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ABSTRACT

During the last decades, the focus in design has been shifting from being object-centered to focusing on design
for human experiences. Moreover, service design is expanding design practice from being a project with a finite
material deliverable to becoming a process of ongoing change within a social context. Still, the term “user’
remains widely applied, although service designers are increasingly considering people involved as ‘partners’ or
‘co-producers’. Since the emergence of service design, the business and technology perspective in service
design has strongly contributed to the shaping of service design language and techniques. With its focus on
context and complexity, the emerging field of design anthropology has the potential to introduce a different
perspective on how to re-interpret the ‘user’ notion. The aim of this article is to explore how the term ‘user’ fits
within the context of design for public services. The question is illustrated with examples from a design project
in collaboration with the Norwegian Labour and Welfare Administration (NAV). The literature review and the
illustrative case example in this article show that people are actively shaping public welfare services as much as
the services have been pre-designed. Thus, the ‘user’ term in public welfare services could be reconsidered
through a design anthropology lens, with the help of concepts such as contextualization, human-centeredness
and design as grown. A design anthropology perspective might help designers become more aware of people
as actively shaping public services. Designers might then facilitate an infrastructure where design is happening
through people’s participation in services, rather than services pre-designed for ‘consumption’.
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1. INTRODUCTION relationships between people and technology [2].

Sub-fields such as design thinking and service

Service design is becoming increasingly known
within the field of public services as a driver for
innovation and organizational transformation
grounded in a user-centered approach [1] The
notions of “user involvement” and “user-
centeredness” are relatively new to most public
services, like the Norwegian Labour and Welfare
Administration (NAV), but have been well known
within the design field since the 1980s [2], [3].
However, as the design field takes on more
complex challenges, a user-centered approach
might not address the high complexity of

design contribute with a more holistic perspective
on people, and more designers are taking a
‘human-centered design’ approach with a
‘collaborative design’ process [4], [5]. This is
commonly seen by designers as an appreciated
alternative to the more narrow ‘user-centered
design’, which has its origin in an object-centric
design perspective [4], [6].

Service design is changing the role of designers
from being experts within a finite project frame to
increasingly be seen as facilitators and translators
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in an ever-lasting iterative process [5]. Designers
are moving from designing products to co-
creating with people [2], [7]. As a relatively new
field emerging in the early 2000s [2], service
designers have been critiqued for not having
enough competence when it comes to the
implementation of the service concepts [8]. Much
of the knowledge about services has been
appropriated from the business and technology
side [9], [10]. As an example, well-known books on
service design like the ones by Bechmann and
Polaine et al. draw on literature from
management and marketing and design research
to a greater extent than the fields of humanities,
like anthropology, psychology and political
science [7], [8]. The dominance of the
perspectives from business, technology and
product design be reflected in the service design
“tribes language”, with its use of tools like blue
prints, flow charts and touch-point
representations [5].

On the other hand, voices from anthropology are
stressing the importance of context and
complexity in service design. As stated by Akam
and Prendiville, we should “re-situate services as
an organic, co-created process and see co-
designing as a journey and process of
transformation in how we design our world, and
ourselves, with others” [5]. Blomberg and Darrah
are problematizing how service designers often
are adopting concepts and strategies from
product design, without necessarily questioning
whether fundamental assumptions from one field
are directly applicable to the other [11]. The user
term risk being such a concept. When transferred
to design for public services, it leads to several
paradoxes.

The aim of this article is to highlight why the ‘user’
term is problematic in design for public welfare
services. The article will look at the background for
the ‘user’ concept in design and in public services,
and describe some challenges with the term in
both fields. Finally, it will explore how design
anthropology might change the perspective on
peoples’ roles in services, particularly the people
commonly referred to as ‘users’.

1.1 Structure

The first section focuses on the user concept as it
has evolved in design, with the aim of highlighting
how service design is different from product
design. In the next section, | describe how the user
concept has developed in public services, in order
to emphasize fundamental differences between
public and private services. The third section
points to key principles in design anthropology
and explores how design anthropology might
change the perspective of peoples’ roles in
services. Finally, | discuss which implications a
design anthropology lens has on the ‘user role’ in
design for public welfare services, and
consequences for service design practice.

1.2 Definitions

This article adopts an anthropology approach to
services, seeing them as an entangled “process of
doing something for another party”, rather than
mere economical transactions [11]. Services do
only make sense in relation to a social context, are
not easily demarcated, and embedded in social
institutions. According to Blomberg and Darrah,
services are fulfilling a larger social purpose than
simply the immediate individual benefit of the
recipient or the provider, which resonates well
with services in public sector.

