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 Exploring the application of co-design to transformative service 
research 

 
Abstract 

Purpose 
This study investigates in a transformative service research (TSR) context how users can be 
involved through co-design and what contributions they can make during this process.  

Design/methodology/approach 
A six-step co-design process was used to plan and facilitate two co-design sessions that 
involved a total of 24 participants. The collected data include field notes, transcripts from group 
discussions, recordings of idea presentations, and the evaluation of ideas.  

Findings 
A recruitment strategy which utilizes strong networks and sensitizes users through generating 
awareness of the underlying issue can prevent the waste of valuable resources. During the 
facilitation stage, experts need to find the fine line between close guidance and giving voice to 
the users. User-generated ideas set the starting point for new value propositions that more 
effectively support users in their value creation processes. 

Research limitations/implications: 
The findings are limited to one specific sample and design task. Future research is required that 
investigates the application of co-design to other TSR contexts.  

Practical implications 
In TSR, organizations will need to follow a different co-design approach owing to the sensitive 
nature of the design task and/or users that are not driven by innovation-related motivations. 
Organisations should tap into their networks to raise awareness and recruit suitable participants. 
To capture users’ unique insights and foster the collective creativity, facilitation should focus 
on enabling participants through the use of design tools and team management. 

Originality/value  
The study contributes new insights into requirements, challenges, and benefits of applying co-
design to TSR contexts. The study shows that ordinary users, if empowered, can give important 
insights into the design of new value propositions.  
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Introduction 

Adolescent alcohol consumption and its associated problems is an ongoing concern in the 

Western society (Hogan et al., 2014). To illustrate, the Australian National Prevention Health 

Agency (2014) reported that in Australia one third of 12 to 17 year-olds have tried alcohol, and 

a quarter of adolescents’ alcohol consumption levels exceed the recommended guidelines set 

for adults. Alcohol education has evolved to a central topic in transformative service research 

(TSR), which focuses on creating uplifting changes and improvements in the well-being of 

both individuals and society (Anderson et al., 2013). Specifically, from a TSR lens, alcohol 

education has the potential to improve the well-being of those involved (e.g., improved mental 

and physical health of adolescents) and the community at large (e.g., decreased financial 

burden on society due to the associated health problems) (e.g. Mulcahy et al., 2015, Russell-

Bennett et al., 2016, Yam et al., 2017).  

Parents play a key role in influencing adolescent attitudes towards alcohol consumption 

(Newton et al., 2017). This led to the development of alcohol education programs that 

specifically aimed at improving parenting practices and open communication with adolescent 

on alcohol-related topics (Williams et al., 2015, Rossow et al., 2016). Yet, only limited success 

has been reported in regards to improvements of parenting practices, which has been largely 

ascribed to the lacking participation and engagement in these programs (Toumbourou et al., 

2013, Perry et al., 2002). Here it should be noted however, that the majority of these programs 

are expert-driven in their design (e.g. designed by researchers, public sector workers or social 

marketers) with limited or no involvement of end users (Dietrich et al., 2016). In fact, an 

extensive desk research resulted in the identification of only one program that used a 

community-based research method (i.e., interviews and focus groups) as part of the program 

development (Williams et al., 2015).  
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The predominant expert-driven approach is somewhat peculiar, since previous service research 

highlights the difficulties in understanding the specific circumstances surrounding the users’ 

value creation processes (e.g. Gustafsson et al., 2012, Witell et al., 2011). It is only by actively 

involving customers or users in the innovation process, that organizations can effectively tap 

in to users’ unique knowledge on usage and needs (Trischler et al., 2018b). Despite this, user 

input is still most often sought from a distance because organizations lack a clear understanding 

on how users can be involved as active and equal contributors during the innovation process 

(Jaakkola et al., 2017). 

One alternative to expert-driven approaches is co-design. Co-design allows selected users to 

“become part of the design team as experts of their experiences” (Sanders and Stappers, 2008, 

p. 12). In this way, users can provide important insights into their latent needs and actively 

contribute to the development of new ideas for future programs (Dietrich et al., 2017). While 

co-design has been suggested as key to service design success (Steen et al., 2011, Trischler et 

al., 2018b), it remains unclear how its process can be planned and facilitated in a TSR context. 

This is because, in contrast to conventional co-design applications, where users can be self-

selected (e.g. Trischler et al., 2018a), in TSR relevant users might not perceive themselves as 

suitable candidates for co-design, or even be reluctant to participate (Engström and Elg, 2015). 

This might particularly be true for sensible or nonengaging topics which are central to TSR, 

such as alcohol education, violence, inequality, and poverty (Rosenbaum, 2015). It points 

towards specific requirements and consequences that need to be considered in the application 

of co-design to TSR contexts; an area which, to date however, gained limited attention in the 

literature (Anderson and Ostrom, 2015).  

Against this backdrop, the present article offers an in-depth investigation of co-design applied 

to a TSR context. This investigation is underpinned by the following research question:   
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RQ1: How can ordinary users be actively involved in the co-design of transformative 

services, specifically those which address sensitive topics? 

To address the research question, this study applies a co-design framework, consisting of the 

six stages resourcing, planning, recruiting, sensitizing, facilitation, and evaluation (Dietrich et 

al., 2017), to two co-design sessions focusing on developing an alcohol education program for 

parents. The application of this framework enables the identification of specific factors along 

each of the six stages that possibly could make the difference between co-design success and 

failure. The focus is on the involvement of parents who can be classified as ordinary users 

because they are not typically equipped with technical skills or a detailed knowledge of the 

underlying service (Magnusson et al., 2016). 

