered to be 

an internal capability delivering change, now and 

again it was prudent to seek advice and guidance 

from experts in Service Design, co-design and Design 

Thinking. This would ensure that although the 

research was performed by the author as an internal 

practitioner, at times it was directed and reviewed by 

experienced external specialists.  

For the first cycle, RECAP, as CIT were just starting on a 

new journey and learning a new toolset, it was suggested 

by the author and approved by senior management to 

employ an external facilitator for three days from the 

University of Derby based on their JISC Enrolment project 

and experience of using Service Design tools in a university 

context. Similarly when, starting out on the Magnifeye 

project, the author enrolled on FaceMooc, a five week 

online course in co-design with Lancaster University. The 

author was better equipped to run the Magnifeye project 

based on insights and advice from two experts, for 

example, taking the time to acknowledge the frustration of 

IT Services staff in order to get them on board.  

                                                             
15 A Persona is a tool used to create a fictional character that represents a typical user or customer. 
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3.5.4 Mid-cycle: Research Methods and Research Tools 

In order to gather and analyse all the qualitative data for the purpose of this research, 

a number of methods were adopted. Due to the highly responsive and cyclical nature 

of action research, the understandings and insights developed in early cycles, 

impacted the later cycles. The research question and methods were refined during the 

reflection stage of each cycle. Action research allows for vague early stages which will 

eventually lead to applicable conclusions.  

Different research methods and tools were used during multiple action research 

cycles in order to assess the progress of embedding a new way of thinking and 

working in this organisation. Each cycle looked at a different area of the organisation, 

in a different way using a variety of methods and tools, while continuously learning 

from the previous cycle. The choice of research methods determined how the 

research was conducted, the strategy and approach used and the techniques that 

were employed. Figure 15 documents the full list of action research methods and 

Service Design tools used throughout the research. A number of tools are referred to 

throughout this thesis and individual explanations of each tool can be seen in the 

Glossary at the beginning of the thesis.  

3.5.4.1 Research Methods Used Within Each Cycle  

When talking about methods used throughout this journey, it is referring to the action 

research methods that were used, such as document collection and analysis, 

participant observation, surveys, interviews and focus groups. The combination of 

these methods integrated with Service Design tools provided a powerful way to 

collect data. An example is that although focus groups may not tap into emotions 

(Krueger and Casey, 2008), using a tool such as Customer Journey Mapping16 during a 

focus group can help to empathise more with the user journey. In fact Whicher et al., 

(2013) highlight that Service Design tools allow better insights into customer 

behaviours, improve engagement with users and provide a more human element to 

the action research.  

Figure 17 demonstrates the overlap between qualitative research methods and 

Service Design tools and techniques and although the two approaches are not on 

                                                             
16 Customer Journey Maps are diagrams that represent the whole interaction of the customer with the 
service, including thoughts, feelings and emotions.  
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equal grounds, they do complement each other. Brainstorming as a tool, fits under the 

description of both an action research method and a Service Design tool and is also 

used to facilitate idea generation and feedback, when combined with De Bono’s 

Positive Minus Interesting (PMI)17 tool. Workshop facilitation is a research method and 

skill that has to be learned and improved in order to get the best out of the 

participants. Workshops are also used to bring people together to use Service Design 

tools effectively such as Service Blueprinting, Customer Journey Mapping and Personas. 

These tools require co-creation and would not usually be used in isolation or by single 

individuals. In essence, all the methods and tools are linked and complemented each 

other during each cycle. The Design Thinking process acted like the spine through the 

action research cycles; applying the toolkit and wrapping action research around it.  

 

Figure 17: Overlap of action research methods and Service Design tools 

 

3.5.4.2 Research Tools Used Within Each Cycle  

There exist many toolkits that enable groups to work together to create solutions, the 

Collective Action Toolkit from FROG Design, Double-Diamond from the Design 

Council, Stanford d.School Methods and the Service Design toolkit from the SPIDER 

European project. Although a methodology and toolkit are not essential for designing 

                                                             
17 A thinking technique to find the Positive, Minus and Interesting points about a particular situation or 
problem. It is very useful to capture input or feedback from a large group in a structured way. It gives all 
participants a voice and keeps the agenda moving without getting stuck in one particular area. 
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a new service, they do provide a framework for being more open and collaborative 

and can be used in conjunction with existing practices. Tools such as Customer Journey 

Mapping and Service Blueprinting represent the existing journey of a user while 

Personas and Stakeholder Maps help to build a profile of a typical customer. 

The Double-Diamond from the Design Council was adapted and used as the Design 

Thinking process for each cycle (Figure 18). There are four key stages in the Double-

Diamond process and another two stages were added by the author as follows: 

 Initiate: agree the project outline and scope of work and establish a project 

team 

 Discover: research the problem, gather data, observe stakeholders  

 Define: start to identify themes and define a specific problem 

 Develop: develop ideas into prototypes and solutions 

 Deliver: deliver actions and improvements 

 Reflect: consider what worked, what did not work and what could be improved 

for the next cycle  

 

Figure 18: Design Thinking process 

 

For cycle one, the project iterated through each stage in Figure 18 and delivered some 

valuable outcomes. For cycle three and six, both projects reached the end of the 

define phase and concluded by defining the specific problem to be solved along with 

some actions and next steps. This process model resulted in purposeful fact finding, 
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focused questions, a better understanding of existing issues and discussion of insights 

and options. Taking time during the early stages of “discover” and “define” also rose 

to uncovering aspects of a project that otherwise might not have been exposed and 

encouraged participants not to rush to a solution too early. In fact, delivering a 

solution in cycle three and six may have ended in failure, if time was not spent 

gathering data at the beginning.   

Each cycle involved taking existing tools and tweaking them to suit the needs of the 

project, for example the Service Blueprint was primarily focused on the front-stage for 

the RECAP project and on the back-stage processes for the Magnifeye project. The 

decision or preference for one tool over another or what combination of tools to use, 

came with experience as the cycles progressed. Some tools were used a lot, for 

example, Service Blueprinting and Personas, and some tools were only used once, such 

as Ideation Lotus Blossom18, as it was not easily understood by users and did not 

deliver the expected outcomes. This was a significant learning for both the author and 

the organisation, that involved gaining knowledge and expertise in deciding what 

works in what situation.  

3.5.4.3 Data Collection 

Data was mostly collected using less formal, unstructured methods and techniques.  

Many of the Service Design tools were incorporated into the research and used as the 

primary data collection method. These included workshops with stakeholders, to 

perform activities of co-designing, envisioning, testing, prototyping and 

implementing using various tools and techniques. Data included words, images and 

objects and was analysed in an interpretive manner. It included flow diagrams 

mapped out on whiteboards or large sheets of paper. The data that was derived was 

mainly through sensory observations and impressions of experiences and events. 

Specific detail about how data was collected for each cycle is described in chapters 

four through ten.   

3.5.4.4 Data Analysis 

Analysis of the data from all cycles involved finding common words and phrases and 

looking for themes or categories of data. During each cycle, data and outputs from 

                                                             
18 A tool used to demonstrate how to flesh out important design requirements and the characteristics of 
those requirements.   
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workshops were firstly captured using photographs. Transcribing the data into 

spreadsheets in order to find codes, patterns and themes, included the following 

steps:  

 Studying the outputs from each workshop 

 Finding and organising ideas, concepts, themes 

 Searching for frequently used words and phrases  

 Listening to stories during the workshops and capturing these for later analysis 

 Summarising quotes, feelings, thoughts 

 Capturing feedback from participants in workshops; Student Leaders, service 

delivery staff  

 Capturing feedback in a number of ways; via email, phone-calls, meetings and 

water-cooler moments  

For the workshops that took place in each cycle, the same tasks were often completed 

by a number of stakeholder groups. The outputs were then compared and contrasted 

both in terms of the value of the data and to condense the workshop outputs into a 

summarised format. As the workshops were quite intensive, many of the insights 

were realised in project meetings after the event when the project team were 

analysing the outputs and had time to study each piece of the puzzle.  

3.5.5 Post-cycle: Documenting the Cycles 

For each action research cycle, a similar process was undertaken; data was collected 

and analysed, action was taken and that action was then reflected upon. In order to 

document the rigor at each stage of each cycle, the author wanted to use the same 

headings or structure to tell the story of the change process. The author conducted 

informal interviews with two action research experts in CIT and presented ideas about 

how to structure the cycles in order to clearly demonstrate the work undertaken at 

each stage. It was important to guide the story and to offer comparable stories 

between cycles. It was also mentioned that each cycle is like a piece in a jigsaw puzzle 

and it was necessary to demonstrate this and package the story by digging deep into 

each cycle. 

The author also considered documenting the cycles under three themes, Service 

Design inaction, Service Design learning and Service Design in a supportive 

environment, but after some consideration, it was felt that the best way to tell the 
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story, was in a chronological order. The practice of going back over each cycle using 

this new format elicited some finer details and key elements that were previously 

missed. Five possible versions of the cycle structure were drafted before settling on 

the final version. For each cycle it was necessary to include information about: 

 The Problem: the aim of the study or cycle needed to be clearly stated, clarity 

on why this particular problem was important and why an intervention was 

needed. 

 Data Gathering and Analysis: this section was used to document what data 

was collected and why, observations, participant comments, photographs and 

justification for each decision along the way.  

 Taking Action: what actions were taken and what happened when the actions 

were implemented.   

 Evaluating the action: presentation of the results and what happened.  

 Reflection: key learnings and how these learnings informed what happened 

next.  

3.6 Methodological Limitations 
Given that this research was undertaken by a practitioner in her field brings its own 

inherent bias. The limitation is that the author as a facilitator of change comes with a 

number of blind spots, predefined ideas and assumptions. As this was an inside-out 

design approach, the relationships the author had developed in her existing role are 

likely to have had some impact on outcomes. As such, endeavours were made to try 

and minimise these impacts by co-creating interventions with stakeholders rather 

than for them.  

Additionally this research was undertaken in a single institution and therefore 

performing action research in another higher education institution, across similar 

projects, but with a different group of stakeholders may yield different results. This 

causes a lack of generalisability; this research does not set out to be generalisable but 

to create knowledge based on actions and interventions within one organisation, 

possibly resulting in benefits for other organisations. It is necessary to stress that the 

findings from this action research thesis are only relevant to the specific problems 

being investigated, the stakeholders involved and the context of each cycle. The data 

gathered during all cycles is susceptible to bias based on the tools and techniques 
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used, representativeness, mapping and analysis of the data and cultural complexity, 

all influence the results.   

The research focused on the administrative services in a higher education institution 

and did not look at the social or academic processes and services, and although this is 

not a limitation, if more angles were explored it may have proved valuable in other 

ways. Action research is an emergent process and the space and time given to each 

cycle were constrained under existing project timelines. Although the study was being 

done from an action research point of view which led to a series of interventions and 

not an in-depth investigation, this was a conscious choice due to the value the 

methodology could deliver for CIT.  

3.7 Ethical Considerations  
The author followed all ethical considerations and sought advice from the Institute’s 

ethics committee as well as support from the project sponsor, CIT’s Vice President for 

Finance and Administration. Senior management sponsored the change programme 

and were fully supportive that the data collected during a number of change projects 

was used as part of a professional doctorate programme.  

Bias can occur during any phase of the research; research design, data collection, or 

analysis. Proper design and implementation will help to prevent bias to some degree, 

although there is nearly always some bias present. The research participants and 

project stakeholders were not informed of the research plan, but were aware that the 

data and outputs of the workshops to which they contributed, were being used as part 

of a change programme. As such, the author did not need to formally gather consent 

as this was contractually obligated as part of the roles and duties of staff. This was 

done to mitigate any potential bias in the results so that the outcomes and resulting 

change were not based on the fact that it was a piece of research.  

During each action research cycle, the privacy of participants was considered and all 

participants were anonymised for the purpose of the research. Student details were 

recorded as part of the survey data but only where students agreed to be contacted in 

order to participate in focus groups and further workshops. All students were over 18 

years of age and were informed of the purposes of the data collection during the 

workshops.  
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3.8 Reflective Practice 
Reflective practice is “the capacity to reflect on action so as to engage in a process of 

continuous learning” (Schon, 1983). In a professional context, it is about learning from 

one’s own professional experiences in a practice-based environment, rather than from 

formal teaching or knowledge exchange. It is an important source for personal 

development and allows one to reflect on actions they execute in their day-to-day 

work. Reflection is not just about looking at actions taken, but more importantly, 

taking a conscious look at the emotions, experiences, actions, and responses, and 

using these to add to one’s existing knowledge base to draw out new knowledge and 

meaning, leading to a higher level of appreciation (Paterson and Chapman, 2013). 

Reflective practice means taking time to stop and think and question what happened. 

Cycles of planning, action and reflection were the basis for implementing change at 

CIT and the purpose of the author’s reflective practice was to: 

 Be purposeful and allow her to learn from her experiences. 

 Be instigated through questioning by questioning what happened and what 

she did to improve what happened. 

 Include the self by examining her own values, beliefs, thoughts, feelings, 

behaviours, and how they impact her practice. 

 Result in a change meaning a change in the author’s knowledge and 

understanding, unpicking changes that went well and deconstructing the 

failures.  

Reflective practice will involve the author looking back at her practice, making sense 

of it, and using that learning to affect future practice. It will permit her to celebrate the 

things that move her practice forward and ultimately make her a better researcher. 

3.9 Conclusion 
This chapter sought to identify the purpose of the research, while outlining the views 

of the author and justifying the choice of action research as a methodology. It 

identified the approach used, how the research was designed, and the methods and 

tools used. 

Research involves defining a problem and then redefining that problem throughout 

the research as more insights are gathered. The purpose of this research was to 

discover an answer to the research question and achieve new understandings which is 
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exploratory research. As it was a dynamic and interactive qualitative research project, 

then action research was the most suitable and valuable methodology to enable the 

author to answer the proposed research question. 
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Part Four | DOC803 | Pilot Project Report 

Chapter Four | Cycle One | Pilot Project 

4.1 Introduction 
In September 2011, members of the senior management team at CIT requested a 

review of their current IT systems and a proposal for integration of the same in order 

to deliver a consistent streamlined experience to staff and students. Issues highlighted 

by staff through their line managers included poor data quality and timely availability, 

lack of online student self-service, isolated enterprise applications and the evidential 

disconnect between academic business process and the IT solutions needed to 

support them.  Technology was becoming increasingly embedded in the services 

provided to students with no realignment of the processes that supported these 

services and no proper consideration of student and staff experience. On the basis of 

the author’s previous experience in the organisation, the focus needed to be on re-

engineering the existing processes and not on specific tasks, jobs or people.  

A business process review by external consultants in 2009 had highlighted the 

following: 

 “There is a deficit in consideration of an overall approach to the actual Student 

Lifecycle and the supporting of same”. 

 “A lack of clear ownership of processes and delivery end-to-end, puts undue 

pressure on those areas delivering specific end product”. 

 “A combination of reviewing and revamping the business processes based on 

an end-to-end model and based on the overall Student Lifecycle, combined 

with appropriate adjustments to the IT infrastructure will yield significant 

benefits, both in terms of the student experience but also in terms of the 

people who support the various deliveries”. 

The 2011 review conducted by the author and a senior data architect was initially 

tasked with investigating a proposal for enterprise systems integration but concluded 

that the problems that existed were greater than envisaged by senior management 

and could be summarised as follows: 

 Paper mountains in offices across campus  
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 Frustrated staff and students  

 No clear understanding of our existing processes by staff or students   

 Dirty data in systems (and the downstream consequences)  

 Disconnect between academic processes, IT solutions and administrative 

functions 

 No Student Lifecycle existed 

It was clear that a new structured approach was required after observing and 

analysing existing processes, informal conversations with staff in a number of 

departments and the same issues appearing annually on the agenda of the Student 

Administration Services committee. This new tactic needed to involve: 

 Management support, advice and direction and a review of all existing 

processes;  

 Identifying the purpose, objectives and expectations of the process review; 

 A focus on re-engineering existing processes; highlighting bottlenecks, 

backflows, redundancy and process gaps and clarifying boundaries, ownership 

and responsibilities; 

 Building a cross-functional process re-engineering team and assigning staff 

from key areas to work on continuous improvement projects for a number of 

hours per week; and 

 Aligning the information systems, business policies and procedures with the 

redesigned processes. 

4.2 Mapping Existing Knowledge in the Higher Education Sector 
Research was conducted in April 2013 to assess if other higher education institutions 

were experiencing many of the same issues as CIT and to understand how they were 

addressing these issues. For example, Queens University had started a similar project 

called Records Revolution to “radically shift how they were dealing with customers”. 

They discovered that each office was sending out different communications, students 

were getting bombarded and not picking up the important messages. They found that 

working with the various faculties and schools to share headaches and bottlenecks 

and collaborate to solve common issues created a goodwill feeling and they felt this 
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co-creation of change was proving to be a sustainable approach.  After conducting a 

phone interview with some of the project team in May 2013, they also acknowledged 

the mind-set changes that were required internally to adopt this new way of working 

and likened it to climbing a mountain. 

Despite this, Service Design as an approach to solving some of these problems is a 

relatively new concept in the higher education sector. After sharing the JISC 

Enrolment project at the University of Derby (Baranova et al., 2010) with a number of 

colleagues, one senior manager recognised the need for a new approach to alleviate 

some of the existing bottlenecks. He agreed to fund and support a pilot project, and 

emailed a number of senior staff stating "we should propose hosting a workshop here 

in CIT to trial this as a process improvement methodology". An organic approach was 

required; constantly moving and changing to create efficiencies.  

The question then was to investigate if Service Design could influence positive 

outcomes, leading to new knowledge and understanding of the consequences and 

challenges of embedding Design Thinking in an organisation of this kind. Could 

Design Thinking tools and techniques be applied successfully across a number of 

projects given the number of barriers and existing organisational factors that 

prevented change from happening? As discussed during the literature review, setting 

up the right conditions for change will lead to better outcomes. This research is 

attempting to overcome traditional barriers to change by introducing new tools and 

techniques and changing the current culture of “how we do things around here”.  

Prior to starting this project, it was thought that Design Thinking could deliver quick-

wins and short-term benefits. What was not clear was whether it could change the 

existing culture to one better focused on the structural and operational issues that 

impact on delivering a whole student experience. Empathising with staff at the front-

line who deliver services and exploring the actual student experience was the focus of 

this research.  

Certainly, there is ample recognition and advice from Service Design industry experts 

to focus on issues that keep managers awake at night, such as poor user experience. 

Therefore, the decision was made by the author to focus on a single part of the 

student journey, for example, registration, to generate ideas to improve that process 
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and to help clarify what the target principles are for a good experience, hopefully 

resulting in making the case for longer term improvement initiatives.  
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4.3 Cycle One: RECAP (Review and Enhancement of CIT’s Admissions Processes) 
 

 

 

   

 

Figure 19: RECAP timeline of activities
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4.3.1 The problem 

A pilot project was initiated by the author in 2013 to examine the use of a Service 

Design approach in a higher education environment. The aim of the study was to use 

Service Design tools to improve the student experience for learners embarking on a 

programme of study and to enable a reduction of staff workload, including the volume 

of queries that emerge during the busy period at the start of term. 

Documented throughout this report is evidence that part-time students received no 

formal induction, such as the part-time student survey conducted in June 2013, where 

37% of respondents reported that the process was ineffective, inefficient and difficult. 

As indicated by one part-time student, “please create an induction process for evening 

students. I never entered the library. I didn’t (and this is after three years) know that it 

was available for us”.  

The main cause of this problem was that no one department was responsible for part-

time students. Each department communicated with their particular students, which 

led to a student experience dependent on separate segmented processes. One staff 

member indicated the “main problem is misinformation” so rather than pushing the 

right information from the right place at the right time, students and staff get 

misinformed with regards to key processes. Given this admission, staff still recognised 

the need to “fully prepare the customer before they enter the service”.  

4.3.2 Data Gathering and Analysis 

4.3.2.1 Planning 

A Governance Group was set up to steer and guide the project, review progress and 

outputs and advise the project team. The project team included five staff from IT 

Services and Admissions19 and the first task involved devising the project name, 

RECAP. A project plan was drafted and contained roles and tasks for each team 

member and a plan for gathering data. Weekly project meetings kept the project on 

track and ensured actions were implemented.  

An email invite was sent out to all staff from the project sponsor, the Academic 

Administration and Student Affairs Manager, and 52 staff involved with part-time 

students attended three co-design workshops19. This included heads of department, 

department secretaries, IT support staff, course co-ordinators and administrators 

                                                             
19 Figure 16, p.73 contains the range of departments that participated in the RECAP project.  
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from a variety of functions such as Admissions, Fees, Marketing and the ID Card 

Office. The study was designed to be collaborative and inclusive, and the aim was to 

gather as much data and information about the existing process, in order to fully 

understand the problem.  

 

Figure 20: RECAP workshops and some outputs 

 

4.3.2.2 Data Gathering 

Workshop participants co-created the part-time student journey using a Service 

Blueprint which highlighted all the fail and wait points in the process. The touchpoints 

were analysed using swim-lanes20 and all front and back-stage operations were 

identified along with problems, opportunities and user needs. A car-park21 was created 

on the wall where items or issues could be parked for later discussion, such as:  

 “Would it be possible to have part-time inductions in the evening during the 

same week as full-time inductions?” 

 “Lecturers are using personal email addresses rather than a student’s myCIT22 

email address to communicate with students”. 

                                                             
20 A swim-lane diagram is a flow chart that documents the steps and activities across “lanes” which can 
depict functions or departments. 
21 A car-park is a large sheet of paper hung on the wall where items can be “parked” for later discussion. 
22 www.mycit.ie is CIT’s student portal and all new students receive a ”myCIT” email address. 
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 “Why are login letters sent via the postal service, why are they letters?”  

Subsequent data gathered was mostly qualitative and included surveys, artefacts, 

booklets, forms and interviews. Evidence was collected from existing documents such 

as the login letter sent to new students, registration forms and the registration pack 

for new full-time students. Adult Education information packs, Student Services 

guides and information emails sent from academic departments to staff and students 

were all examined. All contained essential start-up instructions for the beginning of 

term such as start date and time, lecture room number and location, maps and 

parking information.  

Many unstructured interviews took place with key staff members, such as the college 

caretakers, who sometimes were the first interaction for new part-time students when 

they arrived on campus. They admitted that many students would come to them 

disoriented, “they can enter the campus a number of different ways, from car parks, 

buses or by foot, but are unsure where to find their lecture room and need directions. 

There is nobody here to meet them in the evening”. Other issues reported by the 

Adult Education office were that “students don’t use their college email account and 

do not check it for updates”. The IT Service Desk reported that even though they were 

open until 9:45pm each evening, many students did not seem to use the service. It 

was evident from the student survey that actually many students did not know that 

this service existed. Student ID cards were given to lecturers to distribute many weeks 

after courses had started, as the ID card office did not open after 5:00pm when part-

time students were attending classes. A number of campus maps and versions of 

maps existed in various forms of poor quality (Figure 22). Department support staff 

were so inundated with student queries at the beginning of term that they were 

simply unable to provide a service.  

The next step was to survey part-time students to ask them about their experience 

and invite them to contribute to the design process through focus groups. Some of 

their responses included: 

 “CIT is a very good facility but it’s difficult for night time students to become 

familiar with all it has to offer.”  

 “I found the process around Fees and Admissions not very fluid”,  
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 “Perhaps, because of the late registration, I did not receive an ID card. The 

term was practically over before I received it.”  

 “I met other lost students wandering aimlessly on the first night”  

 “I didn't know the IT Servicedesk existed”  

 “The admin offices close early and I missed them cause I got stuck in traffic and 

I didn't know who to contact or where to go” 

During the student focus groups, 12 students mapped their experience as new 

students and highlighted the bright spots23 and the hot spots24. Bright spots included 

clear instructions in the login letter and helpful staff in some departments. The list of 

hot spots was far greater and included “we pay for a service, we expect to be treated 

like a customer” and “no-one ever asked us was everything ok?” Personas were 

created by the project team to use as a guide to plan and implement actions.  

