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2.1 The mothers of Service Design

Source: https://store.swissinnovation.academy/p/courses/course-what-is-service-design/54241-2-where-does-service-design-come-from/153545-2-1-the-mothers-of-service-design
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summary (100-150 words explain me like i’m five)

Imagine two super-important ladies for something called ‘Service Design.’ It’s like making sure everything works really nicely when you go to a shop or use an app, so you have a good time.

First, there’s Lynn Shostack. She’s like the person who first gave ‘Service Design’ its name way back in 1982! She used to work with banks and marketing, thinking about how to make services better. So, she named this whole cool idea.

Then there’s Birgit Mager. She’s like the boss of a big club for all the people who do Service Design today. She helps make sure everyone learns about it and that it keeps growing bigger and better. So, one lady gave it a name, and the other helps it become a super-strong, important thing in the world!



fun standup comedy set on the topic (sell it to me, make fun of it)

Alright, alright, settle down folks! You know, I learned about these two incredible women, Lynn Shostack and Birgit Mager, who are basically the ‘mothers of Service Design.’ Mothers! I bet Lynn, when she coined the term in ‘82, was probably at a bank, staring at a confusing form, and just thought, ’This service… it needs a design!’ Suddenly, a whole discipline was born. Imagine explaining that at a party: ‘Oh, I’m a service designer!’ ‘Oh, so you arrange the hors d’oeuvres?’ No, not exactly!

And then there’s Birgit Mager, president of the Global Service Design Network. I bet her superpower is getting rival service design factions to agree on a single post-it note color. She’s making sure this field grows and becomes independent. So, next time you’re effortlessly ordering coffee on an app, remember Lynn named it, and Birgit probably sent out a strongly worded memo to make sure that app didn’t crash on Tuesdays. Thank you, mothers of Service Design, for giving us a job that sounds vaguely like we’re just really good at hospitality!



most striking interesting quotes (1-3)


	\“The first “mother of Service Design” is Lynn Shostack. The term Service Design was coined by her in 1982.\”

	\“…she has worked mainly in the field of banking with a focus on marketing and that I’m thankful to her to have coined the name of the discipline that is both my passion and job today.\”

	\“By being the president of this network, Birgit is in a way the mother of Service Design today, since she takes care that the field can grow and become independent.\”





what does it mean for my profession (design / hacker / innovator)


	For Designers: This article highlights the historical roots and contemporary leadership of Service Design. Understanding Lynn Shostack’s early work grounds the discipline in business and marketing, while Birgit Mager’s role with the Global Service Design Network signifies the field’s maturity and ongoing community-driven evolution. It reinforces that Service Design is a recognized, expanding discipline crucial for crafting holistic and impactful user experiences across touchpoints.

	For Hackers: While not directly technical, appreciating Service Design helps hackers understand the systemic architecture of user interactions. Poor service design often indicates fragmented processes, data flow issues, or organizational silos—all potential targets for identifying vulnerabilities or developing innovative, non-traditional solutions that improve the overall system, not just a single component.

	For Innovators: This piece illustrates the power of definition and community building for new fields. Lynn Shostack’s act of naming ‘Service Design’ created a framework for innovation. Birgit Mager’s leadership demonstrates how fostering a global network and advocacy is vital for a discipline to gain acceptance, standardize practices, and scale its impact. Innovators can learn to not only create novel solutions but also to champion and cultivate the environments necessary for their ideas to flourish.





add some book recommendations


	This Is Service Design Thinking: Basics - Tools - Cases by Marc Stickdorn and Adam Lawrence

	Service Design: From Insight to Implementation by Andy Polaine, Lavrans Løvlie, and Ben Reason

	Services Marketing: Integrating Customer Focus Across the Firm by Valarie A. Zeithaml, Mary Jo Bitner, and Dwayne D. Gremler





fitting twitter post (use the same generic tags as above)

Dive into the origins of #ServiceDesign! Meet Lynn Shostack, who coined the term in 1982 (shaping banking & marketing!), and Birgit Mager, President of @SDNetwork, championing the field’s growth today. Huge respect for these pioneers defining how we design better experiences! #DesignThinking #Innovation #CustomerExperience #UserExperience 

There are two figures who I love to call the mothers of Service Design.



Lynn Shostack


==The first “mother of Service Design” is Lynn Shostack. The term Service Design was coined by her in 1982.==



Back then, the idea was mostly limited to marketing departments. I admit I wanted to know a bit more about Lynn Shostack as she is, in a way, the mother of the field I’m so passionate about. But, I couldn’t find much online. What I do know is that she has worked mainly in the ==field of banking with a focus on marketing and that I’m thankful to her to have coined the name of the discipline that is both my passion and job today.==



Birgit Mager

The second “mother of Service Design” is Birgit Mager. She is the President of the Global Service Design Network and a Service Design Professor at KISD in Germany. As you’ll discover a little later, the Service Design Network is an organization promoting Service Design around the world, bringing practitioners together. By being the president of this network, Birgit is in a way the mother of Service Design today, since she takes care that the field can grow and become independent.
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Summary (Explain Me Like I’m Five)

Hey kiddo, imagine you drink a Diet Coke. The special sweet stuff in it, aspartame, quickly breaks down in your tummy into three simple parts. Guess what? Your body already sees and handles these three parts all the time from foods like meat, milk, and even apples! Experts like the FDA have studied this sweet stuff for ages and say it’s totally safe, like eating an apple. Many worries about it are just misunderstandings, and there are way riskier things people don’t even think about.



Fun Standup Comedy Set on the Topic

Alright, alright, settle down folks! You know how everyone’s got that one friend who refuses Diet Coke like it’s laced with alien goo? \“Oh, no, can’t touch the aspartame, it’s a methyl ester of the aspartic acid phenylalanine dipeptide!\” Sounds like a villain from a sci-fi movie, right? But then they chug a regular soda. Or eat an apple! Turns out, that ‘alien goo’ breaks down into stuff your body sees all the time. Like, more methanol from an apple than a Diet Coke! So, next time you see someone eyeing their Diet Coke with suspicion, just tell them: \“Relax, your apple is more dangerous!\” It’s an isolated demand for rigor, people! We’re worried about diet soda while we’re still using Q-tips and riding in bathtubs! The science is in, folks. Aspartame: safer than your morning commute, probably. Good night!



Most Striking Interesting Quotes


	\“The FDA calls aspartame ‘one of the most exhaustively studied substances in the human food supply’.\”

	\“No aspartame ever enters your bloodstream. The rest of your body only ever sees these three other chemicals.\”

	\“That’s choosing a known harm over something that appears harmless.\”





What Does It Mean for My Profession (Design / Hacker / Innovator)


	Designers: This highlights the crucial role of clear, credible communication for complex scientific or technical information. The FDA’s historical communication challenges with aspartame demonstrate how even sound science can be undermined by poor public outreach. Design transparent, accessible, and trustworthy information.

	Hackers/Innovators: It’s a call to embrace evidence-based decision-making and resist "isolated demands for rigor." When building new solutions or systems, understand how complex components break down into simpler, familiar elements to demystify and foster trust. Always question intuitive priors with robust data.

	General: For any innovator, this stresses the importance of critical thinking, discerning reliable sources, and synthesizing comprehensive evidence rather than fixating on individual anomalies. Don’t let fear or intuition override decades of scientific consensus.





Fitting Twitter Post

Aspartame: The ‘scary’ chemical that breaks down into amino acids & methanol your body sees all the time! 🍎 > 🥤 in some cases. Scientists agree it’s safe, but public perception lags. Time to challenge those priors! #AspartameFacts #FoodScience #EvidenceBased #Health #CriticalThinking Look, I get it. Diet Coke tastes sweet because it has aspartame in it. Aspartame is a weird synthetic molecule that’s 200 times sweeter than sucrose. Half of the world’s aspartame is made by Ajinomoto of Tokyo—the same company that first brought us MSG back in 1909.


[image: ajinomoto headquarters]
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If you look on Wikipedia, you’ll see that aspartame is a methyl ester of the aspartic acid phenylalanine dipeptide, which isn’t, like, comforting.

It’s normal to have a prior that aspartame might be bad for you. Certainly, that was my prior. Without looking at any evidence, any reasonable person would think like this:




	aspartame is…
	odds





	…good for you
	very unlikely



	…harmless
	plausible



	…bad for you
	plausible





This makes the decision theory pretty simple: Consuming aspartame has little upside, but substantial downside.

The thing is, we do have evidence. We have a lot of evidence. The FDA calls aspartame “one of the most exhaustively studied substances in the human food supply”.

The other thing is, the alternative to aspartame often isn’t no aspartame but rather sugar or corn syrup or even perhaps even alcohol.

I don’t want to convince anyone to consume aspartame. But if we’re choosing between aspartame and other risky things, we should evaluate the relative risks.



What happens to aspartame after it goes into your body

Let’s forget about safety for a second, and just look at the causal chain. Say you drink a Diet Coke. What happens next?


Fact 1: Aspartame is quickly broken down in the gut.

After you drink a Diet Coke, the aspartame goes to your guts. After that, it’s very quickly broken down into 50% phenylalanine, 40% aspartic acid, and 10% methanol. For example, a can of Diet Coke contains 184 mg of aspartame. This becomes:


	92 mg of phenylalanine

	73.6 mg aspartic acid

	18.4 mg methanol This happens quickly and completely. No aspartame ever enters your bloodstream. The rest of your body only ever sees these three other chemicals. (click here or on any paragraph with a triangle for more details)



The European Food Safety Authority Report (EFSA) report: Scientific Opinion on the re-evaluation of aspartame as a food additive gives this figure (slightly modified):


[image: metabolism]
metabolism

The same report gives this discussion:


[image: EFSA breakdown]
EFSA breakdown



Fact 2: Phenylalanine is a standard amino acid you consume all the time.

We recently talked about phenylalanine. It is an essential amino acid. If you didn’t consume any of it then when your body tried to make certain proteins those proteins would get truncated, and then they wouldn’t do what they are supposed to do, and then you would die.

Fortunately, that’s almost impossible. From 2% to 5% of all protein in food is phenylalanine. The recommended dietary allowance for a 70 kg (154 lb) person is at least 2130 mg. Meat-eating men in the UK average 3500 mg per day, while vegetarians and vegans get slightly less.

Here are the amounts of phenylalanine in a few foods:




	potato
	170 mg





	large egg
	340 mg



	8 oz (235 ml) glass of milk
	430 mg



	400g box of tofu
	3300 mg





The 92 mg of phenylalanine you get from a Diet Coke is much less than what virtually everyone already gets from other sources.

MacDonald et al. (2020):


[image: macdonald]
macdonald

RDA guidelines are here. For adults, the recommendation is at least 33 m/kg of phenylalanine (or tyrosine, a metabolite of phenylalanine). For a 70 kg (154 lb) person, that would be 2130 mg.

Schmidt et al. (2015):


[image: schmidt]
schmidt

Around 1 in 12,000 babies is born with phenylketonuria, a serious genetic disorder that results in low levels of phenylalanine hydroxylase, making it difficult to metabolize phenylalanine. People with phenylketonuria need to carefully monitor their consumption of phenylalanine (from all sources). This is why there’s this scary ALL-BOLD WARNING.


[image: phenylketonurics warning]
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If you had phenylketonuria you would know it already.



Fact 3: Aspartic acid is a standard amino acid you consume all the time.

Here’s a chart from Wikimedia with our friends circled:


[image: amino acids]
amino acids

Aspartic acid is not essential in humans, meaning that if you don’t eat it, your body can make it (usually from oxaloacetic acid). But that’s not likely, since almost everything with protein has aspartic acid including meat, grains, dairy, vegetables, and eggs. Men in the UK average 6600 mg of aspartic acid per day.

The 74 mg of aspartic acid you get from a Diet Coke is two orders of magnitude less than what most people get already.

Here’s Schmidt et al. (2015) again:


[image: schmidt]
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Fact 4: Methanol is a simple alcohol you consume all the time.

Methanol (CH₃OH) is the simplest alcohol molecule. It’s in lots of food. Here are some foods with larger average amounts.




	food
	mg/kg methanol
	typical serving
	methanol





	wine
	115.0
	150 ml glass
	17 mg



	tomatoes
	281.4
	medium 125g tomato
	35 mg



	citrus fruit
	106.5
	medium 140g orange
	15 mg





This vastly underestimates how much methanol you get. In land plants, the primary component of cells walls is pectin. Once in the body, pectin degrades into methanol. Here are some estimates of the indirect increase in methanol various fruits and vegetables cause in this way.




	food
	mg/kg methanol
	typical serving
	methanol





	root vegetables
	774
	medium 200 g potato
	155 mg



	apples
	508.5
	medium 170 g apple
	132 mg



	oranges
	531
	medium 140g orange
	74 mg



	bananas
	657
	120g without skin
	79 mg



	avocados
	486
	100g (flesh only)
	59 mg





You get the idea. We eat things that contain methanol or metabolize into methanol all the time. It’s estimated that most people get between 130 and 1030 mg of methanol from food per day, much more than the 18 mg in a Diet Coke.

Now isn’t methanol toxic? Sure, if you consume enough of it. The LD₅₀ in rats is around 5600 mg/kg, as compared to 7300 mg/kg for good-old ethanol.

One “conspiracy theory” you hear about aspartame is that it becomes formaldehyde once it’s in the body. This is absolutely true: When metabolizing methanol, formaldehyde is created. But small amounts of formaldehyde are completely normal. The half-life of formaldehyde in human blood is around 1 minute, meaning it disappears almost immediately. You get more formaldehyde (via methanol) by eating an apple than by drinking a Diet Coke. Formaldehyde itself is also present in lots of foods, like meat, seafood, fruits, vegetables, and coffee.

The EFSA report:


[image: ESFA methanol]
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Also the ESFA report:

Dhareshwar and Stella (2008)


[image: dhareshwar 1]
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Also Dhareshwar and Stella (2008):

The EFSA report again:


[image: ESFA formaldehyde]
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Fact 5: This doesn’t prove aspartame is safe.

To summarize the above:


	Aspartame is quickly broken down in the gut into phenylalanine, aspartic acid, and methanol. Aspartame itself never enters your bloodstream or touches any other part of your body.

	Phenylalanine is normal.

	Aspartic acid is normal.

	Methanol is normal.



(Incidentally, this same logic does not apply to other artificial sweeteners which mostly aren’t broken down at all.)

While informative, this does not prove aspartame is safe. Biology is crazy. But it should inform our priors. Speaking for myself, my previous model was that consuming aspartame would result in a crazy unknown synthetic chemical circulating around my body and doing god-knows-what. My updated model is that consuming aspartame results in slightly larger amounts of some totally normal chemicals.

This is reassuring. But even if they’re normal, could these chemicals still cause harm? Sure. Fortunately for us, aspartame was invented a long time ago, so we have lots of evidence.




The scientific consensus


How to think about this situation

Aspartame was first made in 1965 and was approved by the FDA in 1981. In the decades since, there have been hundreds of studies.

Given so many studies, focusing on individual papers is a mistake. With enough monkeys pounding away at enough typewriters scientists pounding away at enough science, lots of weirdness is expected.

The right strategy is to look at the entire pool of evidence. Some tiny number of people have the time and expertise to comb through the entire literature and synthesize everything. For the rest of us, the only sane thing is to read other people who have done that synthesis.



The US Food and Drug Administration (FDA)

In typical US government fashion, the FDA doesn’t go to great lengths to explain its reasoning to the public. The best you can find is this rather lame page:


[image: FDA info]
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The history of aspartame and the FDA is contentious and sort of infuriating. For the scientific question of “is aspartame safe?” the main thing to know is that the FDA approved it a long time ago, and continues to stand by those decisions.

But it must be said that the history and public communication of the FDA on this issue is kind of a train wreck, and if I wanted to optimize it to serve as conspiracy theory fuel, I could scarcely do any better. The FDA says it continues to monitor new studies and remains confident aspartame is safe. So why doesn’t it explain its reasoning to a skeptical public? The newest document the FDA can point people to is from 26 years ago. When a concerned citizen writes in, the FDA does things like respond 12 years later, while acting like that’s perfectly normal.

The FDA first approved aspartame for dry foods in 1974. However, there was a lot of controversy about the studies performed by G.D. Searle, the company that discovered aspartame in 1965 (and that Donald Rumsfeld would become CEO of in 1977). The FDA commissioner agreed with these criticisms and placed a stay on aspartame’s approval.

After more debate, the FDA finally approved aspartame in 1981 in a 26-page report with this summary:


[image: FDA 1981 report]
FDA 1981 report

In 1983 the FDA added approval for carbonated beverages. The report is mostly boring but this part is fun:


[image: FDA 1983 report]
FDA 1983 report

There was controversy about US Attorney General Samuel Skinner who was involved in the case and then went on to take a job at a law firm that Searle used. This led Senator Metzenbaum to request an investigation by the Government Accountability Office (GAO). They reported in 1987 that the process had been followed correctly. They also got responses from 69 researchers, 43 of whom worked in aspartame research.


[image: image-20220614162208248]
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Finally in 1996, the FDA approved aspartame as a “general sweetener”.


[image: FDA 1996 report]
FDA 1996 report

Also in 1996, Roger Walton, a psychiatrist at Northeastern Ohio Universities College of Medicine, wrote a survey that claimed that 74 out of 74 industry-funded studies confirmed aspartame’s safety whereas 84 out of 91 independent studies identified health concerns. Walton went appeared in a 60 Minutes special on aspartame. It later turned out that Walton had missed at least 50 peer-reviewed studies and most of the independent “studies” he did cite were really just letters to the editor or similar, many weren’t negative, and some didn’t involve aspartame at all.

For example, Walton cites Wurtman (1985). This appeared in the Lancet, which is a very good journal. But it’s just a 5-paragraph letter to the editor that points out that aspartame creates phenylalanine without other amino acids, which might do something in the brain—an idea we’ve looked at recently —and gives some anecdotes about people getting seizures. Real studies do not confirm these anecdotes. Wurtman himself did a real study in 1998 that found “Large daily doses of aspartame had no effect on neuropsychologic, neurophysiologic, or behavioral functioning in healthy young adults”. But the Walton report remains discussed to this day. Just a few months ago, Walton published a book called “Double Blind”. I’ll let you judge the credibility for yourself:


[image: Double Blind]
Double Blind

Since 1996, the FDA doesn’t appear to have published any systematic argument that the current science supports the idea that aspartame is safe. If you look really hard, you can find a few places where the FDA has recently been forced to justify the idea that aspartame is safe. For example, a concerned citizen wrote to the FDA in 2002 and sent this response in 2014:


[image: FDA 2014 response]
FDA 2014 response



The European Food Safety Authority (EFSA)

Fortunately, other countries exist. The EFSA has a nice page that summarizes things this way:


[image: EFSA webpage]
EFSA webpage

The bottom of the page has a timeline that clearly presents all past activities, and clearly links to all ongoing studies and reports. (The fact that I’m impressed by such basic things drives home just how low the FDA sets the bar.)

There’s also an extremely nice-263 page risk assessment. This document is the single best (most clear, credible, thorough, and up-to-date) source of information I could find on the safety of aspartame. Here are some quotes from the summary:


there was no epidemiological evidence for possible associations of aspartame with various cancers in the human population.




The Panel considered the database on the genotoxicity of methanol and concluded that the data set was limited but that the available reliable in vitro and in vivo data did not indicate a genotoxic potential for methanol.




the calculated [No Observed Adverse Effect Level]s for methanol by oral exposure are 140 and 515-fold higher than the maximum amount of methanol that could be released when aspartame is consumed at the [Acceptable Daily Intake].




the data on reproductive and developmental toxicity did not suggest that there was a risk from methanol derived from aspartame at the current exposure estimates or at the [Acceptable Daily Intake] of 40 mg/kg bw/day.




based on recent measurements of basal levels of formaldehyde in blood and on the modelling of its biological turnover and steady state concentration in cells, formaldehyde formed from aspartame-derived methanol was not of safety concern at the current exposure estimates or at the ADI of 40 mg/kg bw/day.



It ends this way:


[image: EFSA report]
EFSA report



Health Canada

Canada is one of the clearer communicators:


[image: canada]
canada

Here are their conclusions in a handy table:








	Allegation
	Conclusion





	The methanol in aspartame is toxic and is linked to numerous health problems including lupus and blindness, and also mimics multiple sclerosis
	Not supported



	Aspartame is especially dangerous for person with diabetes
	Not supported



	Aspartame causes cancer and brain tumours
	Not supported



	Aspartame causes seizures
	Not supported



	Aspartame causes allergic reactions
	Not supported







New Zealand Food Safety Authority

From an archived page:


[image: new zealand]
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Joint Expert Committee on Food Additives (JECFA)

The UN and WHO “jointly” run the JECFA. The only public reports I can find from them are really old, like 1980. For what it’s worth, this was the conclusion:


[image: JECFA]
JECFA

As far as I can tell, this 1981 update is the last word on aspartame from the JECFA. However, the JECFA currently has aspartame on the priority list of substances proposed for evaluation, as requested by Columbia, Costa Rica, and—somehow—the United States of America. (Update: A summary of this report is now out. I’ve written about it here.)



The Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics

This is a seemingly respectable organization of more than 100 thousand food and nutrition professionals, albeit one funded by food industry lobbying groups. Their position report states:


[image: academy]
academy




Literature reviews

Again, I don’t think it’s productive to look at individual papers. But we can look at reviews of all the evidence.

Here, some judgment is required. If I type “review aspartame safety” into Google scholar, many of the papers that come up have several of the following features:


	Paper is published in an obscure journal

	Authors are from obscure institutions

	Paper only engages with a tiny slice of the literature

	Paper just “doesn’t look right” (e.g. has a serious grammatical error in the title)



For full transparency, here are the papers I found less credible for the above reasons, given as hopefully-offense-minimizing numbers: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8. Note that many of these do suggest health concerns with aspartame, but I am discounting their conclusions because I don’t think they are credible. If you don’t trust me, you should look at those papers yourself. I have linked (here or below) everything I found that was published after the year 2000 and claimed to be a review of aspartame.

