Service Blueprinting

Idea In Short

Start every blueprint from the customer's actions, not the organization's internal steps, since
anything without a customer impact doesn't belong on the diagram yet. Draw the line of
visibility deliberately, since it is what separates what a customer sees from everything an
organization does to make that moment possible. Use the blueprint to find failure points
before they happen, not just to document a process after the fact.

Why services are so hard to manage well

Services make up more than 60 percent of the world's GDP, yet managing their quality is far
harder than managing the quality of a physical good. A product can be judged through
tangible cues: its finish, its weight, its packaging, its fit. A service offers almost none of
these cues, which is exactly why service failures feel so familiar. A laptop comes back from
repair with the same fault it went in for. A support call fixes an internet connection that fails
again within days. An agent promises to escalate an issue and nobody follows up. Survey
after survey puts services at the top of the list for consumer dissatisfaction, and that gap
persists even as companies collect more customer data than ever, largely because the
analytics turning that data into useful information still fall short.

Customers experience these failures as bad treatment. Managers often assume the cause is
an uncooperative employee. In reality, even when human error plays a role, the deeper
problem is usually the absence of a systematic method for designing and controlling the
service in the first place. Matching what a service actually delivers to what customers
expect requires a way to describe the service's critical characteristics objectively, so that
employees, customers and managers can all see what the service is, what role each of them
plays, and how the whole process fits together.

A service blueprint is exactly that: a picture of the customer experience and the underlying

service system, built so that anyone looking at it, regardless of their role or point of view,
can understand the service the same way. It shows the service process, the points of
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customer contact, and the physical evidence of the service, all at once, from the customer's

perspective outward.

Where the idea came from

Service blueprints were first described by G. Lynn Shostack, a bank executive, in a 1984
Harvard Business Review article titled "Designing Services That Deliver." 1 Her approach
took something that had been treated as intangible and fundamentally ephemeral and turned
it into something that could be documented, measured, controlled and improved, the same
way a factory process could be. Her original example diagrammed something as ordinary as
a corner shoeshine, breaking it down into discrete, analyzable steps.

Since then, service blueprints have evolved considerably in both visual style and structure,
adapting to capture the customer experience while still giving enough operational detail to
document how a service actually gets delivered. Their real strength is that they capture the
operational complexity of a service without pulling a team into the level of granular detail
found in other business process modeling methods.

The building blocks of a blueprint

What distinguishes a service blueprint from an ordinary process flow diagram is its focus on
the customer and their experience above everything else. That focus is why the frontstage
and backstage distinction sits at the very core of the technique.

A blueprint is built from four key components, plus one detail layered on top: customer
actions, onstage or visible employee actions, backstage or invisible employee actions,
support processes, and physical evidence of the service placed above each customer
touchpoint. There is no rigid convention for how a blueprint should look. The exact symbols,
the number of horizontal lines and the labels used can all vary depending on how complex
the process is, and that variation is a feature rather than a flaw. A blueprint's flexibility,
compared with more rigid process-mapping methods, is one of its biggest strengths, as long

as its purpose stays clear.
Customer actions cover every step, choice and interaction the customer performs while

purchasing, experiencing and evaluating the service. In a legal services context, this might
include deciding to contact an attorney, placing calls, attending meetings and sharing
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documents. Onstage, or visible, employee actions are whatever the contact employee does
in full view of the customer, such as a server taking a reservation, greeting a guest,
explaining a menu or serving a meal. Backstage, or invisible, employee actions are what that
same contact employee does out of sight to support those visible moments, like a waiter
prepping cutlery, coordinating with the kitchen or entering an order into a restaurant's
system. Support processes cover the internal steps and interactions that keep contact
employees able to do their jobs at all, such as inventory management, staff scheduling,
training or IT support in a restaurant setting. Physical evidence, listed above each point of
contact, is the tangible proof of the service the customer actually perceives, such as a
server's uniform, the table setting or the presentation of the food itself.