4.3.2.3 Data Analysis 

After the workshops, the project team spent a number of weeks collating the outputs, 

sifting through photographs and recording everything in spreadsheets. The feedback 

from staff and students was analysed and the lessons learnt were documented. All the 

Service Blueprints documented during the workshops were externalised onto a wall 

where the project team collated and merged the common touchpoints and classified 

similar processes into one as-is25 Service Blueprint. The fail and wait points were 

mapped to an issues log which captured issues under key themes. The results from the 

part-time student survey and focus groups were analysed and graphed in a 

spreadsheet. 

The main aim after analysing the data was to be able to define the right problems. By 

capturing all the data from various aspects and stakeholders, it was possible to frame 

the problems as follows:  

 Many processes were manual, dependent on individuals and not documented. 

 As paper was the main form of communication, many letters and paper forms 

caused delayed processing of information or lost information.  

                                                             
23 Bright spots are things that the organisation is really doing well to help meet their customers’ goals. 
24 A hot spot is an area with high importance and low satisfaction. 
25 As-is refers to the state that something is in at the present time, for example an as-is process is the 
current state of the business process in an organisation. 
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 Systems were not integrated and data in one system was often 24 hours 

behind another system. 

 There was no central point of contact or office for part-time students which 

resulted in a lack of adequate and timely communication. 

 Services for part-time students were not open in the evening and they received 

no formal induction. 

 Part-time lecturers were not familiar with CIT’s processes.  

It was clear that it would not be possible to redesign the part-time service without first 

identifying the main issues students were experiencing. The workshops and survey 

data demonstrated that: 

 Part-time students felt they were not as important as full-time students. 

 Part-time students did not feel welcomed, in fact it was discovered that the 

first communication they received from CIT was an email from the Fees Office 

with their outstanding balance rather than a welcome greeting. 

 Many part-time students have commitments such as full-time jobs and 

families and need to be able to plan in advance. When they arrive to college in 

the evening, after a busy day, they expect services to be open to answer their 

questions. They get frustrated when changes are announced at short notice or 

not at all.  

 Students are not always able take action, as they are often waiting for a 

lecturer to provide them with information. 

Staff engagement in the workshops demonstrated both the barriers and requirements 

of delivering services. The key issues uncovered were: 

 “Nobody told us…..” Staff felt that communication could be improved and 

they were never sure who to contact about what. 

 “We assumed……” Because of a lack of induction for new staff and no training 

or information sessions, staff acknowledged that they often learned about 

processes from their colleagues which led to assumptions.  

 "I'm here 10 years and I don't know how to enrol myself against a module in 

Banner". Staff revealed that if they did not know the information then they 
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could not pass on key instructions to students, for example how to enrol for 

modules online. 

 It was clear when service mailboxes were analysed that a vast amount of email 

queries were from within the institute, emphasising that staff needed clarity 

and information pushed out to them just like the students.  

 Due to the lack of integrated systems, some staff did not have access to the 

latest data and information to do their job but this could be fixed by delivering 

some simple operational reports.  

4.3.3 Taking Action 

Ideas were brainstormed during a further workshop and those that attended initial 

workshops were invited back to co-create and ideate solutions to the existing 

problems. Some key problems that were identified in earlier sessions, were 

investigated using a Fishbone diagram26, to identify the root cause, ideas and solutions 

to each problem. For example, one problem indicated by part-time students in the 

survey was that 20% did not receive any start-up communication, such as date, time 

and location of their first lecture, prior to arriving on campus at the beginning of term. 

Possible causes identified included part-time students not checking their myCIT email 

accounts and the fact that these students received no formal induction. Ideas to solve 

the issue included using mobile text reminders, a dedicated staff member for all part-

time student communications, and providing templates to department staff with key 

information they should communicate.   

The project team created the to-be27 Service Blueprint based on all the data gathered, 

issues identified and ideas generated which was then used as a guide to co-design a 

number of improvements. A colour-coded Action Plan28 was developed by 

brainstorming actions onto large sheets of paper on a wall. This plan was later 

transcribed into a spreadsheet. It contained 17 short term quick-wins and 10 medium-

long term actions with owners assigned to each action in areas such as 

communications, ID cards, induction, signage and IT development. For each action, 

                                                             
26 A tool to identify all possible causes for an effect or problem. 
27 To-be refers to the state that something will be in the future, for example a to-be process represents 
the future state of the business process within the organisation. 
28 An Action Plan is a detailed plan outlining actions to achieve one or more outcomes of a new 
prototype or service. 
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evidence of why it was required was documented and a proposed delivery date 

assigned to each one. This Action Plan was presented to the Governance Group for 

approval along with results of data captured to date and proposed next steps.  

A number of CIT students were recruited as summer interns to help deliver some of 

the outcomes and actions. It was believed that by recruiting students, they would 

have first-hand knowledge and empathy of what students go through and be able to 

use this to transform the existing part-time service. Two students from CIT’s Visual 

Communications and Computing programmes were recruited to specifically work on 

the graphical and technical aspects of online and printed information. Student 

Leaders were trained and a script was created for them to use when communicating 

with new students.   

Changes included a new campus map (Figure 22Figure 21) which guided new students 

to the right physical location while a “QuickStart Guide” (Figure 21) was used as a 

step-by-step journey to become “in class, ready for learning”, with links to online 

“how-to” video instructions and who to contact at each stage. An in-class induction 

for new part-time students was delivered by Student Leaders where a “Kick-Off @ 

CIT” fold-out guide (Figure 69 in Appendix B) was handed out containing key calendar 

dates, contact details, library information and FAQ’s. In fact this new guide was so 

popular with staff and students that the original order of 1,000 copies soon ran out 

and a further order of 500 copies was placed with the printing supplier at the last 

minute. Key services extended their opening hours until 7:00pm for the first three 

weeks of semester as suggested by part-time students. The student Personas 

(Appendix B, Figure 72 and Figure 73) developed earlier were used to help staff walk 

through the new service delivery. Key signage was improved including a new sign and 

pop-up stands for the IT helpdesk, as 42% of part-time students had revealed they did 

not know it existed. 

Training and information sessions were provided to key staff members, where they 

were shown the new printed and online artefacts, where to find them and who to go 

to for more information. A formal induction around key processes was given to heads 

of department, and administrators received training, online videos and templates to 

guide them in their communications.  
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Figure 21: On top the original login letter; and below the new QuickStart guide which was linked to 
online in the new login email (Figure 68 in Appendix A) 
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4.3.4 Evaluating the Action 

RECAP was a six month pilot project at CIT which confirmed that Service Design as an 

approach can help to improve how we do business in a higher education context. 

Shifting mind-set was a key objective of this cycle and demonstrating to the providers 

of a service how their cog and all the other cogs make up one cohesive process. The 

failure of an individual cog can have a negative impact on the student experience; 

students should experience a seamless series of touchpoints.  

Not only were improvements made for part-time students but some improvements 

affected the whole student population. For example new students always received 

essential information such as student ID, email address and password, by post, in the 

form of a “login letter” (Figure 21). This letter often went to their home address when 

students were already living in campus accommodation away from home. It was 

identified during workshops that a key improvement would be to send this 

information via email to students personal email address. Not only did this improve 

communication but it also saved costs on printing and postage, not to mention the 

administrative overhead. Another improvement highlighted during a workshop was 

the importance of reinforcing the use of students myCIT email account for all 

communication.  

Feedback from students was positive and they indicated that the new online 

information was intuitive and easy to follow. In fact Google Analytics data revealed 

that the “QuickStart guide” alone received 10,000 plus hits online and overall traffic to 

the myCIT student portal increased by 24% on the previous year. Footfall to the part-

time adult education office was reduced by 50% and one staff member was surprised 

to see “there are no students’ queueing outside our office, we thought there was 

something wrong”.  

A range of full and part-time students were questioned during the registration process 

while waiting for their IT talk or walking tour. Firstly, they were asked if they had 

received the login email on time, if they had understood the guide and were able to 

follow all the instructions. These new students verified that they were able to 

understand the new guides and online videos without issue and one student even 

complemented the design skills!  In terms of communication, students indicated that 
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they received too many emails that were not relevant to them. When the project team 

investigated further, they found a need for more diligence about what emails were 

sent to all students and three student services managers confirmed that the primary 

function of student email was for important notifications. This led to a reduction in the 

number of emails sent to all students by 50% and less critical emails were redirected 

to a new student news section on the website. An estimated 3,500 paper forms and 

letters were eliminated from the part-time process and resulted in postage and print 

savings of approximately €3,000. Interestingly, there was an increase in calls logged 

with the IT Service Desk, as students now knew that it existed and it became a popular 

source for help and information. 

In terms of the qualitative outcomes, this project created a new momentum and 

energy and involved a wide range of staff and students in co-designing the new 

process. The process was clarified for both administrative and academic staff and the 

experience for new part-time students improved. 

 

 

Figure 22: On the left, copy of the old map sent to students after being photocopied and scanned a 
number of times; on the right the new improved campus map 

 

It is important to mention that an inside-out Design Thinking approach needs to be 

embedded in the organisation but this will take some time. An inside-out approach 

would involve building the internal capability of Design Thinking by nurturing existing 

and emerging design thinkers and not relying on outside consultancies to support a 

change initiative. In the case of this research, inside-out also refers to change that is 
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cultivated on the inside looking out to the service users to co-design new ideas and 

offerings. Confidence will come from small successes like the RECAP project. During 

the RECAP project, the focus was on the student experience, while maybe not placing 

enough emphasis on the employee experience and the importance of those providing 

key services. The people and culture aspect of the initiative will require further 

research and effort. 

 

4.4 Discussion and Reflection 
It is important to acknowledge that this project was very much a learning journey and 

a deep dive into Design Thinking for both the author and the organisation. This pilot 

project, RECAP, was the first time that Service Design tools were used in a 

collaborative workshop approach, where stakeholders from across CIT came together 

to solve a problem. Evidenced by this report, Design Thinking has helped CIT to spend 

more time defining the right problem, rather than assuming a probable cause and 

then rushing to implement sometimes inadequate solutions.  

Using Design Thinking tools and techniques combined with traditional project 

management methods assisted in addressing the underlying causes of the existing 

process failures. The challenge that followed was to keep up the momentum of 

innovation and the appetite for service improvement generated from this cycle.  Staff 

and students collaborated to improve the overall stakeholder experience and 

subsequently their contribution and ideas were turned into actions that remedied the 

service issues identified. The aim was to move away from a silo-based approach to 

delivering services and to focus on improving the holistic quality of the student 

experience.  

At the end of this cycle and based on the challenges that ensued, it was realised that 

there are certain conditions that enable Service Design to transform the function of 

organisations. One person cannot lead and deliver change, it needs to be a variety of 

people coming together to realise the benefits for the whole organisation. The use of 

Service Design tools and techniques as an investigative approach to discovering, 

defining and resolving existing problems in higher education administration is in itself 

a contribution to knowledge. Investigating the practice of how things are done with a 

Service Design lens is a new approach in this institution. It was a first step and a novel 
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way of identifying problems and challenges, the needs of those delivering and owning 

services, but primarily the requirements of those receiving services from the Institute. 

The issues being investigated are real-world problems that occur in many higher 

education institutions across the world and the approach of practice-led research to 

solve real-world problems can lead to resilient change if given the opportunity. 

While it can be acknowledged that Service Design did have a progressive impact in 

changing this organisation, there are a number of limitations that need to be 

addressed. At the beginning of this cycle, the author assumed that embedding a new 

methodology would be easier than expected, and the energy that was required from 

the author and the project team to deliver this pilot project, cannot be 

underestimated. Certainly it can be said that there were a large number of positive 

actions and outcomes as a result of this pilot project that acknowledge the power of 

Design Thinking as a transformative mechanism for change. The author as a change 

agent set out to facilitate a change process using a number of tools and techniques, 

but if the need for change only emanates from the author’s practical experience and 

knowledge, as opposed to the collective organisation’s experience, then a number of 

challenges ensue. 

4.4.1 Limitations and Challenges 

4.4.1.1 Can Design Thinking influence the existing organisational culture to become more agile, 

adaptable and flexible, therefore creating a culture of change? 

 Existing culture: Many authors including Tjendra (2013) outline what is 

needed to embed a design culture including top-down advocates, front-line 

employees who are empowered and fired-up, and a process champion who has 

a strong design motivation, but the discussion about how to do this in a higher 

education organisation is missing. Although there was no major cultural 

change, the tools did allow for collaboration and innovation by delivering a 

number of quick-wins. The challenge is to actually change habits and 

behaviours that have been learned and institutionalised over a number of 

decades.  

 Silo mentality: Mulgan (2007) proposes that “high walls” in organisations 

divide people and departments and Snook (2014) identify that Service Design 

needs to deliver innovation across silos but is often prevented because of 

separate department strategies and budgets. It has conclusively been shown 
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that organisation silos have a huge impact on change and are a constant 

stumbling block as iterated by (Von Stamm, 2008; Beckman and Barry, 2007). 

During the pilot project, the ownership of the process was unclear as it 

intersected departments and this directly resulted in poor student experience. 

Changing structures and ownership of services in an organisation can be 

politically difficult but the hope is that Service Design will influence 

departments delivering services to work together to focus on the end user. The 

aim was to move away from a silo-based approach to delivering services and to 

focus on a holistic student experience. In the short-term, this new 

methodology will help to deliver improvements in a new way but the aim of 

changing the organisational structure and embedding a design process is a 

long-term experiment. 

4.4.1.2 It is difficult for many organisations to create a new mind-set that allows for unstructured 

thinking. What leadership is required to support the design process as a new way of working? 

 Getting management buy-in is difficult: At CIT, the initial requirement for 

change came from employees who were frustrated with existing processes and 

the downstream inefficiencies they created. The key problem in higher 

education is that many managers are under huge pressure to leap from one 

operational cycle to another with little time for iterative improvement in 

between. Most studies have emphasised Design Thinking as a tool to effect 

change but have not explained how Design Thinking can be used as a bottom-

up approach to influence management thinking. Existing literature does not 

explain how to get senior management on board who have little or no 

experience in Design Thinking as a methodology. 

 Design leadership: Miller and Moultrie (2013) insist that it is the design leader 

who needs to encourage all within the organisation to embrace the design 

process as a new way of “how we do things around here”. Although CIT have a 

design leader as demonstrated in this first phase, the author did struggle to 

influence managers, free-up staff and create space for the design process 

because of a lack of resources, budget constraints and a focus on keeping the 

lights on.  

 Process ownership: The author did not emphasise enough the importance of 

process ownership, and as a result, some of the actions and changes 
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implemented did not stick when the following year came around. It is 

important for the author to allow the organisation to find its own answers 

rather than being the one with all the answers; this is essential for change to 

become embedded. 

4.4.1.3 What are the right tools to support and inspire change agents within an organisation and 

how can Service Design tools and techniques help an organisation become collaborative and 

innovative? 

 Traditional functional organisations: The collaborative process of co-design 

immerses participants in new ways of thinking and encourages prototyping, 

taking risks, trying out ideas and making mistakes. Experimentation and 

failure are welcome in the design process. Matthews et al., (2012) used the 

term design interpreter as a necessary human force to inspire and blend 

opportunities across the organisation. Staff did not have any training in 

continuous improvement techniques and from discussions with other higher 

education institutions, this would be a necessary next step. 

 No space for innovation: As highlighted in the literature review and identified 

by Design Council (2013) and Snook and Design Managers Australia (2014), 

change cannot happen if there is no space for design-led innovation. During 

this cycle, a large amount of collective energy was generated but freeing up 

employees from their day-to-day duties is complex; this is the reality of Service 

Design implementation and another “swampy” story (Schön, 1983). 

 Gathering support and momentum: Demonstrating Design Thinking tools in 

everyday situations can show employees how to explore their own innovation 

capabilities. There is little evidence of this in the higher education sector and 

this research is seeking to reveal to both employees and management how 

everyday problems create a domino effect resulting in inefficient services. This 

was the first time that Service Design tools were used in a collaborative 

workshop approach where stakeholders from across the organisation came 

together to try and solve a problem. This in itself was a big improvement and a 

change in the right direction. 
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4.5 Contribution 
The goal of internalising a new design-led culture in the organisation continues. 

Certainly Hartley (2005) recognises that iterating through cycles of action will help to 

better understand the reasons for failures and discover why large organisations suffer 

from inertia, not appreciating the need to innovate or improve. The impact of this 

cycle was the collaborative design-led effort experienced by the organisation, using 

the tools of Service Design, while discovering a few important change champions and 

sponsors. Leadership is essential and leaders need to be planted to actively pursue 

innovation and new ways of working (Liedtka, 2011).  

Service Design as a tool has the ability to help an organisation to achieve quick-wins 

while building a community of like-minded “intrapreneurs” along the way (Clay, 2013). 

There are many existing problems in organisations of this type that do not necessarily 

require large scale change but need a group of people to come together with the same 

goal in mind, which is defining the exact problem and then trying to solve that 

problem. The phrase “we’ve always done it this way” has come up more than once 

during this journey and one key aspect of this research will be to see how to release 

those employees who are entrenched in the day-to-day firefighting and paper-

pushing, in order to begin to deliver cumulative change. Furthermore this research will 

continue to investigate if Design Thinking can survive if it is only being practiced to 

solve short or medium term problems, and not a strategic focus of the organisation. In 

spite of that, it is clear is that delivering quick-wins will help to deliver credibility to 

Design Thinking as a new tool.  

New tools were introduced to stakeholders and were well received and understood. 

Initial interaction at workshops was slow but improved later during the Customer 

Journey Mapping and Ideation workshops when users became more collaborative and 

focused on the common goal of a positive student experience. The innovative 

approach to break down barriers was done by engaging stakeholders to draft a Service 

Blueprint, viewed entirely from the end-user perspective.  
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Certainly there are a number of positive events that can be highlighted and used to 

further progress this research: 

 The project generated a buzz and excitement that had not been seen in the 

past and brought a variety of people working together all focused on 

improving the student experience. 

 After surveying part-time students who voiced their frustration with the 

existing process, this evidence was used to convince management that a new 

approach was required and to formally initiate the RECAP pilot project. 

 By defining the right problem, it was realised that small quick-wins can fix 

many of the issues or at least alleviate some of the symptoms. 

 Previously when implementing change at CIT, words like process, streamline 

and re-engineering were used. This was swapped with a user-centred language 

and a softer Service Design lingo: simple steps, customer journey, user needs, 

clear actions, and student experience; were phrases that were used on the road 

to transformation. 

4.6 Evaluating the Change and Refining the Project Design  
Costley et al., (2010) explain that as an insider, the researcher is in a unique position to 

study a situation or problem in depth but also has the insider knowledge which puts 

them in the crucial setting to investigate and make changes. During this pilot project 

the author and the organisation both went through a learning process and are now 

more knowledgeable about embedding Design Thinking in a higher education 

institution.  

4.6.1 Culture 

Changing structures and ownership of services in an organisation can be politically 

difficult but the hope is that Service Design will influence departments delivering 

services to work together and focus on the end user. It is not enough to include staff at 

all levels in workshops to redesign processes and experiences, they need to 

understand and feel the need for change. Cultural transformation is a non-linear 

process and that culture will only change after people’s actions are altered, benefits 

have been observed for some period of time and people have seen the connection 

with the change (Kotter, 1995).  It was recognised that some CIT employees did not 

understand the purpose of the RECAP pilot project and simply did not understand the 
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meaning of the term process and their involvement in this process. It is important for 

employees to understand why the change is happening but also to understand what 

that change will mean for them. If they understand that the change will ultimately 

improve the student experience but also impact their day-to-day jobs in a positive 

way, then they are more likely to embrace and own the change. Spending time to 

understand a culture can open up new innovation opportunities (Brown, 2009). 

4.6.2 Ownership 

In order to ensure change ownership, certain criteria should be in place before a 

project is allowed to start. This cycle proceeded and delivered a number of actions and 

outcomes but in hindsight, the following questions should have been posed to assess 

business readiness: 

 Does a process owner exist? 

 Is there time, resources and space to innovate and improve? 

 Is there budget for the project that includes backfilling the person(s) that will 

be working on the project? 

As the author was anxious to start demonstrating these new tools and techniques, at 

the beginning of this journey, cycle one was initiated and completed with the author 

owning and implementing many of the actions.  

4.6.3 Oil-staining the process 

As a practitioner in one’s own organisation, the challenge is to seek out and unlock 

every opportunity to facilitate positive change, in the hope that eventually the Service 

Design process will itself become rooted in the organisation. The “oil-stain your 

process” expression came up at the Service Design Network Conference 2013 when 

Erik Roscam Abbing29 described the Service Design process in two stages: 

1. Gathering the qualitative and quantitative data to build the story and define 

the actual problem; and 

2. Oil-staining your process using analysis and immersion sessions in many 

different parts of the organisation. 

                                                             
29 Erik Roscam Abbing of Zilver Innovation was a speaker at the Service Design Network Global 
Conference in Cardiff, 2013.  
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Design Thinking encourages the participants to embrace uncertainty and complexity, 

take risks and make mistakes, in contrast to what currently happens in many public 

sector organisations. During this first cycle, there was success in oil-staining Service 

Design tools and methods across the organisation, thus the organisation and the 

participants at the many workshops were learning a new way of doing things. It takes 

time and effort to prove that this new way works and if the organisation wants 

transformation then it needs to do things differently. Embedding a Design Thinking 

approach is critical and change must be choreographed over time (James Samperi, 

SDN Conference, 2013). 

4.6.4 Space for Innovation 

It is important to acknowledge that in the public sector and higher education sectors, 

there is a strong pull on resources to ensure the day-to-day running of the 

organisation continues. Traditionally there are no resources available to focus solely 

on improvement which makes it difficult for projects like RECAP to happen, let alone 

succeed. The author struggled with freeing up employees from their day-to-day duties 

and where staff were assigned to the project team to work on improvements, they 

were still expected to perform their day-to-day duties. Progress would mean 

management strategically considering the need for dedicated staff working on 

improvements, which would allow service innovations to increase.  

4.6.5 Continuous Improvement  

Although this cycle had significant impact and contributed to a number of the 

research objectives, a change in approach may be needed in order to answer the 

overall research question:   

To assess how Design Thinking can be used as an approach 

to analyse and improve services at each stage of the 

Student Lifecycle and embed this approach as a long-term 

sustainable change enabler in the higher education service 

system. 

Although individual projects can impact positive change, it is the continuity of this 

change into the next operational cycle of delivery, in a large organisation, that is 

difficult. The author was clear that steps now needed to be taken to keep this 

momentum going and to gain commitment from management for this new way of 
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working. This was not as easy as expected and ownership of the steps and 

improvements was not clear when the following cycle of part-time student induction 

came around and some staff reverted back to their old way of doing things. 

4.7 Conclusion and Next Steps 
Service Design is designing services with the end users experience in mind. In the case 

of RECAP, the end goal was for a student to become registered and “in-class ready for 

learning” but the service goal was to improve the whole journey for new part-time 

students. These part-time students required an experience that was practical and 

professional. In the context of higher education these experiences begin when a 

prospective student makes initial contact with the institution through a touchpoint 

such as a radio advertisement or the recent engineering roadshows organised by CIT’s 

Science and Engineering faculty. The potential for redesigning these services and user 

experiences is enormous and the possibilities exist throughout the entire Student 

Lifecycle, from prospect to alumni. Anyone that has attended a third level institution 

has experienced both positive and negative touchpoints, from paying fees, registering 

for elective modules, accessing exam results, and using a Smart Card30 to access 

everything from the library, labs, and car parks. These are all part of the student 

journey and the responsibility lies with every institution to make these services simple, 

efficient and streamlined for all users.  

During the RECAP project, the author investigated a number of professional doctorate 

programmes and discussions began with the School of Management and the PDR 

research institute at Cardiff Metropolitan University. Throughout these initial 

discussions in October 2013 with the author’s supervisor and the Professional 

Doctorate Programme Director, it was agreed that it was important to capture the 

data and learning from RECAP as it was the first step and inspiration for the author’s 

research journey. The next step on this journey was to create a Student Lifecycle as a 

framework for improvements, and in parallel, reach out to departments to offer 

Design Thinking as a tool to transform services at each stage of the lifecycle. The aim 

was to deliver small agile projects using Service Design tools and techniques and 

                                                             
30 The CIT Smart Card is an identity card with a contact-less chip built into it, used to gain access to key 
services and act as a personal electronic purse 
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pursuing this way of working whilst developing design champions across the 

organisation.  