In addition, this article investigates the co-design outcomes, specifically in terms of differences 

between user-generated ideas and the existing expert-driven designs. There is a consensus 

within the user involvement literature that user-generated ideas are higher in user benefit and 

originality than the ones developed by experts (e.g. Magnusson et al., 2003, Kristensson et al., 

2004, Poetz and Schreier, 2012). Yet, little insights are available on what it is that makes a 

user-generated idea more innovative and valuable to users. The second research question 

explores how users can contribute to this process:  

RQ2: How do user-driven design ideas differ from expert-driven designs?  

To address the second research question, this study compares the ideas generated by users 

during the co-design activity with existing expert-driven program designs. Thereby, the focus 

is on identifying changes in the value proposition that will potentially lead to higher well-being 

outcomes. Addressing these research questions is important because they generate a more 

holistic understanding of the key requirements for, and consequences of, actively involving 

users in service design processes that concern transformative aims. Practitioners obtain 
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guidance on the application of co-design as an effective alternative to conventional market 

research approaches.  

Theoretical background 

Transformative service research 

Transformative service research (TSR) concerns services that create change with the aim to 

improve the well-being of both individuals (e.g. consumers and employees), and collectives 

(e.g. communities and social networks) (Anderson et al., 2013). Well-being outcomes can 

include improved physical health, financial wellbeing, or decreased disparity, and therefore 

differ from traditional service measures focusing on customer satisfaction and loyalty 

(Rosenbaum, 2015). Examining value creation in TSR, Blocker and Barrios (2015) suggest 

that transformation occurs when actors break free from their everyday life and critically reflect 

on present situations and worldviews. This ‘breaking free’ then brings awareness of new 

possibilities and ideas that hold the potential for advancing well-being through service 

innovation. Thereby, innovation concerns changes in the users’ role, which subsequently lead 

to changes in the organization’s value creation (Michel et al., 2008). This means that value is 

not defined by the organization and delivered to consumers in a unidirectional way, but – as 

conceptualized in recent developments of service-dominant logic – is co-created between 

multiple actors in many different ways (Vargo and Lusch, 2016). This systemic value creation 

perspective is fundamental to TSR (Kuppelwieser and Finsterwalder, 2016, Skålén et al., 

2015). 

TSR has been applied to multiple service settings including health care, finance, education and 

tourism (Rosenbaum, 2015). Particularly, education and healthcare inherently aim to improve 

well-being (e.g. Anderson et al., 2018, Mulcahy et al., 2017). Similarly, alcohol education 

became a key topic in TSR as it offers the potential to enhance the well-being of not only 
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individuals (e.g., parents, adolescents) but the collectives (e.g., families, schools, communities) 

(Dietrich et al., 2017, Durl et al., 2017, Mulcahy et al., 2015). Alcohol-specific programs 

targeting parents are argued as an important component in minimising alcohol-related risks in 

adolescents (Newton et al., 2017, Rossow et al., 2016). Key themes that underpin these parent-

based programs include knowledge and information awareness on alcohol related topics, 

parental modelling, enhancing parent-child communication and parental monitoring including 

family rule setting (Kuntsche and Kuntsche, 2016).  

Many education programs have focussed their attention on increasing knowledge, specifically 

in terms of parental awareness and knowledge of risks and consequences related to underage 

alcohol consumption (Brown et al., 2014, Perry et al., 2002). While these programs have shown 

some improvements in parenting practices, particularly an increase in knowledge and 

awareness of topics concerning adolescent alcohol consumption, their effectiveness remains 

limited. Specifically, the programs do not effectively facilitate change in parental behaviours 

(e.g. drinking, monitoring or communication behaviour) towards adolescent alcohol 

consumption, partly because they are not engaging and do not consider the parents’ unique 

needs (e.g., hectic lifestyles, demanding schedules, short timeframes for tasks) (Toumbourou 

et al., 2013, Perry et al., 2002). These limitations point to the requirement to explore an 

approach that starts with a clear understanding of the circumstances surrounding the parents’ 

value creation process. To achieve this, the active involvement of parents during the program 

design process might be a suitable approach.  

Yet, the representation or involvement of end users in the design of existing alcohol education 

programs is hardly practiced (Kubacki and Rundle-Thiele, 2016). Likewise, studies conducted 

in TSR point out that design is often pursued by experts with very limited user involvement 

(Engström and Elg, 2015). Organizations operating in this field often have limited resources 

available and lack the knowledge required to successfully incentivize and involve users. In 
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addition, the time and costs can increase considerably in TSR contexts, because targeted users 

might not perceive themselves as suitable participants, or might not be willing to participate 

owing to lacking identification with the underlying organization or the topic in question (Hoyer 

et al. 2010).  

These challenges point to the need for a framework that articulates how user involvement 

through co-design can be achieved in a TSR context. This is where the present research 

contributes. By applying co-design to the development of an alcohol education program for 

parents, this research provides a better understanding of the requirements, challenges, and 

benefits of its application to transformative service contexts.  

Active user involvement through co-design  

Co-design refers to the collective creativity of participants with different background during 

the design process (Sanders and Stappers, 2008, Steen et al., 2011). It means that experts (i.e., 

researchers or designers) do not take centre stage in design, but rather play a facilitating role 

focusing on empowering those who are typically not part of the design process (e.g., 

consumers, users, or other stakeholders) to share their insights and collectively ideate new 

services (Dietrich et al., 2017). Thereby, design tools and games can assist experts in 

facilitating collaboration on a given design content (Mattelmäki and Visser, 2011), managing 

cross-functional teams (Clatworthy, 2011), and enabling participants to reflect on and 

communicate their experiences (Blomkvist and Segelström, 2014). 