Several definitions for service design exist. This
article stays quite close to the perspective of
Oliver King, describing service design as a
“collaborative process of researching, envisaging
and orchestrating experiences that happen over
time and multiple touch points” [1]. A key
characteristic of services is that they are co-
produced by the people involved.

Human experience is defined as the emotional
effects of services that impact people’s life quality
and well-being [7]. Human experience is then a
broader concept than user experience, which can
be defined as an interaction with technologies,
typically a task within a shorter time frame than
the longer “relationship” to a service.
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A wide range of terms are applied to describe the
role of people involved in public services and in
the design process. Stakeholders are groups or
individuals who can impact or who is affected by a
service [12]. This article will focus on the narrower
scope of people directly involved in the service,
commonly called wusers. Inspired by Johan
Redstrom, the article takes a design philosophical
approach to the user as “something designers
create”, defined in relation to an object [6]. It is
first when we start using a product that we
become users.

Other terms are often applied as alternatives to
‘user’, and these are considered throughout the
article (see figure 1): Customer and consumer are
often applied in private sector, where somebody
is paying for a service; citizen refers to our rights
and responsibilities in the society [13]; recipients
point to people as more passively receiving
benefit in welfare system, while actor emphasize
a person’s responsibility for her own situation and
in decision-making [14]; partner and co-producer
is underlining the mutuality of people in
respectively the design process and in the service
itself [13], [15].

PUb_“c Recipient Actor Active
Services Citizen welfare subject

Design Partner Co-creator

Co-producer
Private
Services Consumer Customer
Passive Active

Role Role

Figure 1: Alternatives to the ‘user’ term in services.

2. THE ‘USER’ IN DESIGN

2.1 The appearance of the ‘user’ in design

To develop useful, intuitive solutions based in
real-world challenges, designers turn to potential
‘users’ of their solutions to come [16]. From an
historical perspective, the people making the
products and the people using them where closely
related with each other, within time and space.
The results were meaningful and useful to people
when they were direct responses to visible needs,
used within the same social context as they were
created. For example, a skilled craftsman

constructing horse wagons in a village would
almost automatically have an understanding of
the villagers needs after some time in the
profession.

With the industrial revolution and globalized
markets, the people using products and the ones
producing them became more distanced from one
another [16]. Mass production made it possible to
fully conceive and plan a design before producing
it. Thus, production and use — and design and
production — became more separated from each
other, leaving a gap of insecurity when trying to
understand the ‘users’. As a contrast to the

Is the user term still adeauate? A desian anthropoloav perspective on desian for social welfare services R



example with the artisan, a car designer would
most likely not meet all the people she is designing
for and therefore not have an immediate
understanding of them. With Modernist
movements, the idea of social responsibility
became increasingly important in design, as a
reaction to decorative traditions [6]. Design
became a matter of designing the ‘use’ of objects.

During the last decades, there has been a shift
from a rational, systematic design approach
towards a more human-centered one, which has
its roots in mainly two directions [2]: The
development of a user-centered design approach
within the field of human-computer interaction
(HCl) in the 1980s [3] and the participatory design
movement relating to the democratization of the
workplace in the 1970’s Scandinavia [17].

2.2 The ‘user’ in user-centered design

With the emergence of HCl in the 1970s it became
more common to focus on human aspects in
computer technology [3][2]. These early
approaches to human-centered design were
linear and logical processes with specific steps to
follow, and with a focus on usability [4]. According
to Jung-Joo Lee, people were in these steps
reduced to users of technological systems, where
the design goal was to make the interaction
between people and systems efficient. Jinwoo Kim
has characterized this first period as the user
interface phase [3]. Here, the approach to
involving people was quite narrow, and the
research was often based on studying specific
computer scenarios with one single ‘user’.

The concept of ‘user-centered design’ became
widespread by the 1990s [2], [3]. At this second
stage, user interaction became increasingly
important, exploring how a ‘user’ could respond
to the user interface, and get a meaningful
reaction [3]. This more holistic approach was
laying the ground for a focus beyond efficiency
and strict usability. Although interaction design is
said to have moved beyond the mere stage of
user-interface design and usability testing, the

field still seems to be limited by a traditional HCI
approach, where the questions are how a ‘user’
use a predesigned technical artefact and how to
make the artifact “usable” [10].

Kim describes the third phase of HCl as design for
human experiences, characterized by a focus on
people’s perspective, holism and strategy [3]. This
stage is opposed to the computer-oriented phase
that was centered around what was objective and
fragmented. Kim argues that today’s design for
human experiences goes beyond the mere ‘user
experience’, because experiences are complex
and encompass a wide range of products and
services, such as physical space and web-based
communication. Susan Gasson supports this view,
by claiming that user-centered system
development methods fail to address the human

interests because they focus on solving
predetermined problems [10].