The author’s role for the next stage was to become a facilitative designer, an internal 

conduit of sorts, one responsible for guiding a cross-functional group of design 

novices through a human-centred design process to solve challenges across the 

organisation. The author was teaching colleagues using a learn-by-doing approach 

and played a crucial role in driving Design Thinking throughout the organisation, one 

step at a time, by working with one, a few, or even many different groups at a time. 

The following recommendations from the pilot project steered the direction of the 

further six cycles of action: 

 It is extremely important for the business owner to lead the change in parallel 

to the service designer facilitating the process. 

 By collaborating and co-defining the problem, it led to a realisation that 

communication was one of the biggest issues. Improving inter-departmental 

cross-silo communication and aligning staff efforts was crucial to solving some 

of the existing problems.  

 Facilitating workshops takes careful planning; working through the tools in 

advance and being clear about the workshop tasks as well as having the right 

people in the room are all important factors for success. 

 As the process for part-time students was not centralised after this project and 

no crucial owner existed, it was deemed necessary to try and design one 

cohesive process for all students, whether part-time, full-time, post-graduate 

or other, so that the whole student experience could be fully supported.  

 By focusing on the staff delivering the services and improving the back-stage 

processes, this would in turn improve the student experience. 

 Many staff had never worked on projects like this before so there was a steep 

learning curve for the project team, in terms of absorbing the tools of Service 

Design and learning how to adapt to working on projects. Training for staff in 

new tools and techniques was important so that design and change champions 

could be nurtured across the organisation.   

 It was deemed valuable to get feedback with regard to what other institutions 

in higher education or the public sector were experiencing with change 
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initiatives. The RECAP project was presented to both a Service Design 

conference in the UK and a higher education conference in Ireland in order to 

get advice.  

 At CIT, the initial requirement for change came from staff who were frustrated 

with the existing process because of the downstream inefficiencies it created. 

It was clear after this pilot project that Service Design was an obvious solution 

for many of the problems CIT faced but it was important to get management 

buy-in for any future projects. In order to get buy-in from senior management, 

it was necessary to show them that Design Thinking can: 

o deliver project outcomes and demonstrate actual  success 

o help to identify and resolve everyday challenges 

o make the organisation more efficient and quick-to-respond 

o instigate collaboration and communication across teams and 

departments 

Existing research seems to differ in relation to whether a change initiative should start 

as a small scale innovation or a large-scale cultural transformation. Change takes time 

and should be nurtured over a number of years and it is important to note that the 

public sector does not have the resources to deal with an all-or-nothing approach. 

With any change initiative, achievable, short-term targets need to be set that, once 

accomplished, will motivate people to persist and keep trying. The celebration from 

quick-wins will create buy-in for future change projects. Action research is rigorous 

and responsive and improves action through a process of iteration resulting in many 

cycles of attempting to influence change.  
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Part Five | DOC804 | Final Project Report 

Preface to Final Project Report 
An opportunity exists to co-define problems and co-design solutions by involving the 

users of a service and the “makers” of that service in the design process. The exchange 

of knowledge and ideas using a co-design approach can lead to higher degrees of 

support for innovation and change. Participatory design enables us to improve the 

efficiency and effectiveness of service operations, while at the same time, delivering 

value and truly relevant outcomes to the end users. 

Six cycles of action ensued following the RECAP pilot project. These ranged from 

projects using Design Thinking successfully, to planned implementations that did not 

progress because a number of placeholders, such as a process owner, were not in 

place. A training event that put Cork on the map for Service Design in Ireland, was also 

the first step towards setting up a design hub in CIT, to build and deliver user-centred 

services. Whether Service Design tools are exclusively used within an individual 

project or as part of a larger process, Design Thinking and in particular co-design has 

the potential to open up conversations. As a result of this research, the author realised 

that Service Design can influence change in a positive and subtle way, demonstrating 

to people that change does not have to be difficult. 

Cycle two developed a Student Lifecycle to try and give structure to those change 

programmes that ensued. Although cycles three and six did not deliver the outcomes 

they set out to achieve, they influenced the culture of how projects and improvements 

are delivered in CIT. Cycle four, Magnifeye, delivered successful change in the author’s 

own team while cycles five and seven progressed CIT further towards embedding 

Design Thinking through training, supporting and leading design-led transformation.  

Prior to documenting the work that was done across cycles two to seven, a 

methodical approach was used to go back through journals and diaries and capture 

every meeting, significant communication, workshop and decision point and the dates 

associated with each cycle. This was then used to guide the author through the 

process of telling the story. At the start of each cycle, a timeline of activities gives a 

high-level overview of the significant milestones during that cycle.   
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While the implementation of Service Design went on a journey of exploration, with 

some highs and lows, it was all done with a three pillar focus and an end goal of 

building internal capacity to do the following: 

 Use the tools and techniques of Service Design;  

 Learn and reflect at each stage of the journey; and  

 Implement projects to create improvements and provide better experiences. 

CIT student interns were recruited as part of their 3rd year work placement, 

throughout the research, and the purpose was twofold: to promote the intern's 

learning and to fulfil needs and requirements of IT Services. Students received an 

opportunity to work in a large organisation while learning human-centred design skills 

to solve problems that they as students were familiar with. The internship is an 

immersive experience for the student, merging the skills they have already gained on 

their academic programme with new Service Design tools and techniques, while 

working on live projects.
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Chapter Five | Cycle Two | Student Lifecycle  
 

 

 

Figure 23: Student Lifecycle timeline of activities 
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5.1 The problem 
Feedback from cycle one helped ascertain that CIT did not have a framework in place 

to help organise, improve and deliver services for students and staff. A CIT Student 

Lifecycle had not been established so it was important to document the journey of the 

broad range of student types and create a foundation on which to make 

improvements. This would lead to the refinement of internal processes and 

improvement of the whole student experience. From a Service Design perspective, 

internal silos and back-stage processes should not overtly impact the student 

experience; they should receive a seamless service. The Student Lifecycle should be 

central to how CIT do business, from initial enquiries to alumni relations. In order to 

improve the services provided to students at CIT, it is important to understand the 

current service and what customers value from this service. At the same time, CIT’s IT 

Manager realised that in order to deliver the right solutions for staff and students, 

there was firstly a need to understand the existing processes and the problems 

associated with them.  

A lifecycle was therefore needed to:  

 Refine internal processes  

 Identify issues and opportunities 

 Make the services delivered more student-centric 

The lifecycle would need to be self-explanatory in order to be circulated across the 

organisation. It would be a way of outlining some clear actions, something to design 

around and importantly become a catalyst, not a conclusion. It was important to 

ensure that the project was not simply highlighting the journey step-by-step, but 

hopefully exposing some new insights, for example what preference students have for 

one channel over the other, which part of the journey is evidently ineffective, or which 

part of the journey had not been considered. 

5.2 Data Gathering and Analysis 
The project sponsor sent an email to over 60 senior managers urging them to 

nominate staff in their area to attend two workshops to document the existing 

Student Lifecycle. An academic staff member was assigned to the project for two 

hours per week, which was a novel approach at CIT as an academic secondment to IT 

Services had not happened previously. She contributed to many parts of the project, 
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including planning the workshop structure and brainstorming ideas as to what a 

lifecycle might look like (Figure 24). Although the three images in Figure 24 are not 

fully legible, their purpose is to demonstrate the activities of brainstorming. First and 

foremost, the objectives for mapping the student journey were thrashed out with 

senior management and the project sponsor. Other discussion points included 

whether workshop participants were mapping interactions or transactions, the start 

and end point of the journey map, whether to map in broad terms or in detail and 

what the outputs would be.   
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Figure 24: Brainstorming ideas during the workshop planning stage 

 

The following seven objectives were agreed in collaboration with the project sponsor, 

senior management and the project team:  

 Understand how customers use the services CIT provide 

 Plan, design and implement key services across CIT for all students 

 Identify issues and opportunities 

 Deal with students more efficiently 

 Retain students 

 Minimise negative student experiences 

 Improve communications 

While experience maps and journey maps existed for many types of organisations, 

none could be found in the higher education sector. A student intern was recruited as 

part of a six-month work placement and her main focus was to capture and analyse 

student’s thoughts and feelings. Where they existed, research was conducted into 

Student Lifecycles in other higher education institutions and how they used them to 

structure and improve their services. 

Four workshops with 24 staff and 11 students were organised to map all the steps that 

students grapple with as part of the service delivery process; from their first 

interaction to when they transition to alumni. Participants were then tasked with 

grouping and labelling all the touchpoints. Personas created during the RECAP project 
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(Figure 72 and Figure 73, Appendix B), were used to walk through the sketched 

lifecycles to ensure nothing was missed. The Student Lifecycle workshops were 

designed in a structured way to generate open interaction among the participants and 

gather as much data as possible. Two hour workshops were sufficient to map all the 

interaction points that a student has, before they join CIT, as a student at CIT and 

after they leave CIT. Co-design tools allowed staff to empathise and walk in the 

student’s shoes and shed light on all the different touchpoints the students have 

during their time at CIT.  

  

Figure 25: Staff workshop on the left; and a student workshop on the right 

 

As it was difficult to get the desired number of students into workshops (Figure 25), an 

interactive stand was setup on a main thoroughfare on campus (Figure 26) in order to 

engage students and capture their thoughts, feelings, ideas and suggestions, as they 

passed by on their way to lectures.   
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Figure 26: Collecting thoughts, feelings and ideas from the CIT Student population 

5.3 Taking Action 
A number of concerns were highlighted during the project and it was agreed at the 

final workshop that there was a need to: 

 Clarify existing staff roles 

 Communicate more effectively to both staff and students  

 Initiate new projects to improve the student and staff experience 

 Design new touchpoints, co-ordinate existing touchpoints and extend 

touchpoints to more students 

The primary output of this cycle was a map of the student journey as shown in Figure 

27, from Prospect to Alumni which could be used as a framework to analyse and 

improve the student experience and to influence CIT’s strategy and prioritise projects. 

Another bank of student Personas31 was developed, along with an inventory of 

touchpoints31 that highlighted all the steps that students come across, as part of the 

service delivery process. 

                                                             
31 Some of the project artefacts including the Touchpoint Inventory (Figure 71) and examples of two 
Personas (Figure 72 and Figure 73) can be seen in Appendix B. 
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Figure 27: CIT’s Student Lifecycle 
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5.4 Evaluating the Action 
Some of the opportunities and actions that were identified included restructuring the 

induction process to include all new students, creating a semester two induction, 

online induction and late induction events. Providing the right information, in the best 

way, on time and encouraging students to become more pro-active in understanding 

their responsibilities were all considered important factors for improving the student 

experience. Conversations with numerous higher education professionals as part of 

this research, has highlighted that many higher education institutions struggle with 

similar issues. These include trying to get students to use services, read important 

communications and understand what supports are available to them, including 

administrative, technical, learning, and social and pastoral care.  

Student thoughts and feelings ranged from relocation anxiety, financial strains, to a 

lack of understanding about what supports were available to them. Other 

opportunities included capturing lecture attendance which would allow the institute 

to identify student retention issues early, offering career advice as a module in fourth 

year and a new programme of “start of semester” support in relation to repeat exams, 

failed modules, and students having full realisation of their options. 

5.5 Reflection 
A Student Lifecycle was documented and clarified how different departmental silos in 

the organisation need to collaborate to deliver a better service at each interaction or 

touchpoint on the journey. The lifecycle was never communicated to the wider CIT 

audience and again this relates back to the human-element of Service Design projects 

and the importance of ownership. It was now clear that a major programme of work 

was needed to scope out the Institute’s plans to support the student journey. It was 

also clear that Service Design tools and techniques could assist in that programme of 

work. A structure like a Student Lifecycle could start to enable relevant and timely 

services so that all students would have a consistent and seamless experience. 

The following problems needed to be addressed: 

 Overcoming the silo effect in order to deliver seamless and consistent services. 

 Lack of end-to-end process ownership. 
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 Fragmented IT systems meant that an entire view of students’ data did not 

exist, although this was not necessarily an IT problem, but a need for business-

led change.  
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Chapter Six | Cycle Three | Registration, Induction and Orientation (RIO) 
 

 

       

 

Figure 28: RIO timeline of activities
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6.1 The problem 
While RECAP looked at the registration, induction and orientation process for part-

time students, it was evident that CIT’s new students had very diverse first-time 

experiences dependent on the type of student they were; undergraduate full-time, 

part-time, postgraduate or direct entry. All received varying levels of induction or 

none at all. Different offices and staff members were assigned to deal with specific 

groups of student needs, for example, the Mature Student Office, the Disability 

Support Service, the International Office and the Erasmus Office. Administrative staff 

in each of the academic departments also provided information to new students.  

RECAP highlighted that the student experience was inconsistent at the beginning of 

semester one and that there was a duplication of effort in terms of staff delivering an 

induction experience. Staff experienced a lot of dissatisfaction with the services they 

were struggling to deliver. During the RECAP workshops, staff members said: “start-

up is a mess and chaotic for all involved” and there are “no standard operating 

procedures, currently it is based on individual departments; there is no formal process 

documented”. This was further evidenced by the fact that a “vast amount of email 

queries are from staff within the institute”. Communication between departments 

involved in induction was lacking in central organisation, and led to students receiving 

incorrect information as evidenced by one staff member: “students are annoyed when 

they come to Admissions as they have received the wrong information”.  Students 

were also frustrated with being given the same information twice: "Why do I have to 

go on another tour; I did one last week; this is wasting my time. Can I just get my ID 

card and go?" 

It was not clear who should take responsibility for which tasks and many of the ways in 

which students were introduced to CIT were based on “we’ve always done it this way”. 

As was evident from the departmental silos in RECAP, changing institutional 

structures based on student needs, had not been considered before. RECAP 

emphasised that staff had a responsibility, and more importantly, wanted to “see a 

student’s problem through to the end” rather than just solving part of a particular 

problem. What stood out in the RECAP workshops was that staff did not “understand 

how the whole system works; we only understand our own part”. There was no formal 

process documented and the terms registration, induction and orientation had 



DOC 804 | Final Project Report  

125 
 

different meanings and connotations depending on who you asked. In response to 

this, the author suggested establishing the Student Experience Working Group, and 

the purpose was twofold: 

 To review the registration, induction and orientation experience for all new 

students.  

 To introduce the working group and workshop participants to co-design 

techniques, that would connect those delivering services at the front-line to 

the larger vision. 

6.2 Data Gathering and Analysis 
An initial meeting was organised, with the existing, but temporary, registration and 

orientation co-ordinator for full-time undergraduate students, to understand what the 

current process entailed. A follow-on meeting was then organised with those staff 

who had some administrative involvement in the registration, induction and 

orientation process.  

Although senior management had given the green light for the project to proceed, 

this was not communicated on time to all stakeholders and the first meeting got off to 

a shaky start. At the third meeting after some initial brainstorming, it was agreed by 

all attendees to name the group “Registration, Induction, and Orientation (RIO) 

Working Group”. The RIO Working Group was setup to plan, design and implement a 

consistent experience for all new students and to review all communications and 

materials, both printed and online, for all students. The group was made up of eight 

senior administrative staff members in each of the key administrative services 

involved in student inductions. A project Governance Group was setup and it was 

agreed to invite other staff members, such as a Students’ Union representative, to join 

the working group. The goals of the group were established and the first steps 

included defining process owners and operational owners for each part of the existing 

services. This was followed by analysing the existing as-is orientation and registration 

process and designing the to-be process from “offer accepted to in-class, ready for 

learning” for all student types.  

Two workshops were organised and made up of 12 staff across many service areas 

(Figure 16, Chapter Three), in essence, any staff member with whom the students 

interfaced during their first interaction at CIT, was invited. The aim of the first 
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workshop was to determine what people understood from each of the terms 

“registration”, “induction” and “orientation” as can be seen in Figure 29.  

 

 

 

Figure 29: RIO workshop one outputs, definition of terms: registration, induction and orientation
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Tools such as Brainstorming and Five W’s32 were used to determine what new students 

needed to know, not only when they arrived, but also before and after their arrival on 

campus, including the objectives and touchpoints associated with each stage. An 

excerpt from this workshop is visible in Figure 30. 

 

 

Figure 30: RIO workshop one outputs: what students should know 

 

The aspiration of the second workshop was to examine the data from the first 

workshop and classify it into a sequence of events and logical groups. Participants 

were then required to co-create new terms, labels and objectives for each group, while 

trying to steer away from the words registration, induction and orientation, and focus 

on telling a story of what should happen…..first, next, then…..finally…..while being 

inclusive of all student types. An example of the outputs from one group is 

demonstrated in Figure 31. 

 

 

 

                                                             
32 A tool used to explore an idea, problem or a theme. 
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Figure 31: An example of the outputs from workshop two, co-creating new terms and labels 

 

After the workshops, all the data was collated and coded into patterns, for example, 

“what students need to know” was categorised into sequential groups such as first day 

information, campus information, offices and departments, services and facilities, as 

evidenced in Figure 32.  
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Figure 32: RIO workshop outputs coded and categorised
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The student intern recruited at the beginning of cycle two and still on work placement 

with IT Services, started to collect and investigate data from all aspects of the 

previous September period. This included evaluating existing content and web 

analytics from the student portal and categorising the most important search terms 

on the various websites which resulted in the following list: fees, Blackboard, Erasmus, 

exam papers, modules, calendar, careers and email. 

Queries and emails to key services such as Admissions and IT services were analysed, 

to discover common student issues and what they needed to know at this crucial time 

of year. It was also realised that not all queries were being captured, so there was no 

record of the total number of interactions, phone-calls and in-person queries, to the 

front counters in both areas.  

11 key staff members (Figure 16, Chapter Three) involved across the entire process 

were interviewed in order to understand their inputs and outputs, to and from the 

existing process. The student intern created a template (Figure 33) for these 

interviews, based on outputs from the workshops. These staff members were chosen 

because of their various front-line interactions with existing students; dealing with all 

administrative queries such as Wifi connectivity, enrolling for modules and getting an 

ID card. The results of these interviews were collated into a table, Figure 34. 

 

Figure 33: Template used to capture feedback from staff 
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Figure 34: Summary of interviews with key staff delivering registration, induction and orientation 
to various student groups 

 

A Cognitive Walkthrough33 was done from the local bus stop to the main campus, and 

clearly identified that no useful signage existed at the numerous entrance points to 

the main campus (Figure 35). Other universities and institutes were researched, in 

particular their online information for new students and it was discovered that 

inductions ranged from a couple of hours, to a couple of days in some American 

universities. Creating lots of rich and suitable online content for new students was the 

approach in many institutions. Existing CIT orientation programs were analysed for all 

                                                             
33 A usability evaluation method in which one or more evaluators work through a series of tasks and ask 
a set of questions from the perspective of the user. 
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cohorts of students, including Mature Students and Erasmus Students, to understand 

current practices. 

 

 

Figure 35: No useful signage existed at entrances to the main campus 

 

6.3 Taking Action 
The plan was to influence the organisers and managers delivering induction, to focus 

on the experience of students across the various touchpoints, and not just on their 

individual piece of the puzzle. Much of the data collated revealed that it was 

important to improve cross-silo communication and create a vision for student 

experience. This was particularly highlighted during the feedback meetings with staff 

and included: 
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 “Joined-up thinking is required around student-facing publications, to avoid 

duplication” 

 “Too many publications; Students’ Union, Fresher’s pack, Good Start, IT 

Services – we need to streamline” 

 “Administration, Student Services versus Academic - need to be aligned. A 

smoother process for students” 

 “No one person in charge of training Student Leaders; we need to develop 

this” 

 “Good Start or Just Ask should not be considered as ‘separate from’; they 

should be ‘part of’ the ‘whole’ service” 

 “Information given to new students is sometimes not accurate” 

Fragmented communication was also evident when feedback from Student Leaders 

showed that they received conflicting messages and instructions from staff who were 

focused on “their part” of the process, and resulted in inconsistent information 

communicated to new students. The ultimate goal was to use co-design methods to 

improve existing services by means of an iterative process of understanding the 

context, observation, stakeholder analysis, building Service Prototypes and designing 

new experiences. This was the direction taken by organisations such as Lewisham 

Council, Alberta CoLab and University of Derby, as discovered in the literature review. 

It was agreed by the working group that because the RIO project was not initiated 

until June 2014, there was little time to implement changes for September of the 

same year. Instead it was agreed to stay in the problem space for as long as possible, 

observing the existing process and identifying areas for improvement. During the 

September period, a lot of data gathering, observation and discussion happened. All 

aspects of the registration, induction and orientation experience were observed 

including department talks, IT induction, walking tours and the registration process 

which included the processing of paper forms and production of CIT smartcards. 

Evidence gathered included photographs of queues (Figure 36), signage and 

observations, and informal interviews were logged into a spreadsheet under the 

following headings: date and time, title, description, associated quotes, descriptive 

insights and need statements. Service Prototypes were used to develop a “new 

student” section on the student portal and temporary paper signs were created in key 
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areas such as Admissions, Fees and IT Services. As a result of all the research activity 

done with the different groups, gaining exposure to staff at the front-line and actively 

participating in the various processes, ideas were generated, gaps recognised and 

opportunities became obvious.  

Nine Personas were created to represent all the various student types and their 

journeys, in order to gain awareness of the factors influencing their experience. A 

student services matrix was developed to understand what services were available to 

which students (Appendix B, Figure 74). For a three week period, queries were 

captured at the front-line with templates that were created based on initial analysis of 

previous years queries. Snapshots of the queries captured are shown in Appendix B, 

Figure 75 and Figure 76. This was used as a method to encourage staff to understand 

the queries coming in so that they could start to contemplate ways of reducing the 

queries rather than just accepting that every September was destined with queues of 

students with lots of queries. The aim was to reduce or eventually eliminate those 

queues through designing better touchpoints.  

De Bono’s PMI tool was used to analyse the September 2014 experience from a staff 

point of view (Extracts from this analysis are visible in Appendix B, Figure 77 and 

Figure 78).  It was not usual to gather feedback in terms of iterative improvement for 

the following year and people tended to forget what happened so it was important to 

capture this while it was fresh in their heads. A feedback session with Student Leaders 

generated lots of new ideas and a summary report of actions required and key 

observations was sent to the working group and the project Governance Group 

(Appendix B, Figure 79). For example, it was identified that the information session 

regarding fresher’s week was not needed at this stage, and speakers should 

concentrate on a prioritised list of messages. A record of all the information gathered 

was created, in order to focus the process redesign.  
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Figure 36: Photographs of the 2014 registration, induction and orientation process 

 

6.4 Evaluating the Action 
The results and data were extracted into a spreadsheet and themes emerged using an 

inductive process of pinpointing, inspecting and recording patterns. It revealed that 

whatever students needed to know, staff did not have a clear understanding of the 

existing processes. Good communication was in existence for the full-time 

registration process but planning needed to start earlier in the year. Internal 

communication around the separate department processes that supported 

registration, orientation and induction, needed to be improved. Many student and 

staff queries to central services were a direct result of manual paper shuffling and 

labour-intensive data entry, resulting in students not enrolled on systems when they 

arrive for their first day. Concerns were expressed during workshops, around the 

internal miscommunication that resulted in students being sent on a wild goose 

chase, desperately trying to get their administrative requests sorted. As a result it was 

decided that training was necessary for all staff involved in any aspect of the service, 
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pertaining to the flow of data through systems, and the effects of missing or dirty 

data. One idea considered was that maybe too much information was given during 

that critical induction period and that students were trying to absorb too many 

messages. Induction needed to continue into week one, two and three and an 

opportunity existed to shake up elements of the delivery and spread out the 

information provided to students over a number of weeks, exploring a number of 

methods. Staff needed to be allowed time to prototype; take risks, try out ideas and 

make mistakes. The focus needed to shift to the experiences across touchpoints, both 

the student and staff experience and to create better services. 