Butchko et al. Aspartame: Review of Safety. Regulatory Toxicology and Pharmacology, 2002.

Our first is a 93-page monster from a team of 24 scientists (three of whom, note, are employed by The NutraSweet Company). As I write this, it’s been cited 344 times. In their summary, you can feel the frustration:


[image: butchko 1]
butchko 1

Here’s a table from this paper:


[image: butchko 2]
butchko 2

This is helpful to put things in perspective. If you drink a Diet Coke, you get 2.6 mg/kg of aspartame, assuming you weight 70 kg. That’s around 20 times less than the government recommended limits. It’s also around 1000 times less than doses that do not show harms in animals.

Magnuson et al. Aspartame: A Safety Evaluation Based on Current Use Levels, Regulations, and Toxicological and Epidemiological Studies. Critical Reviews in Toxicology, 2007.

This is a 99-page paper that’s been cited 430 times so far. The conclusions are kind of feisty.


[image: magnuson]
magnuson

Note that this study was funded by Ajinomoto via some kind of blind-trust arrangement.

The paper describes it this way:


[image: magnuson sponsor]
magnuson sponsor

I still mostly trust this paper, but we all know how these things can go.

Rogers et al. Does low-energy sweetener consumption affect energy intake and body weight? A systematic review, including meta-analyses, of the evidence from human and animal studies. International Journal of Obesity, 2016.

This paper has 320 citations and 11 authors (four of whom—sigh—have gotten grants from or worked at sweetener companies). It focuses on metabolism and weight. Here is their conclusion, where LES = Low-Energy Sweeteners, EI = Energy Intake, and BW = Body Weight.


[image: rogers 1]
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Other reviews

There are many other reviews that seem scientifically solid, but aren’t as comprehensive as those above. Here’s a representative snippet from each:








	paper
	snippet





	Kroger et al. (2006)
	“within the range of variation caused by day-to-day differences in food intake and are clearly not harmful”



	Marinovich et al. (2009)
	“not consistently related to vascular events and preterm deliveries.”



	Mallikarjun and Sieburth (2013)
	“suggest that [aspartame] consumption has no significant carcinogenic effect in rodents.”



	Santos et al. (2018)
	“no found deleterious effects associated with aspartame consumption on variables studied”



	Haighton et al. (2018)
	“a conclusion that aspartame is not carcinogenic is supported”



	Haighton et al. (2019)
	“do not support that [low calories sweeteners and] aspartame, are associated with an increased risk of cancer in humans.”



	McGlynn et al. (2022)
	“small improvements in body weight and cardiometabolic risk factors without evidence of harm”








Why write this?

I write all this with some trepidation, as my previous mentions of aspartame caused a surprising amount of rancor.

But whatever, I’ll die on this hill: After aspartame is consumed, it immediately breaks down into three naturally occurring chemicals. Even large amounts of aspartame cause smaller fluctuations in those chemicals than normal food. The current science says that the health impact of aspartame is essentially zero. Every credible body that has studied this question has reached the same conclusion.

Is it possible that some harms have been missed? Of course! That’s how science works: Evidence accumulates slowly. It never becomes a sure thing, we just eventually decide it’s sure enough and move on with our lives.

So why are we still talking about aspartame? Why worry about it rather than, say, sugar or alcohol? I know many people who avoid diet soda but drink sugar-sweetened soda or large amounts of alcohol. That’s choosing a known harm over something that appears harmless.

Or, why not worry about:


	Lightning

	Q-tips

	Fireplaces

	Bathtubs

	Generators

	Lawn mowers

	Umbrellas

	Cruise ships

	Air in subways

	Blood clots in planes

	Cosmic rays in planes

	Charred meat

	Anticholinergics

	Cocoa

	Perfluorooctanoic acid

	Helicobacter pylori



All of these present some real danger but mostly no one cares.

To me, most skepticism of aspartame looks like an isolated demand for rigor —an impossibly high standard of evidence that isn’t applied to other things. We all have finite bandwidth for things to worry about, and the evidence places aspartame very low on the list of sensible worries.

Many of the same people who claim aspartame is risky exhort to Follow the Science in other domains. I wonder: What evidence would be convincing proof of aspartame’s safety, but doesn’t already exist? Is it even possible? If not, then OK! But if you only follow the science when the conclusions are intuitive, it’s not science that chooses your destination.
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Summary (Explain me like I’m five)

Imagine Service Design is like making sure everyone has a super fun and easy time when they go to the doctor, or buy a toy, or even call for help. This story tells us that people have been trying to make things better for others for a VERY long time, even back when dinosaurs roamed (okay, not that long, but since ancient Greeks!). We learn how smart people invented tools, ideas, and even special jobs to make sure services aren’t just for rich people, but for everyone, and how it’s grown into a big, important club today that helps make the world a nicer, smoother place for everyone, from customers to the people who work there.



Fun Standup Comedy Set on the Topic

Alright, alright, settle down folks! You know Service Design? It’s like that friend who constantly reminds you, \“It’s not just about the product, it’s the experience!\” And we’ve got a history so long, we can trace it back to Plato’s Republic! Yeah, Service Design was basically invented so you could sound smart at dinner parties. \“Oh, when was Service Design invented?\” you ask. \“Well, actually, it dates back to Plato’s Republic…\” mic drop. Because nothing says cutting-edge innovation like referencing ancient Greece!

Then we had Lynn Shostack in ’82, who basically said, \“Hey marketing nerds, let’s call this ‘Service Design’!\” And now, thirty-something years later, we’re all still trying to explain to our families what exactly we do. \“No Grandma, I don’t just ‘make websites pretty,’ I optimize the end-to-end customer journey for all stakeholders!\” She just nods and asks if I’m dating anyone. It’s a never-ending service journey, I tell ya!



Most Striking Interesting Quotes


	\“Everyone designs who devises courses of action aimed at changing existing situations into preferred ones.\” — Herbert Simon (1969)

	\“I invented the term [User Experience] because I thought human interface and usability were too narrow. I wanted to cover all aspects of the person’s experience with the system including industrial design graphics, the interface, the physical interaction and the manual. Since then the term has spread widely, so much so that it is starting to lose its meaning.\” — Donald Norman (early 1990s)

	\“Small nudges can definitely be an effective tool to improve a service.\” — Daniele Catalanotto (referencing Nudge, 2008)





What does it mean for my profession (design / hacker / innovator)

As a designer, hacker, or innovator, this history underscores the deep roots of human-centered approaches. It highlights that understanding user and employee experience (phenomenology) is paramount, not just technical efficiency. Embrace multidisciplinary collaboration (Metadesign, IDEO) and qualitative research (Ethnography, Contextual Design) to uncover deep human needs. Leverage behavioral economics (Nudge, Cognitive Biases) to subtly guide behavior for better outcomes. Remember that design is a continuous, iterative process (Double Diamond, Design Squiggle) and an inherent human activity (Nigel Cross). Critically, always consider the ethical implications of your innovations (Ethics in Research) for all stakeholders, not just the end-user.



Fitting Twitter Post

🤯 Ever wonder if #ServiceDesign dates back to Plato? This ‘tiny history’ is packed with surprising origins, key figures, & how our field became a global movement! Discover the evolution of #HumanCenteredDesign. #Innovation #DesignThinking #CustomerExperience ## Service Design Magazine



Tools, methods and practical tips for designing services. A blog about Customer Experience and Service Design.





I wrote a tiny history of how Service Design became such an influential practice. It is a simple book you can read in about two hours, created by a is Service Design passionate but who isn’t a historian.


Read the book for free

You can read the book for free below in this article.



Buy the book to help out

Get the ebook for a few bucks. By buying a paid version of the book you help me pay the 650$ of proofreading. Thanks for the help 🙏

This book is also available in Russian as an ebook or audiobook.




N.B. Feel free to hack and improve

This is just a humble first version of a history of Service Design. I’m super happy if you have other dates that you think should be mentionned here. If it’s the case, feel free to write an answer to this Medium Article or a note to a specific section. I’ll try to take all of this knowledge for a second edition.



Dont’want to read?

You can watch my talk at the Service Design Global Conference where I summarized this books by showcasing 10 important dates in the Service Design history:


	6 dates to look smart during dinner parties

	4 dates to not look stupid while talking to service design nerds



My talk at the 2019 Service Design Global Conference in Toronto





A tiny history of Service Design

A booklet written by Daniele Catalanotto

Thanks to Joëlle, who is an angel every day, even during holidays.



This Is No History Book

Hi there, happy to have you as a reader. I have a rule in life and for work that says: frustrate people as early as possible. This is what these first words will be about.

This tiny little booklet, that you should be able to read in less than two hours, is not a history book. The title tries to be clear about it. This is just a tiny and personal view of the history of Service Design. I’m very passionate about Service Design. The more my passion grows, the more I notice that I have the passion of the practitioner but don’t know much about the theory and history. I wasn’t able to even tell people when Service Design was invented. So, I started looking for a book on the topic but wasn’t able to find one.

To fix my frustration, I decided to create a tiny book. In a way, this booklet is here for me to look less stupid when, in the next party, someone asks me: “When was Service Design invented?” Then, I will be able to answer: “We can link it to Plato’s Republic”. I can now brag in a party. This is already a good enough reason for this tiny booklet to exist.

I say it clearly: I’m not a historian. I didn’t read three hundred books about the history of innovation. I didn’t ask four random historians of art and design to check what I’m saying here. I just browsed the web on a weekend that felt very long and built a timeline based on what some people who are smarter than me had to say. Of course, many of these dates come back repeatedly in different articles and sources. Still, don’t consider this as a well-researched history.

The scope for me here is to create a rough timeline of Service Design so that I am little less stupid about my own practice. With time, I have learned that the best way for me to remember something is to teach it. That’s why I’m writing this book — more to remember the dates of this timeline than to educate the design world.

ℹ️ Hey, by the way, if you are interested in Service Design, you might be interested in the Service Design Jobs website that lists more than 1200 service design job opportunities from more than 40 countries.



What is Service Design?

Okay, if you don’t know anything about Service Design, this book is definitely not the best place to start. I recommend that you start with the book “ This is Service Design Thinking: Basics, Tools, Cases ” by Marc Stickdorn. But you don’t need to understand everything about Service Design to have a bit of fun while reading this tiny booklet. So, what will help is a definition that can act as a reminder throughout the reading of this book. I’m going to use the definition of Sarah Gibson from the Nielsen Norman Group:

“Service design improves the experiences of both the user and employee by designing, aligning, and optimizing an organization’s operations to better support customer journeys.”

Personally I would add that Service Design improves the experiences of all the people involved in a service, not only the user and employees, but also the partners and all people who use or develop it. We usually call all these folks the stakeholders.



How This Book Works

This book is structured to be very simple. It is built to be chronological — from ancient times until today. The dates are mentioned in the titles, so you should be able to navigate this timeline pretty quickly.

Each date has a subtitle that should be self-explanatory. The text that follows comprises of just some words to make it more fun for me and provide a bit of context. To make it even simpler for the lazy ones, I have boldfaced the names of the smart people or movements that had an impact on the history of Service Design that you should know.

All you history geeks, just check the dates, their subtitles, and the names in bold. Those of you who want a bit of entertainment, feel free to read my rumblings below the titles.

You can see the direct links to the sources in the notes of each page. If you are reading this booklet as an ebook, you should be able to directly click on the link to open it in your browser.

Remember, I’m no historian, so the order of the events doesn’t mean that the elements listed before always influenced the moments that occur after. I haven’t interviewed all the people involved in this tiny history to check if they were really influenced by the past events I’m citing. Also, the number of words I spend on a topic or event does not reflect the event’s importance. In most cases, the longest sections are like that because the topic was pretty new to me, and I wanted to explore it in greater detail.





Timeline of Service Design History


The Good Old Days: The Basis of Everything


	Around 10,000 BC: First Customer and Service

	500 BC: Ergonomics Tries to Make People’s Lives Easier

	380 BC: Plato’s Republic or the Start of Co-Creation





Before Our Time: Humans Meet the Machine


	1647: Anthropology or the Science that Deals with Humans

	1760: Industrial Revolution and the Birth of Scale

	1767: Ethnography and the Study of Populations

	Early 1800: Reach the Seller





The Modern Days: Machines and Humans


	1876: Invention of the Telephone

	1910: Taylorism or Optimizing Worker’s Tasks

	1913: Behaviorism

	1913: Phenomenology or the Science of Experience

	1920: The Rotary Dial System

	1921: Criticism of Taylorism and Workers Wellbeing

	1930: Interaction Design or Humans with Digital Tools

	1939: Rogerian Psychotherapy or a Client-Centered Approach

	1942: Rating Index for Radio

	1942: Brainstorming or Group Creativity

	1943: It’s Not a Human Error, It’s a Design Error

	1943: Mental Models in Psychology

	1945: Modulor or a Human-centered Scale System

	1947: Human Factors Engineering

	1950: Total Quality Management and Quality Circles





1960s: Multidisciplinary Design


	1960s: The Call Center

	1960–1980: The Scandinavian Approach

	1963: Metadesign and Multidisciplinary Teams

	1965: The Email

	1967: Cognitive Psychology

	1967: Toll-Free Numbers

	1969: Herbert Simon and The Sciences of the Artificial





1970s: First Bricks of Design Thinking


	1970s: The Birth of Design Thinking Principles

	1971: Anthropology in Design Practice

	Late 1970: Emergence of Interactive Voice Response

	1972: Cognitive Biases

	1972: Wicked Problems or Phenomenology in Design

	1977: Participatory Action Research

	1979: Prospect Theory





1980s: Early Days of Service Design


	1982: Nigel Cross or How Designers Think Differently

	1982: The Service Design Term Is Born

	Mid 1980s: Interaction Design, the Modern Days

	1983: Donald Schön and more Phenomenology

	1983: Human Computer Interaction

	1984: Service Design by Schneider and Bowen

	1984: Birth of the Service Design Blueprint

	1986: User Centered Design

	1986: Customer Relationship Management Software

	1987: Design Thinking, the Book

	1988: The Design of Everyday Things

	1988: SERVQUAL or Quantifying User Experience

	1989: Call Center Outsourcing





1990s: Service Design as a Discipline


	Early 1990: User Experience in Job Titles

	1990s: Service Design Outside of Marketing

	1990: The Servicescapes Model

	1991: Service Design Is Now a Discipline

	1991: The Internet Revolution

	1991: IDEO, the Multidisciplinary Design Firm

	1992: Customer Service Week

	1992: Wicked Problems Fixed with Design Thinking

	1993: Personas, a Tool for Empathy

	1996: Loyalty Effect

	1998: Contextual Design

	1998: Nesta, a Foundation for Good Innovation

	1999: Customer Journey Mapping

	1999: The Experience Economy as the Next Big Thing

	1999: Liz Sanders and the Convivial Toolbox





2000s: Service Design as a Movement


	2000s: The Real CRM

	2001: Liveworks, the First Service Design Consultancy

	2002: Mindlab or Service Design in the Public Sector

	2002: Design and Sustainability

	2003: Engine, Another Service Design Consultancy

	2003: The Net Promoter Score

	2004: The Service Design Network Is Born

	2005: Double Diamond by the Design Council

	2005: The D.School at Stanford

	2005: Service Design in Education

	2005: Observation as Inspiration

	2006: Designing Interactions

	2006: The Design Squiggle

	2007: The First Service Design Conference

	2008: Nudge and Behavioral Economics

	2008: Thinkpublic

	2008: From Products to Services

	2008: The servicedesigntools.org Toolbox

	2009: First Master’s Degree in Service Design

	2009: One More Service Design Book

	2009: Tim Brown Writes a Book on Design Thinking





2010s: A More Than Mature Field


	2010: Customer Effort Score

	2010: The Business Model Canvas

	2010: Behavioral Insight Team

	2010: A Book on Service Design for the Public Sector

	2010: The First Best-Seller on Service Design

	2011: Exposing the Magic of Design

	2011: Civic City

	2011: First Service Design Jam

	2013: Book: Service Design: From Insight to Inspiration

	2013: Another Master’s Course in Service Design

	2015: A European Service Design Initiative

	2015: Practical Service Blueprint and Practical Service Design

	2015: Ethics in Research

	2016: Service Design Day

	2016: Design Sprints, a one-week taste of Service Design

	2016: IBM Design Thinking Toolkit

	2017: Trainer Accreditation for Service Design

	2018: Mental Models for Design Research








The Good Old Days: The Basis of Everything

Let’s start on our journey about the history of Service Design — far away from today. Perhaps even a bit too far.

I found it amusing to see that some people see the birth of Service Design, or the birth of the core ideas of Service Design, in the times past. Not in the past century, but much farther back.

In a way, this reminds me of my masters in Design. I always found it amusing that in every thesis about Design, students had to cite something from a book written by Freud. So, just for fun I did it too. Even if I must admit today that I didn’t understand much of what the guy said in his book about humor (which, back then, was the topic of my master’s thesis).

I see something similar in the history of many fields. We always try to make it go back to the time of the Greeks. It gives a bit of “cachet” to your field to say that your practice dates back to the age of great philosophers like Plato, right? At least it sure does make you look great during a dinner party. So, to look good at my next dinner party with strangers I will never meet again, I add in this timeline of Service Design a few references to the good old days, even though I’m not sure this matters too much in our day-to-day practice.

But rest reassured — I will not talk about Freud in this booklet!


Around 10,000 BC: First Customer and Service

Okay, these are pretty old days. A core notion of Service Design is the notion of the customer. Without the customer, there can be no service.

It seems that around 10,000 BC, Agriculture started to be pretty successful; so, people were not only able to harvest food for themselves but also produced a surplus of certain vegetables. And when you have too much carrot and have eaten carrots till you don’t want to see another carrot, the potato produced by the guy next to you looks absolutely delicious. So, you think of starting to trade. And now, you have the first customer.

But, more importantly, with agriculture came the first priest. Indeed “according to the trifunctional hypothesis of prehistoric Proto-Indo-European society, priests and priestesses have existed since the earliest of times and in the simplest societies, most likely as a result of agricultural surplus and consequent social stratification”. Okay, why do I talk about priests? In some way, priests were the first service providers who existed in history. They offered something intangible in exchange of tangible goods. Basically, they sold experiences, not products, which basically is the definition of services. So, priests are in some way the first service creators of history — or maybe even the first service designers, if they were really conscious about their own practice.



500 BC: Ergonomics Tries to Make People’s Lives Easier

Ergonomics is in a way a cousin of Service Design. As the guys who wrote the article about Ergonomics in Wikipedia say:

“Ergonomics is the application of psychological and physiological principles to the (engineering and) design of products, processes, and systems. The goal of human factors is to reduce human error, increase productivity, and enhance safety and comfort with a specific focus on the interaction between the human and the thing of interest.”

In a way, we can say that ergonomics is more interested in the interaction between humans and objects, and Service Design is more interested in the interaction between humans and intangible elements like services and other human interactions. So, both fields try to make the world that humans interact with less messy and horrible for humans.

The same Wikipedia article refers to a paper by Nicolas Marmaras, George Poulakakis, and Vasilis Papakostopoulos. The title of their article says it all: “ Ergonomic Design in Ancient Greece ”. The first sentence of the paper’s abstract makes it pretty clear: “Although the science of ergonomics did not actually emerge until the 20th century, there is evidence to suggest that ergonomic principles were in fact known and adhered to 25 centuries ago”.

It seems that there is pretty good evidence to show that ergonomic principles were used in the 5th century BC. Hippocrates might be considered to be one of the first ergonomics experts, or even a Service Design cousin. He tried to make the workplace of surgeons a better and more efficient place by describing how the tools they use should be arranged.

Egyptians also seem to have understood a great deal about ergonomics as they made tools and other equipment by following its principles. But more on that some other time.



380 BC: Plato’s Republic or the Start of Co-Creation

In her blog, Dr. Stefanie Di Russo wrote a wonderful article called “ A brief history of Design Thinking: how design came to be ”. It’s a great piece that I will refer to several times since it provides a clear account even for the less smart people like me. So, in her article, Stefanie (yes, in this book we will all be on a first name basis) says it like this: “If you want to get nit picky about history, participatory design can be traced all the way back to Plato’s Republic.”

Co-creation, co-design, or participatory design is another key element of the Service Design practice. For those whom the term isn’t clear enough, here is another nice definition from Wikipedia: “Participatory design (originally co-operative design, now often co-design) is an approach to design attempting to actively involve all stakeholders (e.g. employees, partners, customers, citizens, end users) in the design process to help ensure the result meets their needs and is usable.”

Service Design, as we saw in the definition, is definitely an approach that tries to bring all stakeholders together — not only the end users but also all the people involved in the creation of a service.

Now we go back to our beloved Greeks. In an article on the Trig innovation consultancy blog, the authors explain the link between co-creation (or participatory design) and Plato’s Republic in the following terms: “You can trace the history of Participatory Design all the way back to Plato’s Republic, as Plato was known to seek advice from his people. Grass roots democracy can be seen as coming from a participatory methodology as it established a style of collaboration that has been used for centuries to help develop harmonious societies.”

Sure, co-creation can be seen as a subtype or a very specific type of democratic process where those who are affected by a service or product have their say about what they want.

You can now feel prouder than ever! If you are a Service Design practitioner like me, you can always say that your practice dates back to 10,000 BC. But if you want to look even fancier, just drop the names of Hippocrates (500 BC) or Plato (380 BC). My next dinner party will make me look fancy and smart.