2.2 The ‘user’ in participatory design

With the rise of automated processes,

Scandinavian democratization movements in the
1970s were stressing the importance of letting
the workers have their say in how their workplace
should be shaped by participation and joint
decision-making [17]. Compared to the HCI
approach based on utility testing, the direction of
participatory design has a tradition of seeing the
user as a partner, rather than a subject [15].

Elizabeth Sanders has mapped the landscapes of
human-centered design (see figure 2 on page 5).
She shows how both the tradition of participatory
design and user-centered design can be
encompassed by human-centered design [2]. The
two concepts are mapped on the basis of their
approach to design as for, with or by the ‘user’.
User-centered design is characterized by having
an expert mind-set, designing for ‘users’ [18].
Typically, data is collected and analyzed to guide
the design process by specific principles, to meet
the “needs” of ‘users’. On the other side of the
scale, the participatory approach favors design
with and by the ‘user’, and includes concepts such
as co-design, co-creation and co-production.
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Here, people are actively involved as partners in
the design process. Sanders herself argues that a
user-centered design approach cannot address
the increased complexity of challenges that
designers face today. Designers are no longer
designing products for “users” but designing for
the future experiences of people.

2.3 Paradoxes of the ‘user’ in service design

As seen in the two previous sections, both the HCI
field and the participative tradition are moving
towards a mutual emphasis on design for the
experience of people. Within the field of service
design, people are no longer seen as mere sources
of information, but they are increasingly involved
in the design process and referred to as
stakeholders, actors, participants and partners.
But mostly, designers are still talking about ‘users’,

or ‘the user as partner’, like Sander puts it [15].
There is a risk of transferring the ‘user’ term
directly from product and interaction design to
service design without considering how this might
lead to a language full of paradoxes. The following
section highlights three challenges that follow
when speaking of ‘users’ within the field of service
design.

First, user-centered design does not equal human-
centered design. Designers tend to mix these two
and talk about ‘users’ although they claim to have
a human-centered design approach with
participatory methods. But as underlined by
Redstrom, ‘humans not users are the ones
inhabiting the world’ [6]. The ‘user’ only exists
when there is an object to be used, and therefore
the object or the thought of an object is prior to
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Figure 2: Map of design research and research types by Elizabeth Sanders [18].

the users. A user-centered approach is thus per se
an object-centric approach and it is limiting the
role of people. This may represent a challenge

when designers want to focus on people and
human-centered design.
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Second, a service is not an object. The intangible
nature of services might be a problem to the
object-centric user term. A service is not a singular
object in itself, but created in the encounters,
interactions and relations between people,
objects and systems in time and space [11]. This
idea of mutuality and co-production questions
whether it is possible to use a service.

Third, a service is not a pre-designed entity.
However, as services become more complex,
there has been a need to align the overall
experience that encompasses its different
functionalities [3]. The question might therefore
be whether an experience can be designed. But an
experience is subjective, as it depends on personal
past and present perceptions. Accordingly, it
cannot be designed. What is possible to design are
the components of a service and plan the
relationship between them so that a service is
likely to evoke certain aspects of an experience in
people. Service design is in that case closely
related to design for human experiences, rather
than user experience design. The active role of
people in creating a service questions whether we
can distinguish between ‘users’ and ‘designers’ of
services.

3. THE ‘USER’ IN PUBLIC SECTOR

As in the area of design, the understanding of the
user concept in public sector has evolved and
changed during the last decades. There has been
a shift from seeing people as passive receivers of
welfare to ‘active users’ and ‘welfare actors’[14],
[19]-[21]. The following chapter briefly describes
the evolution of the user term in the public
sphere. This creates a background for discussing
differences between private and the public
services, and to what extent the ‘user’ term is
adequate in social welfare services.

3.1 Consumerist and democratic traditions
The concept of user involvement in public sector

has evolved from two different angles: the
‘consumerist’ tradition and the ‘democratic’

tradition [13], [14], [21]. The welfare state was
object of criticism from both the left and right
wing in politics during the 1970s in western
countries like the USA and Great Britain [13], [20],
[21]. The Right claimed that is was too
bureaucratic, inefficient, and that it should be
more focused on individual choices, while the
political left stressed its power over people, with
their lack of possibility to influence it [13], [21].

The consumerist perspective linked to the Right
was calling for freedom of choice and the public as
a provider [13]. It was influenced by the private
sector, and saw innovation as a key to develop
flexible public services, responsive to the
individual needs of the ‘user’, like customer-
centered business [13], [20]. On the other hand,
the democratic tradition stressed the importance
of letting the users have a say, as it was anchored
in the movement of empowerment, both in
individual cases and in collective political issues
[20].