This research cycle only got as far as the “discover” and “define” phases. The desirable 

change was a fully cohesive cross-silo organisation of registration, induction and 

orientation for all new students in CIT. Initially when the RIO Working Group first met, 

there was a lot of confusion due to a lack of communication across departments. As 

RIO was seen to overlap two departments, there was unclear ownership and the first 

meeting revealed frustration and inefficiency. It became clear during this cycle, that in 

order for change to stick, it is critical for the front-stage and back-stage staff to be 

completely engaged with the process. This is not an easy task, and visibly employees 

are so burdened with their day-to-day jobs, they do not have time to consider broken 

processes. This is when the business owner or department manager must facilitate 

space and time for continuous improvement.  

 

6.5 Reflection 
It was realised that the assignment of an overall co-ordinator for registration, 

induction and orientation was necessary, in order to ensure that all changes could be 

implemented in the best possible way. It was necessary to recruit Student Leaders and 

interns to help co-design the new process and design new online and printed material. 

In summary, no change could happen when the following barriers existed:  

 No obvious process owner  

 Lack of management engagement and support for the change  

 A working group that lacked steering and direction 

 Change of staff and key staff members leaving 

 Political and cultural divides that remove focus from the student experience 
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 Lack of time and resources given to design and improvement activities 

 No incentive to improve the process 

 Isolation of various processes and tasks within different departments 

 No holistic view of all new students and their first experience 
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Chapter Seven | Cycle Four | Magnifeye 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 37: Magnifeye timeline of activities
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7.1 The problem 
Continuing on from RECAP and RIO, it was realised that the back-stage processes and 

the flow of student data through CIT’s IT systems was not fully understood by all those 

involved. As RECAP focused on the induction stage of the Student Lifecycle, it was 

decided to revisit this stage, with an emphasis on understanding the flow of data from 

one system to another and the intricacies of managing this. The RECAP project had 

already mapped the front-stage touchpoints, evidence and participants, using a 

Service Blueprint, but it was now time to focus on detailing the back-stage processes 

and systems. 

As identified during cycles one, two and three, many of the problems that existed 

related to the silo mentality of service delivery and process ownership (Figure 38). The 

busy and chaotic September period consistently led to large volumes of calls, emails 

and queues for front-line services34, and student footfall to-and-fro between 

departments escalated during this time. There was a lack of understanding of 

processes and technical scripts; people knew “their own part” of the process and no 

record of all processes, scripts and data flows existed, leading to delays in call 

resolution and frustration and confusion for both staff and students. As many of these 

problems occurred in cycles, as soon as the induction and orientation cycle ended, the 

problems disappeared until the next intake of new students. The tacit team 

knowledge built up in September was not documented, which resulted in all the same 

problems and issues resurfacing the following year. 

 

Figure 38: Silo mentality 

                                                             
34 Figure 75 and Figure 76 in Appendix B, from the RIO project, demonstrate the quantitative data 
captured.  
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As the IT Services team were the main drivers of process improvement through the 

use of Design Thinking, it was decided to focus inward and spend some time on 

internal house-keeping. Most of the existing scripts that connected IT systems had 

grown organically, but not optimally. One staff member claimed “when it does not 

work, we do not know how to fix it” and are then dependent on external suppliers 

rather than in-house expertise; “we would like to change this”. 

 

7.2 Data Gathering and Analysis 
A project team was setup comprising four staff from IT Services. A brainstorming 

session was held to name the project, and Figure 39 was one output that resulted in 

identifying “Magnifeye” as the name, providing a virtual magnifying lens into the 

movement of data behind the scenes of the induction stage.  

 

 

Figure 39: Mind-map35 of project naming ideas 

 

                                                             
35 A tool for mapping thoughts, problems and ideas and their connections. 
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At the outset of the project, an opportunity arose for the author to take part in 

FaceMooc36, a five-week online course on the challenges of co-design with case 

studies from expert mentors. Magnifeye was used as the author’s case study and 

advice sessions from two co-design mentors36 realised that co-design would allow CIT 

to navigate and understand the complexity of the service steps. Both mentors 

reiterated the importance of getting stories from the people involved and using these 

scenarios and stories to build the workshops. They emphasised the importance of 

empathy and using the sessions to see who felt connected, motivated to get involved 

and to solve problems.  

Four team members from IT Services agreed on the project objectives in relation to 

the induction stage of the Student Lifecycle: 

 Map every process, script, flow and exchange of information through the IT 

systems and applications. 

 Exchange knowledge about all the processes and scripts, by means of a central 

repository. 

 Identify the right problems to solve in a collaborative way, ensuring relevant 

outcomes. 

 Deliver a number of quick-wins, and identify future opportunities and training 

needs. 

 Improve the efficiency and effectiveness of service operations, while at the 

same time, delivering value to the end users. 

Four planning meetings took place and a project plan outlined a number of workshops 

with proposed outcomes from each one. A project “team site” was setup on Microsoft 

Sharepoint37 in order to share project inputs and outputs. The project was first 

presented to 22 IT Services staff at a group meeting, where a short overview of the 

objectives were shown to everyone, along with the project milestones. The project 

required input from all 22 staff members in order to share knowledge, highlight issues, 

discover opportunities, ideate and document all the back-stage processes. 

                                                             
36 A five-week online course for design professionals interested in co-design hosted by Imagination 
Lancaster. The two mentors involved were Cindy Van Bremen and Wina Smeenk, design lecturers at 
Technische Universiteit Eindhoven, The Netherlands.  
37 Microsoft SharePoint is an online collaboration and document management platform.  
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Following on from the planning phase and the presentation to all staff, the data was 

gathered in three separate streams with a further two streams devoted to taking 

action, ideation and implementation of ideas. Table 8 outlines the five streams and 

the number of workshops that took place in each stream.  

 

Stream Number of workshops 

Co-Meet: initial meeting of all staff 1 

Co-Map: mapping the back-stage process 3 

Co-Define: defining the problems from all perspectives 1 

Co-Storm: brainstorming resolutions to some of the 

issues 

2 

Co-Create: creating and implementing actions to resolve 

the issues 

1 

Table 8: Magnifeye streams and workshops 

 

Stream 1: Co-Meet 

22 staff members attended an initial kick-off meeting to map a number of scenarios 

and discover the facts and root causes, in relation to many of the existing problems. A 

trigger list of keywords (Figure 40) was sent to users in advance and then projected 

onto a wall to inspire people’s thoughts and ideas. Users were asked to bring a story of 

dissatisfaction, frustration, annoyance or confusion in order to connect user stories 

and find commonality between them. 
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Figure 40: Trigger list of keywords for the Co-Meet workshop 

 

The workshop was carefully prepared and a number of new tools were investigated, 

testing them out in advance, on sample scenarios, to decide if they were suitable for 

the project. The Framing: Research Questions38 tool from the SPIDER toolkit was 

tweaked to include the root cause and the person or group affected by the issue. 

Participants documented scenarios on cards, which were posted onto a wall in the 

project room during the workshop (Figure 41). This led to new facts arising and one 

example scenario was:  

 Fact: Student accounts and enrolments are only synced nightly 

 Emotion: This causes frustration for many staff and students 

 Root cause: The script only synchronises once-a-day but there is no 

communication of this to students and some staff are informed by 

Web4Faculty, an administrative function that looks after student enrolments 

 Who was affected: Primarily students, but staff were affected too 

 

                                                             
38 A tool to identify insights and define the existing problem. 
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Figure 41: Above, Co-Meet, where participants externalised facts and issues onto a wall in the 

project room; and below, a wall containing the Co-Map outputs 

 

Stream 2: Co-Map 

A further three workshop sessions took place with a total of 27 contributors (Figure 16, 

Chapter Three) invited to share knowledge, highlight issues, discover opportunities 

and ideate solutions. Staff from other key services such as the Admissions and Fees 

offices were invited to the project room to fill in any process gaps and map some of 

their issues. A Service Blueprint was used to document all the processes and scripts for 

the back-stage of the induction stage of the Student Lifecycle. The following key 

information was captured: the process name, inputs, outputs, systems, process 
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owner, data fields and any existing issues associated with the process. For each 

process, the communication breakdowns and barriers, problems and questions were 

summarised onto a wall (shown in Figure 41 to exemplify the design process rather 

than each individual output). 

The workshop created a new energy and a collaborative mind-set, and surprisingly, for 

the first time, a complete map of the data flowing between each system, was 

generated. Participants identified 22 issues which needed to be assessed and 

investigated in more detail (Table 9 on p. 150 highlights four of these issues). Quick 

fixes were possible for some, whereas others required development or redesign of the 

existing process.  

Stream 3: Co-Define  

All participants at previous workshops were invited back to define the right 

problem(s). As shown in Figure 42, participants were divided into small groups and 

asked to read through all the scenarios from the Co-Meet workshop. They were then 

given 30 minutes to define the problem from four different user perspectives; a 

student, a lecturer, an administrative staff member and an IT Services staff member.  

They were then asked to review, select, and discard ideas and opportunities and 

identify what needed to change. Some of the outputs from framing the problem were:  

 “As an IT service staff member I need……. a diagram or flow-chart on how user 

accounts, email, PC logins, all work together; a quick reference guide”. 

 “As a student I need……..hands-on instruction on how to connect to WIFI”. 

 “As an academic staff member I need…..to know what information I need to 

pass onto students at the beginning of term”. 

 “As an administrative staff member I need…..to quickly find incorrect data 

such as students with an invalid date of birth or students who have holds on 

their accounts”. 

Colleagues were asked to create a Wish List in order to encourage open feedback and 

discussion at a later workshop, an example included: “I wish……..there was centralised 

support to assist students for all issues so they do not have to walk all over campus”.  
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Figure 42: Co-Define workshop 

 

It took a number of weeks to transcribe all the workshop outputs into a presentable 

format. The data was mostly on post-it notes, postcards or large sheets of paper stuck 

to a number of walls in the project room. All the outputs were carefully photographed 

in sequence before being taken down from the wall and laid out in the project room. 

The Service Blueprint from the Co-Map session was captured from the wall into a 

spreadsheet and then ordered and numbered correctly, which involved further 

clarification with process owners. Data from the Co-Meet and Co-Define workshops 

was transcribed directly into the same spreadsheet, where it was analysed for 

common patterns, in order to categorise the issues into ideas and opportunities.  

The lists of problems were categorised under the following headings:  

 Data quality and timeliness 

 Training, information and communication 

 Technical 

 Support 

 Academic cycle and calendar 
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7.3 Taking Action 
Stream 4: Co-Storm 

Two further workshops were arranged with seven staff from earlier workshops, to 

brainstorm the documentation structure. The agreed output was a layering system of 

information. A Service Prototype was created in Microsoft OneNote39 where four 

layers were used to capture all the existing knowledge. This knowledge funnel 

approach resulted in more detail as you traversed down through the layers.  

 Layer 1: a System Map40 of all the system integrations (Figure 43) and links to 

the other layers.  

 Layer 2: individual process descriptions with key information for level one 

support, such as, how to test for normal functioning and who to contact if 

there was an issue. 

 Layer 3: the troubleshooting layer, directing the user to the possible source of 

a problem and how to solve that problem. 

 Layer 4: the development layer, containing detailed documentation with 

regard to source code, backups and change control. 

                                                             
39 Microsoft OneNote is an online collaboration tool to gather information from multiple users 
simultaneously.  
40 A map of the various actors and flows of data and materials through a system. 
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Figure 43: Layer 1 map of all back-end systems with a code on each connecting line (a larger visual 
can be seen in Figure 80 in Appendix B) 

 

The author researched document naming conventions and numbering schemes, in 

order to construct a dynamic format, that could allow processes to be easily added or 

removed from the overall structure. A final format demonstrated in Figure 44 was 

used to number and order all processes, their layers and sections. 

 

Figure 44: Numbering schema for documentation repository 
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In order to test the new procedure, five process owners in IT Services were asked to 

update each layer for one of their processes. Two information sessions were held with 

the original 22 staff, to instruct them on how to update the four layers. Many staff had 

their own documentation stored in a variety of repositories, so for some it was an 

exercise in migrating to the new location. A short guide (Figure 81, Appendix B) was 

created to help them update their processes and a spreadsheet was used to keep track 

of progress. The guide highlighted tips such as using short, concrete sentences, no 

surplus words or jargon and being easily read by a non-IT person. Bi-monthly 

meetings were setup up with the IT Manager and three senior technical officers to 

ensure the continuous updating of processes, identification of gaps, and ownership of 

quick-wins; and implementation of the same. Key process owners were given two 

months to update their documentation.  

 

Stream 5: Co-Create 

The final workshop brainstormed the issues that were highlighted in the Co-Meet 

workshops and identified short and long term ideas and actions. Some example issues 

were extracted and users were divided into groups to brainstorm and categorise each 

issue using the SPIDER tool, Ideation, Idea Selection41. As a result of this, an IT 

Induction Group was established, and made up of six IT Services staff. Their task was 

to take ownership for the 18 actions that emerged from the workshop and formed 

part of the Action Plan. Six meetings were scheduled between June and August 2015 

to prepare and implement the actions for the September period. Table 9 presents four 

of those issues, and the actions that were implemented to resolve them.   

  

                                                             
41 A tool used to determine which ideas generate the highest potential for impact. 
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Issue Quick-win 

Dirty Data; incomplete or incorrect 

student registration information. 

It was decided by the IT Induction 

Group, that during registration week, 

student data would be updated live in 

the student records system in order to 

eliminate delays in processing student 

registrations. This was led and facilitated 

by IT services but implemented by the 

Admissions Office. 

No IT training for staff and students; in 

particular new first year students needed 

more hands-on IT training in relation to 

WIFI, using Blackboard virtual learning 

environment, using remote access to 

systems, and printing.  

The IT Induction Group identified the 

need for a brand and “a catchy tagline 

for IT Services” so staff could be easily 

recognised and approached. For 

September 2015 t-shirts were ordered 

with the slogan “Just Ask IT” (Figure 45), 

and daily IT training sessions were setup 

for the first week of semester where 

students could come and receive help 

and step-by-step instruction.  

Delays in students getting up-and-

running quickly at the start of semester 

with regard to login details and module 

enrolments. 

A War Room42 was setup for the 

September period so that issues could 

be captured and dealt with as they 

happened. All staff involved in the 

process would meet daily for 20 minutes 

to brainstorm the positive and negative 

aspects and the opportunities from that 

day, using De Bono’s PMI model. Figure 

46 shows the outputs from one of the 

daily War Room events. This was 

                                                             
42 A War Room, in this case, was a temporary physical space that provided a canvas to capture issues, 
ideas and opportunities for the next cycle of delivery. Those involved in delivering the service could co-
locate to visually collaborate and problem solve for short 20 minute sprints. 
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managed and guided by staff who had 

attended a previous workshop where 

they learned this new approach. 

System integration, automatic scripts 

and manual tasks resulting in time 

delays and issues that were difficult to 

troubleshoot causing frustration for 

both students and staff. 

Integration scripts that migrated data 

between some of the main IT systems, 

only happened nightly. It was agreed to 

increase these to twice daily, during 

busy periods, so that student records 

were up-to-date. 

 

Table 9: Magnifeye issues and actions 

 

 

       

Figure 45: the new “Just Ask IT” logo created for the IT Servicedesk t-shirts 
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Figure 46: September War Room using De Bono’s PMI tool (images are to demonstrate the 
process) 

 

7.4 Evaluating the Action 
Most of the actions involved mapping and documenting the existing back-stage 

processes. This was always done with a view to eventually redesigning the processes 

and integrating key systems. The outcome from this project resulted in 43 concisely 

documented and mapped processes, which resulted in quicker response times when 

troubleshooting issues. The documentation also provided clear guidance for any 

future development work and was a necessary activity. The problem that now existed 

was the lack of in-house capacity to redesign the existing processes while keeping the 

lights on.  
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The energy and attitude towards changing “how we do things around here” was 

different on this project because all staff identified with how small improvements 

could really improve both the student and staff experience. Process ownership came 

up as an issue in both RECAP and RIO, but it was evident during this project, that 

people were ready to take ownership. As the IT Services team did not always have 

control over processes outside their department, Magnifeye was seen as an 

opportunity to improve processes in their own area, while at the same time 

experimenting with some new tools and techniques. 

The document repository (Figure 47) was seen as a huge step forward and it was now 

much simpler for all IT staff to quickly find details on a process, especially during the 

busy September period.   

 

Figure 47: New repository for all documentation 

 

There were many positive outputs and spin-off initiatives as a result of Magnifeye, 

especially the change in mind-set and approaching problems from the customer 

viewpoint. An example of one spin-off initiative was setting up a WIFI help desk during 

registration week, so that many connectivity issues could be resolved for new 

students, before all staff and students returned during the first week of term. 

Proactively dealing with issues, rather than waiting for queues to form at front-line 

services, was definitely an improved approach. The War Room system of capturing 

daily feedback and acting on issues immediately was a new approach, where 

previously numerous emails were sent over and back between many stakeholders. 
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Another spin-off was the establishment of an IT Induction Group, where a number of 

actions were implemented for September. Interestingly many of these spin-off 

initiatives were led by staff, who had attended workshops where they were introduced 

to Service Design tools. Many of the ideas that came up during Magnifeye required a 

joint effort across a number of departments and a report (Figure 48) outlining this was 

presented to the IT Steering Group for review. 

 

Figure 48: the September 2015 one-page report (larger version in Appendix B, Figure 81 and Figure 
82) 

 

7.5 Reflection 
The following success factors were identified early on in the project through the 

author’s interactions on the FaceMooc course:  

 Ensuring as many people as possible attended the sessions and workshops; 27 

staff attended eight workshops and two information sessions. 

 Building up trust during workshops by sharing the frustrations, and making the 

connection between those frustrations, resulted in clearer problem definition 

and well-meaning solutions.  
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 Focusing on the problems as a group for the first time, led to new insights, 

which resulted in group ownership of the problem, rather than always blaming 

other individuals or departments. 

 Understanding the role of the author as a researcher and facilitator in helping 

to change some of the existing problems by means of simple initiatives. 

At the end of this project, it was evident that not only were student-centred outcomes 

delivered, but more importantly, a process mentality change was achieved. It was 

clear that employee passion drives results and as demonstrated during this cycle, if 

employees have a sense of pride and ownership in the processes and want to make a 

difference, then positive change is realised. The I Wish43 tool showed that staff really 

wanted to fix broken processes, even though in some cases it was out of their control, 

for example “I wish we had a robust student records system, aligned processes and 

data validation”. This project inspired IT Services staff to work more productively as a 

team, rather than as individuals, and the value of co-creation and co-design was 

evident to them. It is certain that getting external advice and mentoring from the 

FaceMooc project proved invaluable and gave a different perspective on the project 

from Design Thinking experts who were outside the organisation.  

 

                                                             
43 A tool to pose questions to users and providers of a service to test future scenarios. 
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Chapter Eight | Cycle Five | Service Design Master Class 

 

 

 

 

Figure 49: Service Design Master Class timeline of activities
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8.1 The problem 
During the first four cycles, it became clear that in order to embed Design Thinking 

within an organisation, the next step was to get some willing supporters on board. In 

many organisations like CIT, there are staff who need a better way to do things, but 

are unsure where to start and are lacking the necessary tools and techniques.  

2015 was announced as the year of Irish Design as part of the Irish Government’s 

action plan for jobs. The year-long programme sought interested parties, to raise the 

profile and the benefits of design, by hosting a series of events and workshops. Initial 

research and networking revealed that very few Service Design practitioners existed in 

Ireland, and in particular, the Cork region. The antidote was to organise an 

introductory Service Design event for a cross-section of people, from the private, 

public and higher education sectors in the Cork area.  A workshop was a means to 

introduce tools to the participants, to allow them to exploit their own knowledge, 

experience and creative potential resulting in relevant, innovative and practical 

solutions in their own work or daily practice. 

The project team which consisted of the author and a co-organiser from CIT, the same 

staff member seconded for the Student Lifecycle project, devised the objectives for 

the event; to introduce participants to: 

 Service Design as a methodology to enable them to solve simple and complex 

problems using new ways of thinking, seeing and hearing;  

 A user-centred holistic approach to improve and innovate services or products; 

and 

 A set of tools and techniques to solve business problems and create value. 

 

8.2 Data Gathering and Analysis 
The project team made a submission for funding to Irish Design 2015 in order to 

deliver a one-day event to Cork-based participants, with a view to setting up a Service 

Design community in Cork. Input to the submission was sought from key stakeholders 

within CIT, and Linzi Ryan from the SPIDER project, who agreed to be the primary 

host for the event. The SPIDER project was also seeking to educate public servants in 

Service Design tools and techniques, at the same time across Ireland, so the two 
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initiatives became a co-operative cause. The author attended a one-day Design 

Thinking immersion course in Dublin and “Service Design for the Public Sector”, a 

conference in Cardiff to research ideas for the Cork occasion44.   

The Service Design Master Class was advertised to a wide Cork community and 

sought to educate a minimum of 50 participants, including 10 CIT employees, in 

Service Design tools and techniques. A number of local Service Design experts 

volunteered to host the event, along with some international experts45 from a variety 

of settings, who provided guidance to the participants on the day. 

Although many managers have various ways of delivering change and benefits to 

users and customers within an organisation, it is believed by many authors (Battarbee 

et al., 2014; Liedtka, 2011) that in order to embed Design Thinking as a new 

methodology, then a number of design champions would be instrumental. The author 

hoped that these design champions would emerge from the Master Class and become 

Service Design enthusiasts.  

 

8.3 Taking Action 
The event was carefully researched, planned and organised by the project team and 

included promoting the event on LinkedIn, Twitter and Facebook channels and 

through word-of-mouth. As Service Design was relatively new in Ireland, an event 

invite (Figure 85, Appendix B) was drafted in order to sell the event to people who had 

never heard of Service Design. The choice of venue was important and many city 

centre locations were researched. It was important that the venue inspired creativity 

but was also in a central location where participants could go out on the streets to 

perform user research in relation to the design challenge. The selection of a design 

challenge was crucial; generic enough to be easily understood by all participants and 

simple enough to be worked through, over the course of one day.  

A professional photographer was booked and refreshments were ordered; even the 

lunch supplier was carefully selected based on the creative story behind their food 

business. Stationery including post-its and markers were ordered and large A2 

                                                             
44 A full list of training events and conferences attended by the author is available in Appendix C. 
45 The agenda for the Master Class along with biographies of the hosts and experts, was included in the 
participant pack, and can be seen in Figure 84, Appendix B. 
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versions of the tool templates were printed. As the Service Design experts were 

volunteering their time on the day, gift-cards were ordered for them as a gesture of 

gratitude. In order to create a collaborative environment, round tables were ordered 

from an event management company and the room layout was carefully planned.  

A number of conference calls between the project team and some of the Service 

Design experts resulted in the agenda for the day (Figure 84, Appendix B). The Service 

Design tools were carefully chosen and in conjunction with the SPIDER project, the 

following five tools were selected:  

 Warm-up challenge, observing the experience of one participant eating a 

yogurt 

 Framing: Research Questions 

 Service Concept: User Journeys 

 Ideation: Lotus Blossom 

 Ideation: Idea Selection  

An event pack was created for all participants, which contained a biography45 of each 

of the Service Design experts, a Service Design glossary, an overview and description 

of all the tools used on the day, as well as links to tools and techniques online. Student 

interns were recruited for the day to promote and publicise the event on Twitter. 

Participants were divided into groups of six, to take on the design challenge of 

redesigning the take-away coffee experience.  Master Class participants observed 

coffee drinkers all over Cork City. From espressos to cappuccinos to flat whites, coffee 

drinkers are discerning about their coffees. It is not just the type of coffee that 

concerns customers but the kind of cup, the type of bean, the smell of the coffee, the 

greeting and general banter with the staff, the lid for the cup, and even the “latte art” 

on top.  Participants then used Service Design tools to gain insights into the coffee 

drinkers’ experience and to explore new ideas for meeting coffee drinkers’ needs. 