Studies suggest that active user involvement through co-design can have important benefits for 

the innovating organization, the service design project, and the service users (Steen et al., 2011, 

Trischler et al., 2018b, Dietrich et al., 2016). For example, Trischler et al. (2018b) find that co-

design can lead to key innovation outcomes for the underlying service organization. Other 

studies show that user-generated ideas are more creative and useful than those developed in-
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house (Kristensson et al., 2004, Magnusson et al., 2003, Poetz and Schreier, 2012). Witell et 

al. (2011) additionally find that active forms of user involvement, such as co-design practices, 

are more effective than traditional market research techniques (e.g. focus groups and 

interviews) because it provides novel insights into latent user needs. It should be noted, 

however, that these studies involved users with a high level of motivation and ability to 

contribute to innovation (e.g., leading-edge users); aspects that might not be provided in a TSR 

context.    

Considering these potential benefits of co-design, alongside with the limitations of current 

expert-driven alcohol education programs, an interesting setup would be to involve users 

representing the actual target audience (i.e., parents) in the idea generation process of such 

programs. However, conducting co-design requires careful planning and facilitation. For 

example, Sanders and Westerlund (2011) provide a general overview of key aspects that need 

to be considered in co-design practices, which include the recruitment of participants, 

sensitizing participants to encourage creative thinking, the preparation of material to evoke 

idea generation, and reflection post event. Ind and Coates (2013) focus on the facilitation 

process and propose that co-design practitioners should specifically focus on creating an 

atmosphere that evokes a sense of trust within participants to increase productivity. This 

argument finds support in a more recent study by Dietrich et al. (2017) finding that the 

sensitization phase of co-design empowered participants and was important in building a 

trusting environment.  

The examination of the co-design literature suggests that co-design can be approached in a 

variety of ways (Mattelmäki and Visser, 2011, Trischler et al., 2018a). While there are no 

frameworks for involving users in a TSR context, the present research adopts the framework 

by Dietrich et al. (2017), which provides a comprehensive guide for conducting co-design 

sessions. The framework comprises six steps, including 1) Resourcing, 2) Planning, 3) 
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Recruiting, 4) Sensitizing, 5) Facilitation, and 6) Evaluation. Further, while insights across 

studies suggest that co-design can be an effective approach, it has also been noted that the value 

of co-design depends on the specific task addressed, users involved, and form of facilitation 

used (Trischler et al., 2018b). It is therefore important to investigate the application of co-

design to the specific instance of TSR, which is a key aim of this study.   

Method 

The study utilizes a qualitative approach to understand; 1) how ordinary users can be actively 

involved in the co-design of transformative services addressing sensitive topics, and 2) how 

user-driven design ideas differ from expert-driven designs. The use of a qualitative approach 

enables the exploration of emerging themes and insights that are not restricted to 

preconceptions (Guba and Lincoln, 1994), which is important for the conceptual development 

of co-design (Mattelmäki and Visser, 2011). 

Participants and study setting  

A purposive sampling method was used to recruit participants for this study. Thereby, the 

research team initially planned to recruit parents through selected high schools. Further 

attempts involved intercept recruitment outside a midsize urban supermarket, a university 

email newsletter, as well as a call for participants via a local politician’s newsletter. Yet, all 

these approaches were not successful. Instead, through a network contact, a call for participants 

was placed on a restaurant’s Facebook page which led to the recruitment of all participants. As 

incentives, each participant was given a $AUD 50 voucher and provided with food and drinks 

during the co-design session. Two co-design sessions were conducted within the respective 

restaurant involving a total of 24 participants (i.e., 12 participants in Session 1 and 2 

respectively).  
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Table 1 provides an overview of the participants that were involved in this research. The sample 

size (n = 24) is similar to other exploratory studies conducted within TSR (e.g. Engström and 

Elg, 2015; Durl et al., 2017). Here it needs to be noted that the focus was on recruiting ordinary 

users who are typically time-poor. Further, different to studies that involve users who are 

intrinsically motivated through specific needs (e.g., Poetz and Schreier, 2012; Trischler et al. 

2018), the current study targeted users who did not necessarily see themselves as suitable co-

design participants owing to their lack of interest and knowledge in the underlying topic. 

PLEASE INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 

Approach - Application of the six-step co-design framework   

The study adopted the six-step co-design model proposed by Dietrich et al. (2017), which has 

been suggested as a possible framework for successfully facilitating co-design sessions with 

vulnerable user groups. Table 2 briefly describes the application of each step.  

PLEASE INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE 

  PLEASE INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 

At the beginning of the co-design session, the participants were randomly assigned to groups 

consisting of four to five members. In each group a facilitator was present for the duration of 

the activity. In addition, each participant received eight activity cards (see Figure 1). Each card 

contained a brief summary of an existing alcohol education program component specifically 

targeted at parents1. The facilitator first asked participants to review the cards and then started 

an open discussion on opinions of the existing alcohol education programs. This introductory 

activity has been suggested as useful to allow participants to reflect on the status-quo and 

initiate an idea generation process (Ind and Coates, 2013, Dietrich et al., 2016).  
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Following from the in-group discussions, participants were asked to develop ideas that built on 

the activity cards discussed in the preceding stage and/or generate completely new ideas. In 

addition, parents were instructed to think about key features of the new ideas with regards to 

the program platform (e.g. online, face to face, individual, group), its content (e.g. whether the 

program should involve the adolescent in any components), and the duration of the program. 

Thereby, participants were once more randomly allocated into groups of three to four. This 

reassembling of groups enables a ‘breaking free’ from the initial group discussions with the 

facilitator. Specifically, doing so is important to reduce the influence of the facilitator during 

the idea generation process (Trischler et al., 2017).  

To support participants in the generation of new ideas, ‘make tools’ were allocated to each 

group and included butcher paper, pens, coloured markers, stickers and pencils. These tools 

encourage creative collaborations among participants from different backgrounds, as well as 

assist in the uncovering and communication of latent needs because they are primarily visual 

and offer a language which is understood by designers and non-designers alike (Brandt, 2006, 

Sanders et al., 2010). The co-design sessions concluded with each group presenting their 

generated ideas to the entire audience.  