Although they had different motivations, both the
consumerist side and the democratic user
movement were breaking with the traditional
hierarchical model and were calling for a bottom-
up approach [13], [20]. They emphasized the
citizens as actors capable of articulating their own
needs as active user in stead of passive recipients
of welfare services [13], [22].

3.2 Terminology for people in public services

From the different political ideologies, various
terms have evolved to designate the roles of
people [22]. Fiona Williams describes the
development of ‘the active welfare subject’,
putting an emphasize on the shift towards
individual differences and personal experiences
[20], [21]. Based on the British system, she
describes them as active consumers (neo liberalist
ideology), active wage earners (New labour) and
active citizens and wusers (‘the new social
movements’). Luise L. Langergaard has a similar
approach, when describing how the role of the
citizen in public services has changed. She
classifies the approaches into the citizen as
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‘consumer’, ‘active user’, and ‘co-producer’,
where the responsiveness is exchanged by
collaboration [13].

On the whole, people are increasingly seen as
autonomic, creative individuals who are capable
of being reflective and actively engaged in their
own life [21]. This has led to the notion of ‘actor’
[14], [20], such as exemplified by Williams. Where
‘user’ describes a person in regard to her relation
with a service, actor is applied in a wider sense
than ‘user’, also referring to the person’s life
outside of the service [14]. However, all terms
have their limits, and are applied to underscore
different perspectives: ‘Client’ to underline the
relation between the professional and the person
seeking help; ‘user’ to give people more influence;
and ‘actor ‘ to show the idea of people as acting
individuals [14].

3.3 Traditional and radical user participation

User participation or user involvement in public
sector can be divided into two types: the
traditional model and the radical one [23]. The
following paragraphs take a closer look at the two
of them, in order to understand what is meant by
user participation in public welfare services.

The traditional model focuses on the individual
case, stressing that the user should have their say
when discussing their own situation [23]. For
example, if a long-term unemployed man consults
an advisor, the advisor will not just tell him what
to do, but let him give his point of view on the
alternatives to achieve pre-determined
objectives. Although this goes further than the
traditional professional-client approach, it is still
tinted by a paternalist view where the
professional knows what is most efficient.

The radical model, on the other hand, is more
concerned with collective user participation [23],
[24]. Users are seen as people who can influence
the political processes to shape the services
according to their needs, not only the decision-
making in their individual case [13], [23], [24]. In
this model, the people working for welfare

services are more like mentors who the users can
reflect together with [23]. They do not see
themselves as having all the answers, neither as
providing a package of predetermined goals. An
example would be if an unemployed person is
considered capable of planning her own way
towards getting a job. A session with an advisor
would help her to map out her competence,
rather than telling her how many jobs she must

apply to.

An even more radical approach would be to
include the person in the making of the strategy
for how unemployed people should be assisted.
This way, more responsibility is put on the user,
and there is a true power shift between the parts,
as compared to the traditional model [23]. The
radical model is criticizing the expert role [23], as
the user’s own experiences is an equally
important source of knowledge [19], [21], [25].

Considering the concept of empowerment, user
participation can be described as the degree of
control over the following factors [26]:

1. To decide that a problem exists
To define what the problem consists of

3. To decide if something should be done
with the problem

4. To choose between different types of
help

5. To initiate, maintain or stop the contact

When looking at the list, collective user
participation in political decisions might be placed
between 1 and 3, while the traditional model with
its focus on the individual case could be situated
between 4 and 5. As for design, involving people
in deciding and designing what type of service is
needed would typically be more radical than
designing a service where the users are
encouraged to influence their own case.

3.4 Paradoxes of the ‘user’ in public sector
As private services often are seen as more

responsive, innovative and customer-centered
[13], it might be tempting to imitate them when
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designing for public services. However, there are
some fundamental differences between public
and private services. Public services are inherently
collective, as opposed to private services, and this
influences the role of people and how designers
are working with services. For instance, a strong
focus on subjective experiences and the state as a
provider to cover individual needs, might be in
conflict with the view of public sector as an
administer of collective interests serving equality
[13], [21]. The user-centeredness as understood in
private sector should thus be considered more
closely before directly applied to public services
[13]. The following section highlights three
fundamental differences between private and
public services.

First, the ‘user’ is not always right in public sector.
Public services might be moving towards an
‘active user’ approach, but they are still two-sided
services. Social welfare services are characterized
by an asymmetrical power relation between the
people working for the services and the other
citizens [23], [24]. On the one hand, the aim of
welfare services is to help people, making them
capable of living a worthy life. On the other hand,
people working for these services are managers of
power and control, as they are expected to
administer the collective resources of the welfare
state in an efficient way [27]. This has traditionally
led to a paternalist view, making a clear distinction
between the helper and the one being helped
[21], [23].