Participants were given a set of guidelines for the Master Class: 

 No hierarchies; everyone is equal 

 No fear, have fun 

 Every idea is a good idea 

 Forget the barriers and problems 
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 Forget all you know 

 Imagine the impossible 

 

8.4 Evaluating the Action 
Training in Design Thinking skills, is the first step, towards people understanding how 

to apply these tools directly to their own situation. Interestingly, feedback from 

participants (Figure 52) at the Service Design Master Class was very positive, and 

colleagues from CIT who attended the event, could see the direct application of tools 

they had just learned, in their own departments. It heightened people’s awareness of 

the need to co-design services with the users of that service. It was realised after this 

cycle, that ongoing support and guidance was needed, for the various departments 

that were interested in exploring new tools and techniques. 

 

Figure 50: On the left, Master Class participants at the event; and on the right some of the tools in 
use 

 

Figure 51: Total exposure on Twitter for the event 
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Figure 52: A feedback form from one particular participant 

 

The event opened up design to people that may not normally have considered it 

before and they realised that design resources and tools are available to everyone. 

One participant noted that “it teaches you to take a step back and question why you 

are doing things a certain way” and another added “we can apply Design Thinking to 

problems we encounter every day”. The participants got direct exposure to designers 

in the form of the eight mentors who volunteered for the day.  

Post-event promotion was done via social media, example shown in Figure 53 and a 

press release was issued by CIT’s Marketing department (Figure 86, Appendix B). A 

video46 of the day was recorded, edited and published online and used to promote 

further events and meet-ups. The event established a foundation for the on-going 

development and promotion of Design Thinking, across a range of sectors by: 

 Introducing participants to a new unique set of tools and methods. 

 Promoting Service Design and Design Thinking as a methodology to be used 

by any sector. 

                                                             
46 Video of the event can be seen at: https://youtu.be/U6rQgTIArdU  

https://youtu.be/U6rQgTIArdU
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 Providing participants with the tools to understand their customer or user 

journeys and redesigning those customer experiences in order to deliver 

positive outcomes. 

 

Figure 53: Service Design Master Class post-event promotion on Facebook 

 

All participants were given the option of a follow-up Service Design consultation. Two 

follow-on Service Design meet-ups, on April 15th and May 27th, introduced participants 

to more tools. Six participants worked through the Persona tool at the first meet-up 
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and seven participants got to grips with the Storyboarding47 technique, at the second 

meet-up. 

 

8.5 Reflection 
In order to sustainably try to embed Service Design tools and techniques and change 

the mind-set of “how we do things” at CIT, it was clear that this once-off event needed 

to progress into more regular training events, supported by some type of an internal 

mentoring service.  

What was really clear from this event, is that participants learned to think more about 

challenging their assumptions and seeing their business problems differently. They 

discovered how empathy with users can lead to well-designed services that deliver 

better experiences and value to customers.  

Furthermore, this was a learning opportunity for the author to see how other 

organisations teach the methodology of Design Thinking and bring that learning back 

to her own organisation, in order to create new ways of working. 

 

                                                             
47 A storyboard is a representation of a service and its use cases using a series of drawings and pictures. 
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Chapter Nine | Cycle Six | Exam Paper Submission 
 

 

 

 

Figure 54: Exam Paper Submission Project timeline of activities
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9.1 The problem 
By April 2015, in addition to introducing a new project review process, CIT’s IT 

Manager decided that all internal requests for digital solutions would go through a 

Design Thinking process. Exam Paper Submission was the next project that seemed a 

perfect fit for this methodology. The Registrar’s Office was looking for an IT solution 

to fix an existing problem; the processes and procedures around the submission of 

exam papers by academic staff. In total 1,377 exam papers were submitted to the 

Exams Office during the academic year 2014-2015. The process lacked guidelines and 

training with regard to the preparation and submission of papers. There were 

numerous security issues with the storage and transmission of papers, including the 

fact that they needed to be handed in by hard copy to the Exams Office. Busy 

timetables made it difficult to collaborate on exam papers for shared modules, and 

the lack of an online solution resulted in lecturers having to sit down in person to draft 

and review a paper. The existing culture was accustomed to the Exams Office fixing 

and editing papers before they went to external examiners and then for final printing. 

In particular, the exam paper cover sheet which contained important information, 

such as module code, title and lecturer name, was consistently wrong.   

Two previous reports were analysed, an internal audit report from 2013 and a separate 

process review by an academic staff member in 2008, which both highlighted a 

number of risks and made a series of recommendations, not yet implemented. The 

administration process was a huge overhead and many of the issues that existed 

related back to the lack of guidelines and training. The process for dealing with 

external examiners was very manual, labour intensive and prone to errors. Deadlines 

were not adhered to, leading to delays in the downstream process, which placed huge 

pressure on the Exams Office, to deliver the exam papers for the busy exam period, 

three times a year.  

 

9.2 Data Gathering and Analysis 
As a result of learning from previous projects, this cycle started with a much more 

structured project setup. A clear project plan defined key roles and responsibilities for 

the duration of the project. The project team was established and contained a project 
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sponsor, three staff from the Exams Office and four staff from IT Services including a 

student intern who was on work placement.  

The project team brainstormed around how the existing service could be improved for 

academic staff, external examiners and Exams Office staff. They formed the following 

objectives which were approved by the project sponsor: 

• Analyse and improve the exam paper submission process so that it is 

robust, secure and efficient 

• Ensure the current procedure for submitting exam papers is clearer for all 

lecturers and increase the number of exam papers submitted from weeks 

three to six48 by 50% 

• Reduce the time spent by the Exams Office on checking and amending 

inconsistencies in exam papers by 50% 

• Reduce queries to the Exams Office by 50% 

• Provide a solution for internal and external examiners to easily collaborate 

on exam papers 

• Allow full tracking of exam papers from submission to sign-off 

For phase one of the project, it was agreed to focus on analysing the existing process. 

This would involve defining the right problem, involving all stakeholders in some 

collaborative workshops, identifying quick wins and implementing those quick-wins, 

along with making some recommendations for further project phases. An 

introduction to Service Design tools, to be used during the project, was presented to 

the project team and seven Exams Office staff, in particular Service Blueprinting 

(Figure 55).  

Six unstructured interviews took place with stakeholders involved in sub-processes, or 

related processes, in order to agree the boundaries of the project. The project team 

observed all of the existing process and sub-processes and any relevant documents 

were analysed as demonstrated in Table 10. Quantitative data was captured such as 

the percentage of part papers versus shared papers, the percentage of packages 

returned from external examiners and the number of late papers submitted by each 

academic department.  

                                                             
48 Each academic year contains two semesters with 13 weeks in each semester. 
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Figure 55: An excerpt from the presentation to Exams Office staff 

 

 

Table 10: Processes and documents as part of the Exam Paper Submission process 
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Figure 56: On the left, observation of the fixing process and on the right returned packages 
containing exam papers not delivered to external examiners 

 

 

Figure 57: Exam papers sorted into colour co-ordinated folders in preparation for physical sign-off 
by lecturers 
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An email invite was sent from the project sponsor to over 1500 staff across the 

college, inviting them to participate in workshops to document the as-is process. This 

involved mapping all the actions and touchpoints from both the front and back-stages. 

The goal was also to define current challenges and problems, gather insights and 

feedback and brainstorm possible outcomes. The workshops were carefully planned 

but a last minute idea of creating a Wall of Pain49 (Figure 58) in the project room, to 

empathise with the problems and pain-points of 31 workshop participants; proved to 

be very popular. An Issue Card50 template was provided to the participants where they 

highlighted a single fact or issue and the root cause for this issue on each card, an 

example is shown in Figure 58.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

Figure 58: On the left, the Wall of Pain; on the right, one of the workshop outputs: a "fact" and 
associated "root cause" 

 

 

 

                                                             
49 Similar to a car-park, it involves a large blank wall that can be used to post pain-points during a  
workshop, and categorise them from low to high. 
50 A tool where each point on a card could contain an insight, a drawing or a description of a scenario, or 
simply a “fact” and “root cause”. 
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Figure 59: On the top, staff attending one of the Exam Paper Submission workshops; and below, 
collating the workshop outputs into one Service Blueprint 
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The outputs from the three workshops were collated into one Service Blueprint (Figure 

59), which clearly highlighted all the fail and wait points during the process. Some of 

the key pain points as identified by lecturers and Exams Office staff included: 

 “Lecturers’ forget to sign-off on their exam papers and less than 50% do so”. 

 “It can be very difficult to meet and collaborate on shared papers with 

colleagues due to timetables”. 

 “We are not sure what to put on the front of the paper; module codes, extern 

names etc”. 

 “If a course code or lecturer’s name is missing from the exam paper, it can 

create anxiety in the exam hall”. 

 “We have to physically call to the Exams Office to hand in exam papers and if I 

am writing 10 papers then I will wait to submit them all together”. 

Some possible outcomes identified by stakeholders during the workshops included: 

 “We would really like an exam paper template where the cover page auto-

populates”. 

 “We need clearer guidelines for formatting exam papers”. 

 “We should receive confirmation whether an extern returns feedback or not”. 

 “It should be possible to electronically sign-off on exam papers, rather than 

walking down to the Exams Office to physically sign something”. 

 “We need to get rid of memory sticks as they are a huge security risk”. 

A key aspect of this project was using the methods of Shadowing51 and Observation52 

to assess what was actually happening on the ground. This involved sitting in the 

Exams Office during busy periods to take notes and photographs and assess what was 

happening at the front and back-stage. One observation noted that the email 

communication from the Registrar’s Office was often ignored and was considered to 

be advice and not policy. It was noted that the scanning of USB sticks containing exam 

papers can cause considerable delays at the Exams Office front desk, especially during 

                                                             
51 A research tool to observe front-line staff or customers in their day-to-day environment. 
52 A tool to observe users or customers interacting with a service or product.  
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busy periods when many staff arrive at the same time. The fixing and editing of exam 

papers can take approximately 40 man days, which then causes delays in the papers 

being sent to externs. All of the observations were analysed and mapped into a 

spreadsheet along with the facts and root causes from the Wall of Pain. Finally all the 

facts, issues, user stories, observations, conversations, needs, pain points, fears and 

motivations were externalised onto a large wall, where they were then categorised 

under the following headings: 

 Guidelines and training 

 Communication 

 Transmission, storage and security of exam papers 

 Creation of exam papers 

 External examiner process 

 Fixing and general administration of exam papers 

 Deadlines and sign-off of papers 

 

9.3 Taking Action 
The first output from this phase was the final Service Blueprint, (Figure 60 and Figure 

87 in Appendix B) co-created in the workshops, collated by the project team and 

visualised using Microsoft Visio.  The project team collaborated and externalised 

everything onto a large wall and spent some time absorbing all the details. The team 

then brainstormed with regard to possible quick-wins and a list was identified and 

agreed by the team, which included: 

 A checklist for lecturers 

 An online site with all information, templates and guidelines 

 Enforcing existing deadlines  
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Figure 60: Final Service Blueprint of the as-is process 

 

The quick-wins were then prioritised using a priority matrix (Figure 61) and a scoring 

mechanism was applied to each item. For example, the large number of versions of 

the exam paper template, meant that instructions from the Registrar’s Office were 

unclear. One high priority and high impact quick-win that was identified, was a new 

online information site, containing a master template and video instructions for each 

step of the process. Another item considered to be low hanging fruit was to increase 

the processing power of the PC used at the front counter of the Exams Office so that 

USB keys could be scanned quicker. It was important for existing rules to be enforced 

by all Exams Office staff, and to develop some uniformity and consistency for dealing 

with late submissions, and papers that were missing key information on the cover 

page.  
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Figure 61: Priority Matrix used to prioritise actions 

 

A 30-page report was compiled by the project team in order to close out phase one. 

The report gave an account of all the data that was gathered and the quick-wins 

identified. It also summarised the main issues as follows:  

 Lack of accountability and managerial support: for example, each year over 

48% of papers are submitted late and often exam papers are submitted within 

days of the examination taking place. 

 Lack of policy and procedures: a separate procedure or policy needed to be put 

in place with regard to exam paper storage, transmission and submission. 

 Lack of training: the feedback from workshops suggested that lecturers were 

not clear on how to submit an exam paper correctly. 

 Security concerns: there was no clear policy on how and where exam papers 

should be stored which meant that multiple methods were being used. 

The report unearthed that there was a lack of guidance and training on how to 

produce exam papers, resulting in general confusion among the academic 

community.  While there are procedures in place, much of this needs to be reviewed 

and updated.  Without proper documented procedures for the exams process, it is 

open to ambiguity, prone to errors, and is impossible to ensure accountability. The 
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report outlined further phases of work which included the implementation of the 

quick-wins, the design of a to-be process, a tender process for a suitable digital 

solution and a pilot implementation phase of the same solution.  

 

9.4 Evaluating the Action 
As highlighted in the literature review by Design Council (2013) and Snook and Design 

Managers Australia (2014), change cannot happen if there is no space for design-led 

innovation. Organisational culture is central to the running of an organisation and 

from the analysis of the current processes, in relation to exam paper management, 

there was a requirement for a huge cultural shift, in how processes and procedures 

were adhered to. Even though some processes are outlined in policy and procedure 

documents, they were not always followed. For example, almost 50% of all exam 

papers were submitted beyond the submission deadlines. It is expected that setting 

up a Governance Group inclusive of Senior Management, Exams Office staff, IT 

Services and academic personnel will encourage a shift in culture in relation to the 

management of exam papers. The Governance Group would act as champion for the 

project and encourage change where needed. They should also act as communicators 

for the broader community affected and be a platform for feedback throughout the 

project.  

At the time of writing this thesis, the quick-wins had not been implemented due to 

staff leaving the Exams Office and the office being too under-resourced to continue 

with the project. The learning from this cycle was that there was an appetite for 

change to the existing exam paper submission process but no space, time and 

resources to do so.  

 

9.5 Reflection 
One of the main challenges of this project was allocation of resources. From the 

beginning, Exams Office staff did not have time to work on this project as the 

demands of operational activity and daily tasks, far exceeded expectations. This led to 

IT Services driving the project due to a lack of project experience in the area and staff 

overloaded with day-to-day operations.  
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While an online solution is needed, most of the issues uncovered were not of a 

technical nature and were more process and service based.  These issues will need to 

be addressed before a digital solution can be put in place. Although the project did not 

proceed to phase two and the quick-wins were not implemented, the methodology of 

Design Thinking created a new approach of spending time in the problem space, 

which proved hugely valuable during this cycle.  Once the project is ready to progress, 

the time spent during the “discover” and “define” phase will prove invaluable and the 

insights and information gathered, can quickly move the project into the “develop” 

phase. A shared understanding of purpose and vision for this project is essential, 

which recognises the impact of changing work practices for over 1000 academic staff.  
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Chapter Ten | Cycle Seven | Service Design Hub 

 

 

 

Figure 62: Service Design Hub timeline of activities
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10.1 The Problem 
The informal introduction of Design Thinking as a new way of working was not 

sustainable, and there was a need for an institute-wide change initiative. One of the 

guiding principles of the Government Digital Service in the UK is that there is “no 

innovation until everything works”53, so they set up a team to focus on transforming 

user experiences across government services. At CIT, key front-line services are so 

busy with day-to-day fire-fighting, that they need guidance, expertise and support, to 

enable them to collaboratively redesign their existing services. As highlighted by one 

senior staff member “as the Institute is scaling up, the processes that supported 200 

students will not support 800 students”. 

It was clear from the progress made across the first six cycles that CIT needed to: 

• Analyse existing processes and services; 

• Design and develop new user-centred services;  

• Engage people to solve day-to-day problems; and 

• Embed Design Thinking to enable cross-functional conversations, ideas and 

change. 

Slapping on a fresh coat of paint and making a few repairs was not going to address 

the underlying problems. Without a senior management campaign, Design Thinking 

would neither have the reach nor impact required to change “how we do things 

around here”. A formal and central resource was needed to help drive the initiative to 

the next stage of delivering value and outcomes, for both staff and students at CIT. 

The old tools were not up to the complexity of the challenges faced, new approaches 

were needed that could deliver real results.  

 

10.2 Data Gathering and Analysis 
A number of conversations and informal interviews were conducted with external 

stakeholders to gather evidence, and learn from established higher education process 

improvement units and public sector innovation labs. Many of the higher education 

                                                             
53 One of three guiding principles introduced by Russell Davies, former Director of Strategy at 
Government Digital Services.  
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units were specifically using Lean54 tools and techniques and the innovation labs 

seemed to be more focused on human-centred design methods, or systems thinking, 

in the case of the Alberta Co-Lab. In Ireland, both University College Dublin (UCD) and 

Royal College of Surgeons (RCSI), are at early stages of setting up continuous 

improvement or Lean teams. Both have senior level buy-in, a willingness to commit 

resources to the initiative and train those resources in new tools and techniques, in 

order to pilot a proof of concept. Many of the universities have used the St. Andrew’s 

University Lean model, experience and expertise, to setup their Lean teams. 

Attendance at the Lean in Higher Education conference in Stirling, Scotland, in 

November 2016 revealed like-minded individuals and teams in similar organisations 

who are identifying improvements on a daily basis in order to accelerate change. 

Informal phone interviews were conducted with eight universities, two innovation labs 

and one design consultancy and their learnings and advice is summarised in Table 11 

and Table 12. 

                                                             
54 Lean is a process of continuous improvement tools and techniques primarily used in manufacturing 
industries. 
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Higher Education Institutions  

Person Role and Organisation Date  Key Discussion Points  

Rachel 
McAssey 

Head of Process Improvement  
University of Sheffield 

22/5/2015  Proof of concept projects are very worthwhile when starting 

out, in order to demonstrate the benefits and build trust 

amongst stakeholders.  

 Advocates and supporters in the form of senior sponsors is 

critical.  

 Process improvement is a journey that people grow towards, 

in terms of their thinking, and that journey takes time. 

 In order to change the culture, get the low hanging fruit and 

shout loud about your success stories.  

 Training is essential and allows people to do the 

improvement work themselves. 

 80% of issues can be fixed by clarifying process and 

improving communication and 20% with an IT solution. 

 Baseline data and metrics, captured upfront, can really build 

support and evidence for efficiencies and improvements. 

Steve 
Yorkstone 

Senior Consultant 
Edinburgh Napier University 

2/6/2015 

Bianca Shaw Deputy Director of Assessment 
University College Dublin (UCD) 

5/6/2015 

Doreen 
Gilfedder 

Financial Controller 
Royal College of Surgeons in 
Ireland (RCSI) 

22/6/2015 

Mark Ritchie Deputy Director and Head of 
Project Services 
University of Edinburgh 

5/11/2015 

Heather 
Lawrence 

Business Improvement Manager 
University of Strathclyde 

12/11/2015 

Robert 
Dowling 

Director of Engagement and 
Transition  
University of Nottingham 

25/5/2016 

Simon Collier Solutions and Standards 
Manager 
University of Alberta 

13/7/2016 

Table 11: Summary of key learnings and advice from higher education institutions 
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Innovation Labs 

Person Role and Organisation Date  Key Discussion Points  

Philippe Coullomb Co-Founder 
Where To From Here 

19/5/2015  Be prepared to pivot every three years. 

 Measurement is critical; it is important to identify metrics at 

the beginning of an engagement and always try and show a 

monetary saving. 

 Network and learn from other innovation labs. 

 Look out for champions; work with the willing and recruit 

people into this way of thinking. 

 Create a physical space. 

 Create a community of practice; which will build internal 

capacity. 

 Create a list of criteria for new projects, for example, 

participants must be willing to reframe the problem.  

 Be transparent and publish case studies.  

Dr. Alex Ryan Senior Systems Design 
Manager 
Alberta CoLab 

26/4/2016 

Sydney Smith-
Heimbrock 

Executive Director 
Innovation Lab @ OPM 

13/12/2016 

Table 12: Summary of key discussion points with innovation labs
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At the same time, seven department managers were interviewed in their own offices 

(Figure 63), to get a sense of the immediate issues waiting on their desks; the stuff 

that was keeping them up at night. A set of questions was designed for the one-hour 

sessions in order to make the best use of their time: 

1. What are the key bottlenecks in your department? 

2. What is the biggest paper pile on your desk? 

3. What do you think are the reasons for inefficient processes in CIT? 

4. What do you see as the cause of administrative tasks?  

a. Paper forms, for example, extenuating circumstances forms, 

registration forms, social welfare forms 

b. Tracing and fixing incorrect or dirty data 

c. IT systems 

d. Inefficient processes 

5. If you could improve one process, what would it be? 

6. What is your busiest period during the academic year? 

a. Prospect 

b. Application 

c. Registration 

d. Education 

e. Graduation 

f. Alumni 

7. What do you think of the concept of a Service Design Hub? 

8. Have you any suggestions? 

They revealed that valuable time was spent signing forms, searching for student 

information, scanning and saving documents such as sick certificates from students, 

storing student data in stand-alone databases, spreadsheets and diaries, sharing 

documents with colleagues, mostly by email or internal post and solving mysteries; as 

one person described it “I feel like a Crime Scene Investigator sometimes”. They 

asserted that “paper comes at us from above, below and sideways”. They were 

spending a lot of time and energy on administrative tasks, with little time for 

innovation or improvement. Another interviewee revealed that the “volume of email 
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is disabling, you could spend all day everyday answering emails”. It was clear that 

these were all symptoms of inefficient processes.  

 

 

Figure 63: Two offices of department managers in CIT with paper forms waiting to be processed 
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10.3 Taking Action 
While Lean concepts were considered relevant, it was evident from the earlier cycles 

that the principles of Design Thinking were more suitable for CIT’s requirements. The 

goal was to focus on changing mind-sets and outlining the important role that staff 

play in designing and delivering better services. As Design Thinking becomes 

embedded, the mind-set should change naturally, as people learn to become Design 

Thinkers. The concepts and tools need to be simple to learn and to use, so that people 

can see the value of them quickly. In essence Design Thinking will become embedded 

by leading people towards the integration of design into their daily work practices.  

A one-page proposal for a “hub” was initially created by the author in March 2016 but 

needed further development. It outlined the following objectives: 

• Provide expertise in Service Design and facilitate key projects 

• Engage with staff and students to solve day-to-day problems 

• Clarify, improve and redesign existing services and introduce new services  

• Improve communication across existing processes 

• Generate costs savings and efficiencies 

It was proposed that the hub would be governed by a cross-section of academic, 

technical and administrative staff, to ensure that all projects would align with the 

Institutional strategy. Pre-project checks would be put in place to guarantee that a 

process owner existed, and importantly, that space, time and resources existed for all 

projects. The concept of an innovation hub was presented to 62 senior staff at a 

monthly senior staff breakfast in April 2016. It was important to plant the seed of 

innovation in their heads and invite feedback and collaboration on the subject.  

A number of naming ideas for the hub or unit were brainstormed with colleagues and 

it was questioned whether the word “design” should be in the name. In parallel, some 

planning was done with colleagues in one of CIT’s academic departments, to address 

the possibility of creating a new Service Design module and a certificate in Design 

Thinking that could be offered to internal and external stakeholders.  

At the same time, a working group called Acting-as-One was in operation, focused on 

planning the activities of the proposed merger between CIT and IT Tralee to become 

Munster Technological University (MTU). It was proposed to use the HR Recruitment 
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Approval process, as an example, for an introductory workshop on Service Design, for 

the Acting-as-One Working Group. In May 2016, 13 staff including senior 

management attended a three hour workshop to redesign the existing process (Figure 

16, Chapter Three).  

The primary output of the workshop was a quick introduction of the Service Blueprint 

tool, mapping of the existing as-is process in both institutes, and design of a new 

merged to-be process (Figure 64).  A number of fail and wait points were identified in 

the existing processes, and what was clear was that paper forms resulted in 

inconsistent submissions to HR, including missing data and documents. An online 

solution with a redesigned process would provide HR with more control over 

requisition submissions. The workshop was used to demonstrate how a design facility 

would be an important factor for merger activities.  

 

Figure 64: final to-be Service Blueprint (a larger version is shown in Figure 88 in Appendix B) 

 

In early 2016 Cork County Council approached CIT’s Vice President for External Affairs 

with a partnership proposal for a Centre for Service Innovation in Cork that would 

build user-centred services for the public. Some further meetings took place in 

November 2016 and as this thesis was being finalised, a number of planning meetings 

were taking place around the branding, mission and vision of the centre and the 

partnership between CIT and Cork County Council.  
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10.4 Evaluating the Action 
Students encounter many touchpoints during their time in CIT; events such as 

application, registration and exams, engagement and interaction with front-line and 

academic staff, paper forms, silos of service delivery and system interfaces. What 

students do not see are the disconnected and broken processes, frustrated staff, dirty 

data, paper mountains and the division between academic processes, IT solutions and 

administrative functions.  

