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Directing Design
Using Theatre to Capture the Human Element in Service

If we are to undertake a human-centric approach to service 

design, then understanding human behaviour is a key 

component to designing the services people use. Apart from 

the behavioural and social sciences, theatre provides an 

important set of tools for making tangible the invisible, implicit, 

yet essential elements that make up a service encounter.

Nowadays, it’s easy to find out how to do 
almost anything. You can fire up your 
trusty web browser, run a few searches 
and, within minutes, locate enough how-
to’s, Wikis and instructional YouTube 
videos to get you started on nearly any 
task, from preparing confit de canard to 
building a deck for your house. 

So, if the average person has access 
to all the same tools, ingredients and 
technical know-how as the professionals, 
why do we still spend money on French 
restaurants and carpenters instead 
of doing it all by ourselves? Why do 
we prefer to troubleshoot computer 
problems with the help of a living person 
rather than an automated phone system? 
What are the qualities that separate 
linear, industrialised service platforms 
(Orbitz.com, Kayak.com, etc.) from truly 
co-created service experiences (travel 
agents, for example)?  

The design and improvement of ser-
vices require more than just knowledge 

of the technical elements and business 
requirements of the service itself. It 
requires an intense understanding of 
the cultural environment, relationships, 
behaviours and, most of all, a capturing of 
the tacit knowledge that an experienced 
service provider brings to each service 
encounter, not forgetting the desire to 
benefit from a service without necessar-
ily investing one’s time and energy in an 
unnecessary manner.

For the past three years at the Ge-
neva School of Business Administration 
Service Lab, we have explored answers 
to the questions above by combining 
ethnomethodology –the study of how 
people make sense of their world and 
form social codes through the daily 
rituals of work – with the techniques and 
implicit knowledge gained through the 
contribution of Swiss stage director Yves 
Pinguely’s career in the dramatic arts to 
produce a process for creating, improv-
ing and learning about services. 
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service design on stage

and to work through the design process 
iteratively

4. Development and delivery of ‘operat-
ing modes’, redesigned scripts for the 
service based on the results of the 
rehearsals

In order to explain how the technique 
works, let’s return to the example of a 
carpenter and focus on the initial client 
consultation as the service. 

ETHNOMETHODOLOGY

The idea behind ethnomethodology is 
that during the course of our everyday 
lives, we collectively take part in daily 
rituals and habits that form our social 
codes. For example, the daily morning 
rituals involved in working in an office 
building – swiping a badge at a security 

Since service interactions are relatable human 
experiences that can be recalled and described as 
stories, many of the skills involved in creating an 
experience that audiences can relate to in the theatre 
are directly applicable to the process of service design, 
such as building and improving a scene through 
iteration and rehearsal, identifying and conveying 
values and motivations and making sense of people, 
places and moments that comprise a story. 

Our theatre-based approach to service design takes place 
in four steps:
1. Ethnomethodology through site visits, immersion work 

and semi-directed interviews with service providers 
and clients in order to identify the salient attributes of 
a given service experience

2. Development of a theatrical script that makes fully 
tangible the key elements of the service interaction

3. Rehearsal of the script using a trained director in order 
to maximise authenticity, properly visualise the service 

“A Shareholder’s Meeting”: a service design 
ex per iment simulating a corporate Annual 
General Meeting which was performed by the 
HEG Geneva Service Lab for a live audience 
and filmed for Swiss public television in 2009.
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when doing the initial project consultation with the 
client; the shortcuts taken or pitfalls avoided during the 
project; and the choice of one type of design or building 
material over another. It is in large part the carpenter’s 
expression of tacit knowledge that earns the client’s 
trust and willingness to pay and are what distinguish an 
‘artisanal’, co-produced service from one that can be in-
dustrialised and performed by anyone without training.