As a receiver of help, people then have limited
opportunity to influence the nature of the help,
which creates a power imbalance. The inequality
might lead to ‘institutional humiliation’, which
means the violation of a person’s self respect [23].
In private services however, the relation might
also be asymmetrical, but the person in theory has
more power and influence, as the business’
income relies on the customer and the customer
can choose another service.

Second, public sector is not solely a provider of
services covering individual needs [13]. There is a
tension between universalism and uniqueness in

public services. The welfare system might be
experienced as rigid and not open to individual
differences. As in the example above, an
unemployed resourceful person might feel that
his individual needs are not very well met by the
social welfare service. Although the lack of
flexibility might be seen as a weakness of public
sector, there is a reason why bureaucracy has
been important. Bureaucracy represents a
uniform model that embodies procedures to
ensure values like equal treatment, justice and
fairness. It does not privilege personal
preferences.

User-centeredness breaks with this model, as it
encourages personalized services based on
subjective experiences [13]. It is therefore
important to underline that although ‘user’
involvement may strengthen the relationship
between public sectors and citizens, it also
imposes a risk on the democratic values that a
bureaucratic system is there to ensure. ‘User’
influence is therefore not automatically
democratic, as it is based on individuals [13].
However, it can be democratic, if there are
enough individuals consulted who then represent
the greater public.

Lastly, public services are not ‘consumable’, as
they rely on expectations about mutual
responsibility and engagement [13], [19]. On the
one side, the ‘welfare actor’ is responsible for her
own life. This is emphasizing the individual
freedom, but equally a duty to actively engage in
the service, as highlighted in Langergaard’s
description of the co-producer role [13]. For the
example of the unemployed person, she does not
directly pay for the welfare service herself. It is a
service paid for by collective resources, and as a
citizen she therefore has a responsibility for
making the most out of these resources by being
a genuine job seeker [28]. This includes an
obligation to actively seek jobs and participate in
measures initiated by the service. On the other
hand, the welfare system is responsible for
following her up, which sometimes involves
measures that are involuntary from the
perspective of the ‘welfare actor’ [19], [27]. Thus,
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there has to be a balance between the respect for
a person’s autonomy and the responsibility for
this person [27].

4. THE ‘USER’ IN DESIGN ANTHROPOLOGY

We have now seen how concepts from sub-
disciplines like product and interaction design
cannot be directly transferred to service design,
and how public welfare services are different from
private services. This chapter aims at explaining
how the principles of contextualization, human-
centeredness and design as grown in design
anthropology may change the perspective of the
‘user’ term when designing for public welfare
services.

Design anthropology is an emerging academic
field that combines theories and practice from the
two disciplines, with an emphasis on learning from
each other [29], [30]. In the formal service sector,
there has been given a prominence to the rational,
professional and linear approach to the way
services function and are developed. Design
anthropology offers an alternative lens on service
design [11], [31], privileging improvisation and
design in collaboration with the ‘user-cum-
producer’: the idea that people through processes
of enactment become skilled practitioners rather
then passive consumers [29].

4.1 Design and anthropology

Design and anthropology can be seen as
complimentary disciplines. Generally, the aim of
anthropology has been to describe reality, to
“produce generalizations and theorizations of
human societies” [30], while design’s purpose has
been to transform reality. Anthropology is the
“comparative study of culture and society, with a
focus on “local life”, the “native’s point of view”
and understanding connections [32]. Designers
are concerned with creation, innovation and
future making [17]. They translate abstract
insights into tangible, material solutions [30].
Design can be seen as a process of simplification,

where a rich material is boiled down to a finalized
product. As a contrast, the aim of anthropology is
to “show how the world is richer and more
complex than it is usually assumed to be”, as
phrased by the anthropologist Thomas Hylland
Eriksen [32].

4.2 Design anthropology

Traditionally, the major relation between design
and anthropology has been through ethnography
[16], [30]. The new field of design anthropology
represents a shift, as anthropology is not just
about informing design but about reframing it
[29]. An example is the use of ethnography, as it is
not seen as just a method, but as a way of
engaging with people as a source to
transformation [33]. Design anthropologists are
interested in how people transform their lives
through everyday activities, and acknowledge
people as participants who contribute with
valuable knowledge and experience [30]. The
focus is shifted away from problem solving and
towards engaging with people, where a problem
is not always given [29].

Design anthropology is moving back and forth
between theory and practice. It brings theory
from anthropology into design practice, and
design practice into anthropological theory [33].
This way, it is being both constructive and
descriptive, as it is drawing people into processes
of designing, to make tangible what “allows
people to keep on going” [29]. It explores how
designers can work towards transformation
without sacrificing depth of understanding and
empathy [30], and how anthropology can become
more directed towards change, not just
description[33].