After speaking with many stakeholders and presenting the ideas for the hub to a large 

audience, the structure and outputs of the hub needed to be considered in more 

detail. Would the hub be a “workshop factory” delivering internal capability, a training 

facility that supports entire projects or a hub with a transformation intent, shifting the 

organisational culture to one focused on customers? The value proposition needed to 

be considered, for example, what exactly was the hub offering and more importantly 

what the hub was not offering? It was clear that accelerated problem-solving was the 

main goal, but would the hub have the capacity to both train staff and work on new 

projects. When looking at best practice, the primary focus of the Lab at OPM had 

three core competencies:  

 Lead innovation throughout the organisation by providing advice and support 

 Train, coach and mentor participants though the design process 

 Teach human-centred design tools and techniques. 

A two-year plan was drafted, in consultation with senior management, with the 

following objectives for the hub:  

• Train, support and mentor staff, students and external stakeholders in user-

centred design methodologies, tools and techniques 

• Interact with the Design Thinking community in the region and build a local 

network 

• Share knowledge and resources by delivering seminars and events, for both 

the public and private sector in the region 

• Collaborate with partners across projects to solve complex problems using the 

design process. 
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The three pillars of delivery were visualised as: 

• Training: delivering events, seminars and formal training by way of a five 

credit Service Design module and a special purpose award in Design Thinking  

• Doing: delivering internal improvements in a number of areas and co-

designing on external projects 

• Supporting and mentoring individuals and departments in Design Thinking 

across a range of sectors and projects. 

 

10.5 Reflection 
Although management had bought into the idea of a design hub, it was unclear where 

the hub should sit within the organisational structure. One view was that the hub 

should act as a support to the upcoming organisational change; the merger of two 

institutes, CIT and IT Tralee, to become Munster Technological University (MTU). This 

would also be a means of embedding a new way of thinking within teams, as part of 

re-engineering and merging existing processes.  

Although the concept of the hub was being discussed for almost a year, it was the 

vision of Cork County Council that really created space for CIT’s hub to move forward. 

The author’s vision alone was not strong enough to convince management, but when 

a senior manager in a similar sized public sector organisation was driving forward with 

a Service Design initiative, it was clear to management that CIT needed to partner on 

this programme of innovation. At the time of writing this thesis, conversations and 

workshops with CIT, Cork County Council and Snook55 were progressing and planning 

for a June 2017 launch event was in progress.  

  

                                                             
55 Snook are a Glasgow based design agency based employed by Cork County Council to help them 
design better services.  
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Chapter Eleven | Discussion 

11.1 Introduction 
This chapter builds on the findings from all seven action research cycles and examines 

the issues raised, identifying similarities and differences and comparing them against 

the gaps identified in the literature review. This research was designed to investigate 

how Design Thinking can be embedded in a higher education institution, as an 

alternative and novel approach, to challenge the notion of “how we do things around 

here”. The findings suggest that Service Design tools and techniques are a strong 

driver towards implementing change and towards convincing senior management 

that a new approach is required. The author found that Service Design had a positive 

influence on this organisation but that influence was slow to gain traction due to 

barriers in place even after four years. However, this is actually a short timeframe 

given the intention is to change entrenched institutional culture and process. 

Four primary themes emerged from all seven action research cycles. This chapter 

discusses how the themes emerged, what those themes are and the implications of 

Service Design practice on those themes. Discussing the findings was a two-step 

activity, firstly extrapolating the key findings from all seven cycles and secondly 

testing those findings with some experts in the field. In March 2017, as the author was 

navigating through the findings, a fact-finding trip to London was planned with 

colleagues from Cork County Council. The purpose of this trip was to meet a number 

of Service Design experts in order to learn from their experience in setting up public 

sector innovation labs. Additionally, it was an opportunity to discuss and test the four 

emerging themes and findings from the thesis. The key discussion points from these 

meetings are summarised in Table 13. 
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Person Role and 
Organisation 

Key Discussion Points  

Sarah Gillinson Managing Partner,  
The Innovation 
Unit 

 Build capability and mobilise stakeholders. A mix of skills in a team is critical, 
communications and engagement expertise, design expertise and leadership 

 Start small, think big 

 Demonstrate value fast 

 Mind-set change; it is important to get people to want the change  

 A leader at the top who is ready and able to lead the design journey is ideal 

 Get people to identify what they want to do and why they want to do it 

Dominic 
Campbell 

Managing 
Director, 
FutureGov 

 No point redesigning a service, or a website, if the structure behind it is still wrong 

 Design change from outside-in and inside-out simultaneously  

 It is important to demonstrate the benefits, for example, savings in the mail room, 
reduction in contact centre calls etc; 

 Five skills or roles are needed to start a “lab” or a “hub”; Service Designer, User 
Researcher, Technologist, Project Manager, Communications Specialist 

Will Bibby Transformation 
and innovation 
Lead,  
Essex County 
Council 

 Deliver a Design Thinking training programme for senior managers 

 Reform and change needs to be pushed from the top down 

 Try to set up a lab or team focused on transformation 

 Build capacity by partnering with other organisations  

 Pick projects where collaboration is required across departments 

 Design the evaluation and measurement up front before a project begins 

Mark Hurrell Designer,  
Government 
Digital Service 

 Every service should go through an existing evaluation to see if it works 

 Recreate services in different places 

 Look for design patterns in order to stop solving the same problems over and again 

 It is important to embed designers across public sector organisations  
Table 13: Details of meetings with Service Design experts in London in March 2017
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Although there is much cross-over between each theme and how they influence each 

other, it was practical to summarise, interpret and group the findings in this way. For 

instance, innovation within an organisation is influenced by both leadership and 

culture and the two are almost intertwined, as leaders create the culture in an 

organisation.   

As part of the final project report, further and more recent literature was reviewed as 

follows: 

Bason, C. (2017) Leading Public Design: Discovering Human-Centered 

Governance. Bristol: Policy  Press (UK). 

Dorst, K. (2015) Frame Innovation. Create New Thinking by Design. Cambridge: 

The MIT Press. 

Nesta (2016) Designing for Public Services. London: Nesta. Retrieved 1 March 

2018 from 

https://www.nesta.org.uk/sites/default/files/nesta_ideo_guide_ja

n2017.pdf 

Service Design 

Network (2016) 

Service Design Impact Report: Public Sector. Available at: 

https://www.service-design-network.org/books-and-

reports/impact-report-public-sector (Accessed: 1 March 2018). 

Yu, E. and 

Sangiorgi, D. 

(2018) 

Exploring the transformative impacts of service design: The role 

of designer–client relationships in the service development 

process, Design Studies. (Design Processes in Service 

Innovation), 55, pp. 79–111. 

Table 14: Additional Literature 

 

11.2 Facing fears 
In line with many studies (Fox and Brewer, 2010; Mulgan, 2007) and as demonstrated 

throughout the cycles, many people were reluctant to embrace change. It could 

reasonably be argued that perhaps they felt that change might impact upon their 

existing work environment. Although as evidenced during cycle seven by one staff 

member, many people are open to change but “when you are working on something 

for a long time, you do not always see how it could be improved”. People develop a 

tunnel vision, and a certain short-sightedness can become contagious. As Basadur 

(2004) recognised, encouraging people to apply creative thinking to challenges, 

enables them to face their fears by thinking collectively, while at the same time, 

empowering them with new methods. As such, undertaking this research as an insider 

https://www.nesta.org.uk/sites/default/files/nesta_ideo_guide_jan2017.pdf
https://www.nesta.org.uk/sites/default/files/nesta_ideo_guide_jan2017.pdf
https://www.service-design-network.org/books-and-reports/impact-report-public-sector
https://www.service-design-network.org/books-and-reports/impact-report-public-sector
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embedded in the action within this organisation raised a number of challenges. One 

way to overcome these fears is by learning, doing and practicing and this was true for 

both the author as part of her own professional development and for many project 

participants throughout this research investigation, based on their feedback. The 

research supports the view that Design Thinking can help to alleviate these fears with 

practical powerful methods that support people to become good problem solvers. 

Trust took a long time to build and even after the success of the pilot project, RECAP, 

it was clear that change takes time and needs to be cultivated over a number of years 

(Campbell, 2014; Martin, 2009).  

 

11.3 Theme 1: Shifting mind-set  
When embarking on this journey the author was already established in a role 

delivering change and assumed that introducing a new approach like Service Design 

would be similar to previous IT led change projects. The author did not understand the 

full fossilisation of the existing culture within the organisation and the task of 

changing habits that have been embedded over some time.  

Introducing new tools and techniques and achieving some relevant outcomes and 

quick-wins has the potential to make a real difference, if you can start to change the 

mind-set of the people working in the organisation (Clay, 2013; Kimbell, 2011). The 

findings mirror this view, staff in CIT have to “get-it”, and they should understand the 

reason for change and be willing to adapt their existing work practices, to be part of 

this mind-set change. This theme is consistent across all cycles; the “people” element 

and the different types of people in an organisation that can promote or hinder 

innovation.  

Many authors discuss the importance of quick-wins as small steps towards 

organisation-wide change, but there is a gap in the literature as to how to use these 

quick-wins to reshape the culture of the organisation (Clay, 2013; Hammer and 

Champy, 2003; Kanter, 2013a; Kotter, 1995). This research was investigating if those 

quick-wins could lead to transformational change. At the start of this research 

journey, the author did not think about how those quick-wins could change cultural 

mind-set, but a good deal of the research has battled with this. Throughout this 

research, the author strived to implement quick-wins, in order to get people on board 
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with a design approach. What has been observed is that those quick-wins have 

snowballed and some staff are now trying to change their thinking, even where the 

author is not part of that process. This seems to further support those that argue that 

quick-wins can lead to significant change (Kanter, 2013; Kotter, 1995) and to 

contradict the research that suggests there is no point in implementing quick-wins 

(Hammer and Champy, 2003; Jenkins, 2008).  

Service Design is a human-centred design process which makes it essential to include 

the people that you are designing for in the design process (Holmlid, 2009; Moritz, 

2005). What the literature does not explain is how to win over front-line staff 

delivering services, and convince them of the importance of co-designing prototypes 

and solutions, when their priority is the completion of day-to-day operational tasks. 

Prior to starting out on this research journey, the author did not realise the impact of 

poorly designed services. The manual nature of many services leads to bottlenecks, 

frustration and miscommunication. Staff are busy doing a lot of things but achieving 

very little, because of inadequate back-stage processes that do not support front-line 

services. In fact what was found in many cycles is that no formal process existed but a 

series of tasks conceived by default rather than by design. As one staff member 

described it during the RIO project: “everyone is always fighting their own corner” 

rather than working together.  

What did become clear after cycle four, Magnifeye, was a change in attitude; a try-it-

and-see mentality and an openness to prototyping was evident, for example, the 

introduction of pop-up help desks to proactively deal with queues. The evidence is 

therefore that a Design Thinking mentality was starting to become embedded 

especially as some of these new offshoot projects were not instigated by the author. 

Many staff in CIT have a sense of pride in what they do and have an appetite for 

change, but struggle with barriers such as under-resourcing, constrained budgets and 

lack of managerial support.  

 

11.4 Theme 2: Leadership with a cohesive purpose 
Another factor that can influence mind-set is a leader who is ready and able to lead 

change and can encourage people to take risks and explore opportunities (Boyle et al., 

2010; Droll, 2013). What was not clear from the literature, is where in the organisation 
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that leader needs to be situated, and whether change can only be driven top-down. 

Many authors (Kotter, 1995; Kanter, 1984) discuss the necessity of a leader with a 

vision to drive change but how to do this using a Design Thinking approach in a higher 

education institution was not deliberated. Interestingly, where the change is 

instigated from in the organisation impacts the effect the change has and this study 

found that grassroots change takes longer to stick. Although many author’s (Kotter, 

1995; Kanter, 1984; Burke, 2013) see that change needs to be driven from the top, this 

author’s role as a Design Thinking leader situated at the middle of the organisation, 

did have the power to influence change. If the change had been led in parallel by 

senior management then the impact might have been far greater. The most obvious 

finding to emerge was that there did not seem to be a consistent view on underlying 

priorities, and a stable foundation to work from.  

Although participants on the ground could see the value in Service Design, the 

initiative and associated projects were not being led by managers or sponsors in key 

areas. Recommendations from Design Thinking experts who had first-hand 

experience was that senior management buy-in and direction were a priority, when 

trying to convince the rest of the organisation. The independent social enterprise, The 

Innovation Unit, gave two examples; one organisation where a single senior manager 

was leading the change, resulted in limited impact and the initiative failing to take off. 

Another similar organisation that had commitment from five senior directors, was 

driving change through the use of Design Thinking and “making stuff happen”. 

As discussed by Miller and Moultrie (2013), a design leader is one who can lead and 

embed a Design Thinking approach in an organisation. This leader seems to possess 

different qualities to those on the senior management team, although they could be 

the same person but it is not necessary. The most interesting finding with regard to 

leadership is the impact the author was able to instil from the middle of the 

organisation. It is likely that she would have had far less impact if she was on the 

senior management team caught up in daily management duties and not free to “do”, 

influence and implement iterative change. What the author found, is that it can be a 

lonely journey starting out as a sole change agent, emerging into a design thinker and 

later on transforming into a design leader. Convincing colleagues and the organisation 

as a whole, while at the same time reminding and motivating oneself, can be a 
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difficult task. The evidence so far from this research is that design leadership at the 

top can only exist, if it is being driven in parallel from the bottom and middle of the 

organisation. One has to start somewhere and the evidence so far shows that 

implementing quick-wins and involving senior management in workshops, can 

influence their commitment to Design Thinking, demonstrated in the establishment 

of a Service Design Hub.  

After the RIO project, a number of “checks” were put in place which led to a lull in 

terms of new projects, because the business readiness was clearly lacking. The author 

almost designed herself out of projects because the critical factors were not in place 

for improvement and change to take place. Moments of inspiration arrive and 

continuous communication eventually starts to traverse through the organisation as 

was evident when an “Introduction to Design Thinking” workshop organised by the 

author in March 2017 sold out 30 places in a short space of time. 

Much of the literature discussed the power of design champions within the 

organisation as a necessary vehicle for transformation (Battarbee et al., 2014; Liedtka, 

2011). The author found this to be true, and throughout the seven cycles recruited 

champions and supporters along the way. It is interesting to note from these results, 

and not clear from the literature, that finding a partner organisation that is looking to 

build user-centred services, can have a significant impact on one’s own organisation. 

When Cork County Council proposed a partnership, in the form of establishing a 

Service Design Hub with CIT, the appetite for change grew and more senior managers 

came on board in support.  This finding was unexpected and suggests that a sense of 

urgency from elsewhere can start to build an army of like-minded thinkers, with a 

similar purpose and vision. 

As a business analyst, the author was always of the mind-set that digitisation can 

solve many existing problems, in conjunction with re-engineering existing processes. 

What this journey has highlighted to the author and her colleagues and confirmed in 

some real-world examples (Snook and Design Managers Australia, 2014), is that 

digital is not a panacea for resolving problems. In essence, the cultural changes will 

have to shift, before technology is really allowed to do its job, otherwise technology 

will continue to be blamed for process issues. All seven cycles of action research 

revealed something surprising; a shared understanding of purpose and vision for 
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student and staff experience across the whole Institute, appeared to be missing. 

Changing work practices has happened to some extent, with some departments now 

understanding that successful digitisation of a process involves designing the future 

state. They also realise that they need to co-design their own services, with all 

stakeholders involved, rather than dropping off the process to be “fixed”; like 

dropping one’s car at a garage for a service. Change was not being business-led even 

with involvement in projects and Design Thinking training. This reinforced the need to 

co-design user-centred services, with ongoing support and guidance, to help people to 

take risks, prototype ideas and implement their own change.  

 

11.5 Theme 3: Silos of cyclical inaction  
Throughout the research while attending conferences56 and speaking to colleagues in 

other institutions, it seems that bureaucracy and paper work have a constrained 

straightjacketing effect on processes and mind-sets in higher education 

administration and these organisations are not innovative by nature. As mentioned in 

the literature, the impact of organisational silos on innovation and change initiatives, 

is a common issue (Beckman and Barry, 2007; Mulgan, 2007; Trkman, 2010; Von 

Stamm, 2008). Very little was found in the literature about how Service Design tools 

and techniques could influence silos in an organisation, but there is a concept of 

service owners in contrast to department managers, as a way to eradicate these silos. 

This was introduced to the author by Dominic Campbell from FutureGov (Table 13), 

who advised on firstly building a digital service, then restructuring around the service 

and creating a service manager or owner to own the entire customer journey. Building 

and delivering the right services will eventually lead to cost savings and elimination of 

silos.  

After delivering the structure of the Student Lifecycle, it was hoped that the next step 

would be to align CIT’s systems, processes, services and supports under this lifecycle. 

The problem that exists in many higher education institutions and highlighted 

through several discussions57, is that there are managers and staff assigned to the 

                                                             
56 See Appendix C for a full list of conferences and seminars attended. 
57 See Appendix C for a full list of conferences and seminars attended and Table 13 for key discussions 
with Service Design experts in March 2017.  
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operational day-to-day duties, but there is no role assigned to iteratively 

implementing change, after each cycle of administration. It can be very difficult to 

redesign services in an organisation where the structure and hierarchies remain the 

same. The customer or student journey needs an owner from start to finish, for 

example, since RECAP, part-time student registration still has no owner and although 

the experience improved for part-time students, continuous iterative improvement 

would be possible, if there was a service owner. 

The findings demonstrate that people in general are open to new approaches but 

those approaches have to make their jobs easier and be simple to grasp. The problem 

is that there is no incentive to change or do things better and this was evident during 

cycle three, RIO, when staff showed frustration with the existing inefficient processes. 

They were too burdened with daily tasks to drive change in their own areas, let alone 

merge those changes across a number of departments. Once you earn their trust and 

they understand what Design Thinking is, in the author’s experience, it is then easier 

to encourage people to work with you. There are plenty of good ideas being 

implemented in different areas; the difficulty is for someone to coordinate all these 

ideas across a myriad of departments and services. People get frustrated when trying 

to bring groups together, which sometimes means they just plough ahead and do 

their own thing resulting in high and low spots of good student experience. It was also 

evident that there is a lack of trust: “I do not trust any of them anyway; I always 

double and treble check everything.” This can be seen as a barrier to co-design and 

there is an element of starting on the back foot.  

As was mostly evident after the RIO project, one of the challenges to emerge was that 

cross-silo service delivery can be really difficult. On a similar strand, front-stage 

service delivery is usually planned, managed and delivered separately to the back-

stage processes, which can lead to a lack of understanding on both sides. The back-

stage developers do not really understand the type of queries that front-line staff are 

dealing with and the front-line staff do not understand the intricacies of back-stage 

processes and systems. This became very evident during the Magnifeye project where 

a small front-line data entry error can impact all the follow-on downstream processes.  

Change has in this context been reactionary and not co-created across departments.  

Many authors have discussed silos as barriers to change and innovation but did not 
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suggest ways to remove or work around these barriers (Battarbee et al., 2014; Beyerle 

et al., 2011; Matthews et al., 2012). Evidence from the RIO project is that even when it 

is recognised that there is a cross-silo collaboration and service delivery issue, the 

difficulty then exists to get people to work together. Although people mainly have 

good intentions of working together with the same purpose in mind, one service 

owner is the most practical way to create a better student experience. What happened 

during RIO was that there was no senior leadership direction which led to indirect 

communication, confusion and frustration.  

 

11.6 Theme 4: Creating space 
There is a problem that cannot be ignored, where organisational change is process-led 

rather than user-led which creates a vicious circle; “a complex chain of events which 

reinforce themselves through a feedback loop” (n.d., 2017). These problems seem to 

be common in hierarchical and bureaucratic organisations where there is no space or 

time to take the initiative, identify problems and develop better processes to fix those 

problems. This was evident across a number of cycles, when the author observed that 

front-line activities were closely supervised, and a rigidity exists as to what tasks are 

performed by front-line workers; their roles are almost set in stone. 

The aim was to seek out, develop and nurture a range of champions across the 

organisation, but the reality was that people were too busy with their day-to-day jobs 

and not encouraged to take risks and innovate. Their role is to keep the lights on, and 

this is the case in many public sector organisations; it is a vicious circle, staff are too 

busy to innovate, and the same processes continue to overload the same staff, at busy 

times of the year. What the Government Digital Service (Table 13) found, was that 

organisations like CIT, end up solving the same problems over and again.  

Prior studies have noted the importance of creating both a physical and psychological 

environment for innovation and change (Droll, 2013; McPhee, 2009; Mulgan, 2007) as 

well as assigning resources to change projects. A common theme that emerged 

during this research was that employees are expected to continue with their day jobs 

and are not allowed space to work on iterative improvement, which was a consistent 

barrier to effecting change.  
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What is interesting about the data and the outcomes from cycle three, RIO and cycle 

four, Magnifeye, is that when staff were introduced to the concept of a War Room 

using De Bono’s PMI tool, they used this concept to replace traditional laborious and 

unproductive feedback meetings.  Although they did not always have the space to 

instigate improvement projects, they could see the direct application of some tools 

into their existing environment. Another example of staff creating their own space, 

was the implementation of Service Prototypes such as pop-up help desks, to 

proactively deal with issues, rather than being reactive and waiting for queues to form 

at busy periods. The most striking aspect of these examples is that rather than waiting 

for management to create space, it was unusual to see a pre-emptive prototyping 

approach led by individual staff members and it would have been unlikely to happen 

before they were introduced to the concept of Service Design.  

Redesigning services is important but in order to make things more efficient, there 

has to be a mechanism in place, to follow up this redesign with digitisation and IT 

development as Martin (2009) advises “design must be matched to what is 

technologically feasible”. Although it is definitely true that not all service experiences 

are improved through IT development, it does help to have this in place when 

required. Having a platform in place to develop online self-service for students and 

staff across a range of services should be a priority in the higher education sector. 

Unfortunately, capital budgets and competitive private sector salaries restrict these 

types of organisations from progressing forward.  

 

11.7 What was learned about using Service Design for change projects in a 
higher education institution? 
The findings suggest that Service Design is a strong driving factor in motivating 

people towards change. Although the participants that attended the Service Design 

Master Class were enthused to take the learning back to their own organisations, 

many of the same issues from the four themes emerged for them.  

The most obvious finding to emerge from the analysis of all the cycles is that 

leadership and culture are a major perceived influence on change. Putting that to one 

side, it is interesting to note that in all seven cycles of this study, Service Design tools 

were disseminated to a wide range of internal and external stakeholders including 
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students, senior management and front-line staff. The participants across all cycles 

demonstrated a clear understanding of the tools and techniques of Service Design and 

at times the author was surprised at those who later became advocates for these new 

approaches. There is something about these tools that permit people to be innovative 

in ways that perhaps they are not encouraged to do in their normal jobs; the tools 

unleash creativity and enthusiasm. One example was during the RECAP cycle when 

one staff member who was not overly eager at the beginning of the project, then 

really embraced the creation of Personas58 and her enthusiasm was infectious across 

the whole project team. Another example was a few weeks after the Service Design 

Master Class, a manager who had attended the event but seemed disengaged, asked 

for advice on using Service Design for a number of workshops, to redesign some of 

their key student-facing services.  

Clearly, times are changing, and students and staff expect online and self-service 

across all services. CIT need to better understand the services they are delivering and 

the entirety of those services. Service Design tools and techniques can help to achieve 

this, although there was a tendency for some colleagues to question whether 

designing better services takes too long. This was particularly evident during cycle 

seven, when Service Design was introduced to a number of stakeholders who had 

started to look at the merger of CIT and IT Tralee. One manager commented that 

“Design Thinking could tie us up in knots with the whole merger project” when it was 

clear to the author that Design Thinking could actually help to release some of the 

knots, that they were already tied up in. 