BUILDING AND RUNNING THE SCENE

The results from the ethnomethodological study are 
processed to produce a theatrical script that depicts the 
service encounter of a carpenter-client consultation in 
a  realistic and authentic way. Volunteers from the eth-
nomethodology phase – both carpenters and clients – 
are invited to volunteer to participate in the simulation, 
taking the roles of the actors. The scene is rehearsed, 
with the director (Pinguely) guiding the actors and 
making sure that the motivations, movements, dialogue 
and physical characteristics of the scene remain authen-
tic and relatable. 

The team continues to rehearse the scene, 
making changes to various parts of the scene with 
each iteration, in order to seek out problems and test 
improvements to the service script.  
At the end of the process, a set of thematic 

scanner, riding the elevator and exchanging pleasantries 
with co-workers and sitting down to log in at your 
computer – are all part of what form the social codes of 
office life. 

For the purpose of theatre-based service design, 
we’re interested in learning about how the settings, the 
procedures, and the tacit knowledge required for ser-
vice production are expressed in the service environ-
ment. Understanding these rituals is a crucial part of 
constructing an authentic simulation of the service: we 
gather this understanding by performing a combina-
tion of immersion work, semi-directed interviews and 
direct observation with people from both the provider 
and client side of the service engagement.

In using ethnomethodology to build a script for 
the carpenter’s client consultation, we would try to 
observe how carpenters behave as service providers: 
how do they speak with clients during the client 
consultation? How do they speak with each other? Is 
there an office? How is it arranged? What jargon do 
the carpenters use, how do they dress and how do they 
conduct themselves during each phase of the project? 

And then there is the element of tacit knowledge: 
the level of skill and understanding that seems auto-
matic to the carpenter and that manifests itself in the 
types of questions asked and types of advice offered 
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service design on stage

fidelity over frameworks

When building a scene for a service design 
simulation, “...don’t get locked into one specific 
framework or theatre technique.” says Fragnière, 

“You should select the tools you need in order to 
accurately reproduce the salient attributes of each 
service experience. It is important to be flexible.” 
This can be illustrated by comparing two kinds of 
totally opposed service experiences: a high-end 
fashion boutique and an Apple Store. The cus-
tomer is never left alone to wander in the high-
end boutique: the salesperson, an expert whose 
role is diagnostic in nature (‘What’s the occasion?’ 

‘How about this colour?’) is stage managing the 
customer’s experience from the moment the 
customer first enters. In this experience, the 

‘trusted advisor’ relationship forged through the 
salesperson’s expression of tacit knowledge is a 
key element to building the scene.
Contrast this with the experience of walking 
into an Apple Store: the customer wanders freely 
through a mostly self-service environment, a 
technology ‘petting zoo’ where customers are 
given the space to examine and to test drive 
various pieces of equipment on their own before 
actively engaging a salesperson. Here the setting 
itself – the physical customer journey – is the 
primary attribute of the service experience.

recommendations – new ‘operating 
modes’ that include suggestions 
for improvement of the client 
consultation service – are delivered 
to the carpenters. These operating 
modes address obser vations made 
during the rehearsal process of factors 
related to problems in the service 
experience – physical factors like 
workspace layouts, or psychological 
elements like trust – and provide 
specific recommendations for action. 

ART IMITATES LIFE (UGH, SORRY)

Most of us know what it’s like to 
use a service that seems like it 
was designed on paper: clumsy, 
linear, overly focused on metrics 
and measurable outcomes, services 
designed in 2-D often skip right 
past the important human elements 
and create frustrating experiences 
both for those who produce 
and for those who use them. 

By contrast, the theatre-based 
approach offers a highly collabora-
tive process that incorporates the 
stakeholders of a service directly 
into the production of the service 
script itself at every phase. It offers 
the ability to adapt and experiment 
while, at the same time, leveraging 
the experience of a trained direc-
tor to ensure that what is produced 
is authentic, rich and realistic. •

Swiss stage director Yves Pinguely 
of the HEG Geneva Service Lab 
leading students and instructors in 
a rehearsal exercise.