The academic field of design anthropology is
concerned with the institutionalization of insights,
and how these are made tangible [29]. Design can
be defined as the process of conceiving an idea
and giving “structure and function to that idea”
[34]. But what happens then when the aim of
design is no longer simple products but highly
complex services that are entangled, ongoing
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processes of interactions between people, objects
and technologies [11] [5]? Design anthropology
gives a framework for working towards
transformation without sacrificing depth of
understanding and empathy [30].

4.3 Anthropological principles for service design

Design anthropology focuses on central
anthropological principles which may help
designers gain a deeper understanding of design
for public services. The following paragraphs
present three key perspectives from design
anthropology, with the aim of discussing how they
contribute to reconsider the ‘user’ term in design
for public welfare services.

First, design anthropology stresses the
importance of contextualization. Service are
complex as they are intertwined in people’s life in
a chaotic socio-cultural society [11]. Since design
deals with simplification in the translation of
insights, there is a risk of what Eriksen describes
as fragmentation and decontextualization of data.
Anthropology might serve as a counterweight to
this simplification, as it is concerned with a deep
understanding of “how single phenomena are
connected to other phenomena and institutions in
an integrated whole” [32]. With the focus on local
life and the concept of cultural relativism,
anthropologists argue that every culture has to be
understood on its own terms.

Second, anthropology is about understanding
people [32], it is thus inherently human-centered.
Several authors within the field of design
anthropology are concerned about the ‘stickiness’
of object-centric approaches as designers are
starting to work with services. When working with
services, designers are not always questioning
whether assumptions made about products
automatically can be transferred to services [11].
Or as Akama and Prendiville pertinently remark it,
“what is holding back service design from making
a distinct departure from a product-centered to a
socio-material human-centered framework?” [5].
The ‘user’ term should be discussed before

applied in service design, as the user term
continues to presuppose a designed object [11].

Third, design anthropologists see design as
continuously grown, rather than built [29]. Their
field aims at discussing and building closer
relations between using and producing, designing
and using, and people and things. Services are
simultaneously produced and consumed, and
people are therefore become co-producers and
co-creators of value in services, rather than
‘recipients’ [11]. This co-creation of services
implies an ongoing process of transformation,
which means that there is design during planning
time but also ‘design in use’, referring to the active
role of people in shaping the service in ‘use time’
[17]. When breaking the distinctions between
designing, using and producing, the user goes
from being a passive ‘consumer’ to a skilled
practitioner of systems and products, learning as
she goes along — the ‘user-cum-producer’ [29].

The next section will discuss implications from
these three perspectives for the ‘user’ term in
design practice.

5. IMPLICATIONS FOR DESIGN PRACTICE

What implications does design anthropology have
on designers’ understanding of the ‘user’ in social
welfare services? Service design as a human-
centered, contextualized and continuously grown
process lays the ground for this discussion. The
field of design anthropology questions the roles of
the ‘designer’, the ‘user’ and the service
‘provider’, aiming at building closer relations
between using and producing, designing and
using, and people and things [29].

Blomberg and Darrah has called for an
anthropology of services that examines “the
situated practices of designers and their relation
to a broad range of actors who animate the
service” [11]. Recognizing services as integrated in
everyday-life as a part of our social reality is
important, as this social reality is created
principally through social relationships between
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people and the groups they belong to [32]. It
follows from anthropology that a deep
understanding of people and context then is
central to service design.

5.1 Service design as human-centred

How does design anthropology argue for a
human-centered approach to service design,
instead of a user-centered approach? Service
design is still struggling with the transition from
object-centered to human-centered. User-
centered design can be included in the concept of
human-centered design, but it limits the scope of
design. A user-centered focus might favor a
traditional usability approach, where humans are
reduced to users that interact with products or
technological systems [4]. Then, designers are
ignoring the wider social context of people in
services. They risk to focus on what can be
designed, instead of taking a human-centered
approach which is concerned with what should be
designed and why [10]. Design therefore needs to
be anchored in an understanding of the culture
and context of people.

Here, anthropology can contribute, as it is by
definition “the comparative study of culture and
society, with a focus on local life” [32]. While
design has been concerned with the making of
new “things” as material objects, design
anthropology is interested in “Things” as socio-
cultural assemblies [17]: How people relate to the
surrounding environment, sense-making and
relationships between people.