This type of approach is very reliant on having people that can do it and that buy into 

the process but it is also hostage to the external environment which in this case is a 

high priority merger project.  Although the author understands that senior staff are 

more concerned at this point in time with the big picture rather than the details, from 

a Service Design point of view, this could lead to problems further down the line, in 

terms of the experience of the new merged services. In order to overcome these types 

of barriers, the author continues to offer taster sessions as a way to put Service Design 

on the agenda. In spite of these cultural barriers and a preference for instant results, 

there has since been some conversations about actually using the redesigned HR 

                                                             
58 Personas are a tool used to create a fictional character that represents a typical user or customer. 
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Recruitment Approval process (cycle seven), despite the reticent feeling towards the 

Design Thinking process. Although this resistance to change and trying new 

approaches has been a common barrier throughout all seven cycles, the author is 

willing to put up with the fact that a bigger shift in mind-set will take longer.  

Many authors acknowledge the difficulty in selling Service Design to the organisation 

and explaining it to non-designers (Brown, 2009; Kimbell, 2011; Marino, 2011; Martin, 

2007). It can be thus suggested that Service Design tools and techniques do work, but 

only in parallel to getting people to understand the process that they will need to go 

through. Once they can self-identify problems and demonstrate a sense of what it will 

take to deliver that change, then they are empowered and independent and the 

Service Design “stabilisers” can be removed.  
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Learning and recommendations for other higher education institutions embarking on Service Design projects to achieve change are 

outlined in the following table. This is based on the knowledge gained across all seven cycles. 

Cycle Aim Unresolved Issues Impact Learning 

RECAP To improve the Induction 

stage of the Student 

Lifecycle for new part-

time students. 

Cross-silo 

communication and co-

creation of services and 

experiences. 

Improved existing services, 

introduced Design Thinking 

and got people to 

acknowledge the need for 

change. 

Ensure there is a business 

leader, process or service 

owner engaged and hands-on 

to lead the change initiative. 

Student 

Lifecycle 

To identify the stages of 

the CIT Student Lifecycle 

which could be used as a 

tool to help CIT organise 

and deliver student-

centred services. 

The lifecycle was never 

communicated to the 

wider CIT audience due to 

a lack of ownership. 

Service Design tools and 

techniques could assist in a 

programme of work to 

support the student journey. 

Do not underestimate the 

power of the existing culture. 

Get a handle on other change 

projects and speak to those 

involved to get a sense of the 

challenge ahead. 

RIO To increase the number 

of students receiving a 

streamlined registration, 

induction, and 

orientation experience at 

CIT. 

How to engage staff in 

co-design projects to 

identify issues and 

opportunities and deliver 

seamless and consistent 

services. 

Realising the necessity of a 

project manager or co-

ordinator for Registration, 

Induction and Orientation.  

Find ways other than email to 

communicate with staff and 

students. Get away from the 

desk and go out and about, 

have conversations and make 

observations. Some of the 
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more interesting ideas will be 

gleaned this way. 

Magnifeye To map the back-stage 

processes of the 

induction phase of the 

Student Lifecycle, 

identify the right 

problems and develop 

some solutions. 

The IT Services team did 

not always have input to 

processes outside their 

department, but which 

affected them 

downstream. 

30 staff attended 11 

workshops and 43 processes 

were documented and 

mapped in a clear and 

concise manner which 

ultimately led to quicker 

response times when 

troubleshooting issues. 

Encourage risk-taking, 

prototyping and above all, a 

sense of fun; these will all help 

to create momentum and 

interest. Work with the willing. 

 

Service 

Design 

Master 

Class 

To provide formal Service 

Design training to CIT 

staff as a step towards 

embedding this new way 

of thinking and doing 

across the organisation. 

Staff needed to be 

allowed time to 

prototype; take risks, try 

out ideas and make 

mistakes. 

The event created a buzz in 

CIT and an interest among 

staff that could now see 

Service Design and its 

practical application to 

everyday problems. 

Let go of the oars! Allow spin-

out initiatives and encourage 

people to try facilitating and 

using the tools themselves. 

Service Design does not always 

need to be organised by a 

design leader. 
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Exam 

Paper 

Submission 

To engage more 

stakeholders and project 

managers to adopt 

Service Design as a tool 

to transform a broad 

range of services and to 

transform CIT’s existing 

exam paper submission 

process. 

Demands of operational 

activity, daily tasks, a lack 

of project experience and 

no shared understanding 

of the purpose and vision 

caused the project not to 

progress.  

What was interesting was 

that most of the issues 

uncovered were not of an IT 

nature and were more 

process and service based.  

Ensure staff assigned to work 

on projects are freed up from 

some of their day-to-day 

duties, or at the very least, 

implement the project during a 

quiet period. 

Service 

Design Hub 

To build internal 

capability for designing 

user-centred services 

across CIT. 

Senior sponsorship, 

governance and clarity 

about where the hub 

should sit within the 

organisational structure.  

Developing a partnership 

with Cork County Council to 

build the hub together to 

“train, do and support” 

Service Design in the public 

and higher education 

sectors.  

Communicate, network and 

get external advice; it saves 

time and energy when you can 

learn from others. 

 

Table 15: Learning and recommendations
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11.8 Research Gaps 
Building a “designerly mindset” inside the organisation in order to infuse a human-

centred approach to delivering services, is one encouraged by some authors (De Lille 

et al., 2012; Sangiorgi, 2011), but how to do this within the higher education context is 

missing. 

What this research addressed was the practice of using Design Thinking in a higher 

education institution, across seven cycles of action. The author was able to make a 

substantial contribution and impact, from her position in the middle of the 

organisation using a new formula; Service Design tools and techniques to transform a 

number of processes and services.  

What the author found was that implementing quick-wins and across a range of 

projects did influence senior management on two levels; their commitment to 

establishing a Service Design Hub and a step closer towards using these new tools as 

instruments of change, on a large merger project.  

Partnering with a local council to build and deliver user-centred services, is the final 

step on this journey, and probably the most significant contribution to practice, as this 

type of alliance has not been done in Ireland before.  

While Design Thinking does enable an organisation to start thinking outside the box, 

taking risks and trying out new ideas, it does not get to the root of solving the issue of 

silo-based service delivery. What this research found, was that this can be the most 

difficult task, and creating service owners is a step towards transformation.  

 

11.9 Chapter Summary 
This research set out to disseminate Design Thinking approaches and Service Design 

tools and techniques across the organisation with a view to embedding a new 

approach to problem-solving and a step towards long-term change. The research 

extended design to people who may not have normally been exposed to it and took 

the mystery out of redesigning services. Two hundred and forty two people were 

directly exposed to Service Design tools and techniques throughout this research and 

hundreds more were indirectly affected, either through better service experience or 

through participating indirectly through surveys or the Student Lifecycle stand. The 

end result was people co-designing with colleagues for the first time ever, sharing 
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knowledge and experience and working through ideas in a collaborative way. This is 

one step on the journey towards long term sustainable change, for this higher 

education institution.   
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Chapter Twelve | Conclusions and Recommendations  

12.1 Introduction 
The literature review identified that there is little academic discourse on the subject of 

Design Thinking, in relation to its potential to transform higher education services. 

The review mapped out what is known about the use of Design Thinking in the public 

sector and effectively highlighted what remains unknown about Design Thinking as a 

tool to deliver student-centric services in the higher education sector. This research 

not only provided insights into problems and issues in the higher education sector but 

also how to overcome everyday barriers posed by people and culture. By failing to 

address these issues, institutions risk haemorrhaging money and resources on 

inefficient administrative operations that could otherwise be devoted to mission 

critical activities.  

At the beginning of the thesis, poor student and staff experience was demonstrated 

with a photograph of a door sign that read “cannot see any students today……massive 

backlog”. The research has shown that in order to address poor service delivery, we 

need to change the approach, mind-set and structures of higher education services.  

 

12.2 Addressing the Research Questions 
The following research question was approached in a number of different ways using 

an action research approach:  

To assess how Design Thinking can be used as an approach to analyse 

and improve services at each stage of the Student Lifecycle and embed 

this approach as a long-term sustainable change enabler in the higher 

education service system. 

In relation to the primary research question the findings of this research built on the 

work of many authors. With regard to all seven cycles, the study has shown that 

Design Thinking can have a positive influence and create some worthwhile outcomes. 

The most obvious finding to emerge from this study is that although Design Thinking 

can be used as a new approach to solve existing problems in higher education 

institutions, it needs to be undertaken with support at all levels of the organisation to 

ensure sustainability. Important questions were raised during the study about the 
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importance of top-down leadership and organisational culture, but what is clear is that 

leadership can come from any level of the organisation, if the approach is the right fit.  

The first sub-question was how can Design Thinking influence existing culture in 

higher education? The author gained influence for an idea which was to introduce 

Design Thinking to the organisation as a means of changing “how we do things 

around here”. As discussed in the previous chapter, it takes a long-time to shift 

existing mind-sets but by starting on that journey, it can now be demonstrated that 

Design Thinking influenced the existing culture in the following ways:  

 By creating a permissive environment for people to come together and look at 

problems afresh, which has never happened before. 

 By creating a way of revealing where processes had evolved into inefficient 

experiences for those involved, and provided opportunities for new services to 

be designed.  

 By demonstrating how change could be implemented, through small distinct 

change projects and therefore encouraged further change and more ambitious 

change projects.  

The second sub-question was how can leadership support, or hinder, the design 

process as a new way of working? There is evidence from all seven cycles that the role 

of leadership in the change process does have a meaningful impact on the success of 

the change endeavour. The following are the main leadership drivers and barriers for 

effective change, as identified across all cycles: 

Drivers: 

• Lead with a design-led mind-set focused on driving internal change. 

• Engage staff at all levels and create space for innovation and change.  

• Communicate a consistent message and demonstrate a commitment to 

transform services for students. 

Barriers: 

• Short-term thinking with no incentive for staff to improve services. 

• Lack of engagement, commitment and support for a new way of working.  

• Isolation of various processes and tasks within different departments. 
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The third sub-question, in what ways can Service Design tools and techniques help an 

organisation be collaborative and innovative? Service Design demonstrates to all 

stakeholders, the importance of collaboration, when designing and delivering 

services. The findings show that Service Design allows a group of people to spend 

time focusing on the problem before realising opportunities and delivering solutions. 

This was demonstrated across all cycles and in particular RECAP, RIO, Magnifeye and 

Exam Paper Submission projects. In previous ways that the Institute has tried to 

address problems, there did not seem to be enough time spent on finding out exactly 

what the problem was, and the Service Design approach spends more time in the 

“discover” and “define” phase, which enables the creation of more effective solutions.  

 

12.3 Research Aims and Objectives 
The following objectives were set at the beginning of the research and revised as the 

author iterated through each cycle. 

Objective 1: To undertake a critical review of relevant literature on the use of 

Design Thinking to influence iterative organisational change within higher 

education and the public sector. 

 

Conclusion: A wide range of literature was reviewed throughout this research 

journey, inconsistencies and gaps were identified and the existing literature was 

deemed to be sparse on the use of Service Design tools and techniques, to 

implement change in the higher education or public sectors.  

Objective 2: To implement a number of small change projects using Service Design 

tools and techniques, and improve student and staff experience at CIT. 

 

Conclusion: Two change projects were delivered to completion and two change 

initiatives reached clear problem definition with recommendations for next steps. A 

Student Lifecycle was created, Service Design training delivered and considerable 

progress was made on establishing a Service Design Hub to train, support and 

mentor staff, students and external stakeholders in user-centred design 

methodologies, tools and techniques.  

Objective 3: To empower employees with Design Thinking skills. 
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Conclusion: Over 200 staff were directly exposed to Design Thinking through 

involvement in project workshops. Twenty two new tools and techniques (Figure 15, 

Chapter Three) were introduced across seven action research cycles. A number of 

staff began to disseminate these tools further, both lecturing staff delivering 

practical workshops to students, and administrative and technical staff applying 

them directly to work activities.  

Objective 4: To develop a process and service improvement plan based around the 

Student Lifecycle.  

 

Conclusion: Although a number of opportunities were identified as part of the 

Student Lifecycle development, an organisational-wide plan was not developed, 

because of the challenges that ensued throughout the other cycles. The Student 

Lifecycle, developed in cycle two, is still relevant and the next step would be to map 

strategic priorities to this framework.  

Objective 5: To identify the conditions for change and create a link between these 

conditions and measures of success. 

 

Conclusion: Four themes emerged in the discussion which highlighted conditions 

for change based on implementing the seven cycles of action. These included 

shifting mind-set, progressive leadership with a cohesive purpose, eliminating silos 

of cyclical inaction and creating space for innovation and change.  

Objective 6: To establish a design hub to train, support and mentor staff, students 

and external stakeholders in user-centred design methodologies, tools and 

techniques. 

 

Conclusion: Provision of a Service Design Hub will help CIT to adopt a radically 

different method for delivering the best services through co-design, education and 

building communities with a large range of stakeholders. At the time of writing this 

thesis, the establishment of the hub was a work in progress with a launch date set 

for May 29th 2017.  

Table 16: Research objectives and conclusions 
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12.4 Contribution to Knowledge and Practice 
The use of Service Design tools and techniques as an investigative approach, to 

discovering, defining and resolving existing problems in higher education 

administration, is in itself a contribution to knowledge. Investigating the practice of 

how things are done with a Service Design lens was a new approach in this institution 

and formed a novel way of identifying problems and challenges, the needs of those 

delivering and owning services, but primarily the requirements of those receiving 

services from the Institute. All of this contributed to the knowledge garnered from 

practice-led research in a large organisation. The problems that were investigated 

were real-world problems that likely occur in every higher education institution across 

the world and researching those real-world problems will lead to tangible change. The 

contribution was not just limited to knowledge but the implementation of change 

through a number of action research cycles. Action research empowered the author to 

better her own practice and impact the learning and development of the whole 

organisation. 

Surprisingly this was the first time that Service Design had been introduced to a 

higher education institution in Ireland. Higher education institutions possess 

organisational characteristics that are not quite reminiscent of other public sector 

bodies or private sector organisations, but perhaps somewhere in between. They are 

primarily focused on teaching and research with a unique system of administration 

and policy and little emphasis on managerial tools and practices.  

In order to implement Service Design tools across a range of projects in a higher 

education context, a series of recommendations are outlined in Table 17. 

 

Recommendations  

• Create space for Service Design tools and techniques to flourish and show 

their true value in understanding the problem space.  

• Expose staff at all levels to a new methodology and problem-solving 

approach. 

• Provide an open-minded environment for people to come together and 

design new experiences and services.  
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• Start with small change projects to demonstrate the effectiveness and 

possibilities of Service Design as a vehicle for change.  

• Engage and educate managers at all levels towards a design-led 

organisation.   

• Cultivate design leaders inside the organisation to work as innovation 

catalysts, directing and nurturing a new approach.  

• Align a design approach with the institutional goals through a dedicated 

team or unit, focused on transforming the whole student experience. 

Table 17: Recommendations for effective change 

 

In terms of the contribution this research has made to the author’s own practice, there 

are two elements to consider: 

 An exposure to Design Thinking has completely changed her own approach to 

her work and her interest in change management. It has expanded her career 

and research opportunities and opened up conversations that may never have 

happened. The author took on the role of change facilitator and led a Design 

Thinking revolution in CIT which could ultimately start a new transformation 

for the higher education sector using a Design Thinking methodology. 

 The author has built and developed her own method library, which has come 

from crafting her role as a designer and growing her expertise through action. 

Based on the author’s previous experience across a range of projects where too 

little time was spent on problem definition, she now uses the Double-Diamond 

(Design Council, 2010) approach and the “discover” and “define” phases at the 

start of every new project. This is not only a change to the author’s own 

practice, but has increased the likelihood of an appropriate solution. 

Service Design has helped to uncover where tasks and activities have just evolved into 

processes rather than being designed that way. This is evident from the lack of 

documented policies, processes and procedures, and the fact that in many cases a 

process depends on an individual’s tacit knowledge, in order to function. The evidence 

from this research indicates that where it is possible to uncover those evolutionary 

processes, is where opportunities can be found to improve the experience.  
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This research makes two final noteworthy contributions. Implementing programmes 

of quick-wins is a viable route in order to move towards larger cultural change in this 

organisation, and therefore likely in other organisations of a similar nature. Secondly, 

the author’s role as a Design Thinking leader situated at the middle of the 

organisation, influencing those from the top down, while achieving successful 

outcomes is a unique contribution to this area of research.   

 

12.5 Limitations and Future Research  
 This research focused on the student and staff experience in relation to the 

administrative processes, in a single higher education institution, and not on 

students’ social or academic experience. The areas that were targeted for a 

service transformation included IT, Admissions, Fees and Exams where central 

processes affect staff and students in all academic departments, schools and 

faculties.  

 The aim of the research was to embed Design Thinking as a new way of 

working and the common barrier that resurfaced, was how people can impact 

the success or failure of any change project. This research skimmed the surface 

of change management and organisational culture and did not delve deeply 

into what makes people tick in a higher education institution and why these 

institutions are the way they are; slow to change, risk-averse, hierarchical, rigid 

and bureaucratic silos.  

 The seven action research cycles are projects or initiatives that came to the 

attention of the IT Services department and were deemed to be good 

examples for service redesign. A more strategic top-down approach to 

choosing the projects may have yielded different results.  

With a view to building on existing theory, there are a number of areas for further 

research and investigation:  

1. Comparative research in another higher education institution, but one where 

the change is being driven by a senior management team. This would allow 

one to test the speed at which change and new approaches would be adopted. 

It would be interesting to see the investigation done, looking at the same type 

of problems, but with different leadership and vison.  
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2. Comparative research in a similar organisation, looking at the same problems 

in different ways, perhaps replacing action research with another methodology 

and performed by an outsider looking in, with a different lens.  

3. This research could be done in any organisation using the same approach, 

tools and techniques but maybe a different type of organisation, such as a local 

authority or county council, and one with a different culture and set of values.  

4. Utilising the power and capacity of students in co-designing services can be 

difficult to co-ordinate. For this to work properly, a student initiative could be 

trialled, that recruits student ambassadors to take part in designing their own 

services, for which they would receive academic credit, similar to the 

University of Maryland’s Innovo Scholar programme59.  

Of the four areas above, the author is most interested in pursuing the fourth topic, 

and establishing a formal process of co-designing services with students of the new 

Certificate in Designing Innovative Services, launched in September 2017, and 

students of a new module, Designing Tech Experiences. In addition to this the author 

will continue to practice and preach on all things Service Design, with many new 

collaborators in Cork.   

 

12.6 Publications and Dissemination 
During each action research cycle, a diverse range of literature was reviewed, and as a 

result, many of the critical learnings often came from conversations started online, by 

connecting with experts on Twitter or Linked-In. Attending seminars and conferences 

and writing journal papers also allowed the author to gain expertise and knowledge 

along the way. Presenting findings and results through peer-reviewed conferences 

and journal articles, made it possible to reinforce and ensure the quality of the 

research being undertaken. 

As part of this research, the author published four peer-reviewed papers, in the area of 

Design Thinking and Service Design in higher education, as a way to contribute to this 

existing knowledge gap (full papers available in Appendix D). Although there is some 

                                                             
59 The Innovo Scholars Consulting program pairs instructors with elite undergraduate students to 
innovate Smith School courses and programs, at the University of Maryland. 



DOC 804 | Final Project Report  

214 
 

literature around the concept of Design Thinking in the public sector, little research 

exists in the higher education sector, which is likely a very different operating 

environment. These papers will guide other researchers and practitioners in the higher 

education sector on the challenges and risks associated with embedding Design 

Thinking, as a way to assist in the transformation of an organisation from a 

bureaucratic, risk-averse one to a dynamic, iterative, efficient administration. 

 

12.7 Final Remarks  
The role of the author was always to act as a facilitator to foster ideas and empower 

those delivering services to adopt approaches to solve issues. Action research is 

rigorous and responsive, improves action through a process of iteration and requires a 

great deal of creativity.  As a practice-based researcher it is necessary to constantly 

justify what you are doing and why you are doing it.  

Design Thinking is not a magic bullet for all the issues faced by higher education 

institutions, however it can help to align priorities, shift the focus to delivering user-

centred services, and disrupt the norm within these organisations.  The hope is that 

this research and thesis will inspire other higher education institutions, to nurture 

design and creativity in an implementable way, and encourage real change. 

 



DOC804 | Reflective Practice  
 

215 
 

Part Six | DOC804 | Reflective Practice 

Chapter Thirteen | Reflective Epilogue 
 

Musing, contemplating, daydreaming, wondering, 

doubting, guessing, intuiting, criticising, learning: all these 

states of mind and many more might be evoked when we 

ask ourselves what we are doing in reflective moments 

(Stedmon and Dallos, 2009). 

13.1 Introduction 

Reflective practice forces one to face disquiet and doubt, by asking difficult questions 

(Bolton, 2010) and trying to observe ourselves and our practice, through other’s eyes. 

In the case of this professional doctorate, reflective practice has meant reflecting on 

what I have done as a practitioner, researcher and change agent. Back in 2012, after 

experiencing resistance when trying to progress a number of change projects in CIT, a 

new approach was sought to encourage participation and collaboration across a wide 

range of necessary improvements. As a facilitator of change I wanted to change the 

mind-set of the institution, understand and improve the situation around me, whilst 

simultaneously improving my own practice.  

Schon (1984) introduced a three-step process; learning, reflection and change, and 

the concept of reflective practitioners arose from a series of books that he wrote. He 

coined two phrases “reflection-in-action” and “reflection-on-action” with the former 

referring to how we think on our feet. Reflection-in-action happened throughout all 

seven cycles, for example, during workshops when participants reacted to new 

knowledge generated and co-created new solutions. The reflection-on-action mostly 

happened at the end of each project, by capturing feedback and documenting lessons 

learnt. This process brought up a lot of feelings relating to who I am and why I do the 

things I do, in essence, I started to question my own expectations, values and beliefs, 

skills and strengths. I have learned through reflection, that not everything is within our 
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control and sometimes taking a step back is a more powerful approach; as a colleague 

advised at one stage: “let go of the oars”. According to Rodgers (2002), when 

researching the work of Dewey, she summarised reflective practice as a “systematic, 

rigorous, disciplined way of thinking” that happens through interaction with others.  

This reflective practice chapter is divided into three sections: 

 My practice  

 The impact of my practice on the organisation 

 The research process  

 

13.2 My Practice 

The person starting out on this journey is somewhat different to the current version of 

me. At the beginning I was learning about Service Design and lacked the knowledge 

and confidence to convince everyone around me. By traversing through a number of 

cycles and learning about the power of Service Design, I discovered not only how it 

could change me but also change the organisation where I worked.  My own reflective 

journey can be compared to a Service Blueprint60; the front-stage blueprint 

encompasses the touchpoints I encounter in my own organisation, such as senior 

management and frontline staff, emails and conversations, workshops and meetings. 

The back-stage blueprint includes my thoughts and feelings, reflective practice, 

understanding and acceptance, at each stage of the journey. Service Design has 

allowed me to merge my creative skills with my analytical and technical expertise in 

order to simplify user experience and design and deliver solutions. I started out in 2013 

never having heard of Service Design and now I consider myself a Service Designer.  

My first foray into Service Design by means of a pilot project, RECAP, not only allowed 

me to try out a methodology, Action Research, but to also try out the tools of Service 

Design, on a problem within my own organisation. It gave me the time to evaluate 

everything good and bad about this project before embarking on further cycles of 

action research. It allowed me to undertake work in my own organisation whilst 

engaging in my own research and learning and developing expertise in an area I felt 

                                                             
60 Service Blueprints are used in a number of cycles including RECAP, Magnifeye and Exam Paper 
Submission and examples of each can be seen in the Appendices. 
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passionate about. Following on from this, each cycle of action allowed me to 

communicate and sell a new idea and concept to the organisation, reflect on that, and 

make improvements for the next cycle, all whilst gaining support from my supervisors 

and the network of experts I had developed in industry and academia.  

The action research process is closely aligned with the Design Thinking process and 

the emphasis on divergent and convergent thinking in each cycle and across all seven 

cycles, fostered my leadership and support for all things Service Design. Action 

research allowed me to analyse the outcomes from one cycle, shifting my approach 

for the next cycle, maybe revisiting something that did not work in the previous cycle 

and changing tact for the next one. For me, it was about constantly reshaping and 

reflecting, questioning what I was doing and why, what I was trying to achieve, all the 

while focusing on the end goal and research question.  