Before Our Time: Humans Meet the Machine

The more we approach the present, the lesser the links between the people and ideas I cite here seem abstract. We will now look at the 17th to the early 19th century.

Service Design is a word which doesn’t yet exist. But there are key moments that build the basis that made it possible for our beloved practice to be born. Especially important at this stage is the Industrial Revolution that in some way has created many cultural changes that define modern life.


1647: Anthropology or the Science that Deals with Humans

The guys that founded the University of Copenhagen explained what Anthropology is in 1647. They basically said that it is the science that “treats of humans”. The Wikipedia article on anthropology goes a bit further and divides the field into two categories. The first one is Anatomy, which is focused on the body parts. The second one is Psychology, which is focused on the soul.

Of course, as soon as you deal with humans, which is a key focus of Service Design, you are interested in what anthropology and psychology can bring to make services less frustrating and more fun for the humans who use them.



1760: Industrial Revolution and the Birth of Scale

In 1760, the Industrial Revolution starts in England. This revolution changed most of the manufacturing processes. It’s the start of the production by machines in factories. But why does it matter for Service Design? This is so because with it, factory products start to now be produced at a large scale. Some authors — like the guys behind the company CustomerGauge, or Karl Pawlewicz from Olark — say that this scale led to the need to create the first customer service teams.

The notion of scale is also important for Service Design. Service designers often work in complex systems on a big scale where a person who can map the system and the interactions with humans is important. If the scale remains small, service designers are needed less as business owners will always be in direct contact with their customers and won’t need someone who brings them back in touch with their customers to explain why these customers are pissed off.



1767: Ethnography and the Study of Populations

There are always wars of disciplines. This didn’t start today with the war between UX Design, Customer Experience, Service Design, etc. Back in the day, some guy named Gerhard Friedrich Müller decided that it was important to separate Ethnography from Anthropology. He called it Völker-Beschreibung in German, which we could translate literally as “the description of populations”. As mentioned on Wikipedia: “This became known as ‘ethnography,’ following the introduction of the Greek neologism ethnographia by Johann Friedrich Schöpperlin and the German variant by A. F. Thilo in 1767.”

Okay, this sounds historically amazing, but what the fuck is ethnography about? In my simple words, I would say that Ethnography studies how people behave within specific cultures. Okay, now do you start to see the link between all these fields and Service Design? They all have a focus on the human. Before, with ergonomics, the focus was on the interaction between humans and their objects. And now with ethnography, we are interested in the cultures of these funny animals whom we call humans.

More practically, Service Design borrows methods and ways of thinking from ethnography. The ethnographers believe it is extremely important to observe society from the point of view of the people they want to study. Today, Service Designers do exactly the same thing. They don’t start creating services based solely on their inspiration. They want to understand the people that these services will affect. Therefore, observation of users is one of the key methods at the early stages of the problem definition of a new service or for the improvement of an existing service.

Ethnography can be seen as a qualitative research approach. In opposition to quantitative research, qualitative research takes a non-numerical approach. It is not focused solely on things you can measure. It also looks at what you can observe but not quantify. In the world of Service Design, we often say that quantitative research tells us what people do (trends) while qualitative research describes why (deep reasons) people do these things.



Early 1800: Reach the Seller

Until the early 1800s, when you wanted to get support from the company or store where you had bought something, you had to visit the shop. You had to take the train, ride a horse, or go on foot. This means that until the early 1800s, customer service seemed to happen mostly through one main touchpoint: the shop.






The Modern Days: Machines and Humans

Now we arrive at the time that looks much more than the times which we live in. Now we can forget about knights and swords, or very funny clothes! In these times, we see the arrival of machines that change the interaction between customers and companies.

This is also a pretty serious time where, as humans, we bring in rigor to everything in our lives and especially in how we shape products, work, and services. It’s the time of the engineer where sometimes the technical aspect surpasses the focus on the human.


1876: Invention of the Telephone

The invention of the telephone was a pretty messy affair. There were many different inventors — in different places and who did not even know each other — who basically seemed to have invented or at least worked on the idea at the same time. For the sake of simplicity, we will refer here to two names: Innocenzo Manzetti and Alexander Graham Bell. Innocenzo (remember we are on a first name basis in this book) had already considered the idea of a telephone in 1844. He seemed to have a working model in 1864. But it is Alexander who is most often considered as the inventor of the first practical telephone. He obtained a patent for a device similar to a telephone in 1876.

But why are we talking about the phone in a booklet about the history of Service Design? Let’s see what authors like the guys behind Zendesk or CustomerGauge have to say about the relation between customer service and the history of the telephone. What these people say is simple. For the first time in history, the telephone enables customers to get in touch with merchants, shop owners and companies without having to travel to their physical location. It’s the first time that, as a customer, you can ask for support or complain about a product from your sweet and comfortable home without having to travel in the rain until you arrive at the shop where you bought the product.



1910: Taylorism or Optimizing Worker’s Tasks

We said in the introduction of this chapter that rationalization was a significant trait for this time period. This event or movement is a particularly good example of this trend.

Between the 1880s and 1890s, a great guy named Frederick Winslow Taylor pioneered “ scientific management ”. The peek influence of this method happened around the 1910s. The central idea of what was later called Taylorism is that you can find an optimal way to perform a specific task. Through observation, Frederik could for example triple the amount of coal that workers shoveled. He did that by reducing the size and weight of the shovels until he found the best “ shoveling rate ”.

In a way, Frederick was like an ethnographer. He used observation to understand a particular group of people, here workers. But he took a more active role in wanting to fix the problems of these workers. The observation attitude is pretty close to how service designers work today. The main difference (at least I hope) is that service designers tend to have a less paternalistic approach and want to include the worker in the process. But more on that in the next chapter when we talk about the Scandinavian approach to design.



1913: Behaviorism

Psychology is an important field for the Service Designers of today. There is one field or approach of psychology that is especially useful in our practice: behavioral psychology or behaviorism.

What we today call the behaviorist movement seems to have begun in 1913. Back then, a smart guy named John Watson published an article under the title “ Psychology as the Behaviorist Views It ”. Others date behaviorism back to the work of Edward Thorndike and his “ Law of Effect ”, proposed in 1898. Behavioral psychology shows how you can strengthen a behavior through the use of reinforcement.

Burrhus Frederic Skinner, with his experiments on mice, and Ivan Pavlov, with his well know experiment involving a dog and a bell, are the more well-known behaviorists working later in the 20th century.

Behavioral psychology is of interest to Service Designers because it provides keys on how to help users change a specific behavior or create a new behavior. We will go deeper into these notions when we speak about books like Nudge and notions like Cognitive Biases that are based on behavioral psychology.



1913: Phenomenology or the Science of Experience

Okay, this topic is definitely out of my league, so I’ll be forced to quote more in order to not say too many stupid things. But phenomenology, even if I don’t get it fully, seems to me to have an important place in this tiny history of Service Design.

So, what is phenomenology? Joe Kissell wrote a great article about it in simple terms. Here is what he says: “In a nutshell, phenomenology is an attempt to study experience itself objectively and scientifically.”

It is in 1913 that a German philosopher named Edmund Husserl seems to have coined the concept of phenomenology in his book “ Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy ”. Yeah, that’s a great title for a book! Of course, ideas on this topic already appear as early as René Descartes. But I will leave the details to the historians of philosophy.

Joe continues to explain the topic in his article in this way: “Husserl was looking for a rigorous method of describing experience that in fact did away with subjectivity. His motto was, ‘To the things themselves!’ By this he did not mean that he wanted to study things as they exist objectively out there in the world, but rather that he wanted to study the experience of things — as they present themselves to the observer — without any assumptions, predefinitions, interpretations, or prejudice as to why or how they exist (or even whether they ‘really’ exist at all).”

So why did I place phenomenology in my tiny history of Service Design? Because Service Design is focused on improving the experience of customers in their usage of services. Service Designers are interested in how users personally perceive an experience or a moment in a service. We don’t care if things are perfectly planned. We care if people feel they are perfectly planned. That’s why we differentiate between the front stage (how the user experiences a service) and the backstage (how the staff and other stakeholders experience the service and create it).

This focus on the experience is also how some scientists define the quality of a service. The quality depends on the personal perception or experience. More on that when we speak about SERVQUAL later in the booklet.



1920: The Rotary Dial System

With the invention of the rotary dial system, people could directly dial the phone number of the person or business they wanted to reach. This meant that customers could get in touch with businesses quicker, and therefore, the interaction between businesses and customers became even smoother.



1921: Criticism of Taylorism and Workers Wellbeing

In 1921, the first conference on Scientific Organization of Labor took place. Two Russian authors, Vladimir Bekhterev and Vladimir Nikolayevich Myasishchev, heavily criticized the excesses of Taylorism:

“The ultimate ideal of the labour problem is not in it [Taylorism], but is in such organization of the labour process that would yield a maximum of efficiency coupled with a minimum of health hazards, absence of fatigue and a guarantee of the sound health and all round personal development of the working people.”

In short, these guys rejected Frederick Taylor’s proposal to turn man into a machine. Today, Service Designers try to maximize the output of employees but as we saw before, employees are part of the creation process. Co-creation is key for service designers. This means that Service Designers can relate to the analysis that a guy like Frederick Taylor did, but they try to create changes that make the life of the employee easier and the success of the company greater. In the idealist idea that many Service Designers have today, we try to find a good enough balance for all stakeholders: owners of the company who want profit, employees who want to have an interesting and human workplace, and finally the users who want their needs to be fulfilled.



1930: Interaction Design or Humans with Digital Tools

Richard Buchanan, a professor of design, management, and information systems, noted in an interview conducted by the ServiceD team that John Dewey can be seen as one of the first to speak about interaction design in his 1930 book, Art as Experience.

Interaction Design is “the practice of designing interactive digital products, environments, systems, and services.”. In other words, we can say that Interaction Design is focused on making the interaction between humans and digital systems as enjoyable as possible. It’s quite close to the field of ergonomics in a way, but here the focus is on digital tools. It is also like computer interaction design that will emerge a few decades later.



1939: Rogerian Psychotherapy or a Client-Centered Approach

In the second half of the 20th century, the Client-Centered approach in psychology appeared. This approach basically says that the therapist isn’t the expert. It is the client that has in himself the power of healing, growth, and fulfillment. Let’s highlight two principles of this type of therapy that many service designers could relate to. This type of therapy is non-directive. The therapist isn’t leading the conversation; the client is. In such a therapy, the therapist has an unconditional positive regard: The therapist has a total acceptance of and support for his client. And this happens without casting judgment.

My father is a psychotherapist who has specialized in this approach. I always found it interesting to note that the human-centered design approach that I have (more details on this in the coming pages) has a lot in common with the Rogerian Psychotherapy. Service Designers also ideally follow a non-directive approach. We don’t know the solution when we start a project. We listen to all stakeholders as we believe they have the solution to the problems we are mandated to fix. The more I talk about the Client-Centered approach of psychology with my father, the more I believe that Service Designers should put in the necessary time and energy to learn more about this practice as we might have a lot to learn from the years of experience of these practitioners.

For the history lovers, here are a few dates to make your day beautiful. It seems that the first elements of the Client-Centered Psychotherapy were already noted by Carl Ransom Rogers when he lectured at the University of Rochester and wrote The Clinical Treatment of the Problem Child in 1939. In 1951, he published more of his findings in a book called Client-Centered Therapy.



1942: Rating Index for Radio

In 1942, the first ratings index for radio listeners were created. These rating systems are the beginning of an audience measurement system. Today, Service Designers use similar rating systems to rate the experience of users when they use a service to find out what needs to be improved in a customer journey. More on that when we talk about the Net Promoter Score, or NPS, in a few pages.



1942: Brainstorming or Group Creativity

Creativity is often seen as coming from a specific type of skilled individual, the artist, the creatives, the entrepreneurs. Brainstorming is a creativity technique that involves a group trying to find solutions to a specific problem. The idea is to list as many ideas as possible instead of focusing on only one solution.

The concept was originated by Alex Faickney Osborn. We can find the first notable mention of this specific creativity technique in his 1942 book, “ How to Think Up ”. But it was popularized later (in 1953) with his book “ Applied Imagination ”.

Brainstorming brings together at least two interesting elements that service designer still use today (outside of the technique itself). The first idea is that there isn’t one perfect solution to a problem and that we must explore multiple different paths. This is key to the exploratory phase of any service innovation project. The second aspect is, of course, the democratic aspect of brainstorming where we want many people to participate. This is the case in the co-creation actions that service designers perform to find solutions with the ideas and experiences of all the stakeholders of a specific service.



1943: It’s Not a Human Error, It’s a Design Error

For this section, I will directly cite a Wikipedia page on human factors engineering as it is perfect to get the point across:

“In 1943 Alphonse Chapanis, a lieutenant in the U.S. Army, showed that this so-called ‘ pilot error ’ could be greatly reduced when more logical and differentiable controls replaced confusing designs in airplane cockpits. After the war, the Army Air Force published 19 volumes summarizing what had been established from research during the war.”



1943: Mental Models in Psychology

When we design for humans, we need to understand how humans understand the objects, services, and the world around them. The understanding of how people think about how things work is called a mental model.

How does a toaster work? You most certainly do not have a degree in mechanics or engineering and have never built a toaster. Nevertheless, you have a model in your head that explains for you how it works. This is what we call a mental model. This model has an impact on the expectations you have about your toaster and shapes your interaction with it. This notion of mental model is later also used in the world of design and research with publications like Indi Young’s “Mental Models, Aligning Design Strategy with Human Behavior” that we will cover later in this booklet.

The term mental model seems to have first appeared in 1943. It was coined by Kenneth Craik in his book “ The Nature of Explanation ”.



1945: Modulor or a Human-centered Scale System

In 1945, we see traces of a similar human-centered approach in architecture that we have seen in psychology with Rogerian psychology. The Swiss and French architect Le Corbusier wanted to find a measurement system for architecture that could be universal and based on humans.

The measurement system aims to create architectural elements, like buildings and furniture, that offer maximal comfort to the humans who use them. The Modulor is based on the Golden Ratio that can be found in nature in almost everything from the human body to leaves or shells.

The Modulor was in the creation process between 1940 and 1950. It seems that the official date that historians keep for the creation of the Modulor is 1945. The book that theorized this system was published in 1950 and was titled “ Le Modulor: essai sur une mesure harmonique à l’échelle humaine applicable universellement à l’architecture et à la mécanique ”.



1947: Human Factors Engineering

Human factors engineering can be linked to the early ergonomics we talked about earlier. With the Second World War, new and very complex machines were built by engineers. Here, you couldn’t take an approach where humans had to adapt themselves to the machines but rather the machines had to be adapted to the humans as these machines were often too complex to begin with. A lot of research about the limitations and capabilities of humans happened before, during, and after the war. A good example of this shift in thinking can be seen in 1947. Fits and Jones, two crazy engineers studied what was the most effective way to configure the control knobs for aircraft cockpits.

Service Designers today share this optimistic view of the environment and tools. It is not the tools that have to shape how humans behave. No, as Service Designers, we want the behavior of humans to shape how the service we create work. We see here the premises of a human-centered approach in the engineering or design world.



1950: Total Quality Management and Quality Circles

According to Wikipedia, “ Total Quality Management (TQM) consists of organization-wide efforts to install and make a permanent climate in which an organization continuously improves its ability to deliver high-quality products and services to customers”.

In the 1940s, Japan had a bit of an issue regarding the quality of its products. Its products were often considered cheap or simple imitations of other products. In order to raise the quality of its products, some crazily smart people like Deming, Juran, and Feigenbaum were invited to help fix the problem. In the 1950s, quality control and management became hot topics in the management sectors in Japan.

Total Quality Management continued to be developed until the early 1980s, but by now it was not limited to Japan but also included Europe and America.

What I find interesting about the notion of quality management is that quality is seen as a notion not just from the point of view of the creator of the product. No, quality also depends on the point of view of the user of the product, the customer. Remember phenomenology?

With the focus on quality comes not only the point of view of the user but also the point of view of the workers. “ Quality Circles were originally described by W. Edwards Deming in the 1950s, Deming praised Toyota as an example of the practice. The idea was later formalized across Japan in 1962 and expanded by others such as Kaoru Ishikawa.”.

Quality Circles are basically meetings where workers meet to find ways to make their workplace better, and then present their propositions to the management.

Here, we again come across this notion of co-creation that is so important for Service Designers. Indeed, this aspect of co-creation is important not only for the company but also for the well-being of the workers. In their “ History of Quality ”, the authors of “Business Performance Improvement Resources” say it in this manner: “A by-product of quality circles was employee motivation. Workers felt that they were involved and heard”.






1960s: Multidisciplinary Design

After the introduction of so many new machines, humans had to adapt. The mid-fifties and sixties were a time where we stopped seeing design as something solely technical and paternalistic. In the 1960s, and especially with the Scandinavian Approach a shift becomes more visible. It isn’t humans who should adapt themselves to the machine and the top-down engineered products, services, and systems. This means that the human focus starts to grow in the design world and bottom-up innovation starts to be seen as a solution to fix problems. The engineer isn’t anymore the unique and perfect creator, he needs the help of those he wants to help.


1960s: The Call Center

In the 1960s, Private Automated Business Exchanges started to emerge. Today we refer to these as call centers. With this new technology, we see the birth of centers and phone numbers that exist only to answer and resolve customers’ questions and problems. In a way, we can also consider these to be the first step towards the customer service departments.



1960–1980: The Scandinavian Approach

The Scandinavian Design approach, that took place mostly during the 1960s and lasted till the 1980s, was an inclusive and democratic design approach. The Scandinavian designers went slightly in an opposite direction during these days of fast technological development. Many innovative projects like DEMOS focused their work not on technology but on helping workers, unions, workplaces, and even government departments tackle the changing workplace environment.

Here, again we see a similar approach than the one today’s service designers use. The whole system was taken into consideration. Not just the user. Not just the owner of the company. All the stakeholders, including the employees that make products and services a reality, were brought together.



1963: Metadesign and Multidisciplinary Teams

Time passes; movements appear and disappear in the design community. And then comes Metadesign. “Metadesign has been initially put forward as an industrial design approach to complexity theory and information systems by Dutch designer Andries Van Onck in 1963”.

The idea behind Metadesign is to bring in a multidisciplinary team into the creation process. Instead of relying only on one specialist, Metadesign wants to use the forces of as many disciplines and expertise as possible. This new approach isn’t limited to just objects, or specific types of interactions. It wants to impact human life in general, be it in the way we clothe and shelter ourselves, communicate, and so on.

We see here that the multidisciplinary focus of Metadesign also relates to how Service Designers work today. I often say that one of the principles of Service Design is to say that the designer is not the expert. Others (employees, users, people from other fields) are the experts. The Service Designer is like a sound engineer who mixes the different instruments played by other expert players to create a final and coherent sound track, or — in the world of Service Design — a coherent and enjoyable service.



1965: The Email

Email is a technology that, like the telephone, had a huge impact on the way customers interact with businesses. In the old days, you had to go to the shop to complain about a product or service. Then came the telephone; now you could ask your questions or tell the guy who sold you something how shitty a product is from the comfort of home while petting your cat on your couch. Still, you had to call businesses during their work hours. For many of us, the work hours we have are basically the same as the opening hours of businesses, which means that when you are done with your work it’s already too late to reach the businesses you want to talk to.

It is here that the creation of the email changes things. Email is something that took more than 50 years to become fully useable. Email started to have a real impact only in the 1990s. But just to have a fun date to place in your next dinner party, let’s talk about the MIT’s CTSS mail command. This precursor to the email system that we use today was developed by a group of fun people named Pat Crisman, Glenda Schroeder, and Louis Pouzin. They created their system in 1965. The use of this system was pretty basic back then and wasn’t yet available to all customers. According to Wikipedia, “the proposed uses of the proto-email system were for communication from CTSS to notify users that files had been backed up, discussion between authors of CTSS commands, and communication from command authors to the CTSS manual editor.”



1967: Cognitive Psychology

The term Cognitive Psychology seems to have been first coined in 1967 by Ulric Neisser in his book “ Cognitive Psychology ”. This new psychological approach is interested in how mental processes work. Psychologists and scientists who take this approach love to study things like “attention, language use, memory, perception, problem solving, creativity, and thinking”.

Cognitive Psychology has a big impact in elements like cognitive biases that shows the ways humans think and why they sometimes act irrationally. More on this in the coming pages. Yes, yet again we need to encounter with a bit of suspense!



1967: Toll-Free Numbers

Let’s go back to the evolution of the telephone. The email that exists is still limited to some happy few. But the telephone is widespread by now and has become a part of the popular culture. Perhaps taking this into account, in 1967, AT&T, a big telecom company in the United States, invented the system of toll-free numbers. Now, users could call a company and complain for free! The cost of a phone call was no longer a limitation for the success of the helpline. Customers could now be less stressed about the cost of the interaction and fully enjoy the help provided by a business, even if it took more time than they had anticipated at first.



1969: Herbert Simon and The Sciences of the Artificial

For the design theorists out there, 1969 was a great year. Herbert Simon, a Professor of Psychology at Carnegie-Mellon University, wrote a book called “ The Sciences of the Artificial ”.

Let’s take one extract of the book that was hand-picked by Jo Szczepanska in his article “Design Thinking origin story plus some of the people who made it all happen”:

“Everyone designs who devises courses of action aimed at changing existing situations into preferred ones.”

In a way, this short quote shows that the notion of the designer is not only limited to the profession of the designer but includes anyone who designs. Design is therefore an act that can be practiced by everyone; we often see this to be true also for Service Design. It isn’t the Service Designer who designs alone in his room, inspired by the muses. Everyone designs and often the best design solutions for Service Design do not come from the Service Designers but from the users who hack the services to make the services less frustrating. Or as Herbert says, “changing existing situations into preferred ones”.