Today, service design is often conceptualized from
the business and information technology
perspective. However, this limits the focus of
design [11]. At the same time, design itself might
limit its own scope if it continues to see services
from an object-centric perspective. When
transferring the principle of contextualization to
service design, it reveals a challenge with design
methods. Service design is not a set of fixed steps
with predefined outcomes and sequential
interactions, but an ongoing transformative
process, where we are designing ourselves

together with others [5]. Methods cannot be
separated from context and generalized for all
service design projects. It might even stand in the
way of having a human-centered approach [4], [5].
The chapter about the ‘user’ in design highlighted
three aspects:

1. The ‘user’ term is by definition object-
centric, and user-centered does not equal
human-centered. Human-centered
design is a wider concept, with roots both
in ‘usability’ and in ‘participatory design’.

2. Services are not objects, but created in
intangible encounters and interactions
between people, objects and systems.

3. Services are not pre-designed entities,
because there is a limit to what can be
designed and planned out in advance.

All three aspects show clearly that services are
dealing with people as prior to objects.
Methodology in service design is therefore closer
to the participative roots of a human-centered
design, than the ‘usability’ approach. Aspect 2 and
3 also highlights people’s active role in services.
Number 2 points gives basis to the importance of
human interaction over objects in services. This
leads to the understanding that people
themselves are co-creating the value of services
by co-producing them. The unpredictability of
people stresses the fact that there is a limit to
what can be designed and planned out in advance
by designers. This is reflected in service design’s
emphasis on co-design and co-creation. As a
summary, this gives two insights. First, the ‘user’
term might be problematic because services not
are ‘used’ but ‘co-produced’. Second, this implies
that services cannot be designed in the traditional
way that focuses on material outcomes, but ‘co-
created’ together with people that are involved in
the service.

5.2 Service design as contextualized

We have seen how services in public sector are
different from services in private sector, and how
design anthropology underlines the importance of
contextualization to understand every culture on
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its own terms. Public welfare services are per se
collective and an organization such as NAV can be
considered a culture [35]. This has several
implications on how designers should understand
the concept of ‘users’ in the context of public
welfare services:

1. Public welfare services are two-sided
services. This leads to an asymmetrical
power relation. As an example, NAV’s
employees are at the same time
‘mentoring’ job-seekers and ‘surveying’
that they do what is required to receive
unemployment benefit.

2. The role of public welfare services is not
primarily to cover individual needs. They
are democratic and bureaucratic to
ensure uniformity and equal treatment of
all citizens, and administration of
collective resources. Therefore, they may
not be as flexible as private services to
meet personal preferences.

3. Public welfare services are not
‘consumable’. Considering the example of
NAV, the job-seeker is a benefit ‘recipient’
benefit but equally expected to be an
active ‘welfare-subject’.

From a design anthropology perspective, the
welfare services of NAV therefore must be
understood on their own terms. As opposed to
most private services, the goal of NAV is to make
job-seekers self-reliant so that they don’t need the
service, or at least not the physical meetings [28].
To avoid passive ‘consumers’, NAV therefore
wants people to actively engage in their situation,
mostly outside of the service. This makes it
challenging to speak of ‘users’ instead of ‘co-
creators’ or ‘co-producers’. At the same time, NAV
employees have their distinct role as ‘managers’
of the common welfare budget. From this
perspective, it is therefore equally problematic to
speak of ‘users’ or ‘co-creators’ instead of
‘recipients’. There will always be an asymmetrical
power relation between the employees of NAV
and the people consulting the service.

The two-sidedness of NAV’s services where job-
seekers are both “controlled” as ‘receivers’ of
benefit and expected to be self-reliant as active
‘welfare subjects’ reveals a paradox: the ‘user’
term might be at the same time too radical and
not radical enough. When calling job-seekers
‘users’ of ‘user-centered’ services, this may hide
the asymmetrical power relation, where people
can be forced to follow measures involuntarily. At
the same time, it may hide the fact that
resourceful job-seekers are expected to be active
in their own situation and do most of the ‘work’
on their own.

5.3 Service design as “continuously grown”

The concept of human-centeredness stresses the
active role of people in shaping services, while the
concept of contextualization underlines the
importance of seeing the specificities of a service
to understand the roles of people. But what do
design anthropologists understand by service
design as continuously grown?

First, service design is not a fixed set of methods.
Akama and Prenidville are concerned about
designers’ inclination towards seeing service
design as a static process of given methods or
specific interactions [5]. They equally criticize
designers’ tendency of detaching insights from
enactment with people. Building on the
anthropologist Tim Ingold’s work, they argue that
we must “resituate services as an organic, co-
created process and see co-design as a journey
and process of transformation in how we design
our world, and ourselves, with others”. Instead of
seeing services from a rational, linear perspective
as adopted from business and information
technology, Ingold opens up for complexity and
improvisation in the design process of services:
“The social world as a tangle of threads or life-
paths, ever ravelling here or unravelling there,
within which the task for any being is to improvise
a way through” [36]. In other words, as services
are intertwined in our complex social world,
service design must not be reduced to a generic
methods with fragmented staged workshops [4].
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Second, service design is an ever-ending process
of learning with people, rather than finalized in
material “usable” outcomes. Design anthropology
draws attention to the limits to the
conceptualization of services as objects [11].
Service design is as much about the
transformation and knowledge of people as the
objects that enable them. Designers risk to
distance themselves from the people in the
service when they talk about ‘users’, as well as if
they are too focused on the finalized material
outcome [5]. They then miss seeing the potential
of service design as a co-creative process of
transformation together with the people involved
in the service. Designers should focus more on
engaging with people, and less on the ‘users’ and
the objects as separated from their social context.