Data collection  

Data was collected in three ways. Firstly, the in-group discussions were audio-taped with voice 

recording devices used within each group. Secondly, the idea presentations at the end of the 

sessions were filmed and photographs were taken of each design idea. Across both sessions 

this resulted in a total of five audio recordings of the in-group discussions and two video 

recordings of the final idea presentations. The recordings were transcribed using a professional 

transcription service. Finally, field notes were taken independently by each of the three 

facilitators during and immediately after the co-design sessions. The focus was on documenting 
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any peculiarities within the groups, including group dynamics, forms of participation by 

individuals, difficulties or challenges faced by the groups, and the process followed during the 

idea generation.  

Data analysis 

The data was analysed by following the five-phase cycle recommended by Yin (2015). 

Specifically, the transcribed data was first compiled into a database using Microsoft Word. The 

database consisted of two separate reports (one for each co-design session) which were 

organised using topic headings in order to make the raw data more manageable. This involved 

placing the data derived from the in-group discussions under headings related to each activity 

card (e.g. social trivia night, teen party simulation, prevention postcards, etc.). Next, the 

compiled data was disassembled using an open coding process of assigning codes to the 

transcribed sessions (Hahn, 2008). During the open coding process, the focus was on 

identifying aspects that participants perceived as important for an effective alcohol education 

program including its content and features. The data was then reassembled using Microsoft 

Excel Spreadsheets, by re-examining the open codes and creating category codes that further 

focused the data (see Table 3 for examples of the coding process). As part of an iterative 

process, the data procedure was repeated multiple times as the codes and themes were reviewed 

and further refined.  

The program ideas that were generated by parents as a result of the two co-design sessions (a 

total of seven) were analysed by assessing the key components and features of each idea (see 

Table 4). Specifically, each idea was assessed in terms of platforms utilized, the content 

delivered (e.g. parental monitoring, parental modellings), the level of adolescent involvement 

and the duration of the program. These components were chosen for the analysis as participants 

were requested to consider each of these factors when designing their programs during the co-
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design sessions. The analysis of the parent-designed ideas, alongside with the insights from the 

in-group discussions, led to the identification of three overarching themes that underlined key 

aspects parents placed value on in an alcohol education program. 

PLEASE INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE 

Findings 

The analysis procedure as discussed above led to the development of specific themes that 

indicated differences to existing expert-designed programs. Each theme is described in further 

detail below and demonstrates how users-driven design ideas differ from those designed by 

experts (as asked in RQ2).  

PLEASE INSERT TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE 

User driven design ideas versus expert design ideas  

Usability means flexibility. The utilisation of multiple platforms (i.e., face to face, online, postal 

materials) to deliver the materials was identified by parents as an important feature as it adds 

versatility to programs. It was stated that programs should include “changing platforms and 

delivery of information through that time, so it wasn’t just about one form of delivery.” (Female 

participant, Session 1). However, online or postal delivery platforms were not seen as being 

suitable in any of the co-designed programs as a sole component. Instead these were integrated 

as possible ‘support platforms’ to provide a more holistic form of program delivery. Parents 

felt that while postal materials would be a good prompt to start communications, these materials 

would require prior advice and knowledge in order to ensure effective implementation. As one 

participant described: “So, it would have to be done with something else so you can explain the 

strategies. I don't think it could just be done like that, just get a postcard and say, here's – 

here's what we have to talk about and why.  Yeah, you'd have to understand why you're talking 

about that” (Female participant, Session 2). 
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The use of more than one platform to deliver the materials was implemented in 86% of the co-

designed programs. As a comparison, 55% of expert-designed programs utilize just a single 

platform. In addition, one third of the expert programs utilized online and/or postal materials 

as the sole component of the program. In terms of platforms design, this finding shows that 

parents place value on programs which integrate a variety of delivery modes. Nonetheless, a 

face to face component is still regarded as an essential feature becausee it allows the parents to 

engage with the program in an environment that permits questions and feedback. This then 

provides them with sufficient knowledge and confidence on how to use supporting components 

more independently.  

We are in this together so let’s tackle it this way. The participants highlighted the importance 

of involving adolescents in some components of the parent program. As one parent stated, “I 

actually really like the idea of anything that you're doing with the kids so that you're both 

hearing the same thing and you can have those discussions later on” (Female participant, 

Session 1). However, it was also noted that adolescent involvement should depend on the 

specific content and purpose of the respective program. For example, material on how to 

monitor adolescents was deemed relevant for parents only, as these included practical tips 

specifically for parents to learn and later implement in their household: “I wouldn’t be telling 

my son how I was going to monitor him. But if I’d known some few other ways of monitoring 

him, that might have been helpful” (Male participant, Session 2). 

While 71% of the co-designed programs included activities involving both parents and 

adolescents, only 44% of the expert-designed programs featured adolescent involvement. 

Following these insights, it is recommended that while adolescents should be involved in 

alcohol education programs, designers need to carefully consider which activities are 

appropriate for both, parents and adolescents. For example, while parental monitoring and 

modelling content is relevant for parents only, both the parent and adolescent may be involved 
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when content focuses on improving parent-child communication and increasing knowledge and 

awareness surrounding alcohol related topics.  

Time is money. A deterrent for parents were programs that went for more than one hour and 

included multiple face-to-face sessions (e.g. a session a week for eight weeks). Parents stated 

that if the duration of an activity was perceived as too long they were less likely to attend even 

when they perceive its content as relevant: “Knowing about it is really important, but I can’t 

see myself going to somewhere for two hours” (Female participant, Session 1).  