A good example of such a user hack is the hashtag on the social media platform Twitter. Indeed hashtags were created organically by users in order to categorize their messages. It is only later that Twitter officially recognized the hack and transformed it in the feature we all know today.






1970s: First Bricks of Design Thinking

During this time, researchers started to wonder how the creative process really works. They tried to demystify it and show what makes Design professions different from other professions. In a way, it’s the time where the first proper bricks of Design Thinking are built. And, as I often consider Design Thinking as the big brother of Service Design, now things start to be really serious for my beloved discipline. Our big brother will soon come out of the belly of history.


1970s: The Birth of Design Thinking Principles

Do you remember Herbert? In his book “The Sciences of the Artificial”, he mentions that design is also a way of thinking. A similar idea appears a bit later in a 1973 book called “ Experiences in Visual Thinking ” by Robert H. McKim’s.

An article by the Interaction Design Foundation, which looks at the history of Design Thinking, dates the foundations of Design Thinking back to this time:

“Cognitive scientist and Nobel Prize laureate for economics, Herbert Simon, has contributed many ideas that are now regarded as tenets of Design Thinking in the 1970s. He is noted to have spoken of rapid prototyping and testing through observation, concepts which form the core of many design and entrepreneurial processes right now. This also forms one of the major phases of the typical Design Thinking process. Simon touched on the subject of prototyping as early as 1969”.

The principles of rapid prototyping, testing, and observations also form the basis of Service Design. Indeed, a principle of Service Design that we teach is to try things out as cheaply as possible (prototyping) and bring them in the hands of the users as fast as possible (testing).



1971: Anthropology in Design Practice

It is often through criticism that the world moves forward. In 1971, this became true for Design Practice through Victor Papanek and his book “ Design for the Real World ”. This guy was highly critical of the design discipline and how designers worked back then. In his book, Victor showed that it was important to incorporate anthropology in the design practice. He wanted designers to not only create objects but also have a socially and ecologically positive impact. Do you remember anthropology? It’s this thing that started in 1647 and was interested in humans. Then came ethnography, which was interested in the observation of humans and their cultures. It is through the contribution of work like the one by Victor that today Service Designers include tools from ethnography and anthropology in their practice.



Late 1970: Emergence of Interactive Voice Response

At that time, the telephone was still the main technology that made it possible for customers to interact with customer support departments. As we have seen, the call center had appeared about 10 years earlier. The next technological improvement that made the call centers more effective is the so-called Interactive Voice Response or IVR. IVR is a pre-recorded phone tree. You know, it’s this tiny voice that asks you to press one for English and two to tell the company to go fuck itself. At the time, the technology was still pretty buggy and super expensive. It is only later in the 1980s that the technology really started to impact the lives of many customers around the world. In the best and the worst ways.

This technology made it possible to link customers more rapidly with a more expert agent. But the process also made communication with a business feel more robotic and less human focused as you had to go through these long, pre-recorded paths before you could finally talk to a human. I think the Interactive Voice Response is a good example that shows that technology isn’t enough to fix a problem. Indeed, just by adding the technology you might technically fix the problem. Yes, the response time is shorter; yes, people reach the right person faster. But the problem here isn’t the mathematical or statistical fact. It’s the personal experience. Many of us, when we start the experience with a pre-recorded voice, are already pissed off as we feel treated like machines by robots. So, even if it technically goes faster, the few seconds that I spend pressing 1, then 3, then 4, feel like long minutes. It’s the perceived experience that matters in the end (as we will see later with the guys who created SERVQUAL). So, yes, technology has a big impact on the development of customer satisfaction, but let’s not see this history through a technological eye that is too optimistic.



1972: Cognitive Biases

I personally believethat cognitive biases are extremely important in the practice of Service Designers. Okay, they sound great and pretty serious. But what are they? Cognitive biases systematically show how people use irrationality in their thinking and decision-making process. Wikipedia defines them in these words: “systematic pattern[s] of deviation from norm or rationality in judgment”.

It is in 1972 that Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman brought the term “Cognitive Biases” to life.

Today, I found a list of a little more than 200 cognitive biases that have been described. I personally believe that understanding how people systemically think and make decisions across cultures is something that every Service Designer should study. Indeed, you can create better products and services by using cognitive biases or helping people overcome them.

In 2017, I wrote an article in the Service Design Magazine about the power of such biases. Here is an extract:

“In 1950, cake mixes were invented and put on the market. Buyers could bake a cake super quickly at home with these pre-prepared mixes. But at first, they failed. Many homemakers were resistant because the instant mixes made cooking ‘too easy,’ which made their labor and skill feel ‘undervalued.’

After finding this out, the makers of the cake mixes added an extra step. Consumers now had to break an egg and add it to the mix. And now cake mixes increased their sales.”

This story is about the cognitive bias called the “ IKEA effect ”. It was discovered by Michael I. Norton, Daniel Mochon, and Dan Ariely and was described by them as follows: “Labor alone can be sufficient to induce greater liking for the fruits of one’s labor: even constructing a standardized bureau, an arduous, solitary task, can lead people to overvalue their (often poorly constructed) creations.”



1972: Wicked Problems or Phenomenology in Design

We have already talked a few times about the importance of phenomenology for Service Design. In 1972, the link between phenomenology and design reached the next level.

It seems that in 1972, Horst Rittel and Melvin M. Webber were among the first to coin the notion of Wicked Problems. Horst was also a guy with a critical bend of mind, and unlike his predecessors, he believed that human experience and perception is the key to the design process. In an article that has already been cited, Jo Szczepanska says that it is through the work of Horst that “[for] the first time Phenomenology was introduced to the designing of experiences”. If you remember, we dated phenomenology back to 1913 and the work of Edmund Husserl.

A Wicked Problem is a societal problem that is so big and difficult that it seems nearly impossible to fix. There are four reasons that make a problem a Wicked Problem:


	incomplete or contradictory knowledge;

	the number of people and opinions involved;

	the large economic burden;

	the interconnected nature of these problems with other problems.





1977: Participatory Action Research

Hey, dear Wikipedia contributors, could you help me define Participatory Action Research? Sure! Here you are: “[it] is an approach to research in communities that emphasizes participation and action. It seeks to understand the world by trying to change it, collaboratively and following reflection.”

In 1977, a Colombian sociologist, Orlando Fals Borda, with some other crazy people, created the first conference focused on Participatory Action Research. The methodology certainly started before this, but I wasn’t able to find other key dates before this conference.

Here, again we see the idea of immersion that we saw before with the start of ethnography. But this time the observer is not just an observer — he is also active and tries to change things. Immersion is a tool often used by Service Designers. As a service designer, one of the best ways to understand a service and its users is often to simply use it or be part of the team that delivers the service. So, in that sense, we could say that Service Design is pretty close to some ideas of Participatory Action Research.



1979: Prospect Theory

Prospect Theory is again something slightly technical, but it is a key element of Behavioral Economics. So, let’s start by defining what behavioral economics is.

Behavioral Economics studies people’s psychological, emotional, cognitive, and cultural aspects to analyze how they make economic decisions. It does not believe that humans are perfectly reasonable animals who will make every decision rationally. Behavioral Economics shows that humans are more complex than that and that they are affected by elements such as the cognitive biases we have talked about before. Behavioral economics is of course linked to Behavioral Psychology, about which we also have talked in the previous pages.

Okay, so what is Prospect Theory? For a definition that is simple enough, I will not use the Wikipedia definition this time. Instead, I take the definition by Morris Altman in “ Behavioral Economics For Dummies Cheat Sheet ”:

“Prospect theory, a theory about how people make choices between different options or prospects, is designed to better describe, explain, and predict the choices that the typical person makes, especially in a world of uncertainty.”

This theory impacts Service Design as it shows that humans have a general tendency to prefer certainty and avoid losses (which is related to the famous cognitive bias called Loss Aversion).






1980s: Early Days of Service Design

Service Design officially exists since the eighties! These are the very early days of our beloved field. If there is one date that you should remember in this whole book go for one in the 1980s: remember 1982. And if you want to remember one name to look fancy in dinner parties, you should remember Lynn Shostack.


1982: Nigel Cross or How Designers Think Differently

Remember that Design Thinking can be thought of as the big brother of Service Design. The theories and methods of Design Thinking are also used in Service Design. In 1982, in his “ Designerly ways of Knowing ”, Nigel Cross adds a few building blocks to the ideas of Design Thinking even if the term and its usage was not as widespread back then as it istoday.

Nigel explores how designers thinks and how their decision-making process is different from people who work in other professions.

Here is a short extract: “Everyone can — and does — design. We all design when we plan for something new to happen, whether that might be a new version of a recipe, a new arrangement of the living room furniture, or a new lay tour of a personal web page. […] So design thinking is something inherent within human cognition; it is a key part of what makes us human.”

Here, we see again the idea that design is not limited to a profession but is an activity that can be performed by any human — an idea that Service Designers try to practice even today. Here, allow me to express to add a note on this subject. I believe that the more our field advances, the more we have a tendency to forget Nigel’s idea that has been presented above. The more we become experts, the more we might believe that others just don’t understand how to design. But design is an act of every man and woman out there. It isn’t limited to people who have a training, a degree, or a fancy job title like Senior Innovation Consultant that nobody understands. So, let’s not forget Nigel’s wise words: “design thinking is something inherent within human cognition; it is a key part of what makes us human”.



1982: The Service Design Term Is Born

As I told you before, that’s the official date that you should keep in your memory! It’s the birthdate of Service Design as an official term. Hurray! So, today, in 2018, Service Design celebrates its 36th birthday! Quite grown up, isn’t it? We should fear the midlife crisis that could arrive at 40!

The term was coined by Lynn Shostack. I have to admit that I wanted to know a bit more about her as she is, in a way, the mother of the field I’m so passionate about. But I couldn’t find much. What I do know is that she has worked a lot in the field of banking with a focus on marketing.

There are two interesting papers by her that you should check out. The first is titled “ How to Design a Service ” and was published in 1982, and the second, published in 1984, is titled “ Designing Services That Deliver ”.

Let’s take a tiny moment to thank the mother of Service Design, Lynn Shostack, for having created this field even if back then, the idea was mostly limited to the marketing departments. Lynn, all the service designers in the world owe you so much!



Mid 1980s: Interaction Design, the Modern Days

In this little history of Service Design, I have said that the first guy who coined the term Interaction Design was John Dewey in 1930. But many historians of Design believe that Interaction Design really started its more serious existence much later, in the mid-1980s, with the work of Bill Moggridge and Bill Verplank. But it still took about ten more years until designers really took it more seriously. Let’s remind ourselves that Interaction Design is focused on making digital machines work better for humans. The IBM personal computer will arrive in 1981 and the first Macintosh will arrive in 1984, so we definitely needed such a field to make the personal computer a success.



1983: Donald Alan Schön and more Phenomenology

In 1983, Donald Alan Schön published “ The Reflective Practitioner ”. Donald was a philosopher and professor in urban planning at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT).

According to Peter Buwert, his book “highlights the importance of self-reflection to a successful design process. His work greatly influenced not only design but the field of organisational learning”.

Let’s look at a little extract from Donald’s book: “The reflective practitioner allows himself to experience surprise, puzzlement, or confusion in a situation which he finds uncertain or unique. He reflects on the phenomenon before him, and on the prior understandings which have been implicit in his behavior. He carries out an experiment which serves to generate both a new understanding of the phenomenon and a change in the situation.”

We see here that Donald fights the technical rationality of the designing profession and wants, as Horst Rittel and Melvin M. Webber did before him, to bring phenomenology into the design field.



1983: Human Computer Interaction

The term Human Computer Interaction was made popular through the book “ Psychology of Human-Computer Interaction ”, which was published in 1983. But previous work by Stuart K. Card, Allen Newell, and Thomas P. Moran had already used the term back in 1980, and it seems that we can date the term back to 1975.

Human Computer Interaction is basically interested in the same things as Interaction Design — the interaction between humans and a computer interface. The difference between Human Computer Interaction and Interaction Design seems to be that the former is focused solely on interactions with computers whereas the latter looks at any interactive and digital interaction, whether with a computer or another digital device, like a person’s interactions with an ATM, a vending machine, or any machine in a factory.



1984: Service Design by Schneider and Bowen

In 1984, Benjamin Schneider and David E. Bowen also provide another introduction to Service Design. Their approach to Service Design continued to be focused mostly on marketing, management, and service business development, as Lynn Shostack’s two years before them.

I found two early papers of these two guys. The first one, published in 1984, is titled “ New services design, development and implementation and the employee ”; however, this I found only through citations. The second paper, published in 1985 (and you can read this one online), is titled “ Employee and Customer Perceptions of Service in Banks. Replication and Extension ”.



1984: Birth of the Service Design Blueprint

We are in 1984, Lynn Shostack, the mother of Service Design, whom we met before, talks about the Service Blueprint in an article in the Harvard Business Review.

The Service Blueprint may be the one tool that Service Designer can’t live without. A Service Blueprint sequentially describes how a service is experienced by users. It is not only focused on the user’s perspective as a User Journey but also shows what needs to be done technically for the experience to exist.

Below, you can see one of these early Service Blueprints as it was presented by Lynn in her article.



What I find interesting here is the notion of “ Line of visibility ”. In today’s blueprint, we often separate a blueprint into two separate horizontal categories. The front stage is what the customer experiences. The backstage is what is needed to create this experience, but which isn’t visible to the customer.

We could talk all day long about this article and the service blueprint, but let’s just remind ourselves once again that we are thankful to Lynn Shostack for being the mother of service design and for having given us fun tools like the service blueprint to play with.



1986: User Centered Design

The famous design author Donald A. Norman first coins the term User Centered Design in his research laboratory in University of California, San Diego. But it’s in 1986 that the term became popular with the publication of his 1986 book “ User-Centered System Design: New Perspectives on Human-Computer Interaction ”.

The guys at Trig consultancy explain this historical moment in the following words: “User-Centered Design was an ideological shift that placed the user at the center of the development process, which showed the benefits of understanding user experience. When enacting a User-Center Design approach you emphasize increasing the customer’s capability over efficiency and adopt a more humanistic approach in the development of a product or system.”



1986: Customer Relationship Management Software

The first contact management system was born in 1986. It made it possible to keep track of customer information in a digital form. In a way, this was the precursor to the Customer Relationship Management (CRM) software that we use today.

Such systems make it possible for staff members to share information about customers more easily. This means that in an ideal world you wouldn’t have to repeat your problem twice as support agents could just check your history with the company and see what you complained about and what your last interaction with the company was about. Sure, CRM helped make better customer experience but I’m not sure we had arrived at the ideal moment, where information didn’t get lost between the many departments. Technology can’t solve the way companies are built in silos; this is a fight that the CRMs can’t win but that we humans can.



1987: Design Thinking, the Book

This time it is Peter Rowe, then Director of Urban Design Programs at Harvard, who writes a book about how a specific breed of creatives think and act. In his book “ Design Thinking ”, published in 1987, Peter focused his attention on architectural designers.

It is interesting to note how Design Thinking was built block by block by different scientists and explorers who looked at different creative types until one or two decades later everyone had this word in their mouths when they wanted to sound smart in the role of a manager or business person.

Let’s finish this moment of history with a little extract from Peter’s book which shows what he wanted to do with it: “This book is an attempt to fashion a generalized portrait of design thinking. A principal aim will be to account for the underlying structure and focus of inquiry directly associated with those rather private moments of ‘seeking out,’ on the part of designers, for the purpose of inventing or creating buildings and urban artifacts.”



1988: The Design of Everyday Things

It’s now 1988. And Donald Norman comes back with a new book. Let’s be honest, this guy is a bit of a hero figure for me, so I’m completely biased when I add his work here and mention him more than Plato. But hey! He sounds like a great, smart guy (even if I never met him). Okay, back to the part about history.

So, it’s 1988 and Donald publishes a book titled “ The Design of Everyday Things ”. As the folks from Wikipedia say, this book shows “how design serves as the communication between object and user, and how to optimize that conduit of communication in order to make the experience of using the object pleasurable”. If you ask me, the book is definitely a great read for any designer out there, and I think it had a huge impact on our practice.

Just for the fun of it, I will mention here the term Norman Doors. In his book, Donald was a bit furious about all these doors that we fail to use properly. His rage became so popular that the term Norman Doors is now used in the design world. There is even a fun blog who lists some of these doors “whose design tells the person to do the opposite of what they’re actually supposed to do”. Check it out; it will definitely be a fun way to enjoy a break from this booklet.



1988: SERVQUAL or Quantifying User Experience

I have created suspense around SERVQUAL already a few times throughout this booklet. The suspense now comes to an end.

It seems that before the 1980s, customer satisfaction was mostly measured informally. You had staff members who asked people if there were happy. Or from time to time you had some surveys. In his article about “The rise of customer satisfaction research”, Ray Poynter express it like this: “Before the 1980s, most large brands and organizations were not customer-focused; they were product-focused and logistics-focused. The key questions they asked were: could they make the best product, and could they ship it to the right location faster, cheaper, and more efficiently than their competitors?”.

In 1988, A. Parasuraman, Valarie Zeithaml, and Leonard L. Berry, a group of nerdy academics, created a tool to measure quality in a service. SERVQUAL was born. This tool is a multidimensional research instrument. Wow, that sounds serious! Basically, it is quite a long questionnaire that focuses on five dimensions:


	Reliability: The ability to perform the promised service dependably and accurately.

	Assurance: The knowledge and courtesy of employees and their ability to convey trust and confidence.

	Tangibles: The appearance of physical facilities, equipment, personnel, and communication materials.

	Empathy: The provision of caring; individualized attention to customer.

	Responsiveness: The willingness to help customers and provide prompt service.



As I didn’t know much about SERVQUAL before I started researching the history of Service Design, I’ll let this subject use more words than it may seem to need. I’ll do this to also help myself understand the subject a bit better.

The idea behind this tool is that the quality of a service depends on the perception of the user. Ideas like phenomenology had an impact here again. SERVQUAL tries to discover how well a service meets the expectations of a customer. According to Wikipedia’s contributors, the crazy guys behind this tool created the following formula to describe it:

SQ = P — E

SQ is service quality, P is the individual’s perceptions of a given service delivery and E is the individual’s expectations of the given service delivery.

It seems that this tool works as a questionnaire with 22 questions.



1989: Call Center Outsourcing

Technology and economic development made it less expensive to outsource call centers to countries other than the one where the customers and business originally are. Hemani Sehgal, in her article about the history of customer service, dates this trend back to 1989.






1990s: Service Design as a Discipline

By now, Service Design exists. That’s good, but it is still more of a specialized discipline practiced by some nerds in marketing departments. It is in the 1990s that Service Design really becomes a proper discipline of study and practice outside of the marketing field. In a way, we can say that it is when universities start to teach it that we can recognize it as a proper field of study.


Early 1990: User Experience in Job Titles

You certainly know now that I like Donald Norman. So here is another little story about him. When he joined Apple, he first had the title of “Fellow” and then the title of “User Experience Architect”.

In an interview with Adaptive Path, Norman said:

“I invented the term because I thought human interface and usability were too narrow. I wanted to cover all aspects of the person’s experience with the system including industrial design graphics, the interface, the physical interaction and the manual. Since then the term has spread widely, so much so that it is starting to lose its meaning.”

What I find interesting here is that the notion of user experience is not limited to the use of screens but extends to the general experience a user has had; back then, it had already found its way into a job title. In my opinion, the notion of User Experience as defined by Donald back then is not so far away from what a service designer does today. I must admit that I am myself a bit critical of the typical User Experience (UX) specialists of today as they often tend to see services and products only as digital experience and their point of view regarding who the user is sometimes slightly extremist. Some UX designers today have this nearly religious or sectary approach where they take only the end user into consideration. Business requirements that come from employees or other stakeholders are often seen as bullshit. The end user is the only user for them. So, we can say that the term User Experience has, in a way, definitely lost the meaning that Donald, with his job title at Apple, wanted to give to it back in 1990.



1990s: Service Design Outside of Marketing

You have seen that Service Design was born in the hands of marketers like Lynn Shosack. It is not until the 1990s that Service Design started to spread out of the discipline of marketing.

The first attempts to make Service Design expand out of this field were made by people like Bill Hollins and Gillian Hollins, who co-wrote the book “ Total Design: Managing the Design Process in the Service Sector ”. In the description of the book, we see how they try to achieve it. Their book “[explains] how service products should be designed and how this design process should be managed, the author identifies areas where problems most commonly occur.”



1990: The Servicescapes Model

The servicescapes model describes how the surroundings or the physical environment of a service can influence the behaviors of both customers and employees. The model was created by Booms and Bitner in 1990. This model tries to describe the behaviors of humans in an environment to be able to change it. We see here again that behavioral psychology has an impact on how we design services. We can see the servicescape model as a variation of the Service Blueprint with a focus on physical space.



1991: Service Design Is Now a Discipline

Another great year for Service Design! In 1991, Service Design was finally recognized as a unique discipline that we should teach. At the Köln International School of Design, Prof. Dr. Michael Erlhoff, (maybe we could say he is the father of Service Design) proposed that Service Design be considered a design discipline. According to an article on the history of Service Design by the Interaction Design Institute, Michael “would go on to form an international conglomerate of universities that provided service design education and a network for academics and professionals involved in the discipline”.



1991: The Internet Revolution

It’s pretty hard to say when the internet really started. You can say it dates back to the 1950s. In this tiny history, I will make it date back to the creation of the World Wide Web. Maybe there is some nationalistic bias involved in this, since the World Wide Web was created in Switzerland, the country where I was born and spent most of my life. So, the World Wide Web was created in 1989 by Tim Berners-Lee. In 1990, he created the first web browser and then made it public to everyone in 1991.