Three horizontal lines divide these components from each other. The line of interaction
separates everything that represents a direct exchange between customer and organization
from everything that doesn't; each time a vertical line in the diagram crosses this line, it
marks a genuine service encounter. The line of visibility, arguably the most important line on
the whole diagram, separates what customers can see from what they can't, and by
extension separates what a contact employee does onstage from what that same employee
does backstage. A doctor examining a patient and answering questions sits above this line;
the same doctor reviewing the chart beforehand or dictating notes afterward sits below it.
The line of internal interaction separates customer-facing employee activities from the
internal support activities and people who make those customer-facing moments possible,

and any vertical line crossing it marks an internal service encounter.

Blueprints are meant to be diagrammed starting from the customer's experience and
working inward toward the delivery system, not the other way around. The boxes within
each row represent the specific steps performed or experienced by whoever operates at
that level.

What a blueprint looks like in practice

A simplified blueprint for an overnight hotel stay shows a guest checking in, moving to their
room for various activities such as receiving luggage, sleeping, showering and eating
breakfast, then checking out. That structure makes it easy to see exactly which employees
interact directly with the guest at each stage, and each customer action links to specific
physical evidence, from the registration form at check-in to the lobby décor and the
uniforms worn by staff throughout the stay.

Think Insights - thinkinsights.net -3-



Blueprints also work well for services delivered largely or entirely through technology,
where no employee is directly involved except when something goes wrong. In these cases,
the contact-employee rows can be dropped entirely, and the area above the line of visibility
instead documents the interface between the customer and the technology, such as a
banking website offering loan information, relabeled as onstage or visible technology. Many
services blend the two: during an airline's boarding process, check-in might run through a
kiosk while baggage handling and security screening are still staffed by people. A blueprint
for a service like this includes all three rows, technology, visible employee action and
invisible employee action, since customers typically only encounter a "backstage" employee
if something goes wrong; otherwise those employees stay invisible by design.

Building a blueprint: a six-step process

Building a useful blueprint is a structured, collaborative exercise, and much of its value
comes from the process of doing it, not just the finished diagram. That makes it important to
involve people from across the organization and ground the exercise in real customer

information rather than assumption.

The first step is identifying the specific service process to blueprint, since blueprints can be
built at very different levels of detail. This means figuring out whose expertise is needed and
getting those people into the same room, in person if possible, though a virtual session
works too. A hotel-stay blueprint at the basic conceptual level, for instance, leaves out
variations for different types of stays; if certain steps later turn out to be trouble spots, a
more detailed blueprint of just that subprocess can be developed separately.

The second step is identifying the customer or customer segment the blueprint should
represent, since different segments often need meaningfully different service. A hotel, for
example, might build separate blueprints for business travelers, families, tour groups and
luxury guests if their experiences genuinely diverge. It's possible to combine segments into
one blueprint at a very abstract level, but once the detail deepens, separate blueprints avoid
confusion and keep the tool useful.

The third step is mapping the process from the customer's point of view first, before
anything else, charting the choices and actions a customer takes while purchasing,
experiencing and evaluating the service. Starting here keeps the team focused on steps that
genuinely affect the customer and forces an early, sometimes difficult, agreement on who
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the customer actually is. An airline, for instance, might define its own service as starting at
check-in and ending at disembarkation, while a passenger experiences that same service as
starting with the booking process and ending only once their luggage arrives. Building the
blueprint from the customer's perspective is often what surfaces details that matter
enormously to customers but were never on the provider's radar.

The fourth step maps contact-employee or technology actions. The lines of interaction and
visibility get drawn first, and then the team maps what the contact employee does, splitting it
into what is visible to the customer and what happens out of sight. For an existing service,
this usually means interviewing or observing frontline staff directly. Where technology plays
a role, its required actions get mapped above the line of visibility too, relabeled as onstage
technology actions if no employee is involved at all; if both people and technology are
involved, an extra horizontal line can separate visible employee actions from visible
technology actions to keep the diagram easy to read.

The fifth step links contact activities to the support functions they depend on, drawing the
line of internal interaction and tracing how internal actions ultimately affect the customer,
whether directly or indirectly. Viewed this way, internal processes gain clear importance
once their link to the customer becomes visible, and conversely, steps with no real
connection to either the customer experience or an essential support function may turn out
to be unnecessary.

The sixth and final step adds the physical evidence of the service at each customer
touchpoint, showing what the customer actually sees or experiences as tangible proof of the
service at that moment. A photographic blueprint, built from real photos, slides or video of
the process, can be especially useful here for checking whether that evidence lines up with
the organization's intended strategy and positioning.