In addition, the participants clearly preferred programs that involved supporting components 

that did not require an extensive time commitment and/or could be completed in their own time 

(e.g., online and postal materials). This finding is in contrast to existing programs, with 44% 

of the expert-designed program activities requiring parents to commit to weekly sessions from 

1 to 2.5 hours for a duration of six to eight weeks. It is therefore suggested that programs should 

involve parents committing to a single face-to-face activity and followed by activities using 

different platforms (e.g., online, postal materials) in order to provide them with relevant 

information.  

Linking the design with the user’s value creation process. Overall, the insights generated from 

the co-design sessions contributed to a program design that has the potential to more effectively 

support parents in creating value based on the specificity of their context. The participants 

described specific benefits that these education programs can have in their lives. As one 

participant described: “It’s going to present, the issues that are relevant today, as opposed to 

issues that were relevant back when we were teenagers” (Female participant, session 2). Yet 

parents, who represent the actual target group of the underlying program, are time-poor and 

therefore not able to commit substantive time to completing these programs. Their daily life 
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also does not allow for a systematic schedule, which means that flexibility is key in the design 

of the program activities.  

Finally, parents shared difficulties they had in making their points, and communicating 

effectively, to adolescents:  

“It sounds kind of like Big Brother, but with devices now, it’s really difficult for families 

to monitor everything that their kids are doing” (Female participant, session 2). 

“Yeah, and they always go ‘... what do you know mum’, whereas if you’re hearing the 

same thing” (Female participant, session 1). 

Program activities that involve adolescents into the learning process appear to be an effective 

way to overcome these challenges because in this way activities are not perceived as something 

originating from parents trying to lecture their children, but as an initiative from an external 

party. It points towards the importance of understanding the specific circumstances, including 

the social context, in which value is created (Edvardsson et al., 2011, Trischler et al., 2018b).  

The next section builds on these findings by discussing its implications for service research 

and practice. This is done as part of a critical reflection on the six-step co-design model in its 

application to a TSR context.  

Implications for applying co-design to TSR 

Reflections and theoretical contributions   

This study contributes to the important questions of how users can be involved through co-

design (RQ1) and what contribution they can make to service innovation (RQ2). Studies that 

investigate the effect of user involvement in innovation processes have mostly focused on 

selected users, such as lead users, market mavens, and brand loyal consumers, or business-to-

business contexts where the distance between the organization and client is typically smaller 
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(e.g., Hoyer et al., 2010, Trischler et al., 2017). In contrast, relatively little insights are available 

on the involvement of ordinary users (i.e. users who are not typically equipped with the 

technical skills or a detailed knowledge of the service) and their contribution to the service 

innovation process (Ostrom et al., 2015).  

In this section, the six-step co-design model proposed by Dietrich et al. (2017) is critically 

examined in terms of its applicability to the current context; that is, a TSR context addressing 

a sensitive topic and involving ordinary users who might not perceive themselves as suitable 

participants. The data that informed this examination included the researchers’ experiences and 

reflections throughout the early stages of the co-design process (i.e. resourcing, planning, and 

recruitment), as well as data derived from the field notes that were taken by the research team 

members (i.e. sensitizing and facilitation). The evaluation stage was informed by the 

photographs and presentations of the design ideas. Doing so enabled the identification of 

requirements, challenges, and benefits for applying co-design to transformative services along 

each of the six co-design stages. Table 5 provides an overview of the key aspects that need to 

be considered in the application of co-design to TSR.  

PLEASE INSERT TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE 

Step 1 Resourcing: The identification of previous programs during the resourcing stage 

provided the research team with a better understanding of the current practices surrounding 

alcohol education resources for parents. In addition, a critical examination of current parent 

programs was required to allow for the identification of relevant themes and activities which 

assisted in the development of the co-design tools (e.g. activity cards). 

Step 2 Planning: Regular meetings with the research team were necessary to facilitate the 

planning of each of the following stages (i.e. recruitment, sensitizing, facilitation and 
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evaluation). The planning stage was also important to network the co-design session and 

underlying topic to create awareness among stakeholders and the targeted user groups.  

Step 3 Recruiting: The recruitment stage was found to be the key determinant of the co-design 

project moving forward or not. Hereby, strong network links were needed to communicate the 

co-design project, including the contributions parents could make through their participation. 

Different access points were used to do this. For example, a member of a local parliament, as 

well as various high schools within the respective area, were approached to gain access to 

parents. Although these parties supported the initiatives, the parents when invited via 

newsletters and parent evenings organised by the schools, were not interested in participating. 

This lack of interest might have been a result of the underlying topic being an ‘avoidance topic’; 

that is, sensitive and non-engaging in nature which is common in TSR contexts. This includes 

topics that individuals may refrain from communicating (e.g. drug abuse, violence, inequality, 

poverty and racism) (Engström and Elg, 2015).  

A network link with the owner of a local restaurant ultimately led to the successful recruitment 

of participants. The owner of the restaurant placed a post on the business’s Facebook page, 

advertising the co-design sessions. The social media channel has over 6,000 followers and a 

strong community connection. The owner’s commitment in driving the initiative, as well as the 

close relationship between the business with customers representing the targeted user group, 

attracted a sufficient number of participants. It is important to consider these challenges in 

TSR, and identify an effective recruitment strategy in order to avoid an inflation of costs and 

time commitment to the project. 

The above challenges related to recruitment explain why active user involvement is hardly 

practiced in the public service sector (Engström et al., 2015). This study shows that tapping 

strong social networks can lead to higher commitment from key stakeholders, such as 
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proactively marketing the projects, which makes the recruitment process less time- and 

resource-intensive. Importantly, once recruited and sensitized, the involved users were eager 

to contribute their unique knowledge and skills to the design of new service ideas. This change 

in willingness can be leveraged during the co-design process by setting an environment of 

playfulness and trust (e.g., Ind and Coates, 2013, Dietrich et al., 2017, Mattelmäki and Visser, 

2011). As is described further below, facilitating such an environment is particularly relevant 

for addressing TSR topics.  