Let’s be honest. We all know the huge impact that internet had not only on Service Design but also on our lives. This book wouldn’t exist without the internet. And many services today exist solely on the internet. The internet also brought with it a new set of frustrations. For example, now when I can open a bank account on the internet in 8 minutes, I start to ask myself why it takes a week in a physical bank? As with any technology, there are also problems that we started to discover only much later — addiction to social networking sites, the problems of filter bubbles, and so on. But I think that if you have read this booklet up to this point, you already know that I try not to have an approach to history that only sees evolution or innovation through a technological point of view.



1991: IDEO, the Multidisciplinary Design Firm

IDEO started in 1991. Most of us associate the firm with Design Thinking. This design firm started with something that was quite unique at the time. Their team was not only made out of designers, but they also built up a multidisciplinary team with people from crazily diverse fields like anthropology, business strategy, education, and healthcare. Remember Metadesign? The firm was co-founded by a bunch of very smart and by then already famous people: David M. Kelley, Bill Moggridge, and Mike Nuttall.

Since then, IDEO has had a huge impact on both Design Thinking and Service Design. They created several books on Design Thinking and published numerous tools and methods that are used today by service designers around the world.

Today, the company has offices in Cambridge, Chicago, London, Munich, New York City, Palo Alto, San Francisco, Shanghai, and Tokyo, with about 600 employees. So, IDEO is definitely the big player you should at least know about if you are in the field of Design.



1992: Customer Service Week

The customer service week was created in 1992. It is celebrated every year in the first week of October. Having an official customer service week is a signal that customer service and service design are gaining a certain maturity. It has been celebrated since 1984, but it was officially recognized as a national event by the US Congress in 1992.



1992: Wicked Problems Fixed with Design Thinking

Do you remember Wicked Problems? In 1992, they staged a big return in the design field. It is Richard Buchanan who made Wicked Problems come back on the scene. He seemed to connect the theories of Rittel and Simon with the design practice of Ezio Manzini. In 1992, he published “ Wicked Problems in Design Thinking ”.

In this book, he showed how we can try to solve these nearly impossible Wicked Problems with a new approach, which is the approach of Design Thinking. In this book, Richard also describes Design Thinking more deeply by showing the history of the field. For example, he makes the practice date back to the Renaissance.



1993: Personas, a Tool for Empathy

Personas are tools that are present in the mental toolbox of nearly all service designers. This tool was created between 1993 and 1994 by Angus Jenkinson. It was then internationally adopted and distributed by the folks at OgilvyOne, who called it CustomerPrints as “ day-in-the-life archetype descriptions ”.

Again, you might say, this sounds great, but what the fuck is a Persona? It’s basically a fictional character that is created to represent a specific target group. A persona is a representation that helps Service Designers summarize who they work for. During a project, such personas are important because they can be used as a verification tool. You can ask yourself: Does this still make sense for this persona?

Of course, when we talk about Personas, we need to add a little note. Today, Personas have lost their shine as they were often misused. Many marketers and designers have created Personas based solely on their imagination of their target audience. In fact, the creation of Personas, at least the way I see it, should always be something that comes after substantial research about the target audience. You create personas once you have done your qualitative research in the field by observing people and interviewing them, and after you have also done your quantitative homework, like checking statistics or creating a survey and analyzing it. Personas are there to be a summary of your research. They shouldn’t be just a fictional character that comes out of your inspiration. I have heard many say, “I don’t believe in personas”. If their creation wasn’t based on a serious research, I perfectly understand that disbelief and hate.



1996: Loyalty Effect

In 1996, a bestseller about customer experience came out. This book, titled “ Loyalty Effect ”, was written by Fred Reichheld. In his book, Fred shows why customer loyalty is a key to the success and growth of any company.

Such a book is always a good moment for a field like Service Design as it makes a notion like loyalty, which is loved by service designers, known to a larger public. Customer Experience is a field that can be seen as another cousin of Service Design; therefore, to have it better known by the public is also a pretty good thing for the whole family of fields that love the user or customer.



1998: Contextual Design

When you write a tiny history about your beloved topic, you soon discover that history seems to repeat itself. You notice that history isn’t a suite of revolutions which change everything. No, it looks to you more like a suite of small updates from one theory or movement to the other. It sometimes becomes difficult to even see the differences between one field, practice, or idea and others. Contextual Design is, for me, one of these smooth updates that happened in the history of Service Design.

Contextual Design is a User Centered Design process created by two nice people, Hugh Beyer and Karen Holtzblatt (yes, in this book everyone is nice, crazy [in a good way], nerdy or beautiful, especially when I don’t know them personally).

Wikipedia contributors describe this practice as follows: “It incorporates ethnographic methods for gathering data relevant to the product via field studies, rationalizing workflows, and designing human-computer interfaces. In practice, this means that researchers aggregate data from customers in the field where people are living and applying these findings into a final product.”

I must admit here that this doesn’t seem so different than other user-centered approaches in the design world that we have already mentioned earlier. But it is nice to see that so many people update the same ideas, as service designers do today.

We basically all have a focus on the human, we try to have deep empathy for them, so we need to understand them. So, we go into the field and meet them. This makes me think of a debate that happened in the Service Design Conference in 2016, in Amsterdam. I was invited there as a content contributor and therefore tried to follow as many debates and presentations as possible. There was one debate that I must admit I found profoundly stupid and boring. But I wanted to honor my job of being a content contributor. So, I kept listening to the debate. The debate was about if we should call our practice Service Design or Experience Design or whatever other funny titles like UX, CX, or Design Thinking. My reaction to this debate was to create this little comic strip:



In the article that accompanied the little drawing, I wrote this: “At the end all these fields have a love for the end user. All these fields or terminology care about including the user. They try to understand him. They just want to not make him crazy. That’s it. Sure, it’s important to name things right. But at the end of the day we shouldn’t lose the overview, the common ground we all share.”

So, I’m very happy that Contextual Design exists; it reassures me because it basically uses the same tools as many other fields and many tools we also use as Service Designers. I’m happy that Contextual Design exists, but I won’t get into an argument about whether it’s better or worse than any other field.



1998: Nesta, a Foundation for Good Innovation

Let’s talk about an organization that I especially like. Nesta is a global innovation foundation. Nesta, or National Endowment for Science Technology and the Arts, was created in 1998. The goal of this organization is to “back innovations for the common good”. Nesta is most well-known by service designers like me for their online resources that they publish on their website diytoolkit.org. The toolkit functions to help people invent, adopt or adapt ideas that can deliver better results. But let’s not simplify Nesta and reduce it to its tools. There is a huge list of international projects that this foundation does; I’ll mention just a few. Nesta creates support for social entrepreneurs across India, it supports new innovation labs within national city governments, in countries such as Chile and the United Arab Emirates, among doing other things to make the world a nicer place. Congrats for all the good work!



1999: Customer Journey Mapping

I have a hard time believing that Customer Journey Mapping started only in 1999. This is because I am reminded of the fact that the mother of Service Design (Lynn Shohacks) created the Service Blueprint, which seems to be an update of the customer journey, back in 1984. But hey, I didn’t find any source that dates customer journey before 1999, so for now I’ll go with what my fellow contributors on Wikipedia say.

According to them, “The customer journey map for service design was first introduced through the Acela high-speed rail project of IDEO (1999). It has subsequently become one of the most widely used tools for service design and have been utilized as a tool for visualizing intangible services.”.

Let’s hope that in a future update of this booklet, I find an earlier and more accurate date for the creation of the first customer journey map.



1999: The Experience Economy as the Next Big Thing

In 1999, Pine and Gilmore wrote a book called “ The Experience Economy ”. In this book, the authors explain that experience is the next big thing for businesses. It is a new opportunity for growth.

It is, in a way, one of the books that popularized the notion of Customer Experience, which is often shortened to CX. As I said before, CX is a cousin of Service Design, so each time a book makes some noise about CX, Service Design also profits from it.



1999: Liz Sanders and the Convivial Toolbox

One last person to know from the nineties is Liz Sanders. She wasn’t a designer by trade but had a pretty good impact on our profession. She created the so-called book and methods which go by the name “ Convivial toolbox ”. The idea of this book or toolbox is to “to bring the people we serve through design directly into the design process in order to ensure that we can meet their needs and dreams for the future”. Design is definitely a democratic process that designers can help to make more fun and convivial and Liz is pushing us in that way.






2000s: Service Design as a Movement

We have now arrived at the last two decades of this tiny history. We haven’t much distance to cover with the events of these two decades. So, I believe that the real historians out there haven’t really named big historical movements for design. Also, time hasn’t made its selection of the key things we should remember. Time hasn’t yet hidden all the unimportant stuff. That’s why for the next two chapters the events I will talk about are mostly books and the authors behind them. I have to admit that the selection of the events and books that mark these two decades are very, very personal. But hey, let’s not forget that this is my tiny history of service design, so let’s not be too ashamed.

So, what makes the beginning of the 2000s interesting? Besides books, the big thing is that Service Design becomes a proper movement worldwide, with people telling others that they are service designers and companies specializing in just Service Design.


2000s: The Real CRM

Before we speak about events that make service designers proud, let’s take a minute to talk about technology. The CRM has by now existed for quite some time, but it is only in the start of the 2000s that CRMs start benefiting both customers and the companies who use these tools. The technology for tracking customer actions is now more sophisticated and companies can now reward customers for their loyalty. This is also the time when you see the emergence of the customer loyalty cards that provide you with benefits. But these cards also track all your actions and help marketers sometimes go too far and even predict that you are pregnant and send you targeted ads even before your dad knows about it. This is a real story that has been revealed in an article by Charles Duhigg that you definitely should check out if you want to be scared about customer loyalty card.



2001: Liveworks, the First Service Design Consultancy

Liveworks is believed to be the first design consultancy focused mainly on Service Design. This innovation consultancy opened its London office in 2001. According to their team page, the company today has a team of 48 people. As IDEO, Liveworks is also composed of a multidisciplinary team with service designers, systems thinkers, business designers, researchers, and consultants.

The company was founded by Chris Downs, Ben Reason and Lavrans Løvlie. We will talk later in this booklet about two of the founders of this company: Benand Lavrans.



2002: Mindlab or Service Design in the Public Sector

In 2002 one of the first service design consultancies for the public sector, Mindlab, was started by the Danish ministries of Business and Growth, Employment, and Children and Education. According to Maria Hermosilla this lab and its “innovative approach has inspired the proliferation of similar labs and user design methodologies deployed in many countries”.

We see that in 2002 Service Design found a way out of the marketing departments and started to have an impact on all aspects of human life, with service designers working for the public sector.



2002: Design and Sustainability

A name to know for the 2000s is Alistair Fuad-Luke. “His projects emphasise openness, collaboration and co-design with communities and individuals, social well-being and alternative economies”. In 2002, Alistair wrote a book about design and sustainability, titled “ Eco-Design Handbook ”. The book claims to be “the first book to present the best-designed objects for every aspect of the home and office, including the most environmentally sound materials and building products”.

What a guy like Alistair and his work show is that sustainability, social change, and alternative economies are important topics that designers also want to tackle with their expertise, even more so in the 21st century.



2003: Engine, Another Service Design Consultancy

It is interesting to see that consultancies, that existed before this stage, start now to shift towards Service Design. In 2003, Engine makes this shift after three years of existence as an ideation consultancy based in London. Today, Engine has offices in London and Dubai. According to their website, the company is composed of about 40 staff members.

This is a sign that Service Design as a whole, not Design Thinking or another cousin or big brother of Service Design, starts to gain maturity in the world of design and business consultancies.



2003: The Net Promoter Score

On the theoretical side, we have seen that there have been attempts before to quantify the user experience — for example, with SERVQUAL that dates back to 1988. In 2003, a new tool to quantify the loyalty of users was developed by Fred Reichheld. It is a much simpler approach than the 20-question survey of SERVQUAL. This time, the tool is composed of only one question. This approach is called the Net Promoter Score which is usually abbreviated to NPS.

The question of the survey is as follows: “How likely is it that you would recommend our company/product/service to a friend or colleague?”. Users can then usually give a score between 0 and 10. Users who give a 10 or a 9 are considered “Promoters”. Those with scores between 0 and 6 are considered “Detractors”. Finally, users with scores of 7 or 8 are considered “Passives”.

The NPS score is an interesting one because it is widely used, and you can compare the score of your service with the scores of companies like Apple or Uber.

The score is calculated as follows: “Subtracting the percentage of Detractors from the percentage of Promoters yields the Net Promoter Score, which can range from a low of -100 (if every customer is a Detractor) to a high of 100 (if every customer is a Promoter).”

I personally consider this tool to be an interesting metric because it is really simple to sent into action. Furthermore, such a survey question, when put to the user, can also be used as a smart user research mechanism. Indeed, if someone answers the question, you can then ask her why she entered that number. If people give an answer, you gather some very interesting pieces of qualitative information that inform you about why people like or hate your service. A great article by the Airtable team goes exactly in this direction and shows how such a quantitative tool can be used in an automated process to later give some valuable qualitative insights to a company.



2004: The Service Design Network Is Born

Do you remember the Köln International School of Design? It is there that a nice guy tried to launch Service Design as a specific and unique design field. In 2004, this university with the help of Carnegie Mellon University, Linköpings Universitet, Politecnico di Milano, and Domus Academy created the Service Design Network or SDN.

Such an international network serves as a gatekeeper and trustworthy networking partner both for clients and professionals. In fact, I can personally attest that such a network has a huge effect on service designers. One of the biggest automotive clients I have worked for came to the company I worked for because we were listed as a member organization on the Service Design Network website.

Today, the Service Design Network has more than 1300 members and more than 100 member organizations listed on its website.



2005: Double Diamond by the Design Council

The design process is not a straight and direct line as we have already seen in Damien Newman’s little squigglen. In 2005, the team behind the Design Council in the UK published a model that explains the different process of any design work.



The Double Diamond is divided into four distinct phases: Discover, Define, Develop, and Deliver. What is interesting in this illustration is that it shows that the design process is a type of loop between divergent and convergent thinking, while other professions are primarily focused on convergent thinking.



2005: The D.School at Stanford

Want to study Design Thinking? Then you will often see D.School as one of the most prestigious options. This school was created in 2005. The Standford’s D.School says about itself that it “is recognized as a thought leader in human-centered design, and a leading teaching institute for design and experiential learning”. It is one of the first schools that focused its teaching on Design Thinking. It is still today known as one of the most prestigious schools to get your hands dirty on the topic of Design Thinking and Human-Centered Design.

According to Daniel Steinbock, who worked at Stanford University, “The d.school was the brain child of IDEO co-founder, David Kelley, and other folks associated with the Design program in Stanford’s Mechanical Engineering department. It was envisioned to be a non-degree-granting center serving all departments on campus, offering an introduction to human-centered design thinking.”

David Kelly, as you have seen and will see in the next pages, is one of these key figures that pop out at every stage of the history of all the cousin and brother fields of Service Design. So, keep his name in your memory for the next name-dropping session in a job interview or business lunch.



2005: Service Design in Education

Since 2005, the Oslo School of Architecture and Design teaches and researches Service Design with its students. The school also collaborated with businesses like Telenor and DnB.



2005: Observation as Inspiration

I told you before that the people behind IDEO had a big influence on the practice of Design Thinking and Service Designer. One of these smart minds behind the name of IDEO is Jane Fulton Suri. In her 2005 book, “ Thoughless Acts ”, she again shows the power of ethnography and observation for designers. In her book, she focuses especially on showing the link between direct observation and design inspiration.



2006: Designing Interactions

Another great book by an IDEO fellow has to be noted here. It’s a book by Bill Moggridge, who, in the 1980s, had already worked on the notion of Interaction Design, as we saw before. Bill was also one of the cofounders of IDEO. In 2006, Bill published “ Designing Interactions ”, “a 764-page introduction to and history of interaction design comprising 40-plus interviews with designers and entrepreneurs, from Douglas Engelbart to Will Wright to Larry Page and Sergey Brin”.

When I wrote the first notes of this booklet that you are reading, I shared them with a few friends. When I saw the reaction of Pascal Wicht, who left only one comment on the title of the book, which said, “!!! This book!!! I love it”, I knew I had to include it in this history of Service Design as Pascal is one of the smart minds whom I trust a lot regarding the topic of Design.



2006: The Design Squiggle

When it comes to describing what the design process is many of us quickly sketch out on a whiteboard or on the back of a napkin the “ Design Squiggle ” by Damien Newmann that dates back to 2006.



I particularly like the story behind this tiny sketch as it is written by Damien himself:

“Years ago I dropped a simple illustration into a proposal to convey the design process to a client. It was meant to illustrate the characteristics of the process we were to embark on, making it clear to them that it might be uncertain in the beginning, but in the end we’d focus on a single point of clarity. It seemed to work. And from then on, I’ve used it since. Many, many times.

My father told me that the design process started with the abstract, moved to the concept and then finally the design. So I used to use these three words, back in the day, to convey the process of design to my unsuspecting clients. It wasn’t as effective — even if I knew what it meant. So I found myself saying, ‘Here — it looks like this…’ and drawing the squiggle.”

This sketch found its way in many publications after 2006, including the one about the Business Model Canvas (more on this one in a few pages, let’s throw in some suspense again).



2007: The First Service Design Conference

Since 2007, every year the Service Design Network hosts a big international conference. They call it the Service Design Global Conference, or SDGC for the nerds and fans out there. The conference attracts hundreds of practitioners every year.

Having a conference that is focused only on Service Design is again a proof of maturity of the field. It also shows that the community of service designers around the world is now big enough for it to be considered a real movement. For the benefit of the conference lovers, let’s make a note here of the names of a few other conferences that are focused on Service Design:


	ServDes: “born as a yearly Nordic conference, ServDes has now become a bi-annual international event”.

	Service Design in Government: “an original international community event for anyone involved in designing and commissioning public services”.

	Doers conf: the central European Service Design conference.

	Service Experience Conference: “ is for people who are passionate about creating great service experiences while also delivering value to the organizations that deliver them”.

	Service Design Week: aconference produced by IQPC, a company that specializes in organizing conferences. When you have companies that produce conference and wants to have its own Service Design “product”, this is a pretty good sign for our industry.





2008: Mental Models for Design Research

Way back in the book, we talked about mental models. In 2018, Adaptive Path cofounder Indi Young published “ Mental Models: Aligning Design Strategy with Human Behavior ”. This book explained how designers can find out why the users of their services and products did things in a particular way.

This type of book is, for me, again a proof that as service designers, we have a lot to gain from the field of psychology to make our work better and have a better understanding of the humans we want to serve with the creation of services.



2008: Nudge and Behavioral Economics

Behavioral Economics is a field that starts way back in history. You can, of course, link it to the Behavioral Psychology movement. There are a few big names in this field that come up again and again. In 2008, Richard H. Thaler, with his colleague Cass R. Sunstein, published a best-seller that helped bring Behavioral Economics and Cognitive Biases on the radar of the masses. The book is called “ Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth, and Happiness ”.

In it, the authors bring to life the notion of “ nudge ”. A nudge is a “positive reinforcement and indirect suggestions as ways to influence the behavior and decision-making of groups or individuals”.

I see a nudge as a tiny change in a service that can have a huge overall impact. One example of nudge that I love to share with clients is the following. When you put a fly sticker in the urinals, it helps men pee more precisely. Why would this matter? Because when you make this little change, it has a huge financial impact in terms of the cleanliness of the service. The airport of Amsterdam did it and here is what they discovered. A tiny nudge like that reduced “spillage by 80% [resulting] in a saving of 8% of the total budget for cleaning public toilets”. Small nudges can definitely be an effective tool to improve a service.



2008: Thinkpublic

Thinkpublic is another example of a consultancy which focuses on innovation within the public sector and NGOs by using Service Design in its toolbox. The consultancy was created in 2008 by the then 23 year old Deborah Szebeko.



2008: From Products to Services

The book “ From Products to Services: Insight and Experience from Companies which Have Embraced the Service Economy ” by Laurie Young, published in 2008, is a collection that shows why the service economy is key and why many companies should shift their focus from the creation of products to the creation of services in the same manner that Ericsson, Michelin, Nokia, HP, IBM and GE did.



2008: The servicedesigntools.org Toolbox

There is one toolbox or library many service designers use and which has become a reference. It is the website servicedesigntools.org. This website is a collection of Service Design methods. It was created in 2008 by Roberta Tassi during her master’s thesis. Today, Roberta is one of the most famous Service Design consultants out there; you might see her on stage at almost every Service Design conference. She is the founder of a company called Oblo that is composed of four other women: Chiara Albanesi, Yulya Besplemennova, Agata Brilli, and Laura Toffetti.



2009: First Master’s Degree in Service Design

The Laurea University of Applied Sciences in Espoo, Finland was one of the first universities to have created a master’s degree mainly focused on Service Design. As the University says, “The Master’s degree program in Service Innovation and Design is globally the first multidisciplinary degree program combining service business and service design competences, and it continues to be in the forefront in this field.”



2009: One More Service Design Book

In 2009, Satu Miettinen and Mikko Koivisto published “ Designing Services with Innovative Methods: Perspectives on Service Design “. The editors of servicedesignbooks.org describe the book as follows: “This book presents the emerging and increasingly important field of service design. Birgit Mager, Köln International School of Design and Service Design Network, Ezio Manzini, Politecnico di Milano, and Stefan Holmlid, University of Linköping, discuss the general background and methodology”.

I have added this book here as it includes discussions with key founders of the Service Design Network and the Service Design field in general, like Birgit who is the president of the Service Design Network.



2009: Tim Brown Writes a Book on Design Thinking

And here comes another book by an IDEO guy. It is written by Tim Brown, a guy who is pretty well-known in the Design Thinking spheres and who is also the CEO of IDEO. In 2009, he publishes “ Change by Design ”, where he explains how Design Thinking transforms organizations and inspires innovations.

