
The Elephant: a service experience model
A basic duality: user-centered design encourages the recognition of an “us” and a “them.” This divide is clear and 
visible across a “line of interaction” during any instance of service transaction. This focus on a divide between 
organization & user hides the deeper reality: foundations of structure, goals, strategies, needs, and contexts that 
enable service transaction. Ultimately, service success hinges on bringing both sides of the divide into a well-
orchestrated balance, and harmonizing paired sets of implicit assumptions & expectations: “ours” and “theirs.”

Strategy, leadership, 
personnel, org. structure,  
culture, rules, regulations, and 
finance all set the foundation 
for digital product and service 
delivery. The organization’s 
culture & orientiation are the 
seeds from which a service 
grows.

In digital service delivery, we 
do no less than create new 
places—digital, informational
—for people to perform their 
activities. At times, the scope 
and structure of this 
environment are complex, 
unseen, and not even 
understood by the 
organization putting it all 
together. 

The surface expression of our 
service is referred to as a 
touchpoint—and any service 
can be composed of many, 
across a wide-ranging variety 
of channels like physical 
service desks, mobile apps, 
mail reminders, websites and 
more.

It always comes back to 
people. The reason we talk 
about “experiences” at all is 
because humans engage with 
our business’ touchpoints, 
and, especially for consumer 
services, the quality of that 
experience and the resulting 
outcomes make or break 
service success. Our services 
exist to support a user’s 
behavior as engage in some 
activity driven by larger goals 
and motivations.

Behind the behaviors are 
drivers rooted in a larger 
context. We can design 
services to support existing 
behaviors. We can identify the 
goals and motivations that 
explain what people are 
ultimately trying to achieve, in 
innovate in how we support 
new behaviors to reach these 
goals.

And finally, peoples’ goals and 
motivations and ultimately, 
behaviors, are shaped by the 
larger world we’re a part of: 
our real-world context. Family, 
friends, community, city, living 
conditions all generate needs, 
goals, and motivations.

Baked into our service systems are layers of 
belief & often-implicit assumptions about what 
users need, how they interact with our services. 
Invalid and untested assumptions are a fast path 
to bad user experiences, and worse: failure.

Our users have implicit mental models of the 
activity-space they’re in, which includes deep 
expectations about what we offer. Services that 
complement existing mental models are easier 
and more tractable to engage with.
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