Step 4 Sensitizing: Owing to the difficulties in recruiting the participants, several of the 

strategies defined during the planning stage could not be implemented. For example, as the 

research team had difficulties in obtaining direct contact to parents, the planned sensitizing 

process prior to the co-design sessions was deemed infeasible, and instead was restructured to 

be included during the facilitation stage. Instead, sensitizing was restructured to be included 

directly into the facilitation stage. This involved the introduction of the underlying topic and 

design tasks followed by an in-group discussion of existing alcohol education programs by 

using activity cards.  

Step 5 Facilitation: Three requirements were identified for facilitating co-design successfully. 

Firstly, the application of suitable design tools was necessary to sensitize participants with the 

underlying topic and empower them to contribute actively to the generation of new ideas. 

Thereby, the use of activity cards enabled participants to sensitize with the topic at hand 

through exposure to existing parent alcohol education program activities, while also promoting 

idea generation. For example, the cards enabled participants to develop an initial understanding 

of components and factors that they did or did not like in existing activities and discussing 

initial ideas for improvement or alternative activities. In addition, the use of these cards reduced 

the dominance of the facilitator (e.g. there was no need to describe each activity), which led to 

a more open-discussion and a trusting environment between the participants. 
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Secondly, during the idea generation process a key requirement was close guidance of the 

groups to ensure progress and outcomes that align with the set targets. During the ideation 

phase the research team observed the groups, and offered support when it appeared that a group 

was having difficulties. The groups repeatedly swayed from the task at hand and engaged in 

off-topic discussions. In fact, an important condition for the idea development phase was 

finding a common ground within the individual groups on what ideas should be developed. It 

was during this phase, where the participating researchers took a key role in ensuring progress 

towards an agreed outcome (i.e. to develop a program that parents would find relevant, 

engaging and would be willing to attend). Yet, as also highlighted by Kimbell (2012), 

researchers or experts should take the role less as designers but as facilitators, tasked with 

empowering the participants to contribute equally as ‘experts of their experience’.  

Thirdly, the co-design sessions concluded with a short presentation of the developed ideas from 

each group. This allowed participants to share their insights and describe the developed ideas 

in their own words. Doing so ensured that the research team fully understood the content and 

purpose of the generated ideas. In addition, this concluding phase served a celebrative purpose 

to recognize everyone’s contribution, which can lead to a shared sense of accomplishment 

(Donetto et al., 2015).  

Step 6 Evaluation: The evaluation process was important to systematically incorporate key 

findings from the co-design sessions into the subsequent program design stages. This included 

the analysis of the transcripts of the in-group discussions as well as final idea presentations 

alongside with the photographs of the produced design ideas.  

The evaluation of ideas supports the importance of actively involving users for leveraging 

service success (Trischler et al., 2017, Melton and Hartline, 2015). It is the user who creates 

value in their specific context (Vargo and Lusch, 2008), implying that the design and provision 
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of a value proposition needs to essentially start with clearly understanding the specific 

circumstances surrounding their value creational processes (Gustafsson et al., 2012). 

Specifically, the present study shows from a TSR perspective that ordinary users (i.e., parents) 

can contribute to ideas that have the potential to improve well-being, not only on the individual 

(e.g., better access to alcohol education) but also on the collective level (e.g., addressing 

alcohol-related problems within society). Even the relatively short involvement in the design 

process triggered awareness among the participants about their roles within the current social 

structures and the active contributions they can make to improving their own and others 

wellbeing.  

PLEASE INSERT TABLE 6 ABOUT HERE 

Based on the conceptualisation by Michel et al. (2008), Table 6 provides an overview of the 

users’ contribution to service innovation. Parents contributed ideas that change existing 

education programs towards new ways of defining the users’ role (e.g. integrating flexibility 

during the learning process; redefining the role of adolescents), and how the service provider 

creates value with users (e.g., modifying existing programs by allowing different ways of 

resource integration). These changes enabled the project team to make the programs more 

engaging and to align its content with the context-specific requirements of the respective user 

group (e.g. suitable for the target group’s hectic lifestyle). As a result, the access to and impact 

of alcohol education will be improved, which leads to more informed decisions and practices 

surrounding alcohol. 

Practical implications 

This study provides several important insights for organizations seeking to apply co-design to 

TSR projects. Firstly, careful planning of the co-design activity is required, specifically in 

terms of recruiting and sensitizing suitable participants. To gain access to a sufficient pool of 
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participants, organizations should utilize their networks and relationships with local 

community centres, sports clubs, restaurants, and schools. Within these networks, the first step 

should focus on sensitizing the community about the importance of addressing the underlying 

topic and making people aware of the contribution they can make to service innovation.  

During the facilitation stage, the application of design tools should be used to enable 

participants to utilize their specific skills and knowledge for ideating new service solutions. 

The insights generated from this study suggest, that facilitators should directly guide and 

support the teams in order to ensure that the generated outcomes align with the project aims. 

Nonetheless, the facilitator needs be careful to not constrict participants in their creativity and 

contributions. Finally, concluding presentations of the developed ideas from each team can 

bring a sense of accomplishment into the team, while also ensuring that each design idea is 

interpreted correctly by those responsible of developing the idea further.  

Organizations might ask as to whether the time and costs of involving users through co-design 

does actually lead to improved outcomes. As this study shows, ordinary users can within a 

relatively short timeframe provide important insights into their specific circumstances 

surrounding their value creation process. In the current context, expert-driven programs have 

indicated difficulties with engaging the target audience (i.e., parents) and have shown limited 

success in changing well-being outcomes (Perry et al., 2002, Toumbourou et al., 2013). In fact, 

the user-designed ideas differed substantially from the expert-designed programs, particularly 

in terms of changes that enable parents to more effectively integrate alcohol education into 

their everyday life. As a result, a new program design could be developed that provides a more 

suitable configuration of resources for the respective target audience to integrate and operate 

on.  