I believe that this book is one of the elements which made Design Thinking accessible to the masses outside of the circle of scientific papers readers and designers. Tim’s book and his work had a huge impact in making Design Thinking something almost every business man has heard about.

If you have read papers about Design Thinking, you will not discover much more in this book. But the case studies presented in it and the non-academic writing definitely makes it a pleasant read.






2010s: A More Than Mature Field

Service Design seems to by now have become a fieldthat is more than mature. More schools create master’s degrees focused solely on it. Some books on the subject already say in their Amazon description that they want to go over the buzzword that is now Service Design. That people see service design as a buzzword is, in my opinion, a very good sign. So, the 2010s seem to be pretty good years for my passion.


2010: Customer Effort Score

The Customer Effort Score is a tool that belongs to the same family as the Net Promoter Score. It is a simple one-question survey that helps companies better understand their audiences and users and predit their loyalty.

The question used in the survey is as follows: “The company made it easy for me to handle my issue”. And then you present a scale from 1 to 7 with the following steps: strongly disagree, disagree, somewhat disagree, undecided, somewhat agree, agree, strongly agree.

In 2010, Matthew Dixon, Karen Freeman, and Nicholas Toman published their findings about customer satisfaction and proposed the Customer Effort Score or CES for the first time in the Harvard Business Review.

In their studies, they showed that “as we analyze responses from more than 97,000 customers, what we find is that there is virtually no difference at all between the loyalty of those customers whose expectations are exceeded and those whose expectations are simply met.”

They made a study of three different loyalty metrics: customer satisfaction (CSAT), Net Promoter Score (NPS), and their new Customer Effort Score (CES). Their findings were as follows: “Not surprisingly, CSAT was a poor predictor. NPS proved better (and has been shown to be a powerful gauge at the company level). CES outperformed both in customer service interactions.” Further in their study they shared a few numbers. “We found the predictive power of CES to be strong indeed. Of the customers who reported low effort, 94% expressed an intention to repurchase, and 88% said they would increase their spending. Only 1% said they would speak negatively about the company. Conversely, 81% of the customers who had a hard time solving their problems reported an intention to spread negative word of mouth.”

The drawback of the CES is that it is used less in the market; therefore, you can’t really use it as a benchmark between the experience of users in your service compared to other bigger brands like Apple, Nike, or Uber as you can do with the Net Promoter Score.



2010: The Business Model Canvas

In 2010, Alexander Osterwalder and Yves Pigneur created the Business Model Canvas and the book that accompanied its launch, titled “ Business Model Generation: A Handbook for Visionaries, Game Changers, and Challengers ”.

The canvas helps to summarize the business model of a company or service in one page. Interestingly, the canvas also uses the same metaphor of the frontstage and backstage that is used in the Service Blueprint.



2010: Behavioral Insight Team

In 2010, another design consultancy comes out of a government initiative but this time in the UK. The Behavioural Insights Team (also known as Nudge Unit in reference to the book Nudge) was founded in 2010. Its goal was to apply nudge theory to try to improve the UK government’s policies and services, and to save money. The consultancy is now a company called Behavioural Insights Limited. It is headed by psychologist David Halpern.

The work of this team has inspired others countries — for example, the United States, which has a “Social and Behavioral Sciences Initiative”. This historical event shows us that the theories of behavioral sciences, including nudges and cognitive biases, are bringing about real changes in the public sector.



2010: A Book on Service Design for the Public Sector

Let’s stay in the public sector. In 2010, Sophia Parker and Joe Heapy published “ The Journey to the Interface ”. This book on Service Design shows the importance of the practice for the public sector with case studies that illustrate the idea. Here, once again we see that Service Design in the 2000s was really making a dent in the public and social sector, a shift that is interesting to note when we remember that at first Service Design was introduced for marketing teams by people in the banking industry (like Lynn Shostack).



2010: The First Best-Seller on Service Design

“ This is Service Design Thinking ” is a book by Marc Stickdorn and Jakob Schneider. I consider this 2010 book to be the classic and most popular book about Service Design. The book “introduces an inter-disciplinary approach to designing services”.

The book is valuable for the different methods and practical tools it presents and for its position that shows that Service Design thinking can be used in nearly any field. The idea is that for example, as a graphic designer, you can benefit from using the way of thinking that Service Design promotes.



2011: Exposing the Magic of Design

Now we go back to some more theoretical work. In 2011, Jon Kolko published “ Exposing the Magic of Design: A Practitioner’s Guide to the Methods and Theory of Synthesis ”. The book aimed to help solve problems in our modern context, with its unprecedented levels of ambiguity and chaos. The book highlights methods for problem solving inspired by the field of design, or if you want, Design Thinking. The book is interesting as it shows new approaches that aren’t in the typical Design Thinking or Service Design toolbox.



2011: Civic City

In 2011, Ruedi Baur founded the Civic City Institute in Geneva, Switzerland. In an interview with the newspaper Le Temps, Ruedi explains the context in which this institute wants to act: “The city of today is confronted with a lot of challenges without a proper solution or the solution cannot dissolve every problem or is not really answering on the real problematic of the lack of civism. Violence, xenophobia, vandalism or abuse: all effects of a unsatisfied social together where it is expected that a designer who is working in the neighborhood can probably find a solution. Finally it is quite easy to act on these dead public places and to make them livable”.

The Civic City Institute also has a deeply multidisciplinary approach — it includes designers, architects, sociologists, political scientists, geographers, urban planners, to name a few.



2011: First Service Design Jam

Let’s leave Europe and head for the United States. We are in 2011 and in the great city of San Francisco, where the Service Design Global Conference takes place. In this event that celebrates the power of the service design community, the first Service Design Jam also takes place.

A Service Design Jam is like a hackathon. Teams gather for 48 hours to create exciting new services that respond to a given theme. The first jam had 1200 participants in more than 50 cities who created around 200 unique services around the theme (Super) HEROES. The initiators of this event are Markus Hormess and Adam Lawrence of the company WorkPlayExperience.

The service design jam takes now place every year and you can join it locally.



2013: Book: Service Design: From Insight to Inspiration

This is an important year, especially for me. In 2013, the book “ Service Design: From Insight to Inspiration ” was published. This book, written by Andy Polaine, Lavrans Løvlie, and Ben Reason (remember Liveworks) made me discover Service Design and inspired me to embark on a master’s degree in this field. It was the start of something that would grow to become a passion. It is due to this book that I discovered that design wasn’t limited only to aesthetic features but could solve real problems for real people. Later, I followed the master’s program in Service Design offered by the Hochschule Luzern (HSLU) in Switzerland, where Andy was the main teacher. So, after having read his book and having had the pleasure to follow his courses, I can definitely recommend that you check his writing on his personal blog. Today, Andy is the Regional Design Director for Asia-Pacific at the Innovation Consultancy Fjord.



2013: Another Master’s Course in Service Design

Another master’s course focused on Service Design started in 2013 at the Delft University of Technology in the Faculty of Industrial Design Engineering. It is again in a Northern country, this time in Netherlands, that Service Design finds its way as an academic curriculum.



2015: A European Service Design Initiative

Back to the academic side. A joint European training network was created in 2015. It was called “ Service Design for Innovation ” (SDIN). This network for early stage researchers will run until the end of 2018.

Such European initiatives that bring Service Design into the academic world are again a good sign for our industry.



2015: Practical Service Blueprint and Practical Service Design

The Service Blueprint, as I said previously, is maybe the one tool with which service designers could live without. In 2015, Erik Flowers and Megan Erin Miller came up with an updated approach for creating such a blueprint under the name Practical Service Blueprint.

Their method for creating a blueprint is inspired by the Kanban methodology and makes the creation of a blueprint much simpler for people who have recently discovered the field. Erik and Megan created a large community of practitioners and enthusiasts who not only share information and tips about blueprinting but also about Service Design in general. Their slack group constitutes one of the very interesting and active communities that you should definitely check out if you are also passionate about the topic.



2015: Ethics in Research

Do you remember Jane and David, the IDEO fellows? In 2015, David M. Kelley and Jane Fulton Suri published a book titled “ The Little Book of Design Research Ethic s ”.

Here is how the authors describe their book. “This book is a guide on how to seek and share insights about people’s lives in an ethical way. Though it was originally created for IDEO designers, we realized it offers practical guidance to a wide range of situations where people’s trust and respect are at stake.”.

I add this book here as I have noticed that the ethical question is more and more embedded in the work of the service designer of today. Jane and David look at the ethical question when we are in the research phase. But the ethical question becomes more and more important in the creation of new services, especially for digital services that cause people to get hooked to them (we could perhaps go on for pages if we start speaking about the GDPR law, but maybe we will do that in a later version of this book).



2016: Service Design Day

2016 is another of those very symbolically important years. It is the year when the Service Design Day is celebrated for the first time. So, there is now an official day to celebrate Service Design, and it is the first of June. This day of celebration was created by the Service Design Network in 2016. On this day, service designers all over the world try to show their love and passion for the field, especially on social networks to create some awareness about the field for those who don’t know about it yet.



2016: Design Sprints, a one-week taste of Service Design

For the next two historical events, let’s get practical and focus on tools. The first Design Sprint took place in 2016. This process was created by Jake Knapp, John Zeratsky, and Braden Kowitz. The Design Sprint is a process that makes it possible to tackle a problem in 5 days. In short, the process works as follows: “Monday, you’ll map out the problem and pick an important place to focus. On Tuesday, you’ll sketch competing solutions on paper. On Wednesday, you’ll make difficult decisions and turn your ideas into a testable hypothesis. On Thursday, you’ll hammer out a high-fidelity prototype. And on Friday, you’ll test it with real live humans.”

This process is very interesting as it is basically a Design Thinking or Service Design process condensed into a work week. I believe that such a process makes it possible for companies to experience Service Design process with a consultancy for the first time. Of course, you won’t solve everything in one week, but you can tackle some very interesting problems. Such a process is also great as it brings all stakeholders together for one week.



2016: IBM Design Thinking Toolkit

In 2016, IBM makes another big bet on Design Thinking for its future development by developing its own Design Thinking toolkit. Until January, 2016 “more than 10,000 employees have gone through the IBM Bootcamp where they learn about the loop and other tenets of IBM’s design thinking framework”.

When you have a giant like IBM who adapts a methodology like Design Thinking, which I consider to be the big brother of Service Design, as its own, you can believe that it will result in huge impacts for the other huge companies IBM works for. Thereafter, Design Thinking becomes a must-know tool or approach, or at least a topic of interest, for many.



2017: Trainer Accreditation for Service Design

This will be the last symbolic event for this tiny history. In 2017, the Service Design Network created one of the first internationally recognized accreditations for our field. The accreditation was called the “ SDN Accredited Service Design Trainer ”. The goal of this initiative is to establish its members “as a highly qualified trainer, bringing transparency and trust to a rapidly growing market.”






Today and Final Words

Many other points could have been included in this history of service design, but maybe then it wouldn’t have stayed tiny. The one thing we can say is that Service Design is a field that has matured to a certain degree as it has accomplished many of the basic elements that transform an idea first into a real field of study and then into a movement that spreads through the world.

We see that Service Design is slowly becoming a buzzword in the same manner as Design Thinking has been a buzzword in the last years. I see this primarily with happiness, but I also see reason to be slightly critical — when I see, for instance, that classical design agencies now explaining that they provide service design just to market the same products with a new, fancy name. But this is also a good sign. When the laggards start to just copy the terminology to keep their customers, you know that an idea has had a real impact on the world.

Of course, there is still much to be done to make the field better known to the clients who would benefit the most out of it. What I hear while conversing with professionals and professors of Service Design is that they believe that the time for a peak is definitely near. So, let’s hope that this isn’t only optimism and that these prophetic ideas will really happen.

Writing a tiny history of service design was definitely an interesting experience for me; it taught me a lot about the field I love. By going through the booklet again and again, I realized that I would love to add more elements and interesting events to it — the creation of Adaptive Path, the impact of the Personal Computer, the scandals that took place in the last month about Facebook that created a wakeup call for many users of digital services, to name a few. I could have talked about the GDPR law and why it is a great thing for service designers, and I could have talked about accessibility, besides so much more. Maybe I should repeat this exercise — of writing a history of Service Design — in a few years to add all these events and many more things that I will have discovered by then to have had an impact on my passion.

The best thing that could happen after you have read this book is that you try to create your own little history of your field, and if it is about Service Design, then make sure to send it out to me as well!
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summary (100-150 words ## explain me like i’m five)

Guess what? When daddies are going to have a baby, their bodies change a lot, just like mommy’s! Tiny messengers called hormones go up and down, making them more ready to be loving and caring daddies. This isn’t just because they choose to be good dads, but because their bodies are actually preparing them! The article says that the more a dad helps with the baby, the more these body and brain changes happen. So, active fathering isn’t just a modern idea; it’s something our biology helps us do, making dads natural caregivers!



fun standup comedy set on the topic (sell it to me, make fun of it)

Alright, alright, settle down folks! We always hear about \“mom brain,\” right? Hormones, emotional rollercoasters… But get this: science is now telling us dads get \“dad brain\” too! That’s right, men! All this time we thought we were just choosing to be active fathers, buying ergonomic baby carriers and debating cloth diapers… Turns out, our testosterone is dropping! Low T, people! Suddenly, those grunts aren’t just about the game, they’re our bodies biologically preparing us for caregiving! Who knew? I always thought my dad bod was just a sign of my love for pizza, but maybe it was a subtle hormonal shift preparing me for lullabies. And they found that the more involved you are, the more these changes happen. So, if your dad friend is suddenly super good at changing diapers, don’t congratulate him on his parenting skills, just whisper, \“Your testosterone is plummeting, isn’t it?\” He’ll thank you later… probably. Or he’ll just stare blankly because his brain is busy adapting!



most striking interesting quotes (1-3)


	\“fatherhood changes men in ways that echo how motherhood transforms women. The more involved a father is with their baby’s care, the deeper this transition becomes.\”

	\“The nurturing father is not a modern aberration, but a deeply rooted biological trait.\”

	\“Mother Nature is an old lady with some very bad habits… When she has an ingredient that she is not immediately using, she doesn’t throw it away. She stashes it in her cupboard.\”





what does it mean for my profession (design / hacker / innovator)


	Designers: This research highlights the inherent biological capacity of fathers for nurturing. Designers should develop products, services, and environments that actively support and leverage this. Think about universally designed public changing facilities, baby products marketed and designed for equal ease of use by fathers, and parental leave policies that truly facilitate early, deep paternal involvement. Design for the \“nurturing father\” by moving beyond traditional gendered parenting roles.

	Hackers/Innovators: This opens doors for novel interventions. Can we create wearable tech that offers expectant fathers bio-feedback on their hormonal shifts, prompting engagement? Could AI-driven platforms personalize parenting resources based on an individual’s unique biological readiness? Innovators can explore ways to \“trigger\” or enhance these natural paternal instincts through digital tools, smart home integration for childcare, or social platforms that build supportive communities for fathers, optimizing family wellbeing.





add some book recommendations

See detailed book recommendations below in prompt 3.



fitting twitter post (use the same generic tags as above)

New research shows #Fatherhood is a biological journey for men, too! From dropping testosterone pre-birth to surging oxytocin, dads’ bodies & brains transform for caregiving. It’s not just cultural, it’s primal! Let’s design a world that supports the #NurturingFather. #DadBrain #ParentingScience (Credit: Serenity Strull/ BBC)

From before their babies are born, men undergo serious hormonal changes that can powerfully influence their behaviour – with consequences for their child’s wellbeing.

In the months before my son was born, my partner and I attended an active birth workshop, a breastfeeding session and the hospital-run antenatal course, read a small pile of pregnancy and baby books and scrolled through loads of websites. Our notepads quickly filled up.

Among my notes of that time are details of the many ways women’s bodies prepare for birth and motherhood: hormones rise and drop, organs move, brains reshape.

No one, however, told me that my brain and body were also readying for fatherhood.

My son was over a year old when I first came across that idea in Father Time, a book by primatologist Sarah Blaffer Hrdy in which she argues that men have all the necessary biological wiring to be “every bit as protective and nurturing as the most committed mother”.

This piqued my curiosity. I am a resolute believer in active fathering, but I had imagined this was a cultural decision by my generation of men. Hrdy’s book, however, introduced me to an entire academic field saying that our approach is rooted in biology, just dormant and waiting to be triggered.

After interviewing Hrdy and other experts and delving into the studies, I came to a simple conclusion: fatherhood changes men in ways that echo how motherhood transforms women. The more involved a father is with their baby’s care, the deeper this transition becomes. These shifts in our endocrine and neural system show that the nurturing father is not a modern aberration, but a deeply rooted biological trait.



Falling testosterone

The earliest research on how fathers are physically changed by babies came from observations of other animals. These late 20th-Century studies found that many mammalian males – including other primates – show clear hormonal shifts, including rises and drops in hormones like testosterone, vasoprin and prolactin, typically associated with motherhood, as they engage in active parental care.

When the American anthropologist Lee Gettler, then an undergrad student, heard about these findings in the early 2000s, he was hooked.

“I asked [my lecturer] whether anyone was studying these questions in human fathers, and the answer at that point was largely no”, says Gettler, now the director of the Hormones, Health, and Human Behavior Laboratory at the University of Notre Dame in Indiana.

The first-ever study demonstrating hormonal changes in men had just been published in 2000 by two Canadian scholars – Katherine Wynne-Edwards and Anne Storey. By the time Gettler looked into this field, it was already an established fact that fathers had lower testosterone that men without kids.

“But there’s a chicken and the egg problem there, right?” Gettler explained to me. “Are low testosterone men more likely to become fathers? Or does the transition to fatherhood kind of lead to this cascade of biological changes in men?”

To answer this question and others, Gettler teamed up with the scientists running a decades-long project in Cebu City, Philippines.

In 2005, this team collected saliva samples from 624 men, with an average age of 21 years old and without partners, and tested them for testosterone, then four years later tested them again. They wanted to answer two questions: would men that become fathers in the interim have lower testosterone, and would it be even lower in fathers that spent more hours doing childcare?

When the results came back, the answer to both questions was “yes”. The men that had babies showed significantly lower levels of testosterone compared to non-fathers. And the men that had spent longer looking after babies showed the largest drops in testosterone. Those that shared a bed with their infants also had lower levels.

“I think it was the first clear message in the scientific literature that men have this capacity to prepare for fatherhood,” Gettler told me. In a way, he explains, this is their biology preparing them for caregiving.
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Their findings are not unique. Other teams have also found that drops in testosterone during their partner’s pregnancy are also linked with higher investment, commitment and satisfaction after birth, and that this hormone’s level was even linked to the men’s reactions to baby cries: it made them more alert and responsive. In 2018, a team in Gettler’s lab also concluded that fathers with lower levels of testosterone tend to be more involved in caring for babies and toddlers.

But when does this happen? The question of whether it’s before or after birth was bubbling in the mind of James K Rilling, the director of the Laboratory for Human Social Neuroscience at Emory University in the US.

“My assumption,” Rilling told me, “was that it would happen during the postnatal period after fathers spent some time interacting with their infants.”

The lower their testosterone, the more involved they become with the mother and infant postnatally – James Rilling

What they found surprised them. When they tested expectant fathers only four months after conception, two hormones were already lower than in their control group: testosterone and vasopressin. “And what’s interesting is that the lower their testosterone, the more involved they become with the mother and infant postnatally,” says Rilling, who in 2024 published Father Nature, a book exploring the science of fatherhood. He said vasopressin had a similar effect.

Rilling is intrigued about why this happens. Is there a pheromonal cue that fathers-to-be get from their pregnant partners? Is it a psychological shift once they know they are expecting a baby? As with many surprising findings in this relatively young field, we do not know. What is certain is that the changes go beyond testosterone.



A wave of the love hormone

Take, for instance, oxytocin, the so-called love hormone. This is one hormone I recall from my prenatal courses: we were encouraged to keep things relaxed and smooth during labour so my partner’s oxytocin would flow and ease up the delivery.

Once my son was born, we were told, a huge surge of oxytocin at birth and repeated boosts through breastfeeding would help him and my partner bond. But I wasn’t aware that in the first hours after his birth, as he napped on my naked chest, oxytocin was also rising in me.

Many studies around the world have found higher oxytocin in fathers, including those with kids aged one to two years old and those interacting with babies under six months – and that seems to correspond to the amount of time spent with our kids.

For instance, fathers that engaged in more playful games and contact with their children showed a rise in oxytocin, and a similar change was even evident when the fathers first held their newborns.

Oxytocin supercharges our paternal instinct. You can test this, Rilling explains, by spraying men’s noses with the hormone and taking note of what happens.

“There’s this one study I absolutely love,” he says. “They give [dads] intranasal oxytocin as they are interacting with their infant, and they find that it makes the fathers move their head around faster.” In the videocall, Rilling jolts his head from left to right and up and down, in what looks like a very convincing overexcited dad.

Such results suggest a positive self-reinforcing loop with oxytocin: as the hormone rises, a dad is more likely to engage with their child, which then triggers a further rise.

The more scientists look into this topic, the more changes they find in other hormones too. In a study published in 2025, Rilling and his team found that vasopressin – a hormone that in animals is often involved in territoriality and male-male aggression – was suppressed in new fathers before their babies were born.

Another surprising candidate is prolactin. In humans, this chemical is best known for its role in lactation and maternal care, but biologists have linked it with paternal care in other animals, including birds, fish and marmosets, a South American monkey known for its paternal instinct.

In 2023, a team led by American clinical psychologist Darby Saxbe looked at prolactin levels in expectant fathers and concluded that those who felt stronger bonds to their unborn child had higher levels of the hormone, and that pre-birth prolactin levels predicted how involved these fathers would be in their care.