Lastly, with the perspective on people as co-
creators, co-producers of services comes the
discussion about the Ilimits of designers’
intentionality, as humans are unpredictable [37].
Blomberg and Darrah questions to what extent
designers have the ability to control the outcome,
and equally how much they should control the
outcome [11]. Designers lives in a world that is
largely designed and constructed by others. They
should therefore have respect for other people’s
knowledge about their local context and re-
consider what ‘unintended’ outcomes actually
means. They should rather be concerned with
how they can align their desires and intentions
with the dreams and desires of “those who will be
engaging with the outputs of designing” [29].

From the previous paragraphs, we can extract
three characteristics about service design as
continuously grown that affect the adequacy of
the ‘user’ term:

1. Service design is not a fixed set of
methods, but a co-creative process where
there is not a clear demarcation between
‘provider’, ‘designer’ and ‘user’. Calling
people ‘users’ might favor a more linear
approach to design instead of
encouraging improvisation with people. It
might also conceal that ‘providers’ often

are using their own systems, that ‘users’
are co-producing the value of services,
and that designers should be co-designing
with people rather than distance
themselves from them.

2. Service design is a continuous process of
learning, rather than finalized in material
outcome. Focusing on ‘users’ might make
designers unaware of their role of
engaging with people at all stages in the
process, because the process has to be
anchored in people.

3. Service designers’ role is to orchestrate
peoples’ intentions, rather  than
projecting their own intentions onto the
service. A user-centered mind-set breaks
with this view, as it is more concerned
about designing for specific use.

6. CONCLUSIONS

The article has shown how design anthropology
can reframe the understanding of the ‘user’ term
in design for public welfare services. Three
implications follows:

1. Design anthropology argues that services
are inherently human-centred, and thus
not object-centric. Service designers
should therefore have a holistic focus on
people rather than limiting themselves to
‘users’.

2. Design  anthropology focuses on
contextualisation as in complexity. The
emphasis on complexity might serve as a
counterweight to a rational, linear
process. This suggests that service
designers  should be open to
improvisation and adopt a participatory
mind-set, rather than a ‘usability’
approach with ‘users’.

3. Design anthropology focuses on
contextualization as in local life. The
importance of “local life” stresses that
every service is unique and highlights that
its culture therefore should be
understood on its own premises. The
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complex roles of people within a given
service context should not be
oversimplified by calling all people ‘users’.

4. Design is seen as grown rather than built.
This portraits service design as an ongoing
process of transformation, where the aim
is as much designing ourselves, others and
the world around us, as creating final
material outcomes. The ‘user’ term does
not sufficiently cover the roles of people
as ‘co-creators’, ‘co-designers’ or ‘co-
producers’ of services.

Designers might argue that their understanding of
people in services is holistic and not in conflict
with referring to them as ‘users’. But if they claim
having a holistic, human-centered approach, it can
be questioned whether the object-centric ‘user’
term is the adequate word for designating the role
of people. It might be misleading and should be
considered carefully when applied. For example, it
might make sense to talk about ‘users’ of a specific
‘object’ of the service, like a website. As a
contrast, applying the word ‘user’ in the beginning
of the design process, might limit the scope and
make designers forget that services are integrated
in people’s life, and not easily demarcated
systems. It is not always obvious whether an
activity is situated inside a service system or
outside. Consider the example of the unemployed
job-seeker: designers must have an understanding
of her life situation and not just how she interacts
with the existing web-based service system.

Words shape designer’s understanding of reality
and their role in design. Thus, terminology should
be reviewed and changed if necessary as the
understanding of service design evolves. The
‘user’ term is not inadequate by default. However,
it is simplifying the world of services, and a variety
of other terms might be more adequate and
specific, depending on the specific context.

To conclude with a final example from ‘user-
interviews’ in the project with NAV: it just doesn’t
make sense calling an unemployed job-seeker a
‘user’, when he hasn’t yet consulted NAV’s
services. He might be a potential ‘user’. But when

the interview centers around his personal
experience of loosing the job, independently of
NAV’s services, he should rather be called a ‘job-
seeker’. Or just a person.
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