Limitations and future research 
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This research is not without limitations. Firstly, the generalizability of the research findings is 

limited to one study setting and a narrow defined sample. The specific setup means that the 

requirements for, and consequences of, co-design might vary in accordance to the design task 

addressed and the specific participants involved. For example, it might be easier to recruit user 

groups that are less time poor or easier accessible. In turn, the involvement of vulnerable 

consumers (e.g., children or adolescents), might require a different facilitation approach. 

Organizations should account for these possible unique requirements during the planning stage 

of the co-design sessions. For future research, it is important to apply co-design to other TSR 

contexts in order to explore possible additional or alternative challenges and requirements.  

Secondly, this study only focused on the ideation stage and a very specific form of user 

involvement, that is, a team approach. Co-design can be approached in a variety of ways 

(Mattelmäki and Visser, 2011), and a team approach can lead to the occurrence of various intra-

team factors that might affect the collaborative design process and outcomes (Trischler et al., 

2017). Here a possible avenue for future research could be studies that systematically compare 

the process and outcomes of different co-design approaches. Apart from comparing user 

involvement on a team basis vs. an individual basis, also the roles and impact of the facilitators 

should be considered.  

Finally, the study used one specific way of evaluating the generated ideas, namely the 

framework by Michel et al. (2008). This framework builds on service-dominant logic asserting 

that service innovations are not defined in terms of new features, but value propositions that 

either integrate newly invented resources, or existing resources in a different way (Lusch and 

Nambisan, 2015). While this perspective aligns well with the current approach to service 

design, other outcome evaluation frameworks might allow a more systematic evaluation (e.g., 

Magnusson et al., 2016) or align more closely to the context of TSR (e.g., Anderson et al., 

2013). Particularly the development of an instrument that considers well-being outcomes for 
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both individuals and the collective will be important for allowing a more systematic evaluation 

of TSR-related innovation efforts. 

Conclusion 

Co-design is a suitable method that enables users to contribute their unique knowledge and 

skills to the design of new service ideas. When applied to TSR contexts, organizations will face 

a number of challenges, particularly during the recruitment and facilitation stages. Yet, 

organizations should not get discouraged from these challenges because users can contribute 

important insights that might be overlooked by conventional market research techniques. In 

fact, as this study shows the user-generated outcomes differed substantially from the expert-

designed programs, particularly in terms of changes that enable parents to more effectively 

integrate alcohol education into their everyday life. This research contributes to a better 

understanding of the specific requirements, challenges, and benefits that follow from the 

application co-design to service innovation activities that concern transformative aims.  

 

Notes:  

1 The components were sourced from a comprehensive desk research on existing parent-based 

alcohol education programs. 
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Table 1: Overview of participants 

Session 1 Session 2 

ID Age Gender Nr of 
children ID Age Gender Nr of 

children 
Kathryn 43 F 4 Mark 45 M 3 
Helen 47 F 2 Adam 52 M 2 
Sharyn 54 F 3 Tracey 38 F 2 
Prue 40 F 4 Adrian 63 M 2 
Akiko 46 F 1 Sam 42 M 2 
Kath 44 F 4 Lisa 35 F 3 
Kim 45 F 3 Ann 43 F 3 
Jonathan 51 M 2 Belinda 43 F 2 
Sarah 40 F 3 Glen 44 M 1 
Helen 45 F 3 Hugh 53 M 2 
Lea 42 F 3 Brendan 68 M 1 
Amy 50 F 2 Matt 50 M 1 

        
 

 

 

  



Table 2: Application of six-step co-design model 

Process stage Application to a TSR Context 

1. Resourcing • Relevant input was sourced from peer-reviewed articles and a secondary literature search across major search engines. 
• Previous parent-based alcohol education programs were identified and assessed, and clustered into keys themes which allowed for 

the creation of the activity cards to be used during the co-design session (examples are depicted in Figure 1). 
 

2. Planning • Regular meetings were held with the research team to co-ordinate the planning of the co-design sessions.  
• Desired goals and outcomes of each stage were articulated and planned for. 

 
3. Recruiting  • Suitable stakeholders who could facilitate access to parents were identified.  

• Suitable participants were identified and recruited.  
 

4. Sensitizing  • The planned sensitizing stage was not implemented due to recruitment challenges. 
• Instead, participants were sensitized during the facilitation stage with the use of the design tools. 

 
5. Facilitation The co-design sessions were split into four stages  

1. Introduction: Participants were made aware of the purpose and nature of the study and sensitised with the topic. 
2. Card Sorting (Part I): Participants were provided with co-design tools (i.e. activity cards) and instructed to individually read through 

all activities and sort the activities into ‘likes’ and ‘dislikes’. 
3. Card Sorting (Part II): Facilitators encouraged an open discussion on each of the eight activities within groups. 
4. Ideation: Using ‘make tools’, participants were asked to generate ideas for a novel or improved parent alcohol program that they felt 

would be more relevant and engaging. 
 

6. Evaluation  • A five-phase cycle recommended by Yin (2011) was applied to develop themes out of the qualitative data. 

 

  



Figure 1: Activity cards examples 

 

 

 

 

  



Table 3: Examples of coding process  

Raw text that inspired the codes 
 

Open code Category code Theme 

“Changing platforms and delivery of 
information through that time, so it wasn’t 
just about one form of delivery.” 
 

Multiple forms of delivery  Incorporate multiple platforms Usability means flexibility 

“So, it would have to be done with 
something else so you can explain the 
strategies. I don't think it could just be 
done like that, just get a postcard and say, 
here's – here's what we have to talk about 
and why.  Yeah, you'd have to understand 
why you're talking about that.” 