As we have already seen with the levels of oxytocin, both of these hormonal changes are more pronounced in dads taking greater care of their babies. “It’s not the case that only new moms can be hormonal”, says Darbe. “It looks like men are showing some of the same kinds of adaptations and some of the same kinds of consequences.”



A second adolescence

Saxbe has been investigating whether the consequences of these hormonal shifts leave their marks on dads’ brains. “I thought fathers are actually a very interesting, almost a special population in the sense that they experience the transformations of parenthood without biological pregnancy,” she told me.

Birthing mothers get a blast of hormones while carrying their children and then get another boost at childbirth. But their partner’s experiences are more subtle. “So they almost allow us to disaggregate the effects of pregnancy from the effects of parenting experience,” explained Saxbe, whose book Dad Brain is coming out this 2026.

A few years ago, her team joined forces with colleagues in Spain to scan the brains of first-time fathers before and after their children were born. They discovered that there were neural changes underway. Their brains were adapting to adjust to new experiences and information.

Saxbe compares this transition into fatherhood with adolescence, another critical window of development in which our brain needs to adapt to new challenges, stimuli and ideas. And in a follow up study, she discovered that men who felt a greater bond with their unborn baby or planned to take more parental leave had larger changes in their brain. In 2026, Rilling reported similar evidence of brain changes in new fathers, confirming the neurological transition.

As for many of the changes in our paternal brains and bodies, there’s a use it or lose it aspect: the more involved you get, the more you change. “It’s just like something is triggered,” says Sarah Hrdy, the primatologist who wrote Father Time.

She believes that all human brains have the latent capacity to parent, what she calls an ” alloparental substrate “, which can be activated under the right circumstances.
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In Father Time, she argues that as humans evolved into more complex societies, it was collective care that made humans flourish. It was valuable to have men that could provide primary care for a baby, and so we developed a capacity to do so – one we still keep.

“Mother Nature is an old lady with some very bad habits,” she tells me. “And a very thrifty housekeeper. When she has an ingredient that she is not immediately using, she doesn’t throw it away. She stashes it in her cupboard.”

These “stashed ingredients” come through in a 2014 study that Hrdy calls ” one of the most exciting papers in science I’d ever read”.

In it, a team of Israeli academics led by Ruth Feldman recruited heterosexual couples in which a woman provided primary care and the dad “helped”, as well as gay couples raising kids without a woman involved, and scanned their brains while they watched videos of their babies.

“It’s an urgent societal priority that we shore up dads’ opportunity to build those connections,” says Saxbe. She says that improved parental leave policies, for instance, can facilitate the bond between dads and children.

Another key change is getting men involved from the outset, Gettler told me, including by attending ultrasounds, going to appointments and actively interacting with their partner during their pregnancy.

“We know that this biology is potentially coming online during that pregnancy period as families are preparing to welcome their babies,” he told me.

Active, involved fathers have benefits for the family. Mothers with more active partners have reported better mental health in many countries including Pakistan, Kenya and the US.

And crucially, the children benefit too. In a huge study that followed 292 families over seven years and was published in early 2026, researchers from the US concluded that children of more attentive fathers had better heart health. The twist: mothers’ behaviour didn’t have the same effect.
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With all the other terrible news right now, you may not have noticed that Donald Trump is in the process of killing American science.

OK, that’s an exaggeration — but not that much of an exaggeration. The Trump administration’s latest budget proposal calls for a gigantic increase in military spending combined with severe cuts to social programs. But as the chart above shows, it also calls for debilitating reductions in research funding.

Furthermore, Trump appointees have already been strangling science by sharply reducing the rate at which research grants are approved. Here, for example, is the number of new grants approved by the National Science Foundation:
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Large numbers of existing grants have also been frozen or terminated, especially in the study of infectious diseases.

Add to this a sharp drop in visas issued to foreign students, who often play a direct role in research and who help support academic departments that do research:



Put all of this together, and much U.S. scientific research is set to come to a screeching halt — not a few years from now, but over the course of the next year or two.

This new assault on U.S. science is taking place at a time when the role of American science in the world has already been greatly eroded. The chart below, based on research recently reported by the National Bureau of Economic Research, measures national strength in science by the share of publications in highly ranked journals. In the 1990s the United States had more such publications than the rest of the world combined. Since then we’ve dropped into third place — well behind China and slightly below the European Union. And this was before the Trump administration’s attack on science had time to take its full effect.


[image: China’s Rise in Global Research Primary tabs]
China’s Rise in Global Research Primary tabs

China’s Rise in Global Research Primary tabs

Source

Some erosion in U.S. scientific preeminence was inevitable given China’s growing sophistication and wealth. But we’ve also fallen behind Europe, even though everyone says that Europe is lagging economically and technologically. Claims about Europe’s underperformance are, in fact, dubious if one looks hard at the data. But it’s still striking to see America lagging.

What’s going on? There are presumably multiple factors behind America’s scientific lag. But even before Trump II the growing hostility of the U.S. right to science surely had some negative effect. And since the rise of MAGA G.O.P. attitudes toward science in general have become overwhelmingly hostile. This is true even for the Republican rank and file:
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And while I haven’t been able to find good survey data, it’s obvious that the anti-science turn has been even more pronounced — and began earlier — among the Republican political elite. Chris Mooney published The Republican War on Science in 2005, and even then was describing a longstanding trend.

Why have Republicans turned so anti-science? Part of the answer is that they believe that scientists don’t support them. And they’re right! A study of who scientists give money to shows that only a small percentage gave money to Republicans even 20 years ago, and that almost none of them donate to Republicans now:
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Social scientists have always been strongly pro-Democratic, while there used to be a significant number of physical, “hard” scientists supporting the GOP. But these days physicists are almost as uniformly Democratic, or at least non-Republican, as sociologists.

Why are there almost no Republican scientists? It’s not a mystery. GOP political orthodoxy includes positions that are at odds with the scientific consensus on multiple issues, ranging from the validity of the theory of evolution, to the reality of climate change, to the efficacy and safety of vaccines. In each case the scientific consensus is solidly grounded in evidence. But even before the rise of MAGA the U.S. right was increasingly hostile to evidence-based policymaking — especially, of course, where the evidence is unfavorable to fossil fuel interests or quack medicine, both financial mainstays of right-wing politics.

So scientists don’t support Republicans, and the feeling is mutual. Today’s Republican Party doesn’t like science or scientists. It doesn’t like having its preconceived views challenged by appeals to evidence. It knows that very few scientists are on its side electorally. In general, it sees scientific research as a threat to its grasp on political power.

Add in MAGA’s combination of rabid anti-intellectualism and allergy to any hint of criticism, and one has the makings of a drastic anti-science turn in policy. “Ignorance is strength” might was well be an official MAGA motto.

And as I said, we aren’t talking about something that will happen over the course of multiple years: The U.S. scientific enterprise is threatened with severe damage, even collapse, over just the next year.

There are many reasons to find this prospect horrifying: Think of all the beneficial advances, affecting almost every part of life, that won’t happen because U.S. science — still crucial to the world — has been eviscerated.

But think, also, of America’s international standing. Can a nation that has forfeited its role as a leader, or even a contender, in global science, still be a Great Power?

No.
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summary (explain me like i’m five)

Imagine your country’s money-making activities are a pie. This chart shows how big the ‘service’ slice is (like teaching, banking, or haircuts) compared to making physical stuff. Globally, services make up about 63.3% of this pie. Some places, like Bermuda, are almost entirely services (91.5%), while others, like Chad, rely less on them (29.8%). It means most world economies are about people doing things for people, not just producing goods.



fun standup comedy set on the topic (sell it to me, make fun of it)

Alright, alright, settle down folks! You ever look at economic data and just think, ‘What is a service economy?’ Is it just people going ‘Can I help you?’ all day? Because if so, my local DMV is single-handedly propping up the entire global service sector! This chart right here, ‘Services, value added (% of GDP)’… sounds important, right? It’s basically saying, ‘How much of our country’s money comes from us doing stuff for each other, instead of making stuff.’ And apparently, for the ‘World,’ it’s about 63.3%. So, over half of everything we do globally is… services. That’s a lot of folks asking if you want fries with that, or maybe explaining blockchain.

Bermuda’s at 91.5% services. Bermuda! What are they even doing? Just incredibly polite pirates offering premium treasure-finding consultations? And then you got Chad, way down at 29.8%. They’re like, ‘We make things here! And those things are probably really heavy, and we’re not asking for your opinion on the color.’ So next time you’re getting a massage or downloading an app, just remember, you’re boosting the global service sector. You’re basically an economic hero. You’re welcome!


	most striking interesting quotes


	\“World: 63.3%\” (2023)


	\“Bermuda: 91.5%\” (2023)


	\“Chad: 29.8%\” (2024)


	what does it mean for my profession (design / hacker / innovator)


	Design: The prevalence of the service sector emphasizes the critical role of service design. Designers must focus on crafting holistic, human-centered experiences, encompassing digital interfaces, physical touchpoints, and systemic processes. UX/UI design for platforms, customer journey mapping, and designing for intangible value are paramount.


	Hacker: This trend presents opportunities in automation (RPA), data analytics for personalized service delivery and efficiency, API integrations for interconnected services, and robust cybersecurity to protect sensitive service-related data and platforms.


	Innovator: Innovators should explore new business models centered around recurring value (subscriptions), on-demand services, platform economies, and leveraging AI/ML for predictive, personalized, and proactive service offerings. The focus shifts to creating novel experiential and intangible value.


	add some book recommendations


	[[This Is Service Design Thinking - Marc Stickdorn and Jacob Schneider]]


	[[The Experience Economy - B Joseph Pine II and James H Gilmore]]


	[[Platform Revolution - Sangeet Paul Choudary Marshall Van Alstyne and Geoffrey G Parker]]


	fitting twitter post (use the same generic tags as above)

The global service sector now constitutes 63.3% of GDP! From digital platforms to personalized experiences, services are the economic backbone worldwide. How will this shape future design, tech, and innovation? #ServiceEconomy #GlobalTrends #GDP #Innovation #FutureOfWork  1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 % 62.0 62.5 63.0 63.5 64.0 64.5 65.0 65.5 66.0 World






All Countries and Economies

Country

Most Recent Year

Most Recent Value

Afghanistan

2023

46.4

Albania

2024

48.7

Algeria

2024

46.8

American Samoa

Andorra

2024

77.6

Angola

2024

41.1

Antigua and Barbuda

2023

69.1

Argentina

2024

53.7

Armenia

2024

62.0

Aruba

2022

79.0

Australia

2024

66.1

Austria

2024

64.0

Azerbaijan

2024

42.3

Bahamas, The

2024

77.2

Bahrain

2024

53.2

Bangladesh

2024

51.4

Barbados

2024

75.5

Belarus

2024

49.7

Belgium

2024

71.0

Belize

2024

62.4

Benin

2024

48.9

Bermuda

2023

91.5

Bhutan

2023

52.8

Bolivia

2024

53.4

Bosnia and Herzegovina

2024

56.6

Botswana

2024

63.5

Brazil

2024

59.2

British Virgin Islands

Brunei Darussalam

2024

39.0

Bulgaria

2024

63.8

Burkina Faso

2024

43.9

Burundi

2024

43.2

Cabo Verde

2024

68.7

Cambodia

2024

35.6

Cameroon

2024

50.7

Canada

2021

66.4

Cayman Islands

2023

86.0

Central African Republic

2024

42.1

Chad

2024

29.8

Channel Islands

2023

91.2

Chile

2024

56.1

China

2024

56.7

Colombia

2024

58.1

Comoros

2024

50.1

Congo, Dem. Rep.

2024

46.6

Congo, Rep.

2024

45.0

Costa Rica

2024

68.8

Cote d’Ivoire

2024

51.9

Croatia

2024

60.8

Cuba

2024

73.4

Curacao

2024

72.3

Cyprus

2024

76.5

Czechia

2024

60.2

Denmark

2024

63.5

Djibouti

2024

76.1

Dominica

2024

56.9

Dominican Republic

2024

59.8

Ecuador

2024

57.2

Egypt, Arab Rep.

2024

48.9

El Salvador

2024

61.0

Equatorial Guinea

2024

51.1

Eritrea

Estonia

2024

65.7

Eswatini

2024

51.4

Ethiopia

2024

37.5

Faroe Islands

2024

53.8

Fiji

2024

54.6

Finland

2024

62.2

France

2024

70.9

French Polynesia

2020

75.9

Gabon

2024

36.8

Gambia, The

2024

56.8

Georgia

2024

62.0

Germany

2024

64.0

Ghana

2024

40.9

Gibraltar

Greece

2024

68.0

Greenland

2023

61.0

Grenada

2024

65.7

Guam

Guatemala

2024

61.8

Guinea

2024

36.3

Guinea-Bissau

2024

37.9

Guyana

2024

14.5

Haiti

2024

48.3

Honduras

2024

58.4

Hong Kong SAR, China

2024

91.8

Hungary

2024

59.5

Iceland

2024

64.9

India

2024

49.9

Indonesia

2024

43.8

Iran, Islamic Rep.

2024

49.8

Iraq

2024

45.8

Ireland

2024

60.6

Isle of Man

2022

95.1

Israel

2024

72.5

Italy

2024

65.0

Jamaica

2024

60.0

Japan

2023

69.8

Jordan

2024

60.4

Kazakhstan

2024

57.9

Kenya

2024

55.3

Kiribati

2023

67.1

Korea, Dem. People’s Rep.

Korea, Rep.

2024

57.5

Kosovo

2024

45.7

Kuwait

2024

55.9

Kyrgyz Republic

2024

52.1

Lao PDR

2024

43.5

Latvia

2024

64.6

Lebanon

2023

42.4

Lesotho

2024

48.0

Liberia

2024

41.9

Libya

2024

28.3

Liechtenstein

2023

57.4

Lithuania

2024

63.6

Luxembourg

2024

81.2

Macao SAR, China

2023

90.9

Madagascar

2024

47.7

Malawi

2024

44.2

Malaysia

2024

53.7

Maldives

2024

72.1

Mali

2024

36.3

Malta

2024

81.8

Marshall Islands

2024

67.0

Mauritania

2024

42.4

Mauritius

2024

64.4

Mexico

2024

58.1

Micronesia, Fed. Sts.

2024

67.9

Moldova

2024

62.3

Monaco

2024

87.2

Mongolia

2024

44.3

Montenegro

2024

63.8

Morocco

2024

52.7

Mozambique

2024

41.1

Myanmar

2024

41.4

Namibia

2024

54.5

Nauru

Nepal

2024

55.2

Netherlands

2024

70.5

New Caledonia

2019

65.2

New Zealand

2022

67.4

Nicaragua

2024

46.8

Niger

2024

45.0

Nigeria

2024

53.7

North Macedonia

2024

56.2

Northern Mariana Islands

Norway

2024

51.8

Oman

2024

46.0

Pakistan

2024

50.7

Palau

2023

74.8

Panama

2024

69.3

Papua New Guinea

2023

42.0

Paraguay

2024

48.7

Peru

2024

51.3

Philippines

2024

63.2

Poland

2024

59.1

Portugal

2024

66.3

Puerto Rico (US)

2024

51.8

Qatar

2024

46.1

Romania

2024

62.6

Russian Federation

2024

57.5

Rwanda

2024

47.6

Samoa

2024

69.4

San Marino

2023

56.9

Sao Tome and Principe

2024

80.3

Saudi Arabia

2024

47.1

Senegal

2024

48.4

Serbia

2024

58.8

Seychelles

2024

65.8

Sierra Leone

2024

42.6

Singapore

2024

73.0

Sint Maarten (Dutch part)

2021

89.3

Slovak Republic

2024

60.0

Slovenia

2024

57.9

Solomon Islands

2024

46.9

Somalia, Fed. Rep.

South Africa

2024

63.0

South Sudan

2015

56.6

Spain

2024

68.9

Sri Lanka

2024

57.5

St. Kitts and Nevis

2024

66.1

St. Lucia

2024

75.9

St. Martin (French part)

St. Vincent and the Grenadines

2024

66.4

Sudan

2024

54.7

Suriname

2024

50.8

Sweden

2024

66.4

Switzerland

2024

72.0

Syrian Arab Republic

2022

44.9

Tajikistan

2023

34.7

Tanzania

2024

29.6

Thailand

2024

59.2

Timor-Leste

2024

71.6

Togo

2024

49.2

Tonga

2023

50.0

Trinidad and Tobago

2024

59.2

Tunisia

2024

62.6

Turkiye

2024

57.5

Turkmenistan

2024

50.4

Turks and Caicos Islands

2024

72.6

Tuvalu

Uganda

2024

43.1

Ukraine

2024

60.6

United Arab Emirates

2024

54.9

United Kingdom

2024

72.4

United States

2021

77.6

Uruguay

2024

65.3

Uzbekistan

2024

45.2

Vanuatu

2022

59.1

Venezuela, RB

2011

38.6

Viet Nam

2024

42.4

Virgin Islands (U.S.)

West Bank and Gaza

2023

58.5

Yemen, Rep.

2018

41.8

Zambia

2024

57.2

Zimbabwe

2024

50.6

World

2023

63.3

Arab World

2024

49.1

Caribbean small states

2024

52.1

Central Europe and the Baltics

2024

60.5

East Asia & Pacific

2024

59.7

East Asia & Pacific (excluding high income)

2024

55.6

Euro area

2024

66.8

Europe & Central Asia

2024

65.4

Europe & Central Asia (excluding high income)

2024

56.3

European Union

2024

66.0

Fragile and conflict affected situations

Heavily indebted poor countries (HIPC)

2024

43.6

Latin America & Caribbean

2024

67.6

Latin America & Caribbean (excluding high income)

2024

58.0

Least developed countries: UN classification

2024

44.8

Middle East, North Africa, Afghanistan & Pakistan

2024

52.0

Middle East, North Africa, Afghanistan & Pakistan (excluding high income)

2024

49.2

North America

2021

76.7

OECD members

2021

70.2

Other small states

2024

67.1

Pacific island small states

2024

57.4

Small states

2024

62.4

South Asia

2024

50.3

Sub-Saharan Africa

2024

49.6

Sub-Saharan Africa (excluding high income)

2024

50.6

High income

2021

69.5

Low & middle income

2024

54.8

Low income

2024

43.8

Lower middle income

2024

50.2

Middle income

2024

55.0

Upper middle income

2024

56.2





The air is full of DNA — here’s what scientists are using it for

Source: https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-026-01099-2
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Description: Airborne genetic material can be used to paint a picture of ecosystem health, watch for invasive species and even identify humans.
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Summary (Explain me like I’m five)

Imagine your nose could sniff out invisible clues about every living thing around you, not just what you see! Scientists are now doing exactly that by catching tiny bits of DNA floating in the air – from animal fur, plant pollen, even microscopic bugs. They’re using special filters, like super-snooping nets, to collect these bits. By reading this \“air DNA,\” they can tell which animals live nearby, if new plants are growing, or even how healthy a whole forest is, without ever needing to see the creatures themselves. It’s like reading a secret diary of nature, written in the wind!



Fun Standup Comedy Set on Airborne eDNA

Alright, folks, welcome! Have you ever wondered what’s really in the air you’re breathing? No, not just pollen and pollution – that’s amateur hour! Scientists have discovered we’re swimming in a genetic soup! Yeah, you heard me. Every time you scratch your head, you’re not just shedding dandruff, you’re releasing a microscopic LinkedIn profile of your entire genetic history into the atmosphere!

They’re calling it ‘airborne eDNA.’ It’s DNA from everything – your dog’s fur, that squirrel that just sneezed, the ancient moss you never noticed. They’re basically using giant vacuum cleaners to hoover up invisible genetic dust, and then they’re like, ‘Aha! We found tiger DNA 200 meters from the zoo! Did someone forget to close the cage, or did a tiger just have a really dramatic hair day?’

This stuff is wild. They can track the rise and fall of pine trees over decades using filters that were originally for nuclear fallout. So, next time you’re out there, just remember: you’re not alone. You’re surrounded by the ghost of every organism that ever existed in that spot… and possibly a very embarrassed tiger. Good night, everybody!



Most Striking Interesting Quotes


	“It is completely mind-blowing,” says Kelly… “We are absolutely surrounded by information in the form of DNA and RNA, at all times.”

	“Airborne animal DNA has always been there, it’s just that we’ve never looked for it,”

	\“whatever was out there and had a reference to match it, we could see — every single organism that is not extremely rare in the ecosystem.”





What Does It Mean for My Profession (Design / Hacker / Innovator)


	Designers: Envision user interfaces for real-time biodiversity dashboards, creating compelling data visualizations of ecosystem health, or designing ethical and privacy-preserving methods for displaying eDNA data to the public (especially concerning human DNA).

	Hackers: Develop open-source computational tools and algorithms for parsing complex eDNA sequencing data, creating robust security protocols for sensitive genetic datasets, or simulating DNA decay and travel models to refine collection strategies.

	Innovators: Pioneer novel passive eDNA sampling devices (e.g., smart materials for selective capture), create commercial ventures for environmental monitoring (e.g., agricultural pest detection, biosecurity, urban biodiversity mapping), or integrate eDNA data with AI for predictive ecological modeling.





Fitting Twitter Post

Mind blown by #AirborneEDNA! We’re surrounded by invisible genetic info from everything. Scientists are using it to map biodiversity, track species, and monitor ecosystems. Imagine real-time biodiversity dashboards! Huge potential, big ethical questions. #eDNA #Biodiversity #Innovation #Ecology [image: Conceptual illustration showing a person with a butterfly net catching DNA floating in the air.]

Illustration by Marcin Wolski

Ryan Kelly is in awe of what floats invisibly in the air.