Why blueprints have become more valuable

The rise of digital channels and new communication technology has pushed most
businesses into an omnichannel model, managing customer interactions across call centers,
webchat, SMS, messaging, email and social media all at once. A single support conversation
might start on social media, continue over text and end with a phone call, and customers
don't expect to re-explain their problem every time the channel changes. Blueprints help
manage exactly this kind of complexity, offering three concrete benefits: visualization,
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alignment and prototyping.

Visualization means making all the moving parts of a service, their interconnections, their
dependencies and their potential breakdowns, visible and tangible to everyone involved,
turning what was previously an abstract idea into something a team can look at and discuss
directly. Alignment means giving multiple roles across an organization a shared canvas on
which each person can see themselves and the specific part of the experience they're
responsible for, which matters enormously when several teams or divisions need to
collaborate to deliver one coherent service and want assurance that the separate pieces will
actually fit together. Prototyping means using the blueprinting process itself as a fast, low-
fidelity way to test new service delivery approaches at any stage of design, capturing
insights, exploring operational viability, or scripting and visualizing the customer flow before

committing to a final design.

How to read a blueprint depending on your purpose

A blueprint can be read in several different ways, depending on what a person is trying to

learn from it.

To understand the customer's view of the process, read the blueprint left to right, tracking
only the customer action row. Useful questions here include how the customer initiates the
service, what choices they make along the way, how involved they are in co-creating the
experience, what physical evidence they encounter, and whether that evidence matches the
organization's intended strategy and positioning.

To understand contact employees' roles, or how technology and human contact are
integrated, read the blueprint horizontally again, but this time focus on the activities directly
above and below the line of visibility. Relevant questions include how rational and efficient
the process is, who interacts with the customer and how often, whether one person owns
the customer relationship or the customer gets passed between several employees, and
whether handoffs between people and technology feel seamless from the customer's side.

To understand how the various elements of the service integrate, read the blueprint
vertically. This clarifies which tasks and employees are essential to delivering the
experience and traces the links from deep internal actions all the way to their effect on the
customer at the front line. Useful questions include which backstage actions support the
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most critical customer touchpoints, what support actions those depend on in turn, and how
handoffs between employees actually happen.

To redesign a service, look at the blueprint as a whole, assessing its overall complexity, how
it might change, and how a change on the customer's side would ripple into contact-
employee and internal processes, and vice versa. Blueprints can also be used to judge a
service system's overall efficiency and productivity, evaluate the likely impact of proposed
changes, and pinpoint likely failure points, bottlenecks or customer pain points. Once such a
point is found, a firm can add tracking measures around it, or "explode" that section of the
blueprint into much finer detail to study it on its own.

How a blueprint differs from a customer journey map

A customer journey map visually documents an individual customer's needs, the sequence
of interactions required to meet them, and the emotional states the customer experiences
along the way. Journey maps are powerful storytelling tools, useful for building empathy
and spotting parts of an experience worth improving or investigating further.

A service blueprint takes a fundamentally different approach. It is not really about
documenting the customer's experience at all; it uses that experience only as a starting
point, then unpacks it to reveal how the organization actually supports that journey behind
the scenes. Where a journey map captures the surface of the customer experience, a
blueprint evidences the organization's operational reality: what it delivers, how it delivers it,
and how the whole system is orchestrated end to end.

The two tools also differ in orientation and use case. Journey maps are customer-centric,
capturing emotions, thoughts and actions at each touchpoint and surfacing pain points and
opportunities from the customer's perspective; they are most useful when the goal is
understanding how customers experience what's on offer. Blueprints are organization-
centric, used mainly by internal teams to document and analyze the processes, frontstage
and backstage alike, that support those customer interactions; they cover the full service
delivery process, including support functions the customer never sees, and are most useful
once the customer experience is already well understood and the real need is optimizing the

internal machinery that delivers it.

* 1Designing Services That Deliver, Harvard Business Review
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Summary

A service blueprint turns something intangible into something a team can actually manage:
an explicit map of customer actions, frontstage work, backstage work and support
processes, tied together by the lines that separate what customers see from what they
don't.
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