Postal as supporting component  Incorporate multiple platforms  Usability means flexibility  

I wouldn’t be telling my son how I was 
going to monitor him.  But if I’d known 
some few other ways of monitoring him, 
that might have been helpful.” 
 

Monitoring for parents only Level of adolescent involvement  We are in this together so let’s 
tackle it this way 

“I actually really like the idea of anything 
that you're doing with the kids so that 
you're both hearing the same thing and you 
can have those discussions later on.” 
 

Adolescent involvement in 
activities  

Level of adolescent involvement We are in this together so let’s 
tackle it this way 

“I have put it in dislike, because I think if 
it involves the children, they would just 
straight up think that's ridiculous.” 

Activity for parent only  Level of adolescent involvement We are in this together so let’s 
tackle it this way 

 

  



Table 4: Co-designed parent programs 

 

  

Program Name
Platform Duration

Adolescent 
Involvement

Prevention 
Postcards

Social Trivia 
Night Open Forum

Audio-
visual Quiz

Effective 
Monitoring 
Strategies

Teen Party 
Simulation

Effective 
Modelling 
Strategies

The Cool 
Parent

Come Home Safe
Open forum, 

online, 
postal

Annually Yes    

Open Forum Open forum, 
online

1 - 2 Hours No  

Think Tank

Open 
foprum, 
online, 
postal

Half hour a 
week for 8 

weeks
Yes     

P4 Open forum, 
online

1 Hour Yes  

Parenteening
Open forum, 

online, 
postal

Annually No   

Story Telling YouTube, 
books, TV

n/a Yes

Alcohol Awarenes
Workshop 

(open forum) Full day Yes   

3 0 6 2 3 5 0 0Total activity used in program design

Parent-child Communication Knowledge/ Awareness Parental Monitoring Parental Modelling



Table 5: Key considerations for applying co-design to TSR 

Process stage Description Key considerations  
1. Resourcing  Relevant input for co-design sessions 

to be sourced by researchers and/or 
experts 

  

• The identification of relevant themes and activities from existing programs to inform the 
development of the co-design tools. 
• The development of an in depth understanding of the issues/problems related to the 
underlying topic.  

2. Planning Closely collaborate with key 
stakeholders. Plan the following four 
stages, including scenarios of 
unexpected events that may arise 
during the facilitation stage.  

• Regular meetings with the research team to plan the recruitment, sensitization and 
facilitation stages.  
• Networking the co-design session and underlying topic to create awareness among 
stakeholders and the targeted user groups.   

3. Recruiting Identify suitable users who are willing 
to, and capable of, contributing to new 
ideas that are appealing to the broader 
user base. 

• Tap strong networks between 1) target users and relevant stakeholders, and 2) project 
team and relevant stakeholders to identify and recruit potential participants. 
• Incentivise user communities by making them aware of the contribution they can make 
through their participation.  

4. Sensitising Make participants familiar with the 
underlying topic by allowing them to 
experience and test existing activities. 

Integrate sensitising techniques into the co-design session in cases where user groups are 
time poor or not accessible. Allow participants to ‘break free’ from their everyday life to 
help them to become aware of the specific roles they play and the changes they can make.  

5. Facilitation Ice-breaker activities and design tools 
assist in developing trust, empowering 
participants and fostering creativity 
and collaboration among team 
members.   

• Using tools to reduce the dominance of the facilitator, but at the same time, avoid off-
topic discussions. Finding the fine line between close guidance (to ensure progress and 
outcomes that align with the set targets) and giving voice to the users (to empower users to 
contribute their unique knowledge and skills).  
• Conclude the session with short idea presentation from each group to ensure that the 
content and purpose of the generated ideas are fully understood, to recognize everyone’s 
contribution, and develop a sense of accomplishment. 

6. Evaluation Develop clear recommendations for 
program design, carefully gauging 
feasibility   

• Analysing the gathered data with specific focus on (latent) user needs, user experiences, 
and specific program preferences. The insights set the starting point for new value 
propositions that more effectively support users in their value creation processes.  

  



Table 6: Users’ contributions and resulting changes to the existing education programs 

Innovation Description Changes in the value proposition (parent alcohol education program) 
Change of user 
role 

Changes in the users’ roles (i.e., 
parents, educator, adolescents) in 
terms of access, time commitment, 
and learning experience.  

Changing the way users access the program: Parents have the flexibility when and how to access the 
program. They still have the opportunity to attend a brief face-to-face session, however, the program 
material is made available through multiple platforms, such as via mail or online.  
 
Changing the time commitment required of users: The successful completion of the program does 
not require parents to commit to multiple and lengthy sessions. Instead, parents have the flexibility 
to complete the program in their own pace and time.  
 
Changing the learning experience of the program: Rather than focusing on dyadic face-to-face 
deliveries where parents act as passive listeners, multiple learning platforms are provided that 
enable parents to interact with experts, other parents, or involve their children.  

Change of 
organisation’s 
value creation  

Changes in the transfer of operant 
resources  
 
Changing the integrators of 
resources 
 
 
Changes in the value constellation  
 
 

Exploring new ways to support parents’ value creation processes by testing different delivery 
platforms that facilitate a more tailored approach to the users’ specific preferences and lifestyle.  
 
Developing new learning interfaces (i.e., online learning platforms, mobile phone applications) and 
utilizing new providers (e.g., YouTube) that let parents’ to play a more active and flexible role as 
resource integrator during the value creation process.  
 
Redefining the way how the service is delivered by bringing together different actors (e.g., parents, 
experts, adolescents, policy makers) and allow them to interact, exchange knowledge, and 
collaboratively tackle the issue at hand.  

 

 