“It is completely mind-blowing,” says Kelly, who studies environmental DNA (eDNA) at the University of Washington in Seattle. “We are absolutely surrounded by information in the form of DNA and RNA, at all times.”

Scientists have long pulled DNA from water and soil, but they have only just started to see the air as a source of genetic information. Over the past decade or so, researchers have been learning how to measure airborne DNA, study its abundance and use it to put together a picture of an ecosystem’s inhabitants and health. Airborne DNA is being used to monitor individual species, and being trialled as a way to detect invasive species or attacks with biological weapons. It is also being tested as a way to judge the success of conservation efforts.

The technique promises to link “the whole [of] biodiversity, the whole world together with a single assay that’s really rapid and that can even be done in the field and analysed in the cloud”, says David Duffy, a researcher who specializes in wildlife disease genomics at the University of Florida in St Augustine.

But there is still a lot to pin down, such as how fast DNA decays in the air and how far it travels. Some genetic material pulled from the air comes from humans, and several scientists are concerned that when using the technique for conservation research, it could inadvertently reveal people’s ethnicity or whether a person has a genetic disorder — and even be used to identify individuals.



Clouds of DNA

Scratch your head and you’ll release DNA-rich cellular material into the air. There, it will mingle with DNA from myriad other sources: your own and others’ exhalations and exfoliations, fragments of hair, feathers, excrement, pollen and spores, and microorganisms such as viruses and microalgae. This DNA, which can include segments that are tens of thousands of base pairs long, will then wander the air for perhaps a few days, often clinging to dust particles. It can travel distances that range from a few metres to several thousand.

Although eDNA is already collected routinely from water, snow and soil, to gather information about biodiversity or to track contaminants or viruses, scientists have not typically monitored sources of DNA in air other than pollen and spores — robust packages designed to travel on the breeze.

But, in the early 2010s, various ecologists began to wonder whether air might contain useful DNA traces beyond those wrapped in such windborne bundles. In 2013, biologists Matt Clark at the Natural History Museum in London and Richard Leggett at the Earlham Institute in Norwich, UK, took air samples in a greenhouse and outside it.

“We were just wondering whether we would get anything,” says Clark. “Actually, we got dozens — hundreds — of things turning up.”

Meanwhile, at Texas Tech University in Lubbock, ecologist Matthew Barnes analysed air samples using techniques developed for collecting waterborne eDNA, and discovered they were teeming with DNA from leaves and flowers, as well as types of pollen not designed to be windborne. He realized then the potential for understanding whole plant communities using air 1.

But it was the discovery of tiger DNA near Cambridge, UK, that alerted the wider community to airborne DNA’s potential. Elizabeth Clare at York University in Toronto, Canada, and Joanne Littlefair at University College London wanted to know whether they could find animal DNA in the air. They collected samples at a small zoo in Cambridgeshire, UK, reasoning that they would know the origin of any DNA they found, because the exotic animals were confined to the park.

In the laboratory, the researchers extracted the DNA from the samples, and amplified and sequenced it. They found that they could sniff out tigers 200 metres away from their enclosure, as well as many of the zoo’s other animals, their food — including chicken, horse and pig — and wildlife such as hedgehogs, bats and squirrels. In total, the samples contained DNA from 25 species of mammal and bird, including 17 kept at the zoo 2. Another study near Copenhagen Zoo, published at the same time, had similar findings 3.

“Airborne animal DNA has always been there, it’s just that we’ve never looked for it,” says Simon Creer, who studies molecular ecology at Bangor University, UK.


[image: Two people set up collecting devices on the forest floor.]
Two people set up collecting devices on the forest floor.

Technicians collect fungal spores from the air in central Finland.Credit:Tommi Sassi, University of Jyväskylä

But it was a physicist who found a way to scale the method up. James Allerton, at the National Physical Laboratory in London, suggested that Clare examine samples taken by the UK Heavy Metals monitoring network, which has 25 air pumps, located in cities, in the countryside and at industrial sites.

The researchers studied samples from 15 of the network’s sites and, last year, published 4 what they say is the world’s first national survey of terrestrial biodiversity using airborne eDNA. They found common UK animals, as well as exotic pets such as parrots and an invasive fish species, the silver carp (Hypophthalmichthys molitrix), that had not previously been reported in the region. From vertebrates to single-celled protists, they picked up 1,100 taxa.

To check the reliability of their method, the researchers compared their results with data from massive databases such as iNaturalist, in which citizen scientists record what they see. iNaturalist had failed to pick up half of what the team found. In turn, eDNA did not reflect 43% of the iNaturalist observations. Citizen science tended to find more birds and other charismatic, visible species near human habitation. Airborne DNA picked up more of the small, the invisible and the nocturnal, including fungi, lichens, invertebrates and plants other than trees, says Littlefair. “These are really the powerhouses of ecosystem function.”

The method, says the team, is “a realistic solution to monitoring the dynamics of life on land”. Now, the researchers are helping countries with similar monitoring networks to do the same.



Archives of air

But what if you could harness a network that pumps huge amounts of air through its filters, and that has records stretching back decades? In 2015, molecular biologist Per Stenberg at Umeå University in Sweden heard about just such a possibility — a 70-year history of biodiversity, told in wisps of DNA caught on tens of thousands of filters and stored at the Swedish Defence Research Agency in Stockholm.

He was at a seminar about Sweden’s radionuclide-detection network, built in the late 1950s to detect nuclear-weapons tests. The 25 stations suck in hundreds of cubic metres of air per hour and the contents are then stored on glass-fibre filters.

Stenberg set about analysing the filters from a station north of the Arctic Circle. Whereas Littlefair’s team searched for short marker regions of DNA that identify individual species — known as DNA metabarcoding — Stenberg used shotgun sequencing, in which DNA is broken down into tiny pieces, sequenced and matched to known reference genomes using a computer. The shotgun approach consumes more time and energy and requires more-complex statistical techniques than does the metabarcoding technique. But the results are more detailed.

It was four years before he and his collaborator Mats Forsman, the agency’s research director, got results 5.

“Viruses, bacteria, fungi, plants, animals, birds, fish … the intestinal parasites of moose,” recounts Stenberg. “I mean, whatever was out there and had a reference to match it, we could see — every single organism that is not extremely rare in the ecosystem.”

The results indicated that the technique could be trusted, he says. “So then it was like: wow. This is something we need to explore.”

Ecologists are doing just that, documenting weekly, seasonal and cyclic fluctuations in the abundance of many species and matching these to climate variations. They have uncovered long-term community changes — the rise and fall in the abundance of pine trees because of changing forestry management, and a concomitant decline in other trees, mosses, lichens and fungi. They have tracked over time well-known co-variations between several species, such as those between flies and some bacteria, and found new ones.

Europe is dotted with radionuclide-detection stations, which could provide “an unprecedented opportunity to reconstruct ecological history and detect ongoing changes”, say Stenberg and his co-authors.

Such networks are, however, in fixed locations. Some scientists are experimenting with more flexible monitoring. Erin Hahn, who studies conservation genetics at the Australian National Wildlife Collection in Canberra, has designed and 3D-printed passive samplers, which don’t need an energy supply, and given them to landholders across New South Wales.

Her team is still at the pilot stage. “There’s heaps of variables around airflow, light exposure, proximity to game trails,” says Hahn. “We’re just starting to chip away at them to better understand how DNA moves around.” What Hahn ultimately wants is a nimble network that can pinpoint change quickly, flagging invasive species or crashing populations that need management.



Total read-out

For governments, companies, scientists and conservationists aiming to track the health of ecosystems, airborne DNA could provide a comprehensive, regular read-out of biodiversity on land.

“It means that we can rapidly assess environments before, during and after mitigation, and not just think we improve biodiversity, but really have a quantitative measure,” says Duffy, who is evaluating its potential for tracking forest restoration.
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Air sequencing devices on tripods on grassy dunes between a sandy beach and a field.

Air-sampling devices on a beach in Norfolk, UK, gather material for DNA sequencing.Credit: DarrenHeavens/Earlham Institute

DNA read-outs could also help to chronicle ecosystem vitality, by tracking pathogen load and the genetic diversity of individual species — an indicator of health.

There are other enduring ecological questions that airborne DNA could help to solve. Stenberg’s group is developing models that aim to understand cause and effect in ecosystems.

“We know that foxes eat rabbits, and rabbits eat some plants and so on,” Stenberg says. “But the full ecosystem — when we talk about the bacteria, the nematodes, the insects, the plants, the animals — we basically have no idea.” Uncovering more detail could provide practical information on how ecosystems respond to damage.



Hard to interpret

But there’s a lot of troubleshooting to do first.

Nature 652, 556-558 (2026)

doi: https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-026-01099-2
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This big tech firm wants to reinstate the draft
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Description: The big data company recently released a 22-point manifesto that’s perhaps best described as "bootlicking", though "icky", "elitist", and "ultranationalistic" would also do.
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summary (100-150 words ## explain me like i’m five)

Palantir, a big tech company known for surveillance tools, thinks Silicon Valley has a "moral debt" to the country and should stop making fun apps. Instead, they say tech companies should focus on building weapons and tools for national defense and policing. They also believe everyone should perform "national service" and we shouldn’t "snicker" at rich tech leaders, but regular people shouldn’t seek meaning in politics. It’s a very bossy, nationalist view that implies tech should serve the government’s agenda, judging other cultures as "dysfunctional" while pushing for a more controlled society with AI weapons and universal conscription.



fun standup comedy set on the topic (sell it to me, make fun of it)

Alright, so Palantir, right? The company whose name sounds like it belongs in a Tolkien novel, but instead of an all-seeing eye, it’s an all-seeing database! They just dropped a manifesto, not an update, a manifesto! Because when you’re a tech company, you don’t just innovate, you declare!

Their big takeaway? Silicon Valley owes a “moral debt” to the country. A debt! So all those free apps, those devices that basically let us carry the internet in our pocket, that’s just not enough. Apparently, we gotta pay up… in robot weapons!

They’re like, \“Is the iPhone our greatest creative achievement?\” Uh, no, Palantir, but it also doesn’t track my every move for predictive policing. So, points for not being that scary. And get this: they say \“national service should be a universal duty,\” but then immediately follow it with, \“We should not snicker at Elon Musk.\” So I have to enlist, but I can’t laugh at a billionaire? That’s a rough trade-off! My generation’s idea of national service is remembering our reusable bags!

Basically, Palantir wants us to stop building apps and start building… well, them. Because who needs free email when you can have a giant, government-contracted surveillance eye watching over you, judging your “middling culture”? mic drop


	most striking interesting quotes (1-3)

	\“We should, as a society, seriously consider moving away from an all-volunteer force and only fight the next war if everyone shares in the risk and the cost.\”

	\“The engineering elite of Silicon Valley has an affirmative obligation to participate in the defense of the nation.\”

	\“Some cultures have produced vital advances; others remain dysfunctional and regressive.\”





what does it mean for my profession (design / hacker / innovator)


	Design: For designers, this perspective signals a potential shift from user-centric design for consumer convenience to state-centric design for control and national security. The ethical lines blur when your work might involve creating interfaces for surveillance tools, military hardware, or systems designed to influence behavior in service of "national interest." The pressure could be to prioritize utility for state objectives over individual privacy or user empowerment.

	Hacker: Hackers face a heightened dilemma. On one hand, there could be increased opportunities in government-contracted cybersecurity and defense roles. On the other, the expansion of state surveillance and predictive policing, as advocated by Palantir, creates a critical need for ethical hackers to safeguard individual privacy, expose vulnerabilities in state-sponsored systems, and potentially engage in digital civil disobedience to counter authoritarian technological creep. It’s a double-edged sword: serve the state or protect the individual from it.

	Innovator: Innovators are directly challenged to consider the ultimate purpose of their creations. Palantir explicitly calls for innovation to be directed towards "weapons" and "security" rather than consumer apps. This could redirect funding, talent, and entrepreneurial drive towards defense and surveillance sectors, potentially stifling innovation in other areas. It forces innovators to confront who they are building for – individuals, markets, or the state – and the moral implications of those choices, especially concerning AI and data privacy.





add some book recommendations - fitting twitter post (use the same generic tags as above)

Palantir's manifesto is wild! From demanding national service for tech elites to judging \\"middling cultures,\\" it's a call for Silicon Valley to ditch apps for weapons & embrace state control. A truly \\"icky\\" vision for tech's future. #TechPolicy #SurveillanceState #AIethics #BigTech



  
  
  ch009.xhtml
  
  




Why We Accepted Surveillance as Default

Source: https://vivianvoss.net/blog/why-we-accepted-surveillance

Authors: [[Vivian Voss]]

Published: 2026-04-19

Description: In January 1996 two men in New York founded DoubleClick. Nobody voted on this. The average site now loads seven third-party trackers. 600 billion RTB requests per day. Apple ATT cost Meta $10 billion in one year. The technology was always there. Default-on tracking was a choice.

Tags:

Book Recommendations:




Summary (Explain me like I’m five)

Imagine you’re playing hide-and-seek online. Long ago, two guys made a company called DoubleClick. They invented a special \“cookie\” that let websites know where you went, even when you weren’t on their page. It was like a secret tracker. Advertisers loved it because they could show you ads for things they thought you liked. Everyone started using it, and now almost every website watches where you go to show you ads. We click \“accept\” on those cookie pop-ups because they make it hard to say no, but nobody ever really asked if we wanted this tracking system built into the internet. It just happened.



Fun standup comedy set on the topic

\“Alright, alright, settle down folks! You ever notice how the internet feels like it’s always watching? Like you mention needing a new toaster once, and suddenly your whole feed is just… toasters. That’s DoubleClick, baby! Back in ‘96, two guys, Kevin and Dwight, decided, ’You know what the web needs? A little less anonymity, a little more ’we know what you had for breakfast’.’ They invented the third-party cookie. Not the delicious kind, sadly. More like a tiny digital private investigator that follows you across the entire internet! And we, the users, we just keep clicking ‘Accept’ on those cookie banners. It’s not consent, folks, it’s exhaustion! They hide the ‘Reject All’ button like it’s the last slice of pizza at a party. ‘Oh, you want privacy? That’ll be three clicks and a blood sacrifice, please!’ Meanwhile, Apple comes along, puts one simple pop-up, ‘Allow tracking?’ – and Meta loses ten billion dollars! Ten billion! Just by asking nicely! Turns out, people don’t actually want to be stalked by a toaster ad. Who knew? Anyway, that’s my time, enjoy your relevant ads!\”



Most striking interesting quotes


	\“Nobody voted on this. It happened.\”

	\“This is not consent. It is exhaustion.\”

	\“The technology was always there. Default-on tracking was a choice browser vendors made.\”





What does it mean for my profession (design / hacker / innovator)


	Designers: The article highlights the ethical implications of default settings and dark patterns. Design for informed consent and user empowerment, not exhaustion. Prioritize privacy-by-design principles to create user experiences that genuinely respect personal data.

	Hackers: For ethical hackers and security researchers, the pervasive tracking infrastructure (600 billion RTB requests daily) represents a massive attack surface and a complex system ripe for privacy exploitation. Understanding these architectural choices is crucial for building more secure and private alternatives.

	Innovators: Apple’s ATT success demonstrates a huge market demand for privacy. Innovators have an opportunity to build disruptive technologies and business models that don’t rely on pervasive surveillance, offering users genuine control and transparency over their data.





Fitting Twitter post

Remember DoubleClick? Born in ’96, it transformed the web into a surveillance system. Today: 7 trackers/page, 90% accept hidden \“Reject all.\” Apple ATT showed users do want privacy, costing Meta $10B. Default-on tracking was a choice. Time to rethink web architecture. #Privacy #WebDesign #TechEthics #SurveillanceCapitalism On Second Thought ■ Episode 04

In January 1996, two men in New York City founded a company called DoubleClick. Kevin O’Connor and Dwight Merriman. The product was called DART, an acronym one doubts was agonised over: Dynamic Advertising, Reporting, and Targeting. The premise was that advertisers should be able to follow a person across websites to serve them relevant ads. In 2007, Google acquired DoubleClick for $3.1 billion. By the time the FTC and the EU had finished arguing about market competition, the architecture of the web had quietly become a surveillance system.

Nobody voted on this. It happened.



The Axiom

The argument for the current arrangement is presented as a chain of inevitabilities, and chains of inevitabilities tend to discourage close inspection. Advertising funds the web. Tracking enables advertising. Therefore we track. The cookie banner is the modern receipt: you clicked “Accept”, you consented, and the system, therefore, is fair. A tidy logic. One admires the shape, if not the premise.



The Origin

In 1996, banner advertisements existed. They were, in a word, random. DoubleClick ’s innovation was the third-party cookie: a small text file set by a server you never visited, allowed to follow you across every website that loaded its pixel. The technical mechanism was mundane. The architectural consequence was not.


Thirty Years of Infrastructure 1996 DoubleClick founded, NYC DART 1999 acquires Abacus Direct FTC investigates 2007 Google pays $3.1B EU approves 2008 2018 GDPR cookie banners compliance industry 2021 Apple ATT -$10B Meta the proof Nobody voted on this. It happened.

By 1999, DoubleClick had acquired Abacus Direct, a consumer-purchasing data broker, and proposed merging the two databases. The US Federal Trade Commission investigated. DoubleClick, chastened, backed down. Google bought it in 2007 anyway. The investigation was ancient history. The infrastructure was not.

As a footnote to the founders’ trajectories: Kevin O’Connor left DoubleClick in 2001 to run the venture capital firm ScOp Venture Capital, where he now funds the next generation of technology companies. Dwight Merriman, DoubleClick’s CTO for ten years, went on to co-found MongoDB in 2007 with Eliot Horowitz, another DoubleClick alumnus. The same team that built the cross-site surveillance pipeline also built the document database that powers a substantial portion of the modern web. The DoubleClick alumni network is, one suspects, among the more consequential talent diasporas in contemporary technology.



The Pattern Predates DoubleClick

DoubleClick was not, in fact, the first to discover that user data, once collected for an operational purpose, becomes commercially interesting. Prodigy, the online service that operated from 1984 to 2001, pioneered an early version of the same logic: caching data on or near users’ personal computers in order to minimise networking and server expenses. The justification was infrastructure cost. The side effect was an unprecedented quantity of behavioural data sitting in rather convenient places.

The pattern is older than the web. It is older than the third-party cookie. It is, in essence, the observation that any data path optimised for cost will eventually be re-purposed for value extraction. The architectural question, then, is not when this began, but why no protocol layer ever resisted it.



The Cost

The average website now loads seven third-party trackers per page, and that figure describes the top 10,000 sites, which is to say the better-behaved end of the internet. 41.1 per cent of all traffic on those sites carries trackers. Compliance, meanwhile, has become its own industry: 67 per cent of cookie banners are served by a Consent Management Platform, three firms controlling 37 per cent of that market between them. Only 15 per cent of websites are minimally GDPR-compliant. When the “Reject all” button is hidden behind multiple clicks, up to 90 per cent of users accept. This is not consent. It is exhaustion.


The Surveillance Invoice 7 third-party trackers per page top 10,000 sites 41.1% of top-site traffic carries trackers WhoTracks.me 90% accept when “Reject all” is hidden not consent — exhaustion 15% of sites minimally GDPR-compliant 254K sites, 31 countries 600B RTB bid requests per day ≈ 6.9M per second Each banner, each dialog, each shadow request: bandwidth, batteries, electricity.

There is also a distinctly physical cost. Each additional tracker adds roughly 2.5 per cent to page load, and tracker-heavy sites run approximately ten times slower than the same pages with tracking blocked. Real-time bidding processes roughly 600 billion requests per day, in the region of 6.9 million per second. Every banner, every dialog, every shadow request: bandwidth, batteries, electricity. The invoice is paid by everybody, itemised to nobody.



The Proof

The two men were, in the end, not the problem. If DoubleClick had not existed, someone else would have built it. It was a logical response to a commercial pressure: ad networks wanted reach, publishers wanted revenue, and third-party cookies enabled both. One could not reasonably blame the men. One could, however, reasonably ask why the browser helped.

The deeper question is architectural. Browsers were designed to load content. They could just as easily have been designed to protect users from being stalked, and from the grey-zone fraud economy that grew up inside the same pipes.


Apple ATT — The Experiment That Worked The prompt 1 OS-level dialog “Allow tracking?” iOS 14.5, April 2021 The opt-in 15-25% users who said yes when actually asked default was “no” The bill -$10B Meta revenue lost in 2022 CFO David Wehner The technology was always there. Default-on tracking was a choice browser vendors made.

Apple App Tracking Transparency, introduced in iOS 14.5 in April 2021, demonstrated exactly this. One OS-level prompt, asking users whether an app may track them across other apps and websites. Opt-in rates settled at 15 to 25 per cent. Meta’s CFO David Wehner estimated the 2022 revenue loss at roughly $10 billion. The technology was always there. Default-on tracking was a choice browser vendors made.



The Question

What if browsers had treated personal data in the way operating systems now treat unsigned binaries: blocked unless explicitly permitted? What if the protocol itself had defended the user, rather than the advertiser? What if cross-site requests had always been accompanied by the same scepticism one applies to a stranger on the train offering a parcel for safekeeping?

Thirty years on, the question is still unanswered. The infrastructure persists because it was built, and persists because undoing it would be inconvenient for the organisations that built it. Apple’s one prompt shifted $10 billion in a single year. What might a dozen prompts have shifted? What might a refusal to ship third-party cookies at all, in 1996, have shifted?

One does not know. One merely notes that nobody was asked.


January 1996: two men in New York founded DoubleClick. 2007: Google paid $3.1 billion for it. Today: 7 trackers per page, 41.1% of traffic, 90% accept when “Reject all” is hidden, 600 billion bid requests per day. Apple ATT 2021: one prompt, -$10B Meta revenue. The technology was always there. Nobody voted on this.
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