I spent over four years immersed inside the organisation as a researcher, practitioner 

and employee. I came across many problems and tackled those problems using 

Service Design tools from several angles. Organising training and events and setting 

up a Service Design Hub to support staff and management, became part of my 

practice and part of who I have become within the organisation, with several requests 

to organise events for CIT’s 2018 Innovation Week.  

Leader, facilitator and change agent 

Traditional service development methods entail the art of persuasion; pushing 

solutions and ideas top down, whereas the value of the approach I have taken, is 

facilitating, encouraging and galvanising stakeholders towards open-minded 

collaboration and co-design, to solve their own service problems. My job is really to 

help people overcome their fears and any existing barriers to change. I learned how I 

contributed to change, by applying my own sensibilities and methods, to enable 

others to problem solve, for example when running a workshop, my energy, voice, 

body language and confidence could unwittingly influence the outcomes of the 

workshop. If I really felt passionate about something, then those were the areas that I 

saw most improvement. The more workshops I delivered and the more I used Service 

Design tools, the more my confidence grew and the more I believed in the power of 

Design Thinking and could sell it to the organisation.  
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My role as a facilitator was not about telling people how to do their jobs or change 

their processes, but enabling them to use design to realise this themselves. At times I 

needed to step back and “let go of the oars”, which led me to think of the analogy of 

rowing and Design Thinking, in a sense I was similar to a coxswain in a rowing 

quadruple scull. From my experience as a rower, all four people in the boat need to 

work together with the coxswain steering, guiding and giving instructions. The boat 

crew work as a team, coming up with a tactical racing strategy and everyone is clear 

about their role in the boat. Design thinking requires an organisation to work as a 

team across silos, identifying problems and opportunities, and designing better 

services for students and staff, connecting our actions across the organisation. A 

facilitator or change agent guides this process.  

As a facilitator, I needed to be responsive to the personalities and energy in a 

workshop, for example, if front-line staff were sitting beside senior management, 

then in some cases, they were less likely to impart the full story or their true feelings. 

Using tools without conversation can help this and allow everyone to participate 

equally.  

As a leader of change projects, things often do not go as planned or predicted and it is 

important to reflect, learn and build on those challenges. I wondered if we needed 

leaders with creativity to effect change rather than lots of people trained in Design 

Thinking tools and techniques? I often questioned if I was going about things the right 

way. I targeted people and leaders who I thought were more open to change, but does 

that matter when people do not have the time to be creative in their roles? Is it up to 

the individual or the organisation to make time? Do people jump on the organisational 

merry-go-round and then are afraid to jump off and try something different? 

Throughout the research journey, I cultivated my own skills in order to help people 

take the leap of faith. These included:  

• Empowering and leading people towards change  

• Confidence in my own abilities and what I was selling to the organisation  

• Patience with the change process 

• Tolerance for people who were keen on stability in their work and reluctant 

to change 
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• Facilitation of groups and workshops and being able to bring the best out 

of a team or situation 

• Listening to all sides of a story  

• Empathy with users and making sure they felt respected and heard  

• Standing back, letting go and allowing things to happen naturally 

• Perseverance when things got tough 

Becoming a designer 

Design Thinking teaches us to be empathetic towards our end users and not only did I 

try to encourage this among participants at workshops, I became more empathetic as 

a professional and a designer. Design Thinking engages us in an iterative process, 

constantly evaluating our ideas and going back to the “discover” and “define” stages 

and then reflecting on what we have learned. It is very focused on thoughts and 

feelings and taught me as a practitioner to become more self-aware in my practice 

and how I influence situations. It is certain then that through the process of trying to 

introduce and embed Design Thinking in my own organisation that I became a better 

reflective Design Thinker.  

There are some immediate advantages as an inside-out designer, such as having a 

good understanding of the business, being easily able to build empathy with users, 

having the respect of colleagues, and more time and influence to embed change 

within the organisation and make it stick. Design Thinking allowed higher levels of 

collaboration, problem definition, iteration and ideation where previously not as much 

time was spent on these critical activities. Although some stakeholders were 

somewhat sceptical, insisting that Design Thinking “takes too long”, no one deterred 

me along the way. In my opinion, the resistance that I encountered was due to apathy, 

rather than not believing in this new way of working, based on lack of engagement 

and feedback from some project sponsors.  

My learning 

I have learned a huge amount throughout this doctorate and I decided to summarise 

some of those reflections and learnings that nurtured me as a researcher, designer 

and practitioner.  
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1. Communication is the most important part of anything that I do and I should 

never assume that: 

 Someone else has communicated  

 People understand what you have communicated 

 All relevant people have been communicated to.  

2. Different facilitation skills and techniques are required for each project and for 

each group of stakeholders. 

3. Ask more questions and do not be afraid to ask the awkward questions. 

4. Allow senior management to deal with the politics and try not to permit 

individual opinions to overwhelm the small innovations, which are happening 

every day. 

5. Anxiety and anticipation are part of the learning process, when hosting 

workshops and group activities. Being just one step ahead of the group is all 

that is required, and participating more in the workshops myself can yield 

positive outcomes. I have learned something from every workshop I have 

hosted: 

a. The group dynamics can be challenging when trying to keep the group 

focused on the task at hand. 

b. One negative person can stifle the opinions and ideas of a group but I 

have learned to deal with this by taking ownership of the situation. 

c. Sometimes the people you expect to contribute the least, can actually 

contribute the most. 

6. Worrying whether people will understand Design Thinking and how it will 

affect their jobs is pointless. I have learned to stop trying to sell Design 

Thinking and focus on the outcomes the process can deliver. 

7. I need to consistently push myself and others, to be more creative when facing 

problems; people often want to go with the first idea that pops into their head 

or do something safe, because they fear change. 

8. My role as a Business Analyst in IT Services at CIT is not always clear to the 

various stakeholders and this needs to be explained at the start of each 

project. I think people feel threatened by my presence and unsure as to what 
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my motivation is. I need to explain to these audiences that I do not want to 

own a process but facilitate them to make their processes better. 

9. Observation is really important; observing how staff perform a task, or how 

students use a service. I should never assume anything. 

10. I have realised that one of the reasons there has not been more progressive 

change in higher education institutions, is that people work in silos. For change 

to happen, these boundaries need to be broken down to allow for cross-

functional knowledge sharing; people do not feel comfortable with this and 

almost feel like they are losing control or power, if they collaborate. 

11. I can empower people with my eagerness and vision for change. I have good 

leadership skills and I am constantly seeking new opportunities. 

12. I have facilitated conversations that may have never happened and resulted in 

positive transformations. 

What I have come to realise is that I have a dual set of skills, the creative and the 

analytical and that these two traits are important when trying to embed a design 

approach in an organisation that needs a combination of technical, cultural, 

organisational and analysis skills. My own practice changed to become one more 

focused on outcomes than process, on asking more questions and spending more 

time in the problem space during each project or challenge.  

 

13.3 The Impact of My Practice on the Organisation   

In 2013, when embarking on this research journey, Ireland was just emerging from an 

economic recession and the higher education sector was experiencing spending cuts, 

growing student numbers and decreasing numbers of academic and administrative 

staff; it was under pressure as never before. In terms of service delivery, CIT was 

managing to deliver key services, with little improvement or innovation happening, in 

between the busy cycles of administrative workload. It was almost like the college was 

yearning for a new approach to wrench it out of the cycles of tradition and old habits. 

Higher education processes are driven by tradition and organic growth, rather than 

need, and lack simplicity and innovation.  
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I came across the notion of liminal spaces, the moments of change that lie between 

the known and unknown. A liminal space can be described as a place of change, 

waiting and not knowing.  In relation to action research, a liminal space can be 

described as space to reflect, contemplate, probe barriers and get control over road-

blocks (Reason and Bradbury, 2005). I wondered if the introduction of Service Design 

to CIT was in a liminal space. After it was introduced, it was vital to create the space 

for it to thrive and become fully embedded. In a sense, I was also in a liminal space 

with a sense of ambiguity about what was coming next. A significant breakthrough 

came after the Service Design Master Class when some key business areas proposed 

using Service Design for a number of workshops to redesign some of their key 

processes.  

When reflecting on how much my research has contributed to CIT’s professional 

practice, three things need to be considered: 

 Culture, how we do things around here 

 Commitment; to embedding a new way of doing things 

 Capacity; resources, skills and experience 

Many of the blocks that I came up against when trying to implement change were 

people based. On one side, management and colleagues were very supportive and 

encouraging of the Service Design process and could clearly see the benefits, but on 

the other side, they were not providing the space, budget and dedicated resources to 

embark on real transformation.  

CIT’s culture rests in leadership: it is leadership's responsibility to set the culture in 

which employees can feel empowered to take risks and innovate. What was different 

in the context of this research was using Service Design practice to influence leaders 

to change their mind-set, and in time transform the mind-set of those staff reporting 

to them.  I struggled to tackle the deeper problem of organisational structures and 

processes, along with the general fear of change, lack of urgency and sometimes a 

lack of willingness to try something new. What I did achieve in the organisational 

context was what I set out to achieve: 

 A step towards joined-up thinking across silos and towards service-oriented 

experiences 
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 The use of Service Design tools and techniques as an investigative approach, 

to discovering, defining and resolving existing problems in higher education 

administration, is now an approach that works at CIT. 

 Using a co-design approach to reveal the tacit knowledge buried in people’s 

heads, encouraging people to listen, observe and share and to question the 

inefficiencies happening around them.  

What I saw throughout the research process was that many organisations employ 

service designers as external agencies, who come in, shake up the organisation and 

leave. What is unique about this practice, is that although it has taken longer to 

embed Service Design across the organisation, it is my view that this approach will 

have a more sustainable impact in the long-term. Sometimes you do not need to be in 

a position of power to influence change and what I noticed about this practice, was 

that although I was not a key decision maker, I did have the power to guide those at 

the top of the organisation in understanding how Service Design could benefit the 

organisation.  

How did the organisation change? 

CIT now uses Service Design tools across a number of projects and departments. A 

large number of both technical, administrative and academic staff and a range of 

students from varied disciplines have been immersed in the tools and techniques of 

Service Design. Five students were influenced at a deeper level when they learned to 

use Service Design tools and techniques as part of their work placement, helping to 

design and facilitate workshops, gather data and design solutions. They saw the 

changes happening in front of them, across services that they could directly relate to 

as students. CIT’s design capacity continues to grow and conversations are happening 

across a variety of areas, not just administrative services, but academic discourse, 

including, how can we as design educators work more collaboratively together across 

disciplines.  

The cultural shifts in the organisation are moving away from being solution focused to 

spending time questioning how to approach a problem. A debate has opened up 

among the senior management team around where the Service Design Hub should sit 

and who should be responsible for improvement across services. The answer is that 
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everyone is responsible, and the reason that this debate is happening is because a 

large percentage of those senior managers now understand what Service Design is, as 

a result of this research and practice, and realise the possibilities of changing how we 

do things at CIT. 

What could I have done differently?  

I wonder if I had waited at the start of this research process, to get full senior 

management buy-in, would things have happened in a more cohesive way? My 

feelings are that I would still be waiting, and the approach I took means that I have 

affected many parts of the organisation and planted a seed in the minds of many 

people, creating a far greater impact.  

As a result of this research, CIT:  

 has become an example of how to use Service Design to improve higher 

education services. Many higher education institutions are teaching Service 

Design, but few are using it to improve their own services.  

 is the only academic institution involved in the organising committee of the 

Service Design Global conference in Dublin for 2018.  

 is delivering the only third level programme in Service Design in Ireland; the 

Certificate in Designing Innovative Services.  

 is the only higher education institution partnering with a local council, to 

design and deliver services. 

 

13.4 The Research Process  

Every project or cycle had a different intention, so at the beginning of a project, I 

would define what the desired outcomes or outputs would be and then work 

backwards, designing the agenda for workshops, picking the tools that I thought 

would be most suitable for a task. Service Blueprinting was used a lot because we 

always needed to see how a part of a service was currently operating, before we could 

think about re-designing it. For the pilot project, RECAP, the tools we used were the 

ones I learned from the JISC enrolment project at the University of Derby. 

As a new practitioner, I went to conferences and seminars, researched the literature to 

learn how other experts approached projects and what tools they used. I took those 
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learnings back to my own practice. I followed Design Thinkers on Twitter and as they 

tweeted about workshops they were running or tools they were using, sometimes I 

would follow up with my own research. I was learning by doing, trying out techniques 

in a workshop and then reflecting and evaluating that technique. Some tools worked 

better than others. 

Sometimes I invented tools on-the-fly, for example, during the Exam Paper 

Submission project workshops, while participants were completing the as-is Service 

Blueprint, they kept zooming in on pain points and although I wanted to capture them 

and encourage discussion, the main goal was to produce a blueprint. I created a “Wall 

of Pain” where participants could write each pain point on a card and post it onto the 

wall, in order of painfulness! Looking back, I think this was a key moment in my own 

learning as a facilitator and Service Designer, realising my own ability to adapt and be 

flexible during workshops and projects. By not sticking rigidly to the agenda, but using 

it as a guide, I realised I could achieve the most out of a workshop and the participants 

in the room, at a given point in time. Becoming a Service Designer, is much more than 

using a set of tools and techniques, for me it is about thinking on my feet, with a 

designerly mindset, and being responsive to users’ needs as they emerge during a 

workshop; an adaptive human-centred Service Design facilitator. 

During cycle seven and the establishment of the Service Design Hub, a workshop was 

organised to demonstrate how Design Thinking could be used as part of the merger of 

CIT and IT Tralee. Post workshop, I was being particularly critical of myself when a 

colleague forced me to evaluate all the positive, negative and interesting aspects of 

the workshop (Table 18). I endeavoured to use these to make improvements in my 

own practice, while also improving the experience for those attending workshops. In 

fact, Edward De Bono and his critical thinking tools became my firm friends 

throughout the journey. Each time I delivered a workshop, I reflected on the 

workshop; what went well and what I would improve next time. I pondered my own 

behaviour and self-confidence when leading and facilitating a workshop using a set of 

tools and techniques that I was still learning to use. For example, the use of mobile 

phones by participants can be extremely distracting to other attendees but in some 

workshops, I felt that people were doing me a favour by taking time out of their day to 

attend, and I could not ask them to put away their phones, especially senior 
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managers. How I behaved in these situations and how that affected the workshop 

became a learning journey for me. As my confidence grew and as I reflected on what I 

was doing and why, I became more relaxed about the flow of the workshops and felt 

less need to control every possible scenario. I needed to be flexible and adaptable and 

lead a range of different people and this became possible by being present and 

mindful, and in a sense, a participant as well as a facilitator.  

 

Table 18: Using De Bono’s PMI tool to reflect after a workshop 

 

When starting out on the RECAP project, I dived straight into the “swampy lowlands” 

Schon (1984), a confusing mess of processes and tasks, that created a huge impact on 

the part-time student. It was a good, but challenging place to start, as many people 

had developed an empathy and understanding of the part-time student journey, but 

felt paralysed to do anything about it, as the process spanned so many departmental 

silos. Experience had taught me that tackling those messy problems, can have both a 

greater impact and a chance to influence a wider audience.  

I started to get excited about the small interventions because I could see the 

possibility of them turning into something really positive and long term. For example, 

during RECAP, we manually captured the face-to-face queries on paper at some front-

line services during the first three weeks of semester one. This practice has since 
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become embedded and automated for the IT Services helpdesk and is used to 

schedule part-time staff rotas and update the student portal, with new information.   

Post RECAP, while conducting research into the existing literature, I could see a huge 

gap in the higher education and public sectors. I was faced with a double challenge 

from my position at the middle of the organisation, winning over both senior 

management and front-line staff at the same time. Through my own professional 

practice, presenting my ideas and challenges to Service Design audiences, I was able 

start answering some of my own questions, whilst building up a huge network of 

experts and advisors.  

My findings challenged some of the literature, that small successes do not encourage 

people to think creatively in the long-term, and the importance of professional 

designers trying to embed a new culture. I proved that small successes have 

encouraged people to start thinking more creatively and although I did not think of 

myself as a professional designer when starting out, I think I have created a new 

version of myself and a new version of the organisation in which I work.   

Action research allowed me to not only develop my own professional practice, but to 

deliver change, reflect upon that change and make the right decision about what to 

do next. Action research also garnered stakeholder engagement in the Service Design 

process, as it works “for” them rather than “on” them. Action research brought 

research into my day-to-day practice, allowing both me and all the stakeholders 

involved in each cycle, to reflect and contribute to our own learning and development. 

Although each cycle brought a range of stakeholders together focused on a particular 

problem or task, not only did they define and solve that problem, but each participant 

took their own learning away from that task, workshop, or project.  

 

13.5 Chapter Summary  

It is important for the role of practice-based researcher to reflect and engage in 

conversation with those inside and outside the organisation, in order to vary approach 

and thinking. Many of my biggest learnings came from the network of Design 

Thinkers that I connected with, through attending conferences, writing journal papers 

and giving presentations where I could. The feedback from peers, experts and non-
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experts helped me to grow as a practitioner and spurred me on to the next stage of 

my research. The network grew and the suggestions of “you should read this book” or 

“you should speak to this person” enabled me to develop as both a researcher and a 

practitioner. There are many examples of this throughout the journey. Some of the 

highlights are: 

 Discovering the enrolment project at the University of Derby and engaging 

with colleagues there, introduced both me and CIT to the tools and techniques 

of Service Design and to practitioners in a similar sector.  

 Sending an enquiry email to the regional director of Irish Design 2015, sceptical 

whether Service Design would be considered one of the areas they wanted to 

promote, and the result being the first Service Design Master Class in Cork. 

 The Service Design Master Class led to co-authoring an article for Iterations 

Design Research journal entitled “Moving towards user-centred services in the 

public sector” with one of the mentors on the day, Dr Linzi Ryan. 

 By following an associate from Imagination Lancaster on Twitter, I enrolled on 

FaceMooc: a five-week online course in co-design. The experience generated 

inspiration, ideas, knowledge and support when starting out on the Magnifeye 

project. Two mentors61 provided advice and critical feedback and helped me to 

focus on the purpose of the project.  

 Engaging in discussion on LinkedIn groups, such as the Design Thinking group, 

led to a number of follow-up conversations; a call with Philippe Colloumb, from 

Where To From Here gave direction and advice on setting up a Service Design 

Hub.  

 Providing a quote to an article for the Service Design Network on Service 

Design in the Public Sector subsequently connected me with my colleagues in 

Cork County Council when they made contact with Birgit Mager62 in November 

2016. 

 

                                                             
61 Cindy Van Bremen and Wina Smeenk are design lecturers at Technische Universiteit Eindhoven, The 
Netherlands and acted as mentors on the FaceMooc project.  
62 Birgit Mager is President of Global Service Design Network and Service Design Professor at KISD, 
Germany. 
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By embarking on this journey of professional development, my career has been 

hugely impacted and many new possibilities have opened up for me. I aim to continue 

this journey of learning. I fulfilled multiple roles throughout this research; coach, 

designer, analyst, problem-solver but certainly one of the most important roles was 

that of educator; educating those around me and empowering them to take 

ownership of the issues in their areas by giving them the tools and techniques to 

create better services.  

What I found difficult about this journey was accepting that change is not always 

possible in certain situations. Throughout, my frustrations were mostly aimed at 

people rather than practices and I went through a range of emotions during the four 

years; acceptance, anger, anticipation, disgust, joy, fear, sadness and surprise. 

However, I learned to accept that not everyone has the same appetite for change as 

me. I am ending this research expedition on a high; satisfied that I have accomplished 

prodigious changes in myself and in the organisation where I work. There is also a 

sense of excitement about where this voyage will take me next. 

This journey started with introducing a new methodology to a higher education 

institute and the valuable and lasting change is a Service Design Hub, a new 

programme “Designing Innovative Services”, a partnership with a local county council 

and a senior management team who all know what Service Design is and how it can 

help us. All these changes built on each other over the course of five years. The 

cultural shifts will take longer 
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Appendix A | Pilot Project Report 
 

 

 

Figure 65: RECAP as-is Service Blueprint
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Figure 66: RECAP to-be Service Blueprint
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Figure 67: Original Student login Letter from IT Services 

 



Appendix A 
 

242 
 

 

 

Figure 68: QuickStart Guide
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Figure 69: Kick-Off @ CIT, fold-out guide, page 1
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Figure 70: Kick-Off @ CIT, fold-out guide, page 2 with new campus map
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Appendix B | Final Project Report 
 

 

Figure 71: Touchpoint Inventory from Student Lifecycle
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Figure 72: Persona, example one of eight 
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Figure 73: Persona, example two of eight 
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Figure 74: Student Services Matrix
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Figure 75: RIO: Queries captured at the Admissions Office front-desk 
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Figure 76: RIO, Queries captured at the IT Servicedesk for the first three weeks of term
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Figure 77: RIO Feedback using De Bono's PMI tool, example one
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Figure 78: RIO Feedback using De Bono's PMI tool, example two
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Figure 79: RIO: summary report of key findings sent to the Governance Group
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Figure 80: Magnifeye Layer 1, map of data flowing between systems 
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Figure 81: Magnifeye guide for updating documentation (for demonstration purposes) 
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Figure 82: Magnifeye September 2015 Report, part one of two 
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Figure 83: Magnifeye September 2015 Report, Part two of two 
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Figure 84: Part of the Service Design Master Class participant pack which contained an outline of 
the day and biographies of speakers 
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Figure 85: Service Design Master Class Event Invite 
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Figure 86: Service Design Master Class Press Release post-event
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Figure 87: Exam Paper Submission process as-is Service Blueprint
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Figure 88: Service Blueprint of the to-be HR Recruitment Approval Process 
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Appendix C | List of Professional Development Activities 
 

Date Type Event  

06/11/2013 Conference HEAnet National Conference, Sheraton Hotel, Athlone, Ireland 

20/11/2013 Conference Service Design Network Conference, Cardiff, Wales 

11/12/2013 Seminar Stanford dSchool “Creating Innovators through Design Thinking” with Justin Ferrell, CIT, Cork, Ireland  

09/04/2014 Conference ServDes2014, Lancaster University, U.K.  

20/10/2014 Training Design Thinking Master Class, UCD Innovators, Dublin, Ireland 

03/11/2014 Training Lancaster Co-Design FaceMooc five week online course 

06/11/2014 Seminar Winning by Design, Logitech, Cork , Ireland 

09/12/2014 Seminar Campus Engage Participate Programme, City Hall, Cork, Ireland 

20/01/2015 Seminar  Ryanair Transformation Journey, MII Event., Clarion Hotel, Cork, Ireland 

29/01/2015 Conference SPIDER Public Sector Service Design Conference, Cardiff, Wales 

10/03/2015 Networking Irish Design 2015 launch event, Cork, Ireland 

15/04/2015 Networking Service Design Meet-up, Cork, Ireland 

20/04/2015 Conference Ireland International Conference on Education (IICE-2015), Dublin, Ireland 

01/05/2015 Journal International Journal for Cross-Disciplinary Subjects in Education (IJCDSE), Issue Volume 6, Issue 4 

08/06/2015 Conference SPIDER Public Sector Conference, Dublin Castle, Ireland 

01/06/2015 Networking Membership of Institute of Designers in Ireland 

27/08/2015 Seminar Design Thinking, Idea Feasibility and Innovation Practice, Clarion Hotel, Cork, Ireland 

01/11/2015 Journal  Iterations Journal Paper: Moving towards user-centred services in the public sector, Iterations, Design 
Research & Practice Review 

01/06/2016 
 

Journal Swedish Design Research Journal: Using an Action Research Approach to Embed Service Design in a 
Higher Education Institution 

01/06/2016 Networking Setup of a Design Thinking Group in CIT, Cork, Ireland 

08/06/2016 Conference Presentation at Ellucian World Tour: Designing Better Services, Dublin, Ireland  

1/11/2016 Conference Lean Higher Education Conference, Stirling, Scotland 
Table 19: List of professional development activities
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Appendix D | Publications 
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